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Introduction
The Virginia Department of Education funds eight regional Training and Technology Assistance Centers (T/TAC) to provide support for Virginia educators who serve students with disabilities. T/TAC centers are staffed with specialists trained in various areas of special education. 

These specialists travel throughout their regions to provide services to the population they support. Their services include personnel development on special education issues, assistance to schools in meeting Virginia’s accreditation standards and assistance to local educators in meeting the requirements of the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) as well as the Individuals with Disabilities Act (IDEA). They provide newsletters, conferences, workshops, consultations, referrals and a lending library of resources and reference materials including assistive technology devices.

The organization is developing T/TAC Online, a website with the goal of making many their resources readily available and developing an online community dedicated to improving the educational opportunities of children and youth with disabilities.



Performance Analysis

T/TAC staff have developed workshops on a variety of specialized topics, which they deliver throughout their regions.  The challenge presented to the T/TAC Immersion Team 1 is to develop a procedure through which this content can be delivered effectively via T/TAC Online.

The purposes of the performance analysis were to identify:

· Drivers and barriers to T/TAC’s ability to transfer content to webshops and courses

· Technology issues related to successfully transferring content into webshops and courses

· Technology issues related to successfully delivering content as webshops and courses

· Quality of presentation issues related to transferring content from a leader-led format into an online delivery format

· Other issues which need to be considered for successful implementation 

The information gathering process consisted of interviews with the Director of the Kellar Institute of Human Disabilities, T/TAC staff including Assistive Technology Specialists, the T/TAC Online Specialist and the T/TAC Online Webmaster, the Region Four T/TAC Coordinator and the Assistant Coordinator and the Statewide Coordinator for Distance Education. In addition, we reviewed documents posted by previous T/TAC Immersion groups on their project sites. Usability evaluations of the content upload process were conducted with a T/TAC staff member as well as all of the team members. 

The data gathering process was conducted between September 15 and October 1. Team members worked in sub-groups and individually to gather as much information as possible in the time available. As information was obtained, it was summarized and transcribed into documents that were stored on the team project site for immediate access to all team members. Informal analysis began as soon as data was available. Formal analysis began September 29 when each team member provided a report of their data to the group. Analysis continued in a series of daily meetings through October 3 to discuss findings and recommendations. The results of the analysis were compiled into this document between October 2 and October 6.

All interviews were recorded and the usability evaluation was videotaped. Copies of the recordings and video are available.  Complete documentation gathered from the sources listed below is available at the Immersion Group 1’s site at:

http://immersion.gmu.edu/ttac/fall2003/group1/docs/research_sources.html
This site contains a summary of key points and full transcripts of interviews with the following sources:

Dr. Michael M. Behrmann

Director

Kellar Institute for Human Disabilities

Region 4 T/TAC Centers

Mary Wilds

Statewide Coordinator for Distance Education

Virginia Department of Education

Lynn Wiley

Coordinator 

GMU T/TAC Center

Estela Landeros

Assistive Technology Specialist

GMU T/TAC Center

Kay Klein

Assistant Coordinator/Positive Behavioral Support Consultant

GMU T/TAC Center

Fran Smith

Coordinator

VCU T/TAC Center

The following sections highlight the critical drivers and barriers we have identified as potentially impacting success of the project. Following the drivers and barriers is a detailed summary of the research results as they relate to the proposed implementation, team recommendations, priorities and conclusion.



Drivers

· Attendance by teachers at training seminars and conferences has declined due to staffing and funding shortages. By making training available online, it is hoped that teachers will be able to access the information they require even if they cannot attend in-person training.

· Schools facing challenges meeting the Standards of Learning (SOL) requirements now require more services from the regional T/TAC specialists than in the past. Providing online training with content that was previously delivered in a face-to-face format will enable T/TACs to continue to provide this information while taking on the added responsibilities associated with supporting schools challenged by SOL requirements.

· T/TAC staff that have seen demonstrations of the site believe that it will enhance their ability to service their client population.

· T/TAC staff see the value of compiling training from across the state and making content available to all regions regardless of who created it.

· By making training materials available online, travel by T/TAC staff can be reduced. Materials will be more readily available to those in remote geographical locations.

· There is a possibility of enhancing the training experience by providing online training developed by nationally recognized leaders and specialized subject matter experts in addition to T/TAC staff.



Barriers

· The existing process of transferring training materials into a template on the T/TAC Online site is cumbersome. The staff that have tried it have experienced frustration. The instructions are not complete and the process is tedious. If the initiative is to be successful, the system needs to be dependable and easy to use. 

· Managing the technology issues related to transferring content online is not a primary job function for these highly trained educators. The system needs to strike a balance so that the technical expertise required to successfully use it matches closely with the existing technical capabilities of the population charged with populating the site.

· While the staff responsible for creating online content are highly trained and expert at leading workshops and seminars, they have no training or expertise in the field of online training development. The staff is willing to learn and apply standards, but need efficient and effective training on the subject.

· A large percentage of the population served by T/TAC online does not have access to high-speed Internet connections.  Bandwidth limitations may reduce the options for content design and delivery.



Summary of Research Findings

Technical Issues

Uploading Content

· The current system is not dependable. Tasks cannot be completed consistently by following instructions provided.

· The current system has usability/interaction design problems.

· There appears to be no established, standardized workflow for media and presentation creation.

· There is a desire among T/TAC staff to use other types of media (e.g., video, PDF, flash, PPT) to support their presentations. This feature is not fully implemented in the current version of the application.

Connectivity

· A significant percentage of the client population has been identified as having to rely on dial-up communications. All proposed solutions must be appropriate for dial-up connections. 

Multimedia Capability

· Most staff that were interviewed expect to be able to include video and or audio files in their presentations. Site limitations of file size and format are not indicated.

· There are technical issues associated with audio accompanying video files.

Staff Technical Expertise

· The primary client population has a limited degree of technical knowledge with regards to the web and media creation. There is a great deal of variance in the levels of expertise among the client population.

Regulatory Issues

508 Compliance

· The client population is not trained in the techniques of making digital content accessible.

· The staff needs to understand the issues surrounding Section 508 requirements and how they apply to digital media for presentations.

Copyright Issues

· We learned that there is a significant concern among content creators over copyright issues, regarding the use of images, and incorporated SME materials. Copyright issues are generally covered in the live presentations under educational fair use, but once this material is published on the web, there will be issues concerning access of the materials to non-educators

Quality of Webshop Experience

Pedagogical Reengineering of Content

· There is a need to define best practices for the content providers client to guide them through the process of converting live training into information that creates effective online learning.

· We discovered a desire among the members of the content providers for a “hands on” workshop and a webshop that would lead them through the process of creating and uploading a webshop.

English as a Second Language

· The population served by T/TAC online includes families who speak Spanish, French and Korean. 

Scope Issues

Defining and Positioning Courses

· When analyzing the data gathered from our sources, we were able to note very distinct differences in understanding, perception, and expectations with regard to courses. We need to pursue further investigation of where courses will fit in the scope of the project priorities.



Recommendations

· Evaluate and streamline the process of transferring content to the site so that it functions easily and dependably for all its users. 

· Review and address 508 compliance and accessibility issues.

· Review audio/video capabilities of the site and revise if necessary.

· Enable users to create and save their work locally. This will enable them to have backup copies of their work regardless of Internet connection availability.

· Match the level of technical expertise required to transfer content to the technical capabilities of the staff performing the transfers.

· Review and revise user guidance to include the workflow steps required prior to starting the transfer process, such as organizing all files to be uploaded into an appropriate directory structure. Provide this documentation in a printable format.

· Provide training to the staff responsible for creating and transferring content. Ideally this training will be a live workshop presenting

a. Guidelines for successful online training development

b. Opportunity for participants to bring their materials and create an online webshop with support from the facilitator

c. Hands-on demonstration of process of transferring content to T/TAC Online site

· Create a webshop on topics covered in the above workshop. Workshop participants could use the webshop to deliver the same content to others in their region that were unable to attend the workshop.

· Research and document copyright issues. Include these findings in workshop training, webshop and other training materials.

· Create a system to make online training content available on CDs to people who do not have broadband Internet access.

· Consider providing access to courses via partnerships, subscriptions or other arrangements organizations that have existing programs to deliver required content in an online environment. The site could provide links directly to the course content that would be maintained by the provider.



Priorities

Our intent is to address all of the recommendations during the current term between October and December 2003. The recommendations are listed above in their order of priority. First and foremost, our goal will be to address and remedy identified technical and user interface issues so that the tool for transferring and delivering online content and is reliable and has good usability.

Next, the entire workflow process will be documented for both content providers and users so that expertise required to use the system matches that of the staff responsible for the tasks.  This will include designing procedures that will ensure content on the site meets Section 508 requirements.

Concurrently, implementation will begin on the other recommendations including an e-learning development training workshop and webshop, regulatory issues, accessibility issues, CD distribution system and research into online course providers.



Conclusion

From our research, it is clear that the T/TAC staff is excited about the potential of delivering training via T/TAC Online. They see this as a tool, which will enhance their ability to service their client population. The T/TAC specialists and administrators interviewed have thought through how they will integrate this capability into their workflow. Like much of the current trend in online training, they envision a “blended” approach. For example, teachers could view an online training before consulting with the T/TAC specialist on a particular subject. After reviewing the training, the specialist would answer questions and provide other direct support. 

However, these expert individuals who are highly trained in their areas of specialization are aware that this process requires skills for which they have little or no training or experience. The baseline technical skills for the group are in line with expectations for people who use computers as a tool to accomplish other work. At present, the documentation presumes technical knowledge that does not exist. At present, the staff responsible for creating the content, while highly skilled at facilitating seminars and workshops, is not trained in the techniques of e-learning instructional design and development. Both of these issues can be resolved through the recommendations for documentation and training.

We are excited about the opportunity to maximize the utilization of staff through the addition of online training to T/TAC Online’s services. It has been a pleasure and honor to meet the talented and dedicated staff we will be working with to bring this vision to life.
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