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Executive Summary

Overview of LINCS

The Literacy Information and Communications System (LINCS) is a project of the National Institute For Literacy (NIFL). NIFL developed LINCS in response to legislation requiring that NIFL establish a national electronic database of resources for the adult education/literacy community, disseminate the resources collected, and provide assistance to other government entities and the adult literacy field for the improvement of literacy policy and programs.

The resulting LINCS project began as an electronic database and website. Over time the

electronic infrastructure grew to include regional websites and websites of state and local

organization partners, all connected by the Internet to the LINCS databases. These databases store and provide access to a full range of information that might be of interest to the field, for example, calendars of upcoming events, materials useful for planning and teaching instructional programs, statistics and grant information, literacy news, and organizational contact information.

NIFL also funds a parallel network of staff, contractors, and regional grantees, now called

Regional Technology Centers (RTCs), to manage the national and regional websites, and to provide technical assistance to partner organizations and programs in the field. NIFL funds the RTCs to promote the use of LINCS and to assist state literacy agencies in accessing its resources.

LINCS also includes several other important components: the Special Collections (SCs) and the Discussion Lists (DLs). Developed for the purpose of disseminating high quality, specialized information to the field, the Special Collections are sets of vetted, topic-based resources and materials of interest to different groups, for example, corrections literacy programs or health-related literacy programs, within the adult education/literacy field. Like the RTCs, users access the SCs through the LINCS website and the maintenance of the collections is funded by NIFL grants. The DLs are electronic threaded discussions on a variety of topic areas located on the LINCS website. They were established as a way to use LINCS as a means of communications between various partners, agencies, providers, researchers, and practitioners in the literacy field. 

In addition to building and maintaining an electronic infrastructure and the personnel to operate it, NIFL has funded the development of product for dissemination through LINCS. For example, RTCs have collaborated with local organizations on pilot projects exploring the use of LINCS and technology in the classroom. NIFL funded the National Center for the Study of Learning and Literacy (NCSALL) to develop a Web-based tool based on NCSALL’s own research.

The Comprehensive Review and Analysis

The Comprehensive Review and Analysis of LINCS is NIFL’s first effort to conduct a thorough overview of its LINCS project. The purpose of the review is to examine the use, quality, value, and effectiveness of LINCS resources, the infrastructure created to disseminate these resources, and the activities funded by LINCS that support implementation and use of LINCS nationwide.

NIFL contracted with RMC Research Corporation to conduct the review, which began in

November 2003, and ends with this report. The review included studies of:

1. the LINCS website, including design and usability; cost-effectiveness; and use and value in the adult education/literacy field;

2. the LINCS Discussion Lists, including content, structure and operations; costeffectiveness; and use and value in the field;

3. the Regional Technology Centers, including purpose, structure and organization; activities and services; cost-effectiveness; and use and value in the field;

4. the Special Collections, including structure and procedures; content; cost-effectiveness; and use and value to the field; and

5. the Assessment Strategies and Reading Profiles website, including design and usability; quality and scientific credibility of its content; and use and value in the field.

RMC collected and reported data in stages to answer each study’s research questions. During 2003-2004, RMC collected initial data that resulted in preliminary reports for the LINCS Discussion Lists, Regional Technology Center, and Special Collections studies in 2004. For these initial collections, RMC conducted document and website reviews, content analysis, and interviews with various sets of stakeholders.

During the latter half of 2004 and into 2005, RMC completed its data collection for the final report. These activities included analyses of documents and telephone interviews with stakeholders for a cost-effectiveness analysis of LINCS; a LINCS website usability test and expert review; telephone interviews with all Discussion List moderators; and expert reviews of the Assessment Strategies and Reading Profiles (ASRP) website by adult reading researchers and practitioners. RMC also conducted one mail and three online surveys with a total of 954 respondents in 2005.

Following is a brief summary of RMC’s Final Report findings, conclusions, and recommendations.

Findings

The following sections summarize major findings cutting across the five studies in the review. 

Use

Who Uses LINCS?

· Users of the LINCS website are primarily experienced professionals in the adult education/literacy field, i.e., state and local program administrators and instructors.

Two-thirds (68%) are affiliated with Adult Basic Education programs.

Why Do People Use LINCS?

· Users visit the LINCS website to find materials and resources that will help them plan or manage their literacy programs, or improve their classroom instruction and assessment. 81% of LINCS users visit the Special Collections, second only to visits to the more general database of materials and resources.
· People go to LINCS not only for its website but to access the technology training and technical assistance services that its network of Regional Technology Center staff and contractors can provide.

Quality

What is the Quality of the LINCS Infrastructure?

· The LINCS electronic infrastructure’s has two major usability problems that lead to
significant failures and hinder users from finding information: the site is more complicated than it needs to be and the search tool is problematic.

What is the Quality of LINCS’ Organization and Operations?

· Management and implementation of the LINCS project has been generally satisfactory.

· Communications within this organizational structure have, in the past, been frequent and substantive, but both the quality and frequency of communications have declined. 

· NIFL lacks a strong, ongoing monitoring system of the LINCS project, its grantee programs, outcomes, and costs; and has not had an external impact evaluation.

What is the Quality of the Content that LINCS Provides?

· Users report high satisfaction with the content of the LINCS website. Most users say that resources and information are of high quality (87%) and are comprehensive (86%).
· However, there is considerable variability in the rigor applied to the materials review process used to ensure quality control over the content in the LINCS collections, with variation in quality of the content the likely result. 

· The content of the Special Collections, those materials vetted using the highest standards, emphasizes materials unlikely to be research-based. 
· Discussion List moderators are rated as “effective” or “very effective” in managing content in their lists by two-thirds of their subscribers. At the same time, both they and the moderators report dissatisfaction with the lack of clear guidance about definitions of inappropriate participation or content.
Three-quarters (75%) of DL subscribers are “satisfied” or “very satisfied” with the type of content available in the Discussion Lists, but only 49% report satisfaction with its reliability. 

· State and local users of LINCS training and technical assistance services say that RTC personnel and their contractors are knowledgeable and helpful. 
· The Assessment Strategies and Reading Profiles website appears to be based on solid research, but too little technical information is presented on the website to be sure.

Value

How Does LINCS Contribute to Professional Knowledge and Skills?

· Most (91%) of LINCS users said that the materials and resources on LINCS had

contributed to their professional skills and knowledge, particularly in program planning and instruction. 

· Expert reviewers said the Assessment Strategies and Reading Profiles website is a useful tool for instruction and staff development and could be valuable to the adult education/literacy field.

How Does LINCS Contribute to the Technological Capacity of the Field?

· Only a small (20%) percentage of people and programs access the technical support

services provided by LINCS but they perceive these services as important contributions to professional skills and knowledge.

How Does LINCS Contribute to Communication Within the Field?

· Although subscribed to by only a small proportion (12%) of visitors to LINCS, the

Discussion Lists are reported to be a primary means of communication among

professionals in the field, particularly for learning the latest developments.

· Through the repeated person-to-person contact that occurs during technical assistance and training services, the RTCs have become a source of communication and relationship building within the field.

Effectiveness

Has LINCS Achieved its Project Objectives?

· The LINCS network has grown to include a broad range of national, state, and local

partners, and brought increased capacity for technology to the field in many programs previously lacking it.

· LINCS has built a successful and extensive network of linked websites, unique in the field of adult education/literacy. 
· Knowledge and use of the LINCS websites, infrastructure, resources, and services have been promoted throughout state and local adult education/literacy communities. 
· LINCS training and technical assistance has assisted the integration of new resources and new technology into classrooms and staff development.
· Through the activities of LINCS staff, SC grantees, and to a lesser extent, the RTCs, new literacy information, e.g., the Assessement Strategies and Reading Profiles, has been made available to the adult education/literacy community through the website.

Is LINCS Cost Effective?

· Using a combination of limited internal staff resources, contractor support, and grantee involvement, NIFL has effectively maintained a variety of Web-based information dissemination. 

· Costs to operate the LINCS Discussion Lists are essentially zero. RTCs and SCs benefit from contributions of in-kind labor, goods, and services. As a result, LINCS services are more cost-effective than comparable services provided by for-profit firms.

Conclusions and Recommendations

LINCS has achieved major accomplishments in its more than ten years of service to the adult education/literacy field.

· LINCS has become a primary information source for the literacy field, providing first ever access to a centralized, comprehensive, Internet-based database of adult education/literacy materials.

· With LINCS, NIFL created an infrastructure capacity for dissemination of tangible materials that contribute to every adult education/literacy professional’s own database of adult education teaching and learning tools and skills.

· The LINCS Discussion Lists have created a network of community-based adult literacy professionals who feel connected by virtue of sharing information about their field.

These and other activities of LINCS described are examples of what economists refer to as “a public good.” In other words, by funding these projects, NIFL is providing the means and resources to meet the needs of a target population for which the free market does not provide enough profit incentive. Without NIFL funding, it is reasonable to conclude that a comparable system would not be provided elsewhere.

However, vision and direction for LINCS have evolved and are still evolving. The organization’s goals and intentions have become unfocused and broad. Emphasis has been on process and technology, not outcomes. Program monitoring has not been systematic; there has been no formal evaluation. Consequently, the value of LINCS is difficult to assess. The Special Collections program needs specificity in purpose, goals, and standards; and the LINCS website architecture is not conducive to successful navigation or searches.

NIFL needs to resolve these issues and move LINCS forward. However, RMC believes that resolution will be facilitated by first structuring a long-range planning effort. This effort should address the organization and management structure of LINCS, make key decisions on the information to be collected and disseminated, confirm the most appropriate dissemination system, and resolve the purpose and organization of technical assistance. 

Within each of these areas, RMC makes the following specific recommendations:

· Organization and Management Structure. RMC recommends that NIFL rethink the organizational structure of LINCS to better meet its legislative mandate. We recommend that NIFL separate the policy-setting responsibility from the management and implementation of the LINCS system.

· Content. According to users, the major value of LINCS to the field is its database of content, particularly instructional materials and resources. A priority of LINCS should be to improve both its quality and quantity. We encourage the inclusion of more high quality materials, particularly scientific or evidence-based materials, for example, through collaborative programs between LINCS and other programs within NIFL and its federal partners. At the same time, we suggest narrowing the range of information available to those instructional resources of most value to NIFL’s key constituents. 

· Delivery System. Because LINCS materials and resources are clearly what users want, LINCS should continue to ensure open and easy access to all online materials. LINCS should implement the improvements identified in this report and detailed in the usability study intended to make the system easily searchable and materials clearly labeled and described. Further, LINCS should become proactive in its dissemination of quality materials using the latest technologies, which may not necessarily be the most expensive. 

· Technical Assistance. The RTC grant program as it currently exists has served its purpose well but RMC believes that LINCS no longer needs training and technical assistance at the local level. We encourage LINCS to take advantage of its cadre of LINCS-committed people and organizations, perhaps as an advisory group to LINCS or its contractor(s), to help LINCS continue to bring technological innovation to the field. Alternatively, look to a “next generation” of technical assistance providers who can use local and regional support resources to help educators become better
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