The Evolution of the MIICE Partnership as an Agent for Enhancing Quality in Education

Abstract

The history of the MIICE project from the start of the new millennium is sketched out and emphasis is placed upon its wide range of activities in underpinning quality in the various educational sectors. A national network exists linking partners from universities and local authorities. The project aims to achieve synergy with other concurrent national developments. Key characteristics of the MIICE approach are defined and case studies are highlighted covering its mix of strategies including conferencing, training workshops, website design and curriculum or resource development.

Introduction 

MIICE is an acronym for the Measurement of the Impact of Information communications technology on Children’s Education.

The rationale behind MIICE is to define those qualities of good learning and teaching where these processes involve the use of ICT. These qualities often are recognisable but the problem is that they are not so easily defined or assessed.

An instrument was developed, its validity put to the test and then implemented in a variety of contexts within a range of partnership activities. 

A Brief History of the MIICE Partnership

The Scottish Interactive Technology Centre is the lead agency within the MIICE partnership. The Centre is based at Moray House School of Education at Edinburgh University. 

MIICE grew out of a set of 16 case studies made in the latter part of the 1990s decade. These studies informed the document “ Scottish Schools: Using the Superhighways “ (1998).

The partnership held its first meeting in the spring of 2000 and has been actively expanding ever since. Within the following six years its partnership encompassed seven major Scottish Universities and 31 (of the total 32) different local authorities across the nation.

The partnership is dedicated to discussion and action research to enhance learning and teaching through appropriate use of ICT. The main activities of the MIICE partnership consist of conferences, (including via the medium of video conferencing), a regular quarterly newsletter, training workshops, discussion groups, a website (with downloadable resources, such as instruments and papers) as well as research and development. This wide variety of activities meets the criterion of having a mix of strategies for fostering a more successful initiative. 

Some key characteristics of the MIICE approach are:

1) Practitioner-led

2) Pragmatic and flexible 

3) Not just related to core subjects

4) Based on an ethos of collaboration and sharing

5) Emphasis on synergy with other concurrent developments

ICT as an Agent for Change

A commonly - held perception is that ICT has great potential for supporting or even being the transforming agent for a shift to a new learning paradigm - that ICT could be the initiator of an evolution or even revolution within the education system. 

There is a spectrum of philosophies from those who would eschew the use of technologies to those who would see it as a means for revolutionising the whole of the education system. Within the extremities three contrasting viewpoints might be summarised thus- by those who perceive computer use as: firstly a straightforward supplement to the curriculum; secondly - as an enrichment or reinforcement to the curriculum, or thirdly as a facilitator for an emerging curriculum.

Individuals or institutions will differ and may journey along a continuum of viewpoints so there is a need for differentiation in meeting needs, particularly where there are mismatches between an individual’s standpoint and skill-level, and that of the individual’s host organisation. There could be much to gain from a self-assessment measurement framework to locate where one is situated, what the next step should be and what or where  is the available support. 

A current trend perceives evaluation as a collaborative process involving the building of mutual understanding. In the action research tradition emphasis is placed upon the need to empower practitioners by providing them with a framework that enables them to carry out their own evaluations. This also adds an educative element to the process of judging value, but it requires a culture of reflective practice and a need to provide support networks and training for these new practitioner evaluators.

The MIICE Toolbox - its Validation and Applications

A cornerstone of MIICE’s original aims was the production of practical materials for schools. Thus a central development has been the creation of the MIICE toolbox. The toolbox of measures is designed to account for both the creative and routine use of ICT. These two modes – creative and routine - are important contrasting themes underlying the instrument. The metaphor of the toolbox is apt because the complete set of tools is unlikely to be needed in any single situation or job. The thirteen outcomes are best viewed as a ‘superset’ from which to ‘pick and mix’. To use the toolbox in its entirety is regarded by its designers as both exhausting and potentially demoralising and is not the way it was intended.

The MIICE quality framework is specific to the uses of ICT within a range of learning activities not just with regard to learning computer skills but also wherever ICT is used to learn about other topics. The early deployment of the MIICE quality framework suggested that the measures had a wider application since many of these items embody principles of good general learning, teaching or management - by any method or with any sort of innovation. The MIICE toolkit emphasises general learning skills rather than specific ICT practical skills. The toolbox is flexible, examines the learning environment and promotes reflection. It is detailed instrument rather than a sheet with boxes to be checked.

The primary purpose was to audit success in an area that can be difficult to exercise professional judgement, to help teachers be more clear about the standards by which are fostering excellence, by defining high standards and targets to help teachers see ‘the bigger picture’ about ICT as a lifelong skill. 

The framework can be used to determine a target for an individualised educational programme, to articulate the criteria for success within a scheme of work or the overall school development plan. It can be used to illuminate reports to parents, or to enrich the content of school handbooks.

The detailed structure and the successful testing of the instrument’s validity is documented elsewhere At a key point in its refinement, the framework consisted of 13 outcomes – the broad areas of impact - set out in three groups (of 7,7 and 3 respectively). The 41 components therein are aspects of the outcomes. There are two, three or four components in each outcome. (Several of the 41 components are duplicated and appear within two outcomes.).

The components are in turn broken down to more tangible measures. Within each component there are from one to six measures – these being the detailed activities about which questions might be asked when assessing achievement. 

To take just one illustration of the relationship between outcomes, components and measures:

‘Skills Development’ is the second of the thirteen outcomes: its third (of three) component’s is – ‘Collection and Analysis of Information’ , and this component’s first (of four) measure questions ‘Do learners continue to refine their enquiry skills by using ICT?’ 
Training workshops and MIICE involvement with CPD Training

An important workshop activity for the MIICE initiative has been its regular contributions within the ongoing MasterClass training programme. The longer-term programme benefit lies in the creation of a reflective community of practitioners concerned with evaluating and sharing their experiences. The MIICE Partnership provides just such a forum within Scotland. 

MIICE partners presented to some 450 teachers and others at its first four workshops within the SETT show (Scottish Education and Teaching with Technology) to stimulate interest and to consolidate its presence at future events.

MIICE has been incorporated as part (e.g. one morning session) of the successful four-day MasterClass programme to reflect on the ways in which ICT adds value. The evaluation of the MIICE overview was rated as useful though (albeit not as highest – rated facet, perhaps lay in the challenge and intimidation of discussion of best practice due to an initial lack of confidence and under-preparation) of delegates.

By the spring of 2003 already nearly 600 Scottish teachers and ICT support staff had been trained in use of MIICE in their planning and evaluation. This involvement has continued ever since. The later secondment of “MasterClass’ teachers into primary schools would allow the faster dissemination of the benefits of learning and training. At a more local level MIICE has been used within primary and secondary school in monitoring aspects of its’ ICT development plan, including its CPD needs of staff.

The training of new members of the profession is worthy of examination at this point

Initial Teacher Education

Originally ICT in Initial Teacher Education had a focus upon technical skills and was lacking both classroom context and pedagogical focus. However the revalidation of the B.Ed. course at one Scottish university offered an opportunity to completely revamp the design of the ICT content so as to foster positive attitudes towards the creative and innovative use of ICT in both the nursery and primary school settings. MIICE helped address the earlier deficits.

Teaching students developed technical skills and pedagogic awareness to qualitatively enhance their ICT practice. The MIICE toolbox was introduced at the earliest opportunity within the course. There was good evidence that this was successful because a large number of students then progressed on to use the toolbox as an appropriate and integral reference point for their ICT assignment.

University tutors believed students were gaining improved understanding of what could or should be occurring when ICT is integrated into the learning process. MIICE helped the students to really think deeply and articulate their creative ICT ambitions. This has become well integrated into both their virtual learning environment and within their practical work for instance in art and design.

In this way ICT became no longer just an add-on but integrated within the course. Students used MIICE to record and report their use of ICT within projects and teaching practice. They focussed more clearly on the quality and texture of learning. MIICE was used to set clearer attainment targets for students and for their tutors to assess their projects, thereby solving the previous problem of non-assessment and its consequent under-valuation of the ICT element in the course.

More recently MIICE has been used as part of teacher training as faraway as Perth, Australia at the Curtin University of Technology 

Synergy, Architecture and Common Frameworks 

Synergy involves the working together of two or more factors especially when the result is greater than the sum of their individual capabilities. The fact that ICT has an impact is readily acknowledged but there is in addition a requirement for synergy to overcome fragmentation and limit proliferation in this area. There are always risks both of proliferation of frameworks, instruments and schemata and further ‘reinventions of the wheel’. Without synergy there will only be the creation of further barriers and burdens. Instead what is required is a super - architecture, an overarching framework of measurement. 

Rather than duplication and adding to the workload of practitioners the MIICE approach pursues the merits of ‘joined-up thinking’. Various members of the MIICE partnership have diligently and assiduously mapped and cross-referenced the synergies between MIICE and other concurrent conceptualisations from the outset of the Partnership. 

The synergies are written about more extensively elsewhere but they include links with the 5-14 curriculum .the Charter Mark , with How Good is Our School ? ,and with the government’s E-strategy.The other synergies are with psychological frameworks such as Gardner’s multiple intelligences, school management and leadership policies, the Standard for Full Registration of Scottish Teachers , the Standard for Chartered Teachers,  the National Priorities in Education in Scotland, and the Scottish School Digital Network. The inter-relationships with the key components of the various schemata are variously mapped-out.

The government’s E-strategy has within its objectives the transformation of learning and teaching as well as opening up education to partnerships (like ones such as MIICE). Included within the strategy’s priorities are:

A collaborative approach

Good quality training and supporting packages

A leadership and developmental package for organisational capability

The evolution of the MIICE partnership can demonstrate successes within those priorities.

The MIICE network holds a positive view of the value of ICT for learning and teaching while acknowledging the vital fact that ICT is not always the optimal means of achieving important learning goals. MIICE has a strong ethos of sharing in order to help teachers and others make an informed choice about when and how best and to use ICT and thereby reinforce, extend and enhance their pedagogy and so raise pupil attainment.  

The ethos of the MIICE partners with its networks of peer professionals  (supplemented with some links to business partnerships and commercial sponsorship) is one of sharing. Such networking has a clear role - but to disseminate best practice one needs to know the most effective pedagogies.

Supporting Schools

There is a need for school-based support and external support involving reliable technical support and external enabling services. This could involve links with local community and local clusters of schools working with each other. Local training provision alongside participation in national ICT developments, electronic networks and forums. The fact that Scotland is a small country enables easier meshing of local and national networks and the MIICE group benefits from this fact. Another important suggestion - from BECTA - is that success depends on combining different activities within an overall strategy.

Use across the Curriculum

MIICE has be made of use within both the core curriculum e.g. evaluating the quality of information-handling outcome of 5-14 maths and equally in a non-core curriculum subject like physical education where the use of video together with specialist CAL (computer assisted learning) package for physical education 

Synergies and overlaps were demonstrated the MIICE framework and various 5-14 curricular areas (amongst them English language, mathematics, social subjects, science, art and design at levels A, C and D). Specific topics included shape, position and movement; people in the past; living things and the processes of life; using materials techniques; expressing feelings, ideas, thoughts and solutions.

A digital video has been prepared in a primary school to reflect the reality behind the sometimes abstract language associated with MIICE.

The MIICE toolkit has been useful in evaluating specific pieces of hardware such as laptops, tablet PCs and iPods uses  as learning tools, measuring specific gains in e.g. mathematics.

The toolbox has been used also as a monitoring proforma for teachers and pupils -either as hardcopy or online instruments .In any such study, the MIICE toolkit is refined to develop a questionnaire that reviews a manageable number of outcomes.  It is recommended by some users that any study use a maximum of 6 areas or questions.

Some education authorites have incorporated a selection of statements derived from the toolbox into their annual ‘MOT’ snapshot tool on a schools progress with ICT . Furthermore as part of an investigation into the wider impact on learning on their uses of integrated learning systems such as Success Maker and RM maths. The ICT coordinators were saved much time by using MIICE as it was quick to get going and could be used to assess progress over time and facilitated collaboration between departments (e.g. computing and business education)

One secondary school for instance was able to use MIICE to evaluate activities across four subjects English, History, Modern Studies and Science.

MIICE has also proved useful within the ’hidden curriculum’ being used in a video development project fostering better home – school links

Video-conferencing and Digital Networking

Video-conferencing linking small schools within the rural, remote or island parts of the nation is especially valuable. Evaluating gains from this utilised the MIICE framework. Videoconferencing by the MIICE team was also used to plan strategy of monitoring and articulate the ‘value added’ to learning within the provision of SSDN intranet. The SSDN Intranet forms part of the Scottish Schools Digital Network The development of ICT within Scottish education by deploying broadband to connect schools and authorities together and allow them to exploit this enhanced level of connectivity for educational purposes This will be a secure online IP environment designed to deliver a range of critical services, applications and content to teachers, pupils and education managers across the country. MIICE is in a position to plan, monitor and review the educational gains which result from the use of SSDN which should include high quality, attractive resources which would address a wider range of learning styles and the opportunities to collaborate and share using the system’s integrated tools. Another aspect to monitoring the differences SSDN might make is the ‘softer skills’. The structure needs to be contextualised to the adoption of “A Curriculum for Excellence”.

Conclusion

The aims of MIICE project  is the definition and dissemination of good learning and teaching where these processes involve the use of ICT. A partnership  between Universities and  Local Authorities  networking right across Scotland has pursued a range of activities, amongst them training , conferencing, curriculum and website development .It runs alongside many other concurrent developments within the educational sectors.
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