Efficient Sharing of Teaching Practices


FET LTA Funded Project

Efficient Sharing of Teaching Practices using an Interactive Pattern Library
Praminda Caleb-Solly

Senior Lecturer, Information Systems and Digital Media

12th April 2010
Contents

2Introduction


2Project Scope


2Objectives for Phase I


3Relevance to beneficiaries


3Background


4Programme of work


4Progress so far


6Future Plans


7APPENDIX


7Pedagogic Patterns


7Example 1: The Pedagogical Pattern for Teaching Object Technology


8Example 2: Effective Projectwork in Computer Science – the patterns are represented as “bundles”


8Example 3: based on design patterns


9Example 4 – OpenLearn Pattern Analysis Template


10References




Introduction
Academic staff in FET have developed and honed a variety of formal and informal methods for enhancing their teaching and learning practices to address a range of constraints and facilitate effective teaching. For a number of reasons, ranging from lack of time to sustainable and persistent opportunities for dissemination, these practices often remain “hidden” within modules or departments with little or no sharing with peers elsewhere.

This project involves the development of a pattern library which will be made accessible via an interactive visual interface to enable rapid search and retrieval of teaching practices collated by staff in the faculty.  
Patterns are designed to capture good practice in a particular domain. “The intent is to capture the essence of the practice in a compact form that can be easily communicated to those who need the knowledge.” (www.pedagogicalpatterns.org).
While there are a number of pedagogical pattern libraries that are available, these are usually in the format of large flat files with some attempt at providing keyword and practice based categorisation. However, as the information is not always available in an accessible and easily searchable manner, the utility of these is not fully exploited.
Additionally, the utilisation of external pedagogical pattern libraries by external staff can be minimal due to perceived lack of ownership and institutional contextualisation of the solutions.
Project Scope

This project has two key phases, the first involving the collation of the pattern library and the second involving the design and construction of the interactive visual interface.

Funding has been provided for the first phase, collation of a pattern library with contributions from academic staff from across FET.
The availability of structured information regarding various teaching practices will enable re-use and cross-fertilisation of ideas, as well as recognition of individual effort and initiative.

Objectives for Phase I
1. Design and implement a database to store pedagogic patterns representing the variety of practices in FET


2. Develop a user friendly web-based front-end to enable ease of input of the patterns by individual members of academic staff

3. Launch and run a faculty wide initiative to encourage input of patterns in the database by academic staff


4. Produce a set of requirements for the interactive visual interface to enable ease of search and retrieval of patterns on based on a range of criteria.

5. Evaluate the data gathered in relation to the following research questions:

· What is the scope of methods being utilised in terms of innovation and creativity and how does this compare with current methods being used at other universities (deemed by a review of current relevant conference and journal publications)?

· What different ways are there of constructing useful ontologies from the gathered data to ensure ease of search and accessibility across subject disciplines.
6. Disseminate outcomes of the evaluation to provide potentially useful information for TLA planning.
Relevance to beneficiaries
The resulting pattern library should provide a rich collection of TLA practices for academic use within the faculty. 

The collation activity should also help to raise awareness and encourage reflection of academic staff members’ own practice.

The database will provide a rich source of knowledge for the second phase of the project, which will be the construction of a suitable graphical interactive front-end.
Background
Pedagogical Patterns draw inspiration from the work of Alexander, 1979, (Alexander, 1979) which he formulated as an approach to capture knowledge from designers and share them. 
Making available information in a format which captures the essence of practice in a succinct manner not only helps ease of communication, but also facilitates sharing of knowledge where the focus can be on innovative and creative delivery approaches that cross subject specific boundaries. This can help to engender reflective communities of practice across disciplines, as well as providing a rich knowledge base for new staff. 

There is a rich source of templates available to draw on in relation to pedagogical patterns, underpinned by well documented research (Fincher and Utting, 2002; Brouns, 2005; McAndrew, 2006). These works not only provide guidance for structuring patterns but also a critique on utility of pattern libraries their collation and how to avoid common pitfalls, such as making striking a good balance between specificity and general applicability. 
In regards to the implementation, using XML and semantic web constructs for the data modelling and creation of the database and defining appropriate metadata will ensure an open and flexible architecture, particularly crucial when it comes the second phase of the project, which is development of an interactive visual interface.

Programme of work
The work has been split into separate work packages with a defined deliverable for each and related to the objectives defined for the first phase of this project. 
	WP 1 Requirements Analysis
	Defining pattern language, fields and underlying data modelling to support the pattern library. 

Selecting appropriate technologies to develop software. 

Defining the terms and references of the data collation initiative.

	WP 2 Prototype development – Iterative design and evaluation of the web page and underlying database
	Iterative prototype design and evaluation with end user involvement in the evaluation to ensure usability of the front-end and robustness of the supporting database.

	WP 3 Deployment and Evaluation of Pattern Collation Initiative.
	Deployment of the collation website with the FET share and care initiative. 

The evaluation will consider the requirements for phase 2 as well as address the research questions identified in the objective section.

	WP 4 Dissemination
	Presentation and publication of the research at appropriate faculty and university level events. 


Progress so far
Defining pattern language, fields and underlying data modelling to support the pattern library

Review of literature into pedagogic patterns has helped to provide some initial templates to support the pattern library. It has also become clear that the process of turning practice into patterns can provide a valuable opportunity for reflection (Schon, 1983). An overview of findings can be found in Appendix 1. 

One clear requirement that has emerged is the necessity for other staff to be able to append information to a pattern which describes their experiences of using it in relation to the different attributes – this can potentially be a powerful mode to enable the development of communities of practice (Wenger, 1999).
Initial feedback from colleagues on different templates has helped to evolve the final version which is shown in Figure 1.

A preliminary discussion with the FET TL Fellows established the requirement to ensure a concerted approach to collating teaching exemplars gathered through various staff development opportunities and other avenues. The use of MS Sharepoint, the University’s adopted CMS, where current resources are being stored has therefore been the natural platform to choose. This project is therefore being integrated into SALT (Sharing Approaches to Learning and Teaching, https://share.uwe.ac.uk/sites/fet/salt/default.aspx , as SALTpot (SALT pool of techniques), https://share.uwe.ac.uk/sites/fet/salt/Pages/saltpot.aspx . 


[image: image1]
Figure 1. Template for the Pattern/Approach
An online-form has been constructed to ensure the input of information can be conducted in a fast and effective manner, incorporating flexibility in terms of tag terms and pattern category classifications. The information in Sharepoint is stored as XML, which lends itself to flexibility in stylistic presentation and re-use. It has been particularly important to ensure that the underlying schema for defining the patterns is adequately flexible and adaptable to guarantee maximal utility of the information in a number of ways.
End user involvement in the evaluation to ensure usability of the front-end and robustness of the supporting database.
As part of an iterative design and evaluation process, short interviews with selected staff members where conducted to trial the different versions of the online forms to assess ease of use and effectiveness of the forms to enable documentation of practice as patterns.
MORAE usability testing software was used to capture academic staff members filling the forms and discussions during and after, provided valuable feedback regarding usability of the interface, as well as conceptual understanding of the process, which helped to make relevant changes. All the academics in the initial pilots found the process of entering their practice quite straightforward and “painless”.

Deployment of “SALTpot”
A limited faculty wide pilot is planned as part of the staff development event on April 16th where staff will be introduced to the project and encouraged to input their teaching approaches. They will also be requested to fill in a short online questionnaire which will provide further feedback to enable refinements to be made before the official launch of SALTpot. 

The faculty wide launch will be in the form of a charity drive – “The FET Share and Care Initiative” to be launched on the 1st of June 2010. The closing date for the initiative will be the 31st of August 2010.
For every example of practice donated to the SALTpot, £1 will be donated from the project fund to buy a Lego Mindstorms kit for an inner city school in Bristol. The target will be £300 which will show on the SALTpot welcome page. 
Future Plans

At the end of the initiative it is hoped that there will be a large enough number of examples to begin the analysis phase addressing project objectives 4 and 5. This will provide the requirements and data to start Phase II. 

In the meantime, the more advanced search capabilities available on Sharepoint will be deployed to enable staff to begin using the wealth of techniques that will be in the database. 

APPENDIX

Pedagogic Patterns

According to Fincher (1999) a requirement that turns practice into patterns is an intentional and creative process on the part of the pattern author(s). Important elements to consider include abstraction and organizing principle. In relation to abstraction Fincher says “if patterns are really a format for capturing exemplars of design then it is not enough that they simply capture practice, the practice captured must be illustrative of a successful way to solve a given problem”, by making the knowledge understandable in this way other practitioners can transfer the characteristics which resulted in the success to other situations.

In relation to the organizing principle, the pattern language should capture not only the pieces of design, but the shape of the whole into which the pieces fit, hence, it is paramount that any adopted template should incorporate contextual information regarding the practice in a clear and accessible manner so that the reader can assess its value to them.

Example 1: The Pedagogical Pattern for Teaching Object Technology 

	Name
	Pattern name

	Intent
	What the instructor wants to teach, or avoid, or …

	Idea
	How this pattern can achieve the Intent

	Motivation
	Describes why the instructor achieves the Intent with this pattern

	Applicability
	Circumstances in which the pattern is most useful, in the opinion of the pattern author and others who have used the pattern

	Contraindications
	When not to use the pattern

	Structure
	Description of the pattern’s elements

	Consequences
	What has been seen to occur when this pattern has been used

	Issues to consider
	The pragmatics of using the pattern

	Cultural dependencies
	Issues which may make this pattern less useful for a particular culture

	Resources needed
	The resources which are needed to implement the pattern

	Example instances of this pattern
	Specific instances in which the pattern has been successfully used

	Related patterns
	Other patterns which are related to this pattern


Example 2: Effective Projectwork in Computer Science – the patterns are represented as “bundles”

	A. Name of Bundle

	B. Bundle Headings

	Bundle description
	“This is what it is”

	Bundle purpose
	“This is what it does” (sometimes called aims and/or objectives

	Bundle benefits
	“You should adopt this, because …”

	Bundle problems
	“Sometimes it blows up, because …” (W allow projected, as well as discovered, benefits and problems)

	C. Critical Context

	Context description
	“Where it fits”

	Critical dependencies
	“It doesn’t work unless … or if …”

	Critical adjacencies
	“It probably works better if …”

	D. Evaluation

	Success of transfer
	“You’ll know it’s worked for you if these things happen and these other things don’t” (or “How to measure benefits”)


Example 3: based on design patterns 

	Name
	Single word or short phrase that refers to the pattern. This allows for rapid association and retrieval. 

	Problem
	Definition of a problem, including its intent or a desired outcome, and symptoms that would indicate that this problem exists. 

	Context
	Pre-conditions which must exist in order for that problem to occur; this is often a situation. When forces conflict, the resolutions of those conflicts is often implied by the context. 

	Forces
	Description of forces or constraints and how they interact. Some of the forces may be contradictory. For example: being thorough often conflicts with time or money constraints. 

	Solution
	Instructions, possibly including variants. The solution may include pictures, diagrams, prose, or other media. 

	Examples
	Sample applications and solutions, analogies, visual examples, and known uses can be especially helpful, help user understand the context 

	Resulting Context
	Result after the pattern has been applied, including post-conditions and side effects. It might also include new problems that might result from solving the original problem. 

	Rationale
	Thought processes that would go into selecting this pattern, The rationale includes an explanation of why this pattern works, how forces and constraints are resolved to construct a desired outcome. 

	Related   Patterns
	Differences and relationships with other patterns, possibly predecessor, antecedents, or alternatives that solve similar problems.


Example 4 – OpenLearn Pattern Analysis Template

	Completed by
	Name of person

	Date
	

	Comments
	Brief Overview

	Name
	Short name to convey ideas to others

	Context
	What is needed to make this work, and any assumptions

	Problem
	Background or statement of problem solved

	Solution
	Key points  - any critical factors

	Diagram or illustration
	Sketch out the solution or describe stages in words

	Related Patterns
	Similar sections, builds on another pattern

	Institutional Info
	Course number, Dept, Level, Link, ….
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