Fashion and textiles may not appear to be the ideal subjects for elearning due to the three dimensional and textural qualities that are required for a full understanding of the subject area. In this paper I will be arguing not that elearning should or could replace working with materials in the design studio but that it can help students to understand these processes and bring added value to traditional face to face education. It is not the technology itself that is important, it is the way in which it can facilitate learning that counts. 

If we look at the content of the fashion and textiles curriculum in addition to the practical skills that we want the students to acquire there are many other areas that we seek to develop these include:
Cognitive skills 

Analytical skills

Subject domain knowledge and understanding
Transferable, interpersonal, team working and time management skills

Skills of reflection and self analysis

Information seeking and research skills

As the curriculum becomes more complex and the pace of change in the industry gains momentum it becomes more difficult for us to deliver all of these objectives using only face to face and traditional teaching methods. Often we are dealing with larger groups with less contact time and increasingly high student expectations. This paper focus upon practical applications of eLearning in fashion and textiles and will demonstrate that the appropriate application of eLearning can be used to deliver or support the majority of areas in the fashion curriculum, including the practical skills.

As an introduction it will explore a day in the life of a fashion student in the 21st Century, all of the technologies referred to exist and many are already in use at London College of Fashion. 

A day in the life of a fashion student

John arrives at college and registers his attendance using his smart card. His mobile phone alerts him to an SMS message from his tutor saying that an exercise has been set in preparation for this week’s masterclass and John should check the VLE.

John enters the learning student common room finds a comfortable seat and logs into the wireless network using his laptop. The assignment set is to find information on trend predictions for menswear for the next season. John goes to the WGSN site and looks at the menswear trend predictions, the brief also asks for information on key fabrics for the season and companies who supply them. John knows just the place to find this information and he goes to the online Textile Resource Guide. This site has lots of information about fabrics and suppliers and glossaries where he can look up terminology that he does not understand.  John finishes his task and uploads his work to his e-portfolio where his tutor can access it and leave comments. He still has time before his first class so he logs in to the Garment Construction site and revises the dart manipulation exercises that they covered in class last week.

John’s first lecture of the day is business studies for fashion and the tutor decides to use the interactive voting system to check whether the students have remembered the key facts from the previous lecture. The lecturer discovers that half of the class have not understood the role of the merchandiser so he starts the session by going over the subject again.

After lunch John enters the Learning Resource Centre and looks up information on menswear in the UK fashion retail sector using MINTEL, he needs this information for his marketing report. He is not sure how to analyse the data so he submits a query to the online discussion forum for the project, then he visits the virtual gallery to submit his contribution to a collaborative design project that his group is working on together with some students from Bunka in Tokyo. Here he finds that the rest of his group have already submitted their work so he looks at it and submits some comments about the ideas that he thinks they should use.

John finishes the day in a pattern cutting workshop, he is glad that he revised the dart manipulation exercises because he know finds it much easier to complete the bodice pattern he was working on. He is going to make a dress using some textiles that he sourced online using the Textile Resource Guide. John shows his tutor the swatches he has received and they discuss which one will work best for his design.

John is used to using technology he likes:

· The flexibility that it brings to his studies

· The fact that he can revisit concepts that he finds difficult

· Being able to communicate with other learners and his tutors even when he is on work placement 

All of this combines to make the experience of learning more enjoyable and rewarding.

Having looked at the experience of a learner in a typical blended environment where elearning and face to face delivery compliment each other let us explore what we mean by e learning.

What is e learning

People can confuse eLearning with distance learning or internet based learning. The E in elearning stands for electronic, and in its broadest sense this can encompass, Video, DVDs, CDROMS, E books, Pod casts, Wikis, electronic journals, databases, web conferencing, discussion boards and chat rooms.

A lot of these materials and resources are not new to education and students are used to using many of them at home and as part of their leisure activities.  But to what extent to are they embedded in the curriculum?  It is my experience that even within departments and institutions there are wide variations in practice. 

If we take the VLE as an example, although many Universities in the UK are investing large amounts of money in providing a VLE very few have given real consideration to why and how staff and students should be using them. Introducing IT into education is not a cost cutting exercise, in fact it is often an expensive process and therefore the value that it is adding needs to be considered carefully (Cacioppo 2005) In many cases VLEs are used as little more than online repositories. Usually because staff have not been given sufficient training and support to enable them to do otherwise. In education any technology is only as good as the pedagogy underpinning its use and the lecturer who is using it.  VLEs offer huge opportunities for enabling students to engage in collaborative and self directed learning. 

There are several ways in which you can use a VLE to engage students in collaborative learning.

Study groups

 You can set up study groups enabling students who may not actually meet each other, to work collaboratively and exchange emails, images, and information, engage in discussions and collaborative research. At LCF national diploma students engaged in a collaborative project with 2 other UK colleges using the Virtual Gallery to exchange ideas and even meet online. The final outcome from the project was a live fashion show with garments that used digital print techniques. 

Wikis

A Wiki-Page is like an online whiteboard to which anyone can add information, delete or edit, Wikipedia the largest free online encyclopedia - www.wikipedia.org was created using this system. Fashion students can use this technology for collaborative online writing relating to the theoretical aspects of their programmes.

Web quests

VLEs can be used as a starting point for a web quest. A webquest is a a learning activity whereby most or all of the information used by the learner is obtained from the internet  (http://www.aclearn.net/Here the students are given a question or an assignment to complete online. They can be directed through the VLE to some starting points. They post the information they have found in a discussion forum, providing the basis for further discussion or formative assessment. This exercise enables students to improve their information seeking and analysis skills and depending upon the nature of the assignment can involve in-depth textual analysis. For mo re information on webquests go to 

Discussion boards and chat rooms

Discussion boards and chat rooms can be used for tutor directed online seminars, for frequently asked questions relating to assignments and for students to exchange ideas about assignments with each other and their tutors.

Lectures

A V LE can be used to support student engagement in lectures by setting research in advance of a lecture or using online quizzes for formative assessment between lectures, they can also be used to guide students to supporting information both online in and in the college library. Technologies are available that enable students to be tested on their understanding during lectures using a voting system. These systems enable the lecturer to see which students have understood the concepts and to adjust their teaching accordingly in real time.

Weblogs

A Weblog or 'Blog' is a public web site where user post informal journals of their thoughts and comments. (http://www.aclblogs.net/usingblogs.html) Some UK Universities are providing this facility to their students and in others academiscs are using blogs to communicate with their students Blogging lecturers say the technology provides them with easy online web access to students and improves communication outside of the classroom.
Web conferencing 

The UAL London have developed a set of tools that can be accessed through the VLE to enable users to engage in web based video conferencing and seminars. These tools have been used for interviewing overseas students and students who will be studying online. They can also be used within collaborative projects or for leaving video messages- a useful tool for induction-students can leave a message to introduce themselves before they begin their course, particularly useful where they may be engaged in distance learning.

Podcasts

Ipods the digital music players produced by Apple are very popular amongst students and can be used for much more than playing their favourite music. They can be used for storing and transferring files in many formats and can be connected to a MAC or a PC. In some colleges students have been given Ipods as a way of sharing files and keeping up to date with university information. (Robin Deily and Slipp September 2005)They are a technology that students are familiar with and enjoy using.
In addition to these functions Ipods can be used to download Podcasts, podcastingis a method of publishing audio broadcasts across the Internet and enables individuals to broadcast their own “radio shows” which can be for entertainment or education. Imagine you have a key speaker at your University but not everybody can attend. You can use podcasting to capture their lecture and enable students to download it from the web.

Online tutorials

You can develop these yourself using an application like Coursegenie which requires no programming skills, you can link to tutorials created by other institutions (check copyright) or work with a development team to create more complex tutorials. 

Garment Construction is an interactive tutorial on pattern cutting and garment construction that has been developed by subject experts from LCF and CSM and web developers from the UAL IT research and development unit. It can be accessed via a link in a VLE or directly from the web. It has 2 functions, to familiarise students with terminology and procedures before they attend their first pattern cutting class and to reinforce classroom teaching, enabling the student to revisit processes as often as they need to . At present it deals with fairly basic processes but the intention is to build upon this information.  

Offline tutorials

These are computer-based tutorials that are not accessed by the Internet; they may be on the hard disc of the computer, a CDROM or a DVD.

Seeing drawing is an interactive DVD developed by a consortium of five UK universities, Falmouth, Ulster, Ravensbourne, LCF and Camberwell.   This package was designed along constructivist principles.  The learner can enter the package at any point they wish and follow any route through the materials.  There are anchors and contextual help tools to help the learner to navigate through the materials.  The learning environment encourages exploration and interaction using a range of activities.  The DVD is organized into sections that explore different approaches to drawing by a wide range of practitioners including fashion designers. There are sections on drawing for research and inspiration in fashion, technical drawing, use of drawing as a conceptual tool and for design development. Further information can be found at www.seeingdrawing.com
The problem with developing new highly interactive material such as these is that it is fairly expensive and time consuming so it needs to be appropriate to a high number of users in order to be cost effective.

Simpler materials can be produced using software such as Coursegenie. This enables you to create materials using Microsoft word it is simple to use and you don’t need any specialist skills.  

There are other materials available such as Hot Potatoes a set of six programs, which can be used to create interactive Web-based exercises. Created by the University of Victoria in Canada, this software can be used freely by educational institutions, provided that the created quizzes are freely available on the World Wide Web. It can be downloaded from http://www.rscyh.hull.ac.uk/hotpot.html. The software can be used for multiple choice exercises, short answer exercises jumbled sentence exercises creating crosswords, matching exercises and fill in the blanks.

Most VLEs come with their own tools for creating online quizzes, surveys and assessments. These can be used to check students understanding, to get feedback on units or modules and for summative assessment. The advantage of these systems is that they are for the most part self-marking. The tutor gets instant access to the students results and the student gets instant feedback on their performance.

SMS messaging and mobile phones

Most students now own a mobile phone and the phones they use are becoming more sophisticated. These can be used as an alternative means of communicating with students. At LCF we used a facility embedded in Blackboard to send urgent messages to students via their mobiles. There was a small cost to the college but the service was greatly appreciated by students especially when a class had to be cancelled at the last minute due to the tutor being ill. Some colleges in the UK have set up deals with mobile companies to provide their students with a free smart phone and line rental in exchange for which the student or their guardian signs a 2 year contract and pays for any calls made. Students do not pay for texts received. As phones gain better capabilities for video and imaging the possibility of sending course materials to students mobiles becomes more realistic. Students with camera phones can also use these to record activities or information and post them back to the VLE. A shop report in real time becomes a reality.

So where is this all taking us? I believe that the future of eLearning depends upon increasingly flexible and mobile access and user friendly technology. The desktop computer will be replaced with mobile methods of creating and accessing content and the technologies will become easier to use. However, none of this will be of value unless we addresss the pedagogic issues.  A pen does not write a book and a computer does not teach a subject.  Lecturers in fashion and textiles will need training and support in how best to use these technologies within our curriculum. Students are already  coming from schools where technology is completely embedded where interactive whiteboards are the norm and where teachers use technology to engage and empowere their students. We are in danger of becoming “educational dinosaurs” if we do not engage with the new pedagogy that accompanies the new technology.
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