EdNA Online presentation to Net*working 2001

From Virtual to Reality and Beyond

Part I

Virtual!

The story of EdNA Online began in the early part of 1994.

At that time the Internet was only just becoming available to the public and the potential for its use in education was recognised early.  The use of computer networks and listservs for research and online collaboration that had already begun in the Universities and to some extent in TAFE, but was limited due to the poor bandwidth and the difficulties of navigating the complexities of archie, veronica, gophers and telnet.

There was uncertainty in regard to the direction that should be taken in the use of computers in education (teaching BASIC programming, using turtles (LOGO) and seeing computing as another subject to be taught versus using computers as tools to assist with organising information, communicating and calculating).

In October 1994 Creative Nation was launched by Prime Minister Keating pledging $300 million for computer learning centres in all schools.  The Australian Science and Technology Council published The Networked Nation in which the idea of a “community of networks” was first expounded.

By April 1995 a number of key Commonwealth Government initiatives were emerging from the vision of Creative Nation – EdNA and the Co-operative Multi Media Centres are two enduring legacies of this time.

The media release of April 6th 1995 which launched EdNA described its first phase as “a directory of educational services and an interactive electronic messaging system that can be accessed at affordable rates by students and teachers from educational institutions and the home, regardless of location.” (Crean, 1995)

Other aspects of EdNA envisaged at the time was that it would be a physical infrastructure project aimed at providing cost effective connectivity to all Australian educational institutions while also addressing the principle of equity of access.

1996 was the year in which technical development of the online directory service as a website took place in earnest.  The design and prototype were based upon a browsing rather than a searching paradigm used by state-of-the-art Internet directories such as Yahoo.  Such was the level of technical advice provided to EdNA that it was the first database driven website in Australia and very much state of the art.

During this period much work was also being done on tenders for the supply of computer equipment to the whole education sector – in the belief that ‘preferred lists’ of suppliers would achieve considerable savings and establish an industry benchmark.

By 1997 the focus had shifted to fostering cooperation and collaboration between key educational stakeholders in the use of the Internet as a tool for the delivery of education in Australia.  Tools and services to build these collaborative networks were seen as a strategic direction for EdNA.

Since late 1996 the most visible part of the EdNA has been the Directory Service - a consolidated database of quality online content for general information retrieval and resource discovery.  Complementing this was a range of “interactive services” including notice-boards, email based discussion groups, announcements of conferences and other events and mechanisms which invited contributions and feedback from users.

EdNA was developing into a "gateway" to an education data collection which has been collated and organised with the user's needs in mind.  While this was happening there was an increasing feeling that EdNA was losing touch with its users - the promised harvest robot (a tool to automatically trawl web sites and collect metadata related to specific resources) was proving difficult to deliver, the user interface was becoming increasingly 'dated' in appearance and the proliferation of new and more dynamic web sites across all areas of education was increasing rapidly.  User testing of the EdNA service at this time showed there was huge potential for EdNA to deliver to new groups of users, ITABs, parents, industry, apprentices and trainees, but that the interface and navigation was 'clunky' and unfriendly.  Reality had arrived and while the site was still in the forefront internationally and forging strong strategic alliances at home the picture was far from rosy.

A new interface and rejuvenation was urgently needed but time was needed to get it right.

Part II

Reality!

EdNA Online Walkthrough

1. Homepage

Features : Sector Entry Points, Common Navigation Bar on all Pages, Simple Keyword Search, Regular News Items to highlight Australian Education, Subscribe to EdNA Online Newsletters, Quick Access to Sectors and Related Sites.

2. Discover

a. Standard Search and Browse – integrated Search and Browse, Search 13,000 evaluated websites, Search EdNA Collections (Noticeboards, Messages etc), Search 350,000 linked sites, Search External Collections

b. Or Browse through the EdNA Online categories

c. Advanced Search – Search by Author, Title, Keyword etc 

d. Related Sites – Technical Standards, International Comparisons Database, OzProjects, ICT Research Database, Leading Practice are collections of material integrated into the EdNA Online framework.

e. Alliances – national and international

3. Communicate

a. Discussion Lists – Messaging tools for administering and sending email to groups

b. EdNA Online Forums and Chats – Create your own event with activities and topics using the threaded discussion and chat tool.

c. EdNA Tools – for building your own website, copy the Search tool onto your local website, link to the EdNA Online directories directly, download the logo, use the metadata creation tools.

d. EdNA Online Noticeboards – International and national education conferences are posted to enable you to keep up to date, share ideas and special events through other noticeboards such as the VET Conference Events/Themes

4. Events and Publications

a. Media Releases, major national publications, conference notices

5. What’s New

a. Recent and archived Weekly Email Alerts (News and Views, What’s New) can be found here.

6. Feedback/Suggest a Site

a. Mechanism for users to contribute to EdNA Online

7. Admin Access

a. Manage your own collections, discussion list, distributed publishing

b. Automated uploading of local sites to create nationally aggregated resources (harvesting)

c. Applying national and international standards through metadata management.

Education Portal

A new portal for users to access Government Information Services for education and training in Australia. The Education Portal was built on EdNA Online and was an initiative of the National Office of the Information Economy.

1. Use existing EdNA Online tools to create new windows on EdNA Online collection

a. xml streams of browse and search functions

b. Search External Repository

c. use existing EdNA Online Tools

Strategic Directions for EdNA Online

Developed collaboratively with stakeholders.

· Customisation
· Collaborative Tools

· Building Specialist Collections

· Use and re-use of the EdNA Online Database

· Eg Education Portal

· sibling sites

· Alliances and Showcasing

· Company synergies
Part III
Beyond (data, navigation and interfaces)!

As the development and use of the Internet matures and we move rapidly towards a permanently connected wireless world, our understanding of the needs and expectations of consumers will gain greater importance.  While today the practice of usability testing by developers of Internet services is increasingly commonplace, there is little research into consumer behaviour and expectations beyond data, navigation and interface design issues.

Research conducted by the Australian Council for Educational Research (ACER) for education.au limited, to be published in October 2001, confirms we still have much to discover about the world of online education and training gateways, such as EdNA Online, from the consumers’ perspective.

The ACER research suggests that regular users of education and training gateway services can be defined according to the following motivational and behavioural characteristics:

· searchers

· explorers

· self-improvers

· participators

The suggestions presented below, about future directions in the use of services and products provided through online education and training gateways, such as EdNA Online, couple the above ACER consumer categories with extracts from futuristic scenarios
 developed by Dr Gilly Salmon, from the Centre for Information and Innovation at the Open University Business School in the UK.

Based on this analysis:

Searchers will

· want to access highly portable technologies that are low cost, individual, adaptable and intuitive to use

· replace e-learning with m-learning (mobile learning)

· seek content that is in small chunks

· will find themselves using styli more often than pens

Explorers will

· be encouraged to see themselves as electronic adventurers

· increasingly include ‘grey learners’ who have the time and resources to access networked technologies

Self-improvers will 

· work and learn almost simultaneously

· have online trainers who will support them 24 hours a day

· be well supported by content management systems and integrated learning management systems

· find that problems with online assessment have been solved

· be presented with assessment tasks that are in small bites based on projects and outcomes

· be encouraged to take ownership of the learning process, learn actively and independently, make judgements, be self-motivated and highly autonomous

Participators will

· regard technologies as environments rather than tools

· be supported by e-moderators with very highly developed skills

· find a wide variety of environments for working and learning together

· have access to collaborative workspaces where the roles of reflection and sharing of tacit knowledge are of critical importance

· find and interact with like-minded individuals anywhere, anytime

· have access to technologies that are seen as mediating devices, promoting creativity and collaboration

In addition, Dr Salmon predicts:

All students will

· have laptops, palm pilots and text mobiles

· be able to easily transfer learning credits

· find English is the standard for learning

· have access to programs that pace them, day by day, through their courses

While teachers will

· become e-lecturers with roles closely linked to e-librarians, providing resource based learning and content expertise in the building of online libraries

· work globally for several educational institutions and providers

· find themselves being compared with e-lecturers and virtual lecturers who emerge as the new media stars

In summary, we can expect that consumers expectations of services and products provided by online education and training gateways will more closely resemble a visit to a shopping mall.  And as more gateways are developed, like shopping malls, these services will increasingly need to acknowledge that there are different types of consumers with differing needs and expectations.  They will need to be able to respond to consumer demands for new and improved products and services that quickly and efficiently locate information, encourage exploration and discovery, and provide the opportunity to interact with others.

And finally, in the words of Winnie the Pooh: ‘That’s what I think … but I’m probably wrong”.

Irene Spencer, Marketing Director education.au limited 
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