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At a glance

· IT skills in the workforce are in short supply but fewer students are taking up related courses.
· Ofsted has found significant weaknesses on the teaching of ICT (as a subject) and the effective use of ICT (to support all learning) in too many schools.

· The Open University and e-skills UK have been contracted by the DCSF to develop and deliver a programme of CPD for England, aimed at teachers of ICT and all staff needing support in their use of ICT across the curriculum.
· Vital will sign-post and scaffold learning experiences from a range of providers, including courses written specifically for the programme.

· Effective CPD focuses on the context of the teacher and needs to have clear support from school leaders, based on a sound vision for ICT in learning and teaching.
Old problem, new approach
The term ICT (information and communications technology) was introduced into the curriculum more than a decade ago and has caused confusion ever since. Properly, it refers to the skills required to use technology to lead a richer and fuller life - at home, in school and at work. It is also a discrete subject in the English and Welsh national curricula and an expectation in every other curriculum area. As such, all serving teachers should have a grasp of the fundamentals of ICT and specialist teachers ought to have a deeper understanding.

A number of exam curricula use terms like 'computing' and 'information technology' to describe the deeper study of the concepts underlying ICT, including logic, programming and the operating principles of hardware. These subjects are more often available at A-level, but are introduced in most related GCSE syllabuses. However, many students can pass ICT GCSE without adequately addressing these issues and few go on to study A-level.
Ofsted has made clear that there is a significant gap between the classroom experience of many learners and the expectations of the curriculum. This gap may be explained, in part, by the lack of up-to-date knowledge of the fundamentals and applications of ICT among teachers.

ICT - future and past
We know that technology changes very rapidly and that students coming out of university will need transferable skills, as much as knowledge of current technologies. According to the TES, the number of qualified IT professionals required by UK industry will increase by up to 15 per cent over the next eight years, but graduate entry to computer science courses has dropped 60 per cent since 2000. e-skills UK, the Sector Skills Council for Business and Information Technology, reporting in June 2009, said, 'almost one quarter of firms with IT/Telecoms staff stated that they were experiencing ICT-related skills gaps, whilst around one in six firms considered the IT user skills of other staff to be at a level below that needed of them'.

TechNews 09/08 reported that poor careers advice was a factor for students deciding not to take up computing-related degrees. (See 'IT careers and qualifications' article.)

Ofsted found, for the period 2004 to 2007, that 'the decline in A-level computer studies was more severe [than for A-level ICT] with a 32% drop in entries (45% drop in girls’ entries and 31% for boys)'. Further, 'less than one quarter of IT graduates are women. This has serious implications for the IT industry, where just one in five workers is female.'
In secondary schools, Ofsted reported:
The Key Stage 4 curriculum was inadequate in around one fifth of the schools visited; assessment was unsatisfactory in a similar proportion, and many students were following qualifications of doubtful value... Students were spending considerable time demonstrating proficiency in what they could already do in order to meet the assessment criteria, rather than being introduced to new and more challenging material and skills... Teachers’ subject knowledge was weakest in data logging, manipulating data and programming.
The root of the problem often lay in planning and teachers' subject knowledge:
Unsatisfactory achievement was due mainly to weak teaching, weaknesses in the planned provision, or both… Deficiencies in teachers’ subject knowledge and expertise were more significant when non-specialists taught ICT as a specific subject, which was sometimes the case at Key Stage 3.

Ofsted also identified issues in many primary classes:

Teachers tended to give more attention to those aspects of ICT where they themselves felt confident.
A decade ago, the Government launched the New Opportunities Fund (NOF) training programme for serving teachers, funded with £230 million from the National Lottery. Evaluators, such as MirandaNet, found NOF to have been a limited success, although teacher confidence and competence grew in the succeeding years.
Partners in CPD
The Open University and e-skills UK believe they have learned the lessons drawn from NOF and subsequent reports on successful continuing professional development (CPD). They have won a £5.6 million, two-year contract from the DCSF to implement a new CPD initiative, to be launched in January 2010. With the tag line 'transforming lessons, inspiring learning', Vital 'aims to share existing examples of good practice and to deliver a consistent [CPD] programme' across England. (Nevertheless, many of its services will be relevant to the whole of the UK.)
Vital will be 'targeting both those teaching IT as a specialist subject and those wanting to use ICT more effectively in teaching other subjects', including opportunities for support staff in schools and sixth form colleges to gain confidence, competence and experience. The programme will be seeking to build a large, online community of practice, in which each individual will be able to share and access advice, practical ideas, informal peer-to-peer support and CPD opportunities relevant to their needs.
Vital has already been exploring partnerships with a wide range of organisations, including CPD providers, Government agencies, examination bodies and employers willing to offer placements to teachers working with more advanced level students. The Vital website will be linked to the Training and Development Agency (TDA) CPD database and will scaffold learning experiences and opportunities.
Vital hopes to integrate initiatives like ICT CPD 4 Free, developed by Naace with funding from the TDA. This set of free modules will be available online (from their launch at BETT) for teachers to increase their skills and knowledge of more recent or less well understood areas of ICT. Some teachers may find that more informal methods of developing understanding and sharing skills better fit their own needs, such as community-driven TeachMeets, or 'personal learning networks' developed in an ad hoc way through services like Twitter. There are also many other online resources, like Teachers TV and the LTS CPD materials (also available on iTunes U).
The launch and after
The formal launch for Vital will take place at the BETT exhibition in January, but a considerable amount of development is planned to follow during 2010. Nine regional centres have been identified, with coordinators appointed to work with local authorities, schools and colleges, commercial organisations and other partners.

Vital has been mapping existing CPD provision and will be sign-posting external services, but it has also been developing new materials to fill the 'gaps'. Ten new courses will be available early in 2010, with three of these focussed on the 14-19 Diploma in IT, and there will be a route to achieving a Masters of Education through the Open University (OU) from the autumn. There will also be '15-minute' CPD events, such as keynotes, 'hotseats', 'online teachmeets' and 'talk about' sessions.
Materials will be available for third parties to use, but Vital will not dictate the delivery style. Although all will employ online elements, courses will often run as a 'blended' experience, involving varying amounts of face-to-face and online input. Vital hopes that participants will extend their studies using the resources in the OU's collaborative environment.
Teachers can pre-register their interest on the Vital website.
Effective CPD
Vital may have less funding than NOF, but it is no less ambitious, hoping to use the resources it has to 'gear' other funds, including schools' CPD budgets, and to develop an effective online learning community. It will foster CPD approaches that are blended, personalised, reflective, collaborative and organic, rather than 'top down'. Vital aims to identify effective pedagogy and relevant applications of ICT to deliver curriculum aims.
Becta recently released two reports on ICT CPD written by researchers from the University of London: a literature review and a qualitative study. Issues identified include (quoting selectively from the literature review):
· An over-emphasis on skills training in itself at the expense of deep understanding and application of skills to developing learning and teaching.
· The challenge of developing an appropriate ‘vision’ for ICT among school leaders, which is focused on pedagogy and teacher development as a priority.

· ‘Policy tensions’ which deflect from coherent and consistent development of pedagogy using technologies, and create conflicts over how time and resources are used to embed technologies within schools.

Two of the key recommendations from the research are:

· Teachers need to be at the centre of their own learning if they are to change their deep-seated beliefs and habits regarding the use of technology.
· CPD activities need to focus on planning for student learning, within a clear set of understandings about how learning happens.

Ofsted stated that where school leadership and management were most effective:

Training for ICT was integrated well into the school’s cycle of planning and senior leaders had a good overview of what training had been completed and what was still needed. The approach to ensuring that training met the school’s priorities was systematic and there was a clear evaluation of the outcomes.

The TDA has general guidance on managing effective CPD programmes.
Recognising success
Vital has agreed a series of contractual milestones and success criteria with DCSF, but it may be the 'softer' measures, such as engagement from school and college leaders, that will determine the success of the initiative. Becta's Harnessing Technology Review 2009 notes that:
CPD is a further important predictor of e-maturity. If leaders have confidence in funding for ICT CPD or CPD for teachers is in the technology strategy, schools are far more likely to have integrated technology than if this is not the case.

Uptake of computing courses at A-level and in higher education, and ICT capabilities of new entrants to the workforce in future years will be the true measure of success for initiatives like Vital.




































© Becta 2009
http://emergingtechnologies.becta.org.uk
page 5 of 5

Jan 2010

[image: image1.png]