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1.
Introduction

There is now significant interest in the use of e-learning as a platform for supporting the education and training of health professionals. Within the United Kingdom the respective health departments have encouraged the increased use and application of e-learning, believing that it offers significant potential in providing increased access and flexibility to learning (Scottish Executive 1999, Department of Health [DOH] 2000). Within the higher education sector the use of learning technologies has been identified as a key priority, with the development of networks and a considerable funding programme, established to promote understanding of key issues of pedagogy, design and learner support in order to ensure an effective e-learning experience. The recent publication of national e-learning strategies for the UK demonstrating a strong commitment of the devolved governments to realise the benefits of e-learning for the UK population (Department for Education and Further Skills[DFES] 2003, Welsh Assembly 2003).

Within Universities within the UK and USA there is increasing evidence of interest in using e-learning to support education of nurses and other health care professionals, demonstrated by the increased number of programmes or opportunities being offered via an e-learning platform.  It is clear however that the increased adoption of e-learning will have profound implications for the delivery of nursing and healthcare education. It is suggested that the increased adoption of e-learning will require   a dramatic shift in the role of academic staff involved in facilitating education, stimulate changes in the nature of the teacher-learner relationship and require different expectations of learners. 

Therefore, the purpose of this report is to share the findings of a travel scholarship tour, undertaken by the author, to explore how a range of academic institutions within the UK and USA have adopted e-learning to support the delivery of nursing and healthcare education. The findings of the report suggest that strong institutional commitment is required to ensure the successful adoption of e-learning and that specific staff development strategies are critical if academic staff are to be able to effectively utilise e-learning approaches. Nurse and healthcare learners will need preparation and support if they are to benefit from this approach. The report indicates that although there are some significant e-learning developments, it remains an approach in an early stage of application and more systematic widespread use is required if the full potential of e-learning is to be realised. Moreover, the report concludes that with further maturity of e-learning technologies and their integration into programme development the potential of e-learning as a valuable delivery channel for supporting the preparation of nurses and other health care professionals is strong. 

2.
Background and Context

E-Learning has emerged as a powerful approach which has the potential for transforming learning and education. The increased use and application of new digital learning technologies is forcing providers and funders of education to review their approaches and is driving new developments in educational policy, investment priorities and learning infrastructure (Parrish and Parrish 2000).

Currently there are ranges of factors which are driving an increased interest in the potential benefits of e-learning which are, 

National Policy. Recent policy guidance has indicated that more effective use of learning technologies must be achieved to ensure a well developed and educated workforce (DOH 1998, DOH 2001). The use of e-learning has been seen a critical feature in ensuring the provision of education which is accessible, flexible, equitable and quality assured. The policy implications from the Dearing Report into Higher Education (1997) and the rise of  ‘borderless education’ has pressured the interest in the greater use and application of digital learning technologies such as e-learning. Moreover, the European Union (2001) is also driving policies to ensure greater utilisation. 

It has been suggested that in 10 years it will not be possible to be an effective learner unless the learner has e-learning skills. It is suggested that a transformation is required in the way education and training is delivered if we are to transform knowledge and skill acquisition (DFES 2003).

Developments in Technology. With increasing computational power, rapid decrease in hardware and software costs and the penetration of the Internet society’s interest in the potential use and application of technologies continues to increase. These technologies allow flexible, substantial integration and configuration of complex and vast amounts of information from a diverse range of sources. Coupled with the ability to present such information using a variety of multi-media the application for supporting learning is immense.  The UK has one of the largest penetrations and use of the Internet in the western world. There is now a major programme to improve the IT infrastructure within the health service to ensure that the benefits of IT are realised as part of service delivery. It is anticipated that with the advent of the new infrastructure NET 3 there will be substantial capacity to deliver IT services, including learning and education to desktops of all health professionals. Moreover, the potential for home-based learning is strong given that it is estimated that 77% of nurses have access to home–based computer facilities (Dawes and Handscomb 2002).

The Importance of Knowledge Management Skills. Effective health care demands that the right knowledge is deployed in the right way, at the right time and by the right people. With rapid advances in new treatments, procedures and the expectations of an ‘expert patient’, it is no longer possible or desirable to deliver education programmes which seek to teach health professionals ‘everything they should know’. Rather the emphasis is supporting problem-solving skills underpinned by sound knowledge management skills which enables the learner to engage and navigate in complex health environments in a more flexible and effective way. 

The rise of the ‘knowledge Society’ and impact of the knowledge-based economy, is demanding that workers have well-developed ICT skills to ensure that they can maximise knowledge management demands.

The Rise of the Corporate University. The NHSU has recently been created, this development reflects the increasing worldwide interest in the development of the corporate university. Essentially, the purpose of such universities are to deliver a range of education and training programmes to the workforce of large corporations, which can be both diverse in training needs and geographical spread (Bjarnson et al. 2000). E-learning will be a major mode of education and training delivery, and many nurses will be required to access such training. Accordingly, it stands that any e-learning products must be designed and delivered in a way that is attractive to nurses and other health professionals. To understand this it is important that more practical knowledge is gained from those that have had experience in developing and delivering programmes about the preferences of nurses when receiving such education. A recent research report has demonstrated the interest of nurses in using e-learning (Dawes and Handscomb 2002) while developments such as the Royal College of Nursing’s Learning Zone illustrate the potential of an integrated virtual learning space for nurses.

Another factor driving demand relates to the need for more work-based learning opportunities. Based upon the premise that valuable personal and organisational learning and development can be promoted by and through work, the interest in promoting developments to support work-based learning is proving attractive (Bruce 1993, Davies 1998, Raelin 1998, DOH 1999, Kerosuo and Engestrom 2003). However, other factors stimulating this interest are the increasing difficulties in releasing staff from the work place, recruitment and retention issues, economic inefficiencies and lack of capacity to meet education and training demand and concerns about the disjuncture between education and it’s relevance for work application (Davies 1998, DOH 1999, Parish 2001, Newman and Maylor 2002, Chapman and Howkins 2003, DFES, 2003, Nelson 2003). E-learning is seen as mechanism that could have a positive impact in enabling effective work-based learning.

Limitations in available educational infrastructure. One of the key aims of UK government policy is to increase the number of students going into higher education, with the aim that 50% of all 18-30 year-old people will have accessed higher education. Yet while this aspiration is welcomed there are concerns that the physical limitations in the available higher–education infrastructure will prove a barrier. Therefore, there has to be new ways of accommodating students and delivering education programmes, and thus the use of e-learning is one way in which this might be achieved. This is even more important within the health context, given the dramatic increases in training commissions required for all types of health professionals if the aspirations of the NHS Plan (2000) are to be achieved. Moreover, the need to provide flexible delivery of programmes in order to reach out to potential learners who might not otherwise be able to undertake fixed, campus –based programmes due to personal circumstances is seen as a key factor for recruitment and retention.

Even in countries where the e-learning agenda has progressed well, for example Australia, the evidence suggests a relatively tentative growth in delivering nursing education courses online. However, as the experience and   the success of virtual universities such as the University of Phoenix suggests, where they now deliver an extensive portfolio of courses online, the attraction and potential for growth is strong and increasingly attractive to nurses.

While these factors are significant in generating considerable interest in the use of e-learning, within the health care sector there is limited knowledge of the effectiveness of this method of education provision. There is a lack of detailed intelligence and practical advice about how such technologies are applied and thus this impacts on the ability to confidently propose and support new ways of provision. Consequently, more specific and practical knowledge is needed about the key issues that need to be addressed if such approaches are to be used. Drawing on the experience of those providers already established in the field,  or those seeking to develop their approaches, will be a useful way to ascertain this practical knowledge. This knowledge can then be disseminated to a wider audience, to inform their own developments.

3.
The Aims Of the Scholarship Tour

There were several aims which the author wished to achieve by undertaking this study which were,

· To explore how Schools of Nursing, within UK and USA higher education sector, have used the application of e-learning as a platform for delivery of nursing and health care education.

· From the perspective of educators and learners determine the essential conditions that must be in place to ensure an effective and beneficial e-learning  experience.

· To consider the change in role for educators when using e-learning, and consider   what change management strategies are required to prepare nurse and health care educators for teaching within a virtual environment.

·  Assess the potential opportunities and challenges faced in the further application of  e-learning as a platform for educating nurses within the UK.

On completion of this professional study it was anticipated that two primary outcomes would be achieved which were

· An appreciation and an analysis of the conditions that must be met to ensure satisfactory e-learning experiences.

· An insight into the impact for nurse and health care educators involved in delivering education e-learning, with analysis of the effectiveness of strategies used to support role change.

4.
 Centres Visited

Six  centres were visited as part of this scholarship visit. These were

· Department of Nursing, University of Sheffield, UK

· Department of E-learning, Robert Gordon University, Aberdeen,UK

· Department of Nursing, University of Nottingham, UK

· School of Nursing, University of Phoenix (Virtual University), USA

· School of Nursing, University of Minnesota, USA

· Capella University, Minnesota (Virtual University), USA

· School of Health, California State University – Dominguez Hills, USA

5.
Data Collection

A combination of data collection methods were used to generate findings from this visit. This included one-to-one discussions with key staff, site visit and observation, group meetings, online and  tele conference discussions. For each institution there was also a review of publicly available information as available on Internet sites and publicity brochures.

6.  Description of Centres and Rationale for Visit

The Centres identified are already active in the delivery of online nursing and health care education.

University of Phoenix  (UOP): The UOP is seen as a world leader in the provision of online learning and provides a range of nursing programs. The approaches taken by the UOP are frequently cited as a best exemplar by e-learning industry analysts. There has been considerable interest by the higher education sector to learn of the approach taken by the University. 

UOP has a large distribution of campus sites throughout the USA and currently offers an extensive range of online education including a Bachelor’s Degree in Nursing.

Of considerable interest was the UOP’s approach in developing and managing the delivery of a core curriculum.  A core faculty staff have the responsibility for development of the curriculum which would then be delivered by educators from a variety of backgrounds, with a large number of educators holding part or full time clinical positions. A particular strength of the delivery of the UOP programme was seen to be its emphasis on attracting educators with a current clinical position and holding either a Master’s Degree or Doctorate. The educators could not deviate from delivery of the curriculum, as the strength lay in the fact that all online learners would have received the same learning content and be at the same point in terms of programme delivery, which clearly facilitated programme management. 

UOP has developed a specific 4-week programme to support educators involved in the delivery of online education. This programme was designed to reflect the experience that the student was likely to receive. Well developed quality assurance procedures and processes have been developed to ensure that educators meet certain standards required by UOP. This included setting thresholds for maintaining contact with students, monitoring the content and style of any communication with students. New educators are mentored during a first delivery of a programme.  Box 1 identifies the broad content of the programme.

UOP recognise that the online learner can feel isolated and therefore stressed the importance of promoting warmth in their engagement with learners, a principle that permeated delivery of services and learner support. 

To enable wider access and less disruption of learning experiences, the university made a strategic decision to design course delivery and materials that could be accessed by students with relatively low computer specification and Internet connection bandwidth. This is because it was evident that there could be significant variance in the IT facilities and Internet access available to student. It was reported that the majority of students currently undertaking the programme (6,000 nurses October 2004) did not have access to broadband technologies. 

UOP has developed it’s own virtual campus and makes extensive use of Microsoft Outlook as a main channel for communication between the educator and learner.

Most of the nursing programme is delivered asynchronously. This is because of the substantial time differences evident within the USA and also a perceived lack of confidence by educators and learners to use synchronous methods. It was reported that the asynchronous approach allowed the educator and student more time to reflect on responses before sharing these with her peers.

School of Nursing, University of Minnesota (UOM): The UOM is one of the leading universities in the USA and currently offers master advanced level practitioner programmes in nurse-midwifery, woman’s health care and public health nursing. There is demand for such programmes within the UK, but given current lack and flexibility in provision there is a need to explore different delivery options. It was anticipated that exploring the experience of UOM in delivery of these courses could give an indication of the challenges that might faced in developing similar nursing programmes within the UK.

The development of the programmes was supported with a Federal Research Grant awarded from the Technology Enhanced Learning in Graduate Nursing (TELIGN) program (http://med.usd.edu/family/sights/articles/2002/jja02pg2.htm). The grant aims to promote provision of equitable health care through the provision of master prepared nurses, whose education programme prepares them for meeting the needs of patient from rural communities with diverse cultural and ethnical needs. Another significant aim of the programme was to expose young students,from specific geographic locations, to the role and career opportunities demonstrated by nurses completing master level programmes. This is promoted by linking the nurses with local high school institutions. It was anticipated that this could prove a useful strategy for attracting students who might be recruited to remain within their local communities and undertake health care education programmes, which enables them to meet local health needs. This development was consistent with  UOM’s interest in educating health care practitioners who could meet the needs of rural distributed patient populations as evidenced by the successful Rural Physician Associate Program  (http://www.rpap.umn.edu/).

The research grant enabled the Nursing Faculty to further develop and convert existing courses for delivery across the Internet. A blended approach is taken in the design and delivery of the nursing programmes. The major part of the programme is delivered online, through WebCT, the UOM’s chosen platform for online learning. However, on 2-3 occasions per year, students are required to attend the main University Campus for a face-to-face component. Local clinical skill acquisition and mentorship support was an important component of the course.

The development of these programmes represented a major development in extending master level nurse education and the ability to support online provision is increasingly seen as priority for the UOM. To support academic staff the UOM has developed a range of support services to enable effective use of learning technologies. The Digital Media Centre (DMC) has been established to specifically support academic staff in the design, production, implementation and evaluation of materials for delivery using learning technologies. As part of their service the DMC provided training in the use and application of learning technologies, managed a grant program designed to promote the use of learning technologies and offered consultation on research and evaluation. 

All the health faculties and departments form part of the Academic Health Centre. As part of this Centre individual faculty staff members can draw on the expertise and services of an educational support centre. This aims to assist faculty to develop new learning and teaching skills and develop educational programs that cross-traditional boundaries between the health professions and schools (http://www.ahc.umn.edu/index2). 

The power and value of e-learning became apparent to the UOM when in 2003 they had to prepare 35,000 people for the implications of new legislation, governing privacy standards for an individual’s health education. It was critical that all staff receive education or else they could face possible financial sanctions. Furthermore, the UOM had only six months to deliver the required education. The UOM was able to develop and deliver a short e-learning programme to support education. Moreover they established tracking mechanisms to monitor the uptake of education. Within six months they were able to demonstrate that 98% of staff had received the necessary education. The success of this project clearly demonstrated the potential of e-learning and has reinforced the need for wider use and application with the university.

Capella University: Like the University of Phoenix, Capella is a virtual university and delivers a portfolio of undergraduate, graduate certificate, master and PhD programmes for business, education, human health care services including counselling, psychology, and social work.  In October 2003 Capella received the first accreditation by the Council for Accreditation of Counselling and Related Educational Programs for delivery of a complete online master program in mental health counselling.

The main offices of Capella University are located in downtown Minnesota, where a staff of approximately 300 employees supports over 7,000 learners. The size of the organisation suggests both demand for online education but also the extent of the required business/organisational infrastructure to operate a responsive effective online university. It is anticipated that by 2008, 50,000 will be enrolled with Capella making it one of the world’s largest virtual universities.


Similar to UOP, Capella has a small core of faculty staff and then recruits adjunct faculty to deliver online programs. The University has developed processes for the selection of adjunct faculty staff, designed to ensure recruitment of high calibre faculty members, with the majority of faculty at doctorate level.

To support the development of faculty staff Capella has established the position of Director of Faculty Development. The key functions of this post being to recruit faculty, orientate and support faculty to develop the required online education skills to deliver programmes consistent with the principles and values of the University. 

An extensive faculty preparation programme is in place, consisting of three courses which prepare the faculty member for engaging effectively in a virtual learning environment, design and delivery and assessment issues. The university placed importance on ensuring that faculty staff members received frequent feedback about their performance. Several participants met, during the course of the scholarship visit, affirmed the quality of the preparation and provision. 

Currently the University is developing new models of curriculum design, including outcome, competency based curricula. The university places importance on ensuring that any course stimulates knowledge acquisition and competency development, which has an immediate professional/work impact and application. Capella participates in the Academic Quality Improvement Project (AQIP), which is essentially a commitment by an academic institution to participate in a process of continuous quality improvement.

Department of Nursing, University of Nottingham: The Department of Nursing forms part of the Faculty of Medicine at the University of Nottingham. The Department of Nursing has a significant undergraduate and postgraduate nursing provision, which is delivered across five sites within the Nottinghamshire area. The department has a very large nursing faculty, consisting of approximately 300 staff.


The Department has recognised the potential of e-learning to support nursing education and has established the School of Nursing Educational Technology Group (SONET). The aim of the group is to promote and evaluate the use of learning technologies. The interest in using learning technologies being stimulated by the need to increase access to high quality learning resources, ensure effective use of academic contact time and to generate evidence of effectiveness.  The department has created a senior academic role to co-ordinate developments in the application of learning technologies. Recently the department has appointed a media developer to support e-learning developments.

The department is a founding member of the Universities Collaborating in E-learning project (www.ucel.ac.uk). The aim of this project is support collaborative developments in producing high quality media learning resources for health care education. As part of this project academic staff from the department of nursing have developed several reusable-learning objects (RLO’s). RLO’s are discreet learning resources which can be used for education and training (Oliver 2001). Staff from the department have developed RLO’s  for teaching of statistics and physiology.

It is evident that across the Department of Nursing and other departments within the University that there is a growing body of academic staff interested in integrating learning technologies as part of health care education delivery. Such is the extent of activity that the Department was able to host an internal conference to share developments being progressed by individual staff members. These included the development of an e-learning package exploring the care of terminally ill children, a range of resources to support nurse prescribing and guidelines for the production of RLO’s.

Department of E-learning, Robert Gordon University: Situated in Aberdeen, Scotland, the Department of E-learning (DEL) was established as a strategic department to promote development and application of e-learning across the University. Accordingly, the department forms part of the central organisation of the university. The department is staffed with personnel with a wide range of skills including web technologists, academic and educational technologist specialists, graphic artists and trainers. 

As part of delivery DEL has developed it’s own virtual campus and supports provision of courses across a wide range of subjects including nursing. The Department has an important role in supporting the university’s capability and capacity for the delivery of high quality e-learning. To enable this the department delivers a number of several staff development programmes. In 2000, the Department was a key contributor to a major staff development workshop, which sought to promote online educator skills across Scotland.

The Online Tutoring Skills (OTiS) programme (http://otis.scotcit.ac.uk) was a joint project between the Robert Gordon University and Heriot-Watt University. This programme included the delivery of an online workshop which was delivered over a period of 4 days and included 100 participants from 19 countries. A significant development from this workshop was the development of an e-book detailing key elements required for the effective delivery of e-learning within an academic setting. Furthermore, there is a rich resource of case studies reflecting the challenge of applying e-learning, including application within health care education.

The DEL recognise that if e-learning is to be sustained within the education sector that academic institutions will need to take a more deliberate approach to encourage and enable developments. Despite progress in raising the profile of e-learning the department reports that some academic staff remain sceptical about the use and application of e-learning. Programming time for e-learning developments and management has been identified as an important enabler and the department has been able to promote increasing recognition of this.

School of Nursing, University of Sheffield: The University delivers a large portfolio of undergraduate and postgraduate nursing programmes. The visit to this centre enabled a highly engaging discussion with a Senior Lecturer (Chris O Dowd), who has a specialist role in promoting the use of mutli-media rich resources and learning technologies. 

The school is particularly promoting the integration of multi-media resources to enable understanding of key health care concepts. The school has supported the development and production of specific discreet e-learning programmes, with a particular interest in the use of audio/video applications. One of the programmes explores principles of personal safety for health care professionals in clinical and community settings. This programme represents an excellent example of the potential of e-learning. It is a very powerful programme capturing some potentially disturbing incidents but presenting knowledge and safety strategies that can be used to ensure the safety of the individual staff member. This programme is now offered to all student nurses before they commence clinical placements. An internal evaluation study has endorsed the value of the programme. Some local NHS trusts are also interested in using the programme as part of their risk management strategies.

Within the School of Nursing positive support from senior faculty staff members has enabled increasing awareness about the potential of e-learning and the need to integrate more fully learning technologies as part of nursing curriculum. The School is also interested in how multi-media developments can be used to support interprofessional education. Therefore, to support further developments the School has been able to appoint a specialist e-learning technologist. Since the appointment there has been rapid development of engaging multi-media resources which has stimulated considerable interest by academic staff as to how they might integrate such resources and think about further applications. Some of these developments have included resources designed to help student nurses (and other health care professionals) undertake and explain complex nursing procedures.

To support developments within the School of Nursing, there have been collaborative developments with other departments, including shared-grant applications. Collaborative developments have been helpful in recognising the availability and range of resources within the institution which can be used to develop high quality resources.

It is recognised that although the department is increasing it’s interest in the use and application of learning technologies more work is needed to ensure that a greater number of academic staff develop interest and skills in the application of learning technologies. However, the School recognises that a balance has to be maintained between encouraging evolution of use rather than mandate their integration. With evolution comes a process of maturity which is likely to sustain and embed developments.

School of Health, California State University-Dominguez Hills (CSUDH): CSUDH is one of the largest state universities in the USA. The university has supported the development of e-learning approaches across a range of nursing and health care education programmes including, physician-assistant programmes, dental hygiene, health care scientists and occupational therapy. The School has also established an International Exchange Programme for Health Care Scientists.

Given geography and student distribution the university has made the delivery of online education one of its strategic commitments, particularly to reach out to an international audience. It has therefore invested significantly in a number of delivery platforms to support distance-learning education. This includes online delivery, satellite and cable TV delivery and video conferencing. Yet the university also delivers much of it’s provision  face to face and maximises flexible scheduling of classes, recognising that many students are not able to attend classes within normal working delivery hours.

The School now delivers both its undergraduate and post–graduate nursing programmes using mainly electronic methods. In part the decision to do this was stimulated by a rationalisation review of physical campus facilities. Other health care programmes are supported with the use of learning technologies.

The academic staff within the School of Health were keen to promote learning conditions were students could be enabled to use online resources and programmes effectively. They have emphasised the need for learner preparation as well as faculty preparation in the use of learning technologies if learning is to be enabled. Academic staff recognised that with the increasing use of learning technologies comes a responsibility to ensure they that are used appropriately. This requires discipline by both educators and students and staff within the School were exploring how best to demonstrate this.

To support online administration and developments within the School, the University has appointed an Instructional Design Specialist. This specialist had the role encouraging more systematic and effective use of learning technologies throughout the school. This was achieved by training and supporting faculty staff in the use of learning technologies, support the development of courses for online delivery and evaluate the use of learning technologies. 

One of the developments being promoted by this design specialist was the use of audio/video-based portfolios of learning by nursing and health care scientist students. The school were experimenting with the use of extracts from the portfolio that could be sent by the student in an audio/video file to prospective employers. The development was being promoted by helping students maximise the use of common information technology communication software tools such Microsoft media-player. Thus the creation of this type of portfolio was relatively easy to achieve. Interestingly, a research study was being undertaken by University of Minnesota to explore whether the use of video portfolios could be used to show the development of competence of health care professionals. It was anticipated that the portfolio could be presented to an employer to show that the candidate had achieved the required level of competence to safeguard employment. It was suggested that this type of development might be attractive to employers as a way of helping reduce potential litigation risks associated with hiring of employees who are not formerly assessed for their level of competency prior to the commencement of employment and subsequently fail to show the required level to justify employment.

One of the highlights of visiting CSUDH was the opportunity to visit one of the clinical centres used by some students completing programmes. A visit was arranged to attend the Veterans Administration (VA) Greater Los Angeles Centre. The Department of Veteran Affairs has responsibility for providing health care and benefits to 6 million veteran and their families. The VA is the single largest health care provider within the USA. With a network of services and sites the VA has similarities as a health care provider to the National Health Services within the UK. 

The purpose of the visit was to see how VA was using learning technologies to deliver training and education to its health care workforce and clients. The VA has a developed Employee Education System, which aims to provide training, and education programmes directly to the desktops of health care employees working within VA organisations. The VA has developed Veterans Administration Learning University, which provides access to a wide range of online courses (http://www.vcampus.com/valo/). In addition, the VA has recently developed a Content Distribution Network which provides a platform for enabling access on demand to a range of audio/video based e-learning programmes. While education networks within each main VA centre are increasing the availability of e-learning resources available to support the education of health care professionals. 

7.
Findings

Importance of Institutional Support: All institutions identified the critical importance of active institutional support to sustain e-learning developments.  All institutions identified that there has been increased central institutional support evident within recent years. This was apparent through the adoption of university wide virtual campus developments, support for new academic and technical support positions and provision of staff development opportunities. Moreover, several institutions have allocated investment to support pump-priming of innovations.  For example, the University of Minnesota has established a Technology–Enhanced Learning Grant Program, a funding program which promotes the development and use of learning technologies. Moreover, they have also established a Fellowship Program, with the Digital Media Centre to promote   teaching and research in the use of learning technologies.

While the application of learning technologies within nursing and health care education is increasing it was commonly reported that further support is needed if common approaches to the development and integration of learning technologies are to be fostered. There was a consensus that there is a particular need for institutions to recognise the significant time commitment required to develop high quality e-learning developments. Within the academic arena the tension between the need for academic staff to develop their research career acted as a clear disincentive for investing time and effort in the development and application of learning technologies which were viewed as being more time intensive. 

It was strongly emphasised that delivering a programme using e-learning was in more ways much more demanding than in traditional approaches. This was because academic staff would be exposed to a higher number of learner communication/transactions than in other contexts. Just moderating and managing the volume of online/email communications generated from facilitating an e-learning programme was considerable. It was frequently reported this was not recognised as part of the workload demand that educators could face. It was suggested that education institutions and nursing departments would need to more accurately recognise the workload demand placed if educators are to feel able and comfortable in coping with this demand. CSUDH had recently approved a workload time metric as part of their programme management.

Faculty Preparation: There was common agreement that Faculty will need to develop the knowledge and skills to engage effectively in the development and application of e-learning. All institutions could identify the local provision of specific development programmes to help academic staff understand key issues related to the use of learning technologies.  The approach taken by University of Phoenix and Capella University offered an approach to faculty preparation that would merit wider application. These programmes were offered as a way of assessing an educator’s capability to engage as a virtual educator in the delivery of these institutions programmes.  However, the programme sought to replicate the online experience that students themselves would have, to help educators understand the challenge that might be faced by students undertaking this type of learning. The delivery of the programmes, which were well structured, were enhanced with mentorship and direct feedback on performance which was valued by participants. 

Technology Support:  All institutions reported that significant difficulties with technology remain a key factor which adversely impacts on the learning experience. These difficulties included gaining access into the learning space, interrupted delivery of programmes, which was frequently due to individual specification of computers available to the student, and lack of provision of technical support. The impact of these difficulties frequently generate feelings of frustration and inconvenience which could erode both the educator and the learner’s confidence in using this mode of teaching and learning.

Access and Availability to Technology: It is accepted that the availability and access to computers with a reasonable hardware and software specification are required if an engaging e-learning experience is to be enabled. Moreover, access to sufficient Internet bandwidth connection being another important condition if stimulating media-rich programmes are to be enabled. All centres visited still identified that the access and availability of suitable learning technologies remains problematic. It was particularly reported that access for nurses to high-speed bandwidth within the centres visited in the United States was relatively low. Evidently, this has implications for the design and amount of media-rich learning resources which could be delivered, with implications for potential learning experiences.

There was a common reflection that there is a specific learning curve associated with the use of technology. This required time for students and staff to feel comfortable in using the technology to undertake learning. The student required specific development time to learn how best to use the technology and how to engage as a student, learning in an online environment.

Culture of Online Learning: While it was evident that there is increased application in the use of learning technologies in the provision of nursing and health care education it was reported that further change in learning cultures will be required if it’s wider adoption is to be realised. This was because in part because nursing and health care education is seen as a learning activity which requires a high level of social engagement. There is a fear that social contact is lost when such education is delivered through an electronic medium. Furthermore, while it was perceived that there are increased expectations from students about flexibility of learning and access to electronic resources their preference for face-to-face education remained dominant. The dominance of this preference became more evident when learners realised that undertaking an online or e-learning course was in fact more demanding given that they had to actively demonstrate their individual engagement by posting to online discussions, giving feedback to peers and submitting reviews on topics. 

Several times it was also suggested that one of the factors that might

inhibit the attraction of e-learning is the perceived professional credibility on completion of courses via an e-learning medium. Some student respondents indicated that their clinical colleagues were sceptical about the suitability of completing nursing programmes using e-learning. Although these students were required to demonstrate effective clinical skills and complete clinical assessments as part of the programme, they indicated that clinical assessors were not always sure about how they could do this as required within the context of the online programme. In addition, some nurse educators verbalised anecdotal concerns that some employers had shown preference for students who had completed education using traditional approaches as opposed to nursing candidates who had completed a nursing programme completely online. 

Despite the increasing use of learning technologies, some educators reported concerns that many applications of learning technologies are inappropriate, eroding contact and interaction with students, with the danger that they lead to passive learning and are mainly information delivery systems.

Assessment: There were common concerns that assessment approaches used to measure the effectiveness of learning acquired through electronic approaches remains undeveloped. In part this was attributed to a lack of experience by educators in using the appropriate assessment measures. 

Learning technologies have the potential to support a diverse range of assessment measures but frequently need substantial back-end information if they are to be programmed and effectively integrated within the structure of a programme. However, none of the centres visited were using integrated electronic assessments to any significant degree as part of programme delivery. Generally, traditional assessment measures were being used.

8.
Discussion

The findings reported illustrate that there are several key challenges that must be addressed if e-learning is to be used as a platform for supporting nursing education. The first challenge is recognising that e-learning has a value as a learning channel, appreciating that it offers advantages in terms of access, flexibility of learning and integration of resources which cannot be offered to the same degree by other delivery methods. The potential and value of e-learning is likely to take an on an increasing importance given the urgent need to ensure sufficient recruitment of nurses, the increasing emphasis on work-life balance and the need for delivery of education which is flexible to the needs of learners.

Ensuring that nurse and other health care educators have succificient opportunity to experiment and develop the skills and confidence in the use of learning technologies is essential if they are to be deployed with effect. In the same way that learners face a challenge in using such technologies so too do the educators, therefore an enabling and supportive environment is critical to allow educators to progress through this curve. The importance of this is particularly noted in the proposed e-learning strategy for England (DFES 2003). If this is to be encouraged educators will need to be prepared to tolerate changes in their role (Forman et al. 2002). The availability of professional development opportunities focusing on issues of pedagogy, instructional design and evaluation of e-learning developments will be important to accelerate an acquisition of core knowledge and skills. 

Nurse and other health care educators will require access to specialist resources/personnel to support them in technical issues associated with the use of learning technologies. It was observed from the scholarship visit that when such support was available the ability for nursing faculty to accelerate their use and application of e-learning was promoted. 

There is a relative lack of high quality literature which debates, researches or evaluates the effectiveness of learning technologies as applied to nurse education. This lack of scholarship impacts upon the visibility or relevance of e-learning and requires address. There is a specific need for studies which report how online or e-learning developments have been incorporated into the delivery of health care education, how educators faced and  adapted to the changes in their role and the impact of these development upon the quality of the students nursing experience. Many of the developments observed during the course of this scholarship visit were in an early stage of development in terms of their learning impact. However, sufficient and significant practical experience was evident which would have a real utility if shared with a wider audience. The need to share such developments is critical if further debate, exploration and research is to be conducted and advance experience of application. 

The importance for collaborative developments in the development  of e-learning is considered critical if high quality e-learning content and resources are to be developed and suitable for purpose. This is because of the high cost, intense development times and need for subject matter expertise. Many of the developments seen during the course of the visit reflected such an approach. However, some developments reflected a use of technology which was limited in dimension, perhaps reflecting the newness of application. Collaborative projects such as the Universities Collaborating in E-learning (www.ucel.ac.uk) and the Sonic project (www.uclan.ac.uk/sonic) point to what can be achieved when there is strong collaborative approach to develop shared resources.
9.
Recommendations

On the basis of the findings revealed during this scholarship tour the following recommendations can be offered.

· That more attention and debate is focused on how the use of learning technologies can be used more widely and integrated to support the education of nursing and other health care professionals. There would be particular benefit in establishing a national/international conference to stimulate this debate.

· That explicit formal institutional and departmental support is in place encouraging the investigation and application of e-learning to support the education of nurses. That senior academic staff demonstrate leadership and lever the available support mechanisms available within an institution to support their colleagues in the use of learning technologies.

· That the scholarship and effort associated with exploring how best to develop, design and deliver nursing and other health care education using learning technologies is appreciated by the nursing academic community.

· That there is a wider appreciation of the learning curve and time required by students to use learning technologies effectively.

· That more effort is focused on developing short media-rich e-learning programmes which promote the acquisition of nursing knowledge and skills. These programmes could then be integrated across a diverse range of courses which share  common learning objectives/outcomes.

· That Schools of Nursing and other academic departments look to the potential of shared developments in the use of learning objects which can be accessed by educators to use in the delivery of education. Projects such as the Universities Collaborating in E-learning, Schools of Nursing Integrated Curriculum (www.uclan.ac.uk/SONIC) show the potential of shared benefits.

· Encourage the more creative use of learning technologies to support assessment of nursing knowledge and skills. This can be realised through the greater use of simulations, integrated audio and video exercises.

· That on the commencement of an education programme that nursing students are supported in developing the skills to engage as an effective e-learner. This requires skills in engaging as a member of an online community/network, navigating through electronic resources.

10.
Conclusion

This report has reported the findings of a scholar visit undertaken to explore the application of e-learning to support nursing education. The visit provided a wonderful opportunity to see how a range of centres both within the UK and USA are developing and deploying the use of online and e-learning in the delivery of nurse and health care education. The developments observed show the potential of learning technologies as a valuable mechanism for increasing access to flexible and high quality learning. The demand for such an approach is likely to increase further with expectations of learners, educators and developments in technology.

However, the findings of the scholarship visit also reveal that there are several key challenges, which must be addressed if e-learning is to be effective and sustained. Not least is the need for institutional support to ensure that nurse and health care educators have access to an environment where they can experiment and evaluate learning technologies. A recognition of the demands placed upon the educator and indeed the learner is critical if the effectiveness of e-learning is to be realised and sustained. To date there has been limited recognition of this impact which unless addressed can erode a willingness to use such technologies.

Several recommendations are made in relation to the findings. Of particular importance is the need for collaborative approaches between nurse and other health care educators if high quality e-learning and online experiences are to be enabled and shared for the benefits of learners.
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Educator Preparation Programme


Week 1: UOP Curriculum and Design, Policy and Procedures


Week 2: Delivering and moderating Online Class. Observation of online delivery. Handling difficult situations.


Week 3. Managing learner teams, fostering student equity.


Week 4. Development and design of lectures, giving feedback, Use of Templates 
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