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Introduction

This is the first part of a report that involves a learning context analysis based on a needs assessment using the innovation model (Smith & Ragan, 2005). The report recommends the development of online course materials providing instruction on web skills that support the traditional upgrading program delivered in a supervised self-paced format in Lax Kw’alaams, BC.
Background
Lax Kw’alaams is a remote First Nations community in Northwest BC. Northwest Community College has begun an adult literacy program this past month to deliver courses on-site. An instructor provides supervised instruction for learners enrolled in self-paced Math and English courses ranging from grades 9 to 12. The instructor also leads face-to-face classes on Education and Career Planning. The remoteness of the location is exacerbated by a current lack of communications infrastructure. The instructor has no phone or Internet access during daytime hours to contact students, the Band, or the College, and relies on a phone and computer with dial-up Internet connection at home.

Most of the adult learners are mature females with several children. They balance school time with caring for their children and volunteering within their community. Because of their commitment to meeting obligations that is part of maintaining their extended kinship networks, most adult learners require time off from school to accompany their family to engage in harvesting of traditional foods, or attend family events outside of the community. Other life priorities make it very challenging for these learners to complete courses within a semester.

Part 1: Needs Assessment

1. Selection of Needs Assessment Method
The unique characteristics of the learners’ needs while living in a remote First Nations community is not so much a problem, although they pose significant challenges for course delivery using traditional methods. These adult learners have a greater need for mobility to meet kinship and community obligations: traditional food harvesting, feasts, escorting sick relatives for medical care, grieving process that requires extended time away from school, etc. The upgrading program is still in its pilot phase, and many challenges related to its start-up currently revolve around logistical and communications issues rather than issues related to instruction. 
Starting with the discrepancy model, several key questions can serve to illustrate issues. Learning goals are still being identified as discussions continue between the Band Council Education Committee and the College. Both the instructor and students are contributing feedback to this dialogue. Goals of the instructional system are still being worked out. As a result, it is difficult to determine how well the goals are being achieved, if the Band, the College, and the students, all have undefined goals. Students are making limited progress partly due to logistics issues, and partly because of no flexibility of instruction offered currently other than supervised in-class self paced instruction. Most students are not reaching successful completion of courses within a set period of time.
One telling question in the discrepancy model is whether the existing instruction is being delivered efficiently. A second question to be asked is whether the existing instruction appealing (Smith and Ragan, 2005). As such, the students are very pleased to have the opportunity to return to school, and are mostly patient with the challenges. However, most students want to have the option to participate as students in supervised, self-paced classroom instruction, but want to also have the option to be participating on a flexible schedule, using the Internet to gain feedback from the instructor when unable to attend while meeting other pressing obligations that make physically attending classes impractical/impossible.
2. The Needs Assessment
The needs assessment was conducted informally as a round-table discussion during a recent potluck luncheon, followed up with a survey at identify computer literacy skills of adult learners taking upgrading courses to prepare for College programs. Seven participants, including the Education Coordinator, The Education Committee Chair, and students, discussed issues related to the delivery of the upgrading program, and completed the survey. 
Questions addressed the following:

· Levels of computer access, type and condition of home/work computers, and access to Internet within the community; 
· Types of barriers preventing usage (such as condition of PC, number of PCs in the home, concerns over Internet use, including viruses, and number of others sharing home PC); Comfort levels of learners using PCs and laptops for learning activities such as word processing, web surfing, and managing drives, peripherals, files and folders; 
· Learners’ surfing activities, including downloading, using IM (Instant Messaging), Bebo/Facebook, Google, other search engines, and online discussion forums.
3. Needs Identified
During the discussion, several students mentioned that it would be great to have continued contact with the instructor via Internet despite being unable to attend classes. The students explained that there are a growing number of adults asking for computer courses to be delivered by the College. College English courses require mastery of basic online research skills and word processing skills, yet students expressed frustration that the classroom is not equipped with Internet access to allow the students to complete writing assignments, and get support as needed. 

A point brought up during the discussion among students by the Chair of the Education Committee was that the Band Council will soon be introducing high-speed Internet access to members of the community within the next year. Also, given that more and more adults are purchasing computers and Internet connection for their children, the need to effectively use the web to take online courses is becoming ever more important. All the students, many of whom with young children, agreed. 
Based on the results of the needs assessment, 6 out of 7 students were skilled with downloading, had a strong knowledge of social networking applications such as Bebo and Facebook, as well as MSN messaging, and had knowledge of common search engines. However, none of these same students indicated that they have a more in-depth knowledge of research sites and discussion/collaboration tools. 

4. Potential Solution
Adults taking the upgrading courses with an online component would need to have a more comprehensive knowledge of web research tools and sites, and be introduced to a Learning Content Management System (Moodle). By introducing the students to a formal learning management system, they would gain the required skills and knowledge to confidently participate as online learners taking online courses in future. They would also be introduced to online collaboration skills so that they can participate in discussion forums, essential skills needed to succeed as online learners in any future post-secondary studies. There would also be a need for developing learners’ online research skills, so that they are proficient with online research strategies. 
Providing voluntary online support and a conduit for communication and collaboration between students and their instructor, is key to addressing key concerns expressed by students seeking to complete their upgrading while meeting other obligations.  
Introducing a web-based component to the College upgrading courses would also improve communication between the instructor and with students with Internet access and are outside the community, enabling them to continue working on assignments and receive feedback on an as-needed basis.

Finally, an online component that encourages learners to engage in personal journaling, while ensuring a space of safety and privacy, would cultivate learners’ voices, and help foster confidence in learners.
Part 2: Proposal Development

The Course Proposal

A significant skills gap identified by the needs assessment is that students have little experience using online discussion forums to express ideas and exchange opinions. Though there is widespread knowledge of social networking and instant messaging applications, the communication is limited to close friends and family. In addition, students have little knowledge of using blogs for private journaling for purposes of personal development. Also, though most students can identify three search engines, other search tools are not commonly used. Most students are also unaware of the risks of surfing online, although several students indicated a concern about viruses on the needs assessment. 

To address these expressed needs, the Web Skills course would be delivered online using Moodle, a Learning Content Management System (LCMS). It will provide instruction for adults taking College upgrading courses. Topics will include: Internet research skills, online collaboration and discussion skills, and knowledge about online privacy, safety and security.  
Some major learning activities will include the following:

Guided surfing activities

Students will be asked to engage in discovery activities guided by a way-making surfing task. Another example would involve a collaborative online web quest activity that involves exploration of the blogosphere.

Evaluating Sites/Applications/Utilities

This activity would involve developing students’ research skills by having them compare/contrast the Copernic and WebFerret search utilities. Another example would be for students to be introduced to a number of research sites, then asked to find specific information.

Personal Blogs

Another example would be to enable students to practise blogging through the search for examples of writing memes online, and then engage in the creation of memes, then share with a learning partner, or instructor for feedback. 
Student/Instructor Feedback
There will be a number of activities that will consist of a guided dialog between instructor and individual students to encourage learner autonomy and bolster learner motivation. Examples would be to encourage individual learners to express their impressions of their learning experiences, send in self-evaluation exercises reflecting on the learning process, exchange information about web resources on various subjects, submit drafts for review and feedback without grading, and ask for additional resources and hints so they can engage in their own independent study project. 
Describing the Learners

Gender, ethnicity and racial group identification are important characteristics to consider for this group of learners. The adult learners participating in this course are mostly females between 20 to 40 years of age, with children, who have lived most of their lives within a remote First Nations community. They are eager to learn, although most are a bit apprehensive about their abilities as learners in a formal academic setting. They have very busy lives, heavily involved in community events and keeping in active touch with extended family and clan.  Several learners have been to residential schools, or have had parents or relatives attend the residential school system, so their experiences of schooling have frequently been oppressive and authoritarian in nature. In many cases, these learners have displayed both trait anxiety and negative academic self-image in formal learning situations. Frequent feedback, more emphasis on structure, and clear instructions will address this learner characteristic (Smith and Kagan, 2005). 
Internet technology, such as Bebo, is frequently used by these learners to solidify and extend kinship and clan ties and enhance communications among family members. Along with a need for rapport-building there is also a need for self-reflection on past experiences. In the past year, students have been encouraged to write in journals, and if comfortable, share their ideas with the instructor and/or with other learners. Several learners have demonstrated a strong internal locus of control, so it is crucial to provide options for unstructured learning activities (Smith and Kagan, 2005).
These learners have a strong sense of personal and cultural identity. Most of their knowledge has been built up through experience, not formal education. These adults are very autonomous, preferring to be active in the process of meaning-making with others and learning by interpreting personal experiences to gain knowledge. Most of these learners prefer collaboration and cooperation to competition. Therefore, the design of the course will be in agreement of the theoretical assumptions of individual constructivism (Smith and Ragan, 2005).

The Learning Context
The Web Skills course will be delivered online on Moodle. Students will be able to use the online resources to support the learning activities they engage in the classroom, and facilitate communication with their instructor. The learners are provided an opportunity to choose a variety of learning resources based on their needs and interests (Heimstra and Sisco, 1990). Participation will be entirely optional.  Learners will not have to participate in any of the online activities. They will be able to choose which learning activities will best meet their needs, and will be able to also choose a pace of study that best suits them (Heimstra and Sisco, 1990). Not all learners have Internet access in the community or while traveling, so content needs to be developed to encourage voluntary participation. Those learners who engage in journaling during class will be encouraged to post to blogs, and learn more about how others use blogs to express ideas, and if they choose to share their ideas, will receive feedback. Those students seeking to complete English writing assignments can receive additional feedback on their drafts by contacting the instructor for individualized feedback. Learners can choose to engage in either independent learning with the instructor or another co-learner (Reigeluth, 1996). Those students who are unable to attend classes because they are traveling, or because of other conflicting priorities, can choose to log in and complete online activities, blog, submit assignments for feedback and grading, and leave messages for the instructor. Those students interested in discussing education-related issues in a moderated forum are encouraged to participate. In effect, the learning context is facilitative in nature, in that it encourages learner autonomy, offering opportunities for learners to take on greater responsibility for their learning (Heimstra and Sisco, 1990).
Identifying a topic
A specific topic that will be developed as a unit of instruction is Personal Blogs. It will cover the blogging process, setting up a blog, examples of personal blogs, and blogging writing activities (individual and dyad). This instructional unit fits into the web skills course in that it facilitates learners’ development of personal voices. There are several obstacles learners need to overcome so that their voices can emerge:

· inability to begin writing (writer's block);

· inability to find one's voice in and through one's own writing;

· inability to bring critical judgement to what one writes as one is writing it, or while reviewing what one has written;

· over-activity of personal critical censor, slowing creative flow of words or resulting in rejection, dismissal, and/or destruction of one's written products (Hunt & Sampson, 1998).

This unit of instruction seeks to encourage learners to find and use their voices in written expression.
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