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Definitions and Understandings 3



Six Strong Men

I keep six strong serving men

They taught me all I knew

Their names were What, and Why and When
And How and Where and Who.

Rudyard Kipling

This simple children’s poem by Rudyard Kipling inadvertently provides us with a planning schema for professional online learning communities.  It works well in that we are not here weighed down with assessment, or standards or external exams.  A community of learners is a place where the scaffolding is the most important thing, and where outcomes become the responsibility of the learner.  You build your program with your knowledge and experience, you add a large dollop of care and empathy, and then you have to sit back a little and let it happen.  The course taken may not be the one you planned.  The experience of Reinventing Practice is that no two modules are alike.  At time of writing, we are concluding our second running of the module, Higher Order Thinking.  We used the same readings, rap points, and web links – and yet, the course iterations stand as two totally different learning experiences.  It has been fascinating to observe.

On the following pages, you will see:

1. The Six Strong Men Planner explained

2. The Six Strong Men Planner filled in for this module!

3. A blank master of the planner for your own use

In an online learning community, learning is “a social, communicative and discursive process, inexorably grounded in talk” (Duffy & Cunningham, 1996, p. 181).  The six strong serving men will enable you to create the conditions in which the talking can happen, will structure the talking so that it is informed and so that is an inclusive conversation in which all participants have a voice. It will let you consider the curricular, technical and human components of an online learning community.
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Getting Organised!

As we know from face-to-face presentations and the daily experience of the classroom, the key to success is in the planning and preparation which happens beforehand.  This thinking through, or forward planning, should lead to participants having the print materials in their hands during Orientation week, and with their knowing when to be on the end of a phone and what to expect.  They will know who you are, and where to look on the web to begin their investigations into your content.  The more transparent this is – the more likely will be your chances of success as the focus will be on what is being discussed, rather than complaints of late or non- arrival of materials, error 404 on your web space and so on.

The following section adds some specific detail to the Six Strong Men! From Definitions and Understandings (3).

When: getting down to business!

Notes in italics offer specific Reinventing Practice experiences.

1. Work out the dates your module will run. With Reinventing Practice, we need six calendar weeks. 

Week 1: 
Orientation

Weeks 2-5:
Content

Week 6:
Debrief

2. Be aware of peak times for teachers at the beginning of Term 1, end of Terms 2 and 4.  Our experience of Term 4 would indicate that this is poor timing as teachers have their entire focus on completing the year’s work, preparing students for examinations, final reporting, moderation submissions and so on.  They put their own learning on hold at this time!
3. Be aware of holiday times – and although it is possible to run an online course over breaks, it is better to work around them. The end of term is a key marker for teachers, and ending on/before a term break gives the unit a sense of completion or closure.  Many RP participants use a school machine and connection!  Most of them just need a break.  Be mindful where your community is not based in the one state or territory, as break times do differ.
4. Be aware of time differences. We have got “caught” with time differences between Queensland and the Northern Territory, and between the eastern states when Daylight Saving is on!!!  Let everyone know whose time you are talking about when you schedule teleconferences or synchronous events!
5. Pinpoint your events 

· Mark a time and date for the teleconference (usually mid-week in Orientation Week, 7.00 pm suits most people as children have been fed and bathed, dinner is organised, and so on. Finishing by 8.00 also means that you haven’t taken someone’s whole evening!!)

· Set the time and date for synchronous events and try to advertise these as soon as practicable.  We got burnt in the first year of Reinventing Practice as the way firewalls worked in Education Queensland schools kept changing!  We had to test repeatedly through the conduct of the course, and still be prepared to change at the last minute! There are a great many third-party considerations in this which affect what you can/cannot do and over which you have absolutely NO control. We now advertise these events at the 11th hour so we don’t have to send out, and then repeatedly amend our instructions. It’s like taking small children to the beach, you don’t tell them until you are about to get into the car to go!!
· Work out if, and when, and for how long you would like to involve an online guest.  We usually ask an online guest to lurk on the list to follow the tone and content of the conversation, and then to come on board in a more pro-active way in the third week.  We ask them to set a question, or to offer some provocative comment to encourage debate. A well-chosen guest is worth their weight in gold. At time of writing, RP guests were given an honorarium of $100.00 or where this was not possible, for instance under Education Queensland rules, payment in kind was made (QSITE membership, or conference registration).
· You need to plan ahead if you intend to issue certificates of participation. In RP, we opted not to do this after our first module made us realise that there was absolutely NO WAY of telling what an individual’s participation had been. The online presence could mask hours of reading and thinking, or it could be a loud voice covering no substance at all!!! There might also be conscientious lurkers who had still achieved a great deal, but had kept this to themselves. You will need to decide what you will do. If certificates are going out, they need to be designed, printed, posted and so. This task will need to be scheduled and someone will need to be assigned the job of certification.

6. Bookings

· Identify your guest.  Make initial contact (phone or email) and have immediately available background material for him/her to become familiar with what you are doing.  Have some alternate dates ready. Know what you would like the guest to do and be prepared to outline this to him/her. Be prepared to change your dates (or guest) if your initial plan is not feasible.

· Book your teleconference.  The details can be changed up until a few hours before the actual running, and so you do not need a finalised list to make the initial booking.  We use Genesys (who have had a variety of names such as ConferTel). They can be reached on (Free Call) 1800 011 080. You are able to just read your list out and the operator will copy down the names and phone numbers, or you can fax this through to them.  We fax!
7. Scheduling 

Print Materials

1. Decide when you want/need everyone to have their print materials in their hands.  
2. Then calculate how long it will take Australia Post to reach the destinations – depending where you are, this can be anything from 1 day to 2 weeks (based on QSITE, QUT and RITE experience!). Decide on a safe average!
3. Do an arrival date minus delivery time equation to arrive at your POSTING DAY.

4. Then calculate how long it will take to actually do the packing, labelling, etc. of the post.  Who is available to do this? When are they available? Has anyone ordered the envelopes and mailing labels? It is easy for the best-laid plans to go astray at this point because the stationery cupboard is bare! Who is going to pay for the postage, and how?
5. Do a posting day minus post & handling time equation to arrive at your PRINT DELIVERY DAY.

6. Then calculate how long it will take to actually print, collate and bind your print materials (probably a small booklet of instructions and some readings).
7. Do a print delivery day minus print preparation time equation to arrive at MASTER-READY DAY.

· And here we arrive at the $64 million question – how long is long enough.  Getting your print master ready is a major exercise in itself.
·  Who is writing it? Individual or team?
· Who is finding appropriate print and online readings?
· How much information are you providing in this booklet?
· What kind of dtp are you adopting – is the layout a subsequent job to ‘writing’ (word processing)?
· Do you have a template (or school/corporate guidelines) to follow?
· What editorial or proof-reading processes do you have in place?
· Do you need clearance from some poo-bah or committee before you publish?
The answer is invariably that you should have started yesterday… or probably some time last month!

Advertising

You will need to let someone apart from yourself (and your increasingly tolerant family) know that this course is going to happen.  Fliers to schools are excellent but are expensive and need to be prepared well in advance.  Email lists are even better because you are sending the information to a target audience – again notice is needed, but has nothing like the lead time of a paper flier. Remember your Net-etiquette here and do not send a flier as an attachment to a list. Alternatively, provide a link to the flier as a. html or .pdf file which can be downloaded by interested individuals.  You could also offer to send more information by attachment or fax as requested. You may have other avenues of contacting and informing your potential audience and these should be investigated. What you do will depend upon your budget and the time you have available to you.

Registrations

Apart from deciding how you will record registrations, you also need to decide on cut-off dates, dates for invoicing, date when refunds can be made and so on.  We let participants register for RP units until the end of Orientation Week.  The QSITE secretary would like this to be the end of the week before Orientation Week to make the posting a single large job rather than multiple small jobs!  Whatever works for you and your community, you must choose a date and stick to it.  We invoice when we send the print materials.  We provide refunds up until the end of Week 1, but request the return of the print materials before the refund is processed. 

Who: The mechanics behind the scenes
1. Selecting your volunteers! Let’s begin by identifying who you are going to need to run something like Reinventing Practice and what they will have to do.

A curriculum writer who writes the content for the course (may be a team).

An admin manager who sets up the timelines and makes sure they are met. 

A list manager who sets up, maintains and trouble-shoots the email list.

Two online mentors who will be online throughout the six weeks of the course, will convene the teleconference and run the debrief in the final week.

In its first year of Reinventing Practice our writers are invariably the mentors as well, and this has been beneficial in effectively using the time of these volunteers.  It has also been an extension activity for them on the original research – we best understand something when we have to teach it, or defend it!  The second year has had some changes as personnel are changing.  This is also a benefit in that it means that constantly fresh approaches are being brought to the program.  One of the QSITE management team last year noted that writing and running Reinventing Practice was itself a PD activity.  He was right as people who had been on committees together began to work together on an intellectual level. It is invigorating stuff!

QSITE has a part-time secretary and she has taken on the logistics of getting the invoicing, printing, posting, teleconference booking and so on done.  You may not have access to this kind of support and will need to factor in how these jobs will be done.

QSITE has a volunteer web master and it is he who usually sets up the email lists and manages them through the conduct of the course. He is beginning to apprentice some people in this task – which is again a PD exercise (Talk about just-in-time learning).  

At the beginning of 2001, the QSITE web was being re-developed by David Potter, The NetRide and this has caused some difficulties in running the first module of the year.  You have to be flexible, and participants in Higher Order Thinking (HOTS) suddenly found themselves using a home-made page in Week 3!  You need to be quite flexible in this process… especially where third parties are also operating in the same space.

2. Supporting your volunteers

Once you have established who is doing what…you need then to stop and consider these questions:

· Will these folks need training? 

If yes, what, when, how, what cost in time and dollars?

· Whose equipment will they use?

· Home, school/work, or other.

· If home, will you recompense them the connection costs?

· If school/work, are you putting them in an untenable position (ethically or legally)?

· If other, what are the access times and conditions?

· Will your volunteers be paid?

· If yes, then decided how many $?

· If yes, are these people allowed to accept $ for this kind of work (forbidden to Education Queensland employees).

· If yes, how will you deal with the GST?

· If no, will these people be recompensed in other ways? (professional association membership, conference or workshop fees, warm fuzzy feelings)
· Is there a backup set of folks in case of illness or personal issues? 
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Teaching and Learning Approach





NOTES TO PLANNER:


Name of particular module. The rationale is set out in this booklet (pp. 3,5)


The ‘why’ is embedded in the course rationale (pp. 2,3)


The ‘how’ is in two parts – this one is about the human factor.  Learning is grounded in talk – this has two dimensions – the human and the machine (media)


The ‘who’ are the members of your online learning community. Knowing the audience is important because it governs the language you use, the tone of your ‘voice’ and what prior learning you can assume. You must treat an audience of this kind as experts in their own fields, and treat that with respect. You must also think about their work contexts and their need to make their learning as practical and often as immediately useful as possible.


Note how the “three strong men” along the top line are logically connected and could be your pre-planning. Similarly the bottom line are linked to implementation.
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