Distance learning and e-learning in SEA

With the emergence of the information society over the past decade, we have witnessed growing demand as more people go online for more flexible learning opportunities that overcome existing time or geographical constraints. Around the world, international agencies, governments, non-governmental organizations, universities and businesses are using the Internet to revolutionize the way that they deliver their educational and capacity development programmes. A recent report by the Sloan Consortium, for instance, found that nearly 2 million students were studying online in the United States alone in 2003.
 The same report found that the majority academic leaders surveyed believed that online learning quality is already equal to or superior to face-to-face instruction. While maintaining appropriate quality assurance schemes, distance and e-learning programmes are development new innovative and interesting ways of implementing capacity building programmes in both the developed and developing world. Moreover, Internet-based and computer–mediated learning systems are shifting the balance of control from the education providers to the learners. 

With regard to Strategic Environmental Assessment (SEA) there is significant interest among environmental assessment practitioners and academics with regard to how it might be possible to utilize online learning so as to reach a greater and more widespread audience. The initial developments to date have been carried out by so-called “early adopters” in a rather unsystematic and limited manner through the production of individual teaching programmes and online courses. There has been a gradual growth in online learning resources related to SEA and examples include: 
· Oxford Brookes University’s Distance Learning Packages on SEA -  www.brookes.ac.uk/schools/planning/SEAdist.html. This course contains extensive learning resources in terms of descriptions of existing SEA regulations around the world, examples of SEA in practice and descriptions of some of the main assessment and evaluation methodologies. This course module has been further developed in collaboration with the United Nations University in order to increase the interactivity and video content. The materials will be used in the UNU-Global Virtual University initiative (http://www.gvu.unu.edu); 

· World Bank’s SEA Distance Learning Course as developed by the World Bank Institute http://info.worldbank.org/etools/docs/library/107861/sea/sea/index.html. The course was jointly developed by the World Bank, China State Environmental Protection Administration (SEPA) and the International Association for Impact Assessment (IAIA) in collaboration with other local and international institutes. The objectives of the course are to raise decision makers' awareness about SEA and its importance, to enhance the knowledge and skills of practitioners for SEA preparation, to introduce latest international and domestic SEA experiences and good practices, and, through the course, to foster partnerships with and strengthen the capacity of relevant government agencies and training institutes in SEA training. Powerpoint presentations and video lectures are accessible online.
· Hong Kong Government’s plans to develop an e-learning platform for their EIA/SEA mechanism - www.epd.gov.hk/epd/misc/eia_elearning/index.html. The learning materials have been developed in Macromedia Flash and include seven chapters on various aspects of EIA/SEA. A text only version is available for users with connectivity problems.

· REC Environment Assessment Teams capacity building activities in SEA - www.rec.org/REC/Programs/EnvironmentalAssessment/SEAActivities.html. This site provides access to various resources on regional and national activities related to SEA as well as presentation materials from capacity development seminars.

· IAIA’s SEA Course Manual - www.iaia.org/Non_Members/EIA/SEA.asp. This manual was prepared to assist a two days training course on Strategic Environmental Assessment undertaken by the International Association for Impact Assessment (IAIA). The manual contains background information on the evolution, concepts and principles of SEA, based on existing literature. It also refers to existing legislation, procedure and guidance on SEA, reproducing examples from different international contexts. The materials address the practical aspects of SEA implementation, looking at SEA as a set of framework elements that can be built into existing decision-making procedures, and also SEA as a more rationale and streamlined procedure. It refers to methods used, illustrated by examples of policy, planning and programming case-studies as applied in practice.    

Challenges

While appreciating the considerable progress that has been made to date in the development of online learning resources for SEA and the potential synergies that exist, it is important to recognize a number of key challenges facing the SEA educational and training community. Firstly, the emergence of SEA among the environmental management tools and evolving theoretical basis implies that the institutional frameworks to support SEA are somewhat fluid; although regulations are still developing and practical experience is rather narrow (compared to say EIA), and as a result, there is limited availability of relevant educational materials (online or otherwise). Secondly, online learning programmes present "content developers" with a significant number of challenges in terms of quality assurance, resources required and the need to respond to learner-teacher preferences for face-to-face teaching.  

For e-learning on SEA to be engaging and successful, it would be required to overcome the above-mentioned constraints through a content driven process that focus on attaining key learning outcomes – ultimately resulting in the formation of a cadre of critical thinking SEA professionals capable of understanding the significance of this important environmental management tool and its role in attaining sustainable development.

Objectives

The purpose of this session is to examine recent experience with the development of online and distance learning materials on SEA.  The session will also seek to explore potential synergies between existing SEA e-learning initiatives internationally and regionally, and focus on various methodologies designed to produce good, quality assured distance and e-learning on SEA. 

Key topics

To address the objectives for the session we seek to invite papers on the following topics:

Pedagogical design issues for distance and e-learning in SEA and or/EIA, including:

· What pedagogical models should be considered in the context of SEA (are they the same or different from EIA)?
· Which design framework is most effective in ensuring the development of high quality training and education materials that meet the desired learning outcomes in terms of understanding theory underpinning SEA and the practical realities faced when implementing SEA?
· How does this manifest itself in the actual implementation distance learning and e-learning programmes? Challenges of instructivism versus social constructivism?
Methodologies for development of distance and e-learning in SEA, including:

· What are the stages/steps to be followed in development of online courses, tools and materials? Is there one approach that is superior to others? 

· What is required in terms of materials, content, skills and so on in order to develop distance and e-learning in SEA?

· How does the development of distance from and e-learning materials differ from traditional face to face classes and capacity development programmes?

End-user needs and desirable learning outcomes for SEA, including:

· What are the end-user needs for distance learning and e-learning in SEA? Should the focus be on theoretical underpinnings, regulations, practical hands-on issues, or others?

· Is there a one size fits all approach to SEA teaching or learning or should we take into account audiences (i.e. disability requirements and cultural differences in learning), geography (SEA in Africa different to that in China?) or other factors? How do you go about ensure effective evaluation of your distance and e-learning materials?

· What are the standards for distance and e-learning and how do they shape distance and e-learning materials?

Use of different types of media and technology in distance and e-learning for SEA, including

· What are the range of media technologies available for the development of online courses and materials? For instance, how do we balance using text, powerpoints, videos, interactive animations and so on?

Collaboration and partnership in development of distance and e-learning for SEA, including:

· Who owns the content/media and how can it be shared? Does it belong to the academic or the institution? Should we restrict through copyright or should we use open content licences? 

· How can collaboration between say IAIA, the World Bank, the UN and universities reduce the challenges to developing distance and e-learning materials?

· How can the rest of the SEA community benefit from the existing initiatives?

Future of distance and e-learning in SEA, including:

· What are the challenges and future directions of SEA and distance and e-learning and how will they interact? Which direction are we heading in?

· What longer terms goals should organisations like IAIA, the World Bank or the UN establish goals for distance and e-learning in SEA?
Papers that address some of these issues would be most welcome. 
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