Interim Report: Producing VLE Induction Materials for Teaching Staff.

Back in February I asked about creating training materials for teachers as this was to be my final year project at university. As I’m about half way through now I thought I’d post this for comment and advice. I’ve tried to keep it short and jargon free, so if you have the time I’d be grateful for any feedback you can offer.
As I only have experience of dealing with Moodle
 from an administrative standpoint I can’t speak for any other LMS on the market, and I don’t know if what I write here will be of any help to others in my position but with another LMS to deal with.

In a nutshell my aim is to produce training materials for all staff, including the administrative team, in the most easily understood format possible, be it pdf files which they can print out or full blown screen recordings with a suitable narration explaining how to achieve a particular object in Moodle. There is always the option of one to one sessions, but one of the driving forces behind this idea is to reduce the amount of time I spend delivering the same instruction in Moodle basics to each member of staff in order to develop a better online experience for both staff and pupils. During the second quarter of 2008 I began planning the change management needed to introduce Moodle to the school, and in September of that year a very thinly populated VLE was introduced to the teaching staff  and for about three weeks pupils were kept in the dark about it. One of my tactics then had been to explain the benefits of having the work available 24/7, of how the more timid, or possibly brighter pupils who can quite often be bullied for displaying higher intelligence in class could work and progress at their own pace. I spent as little time as possible noting that VLEs would soon be compulsory. When the pupils were let loose on it there was no going back, and once or twice I received complaints, delivered with a smile, from staff who were being asked why they hadn’t got anything on the VLE. The groundswell for change so often comes from the bottom up.
There was, and to some extent still is, a lot of work to be done in this field, but in the beginning there was a lot of metaphorical hand holding and wiping away of tears. You’ve got to be prepared to put in this time, both in school and at home (where there’s hopefully a little more peace) in order to manage this change; it cannot be done wholly within the space of the working day.
I feel I’ve reached a point now where to a greater extent the VLE is accepted as a normal part of school life, and if anyone needs convincing of this I trawl through the statistics with them and show them just how widely it is now being used. Simple polls in courses throughout the site also highlight this aspect.

A couple of people from MIT, Orlikowski & Hofman, wrote a paper called An Improvisational Model of Change Management: The Case of Groupware Technologies and this has been one of my guiding lights throughout the introduction of Moodle, and now into the training stages. What I have done is to attempt to use every situation possible to highlight the benefits of having a VLE. 
Two examples; I spent a lot of time with the Head of Art setting up an exemplar Photography course which other teachers could view and hopefully gather ideas for their own faculties. One day I went to his room to change some toner in a printer and saw that he had a pile of printed sheets with a list of tasks for each pupil to complete (produce a PowerPoint for example) and a little tick box by the side. The improvisation here was to introduce him to the notion of Assignments
 within Moodle. 
The second example deals with what is known in our school as study leave, the time Year 11 pupils have between leaving school and taking their GCSE exams. I suggested to one of the English department teachers that we gather some revision material together and put it online and enable the messaging system for them so that if the pupils encounter any problems they can message a teacher. The whole of the English Faculty soon joined in, especially when I showed them the statistics for the English revision section of the VLE. It may not be scientific but I have also suggested that we compare projected grades for English with actual results and cross reference this with the statistics for pupils accessing the English revision on the VLE. I could of course be heading for a pratfall here.
I have highlighted these examples of improvisation as one of the methods I have found to be successful when getting across the advantages of having a VLE, and I strongly suspect that I will have to resort to similar tactics with the training materials.

When I first introduced the VLE I had a lot of videos in place such as Two Minute Moodle from Tomaz Lasic, and despite advertising this widely these materials were only accessed once.  I have to believe staff when they tell me they didn’t know they were there, or if they did know they were there, how to access them. The whole point of having this available was that they could get at them when they were ready, but perhaps working to the rigours of a school timetable has left its mark, and unlike the majority of pupils some structure is required in order for them to sit down and learn. It could also be that there was simply too much information on display and staff found the choice bewildering, or that they found someone other than myself delivering the training, even in a recorded session, as not what they had come to expect from me, with my particular cadence and humour.
I’ve been gradually collecting a body of data from general conversation, emails and observation and making notes, without going into too much detail, my method of analysing this is based on Grounded Theory, that is, as data is collected you question it looking for patterns or key words and build a theory grounded in what you have so far collected. Theory is evolving all the time as more data is collected, and what seemed a certainty yesterday has now been superseded by some little nugget of information which has come to light. One of the general beliefs around grounded theory is that you start your research with no preconceived ideas or theories, which I find difficult if not impossible to countenance, and from whichever point I start it has to begin with some idea of what I’m trying to accomplish and in which way I intend to attempt this, but as a general approach I think it will work.
As the title suggests, this is an interim report, and bearing in mind what I’ve written above, my final outcome may differ from what is noted here.
The term Situated Learning may not be familiar to many of you, but I should imagine that almost all of us on Edugeek practise it. In a nutshell it means that you learn by doing what it is you wish to learn. An example of this is the Beta release of Windows 7 which many of you have downloaded, installed and are now learning how it works by “getting your hands dirty”. This was my starting point for the delivery of the training; using Camtasia I recorded simple tasks in Moodle such as Adding a Resource, added a narration to explain exactly what was going on, and at the suggestion of a teacher created “crib sheets”, simple pdf files which they can refer to once they have watched the recording.  For those of you who don’t know, adding a resource in Moodle is almost as simple as adding an attachment to an email (I’ve found it helpful to find parallels between what they are being asked to do with Moodle and what they can already achieve), and yet despite this some teachers are returning time and again to repeat the lesson one to one. I can only surmise the reasons for this; it may be as Homer Simpson says, “Every time I learn something new, it pushes some old stuff out of my brain”, it could be a fear of new technology, they may be near retirement and simply playing for time until the day they go. I’m sure we could all add to this list.
My initial objective was to create the training resources for new staff and carry on with the face to face sessions for current staff, however, at the time it seemed foolish not to extend this to current staff. I hoped that I could accelerate the learning process by providing this material, but my provisional findings are that staff still require me to be there to guide them through the various activities associated with producing a course in Moodle. Sometimes this is done on an individual basis and at others I address a whole faculty. I think the ability to be able to question there and then is important to them, and it may well be that all the Camtasia videos I’ve produced simply serve to jog their memories of how something is done.
� I will use the term VLE and Moodle interchangeably throughout this piece.


� Assignments in Moodle allow pupils to upload work to the VLE for grading by teachers.
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