Annex B – Analysis of Responses to the Consultation Document – Further Comments

Question 1.  Do you agree with the Curriculum Online vision of a coherent and consistent set of educational resources?

QCA believes that teachers and other users must have access to a single portal that offers users the ability to find and retrieve appropriate content with ease.  The portal should enable varied content from different providers to be compared like for like with that provided by competitors. (Qualification and Curriculum Authority)

I strongly agree with the vision, if diversity, innovation and the creativity of the teacher is encouraged at every step. (Snaith Primary School)

The general aspiration to produce a high quality, coherent and consistent set of digital educational resources is an admirable goal.  Although to ensure future innovation there should not just be a single set of resources but many sets.  Just as there are many sets of text books. (Crocodile Clips Ltd)
We welcome all constructive steps to help teachers to enrich and support teaching and learning in schools.  The most compelling argument is that it opens up learning to pupils/students with special educational needs and helps any suffering long-term sickness to keep up. ( National Association of Educational Inspectors Advisers and Consultants)

We think funds should go to schools where possible.  Curriculum Online appears to be driven by central procurement which we do not support beyond the limited circumstances (eg real minority subjects, some special needs users groups) in which the market is unlikely to operate effectively.  The phrases ‘consistent’ and ‘coherent’ are ambiguous.  We think they are valuable ideas which are best delivered by commitment to technical standards, a stable national curriculum and curriculum mapping.  We don’t think they should translate into a planned content procurement process.  Adopting this route would produce consistency and coherence at the expense of innovation and customer choice. (Granada Learning)

The structures proposed will be more suited to large and commercial participants.  Most innovation has come from small and non-commercial sources; the new environment needs to encourage them.  The desire for coherence and consistency may well determine the potential of the Internet.  In intervening in the marketplace, the Government must be very careful not to disadvantage small-scale commercial and voluntary enterprise. (The Mathematical Association)

We enthusiastically support the idea of increased investment in digital educational content and the distribution of this content over multiple channels.  However, the key issue surrounding this question is who defines and controls the “coherence and consistency”, which need to cover not only educational standards, but also look and feel guidelines and technical interoperability issues. (Spark Learning Ltd)

Although Curriculum Online Vision takes into account a range of resources, it relies on a teaching profession confident in using these new technologies.  Extended one to one, hands on training should continue for those who are not confident.  This would mean the Curriculum online would be more successful. (IT Learning Exchange, University of London) 

The NUT welcomes the Government’s commitment to a coherent and consistent strategy for the provision of on-line curriculum material.  Teachers can only benefit from the availability of high quality materials which can be easily adapted to meet the needs of individual pupils.  The NUT does have serious concerns, however, about equity for all schools in terms of accessing such materials. (NUT)

Question 2.  Do you support the proposals to establish a distribution system

I very much like the concept of ‘Electronic Learning Credits’, which make resources available to schools but allow the latter to a welcome degree of choice. (Mr R M Griffin)

If established in the right way, electronic learning credits could be a highly effective channel for ensuring that schools spend on content, and that a sustainable content market is created as a result.  This would encourage the software industry and content owners to collaborate to create new resources, for which given the wide currency of English – there would undoubtedly be an export market. (The Council Museums Archives and Libraries)

Yes, however the way information is presented and resources are structured through the NGFL must pay specific attention to showing how resources address diversity and equality.  They don’t now.  It should be made far easier to find organisations/providers which offer/ specialise in/have expertise in multicultural and anti-racist resources, not the case currently. (NMP Anti Racist Trust)

Doubtful about Electronic Learning Credits – could restrict choice; schools prefer the money even if it is ring fenced. (Leicestershire LEA)

Agree that standard required to ensure metadata standards.  All suppliers to have regard to and meet the standards to achieve quality mark.  Agree with Cybrarian concept, but question the continued creation of new words.  Question whether the NGfL portal should be viewed as first port of call in all areas.  There are other portals/sources.  They need to be joined up making use of common standards and mutually supportive, but not restrictive.  A National framework for access could be developed. (East Midlands Broadband Consortium)

The Council welcomes the further development of a common portal through which users can access a range of quality assured services and content.  As Curriculum Online rightly identifies some of the key issues for teachers in enabling learning through ICT are those of accessibility and quality of materials and services.  An enhanced single point of entry with a form of quality assurance steered by user -  pupil, teacher, parent – interests will support access and quality. (General Teaching Council)

Absolutely right – I have been working with teachers and schools using online and electronic systems since the late 1980’s.  It is wrong to assume that information science comes easy to teachers or that they should have to learn higher level search skills to get the best out of the Internet.  Investment in a national search system and an insistance that digital publishers all use the same tagging system for data is essential if we are to have a national system that is easy to use.  It is important that systems are fair to all information providers – we need to create a level playing field for the commercial sector but one that is driven by high publishing and content standards. (David A Taylor Associates) 

The Rothchild proposal to create Electronic Learning Credits which could only be used within the portal for e-procurement of digital content in order to stimulate the market sounds practical.  However, the fact remains that there may be no need to stimulate the market at all.  It is quite possible that there is a sufficient number of suppliers of educational material, of a sufficiently high quality, will emerge in response to consumer demand. (Institute of Directors)

A more conventional approach would be to provide the schools with the funding to purchase the content of their choice, using hard currency.  Alternatively, some or all of the funding could be held centrally,  and used to fund a national resource that is free to schools. (InterForum)

Question 3.  To what extent do you support the option of stimulating the market?

Stimulating the market is exactly what you should be doing.  And the best way of doing this is through Electronic Learning credits as mentioned above.  It is vital that they are guaranteed for at least 5 years so that long term investment can be planned. (Reed Educational and Professional Publishing)

The report rightly identifies the need to stimulate markets for e-Learning content across the Curriculum, and there is likely to be an ongoing need for significant levels of support, especially in marginal subject areas. (UK Office for Library and Information Networking)

There are real problems with the notion of learning credits.  How are they to be allocated?  How will such a system be administered? It should not take the place of grant funding.  Schools (and the population in general) have come to expect the Internet to be free and if schools are to be charged for resources, there should be very clear guidance on charging schools for resources (NAHT)

Could work but may be unnecessarily complicated. (Educational Software Publishers Association)

In general we support these comments.  Enrichment of the learning process should be available to the learner but some curriculum choice and budget control remaining with schools seems sensible and practical.  However, funds allocated for online curriculum purchase need to be spent on same and there may be need for some measurements to ensure this happens.  Clearly a set of complex trade offs between coherence and diversity, local empowerment and government intervention where market fails to deliver to indeed customer fails to buy or use! (ICL)

This supports our existing industry and builds on valuable experience and good practice.  The curriculum is diverse and digital resources should support different areas of the curriculum with a divergent set of resources.  Coherence of content format and structure should not be a desired goal. (Sparrowhawk & Heald Ltd)

We understand the rationale behind your proposal for e-learning credits and agree that it will help to ensure funding is used to purchase online materials.  However, we are concerned that the process of setting general standards will hold back the development of this dynamic field.  Similar efforts to kite mark existing educational software has proved impossible, the arguments against this approach become more, not less significant when materials are delivered online. (Creating Spaces)

The use of public funds is an attractive and acceptable way of stimulating demand in the short term, but inadvisable in the long term, since it will inevitably stifle the necessary investment required to provide educational materials of the highest quality over a sustained period. (Cambridge University Press)

Learning credits would be a benefit in that schools need to understand that high quality content online does have a cost and must be paid for to stimulate a healthy market.  Many major publishers will not invest in the production of good content unless they have a reasonable chance of selling it.  Kitemarking content could be a function of the NGfL/VTC site. (Digitalbrain PLC)

The most useful thing the Government could do is stimulate the market, so some of the thinking here is helpful.  The mechanism proposed, however, will not work, because it obliges everyone to use one ‘portal’, and they won’t want to do that. (learn.co.uk)

NCSL would support arrangements that would stimulate the market and increase the diversity of material, whilst also providing schools with choice.  However, in our view this option on its own would be insufficient to guarantee coherence and quality.  Hence we would argue that what is actually needed is a combination of stimulating the market, plus government lead and intervention in procuring content. (National College of School Leadership)

Question 4.  To what extent do you support the option of procuring content?

We believe that it is undesirable for this or any market to be supply rather than demand led.  For this reason we do not favour any procurement suggestion which allows either government or any other single commissioner to dictate what content should be carried on the proposed portal.  We strongly believe that control should be placed in the hands of the ultimate users of the service – teachers and students – purchasing resources either individually or through their schools and local education authorities. (Channel 4)

The DfEE has correctly identified that there is a risk that their approach would reduce diversity of provision and reduce competition.  The risk, in my opinion, is greatly increased by the new economics of broadcasting and programme making.  Particular care needs to be taken to ensure that the existing players in the educational marketplace who have high cost structures are not to be supported at the cost of support for new low cost high quality educational providers. (Enfocast Ltd)

The procurement of content should be guided by clear policy informed by open evaluation to demonstrate that the selection and promotion of content is based on research and practice evidence which reflects the diversity of learning styles and pedagogical approaches which can be supported and extended interaction with ICTs.  The principles for procurement should be informed by the education community, not just commercial providers.  (Avril Loveless, Senior Lecturer in ICT in Education – University of Brighton) 

Schools should be able to contact content providers, or even just web-design companies directly with a view to developing unique resources based on local use.  There could well be guidelines produced to enable this to meet quality issues.  Using their credits in this way schools would gain access to the content they really want, not just what is deem right for them. (Croft Douglas Education)

By all means procure content for minority areas which the market will not provide for.  For the rest, leave it to supply and demand (while helping the demand by pump-priming school funding in the next 5 years).  (David Fulton Publishers)

The proposal as laid out looks sensible to us.  The question of providing content that is DfEE commissioned and approved while still allowing learning credits for other software seems to ensure diversity.  The question of how and using what criteria the DfEE will commission the free; national curriculum based content is a question we believe needs specific, detailed development before we could comment more fully.  We also believe that online content; is very different from the text and pictures content currently common on Internet learning services and government supported Portals.  Delivery of highly visual, interactive education software on CD and other distribution materials will continue to be extremely important for the foreseeable future.  (Immersive Education)

The NUT would favour a centrally controlled procurement model such as that proposed in paragraphs 5.26 to 5.29 and supports the ideal of a lead content commissioner.  It is vital that teachers are easily able to locate the highest quality materials which best meet their needs and those of their pupils.   A lead content commissioner would help ensure that the quality of the content was effectively monitored and evaluated.  This lead body would provide a line of accountability for schools and teachers. (NUT)

It is important that the government takes a lead role in ensuring a broad range of materials over a variety of subjects.  Only in this way will access to a full range of subjects be available for our students. (Cambridge Online Latin Project)

We believe that this option would have the effect of limiting diversity, and would make companies compete more for the attention of bureaucrats than for the budgets of school teaching departments.  These tow options would also have the effect of perpetuating and indeed encouraging the idea that all material on the Internet should be free; an idea that must be modified if the market for educational resources is to be sustained over the longer term at a high level of quality. (Actis Limited)

It is difficult to see how complete course materials provided free would provide a competitive market between different styles of materials from different producers.  Free material is fine, but a single source of complete courses that are free is dangerous in restricting innovation and alternative styles. (University of Hull)

There is a role for Government in both encouraging content creation and in establishing a standard.  One obvious way in which this could be done is by the procurement of some national content, thereby providing exemplar material and addressing potential shortfalls amongst both minority subjects and other specialist material not be economically viable within an open market place. (West Midlands Regional Broadband Consortium)

Question 5.  To what extent do you support the option of a lead content commissioner?

To achieve a useful level of coherence in offerings, we believe the level of detail in guidance which the proposed lead content commissioner would have to provide is not feasible. (PLATO Learning (UK) Limited)

Procurement should be through an independent commissioning body, possibly linking existing organisations/agencies, sponsored by DfES, investing DfES funds on a scale at least as significant as other public service providers.  Within this DfES strategy, the BBC must work alongside other public sector and private sector providers under the leadership of an independent commissioner not open to any undue pressure.  The BBC or any other provider cannot and must not fulfil the role of provider and commissioner.  The two roles must be separated. (PA/BESA)

Once again who owns the IP is the central question.  The BBC are prepared to allow film companies to retain IP when they show a movie but historically they don’t share IP on interactive creations.  Worse still they don’t even acknowledge the true creators.  Creators must retain the IPO and be allowed to brand their content.  (Fable Multimedia)

Officially monopolising and setting up centralised state provision of curriculum content however it is delivered is unacceptable.  It is undemocratic and there is no evidence anywhere in the world to suggest that it will work, in fact quite the reverse.  It will further distance the curriculum from the teachers, pupils and parents by removing choice.  It neutralises the positive checks and balances of more dynamic market forces. (Tag Learning Ltd)

A lead content commissioner could ensure that minority subjects, which may not be commercially attractive to publishers, are appropriately catered for in the new digital curriculum.  (New Media)

Would ‘agree’ if it was accepted that the lead commissioner role could not be filled by a lead content provider. (Hodder & Stoughton Educational)

On balance we favour this and believe the BBC should play a central role on the grounds of their long term commitment to public service and to education in all its guises.  They would presumably be able to both produce and commission in consultation with the DfEE’s guidelines.  As we have see from Channel Four, who do not produce their own programmes, the availability of commissioning funds drives on-going competition within the independent community, and things do not get stale. (Diverse Production Ltd)

Short term a great idea – hopefully, this would make it easier for the smaller players to keep intouch with all the initiatives – long term I think the market will take over – schools will only want to use the material that works, and publishers will learn pretty quickly if their material is effective. (The Chalkface Project)

There is still significant potential conflict of interest involved in one single company being both a producer of content and a commissioner of others to produce content. (Granada Media)

There is clearly a case for a lead content commissioner in relation to centrally procured core curriculum content.  An advisory body may be required that incorporates the production expertise of media companies, the education organisational abilities of BECTa and others plus a substantial input from those close to classroom learning and its development. (Society of Education Officers)

We consider there are dangers of market distortion and conflict of interest in some of the options discussed in the consultation – for example the idea of a lead commissioner and for developing partnerships.  Such approaches would raise fears among other potential industry contributors that standards and processes could develop which could detract from a future level playing field.  There would also be concerns over lack of objectivity if for example a lead content commissioner was also a market participant. (Department of Trade and Industry)
Question 6.  Are you in favour of procurement of a whole system or of separating content?

Other – not sure it matters.  What is important is useful curriculum materials.  It doesn’t matter whether these are separate, only that the system works. (John Galloway)
We believe that market forces will act most naturally if content production is kept separate from distribution (Inter Forum)

As a whole – a clear and coherent system is essential. ( National Association of Educational Inspectors Advisers and Consultants)

The makers of software must also sell/distribute, but the supply/creation of content should be separate, and preferably managed, by subject specialists. (David Pritchard)

Other – competition within a regulated framework whereby diversity and quality are recognised and rewarded offers a better solution. (Mr D.A Peters)

It is essential that delivery and content are separated out, otherwise there will be virtually no opportunity for smaller players to have any stake in what will represent a huge market. (University of Cambridge School of Education)

Other – The mixed economy of whole system as well as separate content/delivery systems could not exist as they do at the moment.  Schools are adept at using the BBC materials, an example of whole system delivery, along with commercial products that separate products from delivery. (Seaham School)

The report notes two options for provision of the delivery system, procuring the content and delivery system as a whole or procuring separately.  To deliver as a whole, they note, would require a large consortia to be put together and are concerned about neutrality.  However, large consortia already exist.  E2B is already a large neutral consortium that is delivering a service whilst ensuring accountability to both the Local Authorities and Central Government.  It would clearly make sense to consolidate what is good about the RBC;s and to ensure the areas that do not make “best value” are removed from the process.  This can only be achieved by open, honest and frank dialogue leading to a systematic information gathering exercise.  This cannot be undertaken by those with vested interests, hidden agendas or predefined conclusions. (East of England Broadband Consortium)

Question 7.  To what extent do you support the Rothschild recommendations on:

(a) An Educational Portal PPP

NAACE accepts that any plans to restructure the current NGfL and DfES websites into an education portal would require additional funding, for instance through a Public Private Partnership.  We support the emphasis on access to appropriate skills and expertise and are aware of the need for continued investment if the portal is to encourage content delivery from all sources.  There would be value in generating revenue for the portal through a scheme such as Electronic Learning Credits, as long as the portal maintains the breadth and diversity of content available for purchase, evaluates products against quality educational and technical standards and maintains neutrality.  (National Association of Advisers for Computers in Education)

We advocate the creation of a more effective search portal, rather than a single educational portal which could act as a bottleneck and prevent effective development of the market (Oxford University Press)

SEGfL agrees with the concept of “a portal of choice – which acts as an intermediary” but we are wary of suggesting that a single solution could ever provide schools with all the material they require.  However, we would expect this portal to be a management system that can handle queries and direct teachers to other sources of content, anywhere in the world.  (South East Grid for Learning)

I agree that the single portal is the right starting point.  It would provide a trusted guide to content.  The government should also facilitate diversity by ensuring that all content is amply described with metadata and that metadata is publicly available on the internet so that others can provide portals to content suitable for their special group such as autistic children, the visually impaired etc.  The government should procure and perhaps partly own a “Metaportal” to publish this metadata. (Daniel Tagg, Online Learning Consultant)

Finding anything on the internet is difficult, and therefore a dedicated portal is clearly a good idea.  PPP is fine assuming an arms length relationship with content providers, although my preferred route would be one that has no content capabilities.  There are many companies who are good at creating portals who have no involvement in content provision, they are essentially merchants.  Or what about Becta? (DLK Ltd)

We advocate the creation of a more effective search portal, rather than a single educational portal which could act as a bottleneck and prevent effective development of the market. (Oxford University Press)

We feel that the whole commercial approach here needs more dialogue.  The purchasing models for network and content need to be kept separate to avoid some of the inflexibility associated with PPP.  In a rapidly developing market it is important not to be locked into contracts that are inflexible, however contractors will necessarily seek opportunities for return on their investment.  The crucial balance will be in finding the right number of providers to resource the market providing choice, competition and best value – But with a sensible and realistic opportunity for suppliers to make a return on their investment. (ICL)

(b) The ISP Market

A major focus point in the development of a consistent level of service of online material will be the capability of the interface to the user combined with the structure of the various content components.  The biggest variant will be the various and unregulated ISPs, and a level of service should be agreed and implemented, or a specific ISP established to access the national portal.  A PPP would bring in commercial funding and market development whilst retaining control and a return on government investment. (BBC Technology Limited)

We support the proposal to define standards and regulate those ISPs providing services to education.  In particular there is an urgent need to deliver quality of service, through benchmarking performance and the range of services on offer.  All too often, the lack of enthusiasm for accessing digital learning resources is due to a loss of confidence in the current telecoms infrastructure, rather than a frustration over finding appropriate resources.  The introduction of quality standards as well as faster and more reliable access routes will create a step change in the usability of the infrastructure.  We support the NAACE view, which recommends that any proposal considers the need to review the current models of charging for bandwidth and Internet access as a proportion of schools’ budgets. (Portsmith City Council)

The poor service offered by ISPs is a major reason for schools not using internet technology.  Choosing an ISP is like Russian Roulette for the average school.  Server problems, slow downloads, unintelligent filtering and staff that do not understand education continue to plague schools.  Some LEA systems are as bad if not worse. (Sheffield Hallam University)

We would welcome any limited regulation of the ISP market that served to bolster teachers’ confidence in the technicalities of accessing the on-line marketplace.  It might also be useful to look to ISPs to ensure tighter security for schools against undesirable websites.  We would also endorse the importance of ensuring access to on-line sites for learners working from home. (Pearson Education)

EIS agrees that “educational ISPs” should be required to deliver a quality of service that meets technical standards and delivers minimum services, including peering with other educational ISPs.  Standards must be designed (such as “Quality of Service” in the technical sense for video exchange) that do not raise the price of communications beyond the resource available.  (EIS Kent)

The ISP model that has seen the development of ISDN services for schools is dead, schools should not be looking at consumer-based technologies, but should be investigating integrated telecommunications solutions.  The Regional Broadband Consortia may have been better placed to offer this solution given an overarching national strategy and increased levels of funding (Redhat Europe)

(c) Broadband

There should be a differentiated contractual approach to ISP service provision with guideline contracts for negotiation at school level.  Parallels should be drawn between faster computer processors/large hard disks and substantial broadband connections i.e. on the PC side these improvements encouraged sloppy, inefficient programming and this could also be encouraged with higher capacity communication links.  Encouragement should be given to making the system as efficient as possible as all stages e.g. caching data at school, LEA, ISP, or Regional Consortia level.  This reduces the need for ultra high capacities which still may be unaffordable to Education by 2005. (Bristol LEA)

Broadband Services are expensive to procure and maintain.  Our local VPN will secure 2 Mb in Worcestershire but there is almost no competition for comms and there is great difficulty in linked other schools into the network at any sort of bandwidth which schools need.  More support to rural LEA’s to allow them to secure the necessary comms option is required if sustainable high speed connection to national network is to be secured.  (Worcestershire LEA)

Vital for all schools as content becomes richer. (Gorringe Park Primary School)

We strongly support the proposal that all schools should have access to a high bandwidth at reasonable (and consistent) cost.  (RM)

The case for Broadband connectivity being developed has been well argued and generally accepted.  Delivery is another matter.  Central procurement and/or negotiation would reduce costs and ensure that schools receive a high quality service.  Issues about the last mile are crucial ones.  There needs to be more conjoined thinking around the egovernment strategy, educational policy and regional developments, all of which seem to be covering the same ground but with different perspectives.  There is a real danger in nothing happening quickly if this is allowed to continue and speed is of the essence. (National Association of Head Teachers)

I believe that the government should fund broadband installation and use (cost to be phased out over a period of time).  This will allow schools to spend more on content initially and to take up broadband costs when content is in use.  Content maintenance budgets then required. (David Sugden)

