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Many people do not know how distance learning differs from conventional education.   They may think of education as passive and teacher-lead, not active and learner-lead.





Even within distance learning, styles differ from provider to provider.   Some are proactive, others are not.   Some offer a high level of support;  others offer support only on a more modest scale.   Some release course materials module by module;  others supply all materials at the start.





The purpose of a Learning Agreement (LA) is to help learners understand their role in the overall process.   It is an understanding between learner and provider as to who takes responsibility for what.   It should be honoured by both if learning is to be successful.





What the ODL QC Standards say (Standard IV E)





There is a learning agreement between the provider and the learner which specifies: 


1. the nature and scope of the course;


2. the mutually-agreed anticipated outcome of the course;


3. the services to which the provider is committed;


4. any disclaimers which protect the provider against changes in external circumstances which prevent him from delivering those services or realising the intended outcome;


5. the rights, obligations and commitments expected of the learner;


6. the financial agreement between the learner and the provider;


7. any allowance for special needs.





The learner is made aware that this agreement may be legally enforceable.





Not all of these components need to be explicit in the LA.   They may be dealt with elsewhere, in an enrolment form, or in the terms and conditions attached to it.  Some may be explicit in the description of the course and its outcomes in the prospectus or course materials.   In such cases, the LA concentrates on matters of learning style, and mutual expectations and responsibilities within the learning process itself.





Coverage





Most LAs will be in a standard form for a particular provider.   The possibility of personalisation, negotiated between provider and learner (eg over timetables for TMAs), should not be excluded.  But the gerenal form will depend upon their particular style.   Differences in style do not necessarily denote differences in quality, but such differences should be explicit in the LA





Outcomes.   Standard outcomes are specified in the prospectus.   But a learner may wish to vary these (eg by taking a course without sitting a final exam).   This should be explicit in the LA.





Time Limits.   Some providers impose strict limits on the time between enrolment and completion;  others may be flexible, but still archive records after a period and charge a rejoining fee, particularly if new materials need to be sent out.   Others have no limits.





Timetables.   Some providers ask the learner to agree and adhere to a timetable for submitting TMAs (as in much conventional education).   Others will agree one if the learner asks;  others insist that learner-control means that it is inappropriate for the provider to operate a timetable.





Chasing.   Some providers will chase learners who have failed to meet the deadlines;  others only if it is stated in the LA that they should chase.   Others never chase as a matter of policy, arguing again that the principle of learner control makes chasing inappropriate.





Tutor Contact.   The LA should specify how much, when and how;  whether there will be a personal tutor, or merely a marking tutor;  and what turnaround times are intended or guaranteed.





Optional Extras.   Is supplementary reading required, recommended, requested or irrelevant?   If so, how much reading is required?   Are additional face-to-face components (eg workshops or revision classes) offered?   Are they central or peripheral to the course?





Careers.   Does the provider offer career placement, informal advice, or no career guidance?





External Awarding Bodies.   Who registers the learner for exams?   Where & when are they sat?





LAs can also cover a variety of other issues, such as project work, peer-group contact, or mentoring.





An example.





(A LA can be cast as a series of commitments.   But other formats are equally valid.   And the statements used are only examples;  providers should “pick and mix” since the details will vary with the differences in policy and learning styles between provisions.)





Provider


We will	agree a learning outcome with you for your course;


	provide you with suitable materials, sufficient for your course, at the appropriate times;


	do our best to ensure that course materials conform to the syllabus of the examining body;


	encourage you during your study;


	provide you with access to appropriate expertise to support you during your course;


	assign you to a personal tutor with whom you can work on a one-to-one basis;


	agree suitable contact arrangements and times between yourself and your tutor;


	remind you if assignments have not been submitted by agreed deadlines;


	return assessed work to you within agreed times;


	provide constructive and individual feedback on your progress;


	deal with any difficulties promptly and fairly;


	send you a copy of the complaints procedure on request;


	archive your material if we do not hear from you for one year without prior arrangement;


	operate an equal opportunities policy.





Learner


You will	ensure that all fees are paid by the agreed times;


	undertake sufficient private study to maintain progress on your learning programme;


	submit work by the deadlines agreed with us or with your tutor;


	submit work which is clearly presented and a true reflection of your knowledge and abilities;


	keep in contact with your tutor without making unnecessary demands upon his or her time;


	be prepared to ask for help if you find that you are stuck;


	keep copies of your work if you submit it by mail, since items can be lost in the post;


	take reasonable precautions against computer viruses if communicating with us online;


	register with any external awarding body if we ask you to do so;


	agree with us in advance if you wish to take a break from your course, and if so for how long.
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