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Aiming for e-Learning Sustainability: Transforming Conceptions of Teachers’ Professional e-Learning
Brian Hudson

Abstract 

This paper addresses the professional dimension of the model for e-learning sustainability developed by Trentin (2007) and, in particular, the associated professional learning of teachers. It is set against a background context informed by the EU policy agenda for Improving Teacher Quality which is considered specifically in relation to the processes of educational reform at the national level in Scotland at this time. In particular, it is argued that there is a need to reconceptualise Continuing Professional Development (CPD) which as a term is outmoded, based as it is on too limited assumptions about how teachers learn and also about the nature of professionalism. The paper aims to draw out lessons for promoting e-learning sustainability by reflecting on this national context in relation to the outcomes of a recent national development elsewhere in Europe and on those of a recent European e-Learning Project. 
Introduction

The starting point for this paper is the multi-dimensional model for e-learning sustainability as proposed by Trentin (2007). This identifies eight dimensions that are closely and mutually interrelated and which are seen as key elements to be addressed in relation to the consideration of e-learning sustainability. These are the pedagogical, professional, socio-cultural, informal, organisational, economic, technological and content dimensions. The paper addresses the professional dimension of the model and in particular discusses the associated professional learning of teachers. It is set against a background context informed by the EU agenda for Improving Teacher Quality (European Commission, 2010) which summaries ten major priorities for improving teacher education as defined by Ministers of Education in the Council Conclusions between 2007 and 2009. These policy priorities are reflected at the national level across Europe and are discussed specifically in relation to educational reform processes in Scotland at this time (Donaldson, 2011; Scottish Government, 2011). In particular, it is argued that there is a need to learn lessons from previous research (Lieberman, 1995) about teacher professional learning and to reconceptualise Continuing Professional Development (CPD). This leads to a detailed discussion of an approach to CPD, based on prior research by Huberman (1995), in which clusters of schools work collaboratively on curriculum design and development projects together with external resource people who might be from universities and resource centres such as museums, science centres or art galleries, for example. The paper then discusses the outcomes of a recent national development elsewhere in Europe and those of a recent European e-Learning Project which are used to draw out lessons for future e-learning sustainability.

The EU Agenda for Improving Teacher Quality

This discussion is set against a background in which the European Commission has highlighted a lack of systematic coordination in many member states between different elements of the continuing professional learning of teachers, especially between teachers’ initial professional education and their subsequent induction, in-service training and professional development (Commission of the European Communities, 2007). The results of this situation can be seen in a lack of coherence and continuity and a weak connection to school improvement or to educational research. The EU agenda for Improving Teacher Quality (European Commission,, 2010) summarises ten major priorities for improving teacher education as defined by Ministers of Education in the Council Conclusions between 2007 and 2009. These priorities include the need to improve the quality and quantity of teachers’ Continuing Professional Development (CPD) and the need to improve teacher education systems as a whole. This is based on addressing the continuum of Initial Teacher Education, Induction and CPD in a coordinated and coherent way. These priorities also include the aim to promote professional values and attitudes in the teaching profession. This aim is seen to be addressed through the promotion of a culture of reflective practice within which teachers act as autonomous learners who engage in research, develop new knowledge, innovate, take part in school development and collaborate with colleagues, parents and other stakeholders and also with colleagues internationally. A further dimension of this agenda is to improve teacher competencies including the pedagogical skills to use ICT for learning and to promote digital competence in their students. These policy priorities are reflected at the national level across Europe and are discussed specifically in relation to the processes of educational reform in Scotland at this time in the section that follows.
Improving Teacher Quality at the National Level – An Example
The need to address questions of coherence and continuity in the professional learning of teachers was explicitly addressed in the report of a recent review of teacher education in Scotland (Donaldson, 2011). In particular, Recommendation 3 stated that “Teacher education should be seen as and should operate as a continuum, spanning a career and requiring much better alignment across and much closer working amongst schools, authorities, universities and national organisations” (ibid., p. 85). The Scottish Government responded (2011, p. 13) by recognising “key strengths in Scotland as we continue to build a culture of career-long professional learning, owned by individual teaching professionals and supported by coherent and sustained systems”. This response continues by recognising the evidence that professional development is most effective when it: 
· Is developed within an existing organisational culture and ethos that actively promotes professional development; 
· Is planned, through clear processes, to address individual and organisational priorities in a coherent way; 
· Is clear about its aims, in particular the intended outcomes for learners; 
· Addresses the needs of specific groups of educators and is clear about what participants will actively do as a result of the professional development activity; 
· Includes professionals learning from, and with, their peers, with appropriate external stimulus where appropriate; 
· Builds in evaluation that is based upon the impact on learners, not solely evaluation of the activity itself; 
· Is “site-based” and sustained; and 
· Is based upon evidence, including research, of approaches to learning and teaching that are likely to improve outcomes. 
It also accepts that a greater range of professional development should support master’s-level accreditation with increasing numbers of teachers involved in work at this level from the earliest stages of their careers. Further, it calls for enhanced partnerships between schools, local authorities and universities in order to facilitate such opportunities becoming embedded at the local level and recognises that there are good examples of this already happening. A National Partnership Group was established by the Scottish Government in order to take this agenda forward with the remit to “establish the new and strengthened partnership working to support delivery of effective teacher education and professional development in every school in Scotland” (Scottish Government, 2011, p. 2).
Transforming Conceptions of Continuing Professional Development

The EU agenda (European Commission, 2010) calls for the promotion of a culture of reflective practice, which is described by Donaldson (2011) at the national level in Scotland as a call for “enhanced professionalism” through which teachers are expected to continue to develop their skills and competencies. This is linked to the proposal for a new Standard for Active Registration to be established under the auspices of the General Teaching Council Scotland (GTCS) which should be challenging and aspirational (Scottish Government, 2011). However, it is argued that there is also a need to reconceptualise Continuing Professional Development (CPD) which, as a term is outmoded, based as it is on too limited assumptions about how teachers learn and also about the nature of professionalism. As Lieberman (1995) points out, there are conflicting assumptions surrounding this question from the view at one extreme that teachers learn mainly through direct teaching to the other which recognises the need for them to be involved in defining and shaping the problems of practice. These assumptions carry with them deep-rooted philosophical notions about learning, competence and trust that are still very much at the heart of professional learning at the beginning of the 21st century. Further, as Lieberman (ibid., p. 67) also highlights, “teachers have been told all too often that other people’s understandings of teaching and learning are more important than theirs” and that so called “outside experts have often viewed teaching as technical, learning as packaged and, and teachers as passive recipients of ‘objective research’”. For example, priority 7 of the EU agenda (ibid.) is to “Improve the quality and quantity of teachers’ Continuing Professional Development (CPD)” and emphasises the aim to “increase the take-up of CPD” in a passive sense rather than, in a more active sense, to advance the engagement by teachers as autonomous learners in ongoing professional learning. The use of language on this question is vital if the policy priorities are to be in alignment, rather than in conflict, with each other.
Reporting on a Swiss study of 160 secondary school teachers, Huberman (1985) found that the most frequent scenario was that of the “lone wolf” referring to teachers “who invested consistently but mostly alone in classroom level experiments – what they called ‘productive tinkering’ with new materials, different pupil groupings, small changes in grading systems” (ibid., p. 197). Interestingly, this group of teachers was most likely to be ‘satisfied’ later in their careers than most others. He proceeds to identify a continuum of models of professional learning from this Closed Individual Cycle through to an Open Collective Cycle (OCC) in which clusters of schools work collaboratively on curriculum design and development projects together with external resource people who might be from universities and resource centres such as museums, science centres or art galleries, for example. Further, Huberman (ibid., p. 193) argues that much collective professional learning is “overly school-centred” and in presenting the OCC model describes it as “a research-based, cross-school alternative for reflection and change … with a focus on bridging the gap between peer exchanges, the intervention of external resource people, and the greater likelihood of actual change at the classroom level”.
Promoting Future e-Learning Sustainability

This section of the paper highlights outcomes of two recent projects – one at the national and the other at the European level – with the aim of providing a basis for drawing out lessons for promoting future e-learning sustainability. 
The first case to be considered is that of the Networked Learning Communities (NLC) programme (National College, n. d.) launched by the National College for School Leadership in England in September 2002. The work of Huberman (ibid.) was very influential at the outset of the NLC programme which describes itself as “probably the largest programme for learning networks in the world to date” involving more than 134 school networks, including approximately 35,000 staff and over 675,000 pupils. Over 50 publications were produced during the four years of the programme’s life time, although many of these were programme-specific and are now seen as out of date. However, the collection of around 20 publications highlighted by researchers and practitioners as “the gems of the NLC collection” (National College, ibid.) are indeed a very valuable resource in terms of both practical guidance and the wealth of underpinning theory that informed both the thinking and approach which remains very current to this day. It is claimed that many networks continued to develop beyond the end of the programme, although no evidence is presented to support this claim. It is noted that a significant number of publications “supported collaborative learning within and between schools but did not consider the broader role for partnership working that has emerged in recent years as schools work increasingly with families and the wider community, including other services, higher and further education, agencies, organisations and businesses” (ibid.). A weakness of this programme at the outset was the limited involvement of partners from the wider higher education community at the time and it would seem that many of those publications deemed to be outdated might well fit with Huberman’s (1985) more limited Closed Collective Cycle of professional learning.
The second case to be considered is that of the European Commission Transversal Project e-Jump 2.0
 project on the use of social media and 2nd generation e-learning (e-Learning 2.0) in teaching situations and learning environments across a range of educational contexts (Hudson et al., 2009). This project focussed on the professional development needs of teachers in implementing the use of social media and e-Learning 2.0 in their daily practices. The project involved over 120 participants from Eastern and Western Europe, Central Asia, the Far East and China in courses which focussed on the pedagogical aspects of new technologies of e-Learning 2.0, including an emphasis on aspects such as design, assessment and evaluation. The aims of the project included raising the competence and confidence of teachers in the use of e-Learning 2.0, developing e-courses and identifying success factors for and obstacles to such implementation. The project made particular use of a learning environment based on the social networking ELGG platform combined with the more limited use of a traditional Learning Management System which was mainly employed for organisational and assessment purposes. Whilst the use of two platforms created its own set of problems for the participants, this did create a context in which it was possible to compare and contrast the two systems. A framework of action research was developed to support associated professional learning and educational development and the sharing of practice amongst the participants through the documentation of small-scale action research projects. Action research plans were submitted by 33 participants for 28 projects and were successful in terms of achieving the intended learning outcomes. From this group, 14 participants were involved in successful action research projects by the end of the project in 2009. Data were collected from a range of sources including questionnaires, interviews with participants, analysis of online communication along with the documentation by participants of their own action research projects. 
The evaluation of the project revealed very differing levels of participants’ expectations in terms of levels of engagement on a scale from active to passive and also in terms of standards of achievement. A lack of time was mentioned by most of the participants who were unable to complete the courses and the master’s-level accreditation was only an incentive for a small number of participants. A framework for evaluation was used based upon the characteristics of social media use developed by Mayfield (2008) of participation, openness, conversation, community and connectedness. In brief, the use of social media demanded learner autonomy and engagement since passive members became invisible in the online environment whilst its openness allowed for the integration of tools such blogs and personal web sites in this process. Conversation and dialogue was self-initiated and de-centralised in contrast to the broadcast mode of traditional media, including traditional Learning Management Systems such as Moodle and Blackboard. Similarly, communities were self-initiated based on common interest, the development of a group identity and trust building amongst peers, whilst connectedness was similarly self-initiated or simply as a result of online presence attracting others to connect with or join a group. All these aspects demanded that participants acted as autonomous learners who engage actively, develop new knowledge, innovate and collaborate with others.

Conclusion

In conclusion, the paper aims to draw out lessons for promoting future e-learning sustainability by reflecting on the EU agenda for Improving Teacher Quality, the particular national context for education reform and these two cases of recent national and European development. 

The first recommendation of the Donaldson Review in Scotland which was fully accepted by the Scottish Government was that education policy should give the highest priority to further strengthening not only the quality of its teachers but also of its educational leadership. This reflects the priorities of the EU agenda and reflects a strong inter-relationship between the organisational and professional dimensions of the model for e-learning sustainability (Trentin, 2007). There is a pressing need for the wider development of educational leadership which has a focus on the educational use of technology to support teaching and learning. 
The case of the Networked Learning Communities (NLC) programme in England demonstrated recognition of the importance of this dimension of leadership for educational reform in general. However, the programme itself was not sustained despite a well-developed technical infrastructure. A lesson to be learned from this development is the need for greater partnership working from the outset, and in particular with the higher education community, underpinned by a model of professional learning based on an Open Collective Cycle (Huberman, 1985). Had a national research school been established alongside the NLC in 2002, we might have seen a significant repository of doctoral dissertations and associated research papers by now and might now be witnessing the advance of cadre of future research leaders in the network of associated universities. As Huberman (ibid., p. 208) noted, we do not have “anything like the rigorous empirical studies of follow-through in existing networks” and this need remains just as strong today as it was nearly 20 years ago. 

The second case demonstrated the potential of the technological infrastructure for creating the conditions for an open, participatory and connected trans-national learning community engaged in a scholarly conversation about teaching and learning. However, the widely differing expectations of participants in this project demonstrated the importance of the need to address the continuum of teacher education, the need for a system of professional updating and greater incentives for ongoing professional learning. 

So whilst it is clear that the technological infrastructure has advanced in recent years in such a way as to create the conditions in which the OCC model and teachers’ professional e-learning might flourish, the issues that need to be addressed relate to teacher professionalism and the quality of educational leadership. There is also a pressing need for rigorous empirical follow-through studies. These arguments resonate well with the central goals of the Teacher Education Policy in Europe (TEPE)
 network which might be considered an example of a network that has been sustained through professional e-learning over a period of nearly 20 years. These goals relate firstly to advancing research in and on Teacher Education; secondly, to increasing mobility and extending the European Dimension in Teacher Education and, thirdly, to enhancing quality through the renewal of evaluation cultures in Teacher Education. These goals are as relevant today as when they were first formulated within the Thematic Network for Teacher Education in Europe (TNTEE)
 in 1996-7 and revised into their current form ten years later. They are also important goals to be achieved for meeting the challenge of e-learning sustainability in Europe in the 21st century.  
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