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The aim of this summary is to present the lessons for the system arising from 
a recent evaluation of learndirect . The lessons learned are presented in two 
sections: the first addresses the current challenges faced within e-learning, 
the second considers future challenges and possibilities. 

Lessons learned and current challenges 
1. Placing robust and flexible specification framew orks at the centre of 

an effective e-learning system is key 

As learndirect  has moved towards the mass delivery of e-learning 
programmes, it has had to develop a robust content development 
specification to guide the process of programme and materials design with 
suppliers. Over time this has become a repository for learndirect ’s collective 
wisdom about which e-learning approaches work with particular audiences. It 
has now developed to the point where it serves purposes far wider than it was 
originally intended.  For example it supports the evaluation of existing 
programmes for incorporation into the learndirect  offer, and allows for the 
much more rapid development of new materials as it can be quickly adapted 
to accommodate new pedagogies and audiences. Crucially, the same content 
development specification process is used to develop both materials and its 
learner support environment. However, the specification remains focused on 
level 1 and level 2 learners and there is scope to develop it further to 
incorporate materials which are more transferable and which meet the 
learning needs of higher level learners. 

To improve quality, coherence and learner progression across the system as 
a whole, agencies commissioning e-learning materials and programmes need 
to develop and share their own development specification processes and 
materials.   

2. Effective, inclusive e-learning requires materia ls with a ‘built-in’ 
pedagogical model suitable for a range of target au diences 

The effectiveness of the learndirect model is based on the combination of 
interactive, learner-controlled materials with a clear pedagogy and 
personalised tutor inputs which vary widely in their approach to learning. This 
means that learndirect  is heavily dependent on the quality of the learning 
materials and their being effectively augmented and blended by tutors who 
adopt a range of pedagogical approaches.  

Any learning system should have an awareness of different pedagogical 
approaches and how these relate to learning processes and target audiences.  
An effective ‘mass’ e-learning system also needs to be flexible enough to 
change and blend a range of pedagogical approaches, to be adapted to the 
needs of different cohorts and modified, or personalised, face to face to allow 
for individual needs and differences. Underpinning pedagogical approach(es) 
should be reflected in or discernable from the learning it helps deliver. 
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3. e-learning programmes need to be personalised in  different ways and 
at different points along the learning journey 

At learndirect , a great deal of emphasis is placed on personalising 
programmes and learning at the point of entry.  Effective centres establish this 
at induction and it is continued throughout the learner’s journey with 
learndirect and beyond.  The ways in which personalisation is effected varies 
as the learner moves along this journey. 

e-learning systems that engage learners with complex needs and problematic 
learning histories need to consider the key points at which personalisation is 
required and the most suitable ways to provide it. This is a key factor in 
ensuring retention, achievement and progression to further learning or 
employment.  An effective system of using trained teachers in unison with 
learning facilitators was evidenced in the way that learndirect uses level 4 
trained skills for life tutors. This was effectively a triage system where those 
learners or tasks that required high skills input were addressed by level 4 
specialists whilst those that didn’t require specialist input were assigned 
regular tutors.  In this way, the resources available for learning were managed 
more effectively.  

4. Each element of an e-learning system needs to ad d cumulatively to 
learner performance, feedback, assessment, monitori ng and review 

At learndirect  the Learner Support Environment (LSE) and one-to-one tutor 
support combine with learning materials to monitor learner progress and 
performance, and prompt regular reviews.  The materials offer immediate 
feedback to learners at task level which is supplemented by regular feedback 
on performance from tutors and the LSE during their course and at course 
completion. 

An e-learning system needs to combine feedback from materials, face to face 
interactions and digital engagement to provide coherent feedback to the 
learner, allow the learner and tutor to monitor performance, and create a 
framework for review and progression planning.  

5. Enhancing learner self-esteem and motivation is the foundation on 
which to build an e-learning system 

One of the attractions of learndirect  provision is the ‘private’ nature of 
learning and removal of the fear of failure. Feedback is given on materials and 
tasks rather than learner performance and learners are allowed to repeat 
tasks at their own pace. This encourages self-regulation, control and reward 
in the learner. Many learndirect  learners on lower level courses have had 
negative prior experiences of learning and are easily discouraged. The 
importance in overcoming this of the support given by tutors at induction and 
during the course, facilitated by the LSE, cannot be overemphasised.  
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6. New models are needed to evaluate increasingly c omplex e-learning 
materials aimed at learners at different levels 

Work needs to be done to create more flexible approaches to evaluating e-
learning materials.  The learndirect evaluation indicated that currently 
available models for evaluating e-learning materials have not been designed 
to address a range of materials aimed at a variety of levels.  Evaluation 
models should possibly be aligned more to the notion of target audience and 
their preferred methods of learning or established learning needs. 

Future challenges and possibilities 
The following lessons reflect key areas of learndirect  practice and philosophy 
that have begun to be re-considered in response to the outcomes of the 
evaluation. These lessons are all related to the broad social challenges and 
technological possibilities associated with an increasingly networked world. 

7. Incorporating the lessons being learned from oth er networked 
learning systems into e-learning systems more rapid ly 

learndirect  programmes already provide a balance between individual 
learning opportunities and those that are group or community-based, and 
therefore potentially more collaborative. learndirect believes that 
considerable benefits could be gained from considering what has been 
learned from other networked learning systems in which individuals work in 
isolation at times but are also required to work with others and use the 
knowledge base of wider communities of practice to reach desired goals and 
outcomes.  

e-learning systems need to draw on the knowledge and insights emerging 
from the use of more networked learning systems and social software. They 
need to do this in order to build the capacity to develop supportive 
communities of learners, both online and offline, and to allow them fully to 
exploit the potential of new technologies and pedagogies.  

8. Creating more synchronous e-learning systems 

learndirect  currently has a successful model of learner engagement, 
development and achievement but it uses an ‘old’ technological model and is 
dependent on physical centres and a predominantly face to face model of 
support and tutor to learner relationships. This is because it is founded on the 
asynchronous learning model which tends to dominate the e-learning 
‘system’.  

The movement towards providing more opportunities for synchronous 
engagement is not only being created by the ‘push’ of the informal learning 
experiences of a new generation of e-learners, but also by the ‘pull’ of its 
potential value in providing enhanced support and motivation. Peer to peer 
collaboration and support could be facilitated by greater use of developments 
such as Web 2.0 technology and social networking software.  The use of this 
technology needs to be investigated from two complementary standpoints: 
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·  What are the learning habits and affordances created by the informal 
use of digital contexts and technology and to what extent do they, or 
could they, impact upon educational contexts? 

·  To what extent are educational establishments engaging with their 
learners’ digital contexts in a transformational sense and how is this 
‘digital entryism’ being achieved? 

9. Exploiting fully the potential of new technologi es by incorporating 
more problem-based and collaborative pedagogies 

There is a general recognition in the education system as a whole of the need 
to move away from viewing learning as the accumulation and re-articulation of 
knowledge towards seeing it as the development and application of 
knowledge and skills in response to specific challenges.  e-learning systems 
have the potential to mirror ‘real’ world learning, where expertise is vested in a 
wider community and knowledge is used on demand by groups and 
individuals to solve problems collaboratively. 

To realise this potential the current learndirect  pedagogy which is 
predominantly founded on an associative pedagogical model needs to be 
extended to combine collaborative and problem-based pedagogies with 
browser-based, multi-device and mobile technology. The aim will be to 
develop a learning approach which brings together networked communities 
of learners, in spaces that are owned by learners rather than tutors, to focus 
on ‘real’ life problems and collaborative projects.  

10. Identifying and removing barriers to innovation  within e-learning 
systems 

Barriers to innovation remove capacity from the system and limit risk-taking. 
For example, the learndirect evaluation highlighted the lack of integration 
between the accountability and learner support systems in some instances 
which duplicated effort and created tensions between audit requirements and 
learning innovations. The removal of this barrier would require evidence of 
learning, generated by the learning processes, also to be managed 
seamlessly and simultaneously for audit requirements.  

For learndirect  the greater integration of the accountability and learner 
support systems would constitute the removal of a key barrier, but other more 
significant barriers face the e-learning system. A number of these barriers will 
require collaboration between different sectors.  They include broad issues 
such as overcoming the digital divide and integrating audit and support 
systems integration. 

11.  Addressing the digital divide 

Learning systems need to recognise the enduring reality of the digital divide 
and cater for a wide range of users along the digital inclusion continuum. For 
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example, there will be ‘digital natives’1 who might lack competence with 
conventional software but can manipulate a games console at lightning 
speed.  There will also be older people who want to function in the digital 
world but may never have switched on a machine. This has implications not 
only for methodologies and engagement strategies, but also for platform 
choices. Learning systems are largely PC-based currently but future systems 
are likely to be mobile and employ multiple platforms. 

12.  Moving the focus of assessment towards capturi ng learning 
processes and skills as much as recording knowledge  

Learning systems should take every opportunity to accredit learners’ 
engagement using an incremental or formative framework that captures the 
process of learning as well as a summative framework to assess the products 
of learning.  In addition, the learndirect evaluation indicated an interest in 
allowing learners to achieve established, nationally recognised qualifications 
such as those accredited by the Open College Network (OCN).   In general, 
learning systems need to be more open to adopting flexible accreditation 
frameworks more widely.  

                                            

1 Prensky, M (2001) Digital Natives, Digital Immigrants. On the Horizon 9, 5, 1-6  


