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Editor’s Overview

This paper, written in early 2001, eloquently describes a range of tutorial models, some radical and innovative, others more in line with current practice, that a prospective e-University could deploy, with the advantages and disadvantages of each. In this analysis, the author draws upon her experience and knowledge of tutoring in e-learning and distance-learning institutions from across the world. 

In the event, the actual UKeU deployed only a small range of tutorial models, based on a “middle-way” consensus of existing constructivist/instructivist practice in UK universities. The solutions Mason proposes are still available for the new generation of higher education e-learning providers to consider. The insights she gives into the role of face-to-face and the key role of assessment prefigure the current (2004) debates on blended learning and high-stakes assessment. We commend this article to those now planning blended-learning solutions, not only in HE but in FE also.
Contextualisation by the Author

When this paper was written, there were no details available about the nature of the proposed UK e-University. It was essentially written to a blank canvas. Therefore, a wide variety of possibilities was considered and these ranged from a tutor-intensive, hand-held environment to the opposite: a tutor-on-demand model. This range of options presupposes very different kinds of institutions – and ultimately very different kinds of students. Only two premises were clear: that the student body would be global and that it would be large.

A very different paper could now be written, with the benefit of hindsight and knowledge of the characteristics of UKeU, the particular UK e-University system that developed. However, the existing document has an internal coherence that continues to work as an introduction to the issues of tutoring in a global environment.

It is apparent from the experience of trying to recruit students in developing countries that the acceptance of totally online learning is not as great as this paper implies – at least not at the level of course fees currently charged by the UK and in the numbers desired. No doubt this acceptance will come in time. The quality-assurance bodies have imposed another set of limitations in the area of tutoring. The ideal of hiring local tutors is much more difficult to implement than was envisaged in this paper.

The model of tutoring used by UKeU has been in practice very close to existing models in British universities that have experience of online and distance tutoring. The kinds of radical and innovative solutions suggested in the paper are “ahead of their time”, ahead of current strictures imposed by the quality-assurance procedures, and even ahead of student maturity and acceptance of the online learning environment. But they may provide useful pointers to future developments.

1.
Summary

A model for the provision of tutorial support for an e-university requires the design of a system that balances the conflicting needs for flexibility, quality assurance and cost-effectiveness. Providing a range of tutoring options may attract more students, but is harder to assure and more costly to run. Quality assurance is easier to manage when there is only one model of course and tutor provision; however, this approach is out of touch with the needs and expectations of e-learners. Finding a good balance of these factors is not easy and will determine the brand image of the e-University.

The pros and cons of a range of options are considered: cohort versus rolling intake, minimalist versus intensive tutoring, speed of tutor response versus quality of tutor response, and country-specific tutoring versus UK-based online tutoring. 

The notion of a new breed of e-learner is considered and the implications for tutorial support and course design for this target market are analysed.

The retention/drop-out issue is re-considered in the light of online and “tutor-lite” course models. Student-tutor ratios from 10:1 to 50:1 are discussed. 

Mechanisms for reducing tutor workload are recommended: a first-rate help desk, a navigator/counsellor, Web support materials and tutor training and induction.

The roles and duties of the tutor are discussed and a head tutor responsible for each course is recommended. The employment structure for tutors is considered and both full-time and part-time options are recommended.

An assessment strategy for a lifelong-learning focus is presented and the tutor support requirements are discussed.

Finally, three models for tutorial provision are offered:

· A minimalist strategy.

· A lifelong-learning strategy.

· Provision for either model, depending on the course.

2.
Key Elements

There is universal consensus amongst distance-education practitioners and researchers that the quality of tutorial support is what distinguishes the best organisations from the ordinary, and that more significantly, effective tutoring is key to successful learning outcomes in a non-contiguous teaching environment. It is clearly important, therefore, that the e-University consider the options for tutorial support very seriously.

2.1
Nomenclature

Even a cursory browse through the international literature on distance and online education reveals considerable ambiguity in the use of associated English terms: e.g., tutor/teacher/professor; evaluation/assessment/examination; course/programme. While these terms have relatively unequivocal meanings in the UK, care needs to be taken when describing e-University provisions for the multinational target audience.

Commonly accepted in the UK is that tutors provide support for courses that are written by teachers or professors and are assessed by combinations of formative and summative assessments. Evaluations are assessments of the quality and success of courses, carried out by evaluators, while examinations are taken by students and are usually face-to-face, time limited and administered at the end of courses. Combinations of courses form programmes which are frequently accredited. We shall follow this nomenclature.

In North America and in other countries influenced by North American education, instructors or teachers both develop and tutor distance or online courses, and evaluation is the process of student assessment. Courses are frequently the UK equivalent of programmes.

2.2
A Triangle of Options

In considering a model for tutorial support, there are three elements that always exist in tension with each other. They are: 

· The desirability of a flexible offering which responds to individual student requirements, is easily altered with changing social and educational trends, and allows a range of options for different courses, curricula and countries.

· The need to provide robust and manageable quality-assurance systems to monitor the nature of tutors’ interactions with students, the consistency of their marking of assignments, and the style and helpfulness of their commenting on students’ work.

· The importance of designing a tutorial support system which is affordable and cost-effective, and allows tutors to focus their valuable time on enhancing the learning environment for students.

Extremes in any one of these three directions produce an unworkable system. These extremes are catalogued in the following subsections 2.2.1, 2.2.2 and 2.2.3, but making an “equilateral triangle” of the three elements will need adjustment and refinement as the full e-University model is developed.

2.2.1
Flexibility

The PricewaterhouseCoopers business model report was very clear about the need for flexibility in the design of the e-University:

The e-U
 must be highly responsive to changes (in demand, in supply and in technology), and should develop where possible, in anticipation of them.

Applied to the tutoring system, flexibility encompasses the following aspects:

· That courses could be designed to include any level of tutor support, from considerable to none.

· That students could have the option of tutor support or not, and the price of the course might vary accordingly.

· That some courses might demand considerable group collaborative work and others might be stand-alone or involve individual e-mail exchanges between a student and tutor.

· That some courses would be based on a cohort of students beginning and ending the course together, while other courses or other options for the same course would be available on a rolling-intake basis.

· That students should be able to “audit” courses for a reduced fee, if they do not want to submit assignments or obtain accreditation.

· That for tutor-intensive courses the student-tutor ratio might be as low as 10:1, while on other, self-study courses, the ratio might be as high as 50:1.

· That some course providers could supply their own tutors (particularly when the author(s) of the course wish to tutor the course as well), while other tutors would be drawn from a central pool or tutor provider.

All of these options are desirable in theory in order to maximise the “tailorability” of the e-University to a wide range of potential students and to attract and continue to attract learners with varying styles and propensities for studying.

2.2.2
Quality

Assuring the quality of this range of provision, however, would be a daunting task. The procedures that would be needed to monitor the tutor feedback for both individuals and cohorts, and to assure the fairness of assignment marks across both options, would be complex. Added to this would be the significant problem of some tutors being supplied by a central or subcontracted provider, and others being affiliated with the course provider. The quality assurance would also have to develop standards of good practice for the whole range of tutorial provision from “a lot” to “a little”.

Clearly the easiest provision to assure is the least complex and most standard: all courses are of type A and provide tutorial support of type B and have an assessment system of type C. However, the days of “one size fits all” are gone, if indeed they ever did exist. 

A critical aspect of the quality of the tutorial support is the selection and management of the tutors, their involvement with the courses and their commitment to the students they tutor. The greater the dissociation of the course providers and the course tutors, the greater the potential for the tutors to be, and to be perceived to be, little more than “hired hacks”. For the purposes of quality of provision and commitment of tutors, it seems obvious that tutorial support should be supplied by the e-University itself or by an institution very closely associated with the provision of the courses. Furthermore, for the purposes of quality assurance of the tutorial provision, it is far easier to manage a centralised system. 

In trying to adapt the quality of tutorial provision as well as the quality assurance of it to the competing demand for flexibility, perhaps one direction to pursue would be a “lighter touch” with quality assurance; that is, to develop a system of monitoring based on random sampling of tutors’ conferences, e-mails and assignments, rather than a systematic checking of each individual tutor. Another approach is to desegregate the quality assurance amongst the course providers, the tutor providers and the assessment providers. This solution has the obvious pitfall of allowing problems to occur in the cracks in between these three, but might accommodate much greater flexibility and complexity of provision.

2.2.3
Cost Effectiveness

Flexibility in course and tutoring options is more costly than large-scale, one-mode offerings and furthermore, leads to complex and unwieldy quality-assurance procedures, which in turn are costly to provide. The more collaborative and interactive the course provision, the more demanding it is on tutors and the more they must be paid. The management and administration of complex student options and quality-assurance mechanisms lead to bureaucracy, complicated regulations and increased costs. Very soon, the overhead of keeping complex systems operating begins to detract from the actual rationale for their original existence: the learning of students.

On the other hand, extensive online support from tutors increases student satisfaction and creates a rich learning environment. Extensive quality-assurance procedures are very necessary for large tutorial systems and for large courses with many assignment markers.

Operating across the range of countries that are currently envisaged for the e-University adds yet another level of complexity and hence cost to the tutorial provision. Tutoring non-native students for whom English is a second language, or for whom the UK concept of higher education is foreign, is definitely more time consuming. However, this load on tutors, along with a number of other related aspects of tutoring, can be reduced through central support mechanisms outlined in section 4.

There are clearly risks to be taken in gauging how much value and cost-effectiveness can be added by opting for greater flexibility and a higher quality of tutor provision. Value-added indicators are:

· degree of student satisfaction with their experience

· developing reputation of the e-University as an outstanding learning opportunity

Cost-effectiveness measures would include the following:

· low drop-out rate

· low turnover of tutors and therefore reduced need for training and induction

· high incidence of students’ returning for subsequent courses

2.3
Making a Golden Triangle

Finding a good balance between these competing elements will not be easy. Furthermore, it is the shape of this very triangle that will largely define the success, the reputation and the brand of the e-University. Will it opt for “cheap and cheerful” tutoring which is relatively easy to assure and low in cost? Or will it be drawn into an increasingly complex web of course provision, tutoring options and quality-assurance mechanisms? How much flexibility is too much? Some is clearly good, but is more always better? Can tutors hired from a pool such as Tutors.com
 provide the kind of support, the kind of subject-matter enthusiasm, and the kind of concern for the student which has been the hallmark of the UK Open University’s success? 

3.
Existing Tutorial Models

In finding a way through this complicated web of possibilities, it is useful to look at existing models of tutorial support. How have other providers combined flexibility and cost-effectiveness? How have they assured commitment to students and fairness in marking?

3.1
Traditional Distance Education

At one extreme are the traditional distance-education universities, many of them modelled on The Open University of the UK. They select, train and quality assure their own tutors who in turn develop an enviable degree of institutional commitment, knowledge of the course content and pleasure in the interaction with students. The OU provides extensive training and other forms of support such as newsletters, social and networking opportunities, regional activities and regular mailings to keep tutors informed and involved in the whole university process. Staff tutors in each region for each curriculum area carry out some of the quality assurance (e.g., checking face-to-face tutorials and working with tutors to improve their feedback on student assignments), and extensive procedures are necessary to monitor assignment marking, identify and counsel tutors who are below standard, and mentor and train new tutors.

On the whole, the mass distance-teaching universities do not provide much flexibility in tutoring options or tailorability of courses. Some North American systems offer rolling intake or at least many start points in the year. Outside North America this option is rare and most institutions work only with cohort models. Tutorial support is in reality optional at the OU as at many other distance-education universities. However, none currently offer a fee reduction for choosing not to contact the tutor or attend tutorials.

Of course, these distance-teaching systems were all designed before the advent of online teaching. Adapting a process conceived for face-to-face tutorials, with regional study centres and telephone support, to an e-learning context is not straightforward. At the OU, a recent survey of tutors’ attitudes to tutoring online revealed a range of dissatisfactions and complaints:

· that the OU should provide computers for tutors, or at least financial provision for purchasing computers

· that the OU should provide much more training, both face-to-face and online

· that the workload in tutoring online was significantly increased compared with tutoring face-to-face

· that costs to tutors of tutoring online was significantly increased

· that the help desk had to be much more robust, responsive and helpful

In short, OU tutors have been “enculturated” to expect a high degree of institutional support and “caring”, just as they in turn expect to provide for students. This situation begs the question, Can a more streamlined support system for tutors coexist with top-quality support for students?

Continental European distance-teaching institutions do not have the same tradition of intensive tutoring that the OU has developed:

The tradition of individual support for students is extensive in the UK, as in the United States, Canada and Australia. But, it does not exist to the same extent in other countries, such as Germany and Spain, or even Israel.

It is significant, however, that “the active support of students to reduce the drop-out rate has no tradition in German universities”,
 and to some extent in Spain. Furthermore, in Germany, a professor may pride him- or herself on the quality of a course in direct proportion to the number of students who do drop out! This is a very different approach to quality than is current in the UK.

The OU’s MA in Open and Distance Education (ODE) is arguably an example of one kind of e-University model. It attracts postgraduate professionals, usually in mid-career, and was written for a multinational student body. The three component courses are tutored entirely online and involve collaborative activities, online assignments and an extended essay rather than a final examination. The quality of the tutorial support is absolutely critical to the success of the programme, which feedback has shown to produce “road to Damascus” experiences for many participants. The tutors are very carefully selected, inducted, monitored and mentored by the central academics who designed the courses and manage the presentations. As a tutor-intensive model, it is highly successful. However, it takes considerable academic management to sustain and it is hard to imagine how the quality of this programme could be maintained in a process where the courses were managed and tutored “at arms length” by a commercial provider. Refinements to the online activities, to the assignments and to the nature and direction of the programme are made every year, and even during presentation, because academics with commitment to the content and process of the programme are intimately involved with its tutoring and presentation.

3.2
“Tutor-lite” Models 

At the opposite extreme to the tutor-intensive model is the approach taken by some of the new online training providers, mainly in the USA. Courses are designed to be self-study and a tutor, who may be allocated as many as 50 students, is available by e-mail to answer queries. Assessment is usually computer based and requires little tutor input. For this model to be successful, considerable resource needs to go into the course design, e.g., multimedia simulations and interactive components with feedback. Such courses are usually short – 12 weeks or less – and the subjects are usually factual or skills based rather than reflective or discursive.

Another tutor-lite model is the “classroom at a distance”, using video-conferencing or now Webcasting. The instructor carries on with traditional lectures and these are projected to one or more distant sites. Graduate assistants are hired to help with marking assignments and preparing support materials. In study-centre contexts, a general facilitator may be present at the remote site to assist with the technology and to encourage group discussion. There is anecdotal evidence that this instructor-led model is popular in Asian countries which have little tradition of discussion-based, small-group teaching at higher education levels. Even in North America this model has worked, apparently successfully, for many years, though it has never taken root in the UK. Does the e-University offer an opportunity to make it work? Or is it simply too foreign and not part of the brand image which the e-University wants to project?

3.3
Distributed Models

In between these extremes, there are a number of interesting models emerging which might be considered more appropriate for the e-University.

3.3.1
Cardean

The Cardean model is one that seems relevant to the e-University in more dimensions than simply its tutorial-provision system. This is not surprising, as it is apparent in considering tutorial provision for the e-University that the nature, quality and extent of the tutoring system is intimately related to the nature, quality and extent of the course provision, as well as to the brand, image and reputation of the e-University as a whole.

Cardean has opted for a two-tier system of tutors in which a senior tutor has overall responsibility for the course, and other tutors are responsible only to the group of students assigned to them. This approach is well worth considering for the e-University. 

Cardean has placed itself in the top tier of online course providers and is clearly positioning its tutorial support in a professional, responsive but streamlined category. However, one of the reasons that it can operate in this way is that it “owns” the courses and the tutors. In short, it is an exclusive model of course provision and hence prescribes rather than brokers.

3.3.2
University of Twente

The University of Twente is primarily a campus-based institution, but it has been moving to a “distributed” model very rapidly. That is, all of its courses will soon have an online component and many will be suitable for distance students or campus students who want greater flexibility of access. One option they have tried with their online courses is to allow students to choose which of three support mechanisms they prefer. These are: 

a) commitment to partake in the full collaborative small-group processes 

b) option to read the online messages and interactions of the tutor and students 

c) e-mail facility only with the tutor

Interestingly, students apparently choose different options for different courses, thus making their own programme mix of intensive and “lite” options. The University of Twente students are possibly not typical of the e-University target student body, but the findings from this approach are a further indication that the tutor-intensive model is not always the most desirable.

3.3.3
Overseas partnerships

Those institutions that have experience of offering courses outside Europe, and particularly to Asian countries, have tried a number of different models of supporting students. Many UK and Australian providers send academics to locations near students once or twice a year to conduct intensive tutorials which are supplemented during the term with online tutoring. Sunderland operates a model in which a CD-ROM of course content is sent to students to make access to the materials more straightforward for those with poor Internet access

The e-University could certainly consider working with local partners in target countries to provide face-to-face or at least local online tutoring.

3.4
Conclusions from Existing Models

This brief overview of problems and existing models might suggest that “all the best plots have been taken”. But perhaps the most significant factor in this mixture is actually a moving target – that is the profound effect of the Web on social and educational habits and expectations. There is evidence of the emergence of a new breed of learner who has neither the time nor the inclination for hand-holding and institutional affiliations – rather, ease of access, quality of information, and tailorability of access are the key concerns. These learners have reasonably good learning skills, focussed motivation and less concern for certification than for appropriate, effective learning opportunities. Furthermore, these learners are usually not socially or intellectually isolated, and have opportunities in their personal and workplace contexts to discuss or apply course concepts. If this “new learner” group is a growing phenomenon worldwide, then the e-University is well placed to design a tutorial system to match. 

Details of the system can only be decided in tandem with the details of course provision. However, the broad picture can be sketched: a system located in the middle between tutor-intensive and tutor-lite, with a range of options for individual tailorability, with excellent “back-office” support systems (see section 4) so that tutors can focus on interaction with students, and a balance struck between autonomous self-guided study and social interaction.

Undoubtedly many will argue against this prediction of a new breed of learner, and see it as a justification for a return to an industrial model of course production and support. However, the e-University does not have a mission to provide higher education to all types of learner. There are other providers of the tutor-intensive model, both online and face-to-face. Replicating an OU-style tutoring system would be as foolish as it is unnecessary.

4.
Issues for the e-University

Having looked at the key issues in designing a support system, it is appropriate to look at a range of associated issues. 

4.1
Retention

One of the rationales for the tutor-intensive approach to tutorial support is that it improves student retention rates. (Another, perhaps more significant rationale is a moral one – that educators have a duty to support students in the process of learning.) However, there is no simple relationship between the amount of support provided and the rate of student drop-out. Retention is more complex than that, unfortunately, and a whole range of personal and employment-related issues play a large part in students’ reasons for withdrawing from courses. It is interesting to note that in a survey of OU students, “partner or spouse” was rated more highly than “tutor” as a source of help and support on the course.
 The question remains, “How much resource is necessary or desirable to devote to retaining students?” 

In line with this emergence of a new type of e-learner, perhaps it is appropriate to reconsider the question of retention. In another telephone survey of OU students taking a professional development course online, it emerged that students who were not taking part in the intensive online interactions were nevertheless quite satisfied with what they were getting from the course.
 Perhaps it is time to acknowledge that there are many more ways of learning, of benefiting from learning opportunities, than are indicated by the obvious signs of online interaction and retention to the end of the course. Why should dropping out or withdrawing from participation be considered failure – either by the institution or the student? Many will argue that this is a supermarket approach to teaching, in which consumers take products down from the shelves and put them back if they don’t appeal. Without a doubt, the e-University will have to address the issue of how consumerist an approach it intends to take. However, to believe that educators know best what is good for students is a folly which the e-University can surely avoid.

4.2
Cohort versus Rolling Intake

The notion of offering students the opportunity to start studying as soon as they have paid their fees is a compelling one, and is especially consonant with the “new breed of learner” idea. There are ways of offering a limited form of interaction with other students or at least seeing comments from previous students. 

There are few precedents in the UK, but this might be all the more useful in giving the e-University a niche advantage. If significant resource is to be devoted to course production and relatively less to tutorial support, a rolling-intake model might be particularly appropriate, at least for some courses. 

Cohort models have timings that tend to be geographically significant, e.g., for the Northern and Southern Hemispheres. For the kind of global market envisaged for the e-University, picking start dates for a cohort approach will be particularly tricky. If the majority of tutors are in the UK, and the majority of students are in the Southern Hemisphere, there could well be a clash of appropriate timings.

4.3
Unbundling Tutor Support

A rolling-intake approach could more easily be supported by an arms-length approach to tutor provision. That is, if courses are written to be largely self-study and students join and leave them at any time, or perhaps at a number of points in the year, it is easy to conceive of a commercial organisation contracting to provide tutors to answer e-mail queries, mark assignments and provide a “presence” on the course.

A more intensive tutor model, with cohorts of students engaged in collaborative work online, would need more intensive management and induction of tutors, more preparatory material to guide tutors and greater tutor commitment and understanding of the course content and aims. In short, the more intensive the tutoring, the more involvement there needs to be with the course providers. 

4.4
Student-Tutor Ratio

Existing ratios in distance and online education vary widely – from 6:1 to over 50:1. A rolling-intake approach could be sustained at close to 50:1, assuming a range of pre-prepared student-support materials and very self-contained courses. The OU’s MA in ODE operates on a ratio of 10–12 students to 1 tutor, and other less intensively supported OU courses operate on a ratio of 20–25 to 1.

These ratios beg the question of the employment scheme of the tutors. If tutors are to be drawn largely from full-time staff at UK higher education institutions, then there are restrictions on the number of hours they can devote to external tutoring. As the number of online courses grows, however, there is evidence that a new profession of “online tutor” is growing as a form of full-time employment. If e-University tutors were comprised of both full-time and part-time tutors, this would present new opportunities (although there would also be contractual complexities). For example, full-time tutors might be engaged, as with Cardean, to act as “head tutor” for each course, and part-time tutors could be hired for individual tutor groups. The head tutor might even take on some of the duties which currently in the OU are carried out by central academics, hence offering a means of bridging the gulf between course providers and tutors. Many tutors – especially on large courses – might want to take on several tutorial groups and make up a full-time job. 

4.5
Speed of Response versus Quality of Response

It is often noted that electronic communication has led to raised expectations amongst e-learners of the speed of response of their tutors. In line with this is the much-documented evidence of the time-consuming nature of online support of students. As with other issues discussed so far, the most appropriate approach to the dichotomy between speed and quality of response varies with the approach taken to course and student options – in short, the e-University model generally. 

For example, a rolling-intake approach with stand-alone courses would require a very high speed of response. As the kind of interaction would in the main be question and answer, the quality of response would be less demanding. A cohort model with more intensive tutoring support and small-group collaborative activities would not require great speed of response, but would certainly demand a much higher quality of response. 

Is it possible to have both speed and quality? Would it be cost-effective? It would be difficult to guarantee 24–48 hour response times from tutors who are employed full time in UK higher education. A commercial organisation might be able to offer this response time, especially in a question/answer context. A head tutor employed full time could also be expected to give this speed of response.

5.
Supporting the Tutor

One of the ways of streamlining the tutorial provision and reducing the workload of tutors is to offer good “back-office” support. The following systems are recommended:

5.1
Help Desk

A top-notch help desk for technical queries, available 24-7 and able to take both telephone and online queries, would be indispensable. Students will still contact their tutors with technical queries, but if these are promptly referred on, and are effectively answered, students will soon learn not to bother the tutors.

5.2
The Navigator

Another form of query from students which “distracts” tutors from their core business is the wide range of administrative and organisational questions which students send to tutors, because they are seen as the first port-of-call. The greater the complexity of the institution, the more questions students will have and the more demanding it is to answer these queries. While the navigator role in the original PricewaterhouseCoopers business model report was not seen as covering the range of likely queries of this nature, some provision like a navigator will be needed to reduce overload on tutors. 

5.3
Web Support

Many student queries could easily be answered from up-to-date, easily navigable and straightforwardly written Web pages. Areas to be covered would include:

· Assessment policies, assignment submission, complaints procedures. 

· Mini skills-based tutorials on how to study, how to write essays, basic numeracy.

· Cultural support and advice for non-natives on course enculturation, English language usage.

· Online etiquette, with practice areas for learning to interact online.

Similar resources would be needed for the tutors themselves:

· How to comment on student assignments (and even templates for this).

· How to moderate and stimulate online interaction.

· How to handle, grade and record student assessment.

· Pre-prepared materials such as sample introductory messages for each section of the course; summaries of common mistakes and shortcomings.

· Tutor guides for each course with a calendar, expectations, examples and background materials.

5.4
Tutor Training

Tutor training and induction would presumably be conducted entirely online, although synchronous Webcasting might be appropriate as a way of developing a collegiate approach. There are a number of courses available in how to tutor online (most of them available online, of course), and at some stage it is probable that the job of tutoring online will become professionally recognised. If the e-University is to subcontract this component, then the details of method will be the responsibility of the provider. An outline indication of requirements is detailed in the following sections.

5.4.1
Technical Training

The need for specific technical training would hopefully be minimal, as the pool of teachers and academics with online experience is already extensive in the UK. Training in the specific online system chosen for the e-University could certainly be carried out online with the provision of a practice area, Frequently Asked Questions (FAQs) and an online manual. 

The online assessment system would also need explanatory support material and tutors would probably want to send a dummy assignment to try out the system.

5.4.2
Training in Online Tutoring

Online tutoring experience is also growing amongst the target population of appropriate tutors, so again the training requirements will not be extensive. Background Web materials, links to online tutoring resources elsewhere and opportunities to practice with other tutors should be sufficient.

5.4.3
Course Induction

Inducting tutors into the aims, the pedagogical approach and the assessment of each course will be more demanding, especially in the early years when both the courses and the tutors are new. Whether the course providers will carry out this function or devolve it to the tutor providers is an open question. 

Issues surrounding the assessment of courses are particularly important and are discussed in the next section.

5.4.4
Feedback from Tutors

Whatever model of tutorial support is finally used, tutors will have the most experience of the problems and successes of course presentation. Mechanisms should be set up to obtain feedback from tutors on a regular basis which can be used to refine, correct and update the courses for each presentation.

6.
Assessment: the Key to Differentiation?

A number of suggestions have so far been made about aspects of the e-University model which could differentiate it from other UK offerings: a rolling-intake option, a Webcasting course-delivery approach, and fee reductions for auditing and for opting out of tutor support. Assessment is another aspect of the overall model which offers considerable scope for differentiation in the online marketplace. Whatever form or forms the assessment of e-University courses take, there will be significant implications for tutorial support.

6.1
Web-based Assessment

Web-based assessment offers much more scope for comprehensive testing of course objectives and student understanding than the old multiple-choice systems. Web-based assessments are demanding and expensive to develop but are cost-effective with large student numbers and are particularly appropriate for a multinational student body. They are easy to quality assure, to “deliver” and to mark and record; they require very little input from tutors. However, it is doubtful that UK course providers would accept a model of Web-based, computer-marked approaches for both continuous and final assessment on all courses. 

6.2
Appropriate Assessment

By returning to the emerging model of a tutorial support system, an appropriate assessment system can be developed in tandem. One of the aims of the e-University course provision and tutorial support is to prepare students for an increasingly unknowable future. The e-University student profile is clearly typified by the lifelong learner who takes responsibility for remaining employable. There is a need for programmes in which students reach not just immediate course-related goals but much wider learning and self-development goals. 

Existing assessment practices frequently disempower learners and put the control and the judgement of learning in the hands of the assessors and tutors. To foster a learning society, it is the individual students who need to develop the skills to assess their own and others’ materials, to make judgements about quality and value, and to give and receive feedback. One of the most significant tasks of the tutor is to help students develop these lifelong-learning skills. 

However, the trap in all assessment activities is to fragment and compartmentalise knowledge and understanding for the sake of having a manageable process which fits the time and process constraints of common assessment methods. As a result, many existing assessment practices have effects which actually contradict lifelong-learning outcomes.

If developing lifelong learners is the core objective of e-University courses, the assessment processes need to be rethought and repositioned at the heart of the learning environment.

Examples of a lifelong-learning approach to assessment include the following:

· Feedback loops in which students have the opportunity to apply the results of tutor feedback on their assignments to show improved performance.

· Group assignments in which students have opportunities to develop team-working skills.

· Opportunities for students to engage in the construction and reconstruction of criteria for judging work.

· Practice in discernment to identify critical aspects of problems and issues.

· Opportunities to comment on other students’ work as well as to assess their own work.

6.3
An Online Model of Assessment 

An online model of assessment appropriate for a lifelong-learning agenda would need to focus strongly on continuous assessment. For postgraduate and professional development courses this is arguably more suitable than the traditional sit-down, three-hour final examination anyway. A continuous assessment emphasis would have a major impact on the job description and required quality of the tutor force. Training and induction would be more demanding, payment would be higher and the central place of the tutor in the delivery of the course would be more significant. 

There are a number of advantages to an intensive continuous assessment approach:

· By working closely with students online, the tutor can usually assure that the work submitted is that of the student.

· By designing assessment processes which develop lifelong-learning skills, the same assignments can be used from year to year, as the work is less subject to plagiarism and more individual and process oriented.

· By focussing on appropriate assessment integrated with the course activities and learning outcomes and by devoting resources to tutor support for the process, the e-University could potentially become the brand leader in online lifelong-learning opportunities.

· It avoids the need for examination centres across multinational locations.

The pitfalls of this approach are:

· That it begins to skew the overall model towards a tutor-intensive and tutor-dependent provision.

· That there is a greater risk in setting out to define a brand which is currently untried in the market.

· That this model is perhaps more suitable for a Western, English mother tongue student body than for a multinational, second-language target audience. 

7.
Tutoring for a Global Student Body

As has been indicated in various sections above, tutoring non-native students is more complex, demanding and risky than tutoring native, English-speaking students already familiar with UK standards and approaches to higher education. The needs and expectations of such a wide target audience are inevitably less predictable, less well understood and less homogenous. Course models and assessment systems appropriate for well-educated Western professionals are probably not going to be as appropriate for an Asian and South American audience. 

The implications of the target market for tutors and the tutorial system are outlined below.

7.1
Totally Online Tutoring

Will non-native students accept a system that provides no face-to-face contact? Are there sufficient “new learners” in the target countries to be attracted to an online-only environment? If the answer is no, there are various possibilities for providing some level of contact:

· Liaisons or partnerships with local providers or institutions, to host face-to-face meetings.

· Local facilitators who could provide mother-tongue facilitation of group discussions and help to “interpret” cultural misunderstandings.

Finally, there is the option of hiring local tutors or probably subcontracting the tutoring provision in each major country to a local provider. This would have major implications for quality-assurance processes, and management and liaison arrangements, but could have compensating cost advantages in providing more culturally “tailorable” tutorial support and hence student satisfaction. 

7.2
Integrated versus Country-specific Groups 

If the majority of the tutorial support is online and managed centrally from the UK, is it more appropriate to mix students in tutorial groups so that each has a multicultural representation? Or would it be more acceptable, more convenient and more beneficial to keep students in country-specific tutor groupings? The answer to this may be different for different courses and curriculum areas. In disciplines where multiple perspectives are an advantage, the “integrated” approach would have positive, marketable benefits. Where the course content is difficult to understand or is culturally neutral, the country-specific approach could be a marketable advantage.

Do we have a large enough number of UK tutors capable of providing high-quality, student-centred, discussion-based tutorial support to 20–25 Asian students, with online interaction only? Is contact with Western perspectives and UK educational processes attractive to large numbers of potential students in Asian countries?

7.3
Pedagogical Models 

Are some pedagogical models unlikely to be popular in particular target countries? If so, does that imply that pedagogical models adopted on e-University courses should be safely positioned somewhere blandly between a constructivist and “instructivist” approach? Will the target market be more interested in qualifications than in developing lifelong-learning skills? There are very few precedents to rely on to answer these questions. In any case, past answers (e.g., from mass distance-teaching experience) may not be a good predictor of future global e-learners. The e-University might consider commissioning a study on what students want from an online course and what kind of tutoring they would expect.

Can the e-University afford to develop different models for different markets? Would it be cost-effective to produce some self-study, rolling-intake, Web-assessed, credit-bearing, lightly tutored programmes as well as some courses with a lifelong-learning, continuously assessed, more intensively tutored approach for “new learners”? Even if cost-effective, would this produce a confusing brand image?

7.4
Non-native Tutors

One approach to the “UK versus local tutor” dichotomy might be to manage the tutorial provision from the UK, totally online, but to employ a cadre of non-native tutors. There is evidence from the OU MA in ODE that a global student body expects, or at least welcomes, a global body of tutors. If the training and induction are managed entirely online, the major complexity to cost is the need for multinational employment contracts and payment arrangements.

As time goes on, the e-University’s own students would form an ideal pool from which to draw tutors. 

8.
Tutorial Functions

As a way of recapping the arguments so far, it is useful to look at tutorial provision under the three categories generally accepted in the literature as describing the functions of a tutor. They are: teaching, motivational or affective support, and organisational and administrative functions.

8.1
Teaching

The teaching function of the tutor in a rolling-intake, tutor-lite, self-study course model is rather minimal. It will largely be confined to e-mail interaction with individual students. While some students might take the opportunity to engage deeply and regularly with the tutor on course issues, most will not.

At the opposite end of the continuum, a collaborative small-group cohort of lifelong-learning students would need much more teaching input to maintain a rich and interactive online environment. Summaries of discussions, leadership of group activities, well-considered responses and careful commenting on student assignments would be the major teaching work of the tutor. The input of other students to the discussion changes this model from a question and answer format to a peer-learning environment in which the tutor acts as facilitator. 

8.2
Affective Support

Every experienced tutor, in UK-based models at least, provides considerable amounts of emotional support to students. Their personal skills of communication, warmth and openness are important ingredients in keeping students motivated and on target. While some of these attributes cross over the virtual divide, many students continue to want face-to-face contact precisely for this intangible affective support. 

The suggestions made above regarding this function are:

· That the “new learner” is much less interested in this kind of support.

· That non-native students could be accommodated through local partnerships to provide country-specific affective support.

· That much of this kind of support can be gained through small-group collaborative interaction entirely online, though facilitated by the tutor.

8.3
Organisational/Administrative Functions 

While some organisational and administrative functions are unavoidable for tutors, the suggested approach for the e-University is that these be reduced as much as possible through a help desk, extensive Web support materials and a navigator/counsellor who can advise and help students with non-academic problems.

9.
Conclusions

In drawing together this discussion of alternative approaches, key issues, and the pros and cons of various options, a summary set of headings will be used:

· the objectives for e-University tutorial support

· the support requirements

· the support functionalities

· the suggested specification

9.1
The Objectives

The objectives of the tutorial support function should include:

· The provision of support to students in keeping with the pedagogical model of course delivery.

· Marking and commenting on assignments according to the assessment strategy of individual courses.

· Contributing to the enrichment of the learning environment in both quality and quantity appropriate to the course-delivery model.

9.2
The Requirements

The requirements of tutorial support will vary according to the following:

· The range of options for course delivery (rolling intake/cohort).

· The range of options for students (auditing/minimal tutoring/maximum tutoring).

· The range of options for tutors (full-time/part-time employment).

· The range of options for assessment (computer-marked/tutor-marked).

· The model of the course (self-study/lifelong-learning).

· The student-tutor ratio (from 12:1 to 50:1).

· The model chosen for country-specific support (UK online tutoring/part or full local tutoring).

Quality-assurance procedures will have to be either devised by the provider of the tutorial support, or complied with by the body which does provide this service.

9.3
The Functionalities

Depending on the number of options, the type of model and the degree of flexibility to be offered by the e-University, the tutorial provision will need the following functionalities:

· Tutors capable of engaging with a multinational student body.

· A head tutor for each course to oversee the group tutors and liaise with the course providers.

· Tutors able to respond quickly to student queries, as well as tutors with high-quality interactive and responsive communication skills, and both with subject-specific knowledge.

· A flexible workforce and employment strategy so that fluctuating student demands will not constrict the e-University in where and when it presents courses. 

The provider of tutorial support will need to:

· Train and induct the tutors for each course.

· Provide mentoring and/or monitoring functions and ensure that unsatisfactory tutors are retrained or removed.

· Work with course providers to assure that the appropriate tutor guides and Web support materials are available for tutors.

· Liaise with course providers in supplying tutor feedback for subsequent modifications and refinements to course materials.

9.4
The Specification

The specification for tutorial support is based on balancing the conflicting needs for flexibility, quality assurance and cost-effectiveness. Three models are outlined:

d) A minimalist model consisting of primarily e-mail contact, possibly rolling intake, run by a commercial provider with speedy response rates and simple, if any, marking of assignments; possibly supplemented by local, country-specific meetings and/or facilitators, and possibly augmented with Webcasting by the course providers.

e) A lifelong-learning model with significant online interaction, integrated continuous assessment, cohorts of mixed students in each tutor group, and a head tutor with overall responsibility for course delivery.

f) Both of the above, depending on the course.
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� By Robin Mason, January 2004.


� It was common to refer to the e-University, or UKeU, as the “e-U” in these early reports.


� See � HYPERLINK http://www.tutors.com ��http://www.tutors.com� – and do not be put off by the wide range of non-tutoring offerings!


� For more specific information on teaching at the OU see � HYPERLINK "http://www3.open.ac.uk/employment/associate-lecturers/teaching/teaching_0.shtm" ��http://www3.open.ac.uk/employment/associate-lecturers/teaching/teaching_0.shtm�. 


� This data is drawn from an internal OU report which is not publicly available.


� For more on Cardean see chapter 11 and � HYPERLINK "http://www.cardean.edu/" ��http://www.cardean.edu/�. 


� For more on Twente see chapter 5 and � HYPERLINK "http://www.utwente.nl/en/" ��http://www.utwente.nl/en/�. 


� This data is drawn from an internal OU report which is not publicly available.


� As above, this report is not publicly available.





Notes





� PricewaterhouseCoopers, Business Model for the e-University, HEFCE Report 00/44 (October 2000), � HYPERLINK "http://www.hefce.ac.uk/Pubs/HEFCE/2000/00_44.htm" ��http://www.hefce.ac.uk/Pubs/HEFCE/2000/00_44.htm�.


� Sarah Guri-Rosenblit, Distance and Campus Universities: Tensions and Interactions; A Comparative Study of Five Countries (Oxford: Pergamon Press, 1999).


� Ibid.





PAGE  

