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Introduction: Challenges for higher education and the capacity for coping with change

The University of Oslo is a large European university covering most academic subjects, with a student population of 32.000, and 5.000 faculty and staff. As are other institutions of higher learning, the UO is currently involved in dramatic changes in its educational offerings. Higher education in Norway as elsewhere in Europe is subject to broad processes of change structurally and pedagogically, due to globalization, demographics, technology and other challenges. 

Traditionally, universities have had as one of their prominent features the ability to resist external pressures for change and temporary turmoil, and have preserved many of their characteristics for centuries. In the present context it is crucial that universities as organizations adjust proactively, exactly in order to keep their long term relevance and leading role as knowledge base for and in the society of which they form part. The work accounted for here is a move in such a direction.

The Norwegian instantiation of the Bologna Process: The Quality Reform

Initiated by the Bologna Declaration of June 1999 the Bologna process aims at restructuring and revitalizing European public higher education. In a Norwegian context the Bologna process has manifested itself as the so-called Quality reform, which was implemented by fall 2003. Supplementing the harmonization of degree and grade structures and other features of the Bologna process the Quality reform has a strong emphasis on pedagogy, that is, on the quality of learning. The pedagogical component is based on a constructivist perspective on learning as a social activity, from which three closely related goals for educational activities in higher education are derived:

· Teaching methods are to emphasize and support the student as active learner 

· Teaching methods are to include evaluation forms which support learning (formative rather than summative evaluation) 

· Teaching methods are to ensure a close follow-up of student work

In brief along with new financial instruments for institutional accountability the reform brings to the fore the student both as customer, as active creator of knowledge, and as responsible contributor in a collective of learners.

What’s ICT got to do with it? 

Report to the Parliament no. 27 (2000-2001): The Quality Reform of Higher Education boldly states the educational role of ICT: 

”[...] use of the new technology has become a precondition for the ability of the institutions of higher education to create relevant, updated and flexible educational offerings” (p. 17, our translation).

Accordingly work at UO on implementation of the reform is clearly based on the view that ICT forms an integral part of the process of pedagogical renewal. This is not to say that ICT is a means to “support” otherwise unchanged educational practices, but that it is one although critical component in a larger picture of educational development. We argue that examples of pedagogical ICT use sustaining the pedagogical aims in the Quality reform include the following:

· Students as active learners: Tools, organization and culture which give the students access to resources and support collaboration in problem solving, reasoning, process writing, exercises, peer-review, etc.

· Follow-up of (and by) students: Tools and rules-of-the-game which give the tutor access to student work and collaborative processes, as well as tools, organization, and culture which make the students a mutual learning resource co-responsible for each others’ learning

· Evaluation forms which support learning: Tools, organization, and culture supporting formative evaluation and the students’ reflection on their own learning process

The University of Oslo flexible learning initiative

Within this context the University considered pedagogical exploitations of ICT and the introduction of flexible learning as instrumental to achieve the goals of the reform (in fact, for all operational purposes flexible learning is defined at UO as ICT support to the Quality reform). Hence, the current ambition is to create a highly supportive, constructivist-oriented learning environment which facilitates students developing knowledge in dialogue within the collective of co-students and tutors, and to integrate in such an environment a well-designed digital infrastructure for learning with groupware and digital learning resources. An institutional strategic 2003-2007 plan for a flexible, ICT-supported learning initiative was developed and passed the University Board in November 2002. 

The strategy states five goals for the institution, as a move towards coordination and strengthening of previously established efforts. These goals commit the institution 

· to integrate ICT as tool and pedagogical support in educational offerings, 

· to develop competence and motivation of faculty and staff to explore and exploit ICT in teaching, 

· to provide the students with generic competence in the use of ICT, and of ICT as knowledge resource,  

· to create conditions under which students will be able to take part in learning both on campus and situated elsewhere, and 

· to promote organizational learning in issues relevant to the strategic initiative.

The main instrument of change is, first, the distribution of seed money to foster development projects creating educational provisions in which pedagogical ICT is exploited to support the reform’s pedagogical goals. Second, lessons learned in these projects, either related to educational methods, technology, or organization, are systematically disseminated by means of seminars and other channels. During the first three years focus is on ”ordinary” campus programmes, whereas continuing education and life-long learning will be emphasized later on in the period.

The operational framework for the initiative is designed along matrix principles. A coordinator reporting to the Senate sub-committee on education is in charge of the initiative. The coordinator has at his disposal a “think tank” which processes project proposals, supports the projects, and develops tactics. Members of the group are representatives of a number of academic and administrative stakeholders: Unit for University Pedagogy and InterMedia are both academic units, the Educational Technology Group and the Section for Continuing and Distance Education are administrative ones, the University Library is both.

Over the last two years the initiative has supplied NOK 7 240 000 (881 589 EURO) in seed money to local development projects of flexible learning, according to criteria established by the Senate subcommittee on education, as well as comprehensive support by the actors listed above. With a local contribution of 50% of the overall project cost the activity volume amounts to more than 1 763 000 EURO. As of fall 2004 the total of 49 projects are contributing in various ways. All 8 faculties have submitted project applications. The use of technology amounts to a large degree to the use of digital video enhanced / embedded within various web contexts and of the UO virtual learning environment (VLE). The active use of VLE as an indicator of the level of acceptance of technology-enhanced teaching throughout the organization shows that by spring 2003 it amounted to 80 courses and 3 000 users whereas after the introduction of the Quality reform by fall 2003 it had tripled to 241 courses and more than doubled to 6 400 users. By fall 2004 it has increased to 369 courses, 12 685 students and 729 faculty. Furthermore, substantial dissemination of experiential findings from the projects has been carried out by means of a conference and a series of seminars.

Conclusion

UO has reacted proactively to challenges addressed in the Bologna process and in the Quality reform, and displayed the capacity to adjust in a relevant and forceful way. An important expression of this capacity is the 2002 decision by the Senate, and hence commitment from the senior leadership, to make ICT a contributing factor to the implementation of the Quality reform. ICT is now integrated in the entire value chain, from the tasks of the central administration to the students’ day-to-day learning. It is extremely important now that this commitment stays clear and visible on a long-term basis, and that it translates into a permanent process of educational development. However, herein lays one of the present challenges. A university President and Senate have to take on leadership for many processes and interests within a large university, sometimes with competing foci. After one year of reform a widely shared view among faculty is that too much of their efforts have now been invested in educational matters, and that research is given too little time and resources. The situation calls for a clear leadership at all levels in order to get the message through to local faculty that the university’s mission is research and education, and that the latter is not just a spin-off off the former but calls for serious commitment and reconfiguration as clearly stated in the Quality reform. 

Surely, considerable work remains to be done. It is clear, however, that without an institutional strategy anchored at top level of the organization, and without the financial resources that are being allocated to implement the strategic plan, we would never have achieved very much. 
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