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Introduction

Printed course materials and student-tutor interaction in writing are the foundations upon which
most distance education in the world relies. They have proved to work well .

Many research studies have confirmed that appropriate design and application of distance
learning system for training has worked well in reaching more learners, imparting individualised
and customised learning and at lower costs. The training initiative that the Commonwealth of
Learning (COL) undertaken jointly with the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees
(UNHCR) tries to emul ate best practice in this regard and to build a model for wider application
for international development agencies.

How it happened

In May, 1999 UNHCR invited COL to bid as developer and deliverer for an effective
communication course to be made availabl e through print-based learning materials supported by
one-on-one electronic tutoring to their world-wide staff. COL’s bid was selected out of 25
international submissions.

This area of work comes under COL’s fee for service domain. Apart from the need to achieve
full-cost recovery, COL’s key abjective is to demonstrate how distance learning can assist
international devel opment agenciesin achieving their training goals and in empowering their
human resources to obtain better results and have alarger impact on the worthy causes that they
are set up to accomplish.

The need to strengthen employees’ writing skills to better carry out UNHCR’ s mission is
apparent when producing written reports on outbreaks of crisis, protection of displaced persons,
and settlement of refugees for timely and appropriate decisions and actions are required to be
made constantly. Hence the Staff Development Section (SDS) of UNHCR had in place training
workshops to help staff to sharpen their writing skills. Originally the training workshops were
organised in rotating locations for selected staff to come together for a 5-day face to face training
workshop at a per capita cost of over US$2,000 as cited by Mike Alford, training chief of
UNHCR.

With face-to-face training workshops, the number of participants was capped and staff were
taken away from their desks. Apart from size constraint and the need for auxiliary costslike
travel and accommaodation, work productivity was interrupted. While the training workshop had
worked well, the training chief at SDS wanted to explore what added value distance learning
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could bring to this area of training by extending the reach of training, increasing learning
opportunities within fixed budget, and giving learners the control on where and when they learn.

Thetraining model

The design brief COL received from SDS was that the effective communication course should be
competency based workplace training and tailored to UNHCR' s needs by using UNHCR specific
samples and templ ates.
The writing competences defined are;

e Solving problems requiring the application of written communication skills;

»  Writing clearly, unambiguously, appropriately, informatively and interestingly;

AND

» Engaging in general office correspondence

* Maintaining records of meetings

OR

e Writing reports according to UNHCR guidelines and practice

In response, COL built the course content and structure following several phases of planning
approaches, namely:
analyse - design - develop — implement — evaluate  revise?

Analyse: In order to find out the gaps between the writing outputs and expected competencies of
UNHCR employers, the course writer visited the UNHCR Headquarters and two regional offices
of UNHCR in Canberra and Bangkok respectively to identify the barriers to writing, and the
difficulties and challenges staff face in performing writing tasks. Meetings with groups of
potential course participants were held. A cross-section of staff members was interviewed, from
administrative support staff to professional and supervisory directorate staff. The writer took
home three meters of authentic writing materials from which ‘good’ and ‘poor’ examples were
selected for use as illustrations of teaching points.

Design

Materials design: The study package was designed taking into consideration the learning
objectives to be achieved by staff across the board ( they largely fall into two major categories of
general grade and professional grade staff), and the characteristic of the learners’ profiles -
culturaly, geographically, and linguistically diverse. The study package was required to be
developed in amanner that could be applied across the board from driversto directors. To meet
thistall order, amodular approach with two streams was adopted. Learners first complete a
common foundation module and then chose either professional writing or general office
correspondence writing. The course consists of three modules in tota, the first module on
effective communication principles in general, the second on general office correspondence with
practice on writing faxes, memo, letters, note verbale, email and minutes, and the third on
collaborative or single author report writing. Each learner isto complete 30 hours out of the 50-
hour course.

In style, the learning materials can be likened to a* tutoria-in-print’, emphasising that the learning
experience should be more akin to atutorial than alecture. An interactive approach is thus
encouraged, whereby participants are required to participate actively in the study process,
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especially through the use of activities (self-test items, reflective exercises, etc). Participants are
motivated to apply the material to their context and needs through the use of ‘reflective action’. In
sum, participants are required to reflect on the material so asto develop their own insightsinto it,
it's meaning for them and how it relates to the work-based writing tasks with which they are
faced. This carries through to the assessment components, which again call for application of the
principles learned to specific problems and situations.

Delivery design: The course delivery design was structured bearing in mind the existing
infrastructure of UNHCR — global email connectivity and pouch delivery system. With these
inherent strengths of UNHCR, two costly items in distance learning i.e. materials dispatch and
media costs are secured at hominal costs.

One of the known characteristics of distance learning isitsintrinsic ability to handle large
population. The mechanism, designed appropriately, thrives on economies of scale. In choosing
between open-ended admission (learner can apply anytime) and cohort-based admission (groups
of learnersto start and end at the same time), the latter was chosen. The former offers total
flexibility to learners but is more labour or system intensive (special software required) to
administer and more costly to sustain. The cohort arrangement, though rigid, is simpler to
administer and over time generates group data for comparison and performance tracking.

Four quarterly cohorts per year with “virtual” class size of 100 were agreed upon. The figure of
100 was picked based on budget availability and administrative prudence. Nevertheless, the COL
delivery and support system can easily accommodate a class size of over 100 at each presentation

Development: The 50-hour course was written in three months. Maree Bentley, the Canberra
based writer working with Dr. David Murphy, then Melbourne based instructional designer
produced the course for trial. Ten learners (five selected modules 1 and 2 and 5 selected modules
1 and 3) took part in the trial and answered atrial evaluation questionnaire which asked in-depth
questions on the appropriateness of the materialsin terms of level, length, and nuances, and
learners experience of the tutoring, assessment and workload.

At the end of the six-week tria, learners’ feedback was analysed and put into a report for SDS
and COL’s consideration. Course materials were revised and finalised in light of the learners
evaluation and the trial tutor, who was the course writer, was able to finalise the tutor’s guide
based on her trial tutoring experience. The trial result confirmed that the course length , course
content and tutoring support were pitched correctly.

A student record management system (CIS — Client Information System), alocal vendor based in
Vancouver, was purchased and installed to record training results. The C$3,000 system has the
capacity to manage student records required of a University. Some system bugs surfaced during
the trial phase and were de-bugged before the real launch.

Implementation: SDS and COL collaborate in course delivery.

Marketing and Application

Three months before the commencement of a training session, SDS promul gates the course
through UNHCR intranet and invites electronic applications from all over the world. The transfer
of applications between SDS and COL is done viaemails. After e-vetting is done (applicants are
screened for contract eligibility and language competency) acceptance notifications are sent
electronically to learners.



Tutor Recruitment and Training

Tutors are hired and trained by COL. Tutors are selected based on their expertisein
communications, teaching adult learners, teaching at a distance, and sound computing skills to
provide individualised electronic tutoring. All tutors are trained before they start tutoring and a
tutor’s guide and tutor’ s toolbox are provided to each tutor to assist in their tutoring task.

Tutor Marked Assignment (TMA)

All assignments are submitted electronically as file attachment and tutors mark them using track
changes or the comments highlight toolson MS Word. TMASs are more than allocation of grades.
They are marked carefully with constructive comments from tutors pointing out strengths and
weaknesses or problematic areas with practical suggestions on improvements.

Learner Support and Tutor Management

A course administrator has been designated to support learners and tutors electronically. The
administrator sends out welcoming emailsto all learners and provides them with important course
information as file attachments. After allocating registered learners to tutors, the administrator
emails each tutor his’her classlist. On receipt of the classlist, tutors are to start linking up with
learners by introducing himself/herself and guide learners as to how to get started. Tutors also
work out study schedule and assignment submissions dates with learners.

Tutors report to the administrator on a monthly basis through an electronic monthly report
template. In these, the progress of each learner is reported with the purpose of being able to
detect any learning problems as early as possible for necessary remedia arrangements.

Quality Assurance

A course adviser is engaged to provide quality checks. 15% of TMAS (selected randomly by the
course administrator) from each tutor is monitored. The adviser submits quarterly reports of
monitored TMAsto COL. Decision on retaining tutors or otherwise is based on learner and
course administrator’ s feedback as well as the adviser’ s monitoring report. But it should be noted
that the adviser’srole is not purely appraisive. The emphasis is on mentoring, and keeping tutors
on track.

Certification
COL awards completion certificate to learners who have passed two TMASs submitted within the
course duration.

Evaluate: Formative evaluation has been built in to gather data that will inform COL of the
continuous improvement necessary in the delivery of thiscourse. Summative evaluation to
gauge impact of the training initiative is also being considered in the long run.

To find out “what” is happening on the course and learners’ satisfaction, an end-of-course
evaluation questionnaire was designed to gauge feedback on awhole host of issues like course
content, tutor and tutoring, tutor marked assignments, learner support and course administration.
Upon compl etion of the course, tutors invite learners to go to the COL website to complete the
evaluation form, or, in the situation where learners have limited access to the Internet, tutors will
provide an email version of the evaluation questionnaire for learner’s completion. Completed
questionnaires collected are manipulated and analysed. So statistical data reveals that 70% of the
respondents have expressed an overall satisfaction level of 4.63 out of a 1-5 rating ( 5 being the
best).



Considerable data has been captured for analysis and comparison. COL commissioned an
external evaluation of the course in 2001 to address the issues:

» How effectiveisthis course in overcoming geographical barriers of the learners?

» How successful is COL intrying out “paperless’ administration of this course?

* How does UNHCR staff respond to a globally delivered course in professional writing?

The evaluation was originally undertaken jointly by Dr. Judith Calder of Open University, United
Kingdom and Ms Valerie Ruhe of University of British Columbia. Sadly, Dr. Calder passed
away in March 2002 after courageously fighting cancer. Ms. Ruhe has taken over the evaluation
exercise. She has made arrangements to interview successful learners and non-completers,
administrators and tutors to form the complete picture of the course feedback. Thefull report will
be available in August, 2002. Based on that report, it is hoped that learners' behaviour and needs
will be better understood. The entire course operation will be reviewed in light of the findings.

Revise: Incremental changes seeking to improve on every aspect of course delivery,
management, tutor and learner support have been made throughout the past 28 months of course
development and delivery by the course management team established by COL. Currency of
materials is an important devel opmental issue of distance learning. Recently SDS has requested
COL to update the course materials since all existing UNHCR writing templates have been
replaced by new formats.

Conclusion

Is doing “more with less” arhetoric or isit areaity? From this particular experience, the answer
isin the affirmative and the added values are:
» the per capitacost per learner using this model is one fifth of the cost per person
attending a 5-day face to face training workshop;
» the course reaches out to learners based in approximately 70 different countries
simultaneously thereby realising the “democratisation of learning”;
e learners from 70 different localities receive the same materials and the same level of
personalised tutoring;
» learners’ work output continues without interruption while pursuing this distance learning
course;
» learners can refer back to the set of self-contained |earning materials after the course; and
» learners can access and be part of a global learning community through the course
website.



