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Abstract. The Ultranet is a form of extranet set up by the Victorian Education
Department and designed to allow students to access personalised learning
activities and to keep an ongoing record of these activities. It is intended to
facilitate teachers in creation of curriculum plans, collaboration with other
teachers, monitoring of student progress and providing for convenient student
assessment. The idea is also that parents are able to access the Ultranet to see
information that would keep them up-to-date with their child’s learning. While
the Ultranet has many of the features found in learning management systems
such as Blackboard or Moodle, it also has many other features intended to
inform parents about their child’s education and about the school they attend.
Powerful tools like this will change the ways that education managers can
operate. The Ultranet appears to be one of the first attempts to include all these
features in order to inform parents of school children about their school and to
provide their teachers with facilities to work collaboratively. The Ultranet is a
very large state-wide system involving access to half a million school students
(along with their parents and teachers).
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1 The Victoria Education Ultranet

In Australia, as in many other countries, parents have traditionally been informed of
their child’s progress at school through the use of written school reports each term,
two or three parent-teacher evenings and perhaps an ‘Open Day’ each year. As a
parent it is natural to want to know what your child is doing at school, and also how
well they are progressing. Many parents want to know as much about the school
where their children spend so much time as possible, but this is not always easy to
achieve.

Learning takes place as a result of every interaction a child has inside and outside
the school. We will use the term ‘educational environment’ to refer to this broader
view of education.

Recently, as the result of work by the Victorian Department of Education and Early
Childhood Development (DEECD), the Victorian Government conceived an online
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system, the Ultranet, for informing school communities using web-based technology.
This project began several years ago with a report by Griffin and Woods [1] on a
“proof of concept student-centric ICT system, called Students@Centre, to support
online teaching and learning, curriculum delivery and knowledge management in
Victorian government schools” [2]. Their report ultimately resulted in design and
construction of the Ultranet, which DEECD describes as “a student centred electronic
learning environment that supports high quality learning and teaching, connects
students, teachers and parents and enables efficient knowledge transfer” [3]. The $60
million Ultranet, which is essentially an extended intranet/extranet, was rolled out to
all government schools in September 2010 [4] when the then Victorian Minister for
Education noted that: “The Victorian Government is committed to giving every child
every opportunity to experience the full potential of online learning, collaboration and
information sharing” and described the Ultranet as the “Victorian Government’s
biggest investments in information and communication technology in our public
education system” [5].

The Ultranet was designed to support knowledge sharing across Victorian
government schools and also to provide facilities for informing parents about their
child’s school, for curriculum delivery and online learning, and teaching activities [6].

The research project described below was commenced in late 2010, but will be on-
going for several years as the Ultranet is still in its early stages of use and has not
been fully adopted as yet. As there is no compulsion for schools to use the Ultranet, it
is not clear which features will be used by teachers and schools, and which will not.

2 Features of the Ultranet

School education in Australia is a state matter and the Federal Government only gets
involved in national projects. The Ultranet was designed by the Victorian State
Government for use only in Victorian government schools. Time will tell if other
Australian State Governments will follow suit. Victoria has 1,555 government schools
and 40,000 teachers [7, 8], serving the educational needs of 540,000 students, and
their parents. (The State also has 489 Catholic schools and 218 independent schools,
but the Ultranet has not been made available to these schools.) All Victorian
government schools have government-funded broadband access to the Internet (either
via cable or wireless), so high speed access to the Ultranet is not a problem [9, 10].

The Ultranet has many of the features of a business extranet in that security is an
important issue and that it is closed to people outside the Victorian government school
community and requires a username and password to gain access. A major difference
however is in its very large size compared to most business extranets. The Ultranet
website [3] notes that this is a ‘closed community’ with controlled access and that it
has a very specific educational purpose as everything that students can do on the
Ultranet is intended to support their learning [9].
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The Ultranet was designed for three principle uses:

1. To allow students to access personalised learning activities and to keep an
ongoing record of these. Students will be able to collaborate with other
students from their own school and with students from other Victorian
government schools and to create learning portfolios and use online
communication tools such as wikis, blogs and discussion boards.

Teachers will be able to create curriculum plans, collaborate with other
teachers, monitor student progress and provide student assessment.

Parents will be able to access the Ultranet to see information that will help
them keep up-to-date with their child’s learning [9, 11].
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Fig. 1. What is the Ultranet? Source: [3]

According to DEECD’s website [3] the Ultranet aims to:

“improve responsiveness to individual learning needs for every student,
provide better information to parents, schools and the Department,
improve efficiency of the learning environment and school
administration,

adopt an enterprise approach to intranet development,

exploit previous ICT investments.”
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The Ultranet is based on the use of what it calls Spaces, which are really mini-
websites. It uses icons to help the user to get to the appropriate Space, and
Applications for use in each space [10]. Each of the different types of specially
designed Spaces is intended to allow different information to be accessed and
different learning activities to be performed. Each Space is classified by its
accessibility into one of the following categories:

e Me Spaces (private, and accessible only to the owner),
e We Spaces (shared with permission), and
e See Spaces (open, public access).

The currently available Spaces are: Home, eXpress Space, Design, Community,
Collaborative Learning, Learner Profile, Learning Tasks, My Content and Connect [9].

“Home is a personalised page for students, parents and teachers.
Users can see school or community notices. Students and teachers
can add their favourite applications.

eXpress is a personal space for students and teachers to capture,
share and reflect upon their learning. The student eXpress Space
includes spaces for their Learning Portfolio and Learning Goals.
Design is where teachers can plan, create and collaborate with
colleagues within and across schools. Teachers can use this space to
design curriculum and student learning activities.

Community is where students, parents and teachers can find the
latest school news and events and get involved in school-based
groups, clubs or activities.

Collaborative Learning is where students take part in online
learning activities set up by teachers. Students use a range of Web
2.0 tools for learning, including blogs, wikis, message boards and
) Lea polls.

(m ' Learner Profile is where students, their parents and teachers can
. view a detailed profile of individual learning progress.

Learning Tasks is where teachers can plan, deliver and assess
learning activities, and students can view and submit learning tasks.

I!m My Content is where teachers and students can store and search for

personal, school and quality-assured digital learning resources.

Connect is where students can find reviewed websites and online
activities.” [3].
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School Management Using the Ultranet

Much of our traditional thinking about school management in information technology
in educational management (ITEM) has in fact been about administration: things such
as attendance records, timetables, test results and learning progress, homework
activities and tasks, and teacher feedback. The existence of tools such as the Ultranet
enables us to think more about educational management, rather than just about
administration [12-14]. Figure 2 shows the relationship between the components of
the educational environment that can become facilitated and interconnected by the
Ultranet.
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Fig. 2. The Ultranet enhanced educational environment.

A consideration of the potential of the Ultranet has allowed us to identify a number

of worthwhile things that can be done. These include [11]:

1.

Communicating Student Progress within the Educational Environment.
Teachers will be able to learn more about individual students through systemic
information collected by other teachers. This will allow for more effective
personalisation of the learning process and catering for student diversity. Parents
will be able to directly learn more about their child’s progress but also contribute
information back to teachers.

Management of Teacher Collaboration and Professional Development. The
Ultranet may provide an online platform for delivering and monitoring
sustainable teacher professional learning, allowing teachers to collaborate, share
leading practices and access professional development programmes without
traditional space-to-time mappings. It could also provide teachers with
opportunities for just-in-time professional learning, trouble-shooting and
technical support.
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For Managing the Active Involvement of Parents. Parents, students and
teachers could see themselves supported by the Ultranet to create a community-
wide educational institution. Students would come to see their education as part
of their whole life and family rather than a disjoint time during semesters. This
can be problematic as it can result in a reduced face-to-face interaction between
parents and schools, but at the same time it offers new avenues for flexible
partnerships between teachers and parents, providing opportunities for real-time
monitoring of student progress, instantaneous feedback, better alignment of
goals and aims between families and teachers which has, in the past, been one of
the major obstacles to effective collaboration between schools and parents.
Varied levels of digital literacy could also cause concerns as parents with a lack
of digital skills may find it difficult to engage with the innovation. This is likely
to have a number of adverse effects on the adoption of the Ultranet and could
result in widening the gap between those who have and those who have not,
initiating further inequalities in the acquisition of social capital and access to
digital citizenship.

For Managing Social Networking as New Learning Platforms for Students.
The Ultranet offers a stable powerful technical infrastructure providing
opportunities for creating effective local and global networks of learners that can
communicate, exchange information and collaborate in augmented realities (real
and virtual), allowing for new learning and teaching practices to emerge [15].
The Ultranet could successfully serve this purpose and become a world’s leading
practice in providing students with an innovative, multi-dimensional eLearning
environment. It could provide students with access to experts and learning
platforms worldwide and have the potential to revolutionise the learning space
deleting the traditional boundaries of classroom walls. This will also change the
traditional classroom dynamics and roles, giving students more autonomy, more
opportunities for self-directed learning, peer tutoring, and peer and self-
assessment. It will also allow students to publish their work worldwide and to
establish a track record of excellence. It is unlikely that students will bring in the
personal dimension of social networking because of the closely monitored nature
of the Ultranet.

Managing the Educational Environment. The Ultranet has the capacity to
create a social network for all those interested in their local school. Parents,
teachers and students could be enabled to take an active role. Educational
decisions, resource allocation, individual student progress and teacher
employment could be the subject of community discussion and decision making
[16]. The idea of communities deciding what happens in the detail of schooling
forms the basis for several independent schools in Victoria. Some of these
matters have theoretically been devolved to local communities in state schools,
but the practicalities of democratic decision making normally preclude all but a
select group doing the decision making. The Ultranet could provide the platform
for community-directed schooling. This again raises the issue of the digital
divide. Communities poor in resources and those with low expectation of
schooling could suffer disadvantage over a system with minimum standards.
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4 Conclusion

In the 1940s Thomas J. Watson (Chairman of the Board of International Business
Machines) is reputed to have said that the world would have a need for only about
five computers. In the 1950s a computer user was a ‘white coated scientist” writing
computer programs in machine or assembler code and feeding data into a mainframe.
The invention of the PC offered a tool that has meant that the user is an ‘everyman’,
using a computer in a plethora of ways and for many different purposes. In education,
the current manager is constrained by the tools available to manage locally within
school buildings. A tool like the Ultranet removes the restriction of locality and
communication. The school manager now has the responsibility, and the ability, to
involve all elements of the educational environment and not just those on the old
communication lines.

Parents can now be seen as an educational resource and not just as an arms-length
client. Each parent has significant information on a daily basis about their child. An
open and facilitated communication between the parent and the school means that this
information can be utilised and not just overlooked. Parents can now be kept informed
about ways in which they can contribute to their child’s learning. To take advantage
of the Ultranet in this way, however, the school manager must revise their view of the
role of the parent.

The management of teacher professional development often appears to be very
haphazard in an industry supposedly devoted to education. While some formal
learning activities are provided to teachers, the informal education that forms the
majority of professional development in other professions is largely absent. An
educational manager is tasked with keeping individual classrooms supervised rather
than worrying about a bigger picture. The Ultranet encourages asynchronous
communication between teachers and between schools, and this removes the
impediment of time and location from collaboration within a discipline.

A school exists in a community rich in human resources: people with industrial
experience, the elderly, local professionals, work settings, factories, shops, hospitals
and community bodies. While in the past it has been very difficult for schools to
utilise these resources, as a social network the Ultranet facilitates ready
communication and easier management.

The task of the new educational manager with a tool such as the Ultranet is thus to
think of their role in the wider educational environment.

The Victorian schools Ultranet commenced operation only in September 2010 and
so far not all teachers and parents are fully supportive of its operation. The need to
inform parents of school children about the child’s school and educational progress is
something that governments and education authorities have always acknowledged.
Technology like the Ultranet offers new ways to do this and should appeal to the 21*
century parent. The Ultranet can be seen to offer many possibilities for informing
parents about what their children are doing at school and about their progress, as well
as informing parents about the school itself. Some people, however, question whether
parents are ready for information of this type. The Ultranet offers possibilities for
useful interactions of many types between all members of school education
communities, but some again question the value of such interactions. Time will tell
whether the Ultranet turns into something really worthwhile or just another
government White Elephant.
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