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Introduction

The PROWE project is funded by the Joint Information Systems Committee (JISC) as part of its Digital Repositories Programme. Commencing in June 2005 and finishing in May 2007, PROWE is focusing on the potential of repositories at the informal and individual levels. The project's overall aim is to develop an understanding of how current technologies can, and are, being used to support communities of part time distance tutors. In particular, the project will establish the role that individual and group repositories play in informing professional practice and facilitating (part time) staff development. The project has a central research question:

"In what ways could wiki and wiki-type environments be useful and useable as personal and

informal repositories to support professional development within part time tutor communities

of practice?"

Two institutions, The Open University (OU) and University of Leicester (UoL), are involved in

the project. Both institutions make extensive use of part time tutors although tutor duties, and

thus associated professional development needs, vary quite widely.

The project needed to identify/develop technology fitting the requirements of both partner institutions, both the tutor’s requirements and interoperability with existing systems. At the OU, an open source system called elgg was implemented, following extensive requirements gathering from tutors. This was followed by a pmwiki.

At the University of Leicester, a pan-university system called Plone was implemented with enhancements being informed by user surveys. A suite of wiki and blog features have been included, as well as demonstrator repositories to facilitate an emerging need for cross-discipline collaboration.

At the time of writing, the evaluation phase of the project has just begun. 

Project Outputs
These will comprise
· Demonstrator communities of practice based on Wikis and blogs, which can offer a ‘user defined’ view of repository management and engagement and experiences from which will be synthesised into two case studies around ‘repository engagement and management’. 
· An extensible Metadata Application Profile for ‘E- Learning Professional Development’ for use within personal and informal repositories together with recommendations for future research.  

· A shareable ‘Personal Repository Management Toolkit’ referencing existing accessible resources wherever appropriate.  The toolkit will comprise a set of practical guidelines for practitioners, in the form of learn about guides with a practical flavour.  These will include how to choose the right tool, how to use a Wiki/blog in an education community, guidelines for managing collaboration and social networking/best practice, metadata management, principles for integrating informal repositories and relating them to the more formal repository systems based on enterprise solutions 
· An evaluation report including the two case studies and critical examination of the potential of these tools with part-time campus-based tutors and part-time (distance and campus-taught) students together with an accessibility expert evaluation.
Project Outcomes

PROWE and the case studies resulting from the project will contribute lessons of practice to a number of debates, especially those around the fluidity of Internet and open source web technologies and the solidity of established institutional priorities, practices, and attitudes. They will also provide potential models for implementation. Additionally PROWE will raise awareness of debates around ownership of knowledge and the authorship of learning/teaching materials. Likewise it will facilitate discussion of how metadata and storage issues relate to present tutoring staff deployment and development at a time when many such staff are peripatetic and /or based in multiple institutions. 
Initial Findings

Tutor Engagement
Part-time tutors tend to be stretched and time poor. There is a known need for informal repositories for part-time staff as tools for community building and for sharing ideas and resources.  It is important to sell the benefits of the informal repository and so engage the tutors from an early stage.  The wiki needs to be easy to use and pick up by those with no prior knowledge of this technology.  The ability to build new processes into normal working practices enables tutor buy-in.

The tutors involved in the requirements survey all expressed the wish for more interaction with other tutors and for more sharing of resources. There was a great deal of optimism about the possibility of developing a shared resource or repository. However, many reported a lack of time for collaborative activity and, equally, a concern over ownership issues for shared materials. In particular, an issue arose over the ability to retain original materials whilst also offering them up for others to develop in new directions. Some were concerned about how they would continue to access materials they would share. 

Regarding the content that might be developed in a shared space, this would relate to

common issues for tutors. At the OU specifically this would include, for example, supporting

younger learners or those in prison. 

Facilitator support 

Facilitator support was found to be important in the initial stages of the wiki’s implementation.   However, in the second phase of the project at the OU site, moderation was minimised in light of our aim to achieve a non-resource intensive environment.

Metadata for Informal Environments
Both project partners agreed that the metadata necessary for demonstrating usefulness of the wikis in continuing professional development could all be contained within FOAF. The fact that this protocol is an industry standard and already in-built into elgg has enabled us to confirm the belief that FOAF is a suitable and more contextually adaptable alternative to other metadata schemas, such as UKLEAP. FOAF is also central to transferring personal data and records between institutions and organisations across the sector, which makes it a much more flexible, useful and sound solution in terms of interoperability.

Metadata requiring huge amounts of input from users (seemingly not to their benefit) do not make sense to users and are too complex to be effective if they also really require external moderation, for example, to ensure quality. Therefore, a ‘light touch’ application profile based on FOAF has been developed.
However, surprisingly, users are interested in their own profiles and are taking time to input a great deal of information and update these regularly. It would seem that it is important for tutors to be able to assess authority, gain trust and give consideration to how they appear to their peers.
Further Information

All project outputs are being made available via the project website at www.prowe.ac.uk . The project will also be inputting into other projects and a synthesis study as part of the Digital Repositories Programme.
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