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The aim of this study is to examine the state of learning literacy provision within UK Higher Education (HE) and Further Education (FE).

Scope and rationale

Our understanding of ‘learning literacies’ encompasses the range of practices that underpin effective learning in a digital age. We are using the phrase ‘learning literacies for a digital age’ rather than ‘digital literacies’ to indicate that we are open to finding major continuities in what makes for effective learning and in how institutions should provide for it, while at the same time foregrounding a context in which what is required of learners – and how institutions need to support them – may be changing fundamentally.

We use the term ‘(underpinning) practices’ to indicate that we understand the term ‘literacy’ - in contrast to the term ‘skill’ – to involve:

· a foundational knowledge or capability, such as reading, writing or numeracy, on which more specific skills depend

· a cultural entitlement – a practice without which a learner is impoverished in relation to culturally valued knowledge

· communication – expressing how an individual relates to culturally significant communications in a variety of media 

· the need for practice – acquired through continued development and refinement in different contexts, rather than once-and-for-all mastery

· a socially and culturally situated practice – often highly dependent on the context in which it is carried out

· self-transformation - literacies (and their lack) have a lifelong, lifewide impact.
We use the term ‘effective learning’ in the sense implied by the call, as characteristic of ‘skilled, digitally aware learners with the capacity to participate in learning using technologies of their own choosing’. However, we expect to broaden and add detail to this definition. We use the term ‘digital age’ as a shorthand for technical, social, economic, cultural and educational contexts in which digital forms of information and communication predominate. In this study we will be exploring how these new and emergent contexts are shaping current literacy provision in UK HE and FE, but also how we anticipate that literacy provision needs to adapt to fit graduates for living and working in such contexts.

We see effective learning practice as arising not only from technical aptitudes but also from the learner’s previous experiences, self-efficacy and motivation (Philip 1991), and from qualities of the environment where that practice takes place (including digital technologies). We will be reviewing conceptual frameworks from general education as background for the newer areas of information literacy, (multi)media literacy and computer literacy. We see little evidence that even highly-skilled networkers are learning online in the deep and self-transforming ways offered by formal post-compulsory education (British Library 2008). However, we do see challenges to conventional ideas of academic practice and ‘effective learning’ from a range of new activities, particularly in self-organised social networks. We therefore include in our study consideration of learner-generated literacy practices and examples of learner-to-learner support.

Sharpe and Beetham (2008), drawing on evidence from the JISC’s ‘learners experiences of e-learning’ programme, have presented a model of development in which learners progress from access through functional skills to personal strategies with technology, and finally to a form of internalisation whereby technologies are used as extensions of the learner’s personal intentions and motives to learn. We will be looking in part to validate this model through the evidence we gather. It fits well with prevailing historical accounts of the emergence of ‘literacies of the digital’ (see for example Martin and Madigan, 2006), which see critical, evaluative and reflective skills coming to prominence after several decades of focus on technical ICT competence. 

From the Dearing Report to the Leitch agenda for higher-level skills, Government directives have encouraged a focus on skills and employability. Our study will consider the impact of these and other policy drivers, noting that UK employers find it difficult to recruit graduates with the attributes they need and expect (Archer and Davidson, 2008). However, the Government skills agenda and the requirements of graduate employers do not necessarily take into account the lifelong, lifewide needs of learners. We know that learners in the digital age will need to be adaptable, flexible, self-directed and resilient to cope with complex lives as.workers, but also as citizens, carers, consumers and creative people (Sharpe et al, 2006; Creanor et al, 2007). 


Method

The study will address three broad questions. Not all of the necessary evidence has previously been collected, so two highly-targeted data collection exercises will be carried out to augment the desk work. The questions and the methods we propose for tackling them are set out in this section.

1. What practices underpin effective learning in the digital age? 
(a) conceptual and competency frameworks relevant to learning literacies in UK HE and FE

This workpackage will draw together the most significant competency frameworks that have been developed for or applied in UK HE and FE. Data will be collated about the aptitudes and practices covered, and frameworks’ credibility, robustness and flexibility will be assessed. Where available, we will examine evidence of each framework’s adoption and impact in UK institutions. Recent European frameworks relating to digital and media literacy will also be examined, along with significant models from the US and Australia. The study will also briefly consider the role of more specific and local models such as those established by subject benchmarks. Conceptual frameworks which imply but do not specify competences will be included where they contribute significantly to the study.
Method: desk review supported by email or telephone contact with key organisations as necessary, particularly to establish uptake. See Appendix A for a draft list of frameworks.

Output: list of key practices or competences to be understood within the term ‘learning literacies’ for the purposes of the study, with working definitions of these 

Output: summary of relevant frameworks with comments on uptake and impact on models adopted by UK institutions

b. The changing landscape of learning literacies

 'New literacies' (Lankshear and Knobel 2003) is gaining ground as a term for understanding how changes in technology, in social practice around technology, and in cultures of knowledge are demanding a serious reconsideration of literacies. This section of the study will consider these changing contexts and the likely impact on requirements for learning literacy provision in UK HE and FE, over at least the next 5 years.

Method: desk review supported by email or telephone contact with key programme staff as necessary. This will involve a brief overview of:

· changing learner requirements, backgrounds and expectations 

· changing requirements of disciplines and professions

· changing needs of employers, communities and the wider economy

· changing information and communication technologies, including patterns of access and use 

Appendix B includes an indicative list of prior studies and a table of programmes proposed for contact.
Output: future learning scenarios and overview of likely future requirements for learning literacies

2. How are learning literacies currently being supported in UK HE and FE institutions?
(a) Institutional audits

Initial scoping work will consider how far this question can be answered through existing evidence, especially the outcomes of projects funded under the HE Academy Pathfinder, SFC eLearning Transformation, JISC ReProduce, JISC/NSF Digital Libraries in the Classroom and JISC Distributed e-Learning programmes. However, it is not anticipated that these sources will be capable of answering the question with any accuracy.
Method: Desk work augmented by an audit of 12 partner institutions, identified as leading current practice in learning literacy provision, but providing a balance of institutional types. 

The audit tool will be developed and piloted at Glasgow Caledonian University and finalised in consultation with the 11 other institutional representatives (see appendix C). Questions will cover:
· What learning literacies are visible in policies, strategies, service level agreements?

· What learning literacies are supported by central services (e.g. library, learning development)?

· What learning literacies, if any, are actively embedded into subject curricula?

Within each category questions will be asked about the type of provision, its scope and scale including uptake, the roles of staff involved, and evidence of any impact or benefits for learners. The audit tool will be publicly disseminated with the intention that its use will raise awareness and help institutions to develop their own provision. Auditors will each be paid £800 for submission of an institutional case study: see Appendix C for a draft list of audit institutions. Case study evidence will be collated and analysed for any apparent trends including strengths and weaknesses in current provision 

Output: audit tool designed to elicit current institutional practice in learning literacies provision

Output: twelve institutional case studies, rendered anonymous for publication

Output: summary of how learning literacies are being supported in UK HE and FE institutions, with analysis of strengths and weaknesses in current sector practice

b. Snapshots of best practice

Good practice in literacy development and support can take place under the institutional radar, particularly where it is learner-initiated. In addition to ‘top down’ audits of institutional provision, we will collect best practice examples from a wide range of individuals involved in learning literacy support. We will seek examples of the three types of provision audited in 2(a). (policy, central services and curricular), but in addition will look for evidence of ‘learner-led’ provision, i.e. development of their capacity to learn effectively which learners are undertaking for themselves.
Method: online campaign, inviting submission of examples using a pro-forma adapted from the JISC ‘Tangible Benefits of e-Learning’ pro-forma. The examples will be concise (< 2 sides of A4, written to a tight brief) and accompanied where relevant by evidence of learner engagement or impact.
Working in partnership with the Learn Higher CETL and ALDENE, we will extend invitations to submit examples across the learning development community. Invitations will also be circulated via the HELF and HEDG networks, the Subject Centre Network, JISC e-learning networks and two Librarians’ jiscmail lists, LIS-INFOLITERACY and LIS-LINK. Additional networks to be accessed will include HEA Pathfinder, JISC TechDis, and JISC Infonet. We will seek student participation through LexDis and other projects involved in the JISC Learners’ Experiences of e-Learning programme, through the NUS at participating (audit) institutions, SPARQs, the DIUS ‘Listening to Learners’ forums, and FutureLab’s Beyond Current Horizons programme (see Appendix B for details of these agencies and networks)
Interested parties will be directed to a wiki page where they can read a brief and submit a short statement about the best practice they propose to document. 30-35 will be accepted (expected attrition rate 5-25%) and sent the case study pro-forma to complete. On submission of a completed pro forma, participants will be paid £100.

Output: wiki of best practice examples, tagged with relevant literacies and with support ‘type’. These will be made available to JISC Infonet to include in the LRA Infokit and other JISC communications.

3 What is the evidence of successful outcomes for learners from different types of learning literacy provision?

We anticipate that desk research will find limited reliable evidence of the impact of different types of provision (Reid 2006 focuses on staff not student skills). Our analysis will therefore draw on:

a. Outcomes of the foregoing desk studies, collated to produce: 

Output: mindmap of existing studies and project outcomes, detailing any evidence of success/impact for interventions around learning literacies. 

.b. Evidence of impact/success submitted under (2a) and (2b).

.c. Online focus group with researchers in the HEA ELESIG network addressing the question: ‘How do ‘effective’ learners come to be so?’ and collating evidence from the many projects represented.
d.. Advice and input from our virtual working group, representing a wide range of agencies, special interest groups and personal expertise.

Output: review of evidence identifying success factors in learning literacies provision. We do not expect this review to be definitive, but will offer recommendations for further work where appropriate.

Deliverables

1. A revised and detailed work plan following advice from the virtual working group

2. Interim deliverables: desk study 

· A list of key practices or competences to be understood within the term ‘learning literacies’ for the purposes of the study, with working definitions of these 

· A database/mindmap of key studies showing evidence of impact from specific learning literacy provision or intervention

3. Interim deliverables: audit
· Brief background review of previous projects 

· Draft audit tool

· Audit data from pilot institution (GCal)

· Revised audit tool with guidelines for use 

· Data from 11 additional audit institutions, rendered into anonymous case studies

4. Interim deliverables: best practice exemplars

Best practice pro-forma based on JISC ‘Tangible benefits of e-learning’ pro-forma


30 best practice exemplars with accompanying evidence, available on a public wiki 

5. Final report (less than 40 pages) intended for the JISC Executive and other organisations with an interest in learning literacies, to include:

· an executive summary

· a brief description of the methodology adopted

· findings: 

· definitions of learning literacies

· review of relevant competency frameworks, as they may be applied to UK HE and FE, with comments on their uptake

· future learning scenarios and likely future requirements for learning literacies 
· analysis of audit data, showing range of learning literacies currently supported in institutions

· analysis of best practice data, describing any patterns of excellence and gaps in the landscape

· summary of available evidence of impact and success factors for interventions

· recommendations for future JISC work to address the issues identified

· an appendix listing the individuals, networks and organisations involved in the study
Management 

The project will be managed and overseen by Professor Allison Littlejohn, who will be in regular contact with the JISC programme manager and make interim reports as detailed in the work plan. A virtual working group will advise on the proposed methodology near the outset of the study and review the draft outputs at two later points. This will be designed to ensure that the communities most centrally concerned with the issues involved are fully involved in the study. For convenience given the short timescale and limited funding involved, the virtual working group will be substantially the same people as the institutional auditors. See Appendix C.
Communication of outcomes
To ensure the work receives a high profile, dissemination and communication will be considered in the design of deliverables from the outset. We will work closely with JISC Infonet to ensure deliverables are made available to the JISC community in the context of their other communication activities. We will work with our partner networks and with the individuals involved in the two data collection exercises to cascade awareness of the project to the many different institutional actors involved in the area of learning literacies. We hope that suitable outcomes may be incorporated into the JISC workshop series on learners’ experiences, due to run from November 2008 to March 2009. Outputs will also be publicly available on the project wiki.

Although both will take place some time after the completion of the project, we have budgeted for attendance at ALT-C and ISL 2009, which will have the advantage of giving the JISC time to respond to recommendations. We see the JISC itself as a key audience for our deliverables and will work with the programme manager to identify opportunities to influence future work through targeted communication of our outputs and recommendations.
[Not included in this public version:

· Detailed workplan – to be updated and circulated for comments to the Virtual Working Group in early august

· Risk register

· Budget]
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