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Action Research Planner
Introduction/Context of study
I work as an IT trainer in the Revenue Commissioners. In the context of this study, however, I am concerned with training/ professional development for trainers and the overall promotion of ICT to support training and development in my organisation.

What is my concern/research focus?
A key question for me is ‘how can I apply the skills and knowledge I am developing through participation in the MSc in Education and Training Management to improve my practice, as well as to support trainer colleagues?’ This embodies concerns about developing a sound pedagogy, as well as a repertoire of technical skills that will allow me to explore how we can more effectively use ICT to support training and development. 

A second fundamental question for me is ‘how can I promote equal access to training and development opportunities?’ This concern presents itself in the context of recent experience in developing and delivering a pilot computer training programme to a group of blind/ visually impaired employees. 

Why am I concerned / why have I chosen this area of focus? 
“In Dewey’s terms it is the ‘problematic’ that leads to and is the organiser for learning.”

(Savery and Duffy, 1995:1)
I have previously cited as motivation for my enrolling on this programme, concerns about the inadequacy of trainer training in my context. 

Having moved to my training role in 2004 from a systems development area I received a two-day training course which almost exclusively concentrated on presentational strategies. While this was useful in addressing initial ‘performance anxiety’ it provided little in the way of background to the theories and principles of adult learning. In my subsequent practice I was conscious that I had no pedagogical background and no theoretical framework against which to judge the ‘soundness’ of my practice. Also, beyond the initial course there is no structured programme of trainer development.
(Emmett 2006a: 5)

Participation in this programme has provided me with an opportunity to critically engage with learning theory, to dialogue with others, and to expose my own embedded educational values in the process. Now I am concerned with contextualizing and sharing that learning with a view to improving the situation described.

I clarify my educational values as being concerned with sharing knowledge and supporting others to achieve self-direction, accommodating alternative perspectives, and with ensuring equality of access to information and learning opportunities. I believe in learning as the key to personal growth and more fully living out our values in service of community and society.

What do I think I can do about it?  What will I do about it?
In reviewing the literature, and in reflecting on my own learning in the light of the theory, as well as on my educational values, I see that constructivism most closely resembles my own epistemology, and I draw insights from that in the development of Web-based artefacts that I hope will contribute to addressing the concerns elaborated above. 

“Constructivists believe that learning is a desire to find meaning in situations, and this meaning will be an individual one, since we all have different experiences of being in the world…The Constructivist helps the learner to discover meaning and understanding…”

(Carlile and Jordan, 2005: 19)
During the Web-based Interactive Design module I developed a storyboard for a WebQuest on the use of learning objectives, which I have now realised in the context of the 25% assignment for the Educational Applications of Multimedia module. I was motivated to develop this artefact because it had become a recent requirement in my organisation that learning objectives be published for all courses, however, no formal training had been provided. In the absence of any training, and in order to equip myself to comply with this standard I had used the World Wide Web to research learning objectives. As a means to understanding, I developed an explanatory guide which drew on and consolidated the various resources I had found useful. I then shared this with my colleagues. Later, when reflecting on the process by which I had acquired my own knowledge I understood that it was the active construction and sharing of the guide that transformed the information about learning objectives into knowing, actual learning. When, during this programme, I encountered the WebQuest model (Dodge, 1995) I saw that same process embodied in an instructional design theory. Papert’s (1991) thesis of constructionism - that constructivism happens especially well when one is engaged in producing something that will be examinable by others, was also relevant. My hypothesis here is that if this method helped me to integrate new knowledge then it might also be effective for others. And if it is effective for trainer colleagues then they may consider adapting this approach for use with their own trainees.

As a side effect of trainers’ introduction to the WebQuest model, I also hope that they will be encouraged to think how they can make learning more active and inquiry-oriented, and how they can use technology to support this.
(Emmett 2006b: 5)

Since developing the guide and the initial WebQuest storyboard I have become aware of alternative perspectives on the use of learning objectives, which I now recognise reflect a behaviourist epistemology (Gebhardt, 1973; Spencer, 1991; Owen, 2000). In reviewing the literature on constructivism, and on WebQuests in particular, I recognise that assimilating alternative perspectives is an important feature of the constructivist view of learning (Bednar et al, 1992; March 2006) and I have revised the set of Web resources cited to reflect this tension.
Central to the process by which I learned about learning objectives was the use of the World Wide Web as a research tool. This is also a key facet of the WebQuest model (March; 2006). The learner uses the World Wide Web to access key resources, which the instructor has identified as relevant to a given research question or problem. In such a way the learner is not cast adrift in a sea of hypermedia, but their research is ‘anchored’. This forms part of the scaffolding for task, that is, the support the teacher provides, enabling the learner to take on whatever part of the task they can (Collins et al, 1991).

Constructivism also emphasises the gradual removal of scaffolding, ‘fading’ (Collins et al, 1991), so that the learner is eventually enabled to achieve autonomy, self-direction. When the learner is faced with a similar research question they should have developed the skills to face it unsupported. Thus it is important that the learner learns to use the Web effectively to identify his/ her own resources. 

“When knowledge, however, is needed, but not known, the ability to plug into sources to meet the requirements becomes a vital skill.”

(Siemens, 2004: 5)
I believe that the Internet is a powerful and empowering tool for learning, providing open access to dynamic information and knowledge in a real-time, physical manifestation of Vygostsky’s ‘distributed cognition’. Moreover, I believe that that the Internet can serve as an equalising force, eliminating some of the traditional barriers experienced by the marginalised in our society (Emmett, 2002). For example, it can assist individuals overcome communications and access barriers that may exist through disability, and can allow excluded groups and individuals organise themselves more effectively for the purposes of disseminating information, lobbying, advocacy etc. 

When I reflect on my own development as a trainer I recognise the central role that the Web has played. It has allowed me to engage in critical dialogue with others, to learn collaboratively, to access expert knowledge – particularly in the technical domain, to explore alternative perspectives, and critically in view of my current enquiry, it has been tool by which I have investigated various pedagogical approaches. Thus my hypothesis is now that if use of the Web has contributed to my professional development then perhaps others can use it to the same effect. 

I also hope to promote self-directed professional development through effective use of the Internet for research purposes. 

(Emmett, 2006b: 5)

By this I mean that they may be encouraged to access resources which they may incorporate into their training, or which may aid their own learning and development as trainers. Where trainer training does not provide a pedagogical framework, we can use the Web to take direction of our own learning, to gain access to alternative perspectives on the learning process, and hopefully we can engage in wider dialogue and learn collaboratively via online communities, forums etc.

When developing the WebQuest storyboard, I included a link to a Web page on Web search as part of the scaffolding. In WebQuest terminology this is called a process guide. Later, when I came to develop the artefact and reflect on the resource, and on the centrality of Web search to my thesis I felt that the current guide was inadequate. Having examined other static hypertext resources, I felt that the development of an animated tutorial might improve presentation of the topic. To this end I decided to develop my own tutorial using Flash 8 (Adobe), which I am including as a process guide within the WebQuest, as well as making available as a standalone resource. The tutorial presents ‘top ten strategies’ for effective Web search, incorporating information on Boolean search, phrase search, title and URL search etc. It presents information about the techniques and simulates examples of how they can be applied, and of the results of applying them. 
How will I gather evidence to show that I am influencing the situation?
If I say that my motivation to develop the artefact on effective Web search is to encourage trainer colleagues to use the Web for professional development purposes, and if I later wish to show that it has had an influence in this respect, it is appropriate to establish how things are now before the intervention. 

In demonstrating a PowerPoint prototype of the tutorial to a small number of colleagues, I asked them whether in fact they use the Web for professional development purposes. Most said that they did not, citing the sheer volume of material available and the difficulty in pinpointing quality resources. I will extend this enquiry to other trainer colleagues by means of a short e-mail questionnaire.

I will then make the developed artefact available to all trainer colleagues, making clear the motivation for the artefact and the values that I say underpin it. I will invite feedback on it. I have some initial feedback from those with whom I discussed the prototype, to the effect that the artefact would help them to use the Web more effectively and with the skill to reduce the search field they would be encouraged to use it for self-directed professional development purposes. A set of evaluated resources may provide a further anchor.

Piloting the WebQuest will allow me to test the effectiveness of the model for my context. I have some initial positive feedback from colleagues but will gather pre and post workshop data by means of participant interview. It may also be possible to videotape the workshop with participants’ consent.

I will test my artefacts with visually impaired colleagues to ensure accessibility.

How will I ensure that any judgements I make are reasonably fair and accurate?
In submitting my working to public scrutiny I hope to ensure that any judgements that I make are reasonably fair and accurate. By engaging in open dialogue about my work with other programme participants, informally, during workshop sessions and through the online activities and discussion forums in Moodle, as well as presenting my work to trainer colleagues, I access a variety of views that help to challenge my assumptions and perceptions. I will continue with this approach as I try to test out my artefacts, checking with others on an ongoing basis that my interpretations of what is happening are correct.

Conclusion
It is difficult to draw conclusions in advance of fully testing out the artefacts. What conclusions I can draw relate to my own learning. I have clarified my own educational values and can draw on learning and instructional design theory to underpin the development of Web-based artefacts that address specific problems in my context and help me to live in the direction of those values. In particular, where I say that I am concerned with the inadequacy of trainer training/ professional development I have developed two artefacts which seek to improve on this situation. These are underpinned by a constructivist epistemology, an understanding of which allows me to make reasoned judgements.
What will I do then?
I will continue in the evaluation process. Whether or not the outcome is as I hope, I expect that the study will enhance my understanding, helping me to ask deeper questions, which will guide future inquiries. Already I can see that there are things that I want to change. I say that equality of access is a key educational value. While I have taken great care to ensure the accessibility of the WebQuest, I have to reluctantly accept that it is not possible for me to address accessibility concerns for the effective Web search tutorial within the scope of this assignment, in particular given the steep learning curve for Flash. This is something I am committed to addressing. At a minimum, I want to ensure that there is voiceover for all text. Also, whereas the storyboard for the WebQuest specified integration of a forum to facilitate collaborative learning, I hope to achieve this during the Online Learning Communities module. Finally, early feedback on the tutorial suggests that it may be useful to provide additional anchoring in the form of a set of evaluated Web resources on training/ trainer development topics.
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