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1.0 Abstract 

This paper investigates and analyses the nature of learning in an online environment for specific professional development programme undertaken by school leaders, by analysis of their own perceptions of their learning and of their behaviours as self-directed learners. Its context is the National Professional Qualification for Headship (NPQH), a qualification for teachers who are aspiring to headship. First implemented in 1997, under the auspices of the then Department for Education and Employment (DfEE), it was remodelled for a relaunch in 2001, and taken under the remit of the newly-established National College for School Leadership (NCSL). ULTRALAB was contracted to develop the online learning materials and the writer was one of the team of three engaged in working with DfES, NCSL and training providers in facilitating the use of these materials and supporting tutors across England in their work on the programme. 

Two significant changes in the new model were its emphasis on the teacher-as-reflective learner and the use of ICT through an online learning environment. In introducing these changes the model required a different pedagogical approach by tutors and a different form of assessment. This paper analyses the underlying pedagogies and learning theories implicit in this new model, the nature of learning in a shared online environment, and the structure and impact of online learning communities. It addresses two key questions – How do NPQH candidates view their learning through the use of contributions? Can NPQH candidates be said to demonstrate self-direction in their online learning?

In addressing these questions, a critical analysis of candidates’ (ie teachers-as-learners) views are taken through the use of a semi-structured interview. Responses are analysed to see how candidates perceive the impact of the online environment on their learning and the extent to which they are self-directed in that learning. 

The conclusions from the research reported in this paper draw out the impact this new learning context has had on individuals’ professional lives as school leaders and aspiring headteachers and shows them to be self-directed learners who use the contributory medium of online learning communities to engage with new concepts, to develop their understanding of their field and to interact with a wider network of peers and ‘experts’ than would previously have been possible.

These new perspectives found from this analysis are discussed, and their implications for the writer’s continued work in the field of online learning and school leadership are examined.

2.0 Introduction and Context 

This paper is a critical analysis and investigation of school leaders’ perceptions of the nature of the learning that takes place when they are engaged in professional development programmes in an online environment.  It further examines the extent to which they act as self-directed learners as opposed to being directed by the curriculum or tutors. The major part of this section is a description of the context for the study, relating the generalised notion of online learning to the specific curriculum of continual professional education for school leadership. In describing and exploring these notions the key questions for the study are identified. These then form the basis for the isolation and analysis of the underlying key concepts, which are explored in section 3. 

Before describing the specific context and key questions, the reasons for selecting the domain of the enquiry are firstly explored. The centring of the candidates’ view of their learning, rather than taking the views of tutors or looking at outturns from assessment, was influenced by the claims that the curriculum for the professional development of school leaders is centred on the candidates themselves. Further, the use of assessments and outturns from the programme, would be hampered by the lack of coherence between the online learning and the school-based assessment process. These claims for a programme centred on self-directed learners, and the nature of the programme and the relationship of online learning and assessment within it, are explored below. 

Having established the centrality of the candidates’ view and the nature of self-direction, the context for the study is now described. The National Professional Qualification for Headteachers (NPQH) was launched by the Department for Education and Skills (DfES) in 1998. The introduction of this qualification was part of the government’s commitment to raise professional standards and to place an emphasis on the leadership development of teachers. School leadership has been emphasised and identified as one of the key constituents of effective schools. An individuals effectiveness as a school leader depends on their ability to nurture themselves in order to ensure self renewal. To keep progressing they need to be on an upward spiral of learn - commit – do (Southworth 1990, Sammons et al 1995). As a later publication states, "good leadership is an essential component of a successful school. We know that good leadership from governing bodies, headteachers and their senior team creates an environment in which teachers can give of their best. We are committed to giving school leaders the best possible preparation and development", DfES (2001). 

Within this climate of the centrality of leadership and the need for leaders to be learners, the concept of a National College of School Leadership (NCSL) was born. The NCSL took over responsibility from the DfES, in 2000, for managing and developing the national leadership programmes, including NPQH. These programmes are concerned with the continuing professional development of the teaching profession. The NPQH is specifically designed to develop the leadership skills of those who aim to achieve headship. Following an internal evaluation the qualification was remodelled during 2000, for relaunch in spring 2001. At the same time the DfES (then DfEE) had commissioned the Hay Group to produce a set of standards for headteachers (DfEE, 2000a). The remodelling of the NPQH curriculum aligned it with these professional standards and had at its heart the concept that leadership skills can be learnt and developed. It also put emphases in the school leader as self-directed reflective learner and the need to introduce new models of delivery, centred around the introduction of  ICT-based online learning components (Collarbone, 2000). Through engaging on the programme, teachers are challenged to develop new skills, capabilities and understandings. As Senge (1996) puts it, "we are coming to believe that leaders are those people who 'walk ahead', people who are genuinely committed to deep change in themselves and in their organisations." 

To simply follow the old model of NPQH the materials that comprise the units of study would have been placed online – a distance learning model. For NPQH the emphasis was clearly on two key characteristics identified by Britain and Liber (1999) in their a range of online learning environments used in Higher Education and postgraduate work: participation and group dynamics. Their study considers conversational tools as a medium for academic work and follows the approach of Laurillard (1993). 

The value of these characteristics is supported by ULTRALAB's previous work on online communities as a learning vehicle for adults (Chapman and Ramondt, 1998). These communities are listed in Table 1. Through these learning community projects the value of identity, asynchronous dialogue, diversity of software tools and iterative design of online spaces have all been researched. It is the impact of learning opportunities provided by these online tools and spaces that is addressed by this paper, and the extent to which candidates exercise self-direction as professional learners.

	Project
	Key Features
	Results

	Learning in the New Millenium, (LiNM) 

1993-1999
	Students and adults in industry

Participatory community
	Community software (Spinalot)

Concept of Internet for communciation not dissemination

	MA modules (1994-)
	Masters-levels modules for teachers following MA modules for professional development
	Delivery of distance learning with participatory community

Use of proprietary software

	Online Learning Network (OLN) 

1998-1999
	Pilot for University of Industry

Leaders of Small and Medium Enterprises (SMEs)
	Use of online community learning not restricted to traditional learners

Shared domain (SME)

	NotSchool (1999-)
	Young people, permanently outside of school

Technology and adult mentors provided as integral part of community
	Appropriation of community by learners

Community members as co-researchers

Bespoke tailoring of software

	Talking Heads (2000-)
	Headteachers

Government initiative
	Development of think.com software with third party (Oracle)

Informal community of professional learners

Shared domain and practice

	NCSL programmes (2001-)
	School Leaders

National suite of programmes

Regional training providers acting as tutors
	Formal learning community

Set curriculum

Accreditation


Table 1 Development of online communities at Ultralab (from Bradshaw, Gee and Powell, 2002) 

The NPQH is delivered through ten training providers across England. Each training provider employs tutors to lead groups of teachers, or ‘candidates’
, through the programme. Each region has approximately 30 tutors and 300 candidates, per cohort. The programme is at two levels, Access stage and Development stage, with each stage lasting for twelve months
.  

Within each stage there are four modules of study, sub-divided into four units. There is no formal assessment at Access stage, completion and a negotiation of a future learning contract is all that is required to progress onto Development stage. At this higher level, there is a school-based assessment of leadership capabilities and a final assessment process. These are carried out by tutors and assessors from the region. The online learning does not have to be explicitly referenced in this assessment. This is partly because the evidencing of that learning is not consistent, nor clearly understood by candidates. There is a desire, expressed by training providers at steering group meetings held by NCSL, that on tutors and candidates would welcome the inclusion of online evidence for assessment. This paper examines the nature of learning and, in so doing, assists in the clarification of what form such evidence may take.

The use of conversational online activities has changed the pedagogical model from one of tutor-as-expert to one of tutor-as-facilitator. It also provided a structural change to the learning environment as candidates were no longer restricted to the limits of their tutor group – limits both in terms of the range of people they met and the times at which they met. Implicit was the assumption that the online environment would support these changes and that learning would be enhanced through it use. The purpose of this paper is to examine the candidates’ perception of the nature of the learning in these NPQH and the effect their contributions in the online environment has on that perception.
The online elements provide four arenas in which learning can take place, and an individualised experience for each candidate. 

1. The materials web site, based on the printed support materials (DfEE, 2000b). Candidates are able to use this to access both the course materials and resources and up-to-date information from external web sites. needs.

2. Hotseats
, in which candidates, and tutors, can engage in dialogue with guest speakers. At any one time there are two hotseats, each serving different needs. One guest is an expert, often a DfES policy leader. Here candidates can gain insights from those people responsible for implementing policy and can test their own understanding and context against a national picture. The other guest is a serving headteacher, providing candidates with a case study of another school and a leader who is an exemplar.

3. Discussions with a wide range of fellow candidates. The online communities are designed so that candidates belong to a much larger tutorial group online than is possible in a face-to-face model. 

4. Discussions with a tutor and a small group of candidates. This smaller group is supported by some face-to-face tutorials and candidates are encouraged to meet and visit each others schools. The online discussions here are focused on the learning that each candidate has recorded. It is anticipated that candidates will 'collect' comments, discussion points, questions and answers from other parts of the online environment that are relevant and key to their own learning and share these with their group. These form a candidate’s summary of learning, which is shared and discussed with a tutor and which is the principle record of the formative learning. This small group learning, providing specific tasks, and setting timelines support the concepts of situated learning and communities of practice (Brown, Collins, & Duguid, 1989).

This paper focuses on learning from contributions made to these online spaces, in particular the national hotseats, and how they combine with the non-contributory online resources to form the totality of the candidate’s online learning experience and how this, in turn, meshes with the school-based and face-to-face work. It examines a range of candidates’ interpretations of the nature of the online learning and analyses the ways in which the learning results from the contributions themselves. Key to identifying the learning is the evidence of changed views as a result of contributing to the discussions in the online community.

The results of this research are important as they will inform the future development of the qualification and the guidance given to tutors and candidates on ways of using the environment for professional learning.

2.1 Key Questions

Professional development programmes are increasingly including online learning elements. The NCSL, for example, considers ‘blended learning’, that is the mix of face-to-face, school-based and online learning opportunities, to be a ‘signature characteristic’ of all of its offerings (NCSL, 2002). In doing so, elements need to be aligned with learning outcomes and learners and teachers
 need to be able to show evidence of their learning in all of the elements. As a new medium for many teachers, the online environment has been cited as causing particular difficulty. In coming to terms with their role in this environment, teachers have to adapt their existing methods of teaching and adopt new ones (Palloff and Pratt, 1999). 

In considering these issues, and with the centrality of the candidate and their self-direction in learning, the key questions for my research are thus
1. How do NPQH candidates view their learning through the use of contributions?

2. Can NPQH candidates be said to demonstrate self-direction in their online learning?

Having established these key questions, the key concepts are isolated, examined and analysed, firstly through a review of the literature in section 3 and then through the collection and analysis of data in sections 4 and 5.

3.0 Literature Review 

This section takes the key questions from section 2 and looks at the underlying concepts and the literature relating to those concepts. 
Two key questions have been identified in section 2. 

· How do NPQH candidates view their learning through the use of contributions?

· Can NPQH candidates be said to demonstrate self-direction in their online learning?

In addressing these key questions, some key concepts arise, which are analysed in this section in terms of the literature and their relationship to the context of NPQH, this context being previously described in section 2.

In considering, and attempting to answer the first key question above, and hence to understand what learning for school leadership looks like to candidates, the nature of learning and models used to describe it need to be considered. This is necessary so as to place the views of candidates against a framework of learning and to give a means of describing and analysing those answers. It provides a taxonomy and an objective frame of reference for the discussion and evaluation of their views of their learning. As is shown in this section, he literature on learning distinguishes models of professional learning. The context of this study is in a particular professional setting, namely that of school leadership. Hence a second key concept resulting from a consideration of this question is the nature of professional learning for school leadership. Addressing the first key question thus yields two key concepts, which together with those from the second key question are summarised on the next page.

In considering, and attempting to answer the second key question above, how the learners demonstrate self-direction in their learning, and looking at the curriculum model established for NPQH, the concept of self-direction itself needs to be explored along with the related concept of reflection in adult professional learning, as reflection is an essential pre-requisite for self-direction. 

A final concept, resulting from the context of this research, and one that interweaves and affects all of the others, is that which considers issues surrounding the use of an online environment for learning that need to be considered in the research.

The key concepts underpinning the research into the two key questions are thus

· Learning models for adult learning

· Self-direction 

· Reflection in professional learning

· The nature of online learning
In this review of the literature, each of these four concepts is examined and critically analysed in the context of NPQH. The concepts are, self-evidently, inter-related. In particular ‘online learning’ provides a medium and a context for each of the others. It is considered, however, as a concept in its own right for the purposes of this review.

This second question also provides direction for the methodology for this research. The actors in the learning will be the providers of the evidence. This leads to the naturalistic and interpretative approach. This is expanded on in section 4.
3.1 Learning models for adult learning

In this section an analysis of the a range of learning models is made and their relationship to the key questions of learning through contribution and self-direction is examined.

Säljö (1979, quoted in Ramsden 1992: 26) asked a number of adult students what they understood by learning. Their responses fell into five main categories:

· Learning as acquiring information.

· Learning as memorising. 

· Learning as acquiring skills, and methods.

· Learning as making sense or abstracting meaning, relating parts of the learning to each other and to applied contexts.

· Learning as interpreting and understanding reality in a different way. 
These categories illustrate the model that sees learning as being defined between ‘product’ or ‘process’ (Infed, 2003). These definitions are intrinisically woven with the means by which learning is identified. If one looks for evidence of learning by looking for a change in behaviour or attitude, then one is looking at learning as a product – something that can be identified as having, or not having happened. If one looks for evidence of learning in the process of engagement of learners, in their discussions and interactions then one is looking at learning as process. 

In considering NPQH, and the key question of learners’ perceptions, It would seem unhelpful to regard learning in NPQH as either wholly process or product as candidates are engaged in developing a product – the summary of learning – through the context of the process of learning in their school situation. In addressing the question of self-direction, the standpoint of the learner is paramount, and the motivation behind their learning will cause it to be one of process or product depending on their circumstances and needs.

Learning as product

The concept of learning as product is prevalent in examination and assessment systems in UK schools, and hence be one that is familiar to teachers engaged on NPQH. To assess whether learning has taken place, teachers look for evidence of students gaining knowledge and demonstrating competences as laid out in National Curriculum, post-16 and vocational qualifications (QCA, 2000). In the vocational qualification framework, trainees are assessed against a series of competences. They have to perform in order for it to be said that they have learnt. Similarly for Maples and Webster, learning is 'a process by which behaviour changes as a result of experience' (quoted in Merriam and Caffarella 1991: 124). 

But is learning always manifested in changed performance? Eraut reports that “…many [professionals] felt that the proportion of such evidence might be rather lower for higher-level occupations in order to accommodate demands for a much larger knowledge base, not all of which could be assessed through evidence based on performance” (Eraut, 1994:201). It may be that the learning provides the climate in which change is now possible, but does not lead directly to that change (Merriam and Caffarella, 1991: 124).

Further, in the context of school leadership, the professional learning may not result in change performance, but rather give the learner an appreciation of a wide range of cases, or to bring them into contact with fellow learners to discuss and negotiate meaning. It could be argued that the product here is that set of cases and the experiential learning accumulated by the NPQH candidate as they progress through the programme. In considering the online communities, the  discussions that form the learning environment are themselves product – a manifestation of the learning process – which may be supplemented by candidates’ annotations and reflections.

Learning as process 

In NPQH learning, the candidate is engaged in applying the lessons learnt, from reading materials, discussing online and attending face-to-face events, to their school context. These lessons are then contextualised and the school leader learns from their application – a process.

For Maples and Webster quoted in Merriam and Cafferella (1991), and in the results obtaining by Säljö (1979), learning is a process that leads to a change in understanding of facts, ideas and their interactions. What is it that brings about this change? Why does the change occur? Is it the product or the process that categorises the learning? It is these central questions that drove the history of the development of orientations of learning.  This history is considered next.

The traditions of learning orientations

Proponents of different orientations, their schools and traditions have vied for the high grounds of theory and application. These viewpoints are now looked at in the light of the context for this study.

The behaviourist school of Pavlov, Thorndike, Watson and Skinner look to determine learning by a change in response – learning as product. Here we have the contributions, the product, to online discussions, the focus of the first key question. On the other hand, the cognitivist school led by Piaget and Bruner looks to the underlying changes in the ways in which people 'understand, or experience, or conceptualize the world around them' (Ramsden 1992: 4) – learning as process. For Bruner, “knowing is a process, not a product” (Bruner, 1966, cited in Kolb (1984)). Here we have the learners’ understanding as central, leading to the focus on self-direction in the second key question.

Orientations and relationship to tasks and ability

These orientations, or models, of learning may be categorised, and writers have done so in a number of ways. For Knowles (1984) and for Merriam and Caffarella (1991:138) there were three ‘orientations’ – behaviourist, cognitivist and humanistic. Knowles (1984) describes a landscape for learning in which the three orientations may be placed, see Figure 1.


Figure 1 Ability of learners and associated tasks (Knowles, 1984)

Thus, at one end of the spectrum Knowles sees learners who are limited in their capacity to learn, including those who are new to an area of study, being able to carry out simple tasks, through the application of behaviourist techniques, such as Skinner’s operant-conditioning (1953).  At the other he sees one of the underpinning tenets of andragogy, self-direction, with its associated drivers of “self-actualization” (Maslow, 1972) and the “fully-functioning” learner (Rogers, 1951). 

In this individualization and ownership lies one of the key questions of this research -the extent to which NPQH learners are self-directed. The writers above see adult learners at this end of Knowles’ spectrum but does the online environment, in its novelty, affect this? 

At this end of the spectrum, Longworth and Davies (1996) contrast the learning paradigm of the 21st century with that of education and training in the ‘last half century’. For them, “ownership of, and personal participation in, learning will be the prime motivator”. Indeed, this concept the primacy of ownership is nothing new. In the pre-adult world, the Steiner and Montessori movements recognise this, as does the Finnish strategy of allow students to have a virtual day, in which children are given freedom to develop their own learning, with computer technology central to the process (Longworth, 1999: 27). In the adult learning world this approach is acknowledged by the OECD report on lifelong learning (1996), which talks of individualized learning plans, assessment methods and targets. 

This representation of the orientations of learning as a continuum suffers, I believe, from a tendency to imply that one part of the continuum is ‘better’ than another. If this is not the case, why does Knowles build the theory of andragogy around one end of it? Here is major plank of adult learning theory, yet it seems to be denying the nuances of context and experience. For any learner, there will be times for when a behaviourist approach may be appropriate – in the acquisition of skills, for example. Again the environment of online learning, alien to many, may force learners to be less self-directed than they would be in a more familiar one (see section 3.4). 

In considering online learning, it useful to look at the work, Brookfield (1981, cited in Brockett and Hiemstra, 1991:86) found three themes associated with successful learners:

· A sense of ongoing involvement, with no identified endpoint to their study

· Not feeling constrained to traditional boundaries

and in Brookfield’s view the most significant 

· Belonging to a larger fellowship of learners

These factors, it would seem, resonate with the design of online spaces in the communities established by Ultralab -  Asynchronous participation; access to a wide ranges of resources and tools; the ability to communicate with a large set of peer learners.

Social
 learning

In the context if this study, learning within NPQH is often focused on the learning set or tutor group, it is not carried out in isolation. To the three orientations identified above, therefore, should be added ‘social and situational’ (infed, 2003). This is vital when the question of learning through contribution is considered, as, through contribution, learners are engaged in a social activity.
But what of the constructivist school of Vygotsky, often cited as being at the core of Ultralab’s work (for example Heppell and Ramondt, 1997, Chapman and Ramondt,1998). The constructivist viewpoint is founded on the notion that knowledge is constructed through the interaction between learner and teacher or between learners. Bradshaw, Chapman and Gee (2001), in describing the influence of this viewpoint to the work of Ultralab in developing the NPQH model for the NCSL put it thus:

[It] is based on the work of Vygotsky and his notion of the zone of proximal development (ZPD) in which the tasks and concepts that are still being developed are within a learner's ZPD (Vygotsky, 1978). A learner progresses with concepts so that they move outside of the ZPD by dialogue with others and through self-dialogue. Palincsar (1986) is most explicit in considering dialogue; it is the means by which learners are provided with scaffolded instruction. It is through this scaffolding that social learning takes place (Bruner, 1996).

In this research, and considering the key questions, this raises the issue of how the NPQH learners learn with and from each other and how the relate to the guest or expert in the hotseat. Are they engaging through their own self-directed learning or do they see the hotseat and summaries of learning as being integral to the units of study, which they follow as part of a pre-determined programme? The organisations responsible for tutors are described as ‘training providers’ – is this their role, at the left-hand end of Knowles’ spectrum? Or are they rather facilitators of self-directed learners? Critically for this research, how do the learners view this role and how does it affect their learning and their attitude to it.

The next section of this review considers the issues of where the locus of learning is based (infed, 2003) and the extent to which the adult professional learners in NPQH can be considered as stereotypical adult learners in the model above. 

3.2 Self-direction

The second key question of this research is centred on the self-direction of NPQH learners. The extent of a learner’s self-direction in their learning will also influence their responses to the first question and their perception of their learning. This section analyses the views in the literature on self-direction in learning and the affects the particular type of learning undertaken in NPQH has on those views. 

“What are you hoping to get out of this course?” not “What is this course about?”.  So writes Knowles (1983) in beginning to describe the difference in adult learning compared to child learning, andragogy compared to pedagogy. It assumes that there is a homogeneity in adult learning, and, maybe worse, that there is a simple dichotomy - that all adults learn alike and that thus learning is different from that of children. 

In his later writing Knowles recognises that his principles of andragogy may apply to children (Knowles, 1984), and this is supported by Elias (1979 cited in Brookfield, 1986) who points out that Piaget found elements of self-directedness in children. But is it true to say that adults always need to be considered a separate case? Do traditional traditional pedagogical techniques not apply? Whereas the dichotomy of adult and child learning may hold in conventional learning environments, adults placed in an online context for the first time often abandon previous knowledge and modes of working and revert to feeling the need to be directed (Coomey and Stephenson, 2001:39-40).  

Hanson (1996) goes further in asserting that the needs of adults learners cannot be met by an idealized, one size fits all model, such as that propounded by Knowles (1984). Where Knowles sees an adult’s greater experience to be something that must support, underpin and launch learning, Hanson sees it as a potential barrier. The life experiences of an adult learner may hamper their ability to learn. They certainly act as a filter (Gagné, 1971 cited in Brookfield 1986). Although as Knowles himself says the first condition for ideal learning is the learner’s willingness to learn (Knowles, 1983). 

Self–direction and social learning

In this research the relationship between the self-directed individual and other learners is central. Does taking an active part in a learning set diminish or enhance the learners’ self-direction?

The work of Jonassen and Land (2000, cited in Mayes, 2001) confirm the view that the effective pedagogy is based on constructivist premises and that learning is not about passive acquisition but about activity. Mayes (2001) argues that there has been a concomitant shift away from the individual to the social context, and goes on to identify three stages in the framework for effective learning:

· Conceptualization: in which the learner comes to an understanding through contact with an exposition of some kind

· Construction: where the understanding is tested on a problem and feedback obtained

· Application: in which the learner applies the understanding to their professional context

Fowler and Mayes (1999, cited in Mayes 2001) refer to the third stage as identification and identify this stage as being one of externalization. A problem here is that to be successful an online space must involve learners in externalization from stage 1. If a learner is working at an internalized level during the conceptualization and construction phases, the online space will be quiet. The success of an online learning class depends on open contributions from learners. Internalized assimilation and thought will not provide the necessary stimulus for the necessary socialized learning. This contrasts with an offline situation where learners gathered in a room can be internalizing new concepts and be ‘seen’ to be doing so. The tutor can encourage contribution and test understanding in a far more natural way than online. Learners need to be eased into making those initial contributions, to find their online voice early on if they are not to be lost or swamped by those who feel more comfortable in the online context. 

Motivation and self-direction

One of the key aspects to successful learning, in any context, is motivation. In a study of 37 HE students in an online learning environment, Mayes (2001) found that where learners were exposed to the conversations of previous learners a modeling of behaviour took place. If students see what is the ‘norm’ for the environment they are more likely to engage in the discussions themselves. He also found that students were reluctant to pose questions about the content and were more inclined to talk about the tasks and assessments. This leads to the need for tutors to carefully consider what constitutes effective participatory activities.  In doing so, the tutor takes the lead, and this, if not done carefully, may have a detrimental effect on the learners’ ownership of their learning and their sense of self-direction. This tension is explored later in this section.

Learning styles and self-direction

As part of the NPQH induction process, all learners are asked to complete a learning styles inventory. Here we consider those styles and their relationship to the key questions of learner attitudes and self-direction.

Mumford and Honey (in Sloman 2001) identify four styles: 

· The activist – who likes to take direct action, welcoming new challenges and experiences

· The reflector – a listener who likes to think before taking action and who is happy to repeat learning

· The theorist – who likes to see things in a logical sequence and to relate them to an overall analytical structure

· The pragmatist – who likes to apply learning and try things out

For Knowles (1983) and Kolb (1984), the adult’s favoured style of learning is experiential, implying learning-by-doing and the activist and pragmatic styles above.  Usher (1985, cited in Moon 1999) suggests that this assumption is not borne out by evidence, which points instead to a mix of styles applied by any one learner depending on the stage in the learning and familiarity with the environment and domain.

Knowles (1984) sees self-direction was the underpinning characteristic of the adult learner. Collins (1991), however, argues that, by placing an over-emphasis on the panacea of self-directedness, “prospects for rational communicative discourse, and the communicative competence required, cannot be realized by merely prompting learners to share with others learning projects they have structured on an individualized basis along lines marked out by a designated facilitator. Here the very notion of the learning contract, at the heart of self-direction, is under threat, recognised by Collins as a device that is often used as the last resort of remediation in schools, to constrain to not liberate. A further threat to self-direction comes when one considers online learning, briefly examined here and taken up in section 3.4.

When learning through with new technology, a significant first barrier is that of the technology itself. In overcoming this barrier, specific guidance and instruction may need to be given to enable learners to access the online space. Furthermore, students feel a sense of insecurity and isolation online (Galusha, 1997). They need the instant feedback and reinforcement of success, whenever they are faced with new barriers, if these barriers are to be overcome. This may not be a permanent barrier, however. Neither is the predilection for self-direction, it is rather “an impermanent state of being dependent on the learner’s competence, commitment and confidence at a given moment in time” (Pratt 1988:162 cited in Brockett and Hiemstra, 1991:104). 

Brookfield’s evaluation of adult learners responses to self-direction, however point to a desire for direction from the tutor. The learners are not happy with being given total control of their learning, nor as the tutor-as-facilitator (Brookfield, 1986:110). Rovai reports the disconnection from the teacher that is experienced by virtual learners “The physical separation of students in programs offered at a distance may also contribute to higher dropout rates. Such separation has a tendency to reduce the sense of community, giving rise to feelings of disconnection (Kerka, 1996), isolation, distraction, and lack of personal attention (Besser & Donahue, 1996; Twigg, 1997)….” (Rovai, 2002). Here though he is writing about ‘distance education’ and the NPQH offers a blend of learning with some face-to-face meetings. This may lead to some dimunition of the purpose of using online spaces for discussion, with candidates using these meetings and their existing networks to interact with peers. Gunawardena reports that this is the case with professional learners (2000:24).

The online environment provides opportunity for three modes of learning propounded by Habermas (1971) and cited by Brookfield (1986:115). Here, the technical mode, with its rigid structures for promoting self-direction can be liberated by the communicative and emancipatory modes of learning. Habermas looks to the situation of ‘ideal speech’ leading to “genuinely democratic decision-making amongst groups of people focusing on an area of common concern”. Thus learning is taken away from the ‘self’ in self-directed and into the social. As Knowles (1975, cited in Brockett and Hiemstra, 1991:87) himself contends, self-direction does not mean learning in isolation.

Self-direction and tutor guidance

In NPQH, there is a tension though between the concept of self-direction and the external pressures of the national standards and the associated topics for learning. A candidate is urged to be self-directed, but at the same time is steered and constrained.
Wenger (1998) claims that learning is “fundamentally social”. To learn we need to interact with our teachers/tutors, and with our peers. Taking this further, Coomey and Stephenson (2001), in considering online learning, identify four key features - Dialogue, Involvement, Support, Control. They argue that learners need to be in active dialogue, be involved through active response to tasks, receive overt support from the teacher/tutor and each other and take control of their learning. Whereas in a face-to-face learning experience it is possible for learners to take a more passive role, the online environment forces learners and teachers/tutors to be overt and active. They do not see these features as mutually exclusive nor as a continuum. They propose a paradigm model for online learning, see Figure 2. 
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Figure 2: A paradigm grid for online learning

(Coomey and Stephenson 2001:41)


Here is the field of learning. Learners require different levels of support and guidance at different times. Coomey and Stephenson see the goal as being  to move towards the south-east quadrant, but even the ‘experienced’ learner will not be there at all times. Certainly it is not a given that adult learning always takes place in this quadrant as Knowles (1984) would suggest. This is illustrated by Salmon (2000), who states that assessment activities online may require more teacher control to overcome any issues of ambiguity. 

This model also resonates with that of Owen (1999) who considers the online learning space to consist to activities, tasks, resources and discussions. Owen, however, sees this as a more static field without the goal of moving away from teacher-controlled tasks. This model is closely related to that used in the NPQH programme, where ‘records’ may be interpreted as the candidates’ learning contracts, learning journals and summaries of learning.

Coomey and Stephenson elaborate their model when discussing the peer-to-peer support that the web allows. It “offers a chance for students to enter into dialogues about authentic problems, collaborate with peers, negotiate meaning, become apprenticed into their field of study, enter a community of experts and peers and generally be assisted in the learning process” (Bonk and Dennen, 1999, cited in Coomey and Stephenson (2001:49)). Rovai (2001) identifies this socio-emotional mode of participation as being one in which learners are more likely to engage than the task-driven mode, with its associated dependence of teacher control and trust amongst member for honest communication. 

Here is the model at the heart of this research. Where do candidates see themselves on this field of learning? How does the use of contributory online spaces and tutor interaction affect that perception? 

Laurillard’s (1995) model of self-direction in the context of a cyclic model based on the interaction between teacher and learner, leading to guided discovery, offers a solution to the apparent tension between the self-directed learner and the guiding tutor. This is shown in figure 3.


Figure 3 Learning through guided discovery (Laurillard, 1995)

Here, interaction and discussion are key, and lead to changes in behaviour and the learner’s view of the world but the elements of propositional knowledge and shared experiences are missing. This model appears to place the role of the teacher or tutor as an enabler of self-directed adult learning and not as a constraint to it.
 3.3 Reflection in professional learning 

“Learning relies on three main sources: publications in a variety of media, practical experience and people” (Eraut 1994: 13)

Central to the models of Laurillard and Owen (see section 3.2) are the interlinked notions of reflection and regeneration of knowledge. Through activities, learners reflect on their practice, and discuss these reflections in conversations. These activities lead to the construction of new resources. The model is, as presented, simplistic, for the conversations themselves are a form of activity, which in turn lead to new resources by way of summary and knowledge-extraction. By activity, Owen, is referring to set tasks carried out both online and in the professional learning context – for NPQH, the school.

The nature of reflection, and its place in learning, is one that is open to debate, however. A debate that mirrors that of the adult as self-directed learner. For Dewey (1938:9), reflection was a conscious and rational process of a deliberate learner with “active, persistent and careful consideration… of knowledge in the light of the grounds that support it and further conclusions to which it leads”. This denies the possibility of non-cognitive, affective reflection (Boud et al, 1985), encompassed by Schön’s reflection-in-action or reflection-in-practice (1983). Barnett (1997, cited in Moon, 1999) views this tension as being between knowledge constituitive interests (Habermas, 1971). He identifies the inclination for reflection to be used as a tool for interpretation rather than for empowerment and emancipation. These are clearly desired outcomes for professional learning in school leaders.

The school leader as a reflective learner
Harris (2003:21) identifies five characteristics of the leadership. One of these, most significantly for this research is the ‘instructional leader’. Harris argues that to be an effective leader, the teacher must be seen, and see themselves to be a head learner, aiming to build learning-enriched schools for staff as well as pupils.
For the teachers engaged in NPQH, we are attempting to identify their perceptions of themselves as learners. Harris is saying that all leaders should be learners, and Barth (2001) completes the definition by saying that all teachers be regarded as leaders or, more significantly, regard themselves as leaders:

…all teachers can lead. If schools are going to become places where all children and adults are learning in worthy ways, all teachers must lead. (Barth 2001, cited in Harris, 2003:1)

Hence we have all teachers as leaders, and all leaders as learners. This equivalence has implications for the continual professional development of teachers, and hence for the NPQH programme. For Day (2003), reviewing the work of the NCSL, the effectiveness of headteachers is only to be maximised if their learning and achievement needs are met. Hopkins (2003) goes further and states that instructional leadership is at the heart of school improvement, and develops a model of behaviours associated with it. Here he builds on the earlier work of Eraut (1994) who places experience at the centre of CPD.

Even where continuing professional development (CPD) and continuing professional education (CPE) are strongly supported, the emphasis is likely to be on preparing for organizational change or career development… rather than improving the quality of the current professional practice (Eraut 1994:12).

Eraut is arguing here for professional learning to be firmly grounded by the knowledge and experience gained through practice. For him, ‘leading-edge’ professionals develop new knowledge in practice rather than through formally designed research (Eraut 1994:9).  He further encourages learning to take place in an environment of “collegial sharing and challenging” (Eraut 1994:13). 

So here we have the model for NPQH, teachers as learners, engaged in collaborative learning and reflecting on practice. The key questions in this study are designed to see how this model appears to the learners themselves.

Learning organizations and the reflective learner

Hargreaves and Fullan (1998) (cited in Sergiovanni, 2000) argue that “[school] leaders must learn to think through solutions themselves (with assistance from their colleagues and communities). This is the essence of the learning organization.” The concept of the learning organization is central to Sergiovanni’s assertion that the school leader needs to view the school as a “complex adaptive system” (ibid.). This is turn leads to the implication that in their continuing professional education and development, school leaders need to learn to lead adaptive organisations, where there is self-management by the individual teachers and sections within the school and reciprocal interactions between them (ibid:101). That the leader will need to have capabilities of adaption requires their learning to include fellow learners from as wide a range of contexts as possible, and access to case studies from which generalisable strategies may be drawn.  For Eraut this forms part of his framework for professional learning where the deliberative processes of planning and decision-making include the embracing of uncertainties (1994:112).
Bruner (1996) provides an analogy with the learning of ‘science’. For him, learning to be a scientist is not the same as learning about science. Does the discontinuity between school-based activity and learning community cause NPQH candidates to focus on learning about leadership rather learning to be a leader?

It is useful here to consider the learner reflecting on practice and the theory of single and double loop learning (Argyris and Schön, 1974), which is a key theory in the development of the new NPQH curriculum (Collarbone, 2000). In single-loop learning, the learner gains new skills, understanding or capability and then puts them into practice, if appropriate. In double-loop learning, the learner then reflects on that practice, learns from it and refines the understandings learnt in the first ‘loop’. Taking a different viewpoint of the reflection, and one that accords more closely with the collective learning of a community of learners, Moon (1999) argues that these two loops are qualitatively different in their use of reflection. In the first loop the reflection is on raw experience, in the second it is on already learnt material. Usher (1985, cited in Moon (1999)), however, finds that adult learners are reluctant to relate first-hand experience as generalisable knowledge, turning it instead into anecdote.

In designing the online activities, the NPQH learner should be afforded the opportunity for this double loop learning. This study will provide insight into how successful that has been from the perspective of the learner.

Experiential learning

The activities of NPQH are based on the premise that learners will be reflecting on their learning in the context of their work in school. Through engagement with others in online community, they refine and develop their practice.

This learning-through-action and reflection is central to Kolb’s experiential learning model (1984) and has resonance with the techniques of action research as described by Kemmis and Taggart (1988). Kolb presents the experiential learning cycle of Lewin, here shown in Figure 4.


Figure 4 The Lewinian experiential learning cycle (from Kolb (1984))

Underpinning this model is the reflection-on-action of Schön (1983). It is the underpinning model of the NPQH programme, with candidates working on school-based activity and reflecting on their learning. It does not, however, give space for the learning of propositional knowledge (Eraut, 1994). Where here is the learning gained from books, online resources or the collective knowledge of a learning community developed through mutual learning and archived. There is an explicit assumption here that learning can only take place through experience. 

Does the experience, of whatever sort, need to be first hand? Dewey (1938) offers the qualification to experiential learning that “The formation of purposes [cf learning] involves… knowledge of what has happened in similar situations in the past, a knowledge obtained partly by recollection and partly from the information, advice and warning of those who have a wider experience” (Dewey 1938:69, cited in Kolb (1984)). Here the notion of experiential learning is taken to be one of collective experience, which has developed in the more recent work of Lave and Wenger (1991) on situated learning theory, and that work of Brown (1989) on the development of the community intelligence.

Situated learning 

Lave and Wenger (1991) use the term apprenticeship as a theoretical framework in their exploration of ‘situated learning’.  For them, situated learning is more than simply ‘learning by doing’, and it required the development of a theoretical perspective to make it clarify its meaning and make it explicit.  This led to the development of the concept of “Legitimate Peripheral Participation” (LPP), where learning is seen as an “inseparable aspect of social practice” (Lave and Wenger, 1991).  

This model of apprenticeship and peripheral participation is pertinent to the analysis of learners use of hotseats in NPQH, and, indeed, these are the instruments that forms the basis for the data collection in this enquiry (see section 4). Through engagement with guests and experts in the hotseats, NPQH learners engage with a social world and constantly constructing the meaning of current circumstances, building on past experiences and learning.  As new learners they engage around the periphery and as their knowledge, skills, and understanding develop they move towards the ‘core’.  It is this constant influx of new members who energise the community bringing with them new experiences and ideas and developing the “distributed intelligence” of that community (Brown, 1998). Thus a new teacher enters the community of school leaders as soon as they are appointed to a school. Through their social and professional interactions they develop their leadership understanding and potential.

For Piaget (1970) this would be an example of the assimilation of events into the potential school leader’s schemas and concepts. Alongside this is the Piagetian accommodation of concepts from the propositional knowledge to the experiences and action of the teacher-as-learner.

In addressing the key questions of the research, the place at which where the reflection takes place is identifiable. It can be in the learning environment, for further the knowledge construction but it can also be in the professional context of the school leader. Richardson (1995, quoted in Longworth, 1999), building on the theories of Vygotsky and others claims that “the most effective ‘teaching’ (sic) is the acquisition of knowledge-in-context, allied to an internalization process… the most effective learning [is that which] takes place by personal participation”. Here we have the pre-eminence of internalisation after reflection first propounded by Vygotsky (1978), and in contrast with Piaget (1970) who saw internalisation as the pre-cursor of learning, which is evidenced by externalisation. For the online learner, here are two important processes around which a learning environment is founded -participation and externalisation. Learners need to be given space to join in discussions with others, to contribute and actively shape their learning. Externalising their thoughts and experiences then leads to an internalization process through reflection, both in the learning environment and in the professional context.

Kolb’s learning cycle (1984) partners reflection with experiential learning. Moon analyses what is meant by experience in this context and its ranges of meanings from ‘action’ to the “presentation of abstract material already codified into oral or written language” (Moon, 1999:22). By way of examples of this latter definition of experience she includes learning through attending a lecture, reading or listening. For Eraut (1994), though, experiential learning must always include the reflective stage, with its concomitant provision of time for the accommodation the new learning. 

3.4 Online learning

“While the increased sophistication of the technology of handling information has made it easier for people to take their own decisions, its copious volume has, paradoxically, outstripped their ability to cope easily with it” (Longworth 1999:34)

Much of the preceding review has considered learning in general. This research looks at the online aspects of the learning in NPQH and the learners’ perception of them. Coomey and Stephenson’s model (2001) of self-direction and its place in online learning is discussed above as is that of Laurillard (1995) and the work of Owen (1999). In this section the particular demands and filters that the online context puts on learning is considered. It is through these filters that the research takes place and the data is collected.
Learning styles

In section 3.2 the learning styles model used in the NPQH induction were introduced. How are these styles catered for online? I suggest that they need to be addressed in the same way as they would offline. A mix of activities and responses and the need for the tutor to ‘know’ his students is paramount. The activist and the pragmatist need to be given tasks that can be applied to their everyday work while challenging them to report back on their findings and to respond to others’ findings. The theorist will require the sequencing of activities, clear structure and guidance and reference to the academic and research findings in the field. The reflector, while suited to the technological provision of time-slip, wherein responses do not need to be made immediately, will often need to be coerced into sharing in community.

Reflection and online learning

Tait (2002) reports on an Open University study of the attitudes of teachers-as-learners and the relationship between learning, experience and reflection. Building on the work of Eraut (2000), the study supports his findings and suggests the need for opportunities for reflection on current and prior practice and experience suggest support teachers’ professional learning.  Palloff and Pratt (1999) suggest that such opportunities are provided by online learning environments and asynchronous discussions.

There are evidently two distinct strands of online learning. Firstly, from the distance learning tradition is the making resources available online. Secondly is the placing of the teacher-learner and learner-learner relationships and the resulting discussions and negotiation online. This section considers both of these, and following Owen (1999) sees them as part of the same field. The degree engagement of learners with each strand will depend on their individual learning preferences (see section 3.3) and the blend of learning activities in the programme. Where there are face-to-face opportunities for learners to interact, this may reduce their need for interactions online. Conversely it may enhance it. 

Online community learning

The preceding sections have looked at learning in general, with the associated analysis being biased towards the online context that is the context of this study. In the last few years, writers have begun to address this concept of online learning (Salmon (2000), Palloff and Pratt (1999, 2000), Rovai (2001), Bowes (2002)). 

The notion of virtual or online community is relatively recent and is used to cover a wide variety of contexts. Businesses use online community to build relations with customers, broadcasters use online community to develop audience participation (Jackson, 2000). In these, and in learning communities, the key tenets are the same as those identified by Stephenson above. A community is its members. They are the sole reason for its existence. Their purpose is its purpose. As Palloff and Pratt (1999) put it “Members (of an online community) depend on each other to achieve the learning outcomes… (if) there has been no activity for several days he or she will become discouraged… without support and participation of the learning community there is no online course”.

In a face-to-face environment community comes through meeting together on a regular basis. It maybe strengthened by working in small groups. But the learner can still opt to draw from this community without contributing. An active sense of community may be helpful to the process of learning face-to-face but is not mandatory. This is not the case online. To be successful online learning requires a sense of belonging and this in turn requires active participation (Wenger, 1998).

The pre-eminence of contribution being the key to online learning is further exemplified in Salmon’s five-stage model for the development of online teaching and learning  (Salmon, 2000:26). At each stage she identifies the active role played by teacher and learner. Nowhere is this development passive. For Salmon, the first stage of (teaching and) learning is ‘access and motivation’. This echoes Galusha’s findings on barriers (1997) but is discordant with Knowles’ assertion that the willingness to learn is the first step. Learners will overcome the barrier of access given sufficient motivation. Salmon’s model does has responding and supporting as the fifth and highest level. While she is applying this the teacher, it must surely also be applicable to the learner and peer support. The Vygotskian ZPD,  and its emphasis of pre-externalisation, and Lave and Wenger’s LPP would both seem to place this stage much earlier in a learner’s development. Further her assertion that only at this stage do “participants become responsible for their own learning” (Salmon, 2000: 35) is at odds with concepts of self-direction. She is focusing on the online learning context, which was a fairly novel one at the time she was writing. Much of her thesis for this ‘development’ stage is based on learners accommodating the environment and its associated technicalities rather than the underpinning learning and pedagogy. As Good (2001) says, however, the technology should be woven into the pedagogy, and not determine it. Russell  confirms that the medium of learning is rarely a factor in student performance, with campus-based learners doing as well as distance-based ones “It is course design and pedagogy that matter the most” (Russell, 1999, cited in Rovai, 2001).

4.0 Methodology & Data Collection Methods

4.1 Methodology

This research study is based on adults’ perceptions of their learning and the extent to which they are self-managed learners. I shall be adopting a naturalistic, interpretive methodology for my inquiry. This section analyses this methodology and its appropriateness for this study.

4.1.1 Scientific and naturalistic epistemologies

Taking a scientific, or positivist, approach to this research would require an objective view to be taken of its context. This objectivist standpoint would then lead to philosophical stance that the world of the learners is knowable and one that can be described. It is one that is subject to quantitative techniques. Such a realist ontological approach does not resonate well with the study’s basis on individual perceptions of learning and autonomy. 

On the contrary, then, this study can be seen to be positioned in the naturalistic, qualitative field of enquiry. It can only be examined using qualitative or ethnographic (Eisner and Pashkin, 1990) tools. Roman and Apple (1990:47) mark this distinction with vigour “Naturalistic ethnography diametrically opposes and provides a methodological alternative to the allegedly intrinsic positivism of the natural sciences, quantitative sociology and experimental research”. For them though the naturalistic ethnographer must be immersed in the culture of the population being observed, as fully-immersed partcipant-observer. In the context of this study, I have a somewhat different role as I have a status imbued on me through my position with Ultralab and, hence, as a contractor to NCSL. This is addressed in section 4.2.3 on bias.

Cohen, Manion and Morrison (2000) describe the naturalistic approach as possessing various characteristics. These are shown in Table 2 with commentary as to their manifestation in this research.

	Characteristic
	Manifestation in this research

	People are deliberate and intentional in their actions and activities
	Learners have chosen to undertake the NPQH programme of study

	People actively construct their social world
	Learners are engaged in developing their teams and roles in school

	Situations are fluid and evolve over time
	The relationship of the NPQH candidate to school context will change as the candidate studies and learns leadership behaviours

	Events and individuals are unique and non-generalisable
	Each learner, their team within a school, and their school has contexts based on the experiences of the staff and pupils within it. This is a central theme in the school improvement debate 

	Social world should be studied in its natural state, not one constructed by the researcher - need to examine situations through the eyes of participants not researchers
	Perceptions of learners form the central basis for the research 

	People act on their interpretations of events
	The NPQH candidate interacts with others based on their own perceptions of the context, applying their perceived learning

	There are multiple interpretations of events, in a multi-layered reality
	Each NPQH candidate is in a shared context with other learners


Table 2 Characteristics of naturalistic inquiry (taken from Cohen et al, 2000:21-22) with commentary as to their manifestation in this research.

But with such a stance, can the findings be generalized? For Schofield (1990), generalizability is not applicable to the qualitative, or ethnographic (Eisner & Peshkin, 1990) study. Linking the concept of naturalistic enquiry with qualitative evaluation, Schofield argues that the site-specific nature of such enquiry and the changes that are constantly shifting the enquiry site, mean that generalizability, although often assumed by the audience for a study, cannot usefully be expected. 

At best, then in this study, I am enquiring into the perceptions of a given set of learners. These learners have interacted with other learners and will be influenced by them and by tutors and experts in how they perceive their learning. Any findings cannot be usefully generalized across the whole population, and any one individual cannot be regarded as a ‘case’ of a generalizable set.

4.1.2 An ethnographic approach?

For Eisner and Peshkin (1990), ethnography and qualitative research are used as if synonymous, Atkinson and Hammersley (1994), cited in Anderson (1998), identify features of ethnographic research, being concerned with the culture of people and organizations. Table 3 shows the extent to which this enquiry can be considered ethnographic according to these descriptors.

	Feature
	Consideration for this enquiry

	Emphasis on exploring phenomena data in natural setting
	Candidates’ learning is carried out in their school context, but research is carried out in isolation from that context. Candidates only contact with me, as researcher is through the instruments of the research and through the online communities, not in their school.

	Data not pre-coded in terms of analytic categories
	See methods below, section 4.2. Through the use of semi-structured interviews, some pre-coding is inevitable, and comes as a consequence of me, the researcher, not being fully immersed (Roman and Apple, 1990)

	Investigation of a small number of cases
	The data collection will come from a small set of key informants (see methods below), but as discussed in section 4.2 they cannot be considered as cases.

	Analysis that focuses on description and explanation rather than quantification and statistics
	The interpretive nature of the enquiry will only yield to this type of analysis.


Table 3 Features of Ethnographic Research (after Atkinson and Hammersley, 1994, cited in Anderson (1998:121)

It can be seen therefore, that this study does not fit very well with Anderson’s citing of Atkinson and Hammersley’s definition of ethnography.  Similarly for Hitchcock and Hughes (1995:120) ethnographers “look, listen, take part…”. For this research, I am taking part, but not as an equal member of the group. I am not “experiencing different ways of life” (ibid).

4.1.3 Normative and interpretive paradigms of inquiry

The preceding sections identify the methodology for this study as being in the naturalistic, qualitative domain. A final issue is that of the interpretive nature of the enquiry, with the data collection being grounded in the responses of informants and their perceptions of reality.

Cohen, Manion and Morrison (2000) identify two paradigms for inquiry – normative and interpretive – to describe the perspectives of positivist and anti-positivist epistemologies respectively. They describe three essential differences between these paradigms.

Firstly, there is a difference in the way in which the subjects of the research are regarded. In the normative model, they say, human behaviour is governed by rules that can be investigated by the methods of natural science (Douglas, 1973). For the interpretive inquirer, the individual perspective is paramount with the “central endeavour [being] to understand the subjective world of human experience” (Cohen et al, 2000:22). The learners in this study are being asked to describe their perceptions of their learning. This subjectivity places the inquiry firmly in the interpretive domain.

Secondly, there is a difference in the conception of behaviour and action (ibid). For the normative researcher, humans act according to rules and their behaviour may be seen as a direct result of the things that have happened to them in their past. There is a cause and effect, which can be predicted. This resonates with the behaviourist orientation of learning theory (see section 2). In the interpretive paradigm, the focus is on action -  “behaviour with meaning” (Cohen et al, 2000:23). Human actions are based on experience, interaction with others and shared, negotiated meaning. These actions are future-orientated, and made with intent. For the learners in our study, the NPQH programme is designed for “aspiring headteachers” (Collarbone, 2000). Their actions, throughout the programme, in discussions and in the school-based assessment activities, are carried out in a context of interaction with others and with a view to their future role of school leaders.

Thirdly, Cohen et al (2000) identify a difference in theory. Normative researchers strive to find general theories that can be described by rules and that can link the inputs of external influences to the outputs of behaviour. Here reality is external to those being studied. For the interpretive researcher, the theory is one that emerges from the individuals’ experiences and their interpretations of them. It arises from the many particular instances and is grounded in the data that arises from the research (Glaser and Strauss, 1967). In this study, the focus on learning and the perceptions of individuals provide a reality that cannot be generalised across the population. Individuals’ previous experiences, expectations of learning programmes and contexts yields a multi-faceted view of behaviour (Cohen et al, 2000:23) and denies the possibility of a universal theory.

Table 4 summarises these differences and the place of this research in the interpretive domain.

	
	Normative paradigm
	Interpretive paradigm
	This research

	View of subjects
	Governed by rules
	Centrality of individual’s subjective view
	Based on learners own perceptions

	Behaviour/Action
	Past experiences predict behaviour 
	Action based on interaction and future intent
	Learners looking to a future role

	Theory
	Generalisable, universal theory
	Multi-faceted, individualised
	Individual contexts experiences


Table 4 Normative and Interpretive approaches

Table 4 confirms the interpretive nature of this study. Spradley (1980), has this as being akin to the explorer, as opposed to the engineer. The explorer seeks “to describe [what is found]” rather than to answer the question “what did you find?’ (cited in Hitchcock and Hughes, 1995:18). Robson (1993) takes this metaphor back into the methodological approach. For him, an interpretive approach requires the researcher to build hypotheses from the data collected, with the analysis of the data interweaved with the collection process itself. “An initial bout of data collection is followed by analysis, the results of which are then used to decide what data should be next collected” (ibid, p19).

4.2 Data Collection Methods

In section 2, the key questions that provide the focus of this inquiry are established. These concern the learners’ perceptions of their learning, and the an analysis of the extent to which they may be considered as self-directed learners. To address these questions, self-evidently, data must be collected from those learners. As explained in section 4.1 above, a naturalistic methodology is to be used, with a non-positivist approach. The analysis will be of qualitative data. The question then arises as to how many respondents are to be included in the data collection exercise, and how is data to be collected.  The nominalist, anti-positivist nature of the enquiry leads me to adopt an approach to this research that has echoes with Robson's (1993:52) definitions of the case study. My sample cannot genuinely be considered as case studies however, as the responses cannot be generalized, and any candidate cannot be considered to be representative of a particular case.

I identify a purposive sample (Robson, ibid) by examining the records of contributions to NPQH hotseats. Having identified a sample of candidates, those who have contributed, I then carry out semi-structured telephone interviews of these candidates ascertain their perceptions of their learning and the place of the hotseat in their learning. A key question here is the extent to which they chose to contribute to hotseat themselves, or to which they were guided by their tutor. The context of the hotseat and its relationship to the NPQH curriculum and other learning opportunities and content will also need to be ascertained.

This method has strong reasons to support its use, but what of the alternative methods? Robson (ibid) suggests the alternatives of experiment and of survey
.  Their unsuitability for this study are discussed in Table 5.

	Method
	Why not regarded as suitable for this research

	Experiment
	There are too many variables in the contexts under investigation. As outlined above, each candidate will have very different backgrounds. There are also 32 units across the qualification each with 3 or 4 activities. Responses to each activity may well vary from candidate to candidate and between units. In short, there are too many variables. 

	Survey
	There are some 3000 candidates enrolled for NPQH. Each has a different context for coming to the qualification and reasons for engaging with it. It would be very difficult to select a representative sample and to ensure that it was representative.

It would also be possible to survey all discussions (or a sample) to determine hits and contributions. This could be a measure of effectiveness but such measures are easily distorted. For example, by one contributor may be visiting a page many times, or making several contributions. The quantitative data this would produce would be unreliable as it is generated by many independent variables.


Table 5 The unsuitability of experiment and survey for this research

The use of questionnaires was also considered, but dismissed due to the variation in possible responses. It would prove very difficult to design a questionnaire that would provide reliable data on such subjective material. The use of questionnaires would be more appropriate if the population were more homogeneous or there responses likely to be less wide-ranging. They do have the advantage of being less intrusive than an interview, but this advantage is, I believe, outweighed, by their inflexibility. 

In adopting the approach of interviewing a sample of candidates, certain weaknesses need to be admitted:

· Findings can only be applied to the candidates studied, generalisations cannot be made

· Candidates chosen for study may, coincidentally, all be part of a skewed sample (although it is impossible to determine a truly random sample) and may lead to unreliable results

· Individual candidates responses by be significantly affected by data collection methods 

In the next section, the detail of the sampling and interview process are discussed and further consideration of the method is made in section 4.3 where issues of bias, reliability and validity are discussed.
4.2.1 Semi-structured Interview process
Introduction
My research is centred in the interpretations that NPQH candidates have of their own learning and the extent to which the online environment, and NPQH programme, allows them to be self-directed learners, taking responsibility for, and managing their own learning.

To carry out this research, I need to 

· Identify a sample of NPQH candidates, who are actively engaged in the online learning environment

· Elicit their interpretations of themselves as learners and of their role in the learning process

Sample

The research questions require that respondents are active participants in the online learning environment. Any NPQH candidate who has not engaged in the environment will, by default, not be able to comment on its effect on themselves as self-directed learners, managing their own learning. Such non-engaged candidates may be a useful population to study for other enquiries into the effectiveness of providing an online environment to support NPQH, but that is beyond the scope of this study.

A sample was chosen from all the contributors to three hotseats in summer 2003. The recentness of the hotseats mean sthat the perceptions of learners will be fresh, although there is a danger that any learning impacts may not have yet been manifested. As the focus of this enquiry is on the learner as self-managed individual, and not on the impact of learning, this danger should not affect the validity of the data collected. Three hotseats provide an opportunity to sample a range of contributors without biasing on a single theme and context, such as primary education. 

All of the contributors to the hotseats were identified, and totalled 39. All of these were targeted as suitable candidates for interview and 28 were able to provide time for the interview. This sample of 28 forms the basis for the research. It consists of 19 Development stage candidates and 9 Access stage candidates, slightly more at the higher stage than in the total population of approximately 60:40.

The primary:secondary ratio for this sample is  21:7. This reflects the total population, which is 75% primary-based.

By definition, the sample consists of candidates who are active in the online learning communities. All candidates are given guidance and set expectations of contributing to a summary of learning space, sharing learning with their tutor and peers, Additionally, candidates are able to access, voluntarily, other parts of the online environment. One such space is the national hotseat page, part of the Virtual Heads community. Any candidates who choose to contribute to the hotseats (question and answer with invited guest experts) are, by definition, active online. They have chosen to supplement the tutor-guided contributions to their summary of learning space with contributions elsewhere. This group of volunteer contributors gave responses that yield data and information that will address the research question on candidates as self-directed learners. If self-directedness is to be found, it will be in this group. 

Access to data
By using Virtual Heads hotseats to identify candidates, I am using a space to which I have access. No special privilege needs to be set up. If I were to use the candidates’ learning space as a means of identifying candidates, and as a means of collecting some data, there would be a danger of a Hawthorne effect, where my presence as a researcher would distort the comments made. This forms part of the ethical considerations for this research, which are developed in section 4.3.2.

Instruments
This study is addressing the concepts of learners perceptions of their self-direction in online learning. To address these concepts it is essential to use first hand evidence from the learners themselves, and to focus on evidence that relates to the online environment. 

The online hotseats provide such and instrument and yield the first set of data – the contributions of candidates. These contributions may themselves show candidates’ learning (Bradshaw, Chapman, Gee, 2002). The contributions are usually questions, however, by the nature of the online hotseat tool. Contributors rarely return to follow up the questions, and answers received, and hence do not make explicit any learning gained from those answers (Smiley, 2001). Further exploration, with contributors, is needed to elicit interpretations of learning and impact, and the extent to which they perceive themselves to be self-managed learners.

The school contexts and motivations for engaging in the hotseat and the way in which engagement impacts on learning will be different from individual to individual contributor. A survey of candidates carried out in by Bradshaw, Chapman and Gee  (2001b) found little commonalities in responses about their use of the hotseats and other online elements. There is no reason to assume that candidates’ responses in this enquiry would be any more homogeneous. For this reason I propose to carry out semi-structured interviews with the sample identified above, for my primary instrument of data collection.

Semi-structured interview format

So as to elicit learners’ perceptions on themselves as learners, and the extent to which they perceive themselves as self-directed learners, the following interview process was used.

Medium 

Telephone  - as candidates will be distributed around England, it would be impractical to visit them

Time 

20-30 minutes per candidate – this should not impinge too much on the working life of the candidates, although only 28 out of 39 were able to find a suitable time.

Recording method

Notes were made of the interviews, which were then used for the analaysis in section 5. This was unobtrusive and did not require any particular technology.

Content 

See box on next two pages

Preamble: to introduce myself and the reasons for the interview, setting it in the context of my personal research and the work of Ultralab. Establish that length of interview is around 20-30 minutes. Ask if convenient to do at this time, or make another appointment at the respondent’s convenience.

Data such as name, school context, NPQH region and tutor are not needed for this enquiry, but can be obtained from the NCSL database if needed for any follow up arising form the interview.

Questions about the hotseat contribution

1. (Remind them about their contribution). How did you find out about the hotseat? If necessary prompt for possible sources (serendipity, regular user of hotseats, NCSL Lead Story newsletter, tutor prompting/direction, peer prompting)

2. (Remind them about their contribution detail). How do your contribution fit in to your learning on NPQH. If necessary prompt for possible links to summary of learning, face-to-face, school-based assessment…

3. Did you return to the hotseat after your contribution? (for the answer, for subsequent answers)

4. Is this a ‘one-off’ or do you use hotseats regularly? Ask about differences in other uses of hotseats for learning if not covered above.

…cont’d

Questions about self-direction in learning


5. Were you asked to self-diagnose you learning style on induction? If yes, how has this been useful to you subsequently?

6. How have you approached the content of the NPQH modules? In an order dictated by your tutor? In an order dictated by you?

7. What causes you to go into the Talk2learn communities ( eg Virtual Heads, Summary of Learning)? Tell me about your summary of learning space. How do you use it? Who controls the space? What is put there?

8. How does what you put into the summary of learning impact on the rest of your NPQH? On your professional life in school?

9. Do you contribute to other people’s summary of learning? Do they contribute to yours? Do you have any comments about this peer support for learning?

10. How has what you have learnt online integrated with your school-based assessment activities, face-to-face and other NPQH activities?

4.3 Commentary on the methods

In this section the consequences of adopting the semi-structured interview of a sample of candidates are critically analysed for reliability and validity (section 4.3.1), bias (4.3.2) and the ethical considerations (4.3.3). These issues are further discussed in section 5 after the analysis of the data.

4.3.1 Reliability and validity

There is a danger of the data collected through the interviews being biased by the candidates wishing to give me, the researcher, the answers that they believe I wish to hear. This could be compounded if data and interviews are only carried out online. Reeves and Nass (1996) argue that respondents who are asked questions via the same medium as the one which is being asked about are liable to give biased information as they treat the medium itself anthropomorphically. 

The reliability of responses from the interviews is affected by the nature in which interviews are recorded. As this is done by note-taking by the researcher (the writer of this report), there may be bias introduced through the perceptions and interpretations of the researcher. As a participant-researcher, there is a greater chance of such interpretation, but conversely the day-to-day involvement of the researcher in the context of the research will serve to reduce misunderstandings and misinterpretations
In using interviews with individuals, it will impossible to make any valid generalizations on the effects on candidates as a whole, although we may be able to make statements of the type identified by Bassey (1998) – “If a tutor does x, then it may result in enhanced learning by candidates”. 
4.3.2 Bias

The collection of data in this naturalistic, interpretive enquiry will be subject to bias (Cohen, Manion & Morrison, 2000:121).

It is important for the interviewer/researcher to put aside pre-conceived notions of where candidates have found the most useful learning to have taken place, as identified in earlier research (Bradshaw, Chapman and Gee, 2001). Similarly, as one who has come through a similar career path through education, the writer has to guard against assuming that this is in some ways the ‘desired’ path and not, hence, assign values to responses.  
Potentially the biggest source of bias will be due to the fact that this is a monopolistic situation. There is only one NPQH qualification in England and candidates will be keen to succeed with it, having no alternative. Indeed, it will be mandatory from 2002, and so any candidates who wish to become Headteachers have no option but to make it a success. With the burden of assessment being replaced on their own reporting of learning, candidates may well play down any negative aspects.

Further bias comes from the use of the semi-structured interview tool, which may have the effect of providing leading questions and driving responses down a route that would not be the one the candidates would have chosen given a freer response.

Bias in results

There is further inherent bias in the results obtained in such a study, whatever method had been adopted. This bias comes from three sources, one due to nature of the programme, one due to the nature of the enquiry, and the other due to the nature of the population being enquired into:

· The NPQH programme is part of the NCSL’s national framework for leadership development. This has clear objectives and curriculum, which describe the programmes learning outcomes. These, in turn, drive the relationship between tutor and candidate, and skew the learning experience towards the tutor-led, learner-directed quadrant of Coomey and Stephenson’s model (2001, see section 3).

· The enquiry is a naturalistic, interpretive study. This will lead to a subjective set of responses, which will be biased by the instrument of enquiry. As a researcher working in the field, respondents to the enquiry, will be affected by the status they perceive I have, and my subjective relationship with them. They may see me in my role as a facilitator in the programme, as a contractor of NCSL, rather than as an independent researcher. Indeed I cannot claim to be the latter. This gives rise to the potential for bias (Soltis, 1990), but which can be mitigated by the critical analysis of responses. For Philips (1990), objectivity and subjectivity cannot be regarded as right and wrong, they are equally subject to the need for critical analysis.

The candidates in the NPQH programme are a skewed population, as each of them has embarked on a learning programme to achieve career progression. Further the sample chosen is skewed to those who are active. They have opted for a programme, which has, at its core, the opportunity for self-direction and autonomous learning, individualised in the learner’s own context. They would be expected to be biased towards to learner-managed quadrant of Coomey and Stephenson’s model (2001, see section 3).

4.3.3 Ethical considerations

The access to the contributions has been touched on in section 4.2, where the bounds of the access are described. Additionally, though, there are other ethical considerations due to the relationship of the writer/researcher and the candidates.

The work of the writer, and the context for this research, is carried under out under contract to the DfES and NCSL. It involves teachers engaged in professional development, preparing for headship, and testing their knowledge and understanding of leadership issues. Although this study is not, per se, a piece of action research, this work does show some aspects of the practitioner-researcher as action researcher. By this is meant the reflection and change of practice as a result of findings made through interview with candidates. 

In this respect, then, it is useful to consider the set of ethical principles for action research identified by Robson (1993:33). Those which are pertinent to this research are protocol, involvement, authorisation, confidentiality and right to report. These are now considered in turn.

Protocol

The DfEE, NCSL and regional training centres will need to be kept informed as to the work planned and the individuals concerned. Approval will need to be obtained before any interviews take place. In the case of candidates, tutors will also need to be asked for approval. There will be a need to ascertain any special circumstances appertaining to an individual before an interview is carried out.

Involvement: In addition to the above, individuals who are interviewed will need to be briefed and given the opportunity to be action researchers themselves. This will require a full explanation of the research questions and the methods being undertaken.

Authorisation

Contributions of candidates cannot be used for analysis without their consent.

Confidentiality

Comments made in a collective discussion can only be used anonymously as they were made in a different context to the one used for analysis. This is standard ULTRALAB procedure and forms part of the Code of Practice for users of the think.com software (ULTRALAB, 2000).

Right to report

Once authorization has been granted and interviews carried out, the transcripts must be available for use in the research. This need must be made explicit prior to any data collection.

5.0 Data Analysis 

In this section the data collected from the telephone interviews is analysed by considering the responses to each question in turn. For each question, the raw data is categorised and presented in tabular form. A commentary on the findings for each question is then provided.  

After the analysis of responses to each question has been presented and discussed, a further sample of the individual respondents’ replies is taken are considered so as to analyse responses across questions. The respondents chosen for this second sampling (or indeed the first) cannot be considered as typical or generalisable cases but, rather, they provide vignettes that illustrate the range of attitudes of NPQH candidates to their learning in an online environment. These vignettes are chosen from the sample of responses to provide a flavour of the range of responses. Their responses are analysed with reference to my two research questions:

· how do NPQH candidates view their learning through the use of contributions?

· can NPQH candidates be said to demonstrate self-direction in their online learning?

5.1 Analysis of responses by question

	Question 1 (Remind them about their contribution). How did you find out about the hotseat? If necessary prompt for possible sources (serendipity, regular user of hotseats, NCSL Lead Story newsletter, tutor prompting/direction, peer prompting)

	SELF DIRECTED, PURPOSEFUL
	

	Search site for what appeals/relevant 
	7

	Looking for case studies 
	2

	SELF DIRECTED, STRUCTURED
	

	Navigation prompts/lists 
	11

	Lead story 
	2

	SELF DIRECTED, UNSTRUCTURED
	

	Stumbled across/serendipity/browse
	9

	DIRECTED
	

	Tutor suggests/told/induction
	11


The purpose of this question was to set the interview in the context of the contribution made by the candidate to the hotseat. The responses have been categorised to show a range of self-direction in how the candidates set about finding the hotseat. By their nature, hotseats are outside of the normal ‘minimum’ scope of NPQH study. By this is meant that candidates are expected to study each of the 16 units and to interact in their tutor groups by adding to their own, and commenting on others’, summary of learning. This is an expectation and a minimum requirement for participation in the online aspects of NPQH. The contribution to a hotseat is over and above this. 

When the NPQH programme was first put online in 2001, the objective of NCSL, guided by DfES andUltralab, was to tie in the topics considered by hotseat guests with the titles and content of units. This led tot the publication of a hotseat schedule. In the more recent cohorts, however, the scheduling of hotseats has been more ad hoc, as NCSL have looked to broaden the topics covered and regions have moved away from a rigid timetabling of units. Candidates cannot plan ahead which hotseats they will use in their study as no schedule is now provided. Further the links between units and hotseat topics is not as evident – it only appears after the hotseat has been closed and archived, with the index for the archive being maintained using the module titles as the prime categorisation.

Consequently, any candidate who contributes to a hotseat is doing more than the minimum and will have had some additional motivation for doing so. This question seeks to ascertain what motivated the candidates in the survey to contribute.

It can be seen from the table that the majority of candidates reflect this additionality in their response and show self-direction in their use of hotseats. While 11 candidates mention the tutor, or induction, as a motivating factor there is a much larger proportion who look for relevance to their school context or units being studied for NPQH. A different aspect of self-direction is demonstrated in those who browse the site and come across hotseats serendipitously. Whereas these latter candidates may not be demonstrating the same purposefulness in their self-direction they are, nevertheless, contributing on their own accord without external direction. The differences between the purposeful and structure approach and the ad hoc may be due to the differences in preferred learning styles although evidence for this was not collected.

	Question 2 (Remind them about their contribution detail). How do your contribution fit in to your learning on NPQH. If necessary prompt for possible links to summary of learning, face-to-face, school-based assessment…

	Both/either NPQH and school based 
	5

	NPQH primarily and school based 
	2

	NPQH only not school based 
	3

	School based primarily and NPQH 
	4

	School based only not NPQH 
	6

	Just learning, not specific 
	9


The purpose of this question was to ascertain the reasons behind their specific contribution to the hotseat. Previous research (reported in internal reports from Ultralab to DfES and NCSL) show a ratio of between 1:10 and 1:40 for contributions:visits to hotseats ie between active contribution and passive reading. Contributors not only need to be motivated and directed to find the hotseat, see question 1, but also to contribute. The question aims to identify links between the contribution and the other aspects of the candidate’s NPQH study. Answers have been categorised according to the links identified by the candidate. This, as with much of this study, is subject to the interpretation placed on the contribution and response by the candidate but the results show a majority of candidates who linked their reason for contributing to specific aspects of their NPQH study – either their work on the units or their school-based contexts. In considering my research questions it could be argued that those who contributed for reasons to do with their school context were showing more self-direction than those who contributed to tie in with their study of NPQH units as the former were not being driven by the external curriculum. However such an argument does not take into account the self-direction that these candidates show in selecting the units for study. This is analysed in question 6.  

All respondents mentioned some aspect of learning in connection with their contributions. This is possibly due to the wording of the question, which makes learning explicit. Alternatively it may reflect a genuine opinion that the contribution to, and reading of responses in,  hotseats is an integral part of the learning experience. This is brought out more clearly in some of the vignettes discussed later in this section.

	Question 3 Did you return to the hotseat after your contribution? (for the answer, for subsequent answers)

	Yes/usually
	17

	No/not yet
	11


This question acts as a checking question for the learning mentioned in question 2. It shows that a significant minority of candidates did not return to the hotseat after they have contributed. They may have read the contributions of others before they made their own contribution, and they may have read the starter article and comments of the guest. These are considerable resources for learning and candidates often mentioned them as bases for reflection on their own context before they asked their question. One would have expected that more candidates would have returned to read the response of the guest than these results show to complete the learning. It is difficult to say why candidates do not do so, although some did mention time as a barrier. This is viewed with scepticism though as if the candidates valued the learning they would make the time to return. 

The large number of non-returners correlates with the lack of follow up questions evident in hotseats even when a guest specifically poses a further question in responding to a candidate. Previous research reported in internal reports from Ultralab to DfES and NCSL show a ratio of first questions to follow-up questions of less than 10%. 

	Question 4 Is this a ‘one-off’ or do you use hotseats regularly? Ask about differences in other uses of hotseats for learning if not covered above.

	Regular/Yes, contributes to other hotseats 
	5

	Irregular/Yes, reads/uses others hotseats 
	18

	First hotseat contribution 
	5

	Not read others 
	3

	No response 
	1


This question provides illumination for responses question 1 in the way in which candidates find out what is happening in hotseats. It shows that the overwhelming majority of candidates surveyed have visited other hotseats, and use the strategies they mentioned in question 1 on more than one occasion to identify hotseats. Indeed when answering these questions, candidates often spoke in general terms rather than referring to the specific hotseat that was used to identify them for the research. This would seem to indicate that they see the hotseat as an integral part of their learning on NPQH, or at least that it is a visible and accessible part of the online offering. 

In response to this question, candidates often mentioned other aspects of the online provision for NPQH, most usually in the resources that it provides. Some candidates went further and linked their use of hotseats to the resources that are provided within them by guests (in the summary of hotseats such resources, weblinks etc are made explicit and collected together). Additionally candidates referred to the archive of hotseats as a resource in itself, either in this question or in question 1.

	Question 5 Were you asked to self-diagnose you learning style on induction? If yes, how has this been useful to you subsequently?

	Yes, did it
	28

	Used since
	7

	Used with others
	2

	Interesting/useful but not specifically used since 
	8

	Not useful/didn’t like it
	5

	Did not comment one way or the other
	3

	Contradictory/unclassifiable
	3


This question asked candidates to reflect on the explicit use of learning styles analysis that forms part of the NPQH induction process to see if making it a mandatory exercise impacted on their subsequent learning on NPQH. 

All candidates reported that this activity had been carried out but only a small minority reported their learning style. Many mentioned the fact that they were able to use different styles or, more pertinently to the research questions of this study, that they tried to mix and match the styles they used. 

The majority of candidates found the exercise useful although they generally had not used it since. Where candidates reported that they had used it, they qualified this by saying they had used it with others such as classroom assistants, or that they had reflected on it when tackling different parts of the NPQH programme – online, face-to-face and chool-based.

	Question 6 How have you approached the content of the NPQH modules? In an order dictated by your tutor? In an order dictated by you?

	Candidate not tutor 
	19

	- Candidate on own/own needs/experience
	5

	- Candidate plus school context
	8

	- Candidate plus Learning circle
	2

	- Candidate plus NPQH f2f schedule
	4

	
	

	Directed by tutor
	8

	- Candidate and tutor/proforma
	6

	- Candidate plus headteacher plus tutor
	1

	- Tutor dictated
	1

	
	

	No response
	1


This question asks candidates explicitly about their self-direction in relation to the overall NPQH programme. There are 16 units in each of the Access and Development stages. These are organised into 4 modules of 4 units each, and are based on the National Standards for Headship drawn up by the DfES in existence when the NPQH curriculum was drawn up for the 2001 launch of the programme (NB these standards are currently being revised). 

During the first two iterations of the programme (2001, spring and autumn starts), a national timetable was laid down for the online discussions. This timetable also influenced the hotseats at that time, see question 2. Subsequently, and for the cohorts containing candidates under consideration in this research, there was no such timetable and candidates were had the opportunity to design their own pathway through the programme. Indeed, even in the first year, as part of induction, candidates are asked to review their experiences in each of the four module areas and to identify which units they wish to study in depth and which they wish to skim. This is part of the induction and learning contracting process at the beginning of the NPQH experience. It was not until constraint of the national timetable was removed, however, that this became a genuine opportunity. 

The responses from candidates show that the majority see the scheduling of units as their preserve. Several used the phrase “it is my learning” when describing this, and were expressing surprise that the should be any question as to who should determine it. On breaking down those responses that indicated that candidates took the lead, different strategies emerged. Most popular was the use of the school context and the rhythm of the school year to ascertain units should be studied when. This external chronology was also evident in some of the responses of those who used their own needs as a basis, where they were reflecting on needs such as preparation of upcoming interviews, or on responsibilities that they had been, or were to be, given. In all of these cases, candidates used the sequence of events in their professional lives to determine the order, and depth, to which units were to be studied. 

A few candidates mentioned their learning circle or “a friend” (ie co-learner) as assisting with the scheduling, so that learning took place collaboratively. This approach is formalised by some tutors who determine, or negotiate, a timetable with their group of tutees. In this respect it is not necessarily the case that those who mentioned their tutor or the contract proforma as the determining force were not demonstrating self-direction, but rather that they had not been given, or seen, the opportunity to do so. There is another research question here, beyond the scope of this report, on the attitudes of tutors. 

Overall, the candidates did not use language that implied they were not in control of their learning with the exception of the one respondent who reported that their tutor “dictated” the order. Given that it is known (from meetings with tutors, and in the responses to question 7) that some take this approach, it could be that this population, of hotseat contributors, is less susceptible to the imposition of schedules and more self-directed than the whole population of candidates.

	Question 7 What causes you to go into the Talk2learn communities ( eg Virtual Heads, Summary of Learning (SoL))? Tell me about your summary of learning space. How do you use it? Who controls the space? What is put there?

	Uses SoL to demonstrate impact 
	2

	Uses SoL to demonstrate learning
	6

	Uses SoL to post notes/communicate 
	4

	Uses online Learning Journal but not SoL 
	2

	Uses online Learning Journal and SoL
	1

	Logs in when something to say 
	2

	Logs in regularly/habitual
	5

	Guided by head 
	1

	Uses SoL but only because has to/told to 
	2

	Tutor tells to log in 
	5

	Uses modules online 
	1

	Does not use/need SoL 
	6

	Does not use Learning Journal/find it useful 
	1

	Tutor told not to use online 
	1

	Does not use booklets, but staff do
	1

	No response
	1


Whereas the previous question dealt with the induction and pre-programme phases, this question looks at the motivation and self-direction once the programme has started, and in particular, candidates perceptions of it in relation to the online aspects of the learning. 

Responses were diverse and may reflect a range of understanding and usage of terminology. Whereas only one candidate specifically did not attach any meaning to ‘Summary of Learning’, many other answers suggested confusion between it and the ‘Learning Journal’
. Further the question was not specifically about that one aspect of the online provision, but was interpreted by many in that way, resulting in answers such as “I do not use a summary of learning”. The question was intended to elicit responses about the motivation for logging on in general. Nevertheless, about half of the candidates responded with comments that can be categorised as choosing to log on for learning – either through reference to the impact on the candidate, for learning per se or for communication with, and help and support for or from, other members of the tutor group.

Almost half of the respondents suggested that they had a regular habit of logging on, either inculcated by themselves or through the regime established by the tutor. As for question 2, this may be reflecting a style of learning (logical) rather than anything to do with self-direction.

	Question 8 How does what you put into the summary of learning impact on the rest of your NPQH? On your professional life in school?

	Impacts on/relates to school work
	7

	Impacts on school and NPQH
	1

	Impacts on rest of NPQH/learning
	4

	Reflective learning/analysis
	5

	Other SoLs a resource
	2

	Good for contacts
	2

	Used with head
	1

	Tutor can see learning
	1

	Uses SoL, no comment
	7

	Used, no impact
	2

	No response/not used
	4


This question looks at the impact of learning, and whether candidates are making the transfer of that learning to their professional context rather than simply regarding it as part of the NPQH programme itself. Self-directed learners and those who are reflecting on action would be expected to establish impact school life. Of course, this may be dependent on the answers to question 6, for if a candidate chooses a sequence of units based on the school year then they may be more likely to consider the impact in that domain than a candidate who chooses a sequence based on the induction or programme internal structure.

Significant in the responses here is the difference in the numbers that regarded the contributions online as being about school, or about their personal reflections on their work, compared to those that regarded them as being about learning or NPQH in a more general or abstract way.

	Question 9 Do you contribute to other people’s summary of learning? Do they contribute to yours? Do you have any comments about this peer support for learning?

	Have contributed to others
	16

	Have contributed to others but others haven’t contributed to mine
	4

	Shallow
	1

	Not contributed to others
	7

	No tutor use
	4

	No sharing/interaction/tutor use
	2


In this question candidates are demonstrating their attitude to the core contributory aspect of the online learning environment, the summary of learning space. Initially established as spaces for dialogue between candidate and tutor, these online communities were redesigned from cohort 3 (March 2002) to allow all candidates to read and comment on others’ summaries with the objective of peer tutoring and support.

The responses show that the majority contributed to others but that this was far from the norm, with it being a bare majority. One would have maybe expected this group to have been closer to unanimous in their contribution to other summaries, given their choice to contribute to hotseats. This is not the case and this aspect of the responses may have three causes. Firstly, the contribution to the hotseats may detract from the contributions to other spaces. Secondly, the purpose of the spaces may still be seen as primarily for tutor/candidate interaction. Responses to question 7 show that these respondents show less self-direction in respect to their summary of learning space than they do to the online communities in general. They tend to use them because they are told to are feel that they have to meet their obligations to the their tutor and to the programme. This would tend to indicate that they do not feel ownership of this space and are reluctant to use it for contribution and sharing in the same way as they use the hotseats.

A third reason for the lack of sharing in these spaces can be identified in the responses to question 2, where comments about the case study/expert nature may be interpreted as candidates perceiving more value in  the  online interactions in hotseats than with peers, who they may well additionally meet face-to-face.

The role of the tutor in forming attitudes is central here (Bradshaw, Chapman, Gee, 2001). For those respondents who stated that their tutors did not use or value the summary of learning space, it is not surprising that they did not use or value it themselves. Tutors model the behaviour of candidates in online learning, as in face-to-face. If a tutor does not respond to contributions made online, then tutees are not likely to feel that the contribution is valued and will look elsewhere for opportunities for learning through dialogue and discussion.

	Question 10 How has what you have learnt online integrated with your school-based assessment activities, face-to-face and other NPQH activities?

	Online integrates well/holistic
	9

	Online integrates into school-based, not into f2f 
	2

	Online integrates to f2f
	3

	Online fills in gaps
	1

	
	

	Online not integrated 
	9

	- Online not as integrated as f2f and school-based 
	1

	
	

	No response re integration
	4


In this final question, candidates attitudes to online learning and its place in the wider learning context is being examined. In the design of its leadership programmes, NCSL have identified that ‘blended learning is a signature characteristic’ (NCSL, 2002). This philosophy was only in gestation when the NPQH programme was redeveloped in 2000-1 and not articulated until after the launch. In later programmes, such as Leading from the Middle rolled out in 2003, it led to the integration of online learning into the design of curriculum and activities. For NPQH, this integration could be characterised as ad hoc and, to an extent, post hoc. The face-to-face and residential parts of NPQH, the school-base assessment and the written materials recognised the presence of online learning, but did not explicitly link with them. Much of the writing and design of the programme was done before the structure and purpose of online communities were established.

Set against this context of piecemeal development, candidates attitudes, as revealed by responses to this question, show an encouraging proportion who see the online aspects as being integrated with the whole. Some of these candidates’ commentaries on their learning show that they clearly see themselves as being at the centre of their own learning and that they are able to make links for themselves between the various aspects of the programme. This question can be considered in conjunction with question 2. In the earlier question, when focussing on hotseats, candidates were more able to see the links than in this question, where the focus may still have been on the summary of learning, even though the question was intended as a synoptic one, covering all online aspects. The proportion of responses that indicated, explicitly, that candidates saw no integration is greater here than in question 2. This may possibly be due to the serendipity candidates use to find hotseat topics and learning opportunities. It may be, therefore, that they put themselves as the integrating ‘hub’ rather then the programme itself. When asked if they can see links they tend to respond more positively than when asked if the programme is integrated, per se.

5.2 Vignettes

In this section, the responses of four candidates are analysed in more detail to show the links between the answers given to the individual questions and to give a more rounded analysis of the interviews in relation to the key questions of perception of learning through online contribution, and evidence of self-direction.  

The sample of four was chosen from the larger sample of 28 to give a flavour of the range of responses. They consist of the four most in depth interviews, each if which lasted 30-40 minutes. They are from two men and two women, two primary and two secondary. Nevertheless they cannot be said to representative of either gender or phase.

The vignettes are written in the form of a prose description. This has been constructed from the responses in the interview. These descriptions are not transcripts, but, rather, syntheses of each candidate’s responses. Each vignette followed by a commentary to draw out the findings inherent in them. These findings are presented against the two key questions of the research (see section 2).

5.2.1 Candidate 1 

The candidate was told about hotseats by his tutor. Although he did not find ICT to be a natural tool for his learning, he fitted its use around the units he was studying. He regarded its use as being like ‘doing homework’. The particular hotseat that he contributed to caught his eye as it was pertinent to a conference he was attending. 

He finds the hotseats more useful than the summary of learning because of the guarantee of a response – he used the word ‘automatic’ to describe this, although, of course it does require the hotseat guest to respond manually. 

The learning styles exercise was not found useful, he regards himself as a self-directed user of the online materials and contributory spaces and the exercise did not tell him anything he didn’t know. He chose the untis he wished to study and determined his own time allocation. Generally the topics studied were chosen to fit into issues arising at school. 

Having studied topics he presented findings to others face-to-face. There was little response to any contributions, either from tutor or peers in the online community provided for this purpose, except from people that he knew. He was contributing a learning summary once a week as requested by his tutor.

Key question: How do NPQH candidates view their learning through the use of contributions?

This candidate saw that learning through contribution was at is most apparent when responses were being given and there was dialogue. He was rather dismissive of the use of ICT in general and saw it as a chore rather than a positive part of his learning. He related all of the online learning to face-to-face activity – either school-based issues or meetings with peers that he came to know.

Key question: Can NPQH candidates be said to demonstrate self-direction in their online learning? 

This candidate related the tutor’s expectations of him and his use of online learning and felt a pressure to conform to these obligations. Once online he exercised self-direction in the selection of topics for study and in his engagement with of the hotseat tool, the choice of which was linked to his own study pattern and a conference he was attending.

5.2.2 Candidate 2

This candidate set all of his learning on NPQH, both online and face-to-face, in the context of school improvement. His school is one facing challenging circumstances (as defined by the DfES) and he was keen to find others in similar contexts and to learn from and with them. This is what drew him to the hotseat, which he saw as a case study and a chance to discuss problems, approaches and solutions found in schools similar to his own. There were no other candidates in his tutor group or locality that he could draw on for this purpose and so the hotseat was invaluable. 

He found that the responses and discussion was so stimulating that he arranged to visit another contributor in their school in a different part of the country. He also used the Internet to get background information on that school through the published OfSTED reports. By visiting the school he felt he got a much fuller picture and a truer and franker account. He thought that some of the contributions online were rather reserved and polite in tone. For himself he was reluctant to go to far in expressing himself as he feared that there maybe a separate government agenda in the use of online forums and he had a lack of trust in the medium. Further he felt that the textual, asynchronous nature of the communication prevented the more forthright ‘cut and thrust’ of discussion. This was supported by his learning style analysis, which he found useful and which pointed out his need for interaction and learning with others. He finds the online medium difficult in this respect.

Although he had made contacts outside of his immediate area he would have preferred the summary of learning tutor group to have evolved from naturally occurring groups, he found that the assignation to groups prevented their natural flow of ideas and building up of trust as people had to spend longer than necessary to get to know each other. Despite this he felt that contacts were developing and challenging one’s thinking – but these were not in the prescribed grouping. He felt that there was a feeling of ‘having to’ go into the summary of learning to meet obligations and that this was not as useful as the contacts made with colleagues in similar contexts.

Key question: How do NPQH candidates view their learning through the use of contributions?

This candidate saw that learning came about through contributions and the follow up contacts. He regards the online contributions as a first step and at a shallow level, but that through regular communication online, trust can develop and learning can become deeper and more challenging. Primarily, though, he used the online learning as a precursor to meeting others face-to-face. Nevertheless, he used the hotseats as case studies for his learning and saw these as an opportunity to learn, not only from the guest, but from the contributions and questions of fellow candidates.

Key question: Can NPQH candidates be said to demonstrate self-direction in their online learning?

This candidate conducted nearly all of his online learning at a pace, and in topic areas, of his own choosing and direction. He linked everything he did online back to his own school and its issues and chose to use the communities and resources in such a way as to address those issues. He makes very little use of any structures that have been provided for him and barely mentioned his tutor’s role in his learning. 

5.2.3 Candidate 3
This candidate browses around items that appear on her new items list. She selected to look at the particular hotseat as it was on a topic of interest. She didn’t relate it to her units of study and tends to see the online work as more of a complementary activity rather than an essential one. She does relate her online learning to her school-based activities wherever possible, however, and also saw links with the face-to-face meetings held by the region.

Having contributed to, or simply read others’ contributions in, hotseats, she prints off the discussion to provide an additional study resource. She also uses the links provided in responses to access websites to support her learning. This serendipitous style of learning was supported by her learning style analysis, but she felt this was of limited use as she saw the need to apply different styles to different topics and media. The way she was able to jump around online was different to the way she would use books, for example.

She did not find her summary of learning to be very interactive and it did not challenge her to reflect on her learning or practice. Conversely, she kept a learning journal which she used as a reflective tool. The main purpose she saw for the  summary of learning was to provide an overview for the tutor who could then monitor progress. There was little interaction or feedback online either from tutor or fellow learners. 

Key question: How do NPQH candidates view their learning through the use of contributions?

This candidate saw the online discussions, and contributions to her learning journal, as a means of building up a portfolio of resources to complement those that were provided by the materials for each unit. Her learning was done through reflection on those resources or by the application in school, rather than at the point of contribution. She used many hotseats and the contributions of others as resources and was not primarily driven by her own resources. She used the web as a visual tool, following links and exploring topics in a non-linear way.

Key question: Can NPQH candidates be said to demonstrate self-direction in their online learning?

This candidate was almost entirely self-directed in her learning and provided contributions for her tutor almost as a courtesy, empathising with the tutor’s need for updates on progress. This was a very small part of her online learning, however, the bulk of which was driven by her own agenda from school and her own curiosity. She made no comments relating the study of NPQH units to anything she looked at online, although she did see the links between what was being discussed online and the focus of face-to-face events.  Establishing these links may well have been something she did for herself, rather than something she saw as implicit in the programme structure, given her attitude to learning through exploration.

5.2.4 Candidate 4

This candidate placed her learning, online or otherwise, firmly in the context of her school. She had a headteacher that acted as a mentor and had adopted the maxim that “good headteachers grow good headteachers”. She was learning on-the-job through the leadership and example of her own headteacher and saw the online environment as an opportunity to learn and develop her own leadership skills through ‘meeting’ and discussing with other serving and aspiring headteachers.

She had changed her tactics online from being one of browsing and seeing what was new, to being more planned in her approach using her school context and the NCSL newsletter as guidance to seek out relevant topics. Within this, she saw the hotseats as opportunity to engage with practitioner-experts and their ideas, and to go beyond the personality that is sometimes a barrier at face-to-face conferences. Supporting these discussions she used the online articles as a basis for research into topics she was studying, and, taking this one stage further, the links to other resources and other communities of expertise.

An enthusiastic learner on the learning styles analysis, she is positive about all aspects of the programme and look for opportunities wherever they may occur to learn from others. Now on development stage of NPQH she was more aware of the links between modules and between the online and face-to-face elements than she was when on access stage. 

She used the online community of her tutor group both as a place for sharing learning and discussing issues and as a social space. Her tutor led this space and established the trust and modus operandi for the contributions. Candidates regular exchanged ideas and contributed to each others’ summary of learning, with this candidate logging on up to 4 times a week to keep abreast of the discussions. She used her summary of learning as a space to synthesise her learning online with that from the modules and her work in school, guided by her headteacher-as-mentor.

She saw herself as more enthusiastic than others in the group, but had begun to see the NPQH blend of learning as a paradigm for the design of learning experiences, meeting, as she saw it, the range of learning styles.

Key question: How do NPQH candidates view their learning through the use of contributions?

This candidate used the contributions and discussions as an integral part of her learning. She made extensive use of the opportunity provided by the summary of learning group to share and learn with peers and had gone on to arrange meetings with some of them to deepen her understanding of their contexts. On the other hand, the contributions she made, followed on from the discussions she had with her headteacher and the learning she was doing by experiencing leadership roles in school through her work as an assistant head. Her school context provided a rich learning environment and this was supplemented by the online space. 

In the hotseats she saw the access to experts and practitioners in a way that provided access to their ideas without the distractions of presentation. In this way she placed the contributions and questions and answers at the centre of the learning provided by this opportunity.

Key question: Can NPQH candidates be said to demonstrate self-direction in their online learning?

Although very enthusiastic and keen to make the most out of all of the aspects of the NPQH programme this candidate was guided at each stage by her headteacher. In this sense the initial impetus for her learning seemed to be external. Once online, however, she used the full range of discussions, communities and resources to engage with others and to deepen her understanding of the issues underpinning her day-to-day practice in school.

6.0 Discussion and Conclusions 

The key questions for this research were identified in section 2. These are:
1. How do NPQH candidates view their learning through the use of contributions?

2. Can NPQH candidates be said to demonstrate self-direction in their online learning?
Taking each of these questions in turn the new knowledge obtained from the study, and its relation to the literature review (section 3) are now analysed.

6.1 How do NPQH candidates view their learning through the use of contributions?

In section 2 the importance of hotseats as a place for learning-through-contribution was introduced. In section 3, Laurillard’s model (1995) of student-teacher interaction and its relation to learning was considered. In the responses to the interview it is clear that candidates demonstrate their expectation and understanding of the use of the hotseats and online community for this social learning (Bruner, 1976, Wenger, 1998). The overwhelming majority of candidates interviewed saw their contributions to hotseats as part of a process of engaging with others and of learning from experts or those already in the post of headship to which they aspired, supporting Lave and Wenger’s model of legitimate peripheral participation (1991) and constructivist notions of learning (Vygotsky, 1978). 

Conversely, when considering the tutor group community, candidates reported less of a tendency to see their contribution in terms of its social learning but, rather, as a means of meeting the perceived assessment criteria of the programme or, at least, the expectations of their tutor. Whilst not exactly classical operant conditioning, there was much more of the behaviourist attitude to learning here – carry out a defined task (the learning activities associated with a unit) and respond to it (by posting a summary). It is noted that some candidates reported doing this on a regular basis, as they were asked to do by their tutor, even though they had little or no response or feedback.

A few candidates reported that they regularly checked back into the hotseats to ‘follow the discussion’ but this was not as prevalent an attitude as in studies of the earlier cohorts (Bradshaw, Chapman, Gee, 2001). This may be due to the development of more online learning opportunities and the greater use of the summary of learning, or it may reflect the attitudes of these individuals, as opposed to those surveyed previously. It may also be that the questions in this study focused the responses on the candidates’ own particular contributions rather than the hotseats as a whole. This may be due to the first key question for this research is in the domain of the individual, rather than in community.

To what extent do the responses of candidates about their own learning match Laurillard’s model (1995) for self-directed learning and the place of the learner in it (see figure 3)?  Most candidates saw the tutor as a catalyst for the interactions and discussions as predicted by Laurillard, but to this should be added the school context and the imperatives of the professional work of these teachers. Whereas for some the tutor was, indeed, the leader of their learning, for others their online contributions, discussions and interactions were driven by their engagement with fellow learners, headteachers or hotseat guests. Indeed for some the experiential learning was developed through interaction with others in face-to-face meetings established as a result of this online activity.

6.2 Can NPQH candidates be said to demonstrate self-direction in their online learning?

In section 2, the rationale for the remodelling of the NPQH curriculum was introduced. Self-direction was one of the primary tenets of this remodelling. Further, as discussed in section 3, this notion of self-direction is pivotal to Knowles’ theory of adult learning (1984). 

Using the model of the domain of online learning proposed by Coomey and Stephenson (2001), figure 2, the responses of those interviewed when considering the hotseats and their contributions to online community may be placed against self-direction and teacher-managed learning. Candidates report self-direction in their interactions with hotseats to the extent that only a very few are guided their by tutors. Considering those who choose to contribute by their own volition, the drivers are varied and equally spread between the school context, other NPQH studies and serendipity. Other than as part of induction, no candidates suggested that they had been asked to use to hotseats as a matter of course in their study of particular units modules although several mentioned the archive and the usefulness of its indexing by module. This resource, they reported, allowed them to study units and support the propositional or theoretical knowledge therein with the practitioner knowledge developed and exposited of the hotseat discussions. This resonates with Eraut’s writing on professional learning (1994) and with the double loop model of Argyris and Schön (1974). Candidates report reflecting on their learning and their practice through the use of others’ experiences and the impact that this has on their own future practice and their view of school leadership.

Harris’ (2003) assertion of the centrality of the instructional leader and Hargreaves and Fullan’s (1998) concept of the learning organisation were evidenced by a few candidates who considered the importance of learning in their development, their role in directing that learning and the necessity of involvement of the whole school in that process. This was not widespread, however, maybe reflecting insufficiencies in the interview or, alternatively, the candidates focus on the programme for in its own right rather than as part of a wider continual professional learning framework.

In section 4.3.1 and 4.3.2, the issues of validity and bias were evaluated prior to the research being carried out. These issues can now be further commented on. Those who were sampled were those who had actively contributed. This was because it is only possible to identify this group as their names are recorded. We do now know whether others have read contributions or not. This purposive sample was deliberately chosen to ascertain the reasons behind their contributions and the impact they saw on their learning. While it could be argued that this sample, by virtue of the fact that they had chosen to contribute, were likely to show characteristics of self-direction, this does not follow. This research has identified the traits of self-direction in causing candidates to use particular aspects of the online learning environment. That they chose to contribute is not to do with self-direction but more to do with learning style (they tend to be active and enthusiastic) and willingness to have a go. The self-direction evident in this group is manifested in their decisions to use the hotseats themselves and to integrate the learning there, from contributing and reading, into their professional development and practice.
In final conclusion, the candidates who actively engage in online learning, as demonstrated by contributing to the national hotseats, show the traits of self-direction and reflection-on-practice that underpin the NPQH curriculum (see section 2). These traits are central to this school leadership programme precisely because they are those identified with the successful leader by Sergiovanni (2001), Fullan and Hargreaves (1998) and Harris (2003). To be a successful school leader is to be an instructional leader, or maybe more helpfully a lead learner. To do this requires a continuous cycle of personal learning and reflection and a willingness to take responsibility for managing one’s own learning. The sample of candidates interviewed for this research amply demonstrated these qualities and suggest that where tutors prescribe actions and learning activities these may be less valued by candidates, and valuable to them, than the candidates own online learning matched to the school-based activities and self-directed study of the learning resources, facilitated and supported by tutors and mentored by headteachers.

Bibliography 

Anderson, G (1998) Fundamentals of Educational Research London, Falmer Press

Argyris C and Schön D (1974) Theory into Practice London, Heinemann

Atkinson P and Hammersley M (1994) Ethnography and Participant Observation in Denzin N and Lincoln Y (eds) Handbook of Qualitative Research, Thousand Oaks, Sage

Barnett R (1997) Higher Education: A Critical Business Buckingham, Open University Press 

Barth, R (2001) Learning by Heart San Francisco, Jossey-Bass

Bassey, M. (1998) Action Research for Improving Educational Practice, in R. Halsall, ed., Teacher Research and School Improvement. Buckingham: Open University Press.

Besser, H. & Donahue, S. (1996). Introduction and overview: Perspectives on distance independent education, Journal of the American Society for Information Science, 47, 11, 801-804.

Bonk C and Dennen V  (1999) Teaching on the web: with a little help from my pedagogical friends Journal of Computing in Higher Education, 11, 1, 3-28   

Boud D, Keogh R & Walker D (1985) Reflection: Turning Experience into Learning London, Croom Helm 

Bowes, J (2002) Building Online Community for Professional Networks
Bradshaw P, Chapman C, Gee A (2001) NPQH interim developments paper presented to BERA conference available at http://www.ultralab.net/papers accessed 28 June 2003

Bradshaw P, Chapman C, Gee A (2002) Online communities and NCSL programmes, internal report presented to NCSL on behalf of Ultralab

Bradshaw P, Gee A, and Powell S (2002) Virtual communities and professional learning across a distributed, remote membership presented to VCI workshop, University of Navarra, Barcelona, December 2002 available at http://www.ultralab.net/papers accessed 28 June 2003
Britain, A. A. and Liber, O (1999) A Framework for Pedagogical Evaluation of Virtual Learning Environments, Bangor, University of Wales (available at http://www.jtap.ac.uk/reports/htm/jtap-041.html)

Brockett, R & Hiemstra, R (1991) Self-Direction in Adult Learning: Perspectives on Theory, Research, and Practice, London and New York: Routledge.

Brookfield S (1981) Independent adult learning in Studies in Adult Education, 13, 15-27

Brookfield S (1986) Understanding and Facilitating Adult Learning  Buckingham, OU Press

Brown. J.S., Collins, A.. & Duguid, P. (1989) Situated cognition and the culture of learning. Educational Researcher, 18, p. 32-42.

Bruner, J. (1966) Toward a Theory of Instruction Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press
Bruner J (1996) The Culture of Education, Cambridge, MA, Harvard University
Chapman, C & Ramondt, L (1998) Online Learning Communities, Chelmsford, ULTRALAB (available at http://www.ultralab.net/papers accessed 28 June 2003

Cohen L, Manion L & Morrison K (2000) Research Methods in Education, London, Routledge-Falmer

Collarbone (2000) NPQH evaluation for remodelling Internal report for DfES

Collins M (1991) Adult Education as Vocation London, Routledge
Coomey M & Stephenson J (2001) Online Learning: it is all about dialogue, involvement, support and control – according to the research in Teaching and Learning Online, Stephenson J (ed) London, Kogan Page

Curtis, B (1978) Phenomenology and Education London: Methuen 

Day, C (2003) The Changing Learning Needs of Heads in Effective Leadership for School Improvement, Harris A et al, London, Routledge Falmer 
DfEE (2000a) National Standards for Headteachers (available online at http://www.ncslonline.gov.uk/ncsl/index.cfm?pageid=210), London: Department for Education and Employment

Dewey J (1938) Experience and Education Kappa Delta Pi

DfEE (2000b) NPQH Access and Development Stage Materials, London, Department for Education and Employment

DfEE (2001) Building on Success, London, Department for Education and Employment

Douglas J (1973) Understanding Everyday Life London: Routledge

Eisner E and Peshkin A (1990) Qualitative Inquiry in Education: The Continuing Debate  New York: Teachers College Press

Elias J (1979) Andragogy revisited in Adult Education (USA), 29 (4), 252-255

Eraut M (1994) Developing Professional Knoweldge and Competence Lewes Falmer Press

Eraut, M. (2000) Non-formal learning and tacit knowledge in professional work. British Journal of Educational Psychology 70,113-136.

Fowler, C and Mayes, J (1999) Learning Relationships: from Theory to Design in Association for Learning Technology Journal (ALT-C), 7 (3), 6-16 

Gagné R (1971) Learning research and its implications for independent learning in Weisberger R (ed)  Perspectives of Individualized Learning Itasca, Peacock

Galusha (1997) Barriers to Learning in Distance Education Interpersonal Computing and Technology, 5, 3-4 available at http://www.emoderators.com/ipct-j/1997/n4/galusha.html accessed on 6 Feb 2002  

Glaser B & Strauss A, (1967) The Discovery of Grounded Theory, Chicago: Aldane
Good M (2001) On the way to online pedagogy in Teaching and Learning Online Stephenson J (ed) London Kogan Page

Gunawardena et al (2001) Do we really need an online discussion group? In Murphy D et al (eds) Online Learning and Teaching with Technology London, Kogan Page
Habermas, J (1971) Knowledge and Human Interests London, Heineman

Hanson, A (1996) The search for a separate theory of adult learning: Does anyone really need andragogy in Edwards R, Hanson A & Raggatt P Boundaries of Adult Learning London Routledge

Hargreaves A and Fullan M (1998) What’s Worth Fighting for Out There? Guidelines for Principals Toronto, OISE University of Toronto

Harris A, Day C, Hopkins D, Hadfield M, Hargreaves, A & Chapman, C (2003) Effective Leadership for School Improvement London, Routledge Falmer

Heppell S and Ramondt L (1997) Online Learning: Implications for the University of Industry Ultralab: available at http://www.ultralab.net/papers accessed 28 June 2003

Hitchcock G and Hughes D (1995) Research and the Teacher London, Routledge

Hopkins, D Instructional Leadership and School Improvement in Harris et al

Effective Leadership for School Improvement London, Routledge Falmer 

Infed (2003) The Encyclopedia of Informal Education available at http://www.infed.org/ accessed 28 June 2003

Jackson, E (2000) Building Online Community presentation for New Media Knowledge, London, Oct 2000

Jonassen, D & Land, S (2000) (eds) Theoretical Foundations of Learning Environments Mahwah, NJ: Erlbaum 

Kemmis, S, and McTaggart, R, (1988) The Action Research Planner. Third Edition Geelong, Victoria: Deakin University Press

Kerka, S. (1996). Distance learning, the Internet, and the world wide web. ERIC Digest. (ERIC Document Reproduction Service No. ED 395 214) 

Knowles M (1975) Self-directed Learning New York, Association Press

Knowles M (1983) Andragogy – An emerging technology for adult learning in Tight M (ed) Adult Learning and Education London, Croom Helm 
Knowles M (1984) The Adult Learner: A Neglected Species Houston, Gulf Publishing

Kolb D (1984) Experiential Learning New Jersey, Prentice-Hall 
Laurillard, D. (1993) Rethinking University Teaching - a framework for the effective use of educational technology, London, Routledge.

Laurillard, D (1995) Multimedia and the changing experience of the user British Journal of Educational Technology 26, 3, 179-189

Lave, J and Wenger, E (1991) Situated Learning: legitimate Peripheral Participation Cambridge, Cambridge University Press

Longworth N (1999) Making Lifelong Learning Work: Learning Cities for a Learning Century, London, Kogan Page

Longworth N and Davies W K (1996) Lifelong Learning: New Visions, New Implications, New Roles – for Industry, Government, Education and the Community for the 21st Century, London, Kogan Page

Mayes, T (2001) Learning Technology and Learning Relationships in 
Stephenson, J (2001) (ed) Teaching and Learning Online: Pedagogies for New Technologies London: Kogan Page

Merriam, S. and Caffarella,  P (1991, 1998) Learning in Adulthood. A comprehensive guide, San Francisco: Jossey-Bass. 
Moon, J (1999) Reflection in Learning and Professional Development London, Kogan Page

NCSL (2002), Presentation by M Blows, NCSL Online Assistant Director, December 2002 
OECD (1996) Lifelong Learning for All – meeting of the Education Committee at Ministerial level Paris, OECD/CERI

Owen, M (1999) Electronic Village: Guide for designing online learning School of Education, University of Wales, Bangor, 1999, available at http://d2k.bangor.ac.uk/online/online0.html accessed 28 June 2003

Palincsar, A. S. (1986). The role of dialogue in providing scaffolded instruction. Educational Psychologist, 26, 73-98.
Palloff, R. and Pratt, K. (1999) Building Learning Communities in Cyberspace: effective strategies for the online classroom.  San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.

Phillips D (1990) Subjectivity and Objectivity: An Objective Inquiry in Eisner and Peskin (eds) Qualitative Inquiry in Education: The Continuing Debate  New York: Teachers College Press 

Piaget J (1970) Genetic Epistemology New York, Columbia University Press

Pratt D (1988) Andragogy as a relational construct Adult Educational Quarterly, 38, 160-172

QCA (2000) National Qualifications Framework, London: QCA

Ramsden P (1992), Learning to teach in Higher Education, London: Routledge

Reeves, B & Nass, C (1992) The Media Equation: How People 
Treat Computers, Television, and New Media Like 
Real People and Places. Cambridge University Press
Richardson K (1995) Human Learning Potential in Bradshaw (ed) Bringing Learning to Life, London, Falmer Press
Robson C (1993) Real World Research: A Resource for Social Scientists and Practitioner-Researchers, Oxford, Blackwell

Rogers (1951)

Roman L and Apple M (1990) Is Naturalism a Move Away from Positivism in Eisner and Peskin (eds) Qualitative Inquiry in Education: The Continuing Debate  New York: Teachers College Press 
Rovai, A (2002). Building Sense of Community at a Distance. International Review of Research in Open and Distance Learning 3, 1 

Russell, T (1999) The no significant difference phenomenon. Chapel Hill, NC: Office of Instructional Telecommunications, North Carolina University available at http://cuda.teleeducation.nb.ca/nosignificantdifference accessed November 24, 2001

Säljö, R. (1979) 'Learning in the learner's perspective. I. Some common-sense conceptions', Reports from the Institute of Education, University of Gothenburg, 76.

Salmon (2000) E-moderating: The Key to Teaching and Learning Online London, Kogan Page

Sammons, P, Hillman, J & Mortimore, P, (1995) Key Characteristics of Effective Schools: A Review of School Effectiveness London: OFSTED

Schofield J (1990) Increasing the Generalizability of Qualitative Research in Eisner and Peskin (eds) Qualitative Inquiry in Education: The Continuing Debate  New York: Teachers College Press 

Schön D (1983) The Reflective Practitioner: How Professionals Think in Action London, Basic Books.

Senge, P (1996) Introduction to Synchronicity: The Inner Path of leadership, San Francisco: Berrett Koehler

Sergiovanni, T (2001) Leadership: What’s in it for Schools? London Routledge/Falmer

Sloman, M (2001) The e-Learning Revolution: from Propositions to Action London, CIPD 

Soltis J (1990) The Ethics of Qualitative Research in Eisner and Peskin (eds) Qualitative Inquiry in Education: The Continuing Debate  New York: Teachers College Press 

Southworth, G, (1990) Leadership, Headship and Effective primary Schools, School Organisation, No. 10

Skinner, B (1953) Science and Human Behavior New York: Macmillan. 

Smiley, M (2001) NPQH: a framework for discourse analysis Ultralab, internal document

Stephenson, J (ed) (2001) Teaching and Learning Online London Kogan Page
Tait, J (2002) Online and situated learning for refractive practice in teaching available on line at http://www.open.ac.uk accessed 25 January 2003

Twigg, C.A. (1997) Is technology a silver bullet? Educom Review (March/April), 28-29.

Ultralab (2000) Code of Practice for users of the think.com software 

Usher R (1985) Beyond the anecdotal: adult learning and the use of experience Studies in the Education of Adults, 17, 1, 59-74

Vygotsky, L (1978) Mind in society: The development of higher psychological processes. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.

Wenger, E (1998) Communities of Practice: Learning, Meaning, and Identity. New York: Cambridge University Press

Behaviourist: TRAINING





Cognitive: TEACHING





Humanistic: SELF-DIRECTION





Complex





                             

















Complexity of Learning Task




















Simple





Low                    Level of learner’s learning ability                      High








Concrete experience





Formation of abstract concepts and generalisations





Testing implications of concepts in new situations





Observations and reflections











Discussion











Interaction





Reflection on student performance





Adaption of world





Reflection on interactions





Adaption of actions





Student’s experiential knowledge





Teacher-constructed world





Student’s conceptual knowledge





Teacher’s conceptual knowledge











� The teachers enrolled on the NPQH programme are known as ‘candidates’ as the assumption was made that they would be applying for headships during or subsequent to their study


� It is possible to complete the Access stage in six months, but twelve is the norm.


� Hotseats and discussions are hosted in computer-mediated conferencing software. The software, think.com, was based on designs originating from Ultralab. It was implemented by Oracle as a general-purpose product for the education market, primarily aimed at school students. Although not the target audience, school leaders and those engaged on professional learning programmes, are able to use its tool as the medium for their discussions. NCSL are redesigning think.com to provide a more fit-for-purpose tool. At the same time, Ultralab are now at the stage of respecifying the software for other projects. 





� Throughout this work, ‘teacher’ should be read taken to include ‘tutor’, ‘facilitator’, ‘coach’ and ‘mentor’.


� Social here refers to the learning with others, in a group, and is not intended to imply informal learning from social, as opposed to professional, interactions.


� Robson (1993) lists case study, experiment and survey as ‘methodology’. I use here the classification of Cohen et al (2000), in which these are methods of data collection within the interpretive, naturalistic metholodogical paradigm.


� The summary of learning is the online space where candidates post their learning, typically after each unit for comment by tutors and other candidates. The learning journal is the candidate’s private journal, often kept offline. 






