Challenge of lessons without schools


Teacher as mentor - machine in control?
Schools as we know them are likely to disappear by 2020 as pupils increasingly learn independently through information and communication technology, it is predicted. 
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The practice of education will be revolutionised and the role of schools and teachers dramatically and traumatically changed
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	Report 


Tests will be marked by machines and schools will be seen more as organisations than buildings, says a report from the Institution of Electrical Engineers. 

The report is the latest challenge to educators to respond to a predicted fundamental shake-up in the way children are taught within the next few years. 

But a crucial factor will be to overcome the "generally negative" attitude of teachers towards new technology, argues the author, Alasdair Kemp. 

In the wide-ranging and deliberately provocative report, Mr Kemp says that if education fails to make use of information and communication technology (ICT) it will be failing pupils and society. 

Marking by machine 

The role of teachers - and parents - will be vital in developing the materials for ICT-based individual learning, but there is an opportunity for better and more cost-effective education, he says. 
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All children might have personal games and learning machines


He foresees children having their own learning machines, probably some sort of combination games player, mobile phone, calculator and voice recorder, which can also be used for educational purposes. 

Hand in hand with individual learning will be automatic monitoring and evaluation of pupils' progress - with marking done by machine rather than human teachers. 

"Although teachers will be sceptical of such developments, the extent to which machines are used for routine tasks is a measure of the success of ICT innovations. 

"Reductions in the need for the exercise of human judgement are a consequence of such developments." 

The implications will be widespread, Mr Kemp says. 

Change of role 

"The practice of education will be revolutionised and the role of schools and teachers dramatically and traumatically changed." 

Traditionally schools have been a means of handing down information. But this will change to a "multi-way information communication" involving teachers, parents and pupils - with "no single locus of control". 

People will still come together for some activities - most obviously "learning how to behave and playing games". 

But for the intellectual side of learning the groups can be scattered geographically and might involve pupils of different ages. 

Going to school "will not always be necessary" because learning with machines can take place anywhere, and a classroom might not be the best place for it. 

"Schools or learning centres are however likely to continue, to some extent as organisations rather than as dedicated buildings," he says. 

Teacher training implications 

"Village schools and neighbourhood schools in towns and cities, used for both primary and secondary education and as resources for the community, may be more appropriate than having large premises with traditional classrooms, and daily long-distance travel by pupils." 

Part of his prediction is that, as a result of all this, the role of parents and other relatives is likely to become even more important - not least in providing the right sort of room, without distractions, in which children can study. 

The "digital divide" - the gap between the technology haves and have-nots that is already widely appreciated - is likely to grow in that respect. 

In all this Mr Kemp sees a big catch: the "largely and generally negative" attitude of the teaching profession towards the introduction of new technologies. 

"ICT is widely seen as a threat rather than as an opportunity," he says. 

As those who are training now might reasonably expect to be still in teaching by 2020, he says present-day teacher training needs to change to reflect the future he predicts. 

Classrooms of the future

[image: image3.jpg]



It is a classroom, but not as we know it
A vision of a UK school of the future making extensive use of computer technology and classroom assistants has been unveiled by the Education Secretary, Estelle Morris. 

Opening the BETT 2002 educational technology conference in London, the education secretary presented a promotional video showing a computer-generated model of the school of tomorrow. 
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Estelle Morris opened the BETT 2002 educational technology show


Beyond the office-style reception desk, students enter the school using a swipe card to take part in "self-directed learning" using the latest technology. 

As a step along the road, Ms Morris announced a £100m scheme to provide teachers in England with laptop computers. 

This will provide laptops for about 100,000 teachers over the next two years - although that will still leave almost twice as many without. 

Use of assistants 

Information technology would revolutionise schools, she promised, acting as the "DNA or the combustion engine" of education. 

It would change everything from the way pupils were taught to school timetables and staffing arrangements, she said. 

Instead of pupils learning in conventional year groups, she suggested that children could learn at their own pace and in settings which need not be in traditional classrooms. 

Gifted older pupils might be studying at undergraduate level, she said, and there could be scope for learning from home. 

And schools would be expected to be connected to their local communities, so that pupils could access online libraries out of school hours. 

"For the first time, it allows teachers to teach pupils as individuals ... and the most able and the most disaffected can be taught in the same classroom." 

"We also need to look at how schools of the future are designed, to make sure they are able to manage current and future changes in ICT." 

And the Department for Education would soon be producing a guide which would help schools adapt buildings for new technology, she said. 

But she warned that the investment in educational technology - worth £1.8bn over six years - was an opportunity that would not be repeated and that schools had to show that the money was well spent. 

Suggesting what this money might achieve, the video showed vast, open-plan spaces containing hi-tech study areas equipped with palmtops, laptops, plasma screens and electronic whiteboards. 
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The classroom of the future is fast becoming a reality




	Department for Education video 


Teachers provide "leadership" with the help of classroom assistants and on-call technical support. 

The stress on the use of assistants reiterates the education secretary's recent speeches promoting their greater use in schools. 

The video's commentary says "a fusion of teaching, learning and technology" is fast becoming a reality. 

Support 

The school becomes a place where technology allows "children of all abilities to learn at their own pace alongside one another, studying individually or in groups" - where "teachers can offer leadership to pupils with the support of a classroom assistant". 

	[image: image6.jpg]




There is a stress on the use of learning assistants


Learning support assistants provide one-to-one help for those with special needs. 

"All of this is backed by the availability of technical support, so that there is no disruption to the free flow of learning and development," it says. 

The lack of affordable technical support has been one of the big complaints from schools benefiting from £1.8bn worth of equipment under the National Grid for Learning initiative. 

Teachers' unions have welcomed the promise of laptops, but say it will take much more than that to transform most schools in line with the vision. 

Free laptops 
The Association of Teachers and Lecturers said: "If there is a cautionary note to be sounded it is that ICT [information and communication technology] is a valuable educational adjunct but it is no panacea. 

"Deep-seated problems need more than a shiny new laptop." 

The Department for Education sees it as crucial to the more effective use of ICT that teachers have regular personal access to computers to build up their knowledge and confidence. 

It's a world of possibilities



Virtual campuses are springing up in Second Life, as universities discover the advantages of cyberspace. Jessica Shepherd reports 

Tuesday May 8, 2007
The Guardian 
In university lectures and tutorials, she is a slim blonde in her 20s by the name of Rosannalacey. At home, she is a little less slim, a little less blonde, aged 35 and called Rosanna Branch. 

That's cyberspace for you. And it is here that more than two-thirds of Branch's classes for the masters course she is doing have taken place. Up to three times a week, her 3D animated alter ego has met those of her tutor and fellow students on Edinburgh University's cyber campus. They discuss ideas by typing in their characters' words, and fly across the cyberworld together to meet others with the same academic interests. 

It is known as Second Life, an internet-based virtual world at least 6 million people have signed up to, where you can choose your appearance, age, gender and colour. And its use as a learning, teaching and research tool is to be debated at a conference in London on Friday run by the educational charity Eduserv. 

Whether it has pedagogical power or not, UK universities are certainly starting to show an interest. Fifteen have already spent several thousand pounds on "land" in Second Life, its parent company Linden Lab reckons. Oxford University's computing service is running a six-month trial for university members. Leicester University bought "land" three weeks ago. Edinburgh and others beat them to it. 

Harvard law school, quick to realise that cyberspace was less intimidating than real life, has built a court room in Second Life for students to practise their advocacy skills. 

But the number of UK academics using it for teaching and research is still thought to be in the hundreds rather than the thousands. "You get the odd interested lecturer or department, but I suspect that, by and large, it is not part of a university's strategy to have a presence on Second Life," says Andy Powell, head of development at Eduserv and organiser of this week's conference. Not yet, maybe. For students who are disabled, struggle to communicate, or simply lack confidence in the classroom, however, it could be just the thing. 

"We are hoping to discover that Second Life is an environment in which every student feels comfortable about taking part in academic discussions," says Gilly Salmon, professor of e-learning at the University of Leicester. "Since you can choose your appearance, there are not going to be the usual discrimination issues of the face-to-face environment. And the student and the teacher are on the same level." 

"You are hiding behind your avatar [3D character]," says Branch. "It makes you feel more confident and involved. I love the fact that it's so easy to create the person you have always dreamed of being. I made myself look fitter, and designed my look as I wish I could be in real life." 

Its fans say Second Life engages distance learners in a way that email, instant messaging and chatrooms do not quite manage. "It replaces that sense of immediacy that you have in real life," says Dr Rory Ewins, who lectures in Second Life for Edinburgh University's MSc course in e-learning. "You can use movements as well as words to get students' attention, and you can take the class with you to another area of the cyberworld. You can very clearly see who is contributing to the discussions and paying attention, and who is not. 

Andrew Sides, a student on the course, agrees: "It can bring distance learners together in what feels like a closer physical relationship than other online technologies. I think that collaborative activities are possible in Second Life that aren't in other online learning situations." 

Academics are also finding Second Life can help research. With the right command, anything can be built, from a molecular structure to an animated film to an architect's plan for a town hall. "Researchers are creating 3D objects and are able to walk around them as avatars," says Joanna Scott, an analyst in web publishing for Nature publishing group. "I see particular applications for genetic coding, mathematics, chemistry and architecture. After all, even top mathematicians find it difficult to visualise certain structures. I think Second Life has the potential to be really, really important for the future of research." 

But before everyone gets too excited, they should be aware of the difficulties. Second Life is bandwidth-hungry, so unless you have a top-range computer, it is not practical. Not all university computer labs will be up to it. 

And before you take part in this parallel universe, your character has to be trained to walk, fly, even get dressed. Once they have been trained, they can still make mistakes. You may find characters suddenly shedding their clothes and flying to another part of cyberspace - an unfortunate error to make in front of students. 

"If you have a class that is functioning perfectly well in a face-to-face environment, there is no need to take the class into Second Life. It is early days, and at the moment we are comparing it with email communication and MSN rather than face-to-face exchanges," says Ewins. 

"One of the things that worries me about it as an educational tool is that it is owned by a commercial provider, not the university. So the degree of control we have over its content is limited," says David Harrison, chair of the University Colleges and Information Systems Association. 

But Powell is convinced virtual worlds will play some part in the delivery of education in the future. "I don't think it will be Second Life in its current form," he says. "We will see competing offers, and possibly universities running their own virtual worlds." 

Hamish Macleod, a senior lecturer in Edinburgh University's school of education, has other reservations. "I have to ask myself whether our students expect to find their senior colleagues in these virtual spaces, which they may feel to be their own preserve," he says. "Is it like bumping into an aged uncle in a disco?"

