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Introduction

This document is the preliminary design of the Community of eLearning Practitioners to be implemented by Sylvia Currie of Webbed Feat in collaboration with SFU’s eLearning Innovation Centre (eLINC). The first year of this project will involve research, design, and a pilot phase, ending with the official launch of the community. 

This document serves to envision the community—its membership, the topics and activities that will attract members to the community, and the tools to support these activities. The design will allow the community to evolve based on participation and feedback from the membership. In other words, the purpose of the design is to help the community develop, rather than to impose a rigid structure.
Vision and Goals

The goal of the Community of eLearning Practitioners is to bring together individuals who share an interest in elearning research and practice, and to offer opportunities for dialogue across disciplines, geographical borders, professions, levels of expertise, and education sectors. 

The community will provide a forum for the advancement of elearning knowledge and practice, a means for the dissemination of research results and methods, and a venue for the study and development of online communities of practice. The core activity for the community will be scheduled and moderated seminars that are free and open to the public. These scheduled activities will provide something new each month, and help to create rhythm and build expectations. Seminar moderators will volunteer their time in exchange for an opportunity to give back to the community, as well as to gain feedback from peers on draft articles, beta software, research projects, and other work-in-progress. The community coordinator will support individuals who are interested in learning and practicing moderating skills. 

In response to suggestions from community members, additional scheduled activities will be introduced gradually, such as working groups, special interest groups, workshops, courses, and certificate programs. 

Outside of the scheduled activities, the community will offer a venue for showcasing the work of members, and for ongoing and open peer exchange of questions, answers, advice, ideas, resources, job opportunities, and anything else that is relevant to elearning practitioners.

In regard to dissemination of research, the community will include ERDA (a new eLearning research Centre), other eLearning research centres at SFU, and the University Industry and Liaison Office in terms of its technology transfer activities.
Project Phases

Four phases are planned for the first year. Phase 1 will involve research and consultation with prospective participants in the project. This phase will help to define the design phase. Phase 2 will focus on the design of the community environment, and the activities for the launch of the community. Phase 3 is the pilot, during which selected members from SFU will participate in a scheduled activity in the community environment. In Phase 4 marketing will begin and the community will be formally launched.  A timeline for the phases is provided below.

Audience and Participation

Initially, community members will be SFU faculty and staff and, later, membership will be open to all interested individuals. While the community activities will appeal to an international audience of elearning practitioners and developers who are involved in elearning at all age levels, this preliminary work will ensure that the interests and expertise of the SFU community are incorporated into the design of the community, and that the project take full advantage of existing faculty development initiatives, research projects, software licenses, and software development work. 

There may be a need in the future to offer private activities and meeting places for members of the SFU community, or other practitioner groups. In addition, fee-based activities such as courses and workshops may require a differentiated cost for SFU members.

Participation in the community should be flexible and inclusive. In the public seminars, members may choose to participate by reading along rather than actively contributing to a discussion. A mix of novices and experts in the field of elearning will be encouraged.

Roles

Advisory Committee

An Advisory Committee will be established and will consist of informed stakeholders who can provide guidance and feedback in response to the various stages of development, and the community process. Responsibilities will include:

· Attending meetings as scheduled

· Validating policies and procedures

· Confirming criteria for community evaluation

· Providing feedback on request

Assisting in promoting the community
Project Coordinator

An eLINC Program Director will act as Project Coordinator, in order to facilitate the development and the implementation of the eLearning community. The Project Co-ordinator will be responsible to the Director of eLINC for:

· Consulting with the Community Coordinator

· Acting as the liaison between various SFU resource people and project participants

· Monitoring and reporting on project expenses 

· Monitoring and reporting on progress in various stages of the project

· Assisting in the launch of the community

· Participating in community activities

· Facilitating ongoing evaluation of the project
Community Coordinator

The Community Coordinator is responsible for the design and the day-to-day operations of the community. A primary responsibility for the Community Coordinator is to constantly watch for, and bring forward, actions and communication that are indicators of success, problems, and community needs. The general tasks include:

· Identifying potential opportunities for seminar topics, events, liaison, and partnerships.

· Planning, organizing, facilitating, and promoting activities and events.

· Monitoring community site access and dialogue.

· Fostering the development of members.

· Correspondence related to the community.

· Continually assessing the value of the community.

· Maintaining the community environment and resources

· Maintaining member accounts / mailing lists

· Consulting with the Project Co-ordinator and preparing reports as required
Moderators

Individuals volunteer or are invited to moderate discussions because they have an interest in a topic and will benefit from sharing their knowledge, skills, research, products, and work in progress. The moderator works with the Community Coordinator to prepare for and facilitate a discussion. 

Technical Support Staff

The primary roles of individuals involved in technical support are to install and set up hardware and software to support the community, and to troubleshoot technical problems as needed. As the need for technical support may be sporadic, particularly after initial start-up, this support role may best be assigned to an eLINC employee as part of their regular duties. 

Writer

A valuable outcome of any scheduled discussion is a summary of topics, highlights, resources, further questions, and next directions. Moderators may be willing to take on this role, but do not always have the time, and may also benefit from sharing this role with another member. Having a writer available for each scheduled seminar would add value to the community archives. This could be a paid student position. 

Member

Members are individuals who choose to create a community account. They may choose to participate at a level that suits their interest, time, and comfort level.
Proposed Activities

Community activities will focus on teaching and learning practices, research, development, and technologies related to elearning. It will operate on a basis of shared goals and experiences, with activity ideas and directions emerging through participation by its members. The following is a list of proposed activities that would serve the intended audience:

1. Seminars

Scheduled seminars facilitated by volunteer moderators will provide the foundation of the community. These seminars will be free and open to the public.

2. Exchange Centre

Designated areas for ongoing dialogue, sharing resources, and posting announcements, etc.

3. Research

Graduate Student Research

The community will provide a venue for students who are interested in sharing and obtaining feedback on their elearning research, or who are interested in studying online communities of practice.

Software Research and Development

There are many ways in which the community can leverage elearning software design and development work, such as organized focus groups and software release announcements.

4. Enhancement to campus-based activities

Opportunities to support existing campus-based activities will be explored. For example, Faculty Learning Communities, and workshops that are supported through the Learning and Instructional Development Centre (LIDC) could be promoted and supported by the community.

5. Teaching enhancement courses and programs

Online programs that are currently offered by SFU could be offered to the public.

6. Exchange of expertise and services with other communities 

Several established online communites share the same basic goal with the Community of eLearning Practitioners – to bring togehter individuals who share an interest in elearning research and practice. Each community has a unique format and would benefit from an exchange of expertise and services. For example a core activity of LearningTimes.org is webcasts, and Edusource.ca exists to facilitate the sharing of learning objects. Liaising with these and other communities would be value added.

7. Continue to investigate ideas for activities

As stated in the introduction, the purpose of the preliminary design is to help the community develop, rather than impose a rigid structure. A major activity  will be to continually investigae ideas for enhancing the community.

Plan for Technology and Access

The community environment will provide access to a collection of tools to carry out proposed activities, with the vision that this collection will be expanded. Also, on occasion, certain activities may take place at other venues, or using prototype tools. Given that a primary interest of the community members will be elearning tools and best practices, the community should be open to experimenting with a variety of tools to carry out its activities. Also, it is in the interest of the SFU community to use tools that are currently available for carrying out work related to teaching and learning online.Some essential components in order to launch the community are:

Environment 

An obvious goal for the environment is that it will be easy and efficient to navigate and maintain. The initial design can be very simple, but with the intention of introducing more sophisticated features to support members and sustain interest. 

Asynchronous Communication

Various conferencing tools will be explored and evaluated. An open source system is desirable because it will allow for customization. The PHP-nuke site recently developed for the Co-op program at SFU will be reviewed as a viable option. 

Synchronous  Communication

As with tools to support asynchronous communication, various synchronous tools will be explored. Tools currently available to the SFU community will be explored, for example SFU currently leases for Eluminate Live (eLive).

Member registration

Individuals will be able to create their own members accounts. This will give them access to contribute to discussions, to upload files, to edit information aobut themselves, and to personalize their access. All free activities and archives on the site should be available to the public without logging in. 

Eventually there may be a need to differentiate between different levels of membership. For example, if there are certain activities that are fee based, but at a reduced rate or free to the SFU community, then we need to plan in that direction during the design phase.

Automated password reminders are essential, as well as the ability to control duplicate registrations.  Automatic notification of any registration dificulties members are exeriencing should be enabled so that the Community Coordinator can provide immediate and personalized assistance.

Members should have access to edit a personal profile which contains biographical and demographic information. There should be an option to publish or keep private each field in the profile database. Certain fields should be mandatory so that we can track members. Also, while being able to see who is online will pomote one-on-one networking, there should be preference setting to remain invisible to others while visiting the site. This is especially important for encouraging newcomers to visit the site to become acculturated and to participate at their own comfort level. 

Systematic organization of resources

There are many types of resources that will be made available to supplement community events and activities, as well as those contributed by participants in these activities. In the site design thought should be given to how we will organize resources so they can be easily retrieved, and the context in which they were generated known.

Information about Participation 

In order to monitor participation, connect individual members and their contributions, and identify access and navigation issues, it is important to have access to participation data.  
Plan for first year
	Phase
	Timeline
	 Activities

	1
	Research
	2004


	July –

August 
	· Identify development team and advisory committee

· Literature review  

· Comparative analysis of existing educator communities  

· Review of communication and community tools  

· Recommendations based on review 

· Consultation with prospective participants in the project 

	2
	Design
	
	September – December
	· Community environment design  

· Selection and integration of community tools  

· Selection of activities for the pilot and implementation phases

	3
	Pilot
	2005


	January  – March 
	· Pilot selected activities with SFU community   

· Establish activity schedule until the end of June  

· Further refinement of community environment

	4
	Marketing & Implementation
	
	April –June 
	· Finalize activity schedule up to and including June  

· Announce community launch to selected list serves   

· Send invitations to individuals  

· Work with volunteer moderators and prepare for seminars  

· Prepare recommendations for 2005-2006 
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