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1. Aim

This VLE Update summarises progress in the development of the new VLE made since the last Update (September 2010).  It lists the VLE’s current capabilities for the initial rollout in Semester 1, 2010 and those that are under development and due to be added during the remainder of the academic year and into the next.  
Included are status reports on:

· Template development
· Improvements in functionality

· VLE technical specification & ongoing developments

· Analysis of VLE take-up and usage

· Developments to support distance learning

· Training and support being provided by INSPIRE, the Faculty Learning Technologists, the University Library IT HelpDesk (students), and ISMS support (staff)

· Reduction in the use of WebCT

· Other ongoing issues

2. Background

2.1 
The VLE Implementation Project started in early 2009 with the objective to replace the current dated Virtual Learning Environment (VLE) (WebCT 4.1) with an up-to-date and evolving Learning Management System (LMS).  We took the decision to develop the new LMS as part of its IT infrastructure strategy based on the Microsoft SharePoint document management system and other Microsoft based or compatible applications. 
3.
Recommendation

3.1
The Learning, Teaching and Assessment Committee is asked to NOTE this report and add further comments as necessary.

Name:
Uwe Matthias Richter

Title:
E-learning, Flexible and Distance Learning Coordinator, INSPIRE
1) Background
The VLE Implementation Project distinguishes between its three development phases:

Phase 1: Closed and Open pilots (September 2009 to August 2010)

Phase 2: Live System (September 2010 to August 2011). 
This phase involves implementation on the live system with all primary functionalities developed and includes the transition from WebCT to the new VLE based on Faculty implementation strategies.

WebCT is being continued for a limited number of modules (Semester 1 – 33 modules with a lower number expected for semester 2) which use features that are currently not provided by the new VLE namely the synchronous chat, quizzes and e-submission; besides some very limited cases where the continuation on WebCT is the more effective method.

Since September 2010, further enhancements of the VLE template and integration of a number of functionalities have been developed and implemented. Further improvements are expected in the coming months.

Phase 3: Post WebCT (September 2011 onwards). All modules are expected to be delivered using the new VLE.  If necessary, WebCT will remain only as archived provision for resit purposes and will be closed by October 2012.  The new VLE is expected to be a fully integrated part of the IT system but further enhancements will need to take place depending on the developments in Phase 2 and the emergence of new learning technologies.

The development of our University’s learning technologies provision centres on the VLE Implementation Project.  Alongside this, there are a number of developments that are not in scope but are being considered elsewhere:

· e-assessment in general including policies and guidelines, summative e-submission and e-portfolios in particular

· Online Module Guides

· Processes around SITS and SITS data generation leading to higher process  automation

· The use of technologies introduced as part of the VLE as well as for wider university use e.g. the synchronous communication functionalities introduced with the Office Communication Server (OCS), the media server and lecture capture.
· A Document Management Library for interactive media, SCORM objects and digitised documents (Library)
· Legalities and accessibility
2) Progress Update

Since the last report the following developments have concluded (implemented on LIVE by or shortly after the 17 January 2010):

· A module site grouping template for pathways (new)

· Non-modular course template (new)

· New permission sets for discussion forum, wikis, blogs and surveys (improved)
· A number of enhancements on the discussion forum (improved)

· Display student ID on the list (module homepage) (new)

· Increase the student list count (module homepage) (improved)

· Address Telerik editor issues (improved)

· Basic Admin system with the facility to easily create sub-sites (new)

· VLE term of use (Legalities document) linked into VLE landing page (new) 
· The dropbox has been developed needs to be tested and signed off (new)

· The module list web part has been developed and requires testing and sign off (improved)

· The Copy facility to copy contents from one site / sub-site to another has been developed and deployed (new)

· VLE environments have been synchronised (new)

· Numerous quiz/assessment tools have been reviewed and Questionmark Perception (QMP) has been selected as the solution we will use. The current FST installation will be moved and upgraded to become the University-wide QMP solution. 
· A document on regional partners, including definitions has been compiled (new)

· OCS registration procedures have been passed to CST. (new).

· OCS provisioning process for integration has been completed and OCS is now available for piloting. (new)
VLE related activity:

· The Helix Video Library is being considered as a solution for media streaming.

· Echo 360 has been selected as the preferred system for lecture capture

Further advances have been made to assure the accuracy of SITS data, the streamlining of data generation processes, and the revision of the data held in SITS.  Improvements are ongoing and further demands are made on using SITS for user data management (e.g. for international partners and staff users of the VLE).

3) VLE Technical Specifications
The version of the new VLE used in Semester 1, 2010 remained unchanged from the pilot version with the exceptions of some update to improve existing functionalities. The version consists of the following functionalities:

· An editable homepage providing a template for basic module information and communication (module description, announcements, calendar) and a menu providing access to:

· A Module Guide repository (intended to include the module guide and other module information)

· A Module Document repository

· Module Content (based on a website created with a wiki)

· A Shared Document repository (allows students to upload and share documents)

· A Discussion Forum

· A Wiki (which allows students to edit and publish web pages)

· A module Blog

· A Survey tool

The following features earmarked for inclusion (as identified in the previous VLE Update paper, September 2010, and the recent monthly VLE Status report, 14th December 2010) are still to be developed and integrated:

	Designer / Administration Interface
	These features have been developed at a basic level and have been implemented on the live system. This includes an easier way to set up sub-sites.  Further developments are ongoing.

	Site Copier 

Backup / Rollover
	A basic version has been implemented which allows the copying of an existing site into a new site or sub-site and vice versa. Further developments are ongoing.


	Learning Path
	An enhanced module content provision based on a Learning Path approach (linear and managed access to documents, learning activities using different functionalities (e.g. wikis, blogs, etc.) and assessment (quizzes, formative e-submission). (Earmarked for next development phase: Feb – April 2011).

	Student Management System
	Allows tracking of students and performance management as well as usage data across the VLE. (Earmarked for next development phase: Feb – April 2011).

	Module Management
	Including Automated Module Generation from SITS data as well as other Admin and Rollover/Backup processes. (Earmarked for next development phase: Feb – April 2011).

	Assessment Management System
	Standalone application that includes exams, quizzes, tests, surveys, etc.  The decision for Questionmark Perception 5 was taken and the hardware is expected to be ordered and QMP installed in the near future ready for piloting in the next development phase. 

	Synchronous Communication
	The virtual classroom which provides text, audio and video chat, interactive whiteboard and file sharing, etc. is ready for piloting. This is a separate project.

	Media & Podcasting Support
	The Helix Video Library for the media provision has been identified as a possible solution. It is planned to implement a solution for piloting during semester 2. This is a separate project.

	Lecture Capture
	The lecture capture software (Echo360) and the rooms to be equipped have been identified and the soft- and hardware ordered. It is planned to become available for piloting during semester 2. This is a separate project.

	Document Management Library
	A repository that will store and manage resources which will not be (easily) stored in the VLE or on the media server or need shared access across a wider university community. These may include documents digitised by the University Library for teaching purposes, interactive media objects, and SCORM objects. This is a separate project still to be defined.

	SCORM compliancy
	Further work on this is included in the next development phase (Feb – April 2011)


Progress on these functionalities is subject to an ongoing redefinition of priorities based on needs requirements, estimated development times, current and projected resources allocation and staffing. 
4) Project Phase Updates

Phase 1: Pilots 

Completed in 2009-10.  

Phase 2: Initial Rollout on Live System (August 2010 to August 2011). 


In their implementation strategies all Faculties were asked for a full implementation of the VLE with all modules having a VLE presence.  Basic requirements were defined which include (with slight variation between Faculties):

· Populating the Module Guide repository with a module guide and where appropriate the e-vision generated MDF

· Editing the Module homepage based on a consistent set of headings (Module Code, Title, Leader, Description, etc.)

· Getting familiar with uploading learning materials (files) to the Module Document repository and setting up Announcements and the Calendar

The success of this approach is also evident in the considerable reduction of requests to run modules on WebCT.  For semester 1, 2010, only 33 modules continue on WebCT and the uptake is expected to decline further in semester 2, 2011. The majority of Faculties have confirmed that preliminary audits indicate a high level of compliance with the basic Faculty requirements as outlined above. A fuller audit of Faculties use of the VLE in Semester 1, 2010 is currently being undertaken by INSPIRE and the Faculty Learning Technologists. Early indications point to a high adoption of the VLE for making the module guide (Module Guide repository), learning materials and resources (Module Documents) available to students as well as using announcements and the calendar as a new form of communication with students.  We are also aware of examples of good practice of general VLE and specific functionality use. INSPIRE is preparing a more systematic way to identify, capture and share these examples.

Progress on the VLE development as well as the live system has accelerated since September 2010 under its new ISMS project leadership of Mark Rowland and Donna Bee. A concentrated development process over the past two months in conjunction with an external company (2e2) has enabled us to develop and implement much needed enhancements to the VLE template and functionalities.

The ongoing collaboration and support from Faculty learning technologists and the INSPIRE team over this period was crucial for successful progression of set developments. The following progress was achieved in this period (as reported in the ISMS VLE Monthly Project Report)
· Employing an external company to develop a number of features and enhancements in collaboration with dedicated ISMS staff and small ISMS / INSPIRE project team.
· Continuing support from faculty VLE representatives especially the Learning Technologists to achieve VLE improvement and support semester 1 deliveries. 

· VLE template 1 with 1687 module sites provisioned in Live for Semester 1.

· VLE Landing page (http://vle.anglia.ac.uk) and Module List Web Part deployed and refined
· A VLE support request process through ISMS support has been put in place and further refined
· VLE training sessions are ongoing and advanced training has started.

· VLE staff training materials are continually developed as new features are stabilised and deployed.
· Site copier and basic admin interface deployed.
5) Take-up and use of the VLE in Semester 1
As described in section 4 (above), Faculties have taken an active approach to VLE adoption with the provision of modules to contain at least some basic information and the module guide.

INSPIRE with Faculty learning technologists are currently undertaking an audit of VLE activity in provisioned VLE sites in Semester 1.  Without the implementation of the Student Management System, (earmarked for future development), a more time-consuming manual inspection of VLE sites is currently being undertaken.  A report on this will be circulated as soon as this work is completed (hopefully by the end of January 2011).

The focus for semester 2, 2011 and thereafter is to increase the effectiveness use of the VLE based on shared good practice and advanced training.  

6) Distance Learning developments
A new dimension that has been introduced this semester is the more advanced use of the VLE for Distance Learning, with some pathways commencing and/or being validated in Semester 2, 2011, being validated in January to start after Easter 2010 and others starting in September 2011. This has increased the pressure on the VLE project to provide a number of outstanding features listed above as soon as possible.

The development of the VLE template and functionality to support effective distance learning requires continuing attention.
7) Training Material Production
INSPIRE has produced an extensive provision of training materials for the new VLE in two different formats. These materials focus on supporting staff in the development of modules on the new VLE and can be accessed through a link on the VLE landing page.

Formats:

1. pdf-based learning objects (training units)

2. screen-captured, narrated learning objects 

Further training materials are being developed in response to needs identified by the Faculties and as new functionalities and features are being implemented. 

Basic student guidance have also been produced and distributed. They can be downloaded from the INSPIRE training site and the Library IT HelpDesk site.

8) Use of WebCT

During Phase 2 (up to the end of 2010-11), WebCT will continue to be available for a limited number of modules that use features that are currently not provided by the new VLE.  Where possible, faculties have endeavoured to transfer modules previously using WebCT into the new VLE.  

Comparative figures for Semester 1 2002-11 with that of the same semester in the previous year are show that the use of WebCT has been reduced from 349 modules to 30 now i.e. a reduction of over 90%.
	Faculty
	Semester 1, 2010-11
	Comparison with 
Semester 1, 2009-10

	ALSS
	  2 (I modular and 1 non-modular)
	  81  (79 modular, 4 non-modular)

	AIBS
	  2  (Both modular)
	  26  (24 modular, 2 non-modular)

	EDUC
	  None
	  66 (49 modular, 17 non-modular)

	FHSC
	  1 (non-modular)
	  56 (45 modular, 11 non-modular)

	FST
	25 (21 modular and 4 non-modular)
	120 (114 modular, 6 non-modular)

	Totals
	30
	349


Note: Non-modular courses can represent entire pathways of modules e.g. Pre-Registration Nursing.

This is very encouraging and reflects the considerable work undertaken in faculties and elsewhere to convert modules and pathways from WebCT to our new VLE. 
9) Other ongoing issues

The following ongoing key issues have been reported which are being addressed or require further attention:

· Modules on the pilot server need to be moved to the live system. In most cases this has been undertaken manually by the learning technologists with support from INSPIRE.
· The accuracy of VLE relevant information in SITS and data generation processes need to be subject to ongoing review and revision.

· Partners require access to the VLE as well as training and support.

· The role of different parties in the student support process (cascaded from support queries originating from the IT HelpDesk) need to be clarified and defined.

· The current VLE template requires further refinement based on user feedback.  As the VLE adoption increases, it is to be expected that further requirements for enhancements will emerge.
· The Module List Webpart on the VLE landing page needs to be refined to accurately represent the users in a module site

· The backup, transfer of content and module ‘rollover’ procedures need to be further developed.
· The Assessment / Quiz Engine (QuestionMark Perception) needs to be introduced and training of staff in its use provided

· Training staff in the use of the Communication Server, especially synchronous chats and computer-to-computer videoconference tools.

· Testing and implementation of the multimedia server to support audio video files.

· The Search facility generates an error message.

· The continuing support from ISMS for continuing testing, development and review is needed.

Uwe Richter

January 2011
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