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1. Background 
The IDIBL project is an action-research approach to the development of new models for teaching 
and learning at the University of Bolton to access students for whom the current university offering 
does not fit. It is led by the Institute for Educational Cybernetics and is part of the Jisc funded 
Coeducate project, and has the remit to collaborate with other departments in the University to 
develop new provision.
Its aims in 2007 were: 

1. to enhance the existing reputation of the University of Bolton, as a professionally-focussed 
university; 

2. to capitalise on the global reputation of the University of Bolton for technology enhanced 
learning leadership through IEC in its JISC-related work, by extending its status further for 
innovation in pedagogy at HE level, and 

3. to stimulate development across the University of Bolton of successful models of e-learning 
and inquiry-based learning where appropriate. 

More specifically the IDIBL project aims to: 
1. establish a new framework for awarding qualifications at the University of Bolton which 

permits negotiation of learning and negotiation of award within a quality framework of 
standards; 

2. develop new partnership models to supplement those existing at the University of Bolton so 
that employers may engage with the scheme; 

3. evaluate this action research in order to improve access, retention and achievement for 
students identified as falling outside current provision; 

4. develop new approaches to online, distributed e-learning using existing and emerging 
technologies and 

5. disseminate within the university and more widely the results of this action research. 
The project's research focii are: 

1. online communities of inquiry - learning and action learning sets, specialist guests, etc.; 
2. use of emerging technologies - university supported core technology, social software, web 

services, etc.; 
3. assessment - patchwork media - learning journals, formative, summative, peer, self, etc.; 
4. 'teaching' strategies - facilitating reflective learning through modelling and intervention, etc.; 
5. retention and progression strategies based on motivational approaches etc.; 
6. widening access and participation - relevance of course, flexibility, etc.; 
7. staff working practices - team teaching, collaborative assessment, etc.; 
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8. negotiated learning - work-based standards and competencies 
9. progress files - Personal Development Plan (PDP), etc.; 
10. workplace impact - learning for performance, etc.; 
11. partners and stakeholders; HEI, professional bodies, employer engagement, etc.; 
12. student support for distance online students - student advisors, admissions, fees, etc.. 

Its activities include: 
1. developing a framework structure of modules; 
2. constructing a web site to disseminate the approach widely; 
3. promoting the approach to staff in Bolton; 
4. meeting staff at Bolton who are interested; 
5. developing academic papers for peer-reviewed conferences and journals; 
6. developing a Masters programme to be delivered by IEC; 
7. delivering the Masters programme; 
8. mentoring and collaborating with Bolton staff delivering IDIBL based work. 

2. Staffing of the IDIBL project including the pilot MA Learning with Technology 
 

Staff / Year 2007-8 2008-9 2009-10 
2010-11 

(estimated) 

Stephen Powell 1.0 0.5 0.2 0.1 

Mark Johnson 0.5 0.2 0.2 0.1 

Richard 
Millwood 0.4 0.4 0.3 0.2 

Total 1.9 1.1 0.7 0.4 

3. Progress 
In the first year the project opened discussions with members of the university, established a web 
site and designed, documented and prepared to validate the IDIBL framework released as an open 
educational resource.

The framework describes an approach to teaching, learning, and assessment delivered online 
through a generic set of process oriented modules.  This allows staff across the University to 
readily develop new courses to address specific opportunities they have identified without the need 
to undertake a full-validation of a course and associated modules.

In 2008, the framework was validated alongside an instantiation of the framework - the pilot 
programme, MA in Learning with Technology to be delivered by IEC.
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This course fulfilled the local plan for IEC to establish a Masters programme to tap into IEC's 
expertise and at the same time provided the action in the IDIBL projects action-research. The 
course continues to act as a leader within the University of Bolton and to enable an evaluation of 
the framework, in particular to support subsequent innovation in other departments.  In October 
2008, after some marketing activity, 26 students expressed interest in the Masters of which 7 were 
converted to enrolments.

Marketing, promotion and recruitment activities continued throughout 2009 and 2010, including the 
production of a publicity leaflet and bookmark, direct mailings to the University of Bolton's partner 
FE and school organisations, approaches to Partnership for Schools, direct mailing of City 
Learning Centres and advertising at JISC RSC conferences. Only a few leads were generated and 
conversion was poor. Those students that have been recruited have mostly been through word-of-
mouth.
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Student numbers for the Masters in Learning with Technology for each module over five semesters 
are as follows: 

Module / Semester S1 
2008-9 

S2 
2008-9 

S1 
2009-10 

S2 
2009-10 

S1 
2010-11 

Analysing the Professional 
Context 7 4 1 

Organisational Improvement 9 2 

Action Research 2 1 2

Action Research Preparation 

Action Research, Exhibition, 
Validation and Synthesis 1 

Total 7 9 6 3 4

On 6th November 2008, Built Environment and Engineering validated Regeneration and 
Sustainable Communities Programmes at undergraduate and masters levels and they now have 
four students enrolled on their Masters programme.

On 13th May 2009, Arts, Media & Education validated the Foundation degree in Management and 
Administration. In both validation events the Masters in Learning with Technology, and its External 
Examiner reports, acted as firm evidence to support the course team's innovation.

4. Publications & Presentations 
The following publications and presentations were made to articulate and disseminate the IDIBL 
projects approach, although this is not exhaustive and many other opportunities to disseminate 
have taken place less formally: 

Date Title Authors Journal / Conference 

Oct 2007 The IDIBL Project Richard Millwood National Action Research Network on 
Researching and Evaluating Personal 
Development Planning and ePortfolio 
Practice NTFS project launch, Bolton 

Nov 2007 Whatʼs wrong with university? / 
University for Improvement 

Richard Millwood Royal Society for the Arts 

Jan 2008 New Perspectives- Learning - the 
next 25 years Richard Millwood Making IT Work international 

conference, BESA, London 

Feb 2008 Learners at the Centre Richard Millwood Learning@School conference, 
Rotorua, New Zealand 

Apr 2008 What is meant by social software? Heads of e-Learning Forum, Coventry 
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Apr 2008 Personalised Learning and the 
Ultraversity Experience 

Richard Millwood, 
Stephen Powell 
and Ian Tindal 

Interactive Learning Environments 
Vol. 16, Iss. 1 

Jun 2008 Developing technology-enhanced, 
work- focussed learning – a 
Pattern Language approach 

Richard Millwood, 
Stephen Powell 
and Ian Tindal 

Proceedings for TSSOL 2008, 
Technology Support for Self-
Organised Learners, Salzburg 

Jun 2008 Can we improve the future with 
lessons from our past 

Richard Millwood Jisc Regional Support Centre South 
West, Bridgewater 

Jun 2008 The IDIBL project 
Stephen Powell 
and Richard 
Millwood 

Inquiry in a Networked World, LTEA, 
Sheffield 

Oct 2008 Patterns for Online Community of 
Inquiry Richard Millwood ULearn, Christchurch, New Zealand 

Nov 2008 The Undergraduate Student as 
Action Researcher 

Richard Millwood, 
Stephen Powell 
and Ian Tindal 

UVAC Annual Conference 
Proceedings, York 

Jan 2009 Inter-disciplinary Inquiry-Based 
Learning (IDIBL) 

Stephen Powell, 
Richard Millwood 

NUCCAT Workshop Series, Bolton 

Feb 2009 IDIBL Framework Mark Johnson, 
Stephen Powell 

CRA Board Presentation 

Mar 2009 The IDIBL approach Richard Millwood SITE Panel Presentation 

Mar 2009 CO-EDUCATE - Curriculum 
Design for the 21st Century 

Stephen Powell, 
Mark Johnson 
and Richard 
Millwood 

CAL 2009, Brighton 

Apr 2009 Inter-Disciplinary Inquiry-Based 
Learning (IDIBL) Focusing on 
Action Research in the Workplace 

Stephen Powell, 
Richard Millwood CAEL Case Study in Active Learning 

Mar 2009 On Reflection, teaching and 
vicarious understanding: Lessons 
from the IDIBL project 

Mark Johnson CRA Publication 

Oct 2009 Teaching through Dialogue Richard Millwood ULearn, Christchurch, New Zealand 

Jun 2010 Technology support for the 
Patchwork Text Assessment 
approach 

Richard Millwood Patchwork Text Ten Years On, CRA 
seminar, London 

Oct 2010 Delightful Learning Richard Millwood JISC Regional Support Centre, 
Eastern Region forum, Cambridge 

Apr 2011 Ultraversity - the impact of online 
work-focussed learning on the 
lives of students three years after 
graduation  

Richard Millwood 
and Stephen 
Powell 

CAL 2011, Manchester 

IDIBL Project and Masters in Learning with Technology evaluation report - 4th November 2010

5



5. Evaluation 
Beginning in June 2010, the project team and others in IEC have been involved in meetings to 
evaluate progress and plan for next steps for the Masters in Learning with Technology.

Methodology:
Data was collected in the following ways:

• 10 members of staff associated with the use and rollout of the Framework participated in 
a semi-structured interview lasting approximately 45 minutes.  Conversations were  
transcribed and used to identify mechanisms that supported the use of the framework.

• The IDIBL project team with other staff from IEC undertook three 2 hour long focus group 
sessions to unpick the lessons learned with the curriculum innovation.

The above will contribute to a peer reviewed journal paper, the IDIBL project three years 
on. The paper will disseminate and account for the project's progress in influencing 
practice, systems and outcomes at the University of Bolton. More papers will be written, for 
example to discuss the IDIBL, Ultraversity and other university's that have implemented 
such frameworks in the light of the ideas of disruptive innovation of Clayton and 
Christensen.
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Issues identified included: 

Positives: 
1. The course lives 
2. It provides concrete evidence 
3. The IDIBL model is useful for 

staff in different departments 
and subject groups

4. The experience has been 
helpful for developing the VLE 
at Bolton 

5. The course has helped 
elaborate & articulate issues 
not touched at the validation

6. Some examples of very 
effective online community - 
mutual support & participation  
in learning activities 

7. Staff involved have developed 
experience of  SITS and other 
university systems 

8. It has developed capacity 
amongst IEC staff 

9. It has enhanced IEC's 
reputation through having a 
Masters course 

10. The course has had good 
external examiner reports 
regarding its innovative 
approach

11. The IDIBL approach has been 
widely disseminated 

12. Employers and learners like 
the flexibility of the framework 

13. It has developed new 
collaborations with other 
Schools in the University 

14. It has generated discussion 
(albeit to a limited degree) 
about online learning and 
good practice 

15. The framework enables staff 
to reflect on and critique their 
current practices

Negatives: 
1. Student experience on the 

course has been mixed 
2. Patchy effectiveness of online 

community 
3. Insufficient IEC staff have 

engage with the initiative
4. Team teaching is a difficult 

approach to develop 
5. Hotseats were too few to fuel 

peoples need for authoritative 
views from the course offer 

6. Little sharing of learning plans 
between students 

7. Student numbers too low to 
make use of the benefits on 
online community learning 

8. Lack of technical innovation in 
delivery 

9. Ineffective marketing and 
recruitment 

10. Barriers to staff engagement 
due to lack of fit with existing 
structures, practice and 
systems 

11. Life-fit/story not clear to 
students 

12. Where's the learning 
technology? 

13. Where's the cybernetics 
piece? 

14. UoB has an unclear unclear 
costing/pricing structure for 
such courses

Ideas to consider: 
1. Pricing / costs 
2. Affiliation with other local 

universities such as MMU 
3. Community - overarching 

space for IEC / China / Phd / 
Masters with subspaces 

4. Life Story - a clearer 
explanation of how the 
approach delivers on life-long 
learning and workplace 
improvement 

5. Too much similarity to market 
not enough content curiosity 

6. Rebrand the programme with 
more communicative award 
and module titles 

7. Mix and match modules with 
PGCHE modules for 
Professional Development 

8. Marketing and recruitment 
requires further attention 
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6. Potential next steps 
The following ideas were developed in the evaluation meetings and fleshed out here: 
6.1 Improve the effectiveness of IEC's teaching by: 

a. Pooling our Masters students with BEE's in overall organisational terms with sub-groups for 
modules and for themes, sharing management, facilitation, assessment, external examining 
and other quality processes; 

b. Managing expectations and clarifying activities for students; 
c. Bringing PhD students under the same umbrella, being clear about entitlements and 

responsibilities; 
d. Developing new ideas to engage our IEC colleagues in the learning/teaching act. 

6.2 Improve recruitment to the MALwT by: 
a. Rename the Masters - further discussion needed; 
b. Recast the Masters as a more generic, inclusive degree; 
c. Propose alternative ways to 'consume' the IDIBL project, write a leaflet for each and then 

test with some focus groups / individuals: 
a. Taking on the course (leaflet already printed); 
b. Building a CPD portfolio of modules (which may become a qualification if and when you 

decide, like cashing in your pension); 
c. 'Joining' IEC to benefit from the 'club' and engage with modules when ready; 
d. Better portraying the expertise of IEC - promoting it as a department and clarifying its 

members' track records etc. through a better web site. 
6.3 Develop the IDIBL design to address: 

a. clarification of how the shell framework enables mixing modules from IDIBL with existing 
courses and new; 

b. continue cross-linking development of IDIBL with that of Co-Educate; 
c. respond to the UoB review of teaching - proactive with regard to IDBL framework as a tool; 
d. encourage existing courses to adopt IDIBL pedagogical approaches through the creation of 

a set of online resources and workshops e.g. Patchwork, Online Community, Action Inquiry. 
6.4 Propose radical action for the University of Bolton to establish a new branch university
Based in this country to offer the generic IDIBL approach which 'contracts in' services from the 
University of Bolton, but develops its own new infrastructure to match the approach rather than try 
to change existing infrastructure to adapt to the approach. This may involve partnership with other 
HE, employers, a professional body, may be global in scope and may be politically timely. For this 
to begin to be an idea, a clear connection with Bolton's aims and sustainability needs to made. 

6.5 Review and revise the aims of the IDIBL project 
In the light of current developments in the HE environment and the experience gained thus far with 
the project.
6.6 Exemplify OER on the grand scale 
Using the IDIBL design by paper writing and setting up a community.

7. Recommendations 
The potential to take the next steps identified clearly depend on resource allocation which should 
be discussed at future IEC management meetings. In the meantime, the 'low hanging fruit' will be 
addressed by the team as we continue with this years activities, in particular 6.2 (a. and b.) and 6.3 
(d.).
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