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Executive Summary

Following installation of a VLE, there are various ongoing tasks which need to be carried out. These tasks are the same whichever VLE is used, and whatever the size of college; however, precisely who carries out these tasks within a given college will vary. For example, larger colleges may have a dedicated multimedia unit which has responsibility for design and formatting of content. In smaller colleges, this might be done by individual lecturers. 

However, most colleges will have a designated person to have overall responsibility for the VLE, i.e. to be the VLE Administrator. In some colleges, this person will be the person with responsibility for online learning as a whole; in others it will be a more technical position. 

In general, administration tasks will include the following:

a) Design the VLE interface and course templates

VLEs are usually customisable, so that you can provide a consistent look and feel to the front end, e.g. incorporating college logos, colours, etc. Course templates can be created so that each course has the same basic elements, into which the content is added.

b) Create a class shell

This means creating the virtual class within the VLE - i.e. giving it a name, basing it on a particular template, and assigning lecturers/designers to have responsibility for it. 

c) Write/find the content

Authoring or finding content is likely to be the responsibility of the lecturer. 

d) Put content in the correct format

Content needs to be put in the correct format, e.g. converted to HTML, navigation paths built, images and diagrams created, pages made accessible to visually impaired students, etc. In some colleges this may be the responsibility of the lecturer; in others it might be the VLE Administrator, or dedicated staff.

e) Check it (quality control)

Make sure that spelling and grammar are correct, that all the links work, that content is accessible to all students, that the navigation is logical, etc. It's essential to have an intermediate person, other than the content author, who can check the materials before they go live.

f) Upload the content

Once the content is created and put into the correct format, it needs to be uploaded into the VLE. This can be a simple or a complicated task, depending on the VLE. If the process is complex, it might be more effective to hand this over to another person to do, rather than expecting every lecturer to learn additional skills.

g) Enrol the students into the class

Students need to be enrolled into the virtual class and given passwords. Currently, this is often done manually, but as VLEs become more integrated with MIS, it should be possible for this to be done automatically from the MIS data. There will be other administrative tasks which relate to data required by MIS, or data which should come from MIS. The degree of integration between your VLE and MIS will define what tasks need to be carried out manually, by the VLE administrator or other person, and which can be automated. 

h) Backing up content and student data

Online learning and VLEs will be increasingly mission critical, and it will not be acceptable for the environment and data to be inaccessible for lengthy periods of time. It is essential to keep backups of VLE content and data, and your technical support team should develop a strategy for this.

i) Training
There will be a lot of training required for various roles, including for the VLE Administrator; for staff creating content; for delivery staff in online tutoring techniques; for students in initial use of the VLE; etc. The administrator, staff development department and ILT Champions will probably all have a role to play in devising and delivering a training programme, which should be supported by your existing help desk service for staff. 
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The issues

This report goes through the main administrative tasks associated with supporting and using a VLE, and gives general indications as to who would be responsible for these within the college. There are various tasks which need to be carried out, whichever VLE you choose, and whatever the size of your college. Some tasks may be carried out by lecturers, others by specialised units within the college; some will be the responsibility of the VLE administrator. Others may be contracted out to third parties, e.g. staff training, or writing content. 

This report does not cover any of the hardware/installation issues, such as whether or not the VLE is located on or off-site, or whether the VLE is accessible via the intranet only, or externally too, since these issues are covered in other reports.

Tasks

Precisely who carries these out will often depend on the college size and particular VLE in use. The tasks are:

· Design the VLE interface and course templates

· Create a class shell

· Write/find the content

· Put content in the correct format

· Check it (quality control)

· Upload the content

· Enrol the students into the class

· Backing up content and student data

· Training

a) Designing the VLE interface and course templates

VLEs are generally customisable. At a minimum, you should be able to change the front end of the VLE to give it a college specific look and feel. This will probably mean removing supplier logos, and inserting college branding.

However, you may be able to go a lot further than this. You may be able to create a course template, a sort of standard shell comprising common layout and elements into which lecturers (or whoever has this responsibility) place the course content. So the template could include standard content headings (e.g. schemes of work, assignment schedules); standard colours; a given set of tools (e.g. email but not chat); specify the style and location of navigation bars, etc. This has various advantages:

· It makes the job easier and quicker for whoever is plugging in the content.

· It gives a standard look and feel to all courses, making them easier to use for both staff and students, and promotes the corporate image.

· It is part of the process of quality control.

Templates are generally a good idea, so long as they are not applied so rigidly and are so prescriptive that they discourage people from developing content, and interfere with the teaching and learning.

Customising your VLE is a task which would need to be carried out by the VLE administrator. It should be noted that constraints can be set up in this process that have a big effect in the pedagogy being used – careful planning of this and involvement of staff is essential.
b) Create the class shell

Exactly what this involves will vary from VLE to VLE - but it could be as simple as creating a new class, naming it, and saying which lecturer is going to be responsible for administering it from then on. It could also include saying which template it is based on (i.e. is there a template which defines colours, available functions, etc). In some VLEs, only the overall VLE administrator can do this; others will let any lecturer do it. It should also be possible at this stage to allocate disk space quotas for individual courses. Some or part of this may be done automatically from an MIS connected through IMS (+FE) extensions specifications.

c) Write/find the content

In general, this will be the responsibility of a lecturer. In the short term, it's likely that a lecturer will have to write new content themselves, possibly converting paper based content they have previously used. As time goes on, more content will become available electronically, either through the college subscribing to or purchasing from commercial suppliers, or by finding free content on the web. The lecturer will have the task of assembling it, and fitting it into the course they are delivering. This might mean writing linking content, devising assignments, writing multiple choice tests, etc. There is another report in this series covering content in more detail.

d) Put content in the correct format

Existing documents might need to be converted to HTML format. The navigation path has to be set up. Images might need to be created. Accessibility to partially sighted and other disabled students has to be considered. Tools such as Dreamweaver or proprietary authoring tools could be used. These tasks are easier if the college provides standard templates, but can still be difficult or time-consuming for staff who are not particularly skilled in design. Writing content and preparing content for publication (in a book, a leaflet, or VLE) are two entirely different tasks requiring two entirely different skill sets. The college can expect a lecturer to be able to do the former, but it might consider it more effective to have someone else do the second - e.g. a multimedia unit, or a web designer. A further advantage of separating the tasks like this is that it can be part of the quality control process. Staff with these skills can be expensive, and it's worth considering collaboration with other colleges.

e) Check it (quality control)

By quality control, we mean making sure that spelling and grammar are correct, that all the links work, that content is accessible to all students (for example, can the content be read by a text reader?), that the navigation is logical, etc. These are extremely important, but different issues from whether or not the teaching materials are pedagogically sound or accurate, which is something which can only be checked by the lecturer and their colleagues.  Badly spelt, badly presented materials with links which don't work are not likely to be effective teaching materials. It's therefore essential to have an intermediate person, other than the content author, who can check the materials before they go live. 

f) Upload the content

Once the content is created and put into the correct format, it needs to be uploaded into the VLE. This can be a simple or a complicated task, depending on the VLE. In some VLEs, the upload process is analogous to simple drag and drop as used with Windows Explorer. In others, it is more complex, requiring a number of different steps - uploading the files, saying which course they are to be used in, and sorting out the hierarchical structure of the files.

If the process is complex, it might be more effective to hand this over to another person to do, rather than expecting every lecturer to learn additional skills.

g) Enrol the students into the class and collect data

Students need to be enrolled into the virtual class and given passwords. Currently, this is usually done manually, by entering them one by one, or in a batch by uploading a file with their details. As VLEs become more integrated with MIS, it should be possible for this to be done automatically from the MIS data. There will be other administrative tasks which relate to data required by MIS, or data which should come from MIS. The degree of integration between your VLE and MIS will define what tasks need to be carried out manually, by the VLE administrator or other person, and which can be automated. Before purchasing a VLE, this should be one of your major areas of investigation (see the Procurement of VLEs report).

h) Backups

Online learning and VLEs will be increasingly mission critical, and it will not be acceptable for the environment and data to be inaccessible for lengthy periods of time. It is essential to keep backups, and your technical support team should have a strategy for this (see the technical infrastructure report in this series). Note that if your VLE is hosted externally, you need to ensure that the host has an effective backup policy.

There are different levels of backup:

· Backing up all the courses and student data on the VLE server. This should be the responsibility of the technical staff, or the VLE Administrator. Ideally, they should be regular, incremental and automated. The VLE should provide you with an easy way of making this sort of backup - which, of course, should be held on another computer or other external media.  

· If a lecturer has produced their own content in-house, they would be well advised to keep an electronic copy of that on their own computer, or other media, rather than just rely on the server.

· There also needs to be a plan for dealing with a hardware breakdown - e.g. is there an alternative server available which can be used in place of the broken one?

i) Training

There will be a lot of training required for various roles, and this needs to be part of the college ILT training programme. It's not in the scope of this report to describe training programmes in detail (see other reports in the series for this) but, briefly, training will be required as follows:

· The overall VLE administrator will require training in managing the VLE - e.g. how to create new courses, how to backup, etc. This is likely to be provided by the VLE supplier, and may be cascaded to other staff.

· Some staff are likely to need training in content creation, both in using the tools to create content (HTML editors, etc.) and in what makes good content. Courses are being developed within the NLN to provide this.

· Delivery staff will need training in online tutoring techniques. This could be provided in-house if the expertise is there, or by going to external providers.

· Delivery staff will also need to be able to use the basic tools, i.e. be familiar with email, browsers, searching the web, etc.

· Students may need some  initial training, or at least induction, into using the VLE. If a student is computer literate and can use a word processor, email and a web browser, they will have no trouble using a VLE; however, they may need a brief introduction about how to access it, how to use it to study effectively, etc.

The administrator, staff development department and ILT Champions will all probably have a role to play in devising and delivering a training programme.

Complementary to the training, you will probably want to incorporate VLE support into existing help desk service for staff. Certainly at the beginning, staff will have a lot of questions about how to carry out various tasks within the VLE, and they will need fast support in order to make their first experiences of the VLE positive ones.

Assessment

Setting up and administering online learning, and VLEs, is a time consuming, complex and potentially costly process. Introduction of online learning tools, such as VLEs, needs to be planned carefully, and sufficient resources made available for the administration of the environment so that teaching staff are not overwhelmed with having to do tasks for which they have neither the skills nor the time, and so that the VLE works smoothly in a technical sense from the start. Implementing a VLE is a considerable cultural shift, and if the support is not adequate or good the whole project may fail – with consequences for the college business and reputation.

Conclusion

There are clearly many different tasks involved in administering online environments. Precisely who does the tasks will vary from college to college, and from VLE to VLE. Larger colleges are likely to have more staff dedicated to supporting online teaching, and able to specialise their roles, for example by having a multimedia development unit in-house. Smaller colleges will probably have one or two people fulfilling many roles. However, it is important that someone within a college has overall responsibility for the VLE - and, indeed, for online learning generally. The role of VLE Administrator is essential if VLEs are to be used effectively within the curriculum. Smaller colleges may find it difficult to fund a person to do this, and it may be that collaboration with other colleges, to jointly fund an Administrator, is the way forward for them. There is another report in this series which looks at collaboration possibilities.

It's also important to understand that administering online learning generally is much more than just a technician's job, though the technical competency is important. It also involves an understanding of online learning, and how it can enhance the process of teaching and learning.

Glossary

BECTa
British Educational and Communications Technology Agency

FERL
FERL (formerly FE Resources for Learning) is the part of BECTa which has responsibility for FE.

ILT
Information and Learning Technology.

MLE
Managed Learning Environment. The whole range of information systems and processes of the College that contribute directly, or indirectly, to learning and the management of that learning, including a VLE.

NLN
National Learning Network. Government initiative to support and promote ILT in FE.

Text

reader
Software used by visually impaired students, which reads aloud the contents of a web page.

VLE
Virtual Learning Environment. Software which provides an integrated online learning environment.
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FERL feature on Virtual Learning Environments

http://ferl.becta.org.uk/features/mle/startpage.htm

This is a good starting point for looking at VLEs, containing, amongst other things, links to other useful sites, supplier details, case studies from colleges using VLEs, and guest logins to a number of VLEs.
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