NADEOSA Courseware Awards 2000

Summary report

1.
Rationale for instituting the NADEOSA Courseware Awards

NADEOSA decided to institute the Courseware Awards in order to celebrate excellence in distance education and to encourage institutions to make the necessary investment in good courseware planning, design and development.

It was felt that this was entirely consistent with the reason why NADEOSA was established as indicated in the NADEOSA constitution and its code of ethics. It was also felt that the Courseware Awards might raise interest in NADEOSA among institutions that are currently not members. It was hoped that some of these institutions might subsequently join, and so strengthen, the organisation.

2. The process involved

Early in 2000, the possibility of establishing the Awards was mooted among NADEOSA members via email.

In reaction to the positive response, it was decided to press ahead and the intention to do so was published in the NADEOSA newsletter.

A theme for the entries (access courses), draft evaluation criteria and an evaluation process were then drawn up and circulated for comment (again by email in light of time and cost constraints).

The evaluation criteria were then finalised and a flyer calling for submissions was circulated to some 1700 individuals and institutions via the SAIDE newsletter mailing. The review categories were given as follows:

1. orientation to programme, introductions and learning outcomes

2. selection and coherence of content

3. presentation of content

4. view of knowledge and use of learners’ experience

5. activities, feedback and assessment

6. language

7. layout and accessibility.

Seventeen submissions were made, of which one was subsequently withdrawn.

The courseware submitted was then reviewed in terms of the agreed criteria and a report was written for each submission detailing both findings and recommendations.

These reports were reviewed and discussed by a committee. The reports were then finalised and a short-list created.

The courses that made it onto the short-list were then subjected to a further, although less intensive, review by a person with considerable experience and expertise in distance education, before final recommendations were made.
The final short-list and recommendations (together with this general report, copies of the relevant detailed reviews, and the relevant courseware) were then submitted to a NADEOSA adjudication committee, consisting of a sub-committee of the NADEOSA executive.

This committee then made a final decision.

None of the participants in the review process represent institutions that had submitted courseware, but all have had direct experience of materials development as well as an extensive understanding of the needs of distance learners.

3. General findings

All of the courseware submitted illustrated elements of a concern to address the needs of learners. Inevitably, however, some courseware appears more successful at achieving this than others.

Five general concerns needed to be addressed during the review process.

3.1 Theme of Access Courses

Choosing the theme Access Courses was an attempt to try and ensure a more valid comparison by comparing courses that had been developed with the same over-riding purpose in mind. The reviewers understood an access course to be a course that had been developed with a specific audience in mind, comprising learners who, for various reasons, would have been denied a particular learning opportunity had that particular course not provided an access route; for example, students who have had little mathematics in their schooling, but would like to do courses at a tertiary level that require knowledge of mathematics; or teachers who followed the diploma rather than degree route for their initial training, and would like to proceed further in the academic study of education without having to go backwards. 
‘Access’ is, of course, one of the main reasons for using distance education methods – to enable students to study even though they might have responsibilities of work and family or live far from centres where educational programmes are offered. Access is also one of the key objectives of the National Qualifications Framework, primarily through the opportunity for recognition of prior learning. In a sense, therefore, all distance education courses, particularly those that provide for recognition of prior learning, are access courses. 

Courses that claim to be access courses need to argue in very particular ways that they open opportunities to learners who would not otherwise have been able to enter the particular field of study. The majority of courses entered for the award did this. One of the criteria for selection was therefore the extent to which the courseware submitted appeared to relate to the theme as indicated in both the motivation letter submitted with the courseware as well as the courseware itself. 

However, courses also need to demonstrate in the way they are designed that the writers  understand the particular needs of the target learners, and are able to allow them access to the ways of thinking, reading, writing, engaging, and practising that are particular to the discipline and career the learners wish to enter.  Andy Northedge, Head of the Access Unit at the Open University, says that the task of the teacher, particularly the teacher in access courses is

To enable students to become users (i.e. readers, listeners, speakers and writers) of a discourse which is initially beyond their reach. Teaching is a process of helping students acquire the ‘vocabulary’ of this specialist discourse. But there is more to it than just vocabulary. They have to assist students in constructing the key frames of reference of the discourse, along with a working knowledge of how arguments are constructed within the discourse, how evidence is used, the ongoing history of debates within the discourse (and consequently the established base of assumptions taken for granted within current debates). Thus the skills required of teachers involve recognising (approximately) at what discourse level the majority of students are currently capable of functioning and devising ways of bridging from there to a more advanced level of discourse.

Meeting this requirement is, of course, much more difficult that defining your course in terms of how it allows articulation with other courses in a particular learning pathway. The emphasis in our evaluations on understanding and working from students’ experience, as well as on allowing students to actively construct knowledge rather than simply being presented with it, provide an opportunity to gauge the extent to which the courses give real access, not simply articulation. It also requires ‘contemporaneity’ – the discourse into which the learners are being given access should be valid and current – otherwise the entry promised into learning and career pathway threatens to be illusory. 

The courses that have been given recognition in this year’s NADEOSA Courseware Awards have fulfilled the definition of access courses in both of the above senses. 

3.2
Level appropriacy

Whether or not courses are appropriate for the NQF level of study indicated is an important consideration in terms of the overall evaluation of courseware. However, to be assessed rigorously it would be necessary to spend considerable time establishing the relevant benchmarks through a comparison with similar offerings from other institutions as well as the guidelines and outcomes emerging from the respective NSBs. A particularly difficult area currently is that of the B.Ed. Honours and the Further Diplomas in Education. The Norms and Standards for Educators has declared that the former should be at level 7 on the NQF and the latter on level 6. In practice, many B.Ed. Honours courses are similar in terms of demand on the students to many Further Diplomas. Given the limited resources available for the courseware awards process, it was not possible to make definitive judgements in this regard. The reviewers therefore noted areas of concern where this seemed appropriate but the issue was not explored in detail. It should be noted, however, that it was not clear from some of the submissions who the intended audience was, and these submissions would therefore tend not to be judged positively in terms of the first criterion which asked for clear orientation of the students to the programme. 
3.3
Interpretation of certain criteria

As the review process unfolded, it became clear that certain of the agreed criteria, if employed uncritically, would tend to favour a particular type of course material. 
For example, in exploring the view of knowledge and use of learner’s experience, one would tend to find a rather more structured or limited opportunity to make personal meaning and to construct new knowledge in a fairly advanced mathematics or science programme than in a language or social science oriented programme. This distinction was tackled in relation to an understanding that all courses should, however, seek to address the nationally agreed critical outcomes. These outcomes require the mastery of certain processes (for example, ways to solve problems, information processing skills) and the display of certain attitudes (for example, a critical approach to knowledge, or responsibility towards the environment) – rather than merely the demonstration that content knowledge has been acquired. 

3.4 Draft/pilot material

Some of the material submitted for review was still in draft or pilot form. In some cases, the material was not yet in use as the material was with the printers and so a copy was submitted for review. In other cases, the material was in use even though it was acknowledged that it had not been finally edited and typeset. Given that one of the evaluation criteria set for the Courseware Awards concerned the quality of the layout and accessibility, it does not seem appropriate to have submitted draft or pilot material. All courseware submitted was therefore reviewed in terms of this criterion on the basis of what was actually submitted. However, it must be said that in cases where a course had an approach to teaching and learning which met criteria 1 to 6, but was not yet up to standard in terms of 7, the evaluators tended to more impressed than in cases where a course was beautifully laid out but had an authoritarian approach to knowledge and was not based on an understanding of the target learners or their experience.
3.5 Incomplete submissions

In establishing a Courseware Award, a course was understood to consist not only of the modules that learners receive but also how learners are assessed and supported. Right from the time of the Teacher Education Audit in 1995, SAIDE has been concerned that a course should be seen as much more than merely the course materials. 

· Rather than simply referring to a set of materials … the course is the structure of learning that is designed into the materials. It has four basic elements:

· Conceptual pathways to command of its knowledge, conceptualizing skills, and practical abilities.

· Educational strategies for helping the learner find his or her way through these pathways. 

· Summative and formative assessment should be integral to the learning process.

· The materials and presentation of the course as a whole must excite, engage, and reward the learner. Courses should be designed so as to involve learners actively in their own learning and should allow learners quick access and clear movement through them. Although there is no need for courses to use advanced technol​ogies, most, but not necessarily all, will make use of a variety of media. Provision should also be made, in the design of courses, for the necessary practical work. In order to be as flexible and open as possible, courses should be organized in modules
.

An opportunity to provide a context for each submission was provided for in the requirement of an accompanying motivation letter. It was expected that institutions would use this to address issues raised in the criteria that are not dealt with directly in the modules that form the heart of the course. For example, learners might be oriented into the programme verbally during a contact session; many institutions produce a separate study guide, which contains the overall course outcomes and assignments.

It would appear that some institutions did not engage as fully as they might have with the awards criteria. Thus despite criterion 1 pointing to the need for information related to the learners’ orientation into the programme, it was not possible for some submissions to ascertain even the target audience from the information provided. Similarly, another criterion relates to the need for evidence of a systematic relationship between activities, feedback and assessment processes. However, not all submissions provided information on assessment strategies.

It did not seem appropriate for the reviewers to contact everybody and ask for the additional information or material (time and cost considerations would have militated against this even if it had seemed appropriate).
All courseware was therefore evaluated in terms of the criteria on the basis of the information supplied. 

It is not possible to give a weighting to each of the various criteria. Instead, having looked for evidence of each of the different criteria being met, the reviewer attempted to give an overall, holistic impression. The potential for bias or lack of rigour in this process was balanced by having the three levels to the review process outlined earlier.

4.
Specific findings

Presented below, in random order, are the overall findings for each specific submission. These overall findings are substantiated in a separate, detailed report in each case.

UNISA’s Mathematics Access Module
It is clear that considerable thought has gone into the design and writing of this Module and that it offers a much more user-friendly approach than the standard textbooks used in schools.

The omission of some topics covered in the school syllabus allows learners to focus on those topics and concepts most likely to form the basis for further study. Much greater emphasis is placed on the language of mathematics, the provision of fully-worked solutions and “useful hints” and the use of a more open A4 size page: features that are not characteristic of textbooks used in schools. There is also a book aimed at providing general advice on how to study mathematics, published under license from the UK NEC. Frequent reference is made to this book in the rest of the courseware.

In subsequent reviews, it might be worth exploring how the critical outcomes could be integrated more fully into the materials by having learners reflect critically on real world applications of the mathematics they are learning. This should also help with their motivation to study mathematics. 
University of Natal’s: Language in Learning and Teaching (LILT)

The overall impression gained is that considerable thought has gone into the design and writing of this course and that learners’ needs and experiences have influenced both the choice of content and the design process. There is a very clear link between content, activities and assessment and learners are encouraged frequently to try to reflect on their experience and to try to put ideas into practice. 

However, it is possible that more thought could be given to addressing the needs of the very different kinds of teachers who are expected to use this material, e.g. has the course fully motivated why the mathematics teacher should be concerned about whether language is learned or acquired? In general, the courseware tends to have a very dense presentation of issues – not a teasing out of theories in a way that would seem more appropriate to an access course, but a collapsing of several theoretical perspectives into single paragraphs. There is also less of a sense of a relationship with the learner than there is in other courses (Natal’s own Learning and Teaching module, for example). 

University of Pretoria’s: FDE: Severe Disabilities
The material for this course has clearly been structured to help the learner as much as possible. By the end of the course, learners should have a good grasp of the main concepts. 

However, the course seems to have been written rather like a textbook, with a concern to convey the subject matter, rather than a sense of the target learners, their context, and how the content relates to their context. What is also not clear from the courseware is the extent to which learners will be able to put the ideas into practice in the classroom and the kind of support that they might expect in order to do so. It is also possible that a more critical engagement with issues could be expected from learners studying at this level. 

University of Natal’s: Learning and Teaching: Psychological Perspectives
In general, this pilot module introduces difficult concepts and theories in a very careful and systematic way. An inductive approach to the communication of ideas allows learners to make the bridge from their own experience to theories that can help them explain their experience. Learners will not only know the theories but also be able to use them to think through and solve problems in the real classroom situations they face. 

This is a pilot module and still requires additional language and instructional design editing. In this process, thought could be given to splitting the module into more and shorter units linked to estimates of notional learning time.

Technikon South Africa’s: Science Tertiary Preparation
Considerable attention has been paid to the development of this material in terms of covering all the necessary content and in providing a variety of fully-worked solutions to problems. 

However, it is difficult to see any difference in approach from some of the better textbooks already available; it is still the content that drives the process rather than the learners’ needs. In general, the presentation does not invite the reader to engage with the content. It is too clinical, there is not enough visual material and very little attempt has been made to link the content with learners’ own experiences and possible real world applications. The material seems unlikely to motivate learners whose previous experiences of studying science have been negative (in many ways the target audience for the course).

Technikon South Africa’s: Library Promotion
Although this course necessarily has a strong content focus, learners are given opportunities to try to implement or use what they are learning. Having practical projects as part of the formal assessment strategy further encourages this. However, there is a tendency in the material to tell learners rather than first eliciting a response from them. 

The course material directs learners to the need to find a mentor. This will be quite a new concept for many learners and further guidance is probably needed for both mentees, and their chosen mentors, on the nature of the relationship, the needs it should be addressing and how the relationship should be managed.

University of the Witwatersrand: FDE English Language Teaching

It is clear that considerable thought has gone into the design and writing of the material for the FDE programme and that a concerted effort has been made to help students interact with the materials, with other students and with the tutors. The content is clearly very up to date and challenges teachers to explore, reflect upon and improve their practice. Furthermore, it is clear that the programme has been conceived as a whole in line with clearly articulated programme goals, and that contact sessions, assessment and additional support materials work together to support the students to make use of the course materials to achieve the goals of the programme. 

The material probably needs to be reviewed in terms of what is expected of learners and the notional study time required to be sure that the expectations are realistic. In the next review, adopting a slightly more consistent in-house style might also be helpful for learners.

Technikon South Africa: Diploma Certificate in Archival Studies
A lot of thought has gone into the design and writing of this module. The content seems appropriate and contemporary and the presentation systematic and accessible.

However, issues related to time management, study skills, purpose, assessment and a more critical role for the learners could be explored further in subsequent review processes.

Technikon South Africa: Transport Management
The overall impression gained is that considerable thought has gone into the design and writing of this material. The content seems appropriate, systematically organised and presented in an accessible way.

What is lacking is a sense of where the course fits in with learning and career pathways i.e. explaining why learners should take this course, the overall outcomes of the course, as well as information on how the course will be assessed and how learners will be supported.

University of Pretoria: BMus Hons
The overall impression gained is that considerable thought has gone into the design and writing of this material in terms of simplifying the content as much as possible. 

However, in general, the material does not seem to promote a critical approach to the content nor does it seem to be designed with practical application in mind. By and large, activities are geared towards a fairly superficial engagement with both the issues and their practical application. Moreover, the supporting video and audio material is not well integrated into the printed materials and reflects a very strong cultural bias, which seems to be at odds with the discussion of the principles of Curriculum 2005.

Technikon South Africa: Unit Management and Legal Principles in Prisons
The content for this course is clearly well-researched and contemporary and it is presented in a logical and systematic way.

It is possible that some activities could be made to require a more critical engagement, but this would depend on what assumptions are made about the intended learners. The assessment strategy needs to be clearly outlined as this will probably determine to a very large extent how learners choose to engage with the material.

Technikon South Africa: Special Statutes

The material for this course has clearly been structured around a consideration of the probable needs of learners in having to engage with the different Acts.

It could help learners to provide more guidance on study time and techniques and to include some idea of the overall intended outcomes of the course and how it fits into a larger learning programme. It might also be useful for learners to have more activities to work through, especially ones requiring a critical/personal response to the content.

Aseca: Communication in English level 4 and 5

Reading, writing and listening skills are developed throughput the course through varied activities which draw on the learners experiences and allows them to reflect on the new knowledge and skills in their own context. The use of scaffolding to help learners manage difficult activities is also impressive. The samples of work in progress on revising the material are particularly impressive, but this new material is still incomplete.

It would be helpful if learners are given time guidelines for each activity and if explicit links are made between the activity, the learning outcomes and the overall assessment. The themes in the materials focus on development issues and on the position of women in society. The experience of learners relates to them as parents, as workers and as community role players. In the next review consideration could be given to reworking the themes and learners experiences in relation to the present users of the material who might be young adults.

Technikon South Africa: Information retrieval 11

The overall impression is that a great deal of thought has gone into the development of this material in terms of content, activities and especially layout. The inclusion of a CD-ROM to supplement the written text is also impressive.

It could help if the CD-ROM was more effectively integrated into the material. The teaching approach needs to consider using learners’ experiences of working in a library as a starting point to develop new skills. The number of activities which allow learners to retrieve information by doing and reflecting needs to be increased. It would also be helpful if the role of the mentor and the practical component of the course were made clear.

Idasa: Your Vote Counts

Considerable research has gone into the design and writing of the training manual. It teaches educators to draw on learners’ experiences and use these to develop new skills. 

Consideration needs to be given to creating space for educators to evaluate themselves and learners to evaluate the workshops as well. There is also a need to draw on the educators’ experience as well and to provide space for educators to use their ideas together with those provided.

Technikon South Africa: English Language Development Course   

This course addresses a need to develop English language proficiency through reading, writing and communication skills. It is impressive that audiocassettes are used to supplement the written material.

However, there is a strong case to be made for making the purpose of the audiocassettes clearer and for making greater use of the learner’s experience as a starting point to build skills. Also, there is a need to allow learners the space through activities to reflect on the use of the new knowledge and skills in their own context and come to their own conclusions as to why English language proficiency is important.

4. Recommendations

All participating institutions have clearly made an effort towards producing more learner-friendly, interactive materials than has traditionally been the case in distance education provision in South Africa.

In particular, the review committee feels that the University of Natal’s Learning and Teaching course and ASECA’s English language course (especially the way that the revised version is emerging) should be highly commended.

However, the committee recommends that only one Courseware Award should be made in 2000 and that this first award should go to the University of the Witwatersrand for its FDE in English Language Teaching. The Wits FDE ties in with both aspects of the access theme for the award in the way it leads learners into the BEd programme. In addition, and as noted above, the content is clearly very up to date (as is the case for most submissions) and challenges teachers to explore, reflect upon and improve their practice (something that many other courses often do not really manage to do). Furthermore, it is clear that the programme has been conceived as a whole in line with clearly articulated programme goals, and that contact sessions, assessment and additional support materials work together to support the students to make use of the course materials to achieve the goals of the programme. As noted in the summaries above, for many courses it is difficult to ascertain how the course fits into a larger learning or career pathway, and additional resources such as CD-Roms, audio-cassettes and video-tapes are often not well integrated into the courseware.

� Northedge, Andy, ‘Teaching understood as discourse initiation: an illustrative case study taken from open learning materials’, workshop paper presented at SAIDE September 20, 1997. 


� Appendix A in Department of Education, 1996, A Distance Education Quality Standards Framework for South Africa: A Discussion Document, Pretoria. 
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