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S u m m a r y

Recent literature in e-leam ing research and com puter-assisted language learning (CALL) asserts that 

technologies are under-used in higher education. There has been specific criticism in e-learning 

research o f  the virtual learning environm ent (VLE) as perpetuating a transm ission-based approach to 

teaching, instead o f  supporting constructivist methods. M eanwhile, much has been made o f  the 

pow er o f  W eb 2.0 technologies to bring about the transform ations in teaching and learning which the 

VLE has failed to deliver.

This thesis examines whether there is evidence to support claim s about the shortcom ings o f  the VLE. 

It is argued that research has not adequately examined the place o f  the VLE within taught courses in 

cam pus-based institutions. An institution-wide exam ination o f  the adoption o f  the VLE, as well as its 

use in the context o f  specific disciplines, was needed in order to address identified gaps in the 

research literature concerning the VLE. The developm ent o f  a framework with which to undertake 

such an analysis would be valuable to researchers, and the outcom es o f  the work would contribute to 

the discussion o f  whether the VLE was fit for purpose. These outcomes in turn could address whether 

there are indeed patterns o f  “cyclical failure" (M ayes, 1995, p. 1) in the adoption o f  new 

technologies.

The thesis reports on an exam ination o f  the VLE in context, tracing its adoption from the point o f  

institutional decision through to its use in language disciplines. Activity Theory (Engestrom, 1987), 

com bined with a predom inantly qualitative research design, provided the researcher with an 

analytical framework for this intra-institutional investigation. Data were gathered with four groups at 

the research site: managem ent personnel with responsibility for institutional decision-making 

(“M anagers"), support staff charged with m ainstream ing and supporting e-leam ing (“Central 

Supporters” ), teaching personnel (“Teachers” ), and students (“Students"). In addition, data were 

gathered from support staff and teaching staff at external sites.

Activity systems were modelled for each o f  the four groups, and contradictions as well as shared and 

unshared objects identified. The research findings showed that the trajectory o f  adoption o f  the VLE 

was very sim ilar at the research site and the external sites. VLEs were indeed being used 

predom inantly to support existing teaching and learning activities in language subjects, rather than to 

transform  them. However, there was appropriate use o f  the system in term s o f  the activities of 

Teachers, and they were also beginning to develop new ways o f  using basic flinctions o f  the VLE to 

mediate their activities. These findings challenged the claim s that there has been lim ited use o f  the 

VLE. Publication o f  m aterials was undertaken for different reasons depending on the object o f  the 

activity, and was not done sim ply to transm it materials to the students. Students constantly interacted 

with all o f  their courses via the VLE, and used it as the starting point for coursework and



assessments. Modularisation of programmes at the research site, and the need for departments to 

manage very large groups in certain subjects, influenced the use of the VLE beyond the language 

disciplines. The VLE was used more extensively in departments with very large cohorts o f students, 

and this influenced students’ cultures of use of the VLE for their language subjects. They regarded 

heavily populated course spaces in the VLE as being inherently good, but sparsely populated spaces 

reflected negatively on their departments, even if there was excellent teaching on those courses.

The analysis revealed that Managers had no specific strategic goal for the VLE beyond its adoption. 

Although Managers were strongly supportive of developing and enhancing learning and teaching, 

there was some degree of uncertainty about the role o f technology. This was reflected in discussion 

of central support for e-learning, which lacked a clear pathway following completion o f the 

implementation o f the VLE as a discrete project. An unshared object was identified between Central 

Supporters and Teachers, due in part to misinterpretations o f the support role but also to the 

mismatch between agendas o f change and transformation in academic development, and the activities 

o f teachers. Technology alone was not a trigger for change in teaching practices, since these were 

mediated by a range o f non-trivial “frame factors” (Miettinen. 1999, p. 328).

The thesis proposes that Managers work with Central Supporters to plan for the development and 

ongoing support o f e-leaming. Strategies are not adequate for this purpose. User support for 

mainstreamed learning technologies should be relocated from teaching and learning services to 

computer services within the institution. This would facilitate closer working between academic 

developers and e-leaming supporters, while also clarifying to the community that e-learning 

supporters can provide pedagogical (rather than technical) support. An activity-led approach should 

be taken with departments in order to identify areas of good practice, but also contradictions in their 

work which might be points for development. Developmental activities could then be supported and 

facilitated by the teaching and learning service, whether or not such activities were mediated by e- 

leaming. This is proposed as a sustainable model for future work.
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N o t e s  o n  t h e  t e x t

Note 1: Nomenclature
All o f  the higher education institutions involved in this research have been given pseudonym s which 

will be used where necessary in this thesis.

Following the example o f  Vogel and O liver (2006), the institutions have been given randomly 

selected pseudonym s which bear no resemblance to their actual names. The research site has been 

given the nam e Lowlands University. The other institutions are named:

Central University 

City University 

Lakeside University 

Quayside University 

Regional University 

Riverside Institute o f  Technology 

Valley University

No additional details o f  these institutions have been provided because the purpose o f  the research in 

this study was not to com pare institutions or institutional data. Instead, the purpose o f  gathering data 

from other institutions was to support validation o f  the data gathered at the research site.

Individual participants in the research have also been given pseudonyms and these are detailed in 

Chapter Four.

Note 2: Citations
W hen quoting from the research data, or from  texts used in the literature review, the thesis w'ill quote 

directly the text as recorded or presented. Spelling and gram m ar have not been adjusted.
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C h a p t e r  O n e : I n t r o d u c t i o n

1.1 Rationale for this research

1.1.1 introduction

This thesis exam ines the adoption o f  a virtual learning environm ent (hereafter VLE) at a campus- 

based university in Ireland. VLEs, sometim es referred to as Learning M anagem ent Systems (LM S), 

or Course M anagement Systems (CM S), are used pervasively in higher education in the developed 

world (OECD, 2005; W illiams van Rooij, 2011). The VLE used at the research site, M oodle ', is also 

widely used in the developing world as freely available Open Source" software. M oodle is a web- 

based system which is password-protected and allows the lecturer to make a range o f  electronic 

materials and online activities available to students. However, recent research has suggested that 

VLEs have been used predom inantly to store and dissem inate course materials, rather than being 

interactive learning environm ents, or providing classroom -like activities online (Conole, 2004; 

Donnelly & O 'Rourke, 2007; Palmer & Holt, 2009; Stiles, 2007). Local evaluation work at the 

research site also showed that the predom inant use o f  the VLE was to carry course notes and 

supporting materials (M cAvinia, 2006, 2007, 2010a, 2010b).

The reasons for the apparent under-use o f  the VLE are unclear. Literature focused on other 

educational technologies suggests a sim ilar pattern o f  under-use (Conole, 2009; Kirkup & Kirkwood, 

2005; Mayes, 1995; M cM ullin, 2005). Com puter-assisted language learning (CALL) literature, 

which in this context is representative o f  the use o f  e-leam ing within language subjects, has also 

recently reflected a degree o f  disappointm ent at the lack o f  impact o f  new technologies across 

language disciplines (Bush, 2008; Chinnery, 2008; Coleman, 2005). Generalist researchers in e- 

leam ing have collaborated with CALL researchers to exam ine these issues (Blin & M unro, 2008). 

Separate examinations o f  the uptake and use o f  the VLE have also been undertaken (Browne & 

Jenkins, 2003; Heaton-Shrestha, Edirisingha, Burke, & Linsey, 2005; McGill & Hobbs, 2007; Vogel 

& Oliver, 2006) to find out how people teaching use these systems in practice. The author’s 

professional role as a Learning Technologist is to support people using the VLE, and to develop its 

use across an institution that has six language departm ents in its Hum anities faculty. The question 

arose that if  only a small num ber o f  the features o f  the VLE were being used at the research site, and 

if  practitioners had evidence o f  the same issue elsewhere, then this could have im plications for the 

adoption o f  other technologies in the future. Furtherm ore, there was a gap in research addressing the 

adoption o f  technologies from an institution-wide perspective (Bliuc, Goodyear, & Ellis, 2007;

' http://www.m oodle.org 

■ http://www.opensource.org/
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Smith. 2005), perhaps because o f  a lack o f  appropriate m ethodological tools. Therefore, there would 

be value in undertaking a study o f  how the VLE had been adopted and used at the research site. 

Exam ining the adoption o f  the VLE -  from managem ent decision through to classroom  use -  could 

reveal gaps or anom alies in the process, influencing how the system was used in practice by teachers 

and students. There would be potential benefit too in involving M odem  Languages departm ents in 

this study. There is a dearth o f  research about the use o f  the VLE in language subjects (Yu, Yu-Chih, 

& Chang. 2010). The local evaluative work had not been extensive enough to analyse the use o f  the 

VLE in any specific discipline, and research in this area could provide opportunities to raise 

awareness o f  CALL and its potential relevance to language departm ents at the research site.

1.1.2 Development of the research rationale

Before setting out the aims and scope o f  this study, it is important to state that the rationale for this 

research evolved considerably during its early phases. The research began with the intention o f  

investigating in detail the suitability o f  the VLE for CALL. The researcher’s focus was to make a 

transition from generalist e-leam ing research towards the specific field o f  CALL research, in order to 

examine how the VLE could be used most effectively in language subjects. The purpose o f  making 

such a transition in research terms w'as to find out whether, with more appropriate support informed 

by research from their own fields, language teachers would use the VLE more extensively in their 

work.

The original research design had advanced to the point where a prelim inary analysis o f  the VLE as a 

CALL system had been undertaken, and a research design developed. An application had been 

approved by the School o f  Linguistics, Speech and Com m unication Sciences (SLSCS) Research 

Ethics Com m ittee (REC) for the initial data-gathering processes, supporting resources had been 

produced, and initial questionnaires had been circulated to staff and students. Three teachers and 

seven students had form ally agreed to participate.

However, it quickly becam e clear that the teachers were not participating to the extent envisaged. 

They were not availing o f  the supporting resources systematically, nor were they m aking any 

changes to their selected modules. They recorded some notes o f  their use o f  the VLE, but these were 

general notes o f  actions undertaken, rather than accounts o f  things they introduced or considered 

changing. It was clear that this design was not succeeding in the ways envisaged. The research was 

paused, and its focus shifted to an examination o f  this experience as a specific instance o f  “under

use” o f  the VLE, a phenom enon being discussed elsewhere in the literature, and how this could be 

investigated.

The original research questions were reviewed to consider what the motivations might be for teachers 

to use the VLE in the first place. The project was redesigned to consider this broader question, in 

tandem with the published research concerning the apparent under-use o f  the VLE. The teachers’ 

purposes in using the VLE were at issue, as well as the assum ptions inform ing the original research
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design. This led to questioning what understandings o f  the purpose o f  the VLE were shared or 

unshared between institutional management, e-leam ing and teaching and learning specialists, 

academics and students. As a consequence o f  this review  and reflection, the specific research 

questions presented throughout this thesis were derived. These questions, and the scope o f  the 

revised study, will be presented in the next section.

1.2 Aims and scope of the study

1.2.1 Research questions

The focus o f  this study was, therefore, to examine how a perv'asive web-based technology currently 

in place in higher education institutions (HEls), nam ely the VLE, had been adopted and used, and 

specifically how it had been adopted in traditional campus-based language departments. Furthermore, 

experience with the initial research design, and engagem ent with the literature, suggested that there 

was under-use, or limited use, o f  the VLE. The research would therefore address the following 

questions:

1. Why has there been limited use o f  the VLE?

2. What is the route o f  adoption o f  the VLE from institutional decision to ‘classroom ’ use?

3. Is it possible to develop an analytical framework that identifies where key decisions arc made 

that determine the extent to which the VLE is used?

4. If such a framework were applied, what would it reveal about the reasons that someone in a 

M odem Languages department in a HEI in Ireland does/does not use the VLE?

5. W hat proposals could be made for the future to support the adoption o f  other technologies, and 

their em bedding in specific disciplines?

The anticipated outcomes o f  the study were;

• the development o f  a framework in order to undertake the analysis;

•  the resulting institution-wide analysis o f  the process o f  adoption o f  the VLE;

•  the identification o f  actions that might be taken in order to inform the adoption and uptake o f  

new technologies in the future as well as further em bedding the VLE in current practice.

This thesis presents the study undertaken, its methodological framework, findings, and implications 

for practice.

1.2.2 Boundaries of the study

Section 1.1 has described in broad term s the purpose and focus o f  the study to be presented in this 

thesis. Adoption o f  the VLE is widespread, and there are num erous systems available (Britain & 

Liber, 2004; W illiams van Rooij, 2011). VLEs are used in a wide variety o f  settings, and their use is 

not confined to the education sector. Therefore, in order to conduct a sufficiently detailed and
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rigorous exam ination o f  the research questions, the study was bounded: it would focus on publicly- 

funded HEIs in Ireland and the UK, as close neighbours with sim ilar organisational structures. 

However, literature from other settings internationally has been reviewed and included where 

relevant.

1.2.3 Definition of key terms

Chapter Two and Chapter Three will present a full discussion o f  the term s used in the title o f  this 

thesis, informed by a review o f relevant literature. However, for practical reasons it is useful to 

define some key terms at this point.

Terminology describing the use o f  technology in education is in a constant state o f  flux, and this can 

make discussion o f  the field extremely difficult (Bliuc, et al., 2007; Guri-Rosenblit, 2005; Guri- 

Rosenblit & Gros, 2011). This thesis will refer to the use o f  com puter-bascd and web-based 

technologies for learning and teaching in higher education as “e-Ieam ing". This term was selected in 

preference to “learning technology”, since it has currency in recent publications in the field (for 

example, Beetham & Sharpe 2007, Conole & Oliver 2007b). However, it is worth noting here that 

“learning technology” is a term  widely used by e-leam ing practitioners and inform ing the labelling o f 

roles such as learning technologist. E-leam ing is sometim es interpreted as the provision o f

commercial training software (for example, in Failing (2002)), but it will not be used in that sense

here.

The term “support” will be used in this thesis to encompass the technical help and pedagogical 

guidance provided by people working in e-learning in HEIs. These people may or may not be

working in the roles called “Learning T echnologisf’ but will be understood to be members o f  a

central service, such as a teaching and learning service, in their institutions. Developmental activities 

focused on enhancing teaching by academ ics in HEIs (through accredited courses, workshops, 

projects and research) will be referred to as “academ ic developm ent” . This work is usually 

undertaken by “academic developers” in the teaching and learning service o f  an institution. As in the 

case o f  e-leam ing support, this may not be the same in every institution and the positions and titles o f 

people involved in this w ork may vary (Gosling, 2009). W here necessary, the organisation o f  these 

services and supports at different institutions will be described. In general term s however, support 

and academic developm ent will be understood as taking place as part o f  a central service within the 

institution, and this is the case at the research site.

Throughout this thesis, reference will be made to people teaching in higher education. However, 

these people may be Lecturers or Senior Lecturers, Professors, postgraduate tutors or part-tim e 

members o f  s ta ff  D ifferent arrangements and titles exist at different institutions. Therefore, for ease 

o f  reference, the term “Teachers” is used to mean anyone undertaking formal teaching in a HEI. It is 

acknowledged that this term  is more usually associated with school sector positions, but it was
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nonetheless identified as the most succinct way o f  capturing all o f  the possible titles at play in this 

research.

“Virtual learning environm ent” or “VLE” has been defined briefly in Section 1.1.1 and will be 

described more fully in Section 2.3. It is used in this thesis to mean a web-based system, usually 

password-protected, to which electronic materials (docum ents, images, media files, web links) can be 

published, and in which people can participate in online activities (discussion forums, quizzes). 

Access to the system is available from anywhere provided the user has access to the hitem et, and has 

a login. VLEs are com monly used in educational settings to carry course inform ation and 

communications, as well as facilitating com pletion o f  assessm ents and coursework. The use o f  the 

word “virtual" is not intended to mean a three-dim ensional space in the VLE, nor is “virtual reality” 

used, although some researchers have used the term “virtual learning environm enf’ in this way 

before VLEs becam e perv'asive (for example. Follows (1999)).

B eatty 's (2003, p. 7) definition o f  com puter-assisted language learning, or CALL will be used, 

nam ely that CALL is “any process in which a learner uses a com puter and, as a result, improves his 

or her language” . In this thesis, the discussion is o f  CALL in instructed second language acquisition 

(Chappelle, 2001).

Finally, the term s "adoption” and “m ainstream ing” are used throughout this thesis in relation to new 

technologies. Adoption is used to mean the decision to use the technology, w hether this decision is 

taken by someone in managem ent on behalf o f  the institution, or by a teachcr or student. 

M ainstreaming is used to mean the formal provision, and prom otion, o f  a technology across a whole 

institution after a test phase or pilot project.

Further discussion o f  these term s is taken up in Chapters Two and Three. The following section 

provides an overview  o f  the use o f  com puters in higher education and serves as a preface to Chapter 

Two.

1.3 Computers in higher education: an overview

1.3.1 Introduction

The author’s professional role for more than a decade has been to work with academics using 

com puters and the web to support different areas o f  teaching and learning in higher education. The 

reported issues o f  under-use and even “cyclical failure” (M ayes, 1995, p. 1) o f  technologies in higher 

education are therefore o f  urgent professional concern. The limited uptake o f  technologies implies a 

possible misalignment o f  the work o f  e-leam ing professionals and the concerns o f  people teaching 

and learning in HEls. If  there is limited use o f  technologies, this also calls into question the 

investment made in them, and the return on this investment for institutions (Laurillard, 1993). As a
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preface to the detailed discussion of these issues in Chapter Two, this section will provide an 

overview of how computerisation came to HEIs, how and w'hy institutions began to use the Internet 

as part o f teaching and learning, and the eventual emergence and adoption of the VLE. Chapter Two 

will then examine these developments in further detail, as they pertain to the research questions.

1.3.2 Com puterisation and change in higher education

The use of computers at all levels o f education in western cultures has been an important focus o f 

educational, political and economic discourse since desktop machines became affordable and 

accessible in the early years o f the 1980s (Smith, 2005). Computers have been introduced to almost 

every aspect o f academic and administrative life in tertiary education over the past three decades 

(Conole, Oliver, Cook, Ravenscroft, & Currier, 2003). Political, social and economic imperatives, as 

well as educational ones, have all been cited as drivers for the use o f computers in education (Bates, 

2001; Weller, 2007). The arrival o f the Internet and the World Wide Web (web) catalysed this 

discourse in the 1990s to convert it to one of revolutionary change. Politicians began to reference the 

Internet as the means by which education, commerce, and civic activities would be transformed 

(Blair, 1994; Clinton, 1997). Internationally, governments in the US, Canada, Australia and the UK 

committed significant funding to initiatives designed to introduce and grow the use o f technology in 

education (Bates, 2001; Smith, 2005). The web led to many visions o f computers transforming 

education, particularly beyond post-compulsory schooling (Garrett. 2004). The scope for campus- 

based HEIs to move into distributed and flexible learning attracted renewed political and educational 

interest from the mid-1990s onwards (Clegg & Steel, 2002; Goodfellow, Lea, Gonzalez, & Mason, 

2001; Jakupec & Garrick, 2000). Although developments were modest in Ireland, elsewhere national 

strategies were formulated to guide and promote development, and large-scale digitisation projects 

were funded to provide electronic materials and content for education (Conole, Smith, & White, 

2007). Time, effort and resource were invested in online learning, and it continued to attract funding 

and attention at government level in many western countries as the new millennium advanced 

(Dillenbourg, 2008; Laurillard, 1993, 2001).

From the late 1990s to the mid-2000s, many universities in the UK and Ireland created managed 

learning environments (JISC, 2001; TLTG, 2001), whereby they joined administrative systems 

together and gradually made these available to users at the point o f need, across the web. Timetables, 

registration and fee payments have all gone online at the research site in recent years, mirroring the 

experiences at other institutions in Ireland and abroad. Most HEIs have adopted and implemented at 

least one VLE (Jenkins, Browne, & Armitage, 2001; OECD 2005; Weller, 2007), discussion of 

which is the central focus o f this study. While institutional strategies tended to focus on the argument 

that new technologies would open access to education and enhance learning for all students (Gibbs, 

Habeshaw, & Yorke, 2000), there were also ambitions to attract international students to online 

“national” universities (Garrett, 2004; Jakupec & Garrick, 2000). Systems supporting online learning 

and course administration via the web were beginning to challenge campus-based universities. Many 

writers in the 2000s challenged the campus-based university to fight for its existence in a new online
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world post-globalisation, where students could choose to attend any university and not ju st those in 

close geographical proximity to them  (Jones & O 'Shea, 2004).

1.3.3 New roles and activities

These developm ents have contributed to a set o f  fundam ental changes in higher education in Ireland 

and the UK. over the past 25 years. At the adm inistrative level, com puterisation has interacted with 

w ider policy changes including modularisation, semesterisation, and initiatives to widen 

participation. Alongside these institutional, political, and technical changes, there has been a 

significant evolution in the roles o f  adm inistrators, technical staff, library sta ff and others supporting 

academ ic departm ents (Thorley, 1998). The role o f  the academic has altered to include w ider 

adm inistrative responsibilities, to com ply with accountability metrics, to com pete for funding, and to 

teach an ever more diverse student population (Holley & Oliver, 2000). HEls in the UK were 

directed to provide professional developm ent in teaching for academic s ta ff  from 1997 (NCIHE. 

1997), and this has recently been recommended again in the Hunt report in Ireland (DES, 2011). The 

expansion o f  higher education to include larger num bers o f  students, modularisation and 

sem esterisation, requirem ents to publish learning outcom es at module and program m e level, and the 

introduction o f  resource allocation models have affected academic and adm inistrative roles (Henkel, 

2000; Taylor, 1999). M eanwhile, students, in the discourse o f  flexible learning, are seen as lifelong 

learners, with mobility and the scope to learn throughout their careers (Clegg & Steel, 2002; Nunan, 

2000 ).

New roles began to emerge with new areas o f  work in HEls. One o f  the first references to these new 

professional roles was made in the studies undertaken for the U K ’s “Dearing Report” (NCIHE, 

1997). These studies identified people working in what were then described as the growth areas o f  

higher education in the UK: student services, marketing and information services. The work o f  these 

new professionals cut across adm inistrative and academ ic areas, and blurred the boundaries between 

them. The requirem ent for institutions in the UK to produce teaching and learning strategies from 

1998 (Gibbs, et al., 2000) represented another change, and funding was attached to the 

im plem entation o f  these strategies. Coinciding with these em ergent roles was the introduction o f  new 

technology to various separate central divisions o f  the institution, and in turn to academic 

departm ents (M cA vinia & Oliver, 2004). Gom all (1999) examined the traditional classifications o f  

staff at universities and argued that within the ‘support’ category, a range o f  new  roles relating to the 

support o f  teaching and learning was identifiable. These roles were not only adm inistrative, but could 

be strategic, managerial, technical, or involve tutoring or training o f  staff and students. Support roles 

in learning and teaching, com bined with support roles in the use o f  new technology, led to the 

em ergence o f  the “ learning technologist” role (Oliver, 2002). Analysis by Beetham (2001) found that 

while the title “ learning technologist” was beginning to be used, it could refer to people working 

centrally but also within subject departments. Learning technologists were identified in both research 

and developm ent roles, in technical support units, as well as in libraries. B eetham 's (2001) study 

found that around 4,500 people in central sections o f  their universities in the UK were w orking as
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learning technologists. This was exclusive o f the thousands o f  staff in academic departments who 

described them selves as having some areas o f  work related to learning technologies. This broad 

survey indicated the potential for sta ff at all levels o f  the university to be affected by the introduction 

o f  technology to support teaching and learning.

Further research by O liver (2002) showed that by the early 2000s, it was possible to talk about the 

learning technologist's w ork in term s o f  a more specific job  description. Although the role now 

seemed to have particular forms o f  collaboration with academic staff at its core, it could nonetheless 

include a range o f  other responsibilities including teaching, adm inistrative duties, research and 

technical services (Oliver, 2002). Learning technologists came from diverse backgrounds and 

different disciplines (Conole, et al., 2003). Different studies have em phasised different aspects o f  the 

work, dem onstrating its fluidity: Surry and Robinson (2001), who developed a taxonom y o f  LT roles, 

focused on service positions rather than academic ones. Although Oliver (2002) com ments that there 

is little inform ation about the emergence and developm ent o f  the learning technologist role outside 

the UK, it later gained currency in a number o f  countries, including Ireland, based on the evidence 

from job  advertisements and new or refined university structures (DRHEA, 2009).

In summ ary then, structural and organisational changes in HEls have taken place at the same tim e as 

technological change over the past three decades. Some o f  these changes are politically driven, with 

funding linked to innovation in teaching and learning. This is the context in which people have begun 

to use the web for learning and teaching, and into which the VLE was introduced. New roles, 

particularly that o f  learning technologist, evolved in tandem with these changes. This context, and the 

VLE itself, will be explored in further detail in Chapter Two. To conclude this Chapter, an overview 

o f the thesis will be presented in the next section.

1.4 Overview of the thesis

This Chapter has provided an introduction to the study to be presented in this thesis, and stated the 

research questions which will be addressed. This section provides an overview o f  the Chapters to 

follow.

Chapter Two provides a detailed consideration o f  the context for this research. Literature relevant to 

the research questions will be reviewed, and the specific foci o f  the research will be addressed in 

stages. First, the developm ent o f  e-leam ing and CALL in HEIs will be considered in detail. Second, 

the VLE will be described, and its uptake in universities in Ireland and elsewhere will be discussed. 

This leads into a discussion o f  the nature o f  central support for e-leaming, how it has been 

underpinned by constructivist views o f  learning, and how these have influenced the developm ent o f  

e-leam ing in universities. Finally, the chapter identifies a trend in the literature towards 

disappointm ent with the outcom es achieved so far from the use o f  technology in higher education. In
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conclusion, the Chapter asks how the case o f  the V LE might be analysed to discover the reasons for 

its limited use.

Building on the discussion in Chapter Two, Chapter Three proposes that Activity Theory offers a 

useful theoretical framework for the consideration o f  the research questions o f  concern in this study. 

The Chapter provides a detailed account o f  Activity Theory, the ways in which it has been applied in 

a range o f  settings, and its use in e-leam ing research. The nature o f the theory and its relevance to the 

current research is discussed. Finally, the ways in which Activity Theory was operationalised for this 

research are described.

Chapter Four identifies a suitable m ethodology and choice o f  methods that can be combined with 

Activity Theory, and thereby presents the research design for the current study. The Chapter then 

describes the implementation o f  the research design, the ethical processes used, and any issues 

encountered during the research process. Following on from this, the Chapter describes how data 

were analysed, including the use o f  the PASW and N V ivo software packages to support data 

analysis.

Chapter Five presents the results o f  this research, m odelling these as activity systems, and 

identifying the contradictions or breaks in the activity systems. Potentially shared and unshared 

Objects between systems are examined. Them es for further discussion in relation to the adoption and 

use o f  the VLE, from management level through to the language departments, are identified.

Chapter Six presents full discussion o f  the key issues identified from modelling the activity systems 

in Chapter Five. Potentially shared and unshared Objects between the activity systems are discussed, 

and a map o f  the activities identified across the research site is presented. The research questions are 

revisited, and the extent to which the research answers these questions is discussed. A lternative 

proposals are made for the adoption and mainstreaming o f  other new technologies in H Els. informed 

by the detailed analysis undertaken in this research as well as the existing findings in literature. These 

proposals address the breaks and contradictions identified earlier in activity theoretic analysis, 

discussing them as opportunities for change and development.

Chapter Seven presents a summ ary o f  the conclusions drawn from this research. It includes 

recom m endations for the future developm ent o f  institutional supports for teaching and learning with 

technologies in specific subject areas. The Chapter considers the strengths and lim itations o f  the 

research undertaken. Contributions made by the thesis are listed. Areas for further research are 

outlined, and questions for the future identified.
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C h a p t e r  T w o :  

E - l e a r n i n g ,  CALL a n d  VLEs

2.1 Introduction

Chapter One presented the starting points for this thesis, and introduced the research questions under

investigation. This Chapter provides a detailed discussion o f  the context for this research, m oving 

from the overall developm ent o f  e-leam ing and CALL in H Els, to the specific case o f  the VLE. The 

key features o f  the VLE will be described, as well as its uptake and use as reported in research 

literature. The institutional supports for e-leam ing w'ill then be described, and the discourses 

underpinning support work will be examined.

This Chapter will also docum ent the implementation o f  the VLE and arrangem ents for its support at 

the research site. Available data about the usage o f  the VLE will be reviewed. W hile these sections o f  

the Chapter do not take the form o f  a conventional literature review, they are most appropriately 

located here.

Finally, this Chapter addresses in detail recent literature which has reflected a degree o f  

dissatisfaction and even disappointm ent with the extent to which new technologies, and the VLE in 

particular, have been adopted in higher education.

2.2 The development of e-learning and CALL in higher education

2.2.1 Introduction: from standalone to networked

Section 1.1 described the origins o f  this study in e-leam ing research, and framed the relationship o f  

the research to CALL, as an instance o f  the developm ent o f  e-leam ing in specific disciplines. Since 

this research seeks to examine how the VLE has been adopted within specific subjects, it is useful to 

review the developm ent o f  both e-leam ing and CALL in higher education. The VLE is a possible site 

o f  convergence between generalist e-leam ing practice, and that specific to CALL. It is therefore 

useful to consider the historical background o f  each area.

The history o f  e-leam ing and CALL in H Els begins in experim ental projects, and in the disciplines, 

as opposed to centrally-led and m anaged initiatives. Some histories o f  e-leam ing align its 

development closely with that o f  distance leam ing (Various, 2006-2011), and date it to the early 

correspondence courses o f  the 18*'’ and 19'*' centuries. O ther researchers date the origins o f  e-leam ing
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to the work o f Skinner, particularly the development of teaching machines in the 1950s (Jordan, 

Carlile, & Stack, 2008; Various, 2006-2011): these were early educational technologies, rather than 

innovations in information and communications technology (ICT) applied to educational settings. 

The language laboratories o f the 1960s and 1970s saw the development o f audio technologies for 

language teaching, and the emergence o f associated teaching methods. The early 1980s saw 

widespread availability o f consumer digital devices including the Speak 'n ’Spell toy which used 

simple language testing (Beatty. 2003). But before desktop personal computers were readily 

available, projects to examine the potential o f computers in education were dependent on access to 

mainframe computers and on project funding. Levy (1997) reports on two large-scale publicly 

funded projects in the US in the 1960s: PLATO (Programmed Logic for Automatic Teaching

Operation) and TICCIT (Time-Shared Interactive Computer Controlled Information Television). 

PLATO and TICCIT pre-dated networking and the Internet, and as such were confined to specific 

groups in their geographical locations. PLATO is relevant to the current study, as it provided an early 

virtual learning environment: “interactive, self-paced instruction for large numbers of students” 

(Levy, 1997, p. 15). It allowed asynchronous communication between users through simple text files, 

and it had a basic system for synchronous discussion. It also had a quiz-like feature and a student 

record function.

Early educational technologies had in common the rationale that a teacher’s time could be saved if a 

machine or computer could be used for repetitive tasks, such as grammar or spelling. Skinner’s 

teaching machines (Jordan, et al., 2008), while reflecting behaviourist principles, were also intended 

to save class time for other activities. PLATO and TICCIT (Levy, 1997), too, were designed for this 

purpose. This principle set the agenda for computers in learning: one of the imagined benefits of 

using computers was to save the teachcr’s time and effort for activities in which his or her presence 

was necessary. PLATO and TICCIT were successful in meeting their objectives to provide system- 

based activities and materials (Levy, 1997; Various, 2006-2011), and were still being used in the 

mid-1990s. However, there was an important difference between them: TICCIT allowed teachers to 

create materials but not to alter its underlying structure, which had been designed according to a 

specific theoretical model aimed at improving student achievement. Despite students’ results being 

better with TICCIT, independent evaluations showed that users had responded less positively to this 

system than to PLATO. Levy (1997) uses this example to discuss whether educational technologies 

should be designed according to specific theories o f learning, or whether a more experimental 

approach is more appropriate. The role o f the computer in relation to the teacher, and the design of 

software in terms o f educational philosophy, are themes that recur up to and including the 

development o f  the VLE. These themes will be returned to in Section 2.3.

Although networked computers were available in HEIs in the developed world from the 1970s (Seale 

& Rius-Riu, 2001), it was the mid-1980s before desktop personal computers were readily available. 

While computerisation was exploited at the institutional level in HEIs for administrative processes 

(Section 1.3.1), people teaching were fi'ee to experiment independently with the available hardware
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and software. CALL literature reflects the attitude of experimentation that characterised its early days 

(Beatty, 2003; Davies, 2001). Software packages for CALL proliferated, and language teachers 

frequently took on the task of learning to program in order to produce materials they could use 

(Chappelle, 2001). Computers initially appealed to people teaching language subjects as the means to 

transmit information and test knowledge, and much work was focused on the creation of suitable 

content. Early material was designed to mimic text books and comprised text-based tasks, addressing 

points o f grammar and using tools for text reconstruction (Beatty, 2003). However, there was also 

interest in using authentic materials and exercises in the communicative classroom (Bax, 2003).

Before the widespread availability of the Internet, development projects undertaken by academics 

and researchers in HEIs focused on the creation of software and discrete packages which could be 

installed on desktop machines. Recognising these efforts, the Computers in Teaching Initiative (CTI) 

was launched in the UK in 1985 (Seale & Rius-Riu. 2001), creating 24 subject centres to support the 

development o f materials and methods for using computers in higher education. These Centres were 

succeeded by the Learning and Teaching Support Network (LTSN) and eventually by the Higher 

Education Academy’s subject centres in the 2000s (Smith, 2005), which retained strands of activity 

in e-leaming development. These initiatives signalled to people working in subject disciplines that 

their efforts could attract research and development funding from government (Allan, Blackwell, & 

Gibbs, 2003).

2.2.2 Early  1990s: N etworked learn ing  and  the  In te rne t

The 1990s brought significant changes to the development o f educational technologies, with 

improvements to the power and speed of desktop computers. Graphical User Interfaces (GUIs) 

changed and enriched the experiences o f computer users, and mouse devices became widely 

available to support navigation around the computer screen (Various, 2006-2011). Computers were 

now fast enough, and had sufficient amounts o f memory to be able to run multimedia materials. 

CALL practitioners used these tools in notable projects such as the International Email Tandem 

Network. CAMILLE (Computer-Aided Multimedia Interactive Language Learning), and the Oral 

Language Archive (OLA) (Levy, 1997), and the use o f computers for language learning and teaching 

became a “growth area” (Ayres, 2002, p. 241).

The World Wide Web had the potential to change the design and content of CALL still further: it 

was revolutionary in providing developers with a simple way o f writing materials -  in HTML -  

which could be made available to other people without CD-ROMs or the installation o f software to 

their computers. Authors could begin to create their own websites and eventually avail o f third-party 

web-based applications to support this process (Various, 2000).

In addition to authored materials, the web meant access to authentic materials from target language 

(L2) cultures, shared grammar exercises, virtual classrooms (whether freely available, or fee-paying 

and password-protected), quizzes, webquests and supplementary materials (Allodi, Dokter, &
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Kuipers, 1998). Teachers began to produce “metasites” with lists o f recommended resources for 

other teachers to share (Davies, 2001; Felix, 1999). Discussion tools for synchronous and 

asynchronous communication began to become widely available, and the potential o f these for 

native/non-native speaker communication was exploited in a number o f successful projects 

(Goodfellow & Lamy, 1998; O'Rourke, 2005; Schwienhorst, 1999). However, although the web 

meant CALL authors no longer had to focus on the creation o f discrete packages of materials 

dedicated to particular objectives, it nonetheless proved difficult to move away from the content/task 

delivery mode (Levy, 1997). Beatty (2003) argues that CALL tended to follow the formats of 

textbooks and other existing media in its early years, while Chambers (2001) suggests an over

emphasis on technology instead o f pedagogical considerations. These views are echoed by Felix:

while the Web is providing an increasingly rich shared free resource to CALL practitioners, 

the often alluded to ‘radical rethinking’ of the teaching approach still has a long way to go.

The goal remains to use the Web for meaningful, realistic activities, to rethink the teaching 

approach, and to exploit the various communication resources available in the most 

motivating way possible. (Felix, in Various, 2000, no page numbers)

These comments indicate the difficulties people experienced in “rethinking” practice, and are notable 

since CALL practitioners were early adopters of technology in their disciplines. It is reasonable to 

suggest that the same difficulties in rethinking practice might have been encountered by people 

coming to technology later on.

1993 saw the foundations o f both ALT’ (the Association for Learning Technology in the UK) and 

EUROCALL^' (the European Association for Computer Assisted Language Learning). These 

coincidental developments indicate the degree o f development o f discipline-specific use of 

technology in HEls, but also the growing awareness o f the potential o f the web for learning and 

teaching in higher education. Conole, Smith and White (2007) note that funding initiatives in the 

1990s in the UK began to move towards over-arching themes and programmes in order to link 

developments in different subject areas with strategic development overall, hi 1992, the Teaching 

and Learning Technolog}’ Programme (TLTP) was launched in the UK (Smith, 2005), although it is 

difficult to trace examples in Ireland before the Higher Education Authority's (HEA) Strategic 

Initiatives funding o f the early 2000s. Through competitive bids, funding could be obtained for 

projects to support the development and use o f new technologies (Seale & Rius-Riu, 2001). 

European schemes such as the European Academic Software Award  were examples o f wider 

international activity.

 ̂http://www.alt.ac.uk/

" http://www.eurocall-languages.org/
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2.2.3 Late 1990s: Centralised initiatives

By the second h a lf o f  the 1990s, H Els in the UK and Ireland had sophisticated networks, and high

speed connectivity to the Internet through HEANet in Ireland and JANET (later SuperJANET) in the 

UK (Seale & Rius-Riu, 2001). The use o f  email and the web was habitual, newsgroups were widely 

used, and files were shared online (ibid.). The Internet was supporting research activities as well as 

the administrative functions o f  the university.

Section 1.3 described how the arrival o f  the web, and its use in homes and businesses by the end o f  

the 1990s, catalysed developm ents in the use o f  ICTs in HEIs. People at management level were 

newly interested in how technology could be harnessed for teaching and learning online, universities 

were expanding, and the political discourses o f  the tim e at government level also highlighted the 

potential o f the web for lifelong learning (Bates, 2001; Smith, 2005). By the start o f  the new 

millennium. VLEs were being introduced in HEIs (Jenkins, et al., 2001). At this point, VLEs were 

com mercially produced systems and represented a grow ing trend in higher education to use 

com mercial software; there were fewer e.xamples o f  early adopters learning to write programs for 

their own use (Scale & Rius-Riu, 2001). Textbook publishers were also beginning to sell their 

content to education providers in digital formats (Noble, 1998). But already critical questions were 

being asked about the VLE, the interests o f  com mercial com panies in e-learning, and whether e- 

leam ing systems were only setting up access to content, rather than learning (Noble, 1998; Simpson, 

2 0 0 1 ).

Even though most o f  the experience o f  early-adopter academ ics had previously been in creating 

content and sim ple tasks for delivery by com puter, VLEs were introduced to higher education in the 

context o f  high expectations about the potential o f  the web for online learning. VLEs were 

com mcrcial products, with the Open Source movement in its infancy and no viable Open Sourcc 

(free) alternative VLE yet available. W ithin institutions, e-leam ing was em erging as an area o f 

potential interest to management, having previously been a case o f  experim entation by interested 

people in their own departments (W hite & Davis, 2007). This paralleled other developm ents in the 

late 1990s and early 2000s, which saw teaching becom ing increasingly aligned with institutional 

strategies (Holley & Oliver, 2000). Tensions were em erging between the activities o f  individual 

academ ics in term s o f  their teaching practice, and the requirem ents o f  the institution which had to 

dem onstrate teaching quality and enhancement in order to secure funding. W hile it is important to 

clarify that much o f  this discussion pertains to the UK in the first instance, most o f  the developm ents 

reported were subsequently enacted in Ireland. It is also worth noting that most e-leam ing 

developments and initiatives in both Ireland and the UK were based on short-term funding streams 

(Conole, et al., 2007), irrespective o f  the different levels o f  resource available in the different 

jurisdictions.
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2.2.4 Theoretical underpinnings: CALL and e-learning research

The developments which have been described above (Sections 2.2.1-2.2.3) alluded to the theoretical 

research informing discussion o f the role o f technologies in teaching and learning. CALL and e- 

leaming both have extensive literatures founded in research in a range of disciplines, including 

second language acquisition (SLA), applied linguistics, human-computer interaction and educational 

theory. These literatures, although derived from different disciplines, each reflect the social turn in 

those disciplines (Firth & Wagner, 1997; Lea & Nicoll, 2002), and the shift from behaviourist views 

of learning, towards cogntivist, constructivist and social constructivist perspectives (Dalgamo, 2001; 

Pear & Crone-Todd, 2002). Researchers in both CALL and e-leaming have used constructivist 

frameworks to evaluate technologies for teaching and learning (Kewell & Beeby, 2003; Oliver, et al., 

2007). It is important to explore these theoretical developments in this section, since they inform 

many aspects o f the research that follows later.

Behaviourism was the dominant theory o f learning in the second half of the 20* century (Jordan et 

al., 2008), and is strongly associated with Skinner, whose work was founded on that o f Pavlov 

(ibid.). In behaviourist terms, learning is a conditioned response to a stimulus, and results in 

observable change. Behaviourism is strongly associated with a transmission-oriented approach to 

teaching and learning, with an emphasis on testing and correction (ibid.). It was challenged in the 

1960s by cognitive research as well as the social turn (Lea & Nicoll, 2002) which shifted attention 

towards social interactions as mediators o f human activity (Bostock, 1998). Behaviourism, as a 

consequence, has been heavily criticised in recent years. However, its influence persists in 

educational systems in many parts o f the world. It also has a subtle ongoing influence on teaching, 

inasmuch as many people working in education were themselves learners in behaviourist classrooms. 

This has been cited as one reason why teaching development remains a difficult challenge (Larsen- 

Freeman, 2000). Within the broad field o f cognitive approaches to learning, constructivism emerged 

as a theory o f  how learners link new information with existing knowledge, and it has had a broad- 

ranging influence in education (Tam, 2000). Cognitivism is concerned with “how information is 

processed” (Jordan et al., 2008, p. 55), whereas constructivism examines the ways knowledge is built 

and developed by the individual. As Jordan, Carlile and Stack comment, “learning is an active 

process through which learners ‘construct’ new meaning” (ibid., p. 55). Kaufman (2004) identifies 

two observable theoretical strands in constructivism:

• Cognitive constructivism (Piagetian) -  focusing on the individual’s construction of knowledge;

• Social constructivism (Vygotskyan) -  focusing on how knowledge construction is undertaken 

in social settings and through social activities.

The concept of scaffolding (Wood, Bruner & Ross, 1976), and the learner’s zone o f proximal 

development (Vygotsky, 1978), are important related ideas in social constructivism, although 

limitations o f space preclude discussion o f these here. However, it is important to highlight here the 

influence o f social constructivism in e-leaming, most notably in Laurillard’s Rethinking University
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Teaching (1993, 2001), one of the most frequently cited texts in e-leaming research and practice. In 

the course of a comprehensive review o f educational theory, Laurillard encourages the adoption of 

constructivist methods as articulated in the Conversational Framework (Figure 2-1 below), and the 

selection o f appropriate technologies for teaching according to this.

TEACHER MEDIUM STUDENT

T eacher 
operating at 
level of 
descriptions

T adapts 
task goal in 
light of S 's 
description 
or action

T reflects 
on action to 
modify 
description

T describes conception

S describes conception

T redescribes conception in light 
of S ’s  conception or action

S redescribes conception in 
light of T s  description

T eacher se ts 
up conditions 
of 'world' 
wdthin vifhich 
student can 
act

T eacher se ts  task goal

S acts to achieve task  goal

Student 
operating at 
level of 
descriptions

S adapts 
action in 
light of T's 
description

S reflects on 
interaction to 
modify 
description

T's world gives feedback on action

S modifies action in light of feedback

V_

S operates 
at level of 
action 
within the 
teach er 's  
world

Figure 2-1: Laurillard’s Conversational Fram ework (1993, p. 103)

The Conversational Framework advocates planning for teaching through a dialogue in which the 

learner is supported in encountering new material, connecting it with material already learned, 

seeking clarification and receiving feedback, and ultimately being able to represent the knowledge 

unaided in new settings. As part o f this Framework, Laurillard emphasises the need for a teaching 

strategy which is founded on the goal o f developing a dialogue with learners and co-constructing 

knowledge with them. This approach guides the selection o f  appropriate technologies at appropriate 

times. Relevant authentic materials are important in the process o f “apprehending structure” (1993, p. 

50) by the student. Good instructional design principles can enhance the quality and value of these
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materials. Students may need induction into the area o f  study, and one o f  the teacher’s goals should 

be to find out why they have decided to study the topic, and what is important to them.

The importance o f  dialogue and com munication is seen also in the developm ent o f  CALL, and in the 

analyses o f  CALL proposed by W arschauer (1996) and Bax (2003). W arschauer's (1996) 

examination o f  the history o f  CALL led him to identify “three phases” (ibid., p. 1): BehaviowisHc 

CALL, Communicative CALL and Integrative CALL. These correspond broadly with historical 

periods; early CALL technologies cast the com puter in the role o f  teacher, and provided “drill and 

practice” (ibid., p. 1) tasks. However, the discrediting o f  behaviourism  and the sim ultaneous 

development o f  the desktop com puter by the early 1980s gave rise to “com m unicative CALL” (ibid., 

p. 2). This phase encouraged production o f  the target language by the learner, with less em phasis on 

testing and grammar. Com puters could also prom pt com m unicative activities through games, and 

content-free software (such as the word processor). Integrative CALL (ibid., p. 3) emerges with the 

ready availability o f  m ultim edia and the Internet, in which a wide range o f  tools for CALL are 

integrated. Com puter-m ediated com munication (CM C) provides opportunities for online dialogue 

between native and non-native speakers.

W arschauer’s analysis was challenged by Bax (2003), on the grounds that the historical phases o f 

CALL he proposed were loosely defined in term s o f  historical dates, but also blurred concepts in 

com municative language teaching with a variety o f  possible uses o f  the com puter. Bax (ibid.) 

concludes that the “com m unicative” aspect o f  “com m unicative CALL” was aspirational, since 

computers were still very limited in the extent to which they could support communication. Bax 

proposes instead three “approaches” (2003, p. 20); Restricted CALL. Open CALL and Integrated  

CALL (ibid., p. 21). He argues that these reflect the technological lim itations o f  com puters at 

different times, Restricted CALL corresponding with the 1960s-1980s and Open CALL with the 

1980s to the present. Integrated CALL is, he says, still largely aspirational, and describes 

“norm alised” (ibid., p. 23) use o f  CALL, in which technologies are not regarded as special or 

different. Open CALL is marked by the ability o f  the learner to interact with the com puter, or to 

interact with other learners using the com puter, and the availability o f  CM C represents a significant 

opportunity for online com munication.

W arschauer (1996) and Bax (2003) draw attention to the importance o f  dialogue in language learning 

from  the perspective o f  com m unicative language teaching (Little, Devitt & Singleton, 1988). 

N otwithstanding the differences in their analyses o f  the history o f  CALL, they each note the potential 

value o f  CMC. Laurillard (1993, 2001) also em phasises the importance o f  dialogue in learning, from 

a social constructivist perspective.

However, as Bax (2003) shows in his three approaches, until recently there have been lim itations to 

w'hich aspects o f  learning the com puter can support. Although theoretical approaches which 

foreground dialogue and interaction have been discussed for m any years in CALL and e-leam ing
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research and practice (Dillenbourg, 1999), the historical precedent is that the com puter takes the 

place o f  the (behaviourist) teacher (Beatty, 2003). Com puters have been limited in the extent to 

which they could be used interactively or support com munication and feedback processes. It is only 

since the developm ent o f  CM C and the widespread availability o f  the web that these options have 

been available to learners and teachers. M indful o f  these historical developm ents, and the theoretical 

underpinnings o f  CALL and e-leam ing practice, the next section will describe and discuss the 

developm ent o f  the VLE as a w idely adopted e-leam ing system  in higher education.

2.3 Virtual learning environments (VLEs)

2.3.1 In troduc tion

This section will describe the web-based software systems com monly referred to in higher education 

in the UK and Ireland as 'virtual learning environm ents’ or VLEs. These systems are called ‘learning 

management system s' (LM S) in the US, and may also be referred to as ‘course management system s' 

(CMS). A range o f  definitions o f  the VLE exists in the literature, each em phasising different aspects 

o f  the system. Britain and Liber (1999), in an early evaluative study o f  VLEs, define the VLE in the 

following way:

Virtual Learning Environments (VLEs) are learning management software systems that 

synthesise the functionality o f  com puter-m ediated com m unications software (email, bulletin 

boards, newsgroups etc) and on-line m ethods o f  delivering course m aterials (e.g. the W W W ) 

(1999, p. 3)

The U K 's Joint Information Systems Com m ittee (JISC), which has responsibilities for the 

developm ent o f  pedagogically-focused use o f  learning technologies, says in its online resource. 

Effective use o f  Virtual Learning Environments'.

A sim ple definition is 'A Virtual Learning Environm ent is a collection o f  integrated tools 

enabling the management o f  online learning, providing a delivery m echanism , student 

tracking, assessm ent and access to resources'. These integrated tools may be one product (e.g. 

BlackBoard, W ebCT) or an integrated set o f  individual, perhaps open-source, tools. (JISC, no 

date)

JIS C ’s definition o f  the VLE prioritises course m anagem ent, but other definitions have different 

nuances. Currier, writing about an interoperability project that aimed to connect VLEs with 

electronic resources in library systems, places more emphasis on the capability o f  the VLE to store 

and present materials:
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VLEs are tools that support e-leam ing through provision o f  learning materials, links, online 

com m unication tools (such as electronic bulletin boards and live chat facilities), and 

adm inistrative and assessm ent tools. (2002, p. 4)

M cM ullin describes the VLE as “a web-based platform  supporting a more or less integrated suite o f  

tools to support ‘online learning '" (2005, p. 74), while Stiles (2007) defines the VLE in term s o f  a 

learning experience;

Typically, VLEs provide facilities for managing the learning experience, com m unicating the 

intended learning experience and facilitating tutors’ and learners’ involvem ent in that 

experience. The ‘consensus view ’ suggests a VLE should contain managem ent com ponents 

for student registration and tracking, notice boards and adm inistrative inform ation ( .. .)  as well 

as formal assessment procedures and facilities for the production o f  statistics for 

adm inistration and quality control. (Stiles, 2007, p. 31)

This definition is interesting because it places the com m unication element o f  the VLE ahead o f  its 

capacity to store and distribute course materials. A sim ilar em phasis appears in other definitions from 

researchers in e-leaming. Jennings also seeks to prioritise the com m unicative aspect o f  the VLE:

They allow the academic (...) and learner a means by which to participate in online 

interactions using an array o f  tools such as email, databases, discussion threads, web resources 

etc. (2005, p. 159)

Stanley (2009) also em phasises the presence o f  com puter-m ediated com munication tools in the VLE, 

including under this banner such tools as blogs and wikis, as well as forums and messaging. 

Cosgrave et al. describe the VLE in the following way:

Virtual Learning Environm ents (VLEs) offer a variety o f  useful tools including discussions, 

blogs, chat, assessm ent and assignment tools which when com bined with an appropriate 

instructional strategy can help to deliver (...) higher-order thinking. (2008, p. 2)

Holmes and Gardner suggest that VLEs “provide shells to populate with course content and offer a 

variety o f  course delivery m ethods” (2006, p. 26), and that institutions introduce them in order to 

make more o f  academ ics’ tim e available for research. However, the ch ief docum ented benefits o f  the 

VLE in practice have been to  provide access to m aterials and resources, to provide flexibility in 

term s o f  access to courses, and to open up learning opportunities for people who m ight not otherwise 

have them (Barajas & Owen, 2000; Raaij and Schepers, 2008).

W hile different authors m ay em phasise different functions o f  the VLE, it is possible to summ arise 

features which are consistent across the leading systems in use at present. VLEs:
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•  are usually  passw ord -p ro tec ted  w ebsites w hich are  availab le  on o r o f f  in s titu tional cam puses;

•  can facilitate on line  access to  course m ateria ls, lec tu re  notes, read ings, recom m ended  w ebsites, 

and library  resources;

•  can  facilitate online ac tiv ities betw een  students and teachers, o r be tw een  groups o f  students, or 

betw een  ind iv iduals and teachers. T hese w ill often  inc lude  one o r m ore o f  the follow ing:

o online d iscussions (u sua lly  conducted  using  th readed  stream s o f  m essages in forum s);

o on line assignm ents o r assessm ents, inc lud ing  elec tron ic  subm iss ion  o f  conven tional

essays bu t also  fac ilita ting  pro jec ts, p resen ta tions and co llabora tive ly  au thored  

w ebpages;

o  on line quizzes and  rev ision  ac tiv ities w here  m ark ing  and  feedback  are p rov ided

autom atica lly  by the system ; 

o  reflective activ ities w here a s tu d en t's  responses to a course (o r the ac tiv ities w ith in  a

course) are recorded  th rough  on line jo u rn a ls , b logs o r perhaps an c-portfo lio  system  

in tegrated  w ith the V L E  softw are;

•  are often  (a lthough  no t a lw ays) linked w ith  studen t reco rds system s and o ther academ ic 

databases used in their institu tions. T his fac ilita tes re-use  o f  ex is ting  logins (such as those fo r a 

university  netw ork) and au tom atic  creation  o f  course spaces and class lists.

O ver the past decade, V L E s have been  very  w idely  adop ted  in H E ls in the U S, A ustralasia , B ritain  

and Ireland (BrowTie & Jenkins, 2003; Jenk ins, et a l„  2001; W eller, 2007). Som e o f  the m ost 

com m only  used V L E s are: W eb C T '\ Blackboard*’, F irstC lass’ , and m ore recen tly  the open source 

system s Moodle** and Sakai^. H ow ever, m any d ifferen t V L E s exist, and until recent years it w as 

com m on for institu tions to  have tw o or even th ree, since departm en ts m ight have independen tly  

selected  a V LE  to use befo re  there  w as an  institu tional decis ion  to  m ainstream  one p a rticu la r system  

(B row ne & Jenkins, 2003). The early  2000s also  saw  institu tions develop ing  in -house  system s and 

even  m arketing  these inore w idely , for exam ple  in the case  o f  the B oding ton  V L E  (B rita in  &  L iber, 

2004).

B y 2003, 86%  o f  respondents to  a national survey  o f  H E ls  in the U K  reported  that they  had V L E s 

(B row ne & Jenk ins, 2003). By 2010 , c lose to 100%  o f  U S  un iversities had a V L E  (W illiam s van 

R ooij, 2011). V L E s w ere being  used across all sub ject areas, bu t p redom inan tly  in  supp lem en tary  

ro les to  ex is ting  courses: B row ne and Jenk ins repo rt that the “overall p icture  (is) one o f  evo lu tionary  

conso lida tion” (2003 , p. 33). W elle r com m ents that V LE s have rap id ly  becom e pervasive  but have 

“no t necessarily  caused  m ajo r d isrup tive changes” (2006 , p. 100). H e com m ents tha t V L E s m ay have

 ̂ h ttp ://w w w .w ebct.com /

^ h ttp ://w w w .b lackboard .com /

 ̂h ttp ://w w w .firstc lass .com

** h ttp ://w w w .m oodle .o rg  

 ̂ h ttp ://sakaip ro ject.o rg
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a somewhat ‘traditional’ design, replicating features o f  the classroom, and some drawbacks including 

a lack o f  interoperability with content from other systems, but are nonetheless very widely used.

2.3.2 O rigins and developm ent o f the VLE

Earlier sections o f  this Chapter indicated that the VLE in its current form m ay be dated from the late 

1990s to the early 2000s, when pervasive access to the web becam e a reality for many people in the 

developed world. The history o f  the VLE was unexpectedly and rapidly docum ented on the 

W ikipedia website in 2004. This was prompted by a com plaint from the Blackboard corporation 

against another VLE provider, Desire2Leam'®. Blackboard sought to patent the distinguishing 

characteristics o f  the VLE when Desire2Learn began to develop a system o f  user ‘ro les’ within its 

own VLE. Developers and users o f  VLEs internationally created a series o f  webpages in W ikipedia, 

to document the history o f  the system (Various, 2006-2011). This had the aim o f  dem onstrating that 

there was no single inventor, thereby repudiating the Blackboard complaint. However, the practical 

consequence o f  the exercise for researchers and practitioners was that much valuable information 

was contributed to the W ikipedia pages. It is not possible to repeat all o f  this detail here for reasons 

o f  space, but some o f  the salient points will be noted.

Interestingly, the authors o f  the W ikipedia site align the development o f  the VLE with that o f 

distance education overall, and with the use o f  pre-digital technologies in education from the 1940s 

onwards. PLATO is noted in its tim eline at 1960, TICCIT at 1968, as well as early hypertext projects 

including Project Xanadu in 1960 and a course management system developed by IBM in 1965. A 

m anaged learning system is recorded as being in use in London by 1970, and the UK Open 

U niversity’s Cyclops (electronic whiteboard) system is noted from 1976 onwards. As the tim eline 

moves into the 1980s, it becom es more difficult to interpret which developm ents refer to standalone 

software packages, and which relate to networked or shared systems. However, what is clear from 

the early years o f  the tim eline is that researchers and developers were pursuing the goal o f  a shared 

course management system for many years before VLEs as we now know them were developed.

It was the ready availability o f  the web, and a growing tendency for people to create course websites 

or webpages, that m arked the true inception o f  the VLE. Traces o f  this can be seen in CALL 

literature, where people in disciplines began to think o f  what would w ork for them before it becam e a 

mainstream idea: Peterson describes a “virtual learning environm ent” (1998, p. 349), lo m ean a 

website with a range o f  tools built into it. In effect, he describes the websites that were forerunners to 

the VLE systems we know now. He suggests that the designer needs a “design rationale” (ibid., p. 

350) to create such a site, and that this should be informed by SLA research, instructional design, and 

research in hum an-com puter interaction. This points to the diversity o f  disciplines which would in 

time influence e-leam ing and CALL developm ent (Conole & Oliver, 2007b). Interestingly, Peterson 

goes on to describe the development o f  a w ebsite o f  his own that is largely dependent on links to

http://www.desire21eam.com/
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other websites. Notes and m aterials are not included, but were requested by students who used the 

site.

In summary, the origins o f  the VLE are traceable to early developments in the use o f  computers for 

teaching and learning, and developm ents in open and distance education. However, teaching staff in 

campus-based institutions were also experim enting with ways o f  making learning resources available 

to students via the web once it becam e available to them.

2.3.3 Moodle

In tandem with VLE developm ent. Open Source as a phenom enon w'as em erging. These two areas o f 

work merged in Moodle, one o f  the most widely used VLEs currently, with 30,000 registered sites 

and one million courses (W illiam s van Rooij, 2011). By 2006, 56% o f further and higher education 

institutions in the UK were using it (Dudeney, 2006), and it has since overtaken W ebCT/Blackboard 

in the UK (W illiam s van Rooij, 2011). M oodle is the VLE in use at the research site. This section 

wall describe Moodle, what it can do, and how it com pares to the definitions o f  a VLE presented 

earlier.

M oodle is an Open Source VLE, w'hich means that it does not have a single m anufacturer or 

producer, and is not licensed. In practical terms, this means that M oodle is free to download and use 

subject to the condition that any developm ents or extensions to the software are shared with other 

users. Like many VLEs, M oodle can be set up to work with information drawn from other databases 

in an institution. These might include student records, and the list o f  courses or m odules currently 

taught at the institution. Course spaces can be created autom atically for each module, with an 

appropriate module code and title. At the research site, students registering for a particular module 

are automatically associated with the corresponding M oodle space for that module. However, it is 

also possible to use M oodle outside the ready-m ade structure o f  a module database and student 

records system. Spaces can be provided for teacher collaboration, for research groups, adm inistrative 

teams or others to share in specific projects. How many such spaces are created, and for whom, is not 

restricted by a licence but determined by local policy and server space. The system therefore presents 

a high degree o f  flexibility in terms o f  num bers o f  sites that can be created, and the num bers o f  users 

with access to them. M oodle represents a secure and easy means o f  collaborative web publishing, and 

has been widely exploited as such to produce w ebsites". At the research site, services and supports 

have often requested M oodle spaces, along with academic departments.

2.3.4 Key features of Moodle

This section will describe the main interfaces and features o f  M oodle relevant to the research which 

follows later. The versions o f  M oodle under discussion are versions 1.8 and 1.9, which were in use at 

the research site at the time this study was undertaken.

"  For example, Stanford’s site to support his book at http://m oodleforlanguages.co.uk/m oodle/, 

D issolving Boundaries project website at http://wwTv.dissolvingboundaries.org/m oodle/.
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Moodle interface and editing tools

M oodle is predominantly text-based in nature, but can carry audio, video and graphics files. It does 

not allow authoring o f  discreet program s or independent websites within it. However, it does allow 

teachers to write pages o f  inform ation which can be published within a M oodle space. From the point 

o f  view o f  a person teaching, the main elements o f  M oodle are the course space, and the Turn 

Editing On function. These are shown below in Figure 2-2 below.

■ Tookc outline

Moodl* TMnIng tor Education

W elcom e to  th e  first

P le ase  lake a  IcnK at the 'v souroes beiow. an a  try t?>e quiz

This w eek we will oe looking a t defnrttons of key te 'm s  fortnrs nod u le

of y o u r m odu le

Figure 2-2: a M oodle course space, with course links shown in enlarged image 

and the Editing button highlighted
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W hen editing has been switched on, the course space becomes fully changeable by the editor, using 

the menus shown in Figure 2-3 below:

Add a r e s o j r c e . . .  ■ t ' Add ar? activity... ; !

A ssignm enzs
Insert a  label Advances uploacing of fiJcs

1' C o m p o se  2. te x t  p age Online tex t
C c m p o se  a w eb  page Liaload a single f^le

Link to  a file w eb site O ^ l n e  act v ty '

Display a d irectory litypeturnitir]( 1

Acd an IMS C o r t e r t  Package A tte rd an ce i
»

Cnoice t
D atabase
r o ^ u n 1

Glossary 1
Hot Potatoes Quiz I
Lesson 1
Q u es tion ra ire !
Quiz I
Scheduler iSCO RM;’A ICC
Survey A

Wiici T

Figure 2-3: the editing m enus in M oodle
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Settings 
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Figure 2-4: ‘Blocks’ in the M oodle interface
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The Add a resource menu allows the editor to upload materials and/or to share weblinks with 

students using the course space. This menu can also be used to upload bespoke e-leaming content in 

standard formats, and to include placeholder text (labels) on the course homepage to guide the 

learners and assist navigation through materials. The Add an activity menu allows the editor to 

include interactive tools within a course. These include assessment tools (Assignment, Quizzes). 

communication tools (Forums. Chats), survey and feedback tools (Journal, Surx’ey, Questionnaire) 

and optional add-ons. One example of is the Tumitin plug-in, which allows users to connect with the 

Tumitin Plagiarism Prevention'" software in order to check submitted coursework for possible 

instances o f plagiarism.

The appearance o f the course homepage can also be changed by editing the Blocks, or sections o f the 

interface on the left and right hand sides of the screen (shown at Figure 2-4, p.25). These blocks can 

be removed completely, or rearranged, so that there is a right hand or left hand ‘menu’ effect. 

Additional blocks can be used: the default blocks are Participants, Activities, Administration and 

Courses on the left hand side of the screen. The default blocks on the right-hand side o f the screen 

reflect new events since the user's last login: Latest news (for Forum messages). Recent Activitj’ 

and Upcoming Events (which relies on use o f the course calendar). The additional blocks are 

available in a drop-down menu when editing has been turned on.

The layout o f the course homepage can be further changed by using the Settings feature in the 

Administration area of the course. Settings allow the user to enforce a ‘weekly’ layout on the course 

homepage, whereby dates are inserted in each o f the sections used corresponding with the weeks o f a 

term or semester. The number o f sections displayed on the course homepage can also be adjusted -  to 

a minimum o f one and a maximum of 52. Each of these sections is itself editable to include an 

introduction to that week/topic of the course, and potentially to include instructions or guidelines to 

students. Images and links can be included in these sections too. TopicsA\'eeks can be moved up and 

down the screen to reposition them if required. They can also be hidden from student view if the user 

wishes to prepare them in advance of a teaching event and then reveal the materials later. Individual 

materials or activities added using the main editing menus can also be hidden even if  a TopicAVeek 

is available otherwise.

Help is provided to the user wherever a query symbol appears. A Help link in the Administration 

section o f the course connects to the Moodle website, where help documentation is available and is 

frequently updated. Users can also search Forums on this site for further assistance and/or contact the 

Forums if  they have a query.

Moodle allows the user flexibility in the design and layout of the course homepage, and there is no 

change made here that cannot be reversed or changed again at a later stage. Any resource or activity

'■ http://wwav.tumitin.com
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can be updated, amended or deleted. Files can be managed in a ‘backstage’ area, and it is possible to 

rename them and sort them into folders. Files can also be deleted or backed up in this area.

The full course can be copied if  required, to fonn another course with identical materials and 

activities, or to pennit customisation o f these for a separate purpose. Courses can be moved from one 

Moodle installation to another, and individual assets such as the course files or quiz questions can be 

imported and exported from one course to another.

User errors

Moodle has some limitations for editors: if changes are not saved during editing, and the Back button 

o f the browser is pressed or another accidental action taken on-screen, the editing will be lost. A 

further limitation is that it will delete completely any material added in the form of its own text pages 

or webpages, if these are deleted by the user. By contrast, files uploaded to Moodle are preserved 

even if  they are deleted from the student’s view on the course homepage. The Files area is unaffected 

by the delete option, and file management (including deletion) can be undertaken separately within 

the Files area.

The Quiz feature of Moodle, while providing scopc for automatic grading of work is also somewhat 

limited in the same way that many such tools are limited. Quizzes are powerful for multiple-choice, 

True/False questions and one-word or short answers, since all o f these can be marked automatically 

by the system. However, when answers require free writing by a student, Moodle can only judge text 

based on the answers pre-entcred by the editor/teacher. It may be the case that answers which are 

correct will be marked wrong for minor typographical faults. For this reason, many Moodle editors 

will rely on question types where the user selects (rather than types) an answer. Aside from this issue, 

the quiz feature is relatively robust and can mark and grade answers with sensitivity to the number of 

efforts made, the results o f a previous attempt, and the overall progress being made.

2.3.5 Moodle and pedagogy

From the user’s point o f view, Moodle might be regarded as somewhat agnostic in its pedagogical 

stance. No particular tool is visibly prioritised in its interface. However, what is interesting about 

Moodle is that its developer has an openly stated constructionist stance, which he asserts informed 

the development o f the system. Moodle has always been pitched as having a more robust educational 

philosophy than its competitors. Its website contains a Philosophy page in which four aspects o f 

“social constructionist pedagogy” are stated (Moodle, 2011, no page numbers). It differentiates 

between constructivism and constructionisin: constructionism is learning by making something that 

other people can experience. Constructivism is defined in terms o f being able to experience the world 

and link experiences with each other. Social constructivism is defined as “a social group constructing 

things for one another, collaboratively creating a small culture of shared artefacts with shared 

meanings” (ibid., no page numbers). Constructionism emphasises the output or production of 

something by the learner. By defining these concepts, the website says it intends to guide the user o f 

Moodle in designing it effectively for the learner.
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Y our jo b  as a ‘teacher’ can change from being ‘the source o f  know ledge’ to being an 

influencer and role model o f  class culture, connecting with students in a personal way that 

addresses their own learning needs, and moderating discussions and activities in a way that 

collectively leads students towards the learning goals o f  the class, (ibid., no page numbers)

These notes are provided for guidance only, and the text goes on to say: "O bviously M oodle doesn 't 

force this style o f  behaviour, but this is what it is best at supporting” (ibid., no page numbers).

There are two questions arising from a review o f  this philosophy; first, it makes no statement o f  how 

the M oodle interface or program m ing supports constructivist or constructionist methods above any 

others. Aside from the ability to post messages to each other, students have little scope to construct 

objects within M oodle or publish to it unless specific activities have been set up to permit this by the 

person teaching. Even then, the system is limited in what it can support at the Student user level. 

Second, the statem ents in M oodle 's philosophy imply that M oodle will be the site o f  learning design 

by the person teaching, as if  this will not take place in other course planning or in the classroom. Yet 

M oodle’s pedagogical stance is widely accepted as a given by e-learning practitioners. M cM ullin 

suggests that;

although M oodle does support a naive ‘transm ission’ oriented pedagogy, it is primarily 

designed to facilitate and encourage social interaction and collaborative construction o f  

knowledge (2005, p. 74).

This claim  is not supported. The description o f  M oodle and its interface presented here earlier 

dem onstrated that none o f  these interactive features is foregrounded in the M oodle interface ( c f  

Figure 2-2, p. 24). In fact, the best case that can be made for M oodle is that such features share equal 

billing with what might be regarded as the transm ission-oriented features.

Some researchers have argued that VLEs have inherent or in-buih pedagogies, and have critiqued 

various VLEs on this basis (Britain & Liber, 1999, 2004; Stiles, 2007). W eller suggests that VLEs 

“have no strong pedagogy” (2006, p. 99) at all, although they are broadly aligned with the delivery o f  

courses (W eller, 2007). He suggests that VLEs are modelled on traditional course structures, with no 

strong emphasis on particular tools and no distinctions made for particular subject areas. Proponents 

o f  M oodle, on the other hand, claim that it has an explicitly constructivist pedagogy. The literature, 

then, is som ewhat divided in its view o f  the pedagogy o f  VLEs. The next section will consider this 

issue from an alternative perspective, by considering the potential o f  the M oodle VLE for use within 

language subjects.
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2.3.6 M oodle as an environm ent for CALL

As yet there appears to have been com paratively little research on how M oodle can best be adapted, 

designed and used for the purposes o f  instructed second language acquisition (Chappelle, 2001) in 

third level education. There is in general a dearth o f  literature relating to the use o f  the VLE in 

language learning and teaching (Yu, et al., 2010), although some examples will be discussed later in 

this section. In term s o f  practical and technical help, the first user guide to M oodle specifically 

designed for people teaching language subjects has recently been published (Stanford, 2009). 

Drawing on this guide, and best practice as identified in CALL research, this section considers the 

suitability o f  M oodle for language learning and teaching.

VLEs have a potential role for language learning and teaching. I f  we consider for example the role o f 

“ [m jedia technologies” as described by Little then their potential can be seen:

M edia technologies have three potential roles to play in foreign language programmes; they 

can serve in various ways as analytic tools that underpin language learning; they can deliver 

m edia texts o f  various kinds that provide learners with input -  e.xamples o f  language use and 

stimuli for their own target language production; and they can serve as channels that connect 

the classroom to the world outside (1998, p. 22).

M oodle could meet all three o f  the roles described by Little: links can be provided to any form o f 

media uploaded by the teacher or found elsewhere on the web, thus providing almost limitless 

potential for the student to engage with input in the target language. A focus on linguistic forms 

(Skehan, 2003) could be achieved through enhancing input using the form atting tools provided, or 

through activities such as learner diaries and logs (Gass & Selinker, 2008). The editing features in 

M oodle’s course spaces offer good opportunities for designers to make input salient and support 

noticing by the learner: this might be done as sim ply as highlighting text on the screen. Output and 

interaction can be supported through Chat and Forum tools, although it must be acknowledged that 

these are limited to text rather than oral/aural com m unication. In many institutions, VLEs are also 

firewalled or otherwise protected to people with user logins for that institution. This presents 

difficulties in trying to work with external people. For example, i f  a teacher at the research site 

w ished to set up a tandem language learning activity with L2 speakers externally (O 'Rourke, 2005) 

this could not be arranged without provision o f  tem porary accounts to the external users.

Table 2-1 below summ arises the features o f  M oodle relevant to CALL, drawing on some o f  the best 

practice guidelines identified in CALL literature.
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Use of the target 
language in the 
classroom

• Language packs allow the Moodle interface, commands, buttons 
and navigational tools to be displayed in a variety of languages.

• The language used can be forced such that the user cannot 
change it, if the teacher wishes to enforce use of the L2 in the 
Moodle interface.

Input: Provision 
of authentic 
materials

• Supports upload of any file type.
• Supports linking to other websites externally to the VLE.

Output and 
Interaction

• Synchronous discussion (Chat)
• Asynchronous discussion (Forums)
• Peer-to-peer messaging (Messages)
• Assignment
• Journal
• Wiki

Focus on form, 
feedback to 
learner

• Quizzes including feedback
• HotPotatoes quizzes
• Feedback to Journal and Assignment activities

Table 2-1: Moodle for CALL

However, in drafting Table 2-1 it emerged that it was difficult to assess the suitability o f  the VLE in 

terms o f  the evaluation criteria developed for CALL (for example, those o f  Chappelle (2001)). One 

o f  the difficulties with considering the potential o f  the VLE in language subjects, and in any specific 

discipline, is that the VLE is a content-free shell. It does not include materials, set tasks or 

assessments, or indeed any prescribed structure for a taught course o f  any kind. This is important to 

note in considering examples in the literature o f  how the VLE has been used for language learning 

and teaching. Several such exam ples exist, and there is also evidence o f  some scepticism on the part 

o f  experienced CALL practitioners about the value o f  the VLE.

Corda and van der Stel (2004) discuss the creation o f  the Ellips system, a suite o f  resources that 

could be integrated with a VLE, and introduced because o f  the perceived gaps in the VLE. They 

suggest that VLEs do not have adequate facilities for authoring language learning exercises;

The rationale for building this type o f  application is that although Blackboard (and other 

VLEs like W ebCT) have extensive facilities for assessment, the exercise tem plates offered are 

not well suited for instructional purposes (Am eil & Holmes 2003) and are not specifically 

developed for language learning purposes. (2004, p. 439)

Ellips was tailored to language learning and teaching, providing opportunities for learner production 

o f  the target language (and recording o f  this output), a variety o f  language exercise templates, 

multim edia and feedback tools. It is designed around the Com m on European Fram ework o f  

Reference for Languages (Council o f  Europe, 2001). These are all examples o f  customised features
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which would not be available in standard VLEs, and which were felt to be essential to language 

teachers.

O rsini-Jones (2004) describes the use o f  the VLE with language staff and students as part o f  an 

academic skills course which included foreign language skills. Students used forums for reflective 

writing, email, uploading o f  resources, developm ent o f  their personal hom epages, assessm ent tools, 

links, and group areas. But in spite o f  the success o f  this course, Orsini-Jones com m ents that the VLE 

has “obvious weaknesses for the teaching o f  languages” (2004, p. 194). Barr and Gillespie say that 

VLEs are “essentially a tool used to facilitate the delivery o f  teaching and support learning” (2003, p. 

69), and they differentiate VLEs from com puter-based language learning environm ents, which they 

define as integrating specific m ethods with materials and activities. They argue that such dedicated 

environm ents would be pedagogically-driven, and by im plication, they suggest that the VLE is not.

However, context is clearly important to the role a VLE can play in teaching: Stanley (2009) 

discusses the use o f  M oodle at an English Language Institute in Japan. He argues that VLEs should 

have great potential for teachers:

they don 't require significant technology know-how, they provide a variety o f  options for 

teachers, including CM C related ones; they are easy to set-up; and they can host a lot o f  

electronic information for teachers. (2009, p. 370)

VLEs arc not designed specifically for language learning,

but the param eters set down by Chappelle (2001) and others for designing CALL activities 

mean that it is not difficult to adapt a CMS [VLE] to meet the needs o f  L2 classes and 

curriculums (ibid., p. 370).

He also cites particular advantages o f  M oodle: not only is it free, open source software, but it is also 

internationalised. It has been localised in 75 languages and it is used in more than 170 countries. This 

discussion is encouraging in term s o f  the potential o f  M oodle in language subjects, since it comes 

from a language teacher. However, S tanley’s experience shows clearly that m aking a VLE available 

to teachers was only the first step: encouraging teachers to engage with, and use, the VLE proved to 

be more complex. Teachers at S tanley’s institute were offered w orkshops about M oodle, with 

inform al and friendly encouragem ent to attend. In spite o f  this approach, and the frequent contacts 

with teachers, Stanley found that the workshops had a static low attendance rate. He drew the 

conclusion that people were not really sure how to use the system  for their purposes. Lack o f  time 

was also a factor in preventing people from attending workshops: aside fi-om their teaching and 

adm inistrative com m itm ents, there were also numerous other events held at lunehtim es and in the 

evenings. This experience dem onstrates that, although the VLE might have potential for people
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teaching language subjects, com peting priorities may nonetheless prevent them from leam ing more 

about using it.

Dolle and Enjelvin (2003) describe the use o f  a VLE, W eboard'^, in their language courses. W eboard 

was som ewhat limited, and in order to provide activities for students, the separate quiz tools Quia'" 

and HotPotatoes'^ had to be used alongside it. For Dolle and Enjelvin. the VLE was an opportunity to 

make their courses learner-centred; they structured and organised their online courses to allow 

students flexibility about what they did and when. This links in turn with ideas o f  learner control and 

learner autonom y (Little, 1991) in CALL, as they point out.

Autonom ous learners are active participants in their own leam ing process and are capable o f

critical reflection (2003, p. 478).

They designed sequenced activities according to the learner’s com pctence, and included a 

collaborative activity where learners had to work together to produce a set o f  webpages for 

publication afterwards. Positive effects were reported, although Felix (2008) criticises this paper and 

questions the validity o f  its findings. She suggests that the paper does not dem onstrate the 

effectiveness o f  the VLE, but rather, focuses on the students’ experiences. This is to some extent a 

valid criticism: the paper dem onstrates that the overall approach to teaching, and the production o f 

resources by students were successful. However, these were the outcomes o f  the teaching strategy 

adopted, rather than the use o f  the VLE.

Similarly, Polisca (2006), discussing the use o f  a VLE for Italian teaching, already had a clear and 

inform ed teaching strategy in mind. She sought opportunities to develop learner autonomy (Little, 

1991) with her students, but the course she describes already provided opportunities for student 

reflection and self-correction o f  their errors. She found the W ebCT VLE very useful, even going as 

far as to describe it as “ideal” (2006, p. 502). This example, like that o f  Dolle and Enjelvin, may 

point to the potential o f  the VLE when com bined with a teaching strategy in which it has a clear role 

and function: Polisca found that students might be inclined to spend more time on their course 

because o f  the variety o f  activities in the VLE. The students’ feedback indicated that they were 

m anaging their studies effectively with the provision o f  course inform ation and deadlines in the VLE. 

They were able to work flexibly when not at university, and access materials at any time. The VLE 

space was m otivational and encouraging, and they could ask questions if  there had not been time for 

this in class. She saw a benefit in using the VLE in that it allowed the students to decide what to 

focus on, and prom oted “more original and personalized w ork” (ibid., p. 510) for those engaging 

with it. The VLE offered flexibility to the teacher and opportunities to provide feedback, particularly 

on gram m ar points. A lthough Polisca’s paper is convincing in its enthusiasm for the VLE, it seems

no live website could be located for this system

http://www.quia.com

http://hotpot.uvic.cay
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that she is also clearly aware o f  her own strategies to encourage and develop learner autonomy, and 

these are not VLE-dependent.

The potential o f  the VLE to support language departm ents which have small cohorts o f  students was

explored by Hughes and colleagues (Hughes & King, 2001; M cAvinia & Hughes, 2004). W ebCT

was used to create a “virtual departm ent” (Hughes & King, 2001. p. 17) for Danish, spanning three 

universities, and providing opportunities for students and teaching staff to work together online. 

Teachers benefited from sharing the creation o f  course m aterials (which were otherwise scarce), and 

students were able to participate in discussions and synchronous chats with their colleagues in other 

institutions. However, coordinating activities across institutions with different tim etables and 

schedules for the academic year proved challenging. The project also dem onstrated the need for close 

collaboration between teachers and learning technologists, particularly in its early stages. Such 

collaboration is not always possible within constraints on personnel and budgets (Section 2.5.5).

These cases from the research show that the VLE can function as a powerful environm ent for 

language learning and teaching. But if  a language teacher does not have a clear strategy, or previous 

experience with technologies, it is more difficult for him or her to engage with using a VLE (Stanley, 

2009). Successful use o f  the VLE in language teaching appears to be subject to (a) the form ulation of 

a suitable method or strategy by the teacher, (b) overcom ing some lim itations o f  the VLE itself, 

which may call for the use o f  other software (e.g. HotPotatoes), and (c) w orking within possible 

institutional constraints in terms o f  resources and support for teachers.

The next section will describe the ways in which the VLE is supported within HEls, and discuss 

some o f  the docum ented experiences with the VLE at the research site.

2.4 Central Support and the VLE

2.4.1 Introduction

The previous sections o f  this Chapter have described the developm ent o f  e-leam ing in HEIs, the 

developm ent o f  CALL as e-leam ing within language subjects, and the em ergence o f  the VLE as an 

important and pervasively used technology. The purpose o f  this section is to exam ine how the VLE is 

implemented and supported in institutions. This has relevance in considering the uptake and use o f 

the system by people in departments: it is important to docum ent how people teaching com e to be 

aware o f  the VLE, how they learn to use it, and what training and ongoing help is provided.

2.4.2 Central support structures

C hapter One (Section 1.3.2) noted the em ergence o f  new professional roles including that o f  the 

learning technologist in H Els since the 1990s. The learning technologist’s role usually com bines 

technical and pedagogical support for academ ic staff using e-leam ing. Surry and Robinson (2001),
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Oliver (2002) and Beetham (2001) investigated the em ergence and developm ent o f  this role. Oliver 

analysed the role o f  learning technologist from a Com m unities o f  Practice (Lave & W enger, 2002) 

perspective; learning technologists were engaged in “legitim ate peripheral participation” (Lave & 

W enger, 1991; Oliver, 2002, p. 251) in subject disciplines, while academics learned about using 

technologies in pedagogically effective ways by engaging with learning technologists. Beetham 

described the role more broadly, finding that learning technologists were

often involved in the entire process o f  learning technology development, support and use, and

had a pivotal institutional role in term s o f  coordination, liaison and the facilitation o f  change

(2001, p. 3)

The focus groups conducted for B eetham 's study identified that the typical learning technologist was 

“an educational developer with a learning technology specialism ” (2001, p. 3). This observation is 

important, since it makes the connection between the e-leam ing and academic developm ent functions 

in a HEI. M any HEIs in Ireland, the UK, America. Scandinavia, Australia and New Zealand, have in 

recent years established academic developm ent units (Gosling, 2009). In Ireland and the UK, e- 

leam ing support personnel arc very often located with academic developm ent sta ff in these services 

(DRHEA, 2009; Gosling, 2009). Alternatively, centralised support and training for the VLE are 

nonetheless provided, but may be located with com puter services or the central s ta ff  development 

service (Vogel & Oliver, 2006).

Training for teaching staff w ishing to use the VLE is often primarily focused on technical aspects o f 

the system, but may also com prise pedagogical developmental activities. Jennings (2005) reports that 

new users o f  the Blackboard VLE in his institution (a university in Ireland) receive a half-day o f  

practical training, followed by a two-day online workshop. These inputs cover both technical and 

pedagogical skills, addressing also the provision o f  multim edia materials online, and issues around 

copyright. Donnelly and O ’Rourke (2007) describe sim ilar models for supporting staff in using the 

VLE for the first time, derived from their w ork within a centre for learning and teaching. A t the 

research site, VLE support and training are located with the central teaching and learning service. 

W orkshops have been provided on both technical and pedagogical aspects o f  using the VLE. 

Separately, there are accredited courses offered by the teaching and learning service for members o f 

staff and for postgraduate tutors and dem onstrators. The research site m ay then be regarded as fairly 

typical in term s o f  its central supporting structures for the VLE. The label ‘central support’ will be 

used hereafter to describe the teams w orking in support and developm ent o f  teaching and learning, 

and e-leam ing in HEIs.

The demands o f  w orking in central support can be difficult to balance with the need for close 

w orking with departments. W hile trying to build relationships with people teaching, and assist them 

in their work, the Central Supporter must also advocate for the institution, prom oting technologies 

which have been adopted on the basis o f  strategic decisions -  particularly the VLE. The role o f  an e-
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learning supporter is therefore something o f a balancing act, as a number o f researchers have pointed 

out: working with academics and university management, but also retaining a critical function in 

relation to technology (Hannon, 2008; Oliver & Dempster, 2003). The field o f e-leaming is 

unconstrained by disciplinary traditions, and can allow space for play (Ingraham, 2003). But in 

reality, the constraints o f strategy and the connections o f strategy with funding, can limit space for 

experimentation with new technologies.

A more practical concern for many Central Supporters is that o f supporting mainstreamed 

technologies, that is, those which have been piloted and formally adopted for use within an 

institution. Mainstreamed technologies carry an ongoing support overhead, and according as usage 

levels grow, this overhead can increase (DRHEA, 2009). Well-resourced services and projects allow 

space for what Oliver calls legitimate peripheral participation (Lave & Wenger, 1991; Oliver, 2002) 

by learning technologists in the work of academic departments. However, supporting mainstreamed 

services on a day-to-day basis may leave little time for pilot work, or for other developmental 

projects.

2.4.3 Central Support m issions, and theories o f learning

Section 2.2.4 has discussed the theories informing research and practice in e-learning, and noted the 

shift from behaviourist to social constructivist principles. While it is outside the scope o f this thesis 

to examine in full the historical development o f teaching and learning services in HEIs, it is 

important to note their similar theoretical underpinnings. The literature in academic development 

reflects post-modern thinking in educational theory, and privileges constructivist methods over 

previous approaches to teaching, particularly behaviourist methods (Bostock, 1998; Entwistle, 2009; 

Jordan, et al., 2008).

In institutions where the acadcmic development function is combined with e-leaming support and 

development, there is potential for teams to work together from a constructivist perspective, to 

develop teaching practices. However, this does not necessarily happen. E-learning support personnel 

are not always located in academic development teams (Gosling, 2009; Vogel & Oliver, 2006), but 

even when they are, the function of supporting e-leaming systems appears to differentiate roles in 

teaching and learning services, in spite o f their shared mission. Gosling (2009) has conducted a 

number of surveys of HEIs to document their provision for academic development (whether or not 

this comprises e-leaming services). He reports some lack o f clarity around the place o f  e-leaming 

within these teams. All o f the people responding to his most recent survey regarded their role as 

supporting “innovation and change in teaching and learning which was often interpreted to mean the 

promotion of educational technologies” (ibid., p. 12). However, he also quotes one respondent who 

calls the e-leaming part o f the service the “technical arm” (2009, p. 12).

Both e-leaming and academic development are informed by discourses of change in teaching and 

learning, specifically a change from transmission-based teaching to constructivist and student-centred
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learning. Learning technologists have a potentially shared mission with academic developers in terms 

o f  the enhancement and developm ent o f  teaching, i f  not its transform ation towards constructivist 

methods. But in practice, organisational structures in specific institutions m ay or may not align e- 

leam ing support with academic development. The position o f  technologies, and the need to support 

mainstream ed e-leam ing services, may also be a com plicating factor.

The next section will describe how the VLE has been implemented, and how it is supported, at the 

research site.

2.5 Implementation of the VLE at the research site

2.5.1 Uptake of the VLE, and usage data

This section provides some details about the research site, the provisions for teaching and learning 

support, and the support o f  the VLE. (Section 5.2 will give specific details o f  the process around the 

decision to adopt the VLE at the institutional level.) The research site is one o f  the smaller HEIs in 

Ireland, with around 250 academics am ongst a staff o f  800. Student numbers have risen considerably 

in recent years to almost 9000. The institution has no designated central or perm anent budget for e- 

leaming, nor has it ever had such a budget.

The teaching and learning service at the research site was located with the quality assurance division 

from  2001-2008. By locating the service alongside quality assurance, there was a mechanism  to 

respond to developmental requests identified in quality review processes and it was possible to 

provide suitable supports for these. The first academic developm ent post was created in 2001, and the 

first e-leam ing support post in 2005, with two additional members o f  sta ff jo in ing the service through 

funded projects from 2006 onwards. The M oodle VLE was adopted formally by the institution in 

September 2005, and its uptake and use grew rapidly. Technical support and adm inistration o f  the 

VLE is undertaken by the com puter services department. User support and day-to-day queries are 

managed via an email contact address. The learning technologist is the first point o f  contact for these 

messages and all related queries concerning the VLE.

36



Total num ber of u se rs

12000 -----------------------------------------------------------------------------------

10000

4000

2002-2004 2004-2005 2006-2007 2007-2008 2008-2009 2009-2010

Figure 2-5: total numbers o f users o f VLEs at the research site.

2002-2004 figure is for Blackboard, 2004-2005 figure is for a locally designed system.

Figure 2-5 above shows the total num bers o f  users o f  the VLE at the research site. These figures date 

from two pilot projects undertaken in the years 2002-2005, when two different systems were used. 

From 2002-2004 the Blackboard VLE was used, and from 2004-2005 a system designed in-house by 

a team  at the research site was used. Figure 2-5 shows that VLE usage has grown steadily since the 

pilot phase o f  Blackboard use in 2002. A precise figure for the 2005-2006 year is not available, since 

server logs for that year had been deleted by the tim e the current study was undertaken. However, 

w ith a steady increase towards pervasive use in 2009-2010, this figure was likely to have been 3,500- 

4,000 users. User numbers have increased by approxim ately 1,000 each year since 2005, but are 

likely to have plateaued at this point since there are only about 10,000 potential users in the 

institution. It is important to note that student numbers have also grown during this tim e period, by 

approxim ately 3,000. Therefore, a precise rate o f  increase in usage is difficult to calculate.

W hile the numbers o f  users grew steadily, the login totals shown at Figure 2-6 (p. 38) grew much 

more sharply, hitting just over 1.4m in 2010. Logins differ from user numbers since the same user 

can login multiple tim es daily or weekly. Taken as an average, the 2009-2010 figure would suggest 

that each person using M oodle logged in 140 times. Over a twenty week teaching year, this would 

average seven logins per week or one login each day by each user. These figures suggest that there is 

still room  for login figures to grow, even if  the number o f  users has plateaued. It is also possible to 

say at this stage that the VLE is used pervasively across the research site.
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Figure 2-6: Num bers of logins to M oodle 2006-2010

Figure 2-7 (p. 39) displays a breakdown o f  the login figures by user. Unique logins are those by 

individual users, that is, num bers o f  people in the system rather than repeat visits by an individual 

user. The figure for unique Teacher logins is noteworthy since these are the editor logins for the 

system. The system regards any editor as a Teacher, whether they are academics lecturing in a course 

or administrators uploading course information, or postgraduate students publishing m aterials for a 

tutorial. The unique Teacher logins rise steadily until 2009, after which tim e there is a small drop 

(possibly because o f  system housekeeping and the rem oval o f  user accounts which were no longer 

active).

2.5.2 Local evaluative research

The researcher undertook four annual evaluations o f  the use o f  the M oodle VLE at the research site 

from 2006-2009 (M cAvinia, 2006, 2007, 2010a, 2010b). These evaluations were undertaken to 

establish and docum ent the extent and types o f  use o f  the VLE across the institution, to pick up on 

unreported technical issues, and to identify sta ff developm ent and student support needs for 

subsequent years.

Table 2-2 (p. 40) shows the evaluation activities implemented at the research site in each year, and 

the num bers o f  responses received to the questionnaires distributed to staff and students. In 2008 and 

2009, the opportunity arose to participate in multi-institutional research coordinated by the National

Total Logins

2009-20102008-20092006-2007 2007-2008
Academ ic Year
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Academy for Integration o f  Research, Teaching and Learning (NAIRTL)'*'. Eleven institutions 

participated in this research in 2009, and findings have been published by Cosgrave et al. (2008; 

2011),

1600000
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1400000
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1000000
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400000

200000 Total  Logins
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U nique  Logins512

702
2006-2007 674 U nique  T e a c h e r  Logins2007-2008
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Figure 2-7: Num bers o flog in s to M oodle 2006-2010 including unique logins (individual users)

and unique ‘Teacher’ logins

The overwhelm ing finding o f  evaluative work at the research site, and that undertaken nationally, 

was that VLEs were used predom inantly for uploading and downloading o f  lecture notes and course 

materials. The student data showed the importance o f  the convenience factors associated with the 

VLE; students consistently reported positive feedback on the availability o f  notes and materials on or 

off-campus, and the ability to com m unicate with other people through the VLE. However, 

evaluations at the research site also showed the num bers o f  students using com m unication tools, 

quizzes and assignm ent submissions had grown each year. By 2009, 45%  o f students said that most 

o f  their courses had materials in the VLE. The main reason students did not use the VLE themselves 

was if  their lecturers were not using it. This was consistent w ith experience across the 11 institutions 

participating in the NAIRTL survey (Cosgrave, et al., 2011).

hrtp://ww'w.nairtl.ie/
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2005-2006 2006-2007 2007-2008 2008-2009

• Online • Online • Online • Online
questionnaire for questionnaire for questionnaire for questionnaire for
students (n=853, students (n=311, students (n=849, students (n=705,
response rate response rate response rate response rate
13%) 5%) 12%) 9%)

• Ouestionnaire • Online • Online .  Staff
circulated to staff questionnaire for questionnaire for questionnaire not
via email for staff (n=44, staff (n=47, distributed for
return via email or response rate response rate logistical reasons
on paper (n=43, 15% based on 12% based on • Analysis of
response rate numbers of numbers of Moodle usage
15% based on Editors) Editors) logs
numbers of • Analysis of • Analysis of
Editors) Moodle Support Moodle usage

• Analysis of queries logs
Moodle Support • Analysis of
queries Moodle usage

• Analysis of logs
Moodle usage
logs

• Focus Group for
staff

Table 2-2: evaluation activities at the research site (IMcAvinia, 2006, 2007, 2010a, 2010b)

At the research site, the reports recorded very positive feedback from students who appeared to 

welcom e whatever was provided for them in the VLE (resources or acti\ities). Students were 

enthusiastic about the ease and convenience with which they could access course materials, but also 

about using quizzes and submitting coursework online. The reports recorded that, once students were 

aware a particular activity was possible in the VLE, they would like more o f  it. In calling for more 

lecturers to use the system, they were not only asking for all lecture notes to be made available to 

them, but were asking for more consistent and more interactive use o f  the system. However, the local 

reports also noted that students did not seem to conceive o f  themselves as online learners with an 

active role in the VLE. Rather, they were placing responsibility for the use o f  the system prim arily on 

their lecturers. Students did not appear to see any role for themselves in producing material or 

content for the VLE. This runs counter to some o f  the arguments made around the concept o f  “digital 

natives” (Prensky, 2001, p. 1), with students being presented as the producers o f  online content and 

multim edia artefacts (Prensky, 2001; Conole et al., 2008). M oreover, not all students were 

com fortable with using the VLE: they asked for training and help with using it appropriately for their 

studies.

Although enthusiastic about the use o f  Forum s for course annoimcements and information, students 

were m uch more reticent about the value o f  Forum s for learning. A nalysis o f  the data indicated that 

they preferred to use com m unication tools in the VLE for informal messaging, rather than for group 

discussions o f  coursework. Some students indicated a preference for lurking rather than contributing 

to  course discussions. O thers expressed strong concerns about the possible replacem ent o f  teaching 

events (particularly tutorials) with online Forums.
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The evaluation data showed that students had mixed feelings about e-learning; for some it was a 

distraction, costly (in term s o f  accessing the web and printing m aterials) and com prom ised their 

privacy. The withdrawal o f  tutorials by one department, and their replacem ent with online Forums, 

resulted in a huge num ber o f  negative comments in the 2008 data. However, the central message 

com ing through all o f  the data was the issue o f  lack o f  use -  or else inconsistent use -  o f  the VLE by 

Lecturers,

The feedback from staff users o f  the system was positive in respect o f  the convenience aspects o f 

using the VLE: it was easy to publish resources for their students and to com m unicate with them, and 

the VLE allowed staff to reduce waste associated with photocopying materials. However, staff were 

also concerned about the possible impact o f  the VLE on attendance at face-to-face teaching events. 

By 2008, they were also beginning to reflect on the difficulties o f  m anaging students’ expectations: 

some members o f  staff felt that there was a high degree o f  dependence on the VLE from students, 

and an expectation that all course materials would be available through Moodle.

In term s o f  training and support, m em bers o f  staff consistently requested shorter forms o f  training on 

a need-to-know basis, and focusing on technical training. They were interested in having more online 

resources available to support their use o f  the VLE. Time constraints em erged as the major issue 

affecting their use o f  the system, and their capacity to attend workshops to develop their use o f  the 

VLE.

2.5.3 Triggers for the current research from local evaluations

The evaluations at the research site were limited to exam ining the operation o f  the system and its 

support, and were not designed to be research projects. The evaluations were also limited by the 

m ethods selected, which were used for practical reasons. Tim e available to conduct evaluative work 

was heavily constrained. It was not possible to analyse use by specific groups or to carry out 

interviews or focus groups (apart from a short s ta ff focus group in the first year). The data reflected 

larger response rates from first year undergraduate students, with around three-quarters o f  replies 

com ing from this group. Therefore, the dataset was not representative o f  overall student experiences 

o f  the VLE.

A further lim itation was the static num bers o f  responses to the sta ff questionnaires. For reasons that 

remained unclear, the response rate did not reach 50 in any year o f  the evaluation work. This was in 

spite o f  the rapid grow'th in num bers o f  editors (to around 700 by 2008). The response rate remained 

unchanged irrespective o f  the tim ing o f  the questionnaire, direct contacts made with staff, and 

incentives such as a prize draw. Since the questionnaire was open to any editors in the VLE, not all 

o f  the responses received were from  people teaching. A lthough all replies were welcomed, it 

nonetheless becam e very difficult to analyse the use o f  the VLE specifically by teaching staff. There 

were some interesting findings from staff responding to the evaluation questionnaires, but the dataset
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was so small that it was very difficult to draw conclusions about how to best to support staff in future 

years.

The local evaluation work, although satisfactory in meeting some o f its objectives, had not provided 

a detailed picture o f VLE use for teaching in the disciplines. The evaluation reports had provided a 

useful snapshot o f the overall use o f the system by students, and were consistent with the NAIRTL 

surveys in 2008 and 2009. Both the local evaluative work and the NAIRTL research were valuable to 

the researcher since there is a dearth o f published e-learning research in the third level sector in 

Ireland. However, all that these exercises could conclude was that the VLE was being used 

pervasively, and for the dissemination o f course materials and content. The NAIRTL survey was not 

distributed to staff, and there was little or no documented experience of staff use o f the VLE in Irish 

HEIs. The lack o f data from teaching staff at the research site was disappointing. The limitations of 

the dataset from students meant that it was difficult to see whether their experiences were 

representative o f their cohorts, or indeed their subject areas.

In summary, the available studies indicated that there was limited use of the VLE, with most use 

being made of its content management functions. However, these same studies could not address the 

reasons for this. The picture was poor and incomplete, and could be addressed by more detailed 

research to obtain a much richer picture of how the VLE was being used by students and teaching 

staff at the research site.

2.5.4 O ther e-learning initiatives at the research site

It is important to note that other e-leaming developments are ongoing at the research site. Space 

precludes detailed discussion of these, but in summary: the institution is a partner in the National 

Digital Learning Repository'’ project which has created a bank o f open educational resources for 

HEIs. A number o f e-leaming pilot projects were undertaken supported by Strategic Innovation Fund  

(SIF) funding from 2007 onwards, and have been mainstreamed following the completion o f  the 

pilots. Development work continues in line with the institution's teaching and learning strategy, and 

funded projects supported by the HEA.

2.5.5 Support structures for e-learning in other HEIs in Ireland

A number o f other sources o f information about the support o f e-leaming in HEIs in Ireland are 

worthy of note in this section, and point to the fragility of supporting structures for staff and students 

using new technologies in the sector.

Supported by the second cycle of SIF funding, an e-leaming Network o f  Excellence was established 

in the Dublin Regional Higher Education Alliance (DRHEA)'** in 2008. This network has conducted 

a detailed audit o f e-leaming support in the Dublin Region, and some key findings from this audit are

http://www.ndlr.ie

http://www.drhea.ie/
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relevant to the current study. The audit found that 26 people were em ployed across the eight DRHEA 

partner institutions to support e-leam ing. This figure is for a population o f  some 4,500 academic staff 

and some 76,000 students. It gives a ratio o f  approxim ately one Supporter to every 173 m em bers o f  

staff, or one Supporter to approxim ately 3000 students. The DRHEA report noted that half o f  these 

26 posts were contracts o f  a fixed duration, and some o f  them have already been term inated since the 

publication o f  the audit in 2009. One position was a senior post, the m ajority were administrative 

posts (DRHEA, 2009, p. 7). Beyond this report, it is difficult to obtain accurate data about the 

num bers o f  people supporting e-leam ing in the sector for two reasons: first, the organisational 

structures vary from one institution to another, and e-leam ing support is not always located with 

academic development. Second, institutional websites do not always provide this information. It was 

outside the scope o f  the current research to survey all o f  the institutions in the sector, but the 

researcher surx-eyed institutional websites in mid-2010, and found that there were 23 e-leam ing posts 

across the seven universities and the Dublin Institute o f  Technology.

These figures highlight that support services for e-leam ing in HEIs in Ireland are not only vulnerable, 

but that there is a significant over-reliance on a very small num ber o f  key s ta ff  The DRHEA report 

referred directly to stresses on e-leam ing staff in reconciling day-to-day support conim itm cnts with 

their broader roles in their institutions, particularly at the start o f  teaching term s when support 

dem ands were heaviest. The report proposed some joint initiatives within the DRHEA to help 

mitigate this pressure, but it also recom m ended further academic developm ent for teaching staff to 

encourage best practice in the use o f  leam ing technologies. In addition, supporters felt it was difficult 

to define and com m unicate their mission:

The issue o f  the identity and role o f  e-leam ing developm ent sta ff was cited as a concem .

Increasingly, the role is focused on technical and training support tasks rather than online

teaching/e-learning developm ent activities (DRHEA, 2009, p. 2).

The report notes that these pressures and points o f  vulnerability in the system existed in spite o f  high- 

level cham pions for e-leam ing in the DRHEA institutions. A lthough a wide variety o f  technologies 

had been piloted, and in some cases adopted on an ongoing basis, these were not used pervasively. 

Their uptake and use were dependent on particular people and departments. Usage o f  institutional 

VLEs. although pervasive, was predom inantly to store course materials and content.

2.5.6 Section summary

This section has reviewed the im plem entation o f  the VLE at the research site, and the available data 

about the extent and types o f  use o f  the system. The research site can be regarded as typical in term s 

o f  the reported experiences nationally. E-leam ing is located with the teaching and leam ing service 

and there is one full-time post to support the VLE. Overall, as recent data has showTi (DRHEA, 2009) 

HEIs in Ireland have very small num bers o f  e-leam ing support staff and many posts are at risk o f  

being discontinued.
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Evaluation w ork at the research site, the multi-institutional NAIRTL research, and the D R H EA ’s e- 

leam ing audit all indicated that VLEs were used pervasively across the sector. However, their usage 

was somewhat limited relative to their full range o f  features, with a heavy em phasis on the 

dissem ination o f  course materials and information. Usage o f  the VLE was found to be teacher- 

driven, and students reported an inconsistent experience between their courses/m odules. W hile the 

available data from the research site and these other sources were useful to an extent, they were 

limited in term s o f  building a detailed picture o f  how VLEs were used in teaching and learning: first 

year undergraduate students were over-represented in the dataset at the research site, while teaching 

staff were poorly represented. These issues raise questions about the value o f  survey-oriented 

evaluation in trying to make considered decisions about the usefulness o f  the V LE (or other 

technologies). The researcher was unable to find in the local evaluation datasets any means o f 

connecting sta ff and student experiences in order to establish a picture o f  VLE use by discipline or 

subject area. Therefore, the evaluative work, although fit for some purposes, was not sufficient to 

judge the effectiveness o f  the VLE. For these reasons, the researcher wished to conduct a m ore in- 

depth analysis o f  the uptake and use o f  the VLE.

This becam e a more urgent concern with the appearance o f  research publications internationally, 

which expressed disillusionm ent and disappointm ent with the VLE as a means o f  enhancing teaching 

and learning. It is this literature which will be the focus o f  Section 2.7.
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2.6 Review: key points in this discussion

Since this Chapter addresses a range o f  issues pertinent to the research study that will follow later in 

the thesis, it is well at this stage to review the key points in the discussion thus far.

The Chapter has examined the developm ent o f  e-leam ing in HEls since the 1980s. From early 

experimental and discipline-based work, such as that docum ented by CALL researchers in language 

subjects, the use o f  com puters in teaching and learning has become a centralised, mainstream 

concern for HEIs.

Centralised initiatives in e-leam ing began in many institutions in the 1990s, when the attention o f 

managers and funders had been drawn to learning technologies. These interests at the institutional 

level converged with the work o f  many early adopters in language subjects. Central supports for e- 

leaming w ere established in due course, and were often aligned with academic developm ent services 

which had a mission to enhance (or possibly even transform ) teaching. Both e-leam ing and academic 

development are underpinned by constructivist approaches to teaching. However, e-learning support 

and developm ent is distinguished from academic developm ent by the imperative o f  technical support 

for m ainstreamed e-leam ing systems. This was described as an area o f  some difficulty, since support 

had to be m aintained and other areas o f  work could be vulnerable as a consequence. Support 

structures for e-leam ing are fragile, but w orking to capacity, in Irish HEls.

The VLE has been identified in this Chapter as one o f  the main engines o f  e-leam ing to have been 

supported and m ainstreamed across most H Els in Ireland and in many other countries since the early 

2000s. VLEs do not appear to support explicitly any particular pedagogical approach, although it has 

been argued by some com m entators that the M oodle VLE is constm ctivist in its design.

The research site was characterised as being fairly typical o f  most institutions in term s o f  the 

organisation o f  its central support services for e-leam ing and academic developm ent, the 

implementation o f  its VLE, and the growth in use o f  the VLE for sharing m aterials and course 

infom iation with students.

This Chapter will now move to consider critiques o f  these ‘typical’ experiences in the 

implem entation and adoption o f  new  technologies in higher education.
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2.7 Issues, challenges and disappointments

2.7.1 Introduction

Section 2.6 summ arised the discussion thus far in this Chapter. This section will move to examine 

recent literature which indicates that the expectations many people had for the VLE have not been 

met. On closer examination o f  the literature, it will be shown that sim ilar challenges and 

disappointm ents have been recorded more widely in the literature analysing the use o f  com puters in 

higher education. The purpose o f  this section, therefore, is to exam ine literature which reflects a 

degree o f  disappointm ent and disillusionm ent with how computers and the web have been used in 

teaching and learning in higher education, and how some o f  the issues raised in this literature might 

be interrogated further by the current study.

2.7.2 The literature  of disappointm ent

In recent years, there has been a trend towards reflection in e-leam ing literature, with a tendency 

towards disappointm ent at its lack o f  impact on higher education. E-leam ing, it is argued, has merely 

provided new ways o f  doing the same things:

the reality is that e-leam ing is still marginal in the lives o f  most academics, with technology 

being used for little more than acting as a content repository or for adm inistrative purposes 

(Conole, 2004, p. 2)

technology is mostly used to support established practices rather than transform them 

(Karasavvidis, 2009, p. 436)

Expected and desired changes in teaching practices have not m aterialised, nor has e-leam ing 

delivered on generating income for institutions:

Certainly, as it is currently being used on campus, eLearning is not delivering the wide 

benefits to education which were expected: the anticipated sweeping im pact o f  the new 

technologies on restructuring the learning and teaching practices at universities (and with it 

their high-profit prospects) has not m aterialised. (Donnelly & O 'Rourke, 2007, p. 38)

Teaching through lectures continues (Kahveci, G ilmer, & Southerland, 2008), and new technologies 

have failed to “dism pt” this transm ission-oriented practice (Blin & M unro, 2008, p. 475). I f  change is 

occurring because o f  technology, then it is perceived as being too slow (Conole, 2009; Karasavvidis, 

2009; Laurillard, 2008; M cM ullin, 2005; Oliver, 2006). Technology is under-used in teaching, and 

the resources designed to help teaching sta ff use e-leam ing are them selves under-used. These include 

websites which dissem inate good practice, and the repositories o f  ready-m ade digital leam ing 

materials (Conole & Culver, 2009). The consequences o f  this under-use o f  technology, and a
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perceived conservatism in teaching, are viewed as having very negative consequences for HEls. 

Universities are fated to end up following students rather than leading the w'ay in the use of 

technology, and ultimately losing students to those institutions that can offer more online learning 

(Breen, Lindsay, Jenkins, & Smith, 2001; Brown, 2007)

VLEs have been the particular focus of disappointment in recent publications. The advent o f so- 

called Web 2.0 technologies (O’Reilly, 2007) in the second half o f the 2000s prompted a number of 

researchers to ask w'hether the VLE remained fit for purpose as one o f the principal e-leaming 

technologies in use in higher education. Stiles (2007) in a piece entitled Death o f  the VLE? a 

challenge to a new orthodoxy^ captured this viewpoint, asking whether VLEs w'ere in fact preventing 

the development o f teaching and learning in institutions. They had become databases for course 

materials, were suffering from a surfeit o f under-used features, and could no longer encourage 

“pedagogic change” (Stiles, 2007, p. 32). Stiles asked whether it was time to consider VLE “exit 

strategies" (ibid., p.31), arguing that although institutions began with student-centred missions for the 

VLE, convenience factors had since come to the fore. While acknowledging that VLEs had brought 

many staff into e-leaming, and were positively received by students, he argued that VLEs were no 

longer developing pedagogically. Meanw'hile, Web 2.0 tools could support sharing and collaboration, 

using devolved systems with the web as their platform. While the VLE could be developed to include 

social networking tools. Weller (2007) was unsure about the wisdom of extending the VLE in this 

way, while Stiles would regard such change as “systems bloat” (2007, p. 33). For Brown (2007), the 

question is straightforw^ard: he advocates discontinuing the use of the VLE in favour of the full 

exploitation of Web 2.0 tools henceforward. The individual learner or teacher can deploy such tools 

at will, freed from institutional firewalls and other constraints.

The VLE has come to be regarded by many researchers as being supportive of existing (suspect) 

practices rather than changing them, with its predominant uses being to carry materials and 

information. It appears not to be functioning as a learning environment for interactions between 

people teaching and people learning (Corda & Jager, 2004; Hemmi, Bayne, & Land. 2008; Steel, 

2009; Weller, 2006). Compared with Web 2.0 technologies, about which there is excitement and 

optimism (Conole, de Laat, Dillon, & Darby, 2008), VLEs are cast as traditional and conservative 

systems:

The currently dominant modes for e-leaming within higher education -  those enabled by 

commercial virtual learning environments (VLEs) are generally failing to engage with the rich 

potential o f  the digital environment for learning. Their tendency is to attempt to render the 

online learning space familiar through a conservative dependence on pre-digital metaphors, 

signs and practices which are increasingly anachronistic as digital inodes gain in social and 

cultural significance (Hemmi, et al., 2008, p. 20)
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The VLE is regarded as an online filing cabinet, in an era when people are accustomed to using many 

different repositories and a bricolage approach to web-based tools (Jennings, 2005). Some 

researchers have argued that a better and more effective ‘virtual learning environment’ can now be 

constructed independently by learners using a mix o f the free social networking tools available 

(Brown. 2007; Stiles, 2007). Others suggest that, given the perceived failures of the VLE, e-leaming 

will no longer attract institutional support and finance. Instead, institutions will focus spending on 

buildings and library resources (Holtham & Courtney, 2005). More forceful critiques o f the VLE 

suggest that it has narrowed the educational experience o f students, and downgraded the position of 

teaching by facilitating non-attendance at lectures through the provision of course materials online 

(Brabazon, 2002; Donnelly & O'Rourke, 2007).

In summary, researchers have expressed a degree of disillusionment with the slow pace o f adoption 

of e-leaming. The VLE. specifically, is associated with a range o f practices w'hich are regarded as 

being at best conservative, and at worst highly detrimental to the experiences o f students and staff.

Closer examination of the literature was undertaken to try to validate these criticisms, and uncover 

possible explanations. This further examination revealed that (a) disappointment is not a new 

response to the progress o f e-leaming. and (b) that the literature does not adequately explain why 

there is limited uptake and use o f technologies. It therefore might be challenged. The next two 

sections will explore these findings.

2.7.3 A history of disappointm ent

Critiques of the extent and kinds of use of learning technologies are not new, and are in evidence 

from one of the earliest issues o f the Computers and Education ']Oum&V.

The last twenty years have witnessed much effort devoted to increasing educational 

effectiveness and/or efficiency through a strong alliance with technology, particularly 

computers. This paper attempts to demonstrate that two such application areas, instructional 

gaming and computer aided instruction, have been less than spectacular successes despite 

massive investments. The fault lies not so much in technological shortcomings, but in very 

incomplete theories of how these technologies abet leaming. We have become so enamoured 

with the technologies that we have failed to recognize the potential failures to which cuirent 

trends have been leading. (Neuhauser, 1977, p. 187)

This 34-year old paper explores the examples o f computer-aided instruction and gaming, and 

suggests that the problems are twofold: first, we do not know enough about leaming yet to know how 

best computers can assist the process. Second, once commercial interests become involved, it is 

difficult to keep up the discussion of how best a particular technology might be used. Six years later, 

Putnam (1983), writing in the first issue of the C4L/CO journal, calls for pedagogically-driven use of 

technology;
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F or any use o f  techno logy  to  bring  benefits w e m ust m ake certain  w e know  w hat w e w ant; the 

m iracles w ill no t happen  by them selves (1983 , p. 36)

Putnam  h igh ligh ts a perce ived  over-em phasis on case s tud ies about the use  o f  com puters in language 

learn ing  and teach ing , and  is h igh ly  critical o f  studen t sa tisfaction  as a w ay  o f  de term in ing  the 

effec tiveness o f  a p a rticu la r in tervention .

H airunond and  co lleagues (1992 ) exp lore  w hat they  regard  as a lim ited use o f  com puters in teach ing  

in U K  h igher education . T hey  suggest tha t th is is due to  a lack  o f  su itable d ig ita l m ateria ls, and a lack 

o f  institu tional o r departm en ta l support. T he au thors w ere all from  the C T l cen tres, and the ir C entres 

w ere "responsib le  fo r p rom o ting  com puter-supported  learn ing” (1992 , p. 155) in their sub ject areas. 

S urvey ing  staff, they  found  that lack o f  tim e, financial resources, and local support w ere the m ajo r 

h indrances to  using  techno logy . B ut they  also  com inen t that there w ere  few  rew ards for s ta ff  

im iovating  in th e ir p rac tice . Few  o f  the s ta ff  they  su rveyed  pcrceived  any  need  to  develop  their 

teach ing , and the im p lica tions o f  th is are  d iscussed . T echno logy  is regarded  as d riv ing  a po ten tia l 

change in teach in g  w hich  w ou ld  be fundam ental:

the full im p lem en ta tion  o f  th is idea w ould  have the m ost radical consequences for h igher 

education . It w ould  m ean that w e w ould  be accep tin g  responsib ility  for sh ap in g  the  

learn in g  process (H am m ond , et al., 1992, pp. 161, em phasis added)

The paper no tes that in stitu tions w ill have to  accep t that techno log ies w'ill no t b ring  cost sav ings or 

quick fixes fo r teach ing  larger g roups o f  students. Instead, a  w ider educational change is called for, 

and is the responsib ility  o f  m any  m ore peop le  than the techno log is ts.

T hese papers, all pub lished  befo re  the y ear 2000, h igh ligh t issues for e -leam in g  researchers and 

p rac titioners w h ich  rem ain  current. T hese  concerns m ay  be ca tegorised  as th eoretica l/p ed agog ica l, 

organ isa tion a l, and m ethodologica l.

Theoretical/Pedagogical concerns:

•  T he  p rocess  o f  lea rn ing  is no t fu lly  understood , and it is therefo re  a sign ifican t challenge to 

assist th is  p rocess  app rop ria te ly  w ith technologies.

•  T he use o f  techno log ies  should  be pedagogically  driven.

Organisational concerns:

•  C om m ercia l in terests  in  educational techno logy  com plica te  its developm ent and  m ay  h inder 

adequate  d iscussion  o f  w hat is effective.

•  T echno logy  has the po ten tia l to  p rom p t educational change -  and  a renew ed focus on teach ing  -  

on an institu tion -w ide  basis.
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Methodological concerns:

•  There is an over-emphasis on case studies in research about the use o f  com puters in language 

learning and teaching.

• There is need for appropriate research m ethods to measure the effectiveness o f  an intervention 

using a particular technology, and going beyond measures o f  student satisfaction.

Yet the fact that these issues remain current indicates that they remain unresolved. By the end o f  the 

1990s, evaluation o f  the TLTP program m e in the UK showed “little evidence o f  large-scale take up 

or shift into m ainstream teaching beyond the early innovators” (Conole, et al., 2007, p. 46), in spite 

o f  the earlier lessons from research. M oreover, there is a sense that we are bound to repeat a pattern 

o f  gradual adoption and under-use with new  technologies (Bush, 2008). M ayes (1995) identified this 

problem and suggested that it could be “cyclical":

People who have been involved over any length o f  tim e wdth educational technology will 

recognise this experience, which seems characterised by a cyclical failure to learn from  the 

past. W e are frequently excited by the prom ise o f  a revolution in education, through the 

implementation o f  technology. W e have the technology today, and tom orrow  we confidently 

expect to see the widespread effects o f  its implementation. Yet, curiously, tom orrow  never 

comes (1995, p. 1).

Mayes argues that the same cycle o f  excitement, confidence and subsequent disappointm ent, is 

experienced each tim e a new technology appears which might have applications in the classroom. 

CALL practitioners are equally fam iliar with this phenom enon (Bush, 2008; Coleman, 2005). The 

language laboratories, and television have been cited as examples o f  technologies from which much 

was expected, but reality did not meet expectations (Davies, 2001; Mayes, 1995). However, there are 

explanations offered in the literature for the perceived failures o f  technology and for its limited 

uptake in the disciplines, and these will be examined in the next section in term s o f  the theoretical, 

organisational and methodological categories identified earlier.

2.7.4 Explanations and proposed solutions

Theoretical issues

The discussion thus far in this Chapter has shown that e-leam ing researchers and practitioners, as 

well as policy-m akers, have regarded e-leam ing as having the potential to change -  even transform  -  

teaching and learning in higher education. Ham m ond et al. (1992) suggested that educational 

developm ent was essential to the uptake and use o f  technologies, and one could not happen without 

the other. The literature offers a number o f  explanations why educational change has not been 

prompted by, nor happened in tandem with, the adoption o f  e-leam ing in HEls.
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One o f  the key issues is the perceived need for cultural change arising from the introduction o f  new 

technologies, and which will (it is presumed) be triggered by technology. Researchers have suggested 

that one exam ple o f  cultural change associated with e-leam ing is that it forces that which is tacit in 

teaching practices to be articulated, and written down. This might be in the form o f  Forum messages, 

on-screen instructions, or electronically-delivered course materials. Such a change is challenging not 

only because it may never have been done before in a given course o f  study, but also because it may 

be resisted by a com m unity unused to such practices (Jones & Conole, 2006). Building on this point, 

researchers have interpreted the developm ent o f  e-leam ing as part o f  the com modification o f  the 

practice o f  teaching in higher education, and express concern that HEIs could re-purpose or sell 

courses once they have been made available through a VLE or other networked system (Clegg, 

Hudson, & Steel, 2003). Holley and Oliver (2000) suggest that this is part o f  a w ider concem  with 

m anagerialist interventions in teaching, and the connection o f  teaching with strategy and funding. 

Teachers may prefer to adopt technology in a bottom -up fashion, experim enting with it in their 

disciplines (Corda & Jagcr, 2004).

Academ ics recognise the practical risks involved in using e-lcaraing, and may have had experiences 

where it has not worked as planned (W estera, 2005). They may also have seen negative 

consequences to the use o f  the web, such as rising plagiarism  (Conole, et al., 2007). Some 

researchers have argued that the effectiveness o f  e-leam ing is dependent on teachers' beliefs about 

m ethods and technology (Errington. 2004; M oron-Garcia, 2004; Steel, 2009). In this regard, tim e (or 

lack o f  tim e) can be used as a proxy for other concerns, and to justify  non-engagem ent with e- 

leam ing (Karasavvidis, 2009).

Much o f  this literature presents cultural change as a given, and explores ways for practitioners to 

introduce and support such change. D iscussions tend to associate limited use o f  technologies in 

teaching and learning with a variety o f  factors external to the e-learaing supporter or academic 

developer; m anagerialism , resistance, risk, and lack o f  time. However, Karasavvidis, exam ining why 

teachers do not make time for technology, suggests that tim e is rarely the real reason for this. Its lack 

o f  “com patibility” (2009, p. 437) with their current practices might be more likely. G oodfellow  and 

Lea (2007) address this idea o f  ‘com patibility’ by investigating e-leam ing in the university from the 

perspective o f  literacies, drawing attention to the importance o f  reading and w riting in universities. 

A lthough popular culture and new  m edia are multi-modal, and visual in particular, the university 

functions around texts. In these term s, cultural change associated with the introduction o f  new 

technologies is problem atised. G oodfellow  and Lea regard the text and “linguistic com m unication” 

(2007, p. 33) o f  the university as one o f  the central ways in which its practices are articulated, 

irrespective o f  its use o f  e-leam ing. Technologies which do not support the literacy practices o f  the 

university will be resisted, and those that can support them will be adopted. This analysis draws 

attention to contexts and practices influencing the use o f  technology, which are not always 

considered in e-leam ing research.
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A further problem  with literature identifying ‘limited use’ o f  technology is that researchers do not 

discuss what would be ‘sufficient’ or ‘enough’ use o f  technology in teaching and learning. Change, 

perhaps inform ed by ideas from open and distance learning (ODL), is assum ed to be necessary. Guri- 

Rosenblit identifies this issue, and argues convincingly that e-leam ing has been too long confused 

with ODL (Guri-Rosenblit, 2005; Guri-Rosenblit & Gros, 2011). The conflation o f  e-leam ing with 

ODL has led to the developm ent o f  the view that new technologies would challenge (or even 

dism antle) the university campus, opening up access to thousands o f  online students and bringing 

about a revolution in higher education. This, she says,

accounts for much o f  the misunderstanding o f  the ICT roles in higher education, and for the 

wide gap between the rhetoric in the literature describing the sweeping future effects o f  ICT 

on educational environm ents and their actual implementation (Guri-Rosenblit, 2005, p. 469)

Essentially, there has been a m isapplication o f  ODL models and research to the issue o f  fostering e- 

leam ing in campus-based institutions. Guri-Rosenblit defines distance learning simply as learning 

designed to facilitate people who wish to learn w herever they choose to, while e-leam ing is “a 

relatively new phenom enon and relates to the use o f  electronic media for a variety o f  learning 

purposes” (ibid., p. 469). Most e-leam ing is undertaken in traditional cam pus-based HEls, and with 

the exception o f  the US, most ODL does not rely on online technologies.

M oreover, campus-based institutions would be unlikely to be able to transform them selves into 

distance education institutions without considerable changes in their structures (ibid.). ODL is cost- 

effective because time and resources, as well as academic effort, are invested in the production o f 

high-quality course materials which have a defined shelf-life, and which are used by large numbers 

o f  students. Cam pus-based H Els have little tradition o f  this kind o f  work, and yet it was imagined 

that new  technologies would enable them to grow and promote distance education. Effective e- 

leaming, on the other hand, involves academ ics in meeting online with groups o f  students. This, 

argues G uri-Rosenblit (ibid.), is a fundam entally different model to that o f  ODL. If  distance 

education used technologies for small group teaching online, it would represent a much more 

expensive model, since academ ics’ time would be needed throughout the teaching process and not 

only in production o f  course materials. The inappropriate conflation o f  ODL with e-leam ing, as well 

as being technologically determ inistic, has unduly influenced the developm ent o f  e-leam ing in higher 

education. Guri-Rosenblit argues that these factors account for its corresponding lack o f  uptake and 

use, at cam pus-based institutions. The implications o f  her discussion are that ‘sufficient’ use o f  the 

VLE might be imagined to be a hybrid o f  ODL and campus-based teaching methods. The VLE 

would be the platform  for online versions o f  the institution’s courses, including electronic course 

materials and activities. The VLE would function as an online classroom  m ediating all teaching and 

learning activities in a taught course. Collaborative online activities would be likely to form  a 

com ponent o f  such a course.
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However, such a model o f collaborative learning online may be ill-suited to campus-based 

institutions with large undergraduate cohorts. Goodfellow and Lea (2007) raise this question, in 

relation to undergraduate courses which are focused on disciplinary knowledge. They differentiate 

between “ Mode 1”  and “ Mode 2”  knowledge; the former is produced by research in the disciplines, 

and the latter in interdisciplinary settings, sometimes outside the university. Social constructivist 

methods are better suited to Mode 2 knowledge, whereas inany undergraduate courses are focused on 

Mode 1 knowledge and on inducting students into a discipline. Online discussion forums, therefore, 

may well be misapplied in undergraduate courses. On the other hand, the use o f a VLE to publish 

introductory materials, lecture notes and guides to a module, might well be appropriate to Mode 1 

learning.

Although researchers have been keen to examine problems in the uptake and use o f technologies, 

their focus is frequently on issues other than the models that have been used to foster e-Ieaming in 

traditional HEls. Academics’ resistance, or lack o f time, or technological skills, and other factors 

have been cited as possible blocks to the uptake and use o f technology. However, the arguments o f 

Guri-Rosenblit (2005) and also Goodfellow and Lea (2007) suggest that it may be timely to consider 

whether models o f blended learning and ODL have been applied inappropriately to teaching in 

campus-based HEIs. There are signs o f greater attention to these issues in research: Seale (2008), in 

an editorial for the journal, comments that authors are now beginning to look more closely at

the contexts in which technologies are being used.

Organisational issues

Researchers have proposed a number o f organisational and practical reasons why there may be 

limited use o f e-leaming in higher education. There is as yet little documented evidence that e- 

leaming can provide cost savings or genuine learning benefits (Donnelly &  O'Rourke, 2007). There 

are few senior managers with e-leaming expertise in most institutions to support decision-making in 

relation to e-leaming (Conole, 2004). Learning technologists are often seen as providing technical 

help, and not as academic developers (Donnelly &  O'Rourke, 2007). This could be lim iting their 

ability to bring about the kinds o f academic development which researchers argue needs to take place 

in tandem with the use o f new technologies.

There can be difficulties in mainstreaming and scaling up e-leaming initiatives after the pilot phases 

(Franklin, 2007). Sometimes, e-leaming projects can produce outcomes that are no longer relevant by 

the time they are completed, or the focus o f the researchers and developers involved moves on, 

before their work is mainstreamed or adequately disseminated (ibid.). Even with good exit strategies 

and plans for mainstreaming, e-leaming initiatives may not reach their potential i f  the institutional 

culture is not right (ibid.).

Methodological issues

Aside from the pedagogical/theoretical and organisational reasons why technology might not be 

adopted and used extensively by academics, there are questions posed by some researchers about
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how much is really known about the effectiveness o f  e-leam ing. Research in some areas is scarce, 

while there is an over-em phasis on particular forms o f  e-leam ing research.

Generalist e-leam ing research, as well CALL research, have seen plentiful case studies o f  the use o f 

technology in particular settings, but there have been fewer institution-wide or systemic studies 

(Bliuc, et al., 2007; Conole, 2004; S. Guri-Rosenblit & Gros, 2011). Murray (2005) highlights the 

difficulties o f  trying to generalise from research that has produced case studies in the main. Research 

has tended to compare the online experience with that ‘offline’, rather than assessing online leam ing 

on its own term s (Beatty, 2003; Chappelle, 2001). M ore recently, researchers have begun to consider 

altem ative ways o f  researching student use o f  technology, drawing more extensively on learners’ 

experiences in the online environm ent. W inke and G oertler (2008) have suggested that learner 

identities, behaviour and the attitudes o f  learners towards technology should be researched. More 

sophisticated data is becom ing available too; O ’Rourke (2008) suggests that altem ative data sources 

for research might include on-screen eye-tracking o f  the learner’s use o f  CALL.

W hile e-leam ing research benefits from having many feeder disciplines (Conole & Oliver, 2007a), 

different methodologies can produce different results which are then difficult to reconcile into a 

consistent evidence base. There are still differences o f  opinion in terms o f  what counts as valid 

research: Frederickson, Reed and Clifford (2005) argue that there are few e-leam ing studies that can 

dem onstrate real effects because most e-leam ing research does not use scientific methods. But their 

discipline (Psychology) is one that values these very methods, which are often not suited to e- 

leam ing research. On the other hand, Felix (2005, 2008) has questioned the validity o f  some 

experimental research designs in CALL and called for more qualitative research to be undertaken.

Research can be influenced too by the subject area in which technology is being used: Felix (2005) 

com ments that although there are studies showing som e benefits to using com puter-aided learning in 

science and mathem atics, it is much more difficult to dem onstrate positive effects in literacies. It may 

be very difficult to m easure outcom es with constructivist models, for higher order thinking, and to 

measure lifelong effects. M oreover, Felix (ibid.) cormnents that there may be many unpublished 

studies (for example, those undertaken by graduate students). There are two issues arising from this: 

first, that there is data not being reported in the field, and second, that this might contradict existing 

findings (for better or worse) if  it were reported. In other words, what has already been found to be 

significant might be challenged or contradicted by as yet unpublished research.

In summ ary, then, researchers examining the literature for evidence o f  positive effects on leam ing 

from technology are faced with a mixed canon, which may be subject to problems o f  reliability and 

interpretation. It is perhaps unsurprising then, that there has been disappointm ent and some 

disillusionm ent with the perceived lack o f  change in teaching and leam ing attributable to new 

technologies. Researchers must rely either on anecdotal evidence from  around their institutions, or on
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published work which presents inconclusive evidence and multiple exam ples o f  the ‘no significant 

difference"'* phenom enon, recently docum ented by educational researchers using the web.

Proposals for the future

Although researchers may express disappointm ent and some disillusionm ent with technology in 

education, they are also keen to propose alternative models for the fijture. Putnam (1983) called for a 

pedagogically-driven approach to the use o f  technology, and for the developm ent o f  appropriate 

research m ethods to measure its effectiveness. Ham m ond et al. (1992) call for institution-wide 

changes to support the adoption o f  new technologies. M ayes (1995) argues that theories o f  learning 

should inform  the use o f  technology to a greater extent. He proposes a constructivist model 

resem bling that o fL aurillard  (Figure 2-1, p. 17).

If  the challenge then is to engage teaching staff with theory, in order to develop their practice, then 

one way o f  doing this is through a com munity or network o f  colleagues, all o f  whom are exploring 

the best ways to use technology in their teaching. Unwin (2007) proposes this as a solution to under

use: com m unities or networks could comprise technology experts along with those having subject 

discipline expertise. This is the “TPCK" model, or “Technical Pedagogical Content K nowledge" 

model, which has been widely applied in the school sector in the US. However, this assumes that 

teachers will be sufficiently m otivated and interested in e-learning to jo in  a com m unity or network. 

Recent experiences such as those o f  the NDLR project (M cAvinia & M aguire, 2011) would suggest 

that this is not trivial; people teaching in third level are unlikely to jo in  such a network unless it 

speaks to pragmatic needs they have at a given time.

If  the adoption o f  technology is assumed to depend on system-wide change, then it is possible to 

consider the literature o f  disappointm ent in term s o f  educational change, and the reasons why this 

may or may not happen. Laurillard (2008, p. 14) proposes five reasons why educational systems 

resist change. First, they are subject to conflicting drivers -  for example, curriculum  and assessment. 

There is little time for people in educational systems to keep apace with technological change. 

Leaders m ay have a lack o f  com fort and/or a lack o f  experience with technologies, but those who do 

have experience with technology are not in positions o f  responsibility. Education is not subject to the 

forces o f  innovation that work in the marketplace because it does not function as a business or market 

-  whatever the ‘branding’ or strategy might say to the contrary. Education systems are hierarchical 

and therefore change is difficult to bring about. It is unlikely, then that technology alone will trigger 

change. Laurillard (ibid.) comments that at least education has not seen some o f  the high profile 

failures o f  large IT projects that have been seen elsewhere -  but her explanation for this is that it is 

only because the pace o f  adoption has been so gradual.

http;//ww 'w.nosignificantdifference.org/
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2.7.5 Focusing on activity

Although the previous discussion in this section is helpful in trying to understand the pace and extent 

o f adoption o f technology, and how this might be addressed in the future, the literature has 

predominantly focused on issues outside the classroom: theoretical and methodological issues of 

interest to researchers, and organisational issues o f interest to managers. As has been pointed out 

already, the question of what is enough, or sufficient, or adequate, use of technology has not been 

addressed by researchers. The inherent value of technology for teaching tends not to be questioned 

(Guri-Rosenblit, 2005). The analysis presented in this Chapter has shown that “under-use” o f  the 

VLE has possibly been assumed based on the evidence that some of its features are used more than 

others. If researchers and practitioners cannot define what constitutes sufficient use of technology, 

then perhaps discourses o f limited use or under-use can be questioned. By taking an alternative 

perspective, some researchers have suggested that disappointment may not be an appropriate 

response to the gradual adoption of technology.

Kirkup and Kirkwood (2005) document examples o f  such gradual adoption o f ICT in universities, 

and comment on the lack o f change relative to what was anticipated. They suggest that teachers will 

adopt what is useful to them, rather than responding radically to a change that is merely anticipated 

by other people:

if what is happening in the sector is examined in an analytical fashion, and without prejudging 

against what enthusiasts said should be happening, ICT can be seen as being appropriated by 

HE teachers to support their core teaching activities (2005: 185)

Westera (2005) argues that technology is a social phenomenon which is influencing how people live 

and experience their lives, and it is in this light that we must review its role in education. Institutional 

strategies appear not to be driving the adoption o f technologies either: Gibbs’s analysis o f the 

teaching and learning strategies of UK HEIs (Gibbs, et al., 2000), showed that institutions were not 

experiencing the effects they expected from ICTs in delivering flexible learning. Reviewing Gibbs 

and colleagues’ analysis, Westera comments:

It is becoming apparent that, in campus-based contexts, teaching staff appropriate those 

technologies which they can incorporate into their teaching activity most easily, that offer 

affordances for what they already do, rather than those which radically change teaching and 

learning practices (2005:188).

The gradual uptake and use o f technologies in teaching (Kirkup & Kirkwood, 2005) reflects that 

lecturers approach these technologies from their existing perspectives, and do not necessarily 

radically alter these views simply because there are new media available to them. From the 

disciplinary perspective o f  CALL research, Chappelle argues that the activity o f  language learning is 

most important. She suggests that attention should be focused on:
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W hat kind o f  language does the learner engage in during a CALL activity? How good is the 

language experience in CALL for L2 learning (Chappelle, 1997, p. 22).

This is echoed later by Scanlon and Issroff (2005) who suggest that post hoc evaluations o f  learning 

technology projects tend to focus on the technology, and on stakeholders’ requirem ents, rather than 

the activities for which technology was being used in the classroom.

These researchers suggest, then, that a focus on activities might have value. The analysis o f  

Goodfellow and Lea (2007), referred to earlier, also pointed to the im portance o f  socio-cultural 

practices in the university, and that these are mediated by the printed text. This is not only true o f  

universities but o f  “the professions, and W estern societies in general” (2007, p. 68). Academics resist 

e-leam ing because o f  the “uncertain nature o f  the social relations it threatens to create” (2007, p. 68). 

Goodfellow and Lea argue for a literacies approach to the adoption o f  e-leam ing, foregrounding 

existing practices in the discipline, and how technologies might be adopted within these practices. 

Centralised initiatives and funding requirem ents may have had the effect o f  disconnecting e-leam ing 

from the disciplines.

2.7.6 Critiquing disappointm ent: the case o f the VLE

The previous section concluded with the suggestion that, rather than evaluating the use o f  a particular 

technology, it may be important to focus research on the activities in which teachers and learners are 

engaged. Section 2.7.2 reported on the serious criticisms which have been made o f  the VLE, and the 

suggestions in some publications that VLEs have now served their purpose, and function as 

administrative supports to taught courses. M ore radical views suggested that VLEs were restrictive 

technologies, and that they downgraded and reduced the teaching and leam ing experience overall. 

These criticisms are worth contesting in light o f  the w'ider discussion o f  the literature o f  

disappointm ent in Section 2.7.3 and Section 2.7.4.

In term s o f  the pedagogical and theoretical issues that have been discussed in Section 2.7.4, it is 

arguable that VLEs have been associated w ith the (m is)application o f  models from  ODL in campus- 

based education. Assessm ents o f  the worth o f  the VLE have been made based not on the analysis o f 

teaching and leam ing activities, but on data about the use o f  its content m anagem ent features. The 

VLE had the potential to function as an online classroom, but this was not necessary in campus-based 

institutions teaching face-to-face. The criticism s made o f  the VLE as a repository for course 

materials may in turn be questioned: such a deployment o f  the VLE may well be appropriate for 

campus-based institutions.

In relation to the organisational issues discussed earlier, the VLE is defensible on the basis o f  its 

considerable practical advantages. It is by now a w ell-em bedded system as far as technical 

considerations are concem ed. It has been scaled up and m ainstream ed across the m ajority o f HEIs in
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Ireland, the UK and the developed English-speaking world. Open Source systems such as M oodle are 

also widely adopted in the developing world. The VLE offers a consistent interface, accessible with 

one login. Sclater (2008) suggests that using social networking tools as an alternative to the VLE 

would entail multiple accounts and login details for users (for instance, for each o f  Twitter, 

Facebook, a Wiki site, a Blog). He suggests that VLEs will continue to have a purpose -  i f  only as 

adm inistrative supports to formal courses -  for some tim e to come:

Given that formal education remains in strong dem and from learners, is supported by 

governments throughout the world, and is unlikely therefore to disappear in the near future, 

there will continue to be a need for online systems that provide adm inistrative functionality 

(..) and provide inform ation such as course descriptors, syllabi, reading lists, class tim es, 

examination dates and results. Centrally hosted system s are also required for the submission 

and m arking o f  assignm ents online -  and the return o f  marked scripts to students, (Sclater, 

2008, p. 7)

According to Sclater (2008) and W eller (2007), there are good reasons for institutions to retain the 

VLE: first o f  all, they have invested considerable tim e and effort into VLEs and will wish to get 

value for their investments. Second, there are safety and privacy concerns for institutions once 

students move outside institutional systems on the web, and some students in further and higher 

education are under 18. HEls are bound to protect students’ personal data too. They must also be able 

to show assessed work and evidence o f  coursework to external examiners. There are risks in using 

external sites for assessm ent purposes, since these may be bought and sold or simply disappear 

overnight. There is evidence that some students also wish to preserve spaces like Facebook^® for their 

‘private’ lives rather than for their learning (Jones & Lea, 2008). Even if  students are happy to use 

their Facebook accounts for elem ents o f  their learning, teachers may not feel that the mix o f  formal 

and infonrial spaces and content is appropriate to what they are setting out to do.

In terms o f  the methodological issues in e-learning research, published work in relation to the VLE is 

ju st as susceptible to the problem s o f  researching the effectiveness o f  educational technology as any 

other system or software. However, there is a com plicating factor with the VLE as a big system, 

which is adopted on an institution-wide basis. There have been few identifiable system -wide or 

institution-wide studies o f  the VLE undertaken to exam ine what its true impact may have been. 

Researchers often rely on logged data in the VLE to draw  conclusions about how it has been used, 

rather than exam ining the activities in which the VLE plays a role. It is worth highlighting too that 

not all VLEs are the same, and they have developed rapidly in the past ten years. Previously, VLEs 

could justifiably have been regarded as being directive and somewhat inflexible. Usability was often 

fairly poor (Conniff, 2001). VLEs are dependent on server speed and Internet connectivity, as well as 

the speed o f  domestic Internet connections, all o f  which have improved m arkedly since the late 

1990s. Open source, non-proprietary VLEs have offered an alternative to the earlier systems. It is

http://www.facebook.com /
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ironic that researchers who would criticise the controlling nature o f  the institutional VLE (which may 

in all likelihood be the Open Source M oodle VLE) would instead propose that teaching and learning 

activities should be located at a range o f.co m  sites which are the engines o f  W eb 2.0.

W eller (2006) makes some further observations about the reasons why VLEs might not have been 

used to the extent imagined when they were introduced. First, most institutions do not have large 

am ounts o f  ready-made digital materials available for inclusion in the VLE, although they do tend to 

have plenty o f  adm inistrative inform ation in digital format. It follows, then, that this information will 

be published first to the VLE. Even if  there are digital learning materials available, these are quite 

often difficult to import to the VLE. Anecdotal evidence from the research site would support this, 

for example in cases where departments have networked software to their com puter rooms for 

subject-related work and this cannot be uploaded to the VLE. However, there are now plentiful high 

quality digital resources available to academics, through repositories such as the N D LR "', JORUM"", 

and M E R L O T '\ These resources present new possibilities for people teaching and using the VLE.

2.7.7 Section summary

This section has examined what has been termed the literature o f  disappointm ent in e-leam ing and 

CALL research. This literature was seen to focus on a range o f  concerns -  pedagogical, theoretical, 

organisational and m ethodological. Analysis o f  the literature o f  disappointm ent showed that there 

were different concerns at play, and different degrees o f  disappointment:

1. Discipline level: W ithin language subjects, there is disappointm ent that the findings o f  CALL 

have not been more widely dissem inated, and have not had greater impact. Some researchers 

suggest that this may be because o f  m ethodological problem s in research which make it difficult 

to dem onstrate the value o f  technologies for learning. O thers suggest that M odem  Languages 

departments are not primarily focused on language learning (Coleman, 2004), and therefore 

direct their interests and attentions elsewhere.

2. Institutional level: In relation to the VLE, researchers report that VLEs are used to support

existing practices in teaching rather than to change or disrupt them. It is surmised from the 

available data that many VLEs are used as content repositories for lecture notes and teaching 

materials. VLEs are perceived as having limited usefulness as a result, and as serving 

predom inantly adm inistrative purposes in institutions over the next num ber o f  years. M eanwhile, 

W eb 2.0 technologies are proposed as the means to realise the kinds o f  transform ation in 

teaching and learning not brought about by the VLE.

3. Sectoral level: There is a general trend towards disappointm ent at intervals in e-leam ing

research literature. This Chapter has reviewed examples o f  this from 1977, 1983, 1992, and

http://www.ndlr.ie 

■■ http://www.jorum .ac.uk 

http://www.m erlot.org/m erlot/index.htm
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1995, followed by many m ore examples from the 2000s. These examples fell into a num ber o f  

categories:

a. disappointm ent that change has not been faster;

b. critiques o f  the use o f  technology to support existing practices which are regarded as 

suspect;

c. the perceived lack o f  a theoretical basis for the use o f  a particular technology in 

teaching, followed by the presentation o f  a theory or framework which, if  used, would 

am eliorate the situation.

In spite o f  the amount o f  literature docum enting and exploring problem s with the adoption o f  

technology, the cyclical nature o f  disappointm ent as evidenced in the literature indicates that issues 

o f  under-use o f  technology are unresolved. But the issue o f  under-use was contested: researchers 

have not stated what would constitute ‘sufficient’ use o f  technology. There is a disconnection 

between the discourses o f  transform ation o f  teaching and learning, and activities in the disciplines.

At issue here, then, is whether existing research has adequately examined the problem o f  uptake and 

use o f  technology. I f  it is assum ed that technology is genuinely under-used, then this issue should in 

turn be addressed. The solutions that research has proposed thus far tend to relate to the identification 

o f  ever-m ore numerous models, methods and approaches to the adoption o f  technology in teaching 

(Beetham & Sharpe, 2007; Conole & Oliver, 2007; Salmon, 2000, 2002). W ell-intentioned though 

these texts undoubtedly are, they do not appear to be solving the problem. Waiting for change to 

occur for other reasons (such as the wider influence o f  technology in people 's lives) docs not appear 

to be an acceptable strategy either, given the am ounts o f  public funding used to support e-leam ing 

(Laurillard, 2008).

W ith reference to the VLE specifically, the researchcr argued that the problem o f uptake and use o f 

the VLE had not been adequately investigated. Therefore, it could not be assumed that the VLE was 

under-used, and these assertions in the literature could be challenged. Ideas o f  disruption and cultural 

change associated with technology were problem atised, and the strengths o f  the VLE identified.
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2.8 Conclusions

This Chapter has reviewed the em ergence o f  e-leam ing, and CALL as the developm ent o f  e-leam ing 

within language subjects, from the 1980s onwards. The experiences o f  CALL practitioners showed 

that e-leam ing had been discipline-based and experimental in the first instance, but the more general 

concern o f  how com puters and the Internet could be used for teaching and learning had led to 

institutionally-coordinated initiatives from the early 1990s until the present. E-leam ing had been 

aligned with academic developm ent in many institutions, and both e-leam ing and academic 

developm ent goals have been reflected in teaching and leam ing strategies which are the focus o f  

govem m ent funding in Ireland and the UK. At the level o f  individual institutions, the VLE had 

become the focus o f  much institutional effort over the past decade: this Chapter traced the 

developm ent and em ergence o f  the VLE, and docum ented the local implementation and usage o f  the 

M oodle VLE at the research site. This inform ation fonned the backdrop to the research to be 

presented later in this thesis.

It is important to rem em ber that much o f  this activity has happened within 25 years, and the lifecycle 

o f  the VLE has been even shorter at around 10 years for most institutions in Ireland. In spite o f  this 

short tim escale, in which institutions have had to address considerable and rapid change associated 

with new technologies, there has nonetheless been much recent attention in e-leam ing research to the 

issue o f  under-use and under-exploitation o f  technology. C loser investigation o f  the literature 

revealed that this has been an ongoing concem  o f educational technologists since the 1970s, and that 

it might more properly be viewed as a set o f  concerns coalescing around particular technologies and 

issues in their adoption. The ‘literature o f  disappointm ent’ reflected three concerns: that technology 

was under-utilised and supported outdated forms o f  practice, that the same cycle o f  under-use would 

be repeated in the future, and that e-leam ing research was not using appropriate methods. There were 

some concerns expressed about the validity o f  research and about the messages being sent to the 

community. That com m unity includes teachers, students and managers who m ake institutional 

decisions about e-leaming.

It was argued that there was need to contest criticism o f  the VLE in particular. Research literature 

suggested that the VLE has supported existing practices rather than leading to more innovative 

teaching and student-centred leaming. Since the VLE is a mainstream ed system in the majority o f  

HEIs, and likely to be in use for some years to come, this claim  warranted further investigation. I f  it 

w ere accepted that the VLE was under-used, on the basis o f  the published literature, then there would 

be merit in finding out why this was so.

However, conclusions in the literature that the VLE was under-used, or used in a lim ited way, were 

based on data showing predom inant use o f  the content m anagem ent functions o f  the software. 

Existing evaluation data from the research site appeared to confirm  this experience: M oodle was
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predom inantly used to carry course notes and materials. But a need for more detailed information 

about the experiences o f  s ta ff and students using technologies was identified. M oodle, the VLE used 

at the research site, appeared to have good potential to be constructed and used as a suitable 

environm ent for language learning and teaching, based on the CALL literature and an analysis o f  the 

design and construction o f  M oodle itse lf However, there had been little recorded interest in VLEs 

for language learning and teaching either in the research literature or at the research site. Language 

subjects m ight therefore provide a useful disciplinary focus in the context o f  an investigation o f  the 

under-use o f  the VLE.

The literature review  undertaken in this Chapter has identified calls for more system -wide and 

institution-wide exam inations o f  the use o f  technology. There was no such study o f  the VLE 

identified. It was therefore difficult to accept the assertion o f  researchers that VLEs have been used 

in a limited way. N or had research defined what was sufficient or adequate use o f  a technology. A 

clear, com prehensive picture o f  what is happening with regard to the use o f  the VLE did not emerge 

fi-om the literature. G aps in the literature have therefore been identified, along with calls from some 

researchers to re-focus research on the activities people undertake -  rather than evaluating the 

technologies they use. Chapter Three builds on this discussion. It will exam ine the potential o f 

Activity Theory to investigate the use o f  the VLE across the research site.
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C h a p t e r  T h r e e : A c t i v i t y  T h e o r y

3.1 Introduction

Chapter Two, which reviewed relevant literature, as well as local inform ation about the use o f  the 

VLE at the research site, drew' a num ber o f  conclusions in relation to the research questions being 

addressed by this thesis. The use o f  the VLE at the research site was consistent with experience 

elsewhere and reported in the literature; it was predom inantly used for the sharing o f  course materials 

and lecture notes. However, it could not be inferred from this that VLEs were under-used, or that 

they had failed to trigger changes in teaching practice; this was because research was limited and 

subject to a num ber o f  methodological constraints. Researchers were calling for more system-wide or 

institution-wide research. Such studies could help to explore reasons for under-use o f  technology or 

gaps in the process o f  adoption across an institution. But it was also highlighted that under-use or 

limited use o f  technologies should be questioned. Finally, Chapter Two highlighted the calls o f  some 

researchers for a renewed focus on the context in which teaching takes place, and the activities 

involved.

Chapter Three will take forward this discussion and extend the review o f literature to consider a 

theoretical framework which has potential value in exam ining the issues highlighted in Chapter Two, 

and in addressing the questions at the heart o f  this study. This is the framework o f  Activity Theory. 

This Chapter will review the origins, developm ent and application o f  Activity Theory as evidenced in 

literature. The Chapter concludes with a consideration o f  how Activity Theory should be utilised in 

the current study.

3.2 Activity Theory: history and development

3.2.1 W hat is Activify Theory?

Activity Theory (AT) proposes that any human activity can be described and analysed, that activities 

have a structure, are undertaken under certain conditions and mediated by particular tools or 

artefacts, and are perform ed to meet a purpose. Recent developm ents o f  the theory m ean that a clear 

diagrammatic system is available to support the analysis o f  activities, and to enable discussion o f  

how they function, or do not function, tow ards their objectives.

Activity Theory regards individual activities as units for analysis (Kaptelinin & Nardi, 2006a), but 

activities are not regarded as fixed or permanent, and they m ay change depending on change in the
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“social m atrix” (Nardi, 1996a, p .8) in which they are undertaken. Cole and Engestrom (1993) 

com m ent that

activity systems are best viewed as complex form ations in which equilibrium is an exception 

and tensions, disturbances and local innovations are the rule and the engine o f  change (1993,

p.8)

Nardi (1996d) opens her influential book on Activity Theory with the following statement:

Activity theory (..) is concerned with understanding the relationship between  

consciousness and activity and has labored to provide a framework in which a meaningful 

unity between the two can be conceived (1996d, p. xi, emphasis added)

This statem ent is critical because it points to the underlying psychological basis for Activity Theory: 

that consciousness and activity are not independent o f  each other; one shapes the other. Activities are 

defined by intention: a mechanical or automatic action is not an activity, since there is no conscious 

intention. Consciousness is the carrying out o f  socially-situated activities:

consciousness is located in everyday practice: you are what you do. And what you do is firm ly 

and inextricably em bedded in the social matrix o f  which every person is an organic part. This 

social matrix is com posed o f  people and artifacts. Artifacts may be physical tools or sign 

systems such as human language (ibid.. p. 7-8)

Activity Theory is concerned with the intentional use o f  tools, or m ediating artefacts, by human 

beings to accom plish things (Cole, 1999). Artefacts are used by humans, setting them apart ft-om 

animals. Language is the specific ‘too l’ that is transform ative o f  culture (Cole, 1999). Nardi 

com ments that Activity Theory is “pertinenf’ to how we design and use technology because o f  its 

“em phasis on artifacts, o f  which com puters are a particularly interesting example, as crucial 

mediators o f  human experience” (1996d, p. xi).

Activity Theory therefore seeks to describe the relationship between the individual, tools or artefacts, 

other individuals, and the conditions in which a purposeful activity is undertaken with an intended or 

desired outcome. It does not seek to prescribe changes to the activity, nor does it predict outcom es 

based on any change to the activity system. It is not aligned with any specific research methods. As 

Nardi comments.

Activity theory is a powerful and clarifying descriptive tool rather than a strongly predictive 

theory. (1996a, p. 7)
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Several writers have pointed out that Activity Theory is not a theory in the strict sense o f the word 

(Blin, 2004; Kuutti, 1996; Wali, Winters, & Oliver, 2008). Perhaps for this reason, it is difficult to 

identify a single clear definition o f Activity Theory, although theorists do make statements o f  their 

own definitions in the literature. Kuutti comments that;

activity theory is a philosophical and cross-disciplinary framework for studying different 

forms o f human practices as development processes, with both individual and social levels 

interlinked at the same time (1996, p. 25).

However, Engestrom and Miettinen describe the theory much more loosely, highlighting its historical 

background:

Activity theory is a commonly accepted name for a line o f theorizing and research initiated by 

the founders o f the cultural-historical school o f Russian psychology, L.S. Vygotsky, A.N. 

Leont’ev, and A.R. Luria, in the 1920s and 1930s. (1999, p. 1)

It is important to show this contrast between theorists, since the literature reflects difficulties in 

drawing a boundary between the concepts of Activity Theory and the work o f Vygotsky, Leont'ev 

and Luria more generally -  an issue which will be returned to later in this Chapter. Kaptelinin and 

Nardi define Activity Theory as follows:

Activity theory is an approach in psychology and other social sciences that aims to understand 

individual human beings, as well as the social entities they compose, in their natural everyday 

life circumstances, through analysis o f the genesis, structure, and processes o f their activities 

(2006a, p. 31).

They assert that there are “no properties of the subject and object” outside the activity (2006a, p. 31), 

and that “activity is considered the key source of development o f both the object and the subject” 

(2006a, p. 32). While these statements do not perhaps constitute a succinct definition, they provide a 

useful overview o f the important concepts associated with Activity Theory, concepts which will be 

explored in detail in Section 3.3.

Activity Theory provides a conceptual framework for the analysis o f particular undertakings in 

specific scenarios. Its usefulness is in prompting the observer or researcher to address the full context 

in which something is happening, and the relationships between different people and things in an 

activity. The concept of mediation is crucial, and is regarded as “revolutionary” by Engestrom 

(2001a, p. 134), since it linked the action o f the individual with his or her surroundings and it 

“overcame the split between the Cartesian individual and the untouchable societal structure” (ibid.). 

Activities are mediated by particular kinds o f tools, and also by our interactions with other people 

(Nardi, 1996a), and both the artefacts and the people using them are influenced by the process.
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Attending to the nature of mediation has potential value for people working with and evaluating 

technology, but Activity Theory has also been applied widely in other settings to observe how 

professional practices work, to examine problems in project management, and in educational settings 

(Blin, 2004; Engestrom, 1987, 1993, 2001a). It has offered insights into areas o f practice that might 

be improved or enhanced, and it can reveal why projects do not succeed, by going beyond what may 

appear to be the ‘obvious’ reasons for this (Engestrom & Escalante, 1996).

In the remainder o f  this Chapter, the historical origins o f  Activity Theory will be examined, its key 

concepts will be detailed and its connection with e-leaming research described. Relevant examples 

will be highlighted from the literature, showing how Activity Theory has been operationalised and 

used by researchers. Finally, the rationale for using Activity Theory in the current study will be 

explained.

3.2 .2  S ov iet cu ltu ra l-h istorica l w riting

Activity Theory originated in Marxist philosophy (Wertsch, 1981) and the work o f Soviet 

psychologists in the 1920s and 1930s (Blin, 2005; Engestrom, 1987, 1993; CRADLE, 2011; Jonassen 

& Rohrer-Murphy, 1999; Kuutti, 1996; Russell, 2002b). The theory was developed by A.N. Leont'ev 

from principles originally put forward by Lev Vygotsky in Thought and Language (1986). Vygotsky, 

A. R. Luria and Leont'ev sought new approaches to psychology, viewing behaviourism and 

psychoanalysis as inadequate (Vygotksy. 1986), and drawing on Marx’s critique of social theory 

(CRADLE, 2011). Their proposal was “the concept o f  artifact-mediated and object-oriented action” 

(CRADLE, 2011), and they rejected behaviourist ideas o f activity as the response to a stimulus. 

Vygotsky had proposed that learning was social and situated: the infant comes to understand the 

world through interacting with it (Bellamy, 1996), and through construction of artefacts. 

Consciousness and activity were one and the same, and human activities were mediated by cultural 

tools including language and signs. For Vygotsky, the use and construction o f artefacts was part of 

human development. The mind was not an objective entity but was developed through activity 

(Vygotsky, 1978). Rather than being a response to a particular stimulus, human activity was 

mediated and purposeful. It is not always clear where the distinction lies between the cultural- 

historical school, and the development o f Activity Theory in particular (Bannon, 1997). Kaptelinin 

and Nardi comment;

Many ideas underlying cultural-historical psychology were directly and organically 

assimilated into activity theory. The line between cultural-historical psychology and activity 

theory is so fine that in recent years these two approaches are sometimes collectively referred 

to as CHAT, which stands for ‘cultural-historical activity theory' (2006a, p. 36).

While recognising the value o f this discussion, and the links from Activity Theory to its heritage in 

cultural-historical psychology, “Activity Theory” will be the term used in this thesis, drawing on the 

application o f the theory particularly in e-leaming and CALL literature in recent years (Section 3.6).
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Vygotsky’s original visualisation o f  his theory is reproduced by Russell (2002b), and shown at 

Figure 3-1 below, contrasting the theory with behaviourism . The simple mediational model on the 

right proposes instead that an activity has a m otivation - the Object - m ediated by an artefact or 

artefacts, sometim es called tools, instruments, or technologies.

Vygotsky’s Mediational ModelBehaviourist Model

Cultural tools

StimulusResponse •4-

Subject Object

Figure 3-1: Behaviourist M odel contrasted with V ygotsky’s M ediational M odel, from Russell

(2002b, p. 65)

The process o f  Subject working towards an Object using an Artefact, brings about an Outcome. It is 

possible for the Outcom e to be unintended and even undesired, and it may be qualitatively different 

to the Object. V ygotsky 's model was subsequently extended by L eont'ev’s, to take account o f  the 

socially-m ediated nature o f  activity, and the roles o f  other individuals in the activity (CHAT-DW R, 

2011; CRADLE, 2011). Leont’ev proposed that activities also depended on a division o f  labour 

between individuals (Kaptelinin & Nardi, 2006b). Vygotsky had proposed that human activity was 

analysable as “object-oriented action mediated by cultural tools and signs” (Engestrom  & M iettinen, 

1999, p. 4), but it was Leont'ev who made the extension to considering the place o f  individual 

activity in a group (Leont'ev, 1981). L eon t'ev 's  classic exam ple o f  the “beater” in hunting articulates 

this: the beater is not hunting the animal directly, but contributes to the collective activity o f  hunting 

by encouraging anim als into the paths o f  the hunters. Engestrom  and M iettinen (1999) point out that 

other theoretical writing by John Dewey and G.H. M ead had addressed the nature o f  activity and has 

been linked with Leont’ev ’s work. However, according to Engestrom  and M iettinen, other theorists 

did not make the connection between all o f  the ‘nodes’ in an activity system: individual, m ediating  

artefact, object, com m unity, rules and division o f labour. L eont’ev also accounted for the place o f  

'autom atic’ or unconscious aspects o f  the activity. He theorised that activities w ere com posed o f 

actions and operations (CHAT-DW R, 2011; CRADLE, 2011; Kuutti, 1996). Thus, there is the 

overall activity, “driven by an object-related motive” (CHAT-DW R. 2011) the level o f  action which 

is goal-oriented and contributes to the activity as a whole, and finally the level o f  operation

67



(Leont'ev, 1981). Operations are automatic and determined by the conditions in which the activity is 

undertaken.

Much o f the work o f the Soviet school was unknown outside the Soviet Union until it was translated 

and made more widely available in the 1970s. Engestrom and Miettinen (1999) suggest that beyond 

the “classic” texts (1999, p. 1) o f the Soviet school, it is even now difficult to locate and obtain 

publications about Activity Theory. In their view, the historical development o f the theory has often 

been overlooked -  perhaps because o f its first origins in Marxist philosophy. It may be that, for 

political reasons, it is not often discussed by theorists in the west. It is likely that the historical roots 

of Activity Theory also contributed to its strong criticism in Russia in the 1990s, following the 

collapse of communist regimes in Eastern Europe and political change. Engestrom and Miettinen 

(1999), tracing the development o f Activity Theory since the Second World War, say that it was 

employed mostly in child psychology, and in studies o f language acquisition, as well as the study of 

instruction. However, the domains in w'hich it is used have become much more numerous since the 

1980s:

It now encompasses such topics as development o f work activities, implementation of new 

cultural tools such as computer technologies, and issues of therapy (ibid., p. 2).

It influences education, human-computer interaction (HCI) and discussion o f situated learning, 

distributed cognition and communities of practice. It is “nondogmatic” (ibid., p. 2), and is open to 

connection with other theories and research methods.

3.2.3 Engestrom’s extension of the Activity Theory framework

It was not until the 1980s that Leont'ev’s work was represented diagramatically by Yrjo Engestrom, 

whose Extended Activity System is commonly used in Activity Theory writing and research, and is 

shown at Figure 3-2 (p. 69). Activity Theory has been the focus o f much recent developmental work 

in Scandinavia, where Engestrom and his colleagues have conducted extensive research at the Center 

for Activity Theory and Developmental Work Research in the University o f Helsinki now the 

Center for Research in Activity, Development and Learning (CRADLE)"\

http://www.edu.helsinki.fi/activity/

http://www.helsinki.fi/cradle/
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Instrument

Transformation

Process

Division ofRules

Outcomes

Community
Labour

Figure 3-2: Engestrom’s Extended Activity System

Engestrom’s Extended Activity System builds on Vygotsky’s earlier model shown at Figure 3-1 (p. 

67), and incorporates in a visual way the extensions to the theory developed by Leont'ev. The 

individual, the Subject, pursues an Object, using Mediating Artefacts, sometimes labelled tools or 

Instruments (as in Figure 3-2, above). The activity is also mediated by a Community, the Rules of 

that community {which may be laws, conventions or tacit conditions), and a Division o f Labour 

which sees the activity shared amongst members of the community. Engestrom's system also 

suggests interactions between all o f these nodes, indicated by the bi-directional arrows. This reflects 

the concept of the activity as unfixed and constantly changing:

There is also incessant movement between the nodes of the activity. What initially appears as 

an object may soon be transformed into an outcome, then turned into an instruinent, and 

perhaps later into a rule (CRADLE, 2011).

If conditions change such that the Object is no longer being met or cannot be met, then a break or 

contradiction occurs in the system. The Object is shown to be separate to the Outcome which is an 

important distinction: contradictions in a system may be one reason why the Outcome is not the one 

anticipated or even desired. Blin (2004) says o f Engestrom’s model that it:

goes beyond a mere description o f the relationships between the different constituents of an 

activity system. Activity systems are multivoiced formations where different subjects, 

whether individual or team, bring their own histories and construct the object in different 

ways, through their status in the division of labour and their level o f familiarity with the 

mediating tools available (2004, p. 383).

Engestrom’s (Cole & Engestrom, 1993; Engestrom, 1987, 1993, 2001a, 2001b) work in Activity 

Theory articulates a set o f principles and a means of application o f the theory which have been 

widely adopted. For Engestrom, activities are always:
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• goal-directed;

• multi-voiced;

• historical and changing over time;

• subject to contradictions which are sources o f change and development;

• subject to the possibility o f “expansive transformation” (2001a, p. 137).

Expansion is an important concept in Engestrom's work. Activity is an “expansive” process for 

Engestrom (1987. p. 8) integral to learning, but not confined to formal settings. For Engestrom, “[a] 

theory is a potential instrument for dealing with practice” (ibid., p. 23), and using theory can help 

show how learning can take place in organisations and work settings.

There are three generations o f Activity Theory, according to Engestrom (CHAT-DWR, 2011). The 

first saw the identification o f mediation between the Subject and Object, by Vygotsky. The second

saw the extension o f the system to take account o f the socially-mediated nature of activity by

Leont’ev and through its representation in the Extended Activity System (Figure 3-2, p. 69). Third 

generation activity theory is concemcd with identifying the connections between activity systems. 

Engestrom proposes in this regard that there are potentially shared or unshared Objects between 

activities, as shown in Figure 3-3 below. Figure 3-3 shows Activity A and Activity B, and the 

diagram indicates in the yellow highlighted area that there are two Objects which may or may not be 

shared between these systems. Researchers will often present this diagrammatically with Activity B 

being read from right to left, rather than the conventional left to right reading as in Activity A.

Instrum ent O u tco m es Instrum ent

■•a ^ O b je c tS u b jec t

Division of 
Labour

R u les C om m unity

Sub jectO bject

Division of Com m unity R ules
Labour

ACTIVITY A ACTIVITY B

Figure 3-3; the potentially shared/unshared Object (Engestrom, 1987)

More recently, Engestrom and colleagues have developed the Change Laboratoiy Method'^, 

informed by Activity Theory, to facilitate consultation and development within organisations. 

Colleagues are facilitated in working together in a physical space designed according to the Method.

http://www.helsinki.fi/cradle/Change laboratory.html
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The space contains three areas which have a num ber o f  tools that can be used to represent working 

activities and practices. The intention o f  the method is to be inclusive and shared, distinguishing it 

from management consultancy, which does not tend to use participative methods o f  this kind'^. 

CRADLE offers a service to universities and other organisations whereby the Change Laboratory 

m ethod can be enacted, indicating that the researchers are keen to link their work with practice and 

with activities in real world settings. Their work dem onstrates the potential o f  Activity Theory to be 

applied to organisations, and to investigate the shared or unshared nature o f  w orking practices.

3.2.4 Section summary

This section has provided an overview  o f  Activity Theory, its historical origins, its developm ent and 

extension, and some o f  its central concepts. The next section explores these central concepts in more 

detail, with reference to Activity Theory literature.

3.3 Activity Theory: further exploration of important concepts

3.3.1 Consciousness, context, activity are the same

Activity Theory posits that consciousness, context and activity arc one and the same. There is no 

context for an activity -  the activity is the context, and the participants act consciously. As Nardi puts 

it, “you are what you do” (Nardi, 1996a, p. 7). For exam ple, an activity theorist would say that it is 

not possible to design a com puter system with a fixed notion o f  the user: their intentions and 

consciousness are going to influence the system. Bannon (1997) com ments that, from the perspective 

o f  Vygotsky, Leont’ev and their colleagues;

the human mind com es to exist, develops, and can only be understood within the context o f  

m eaningful, goal-oriented, and socially determined interaction between human beings and 

their material environm ent (1997, no page numbers).

Nardi adds that Activity Theory

extends the concept o f  consciousness past an idealistic, m entalistic construct in which only 

cognitive resources and attention ‘inside the head’ are at issue, to a situated phenom enon in 

which one’s material and social context are crucial (1996a, p. 13).

http://changelaboratory.blogspot.com /
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For Nardi,

Context is constituted through the enactment o f  an activity involving people and artifacts. 

Context is not an outer container or shell inside o f  which people behave in certain ways 

(1996c. p. 76).

Kaptelinin restates this principle:

the human mind emerges and exists as a special com ponent o f  human interaction with the 

environm ent (1996a, p. 107)

Perhaps because this idea is a com plex one, and potentially confusing in efforts to analyse activities, 

some writers have chosen to interpret Activity Theory as containing both ideas o f  context as the 

circum stances surrounding an activity, and as the activity itse lf  W ali, W inters and O liver (2008) 

discuss whether context is outside the activity or whether context and activity are one and the same. 

They propose that Activity Theory can include both, although in a qualified way:

context as that which surrounds the human user o f  the technology and context as that which 

arises from the constructive interaction between people and technology (2008, p. 47).

Kuutti also phrases this principle in a slightly more qualified way than some o f  his colleagues: 

“activity theorists believe that participation in different activities is the major factor in creating 

consciousness and shaping personality” (1996, p. 30). Nonetheless, Kaptelinin and Nardi reassert 

their interpretation, stating that there are two underlying principles in A T:

1. the unity o f  consciousness and activity, and

2. the social nature o f  the human mind (2006b, p. 66)

They com m ent that:

the first idea asserts that the mind em erges, exists, and can be understood only in the context 

o f  the subject-object relationship. The second idea claims that society and culture are not 

external factors influencing the human mind but rather generative forces directly involved in 

the very production o f  the mind (2006b, p. 66).

For activity theorists adhering strongly to these principles, the mind itself is the production o f  

particular activities and the relationship between the Subject and the Object. But they also assert that 

individuals ‘internalise’: meaning exists in society and also in the mind o f  the individual -  who is not 

constructed as a replica o f  culture and society.
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Internalisation and extem alisation

Activity Theory does not regard the human mind as som ething separate, objective or distant from an 

activity. Its concepts o f  internalisation and extem alisation describe the ways in which Subjects 

negotiate their paths through activities. For Vygotsky, an individual (Subject) undertaking activities, 

who came to understand aspects o f  the external world by virtue o f  such activities, could then 

internalise this understanding. This would in turn enable the understanding to be externalised later 

on, in order to undertake a new activity. The use o f  the mediating artefacts leads to understanding o f 

how these perform  in the activity, and in turn to the creation o f other artefacts. The relationship 

between the activity and the person is bidirectional;

Activity theory does not accept a dualistic conception o f  an isolated, independent “m ind” . The 

internal side o f  an activity cannot exist w ithout the external one. A person’s internal activity 

assim ilates the experience o f  humanity in the form in which it m anifests itself in the 

corresponding external activity (Kuutti, 1996, p. 33)

Engestrom and Miettinen define internalisation and extem alisation in the following way:

Internalization is related to reproduction o f  culture; externalization as creation o f  new artifacts 

makes possible its [culture's] transformation. These two processes are inseparably 

intertwined. (1999, p. 10)

However, Z inchenko (1996) contends that extem alisation is very poorly developed in Activity 

Theory as yet.

3.3.2 A ctivities are Object-oriented and lead to an Outcome

Issroff and Scanlon (2002b), w orking from first principles in their description o f  Activity Theory, 

suggest that humans have intentions, consciously considered because o f  human cognition. Activities 

are distinguishable from other actions in the world by the fact that they have an Object, which can be 

defined as an objective or as a thing dem anding activity (Engestrom, 2001; Kaptelinin, 1996b; Nardi, 

1996b), a “problem  space” (CRADLE, 2011, no page numbers). The activity is motivated by the 

Object, and focused on transform ing the O bject into an Outcome. Kutti puts this succinctly:

An activity is a form o f  doing directed to an object, and activities are distinguished from each 

other according to their objects. Transfom iing the object into an outcom e motivates the 

existence o f  any activity. (1996, p. 27)

Kaptelinin and Nardi com ment on object-orientedness, returning to first principles:
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All human activities are directed toward their objects. When people design, leam, or sell, they 

design, leam Or sell something. Their dreams, emotions and feelings are also directed toward 

soinething in the world. (2006b, p. 66)

Engestrom’s work analysing activity systems in health centres quite often leads him to define a 

number of different Objects within the same organisation: for example, a sick child is a different case 

to that o f someone with a chronic condition, but the health centre must treat both (1993, 2001a). 

Activity Theorists argue that analysing ‘Objects’ is essential to gaining an understanding o f people 

and what they do, whether alone or in groups. Objects can be distinguished from Outcomes as they 

are the kernel o f the activity: they instigate and steer it, and Kaptelinin and Nardi say that in Objects, 

“activities are crystallized in a final form when .. complete” (2006b, p. 66). But while these Objects 

have such an important role, it is also well to remember “objects do not unilaterally determine 

activities: it is activity in its entirety, the subject-object relationship, that determines how both the 

subject and the object develop” (ibid., p. 66).

According to Activity Theory, Objects arc ‘transformed’ by activities into Outcomes. This has 

proved to be an area of some difficulty in AT, and it may be challenging for theorists and researchers 

to differentiate between Objects and Outcomes. Davydov (1999) offers some helpful insights here. 

He comments that transformation implies an “internal” change to the object, “making evident its 

essence and altering it” (1999, p. 42). To help resolve this, he identifies two kinds o f transformation. 

One is “formal” ; humans transform things by classifying them into a certain category, for example a 

shoe is placed in the category of footwear. This is evidence o f “cognitive activity” (ibid., p. 40) and 

therefore transformative. The shoe itself is not physically changed, but its organisation and 

categorisation is a transformation brought about by the activity. The second kind o f transfonnation is 

“dialectical” (ibid., p. 40): finding resources and “creating conditions” (ibid.. p. 40) for change. For 

example, locating and planting seeds, in order to produce food. In this case, there is a physical 

change to the seeds and a different material item is produced when the seeds have growTi. Therefore, 

transformations and changes may be cognitive as well as being physical or material.

3.3.3 Activities are mediated and there are m ediating artefacts

Luria asserted that what set humans apart from animals was our ability to make tools and use them 

with intention (Cole & Engestrom, 1993). Engestrom (1987) regards this as a fundamental change: 

making and using tools marked the beginnings o f  social order and the division o f  labour amongst 

humans. Developing and using tools allows us to fulfil our intentions, but we are also influenced by 

the process o f tool use. Activity Theory contends that activities are undertaken using, or are mediated 

by, artefacts/tools. The mediating role o f artefacts has been discussed extensively in Activity Theory 

literature. Kaptelinin and Nardi comment:

Human beings seldom interact with the world directly. An enormous number o f artifacts has 

been developed by humankind to mediate our relationship with the world. Using these
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artifacts is the hallmark o f  living the life o f  a human being. Tools or instruments -  physical 

artefacts mediating external activities -  are easy to recognize, and their impact on the 

everyday life o f  every individual is obvious (2006b, p. 42)

Cole (1999) offers a useful description o f  the concept o f  m ediating artefacts as theorised by the 

cultural-historical psychologists:

the process o f  the historical developm ent o f  human behaviour and the process o f  biological 

evolution do not coincide; one is not a continuation o f  the other. Rather, each o f  these 

processes is governed by its own laws. The key to this difference is to be found in the concept 

o f  an artifact, a material object that has been modified by human beings as a means o f  

regulating their interactions with the world and each other. Artifacts carry within them 

successful adaptations o f  an earlier time (in the life o f  the individual who m ade them  in earlier 

generations) and, in this sense, com bine the ideal and the material, such that in com ing to 

adopt the artifacts provided by their culture, human beings simultaneously adopt the symbolic 

resources they em body (1999, p. 90)

The artefact may be altered by its mediating role, and will have invested in it the changes or 

adaptations associated with its use in that tim e and place by that individual or group. The person 

using the artefact will also be changed by the process (Bannon, 1997; Bodker, 1996; Kaptelinin, 

1996a; Kuutti, 1996). M ediation is therefore “reciprocal” (Kuutti, 1996, p. 27).

The use o f  these culture-specific tools shapes the way people act and, through the process o f  

internalization, greatly influences the nature o f  mental development. Tools are thus the 

carriers o f  cultural knowledge and social experience. (Kaptelinin, 1996a. p. 109)

Engestrom (1993) expands on this viewpoint to suggest that the whole activity “always contains 

sediments o f  earlier historical modes, as well as buds or shoots o f  its possible future” (ibid., p. 68). 

As Bannon puts it,

tools usually reflect the experiences o f  other people who have tried to solve sim ilar problems 

at an earlier tim e and invented/m odified the tool to m ake it more efficient (1997, no page 

numbers).

Tools may be enhanced or changed if  contradictions or difficulties are found in the system, and have 

the potential to enable an activity or limit it (Kuutti, 1996). Importantly, Kuutti suggests that the 

subject will undertake the activity using the tool, but will not see beyond that activity to other 

potential uses o f  the tool. Artefacts can be enabling to activities, but they can also limit them (W ali, 

et al., 2008). Blin com ments that tools can also “restrict the interaction between the subject and the 

object” (2004, p. 383). Cole (1999) refers to a three-level “hierarchy o f  artifacts” (1999, p. 90)
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proposed by W artofsky: prim ary artefacts are those such as pens or com puters o r building tools, 

“used directly in production" o f  something (1999, p. 91). Secondary artefacts are things like 

instruction manuals or diagrams, showing how som ething could be used. Tertiary artefacts are 

“imagined worlds” (1999, p. 91) such as games or virtual reality, which have their own rules and 

modus operandi. These rules and ways o f  working might also be transferred to the real world. The 

introduction o f  a new artefact/tool will affect the processes o f  the activity, while social practices and 

Objects will influence how the artefact is used (Bellamy, 1996).

Artefacts are the tools or instruments m ediating the individual’s activity towards a goal. Artefacts 

may be real things, such as m achines, or can be symbolic systems or signs including language, 

numbers, mnemonics, and visual symbols (W ertsch, 1981). The artefact may be altered by its use in 

the activity, and using the artefact will influence the person undertaking the activity:

Tools can be technical or psychological. They are culturally constructed and transmitted: 

artefacts em body the culture that created them and are the expression o f  cognitive forms that 

developed within that culture (Blin, 2004, p. 383).

The terms artefacts, instruments and tools are often used without any distinction being made between 

them (Thom e, 2003), and in this thesis they will be used interchangeably.

3.3.4 Activities have Rules and a Division o f Labour

Activities are also mediated by the Rules o f  the Com munity and by the Division o f  Labour amongst 

that community. Kuutti (1996) discusses this and suggests a framing o f  three mediated systems 

within one activity system. Although he does not propose this as a diagram, he suggests the 

diagrammatic structure shown at Figure 3-4 below. It is important (as discussed previously) not to 

regard this as a lim iting structure, since all nodes within the activity system are connected, and can 

influence each other.

Mediating Artefacts

Subject Object

ObjectSubject

Division ofRules Community Community

Labour

Figure 3-4: three views o f m ediation, after Kuutti (1996)
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Rules

Leont’ev’s work, and subsequently the Extended Activity System proposed by Engestrom, suggest 

that the individual’s activity is mediated by the community o f which he/she is a member, and by the 

‘rules’ o f that comrnunity. Rules may be stated and documented -  for example, regulations 

associated with practice in a professional sphere. However, Rules may also be tacit and 

undocumented, and relate to what is acceptable in the culture o f that community. When we seek to 

model activity systems, it is therefore important to examine and document both tacit and explicit 

rules. Kuutti (1996) suggests that Rules mediate the relationship between the Subject and the 

Community, and are represented in this way in Engestrom’s Extended Activity System.

Division o f labour

Leont’ev’s development of Activity Theory proposed that activities were also mediated by the 

Division of Labour within the Community for that activity. Kuutti suggests that Division of Labour 

mediates the relationship between Community and Object, and is so represented in Engestrom's 

Extended Activity System. Division o f Labour in a workplace context would follow the designated 

roles o f individuals there (Engestrom. 2001a). In the context o f a classroom, the Division of Labour 

will be between everyone: teachers, students, assistants. It is not only the role o f the authority figures 

or leaders to take on the activity. The realisation of the Objcct is shared.

3.3.5 Operations and actions contribute to activities

Leont’ev’s (1978, 1981) conception of the activity system is hierarchical in nature, with the Object- 

oriented activity at the top of the hierarchy (Bannon, 1997; Kaptelinin & Nardi, 2006b). But other 

tasks and actions feed this activity, and are clearly defined in Leont’ev’s model, and by the theorists 

who followed (particularly Kuutti (1996)). The system has three levels: Activity, Action and 

Operation:

1. Activity: this is the overall system, in which an individual seeks to transform an object into 

an outcome.

2. Action: this is goal-oriented and contributes to the overall activity.

3. Operation: this is an automatic process which contributes to the actions associated with the 

activity.

A change o f conditions at any o f these levels can interrupt the activity or cause a break in the system. 

In the case of Operations, which do not normally require conscious effort, these may be returned to 

the level of Action and require conscious effort once more. Kuutti states that

actions consist o f chains o f operations, w'hich are well-defined habitual routines used as 

answers to conditions faced during the performing o f the action. Initially each operation is a 

conscious action, consisting o f both the orientation and execution phases, but when the 

corresponding model is good enough and the action has been practiced long enough, the
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orientation phase will fade and the action will be collapsed into an operation, which is more 

fluent. (1996, p. 31)

The new action comprises the operation which has becom e automatic, but if  there is a change in 

conditions, this situation may be reversed and the operation “can again ‘unfold’ and return to the 

level o f  conscious action” (1996, p. 31). It is possible for any o f  the levels to have backward or 

forward movem ent and change: at the topmost level, it is possible for an Activity to become an 

action if  it loses its specific motivation, the Object. L eont’ev (1978) gives the tangible example o f 

changing gears in a car. For someone who know's how to drive, gear-changing is an Operation and 

can be undertaken without conscious thought. But in a new car, this process may return to the level 

o f  Action as the individual becom es accustomed to using the gear mechanism. Similarly, Actions 

may becom e Operations over time; if  the Action is perform ed sufficiently well that it no longer 

requires conscious effort, it can be subsumed into the Operations. This may open up scopc for new 

Actions to becom e part o f  the Activity. The system overall may then change: it could have a new 

Object or desired Outcome as a consequence.

Kuutti (1996) describes Actions as potentially the technical processes or the re-use o f  something, or 

the location o f  resources or materials that will contribute to the activity. Actions are consciously 

undertaken, and have goals, but their goals are not the same as the Object o f  the activity. It is also 

possible for the same action to contribute to different activities “in which case the different motives 

o f  activities will cause the action to have a different personal sense for the subject in the context o f  

each activity” (1996, p. 31). For example, Kuutti says, if  a person is asked to report on the progress 

o f  a project at work, that action will be very different if  the activity is internal team-working, or as 

part o f  a com petition for promotion. Both activities involve preparation o f  a report (for example) but 

the com pletion o f  that action will then feed into two very different activities. Actions are planned in 

consciousness using a model. The model is used to carry out the action in what is termed orientation 

(ibid.).

Levels o f  the activity are one area in w'hich machines and com puters may have a very obvious role. 

Nardi (1996b) discusses this, saying that com puters m ay automate actions (which then become 

operations), or they may open up the scope for new actions within an activity, or they may generate 

new activity systems in which they perfonn some o f  the actions or operations.

3.3.6 Contradictions in activity systems

Contradiction is an im portant concept in Activity Theory. Kuutti describes contradiction in the 

following terms:

Because activities are not isolated units but are more like nodes in crossing hierarchies and 

networks, they are influenced by other activities and other changes in their environment. 

External influences change some elements o f  activities, causing imbalances between them.
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Activity theory uses the term contradiction to indicate a misfit within elements, between them, 

between different activities, or between different developmental phases o f a single activity. 

(1996, p. 34)

For Engestrom (1987), contradictions are useftil indicators o f points for development and expansion 

in the activity. To support analysis of contradictions, he proposes that they can be broken down 

according to four types (Blin, 2004; Engestrom, 1987; Yamagata-Lynch & Haudenschild, 2009);

1. Primary contradictions: these affect all nodes in the activity system, and occur when there is 

more than one value system at play for the Subject. Engestrom gives the example of the 

physician who wishes to heal patients, but must also run the medical centre as a business.

2. Secondary contradictions: these occur when something new is introduced to the activity, and 

adaptation or absorption o f this change causes conflict. This could be seen in a change of 

procedure or instrument.

3. Tertiary contradictions: the adoption of a new method for achieving the Object causes 

problems with other parts of the activity. This might occur, for example, when there is enforced 

change to a process.

4. Quaternary contradictions: these are changes to an activity that result in conflicts with other 

activities.

Using Engestrom's Extended Activity System (Figure 3-2, p. 69), activity theorists have modelled 

activities and identified where breaks in the system -  contradictions -  may occur. Activity Theory 

regards these breaks as opportunities for development (Bodker, 1996; Kuutti, 1996). Re-mediating 

tools may be devised to resolve the break, or the Rules or Division of Labour changed. These will 

enable the activity to continue towards its Object, or for a new Object to be identified.

Although contradictions are the means to develop activities, they have also led to criticisms of 

Activity Theory as a diagnostic for failure, highlighting problems, but offering no prescription for 

how to solve them (Issroff & Scanlon. 2002a). However, modelling the activity using the Extended 

System, and identifying contradictions where they may exist can yield unexpected or unanticipated 

information and not the ‘obvious’ or ‘common sense’ answers. This may facilitate remediation or 

enhancement of the activity in ways that would not otherwise have been possible, or help to explain 

the failure o f  a project. Engestrom and Escalante (1996) provide a fascinating example o f this. They 

discuss the cancellation o f the Postal Buddy service by the United States Postal Service in the early 

1990s. The Postal Buddies were standalone machines installed in post offices to allow people to 

carry out simple transactions and purchases without waiting for a teller. They facilitated changes o f 

address which could be advised to other linked databases and help improve mail direction. Users 

could also obtain printed business cards and stationery items from the machines. The service was 

unexpectedly cancelled and the machines were withdrawn in 1993. Engestrom and Escalante report 

on research undertaken to identify the reasons for this. Through examination o f documents.
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interviews with the providers o f  the service, m em bers o f  the USPS. and m embers o f  the public who 

used the machines, they modelled the activity o f  the Postal Buddy project. They found that the 

stakeholders in the project gave them conflicting reasons about the cancellation o f  the service: the 

USPS argued that it was not financially viable, and had proved to be more expensive than first 

thought. The inventors o f  the Postal Buddy m achines (a separate com pany tendering to the USPS) 

felt that they had fallen foul o f  internal politics and poor decision-m aking by USPS, since the 

m achines had only been operating on a trial basis, and had not been promoted widely. They were not 

therefore expected to generate large sales or profits in the first instance.

The activity theoretic analysis undertaken by Engestrom and Escalante revealed instead that there 

was a quaternary contradiction: the Objects o f  the activities o f  USPS and the Postal Buddy com pany 

were not shared. The USPS had not sought to integrate the Postal Buddy machines with their existing 

services, and treated them as a separate entity. For the Postal Buddy providers, the machine itself had 

become the Object -  Engestrom and Escalante describe it as the “object o f affection” (1996, p. 359) 

because o f  the affection the developers had for it, and which they assumed was shared by its users. 

Constantly im proving the machine as a standalone system that people would “ love” (ibid., p. 359) 

became their Object, instead o f  addressing its connections with the USPS, and how it might 

eventually be linked with other systems and processes in post offices. Thus, the insights from the 

Activity Theoretic analysis and the identification o f  contradictions in the activity system revealed 

that the ‘com mon sense’ explanations for the project’s cancellation at worst were untrue, and at best 

told only part o f  the story.

3.3.7 Activities are constantly changing

Activity theorists frequently em phasise that, although researchers may attem pt to model activities in 

order to analyse them, it should not be assumed that we are describing fixed and immutable entities. 

Notwithstanding the potential usefulness o f  Engestrom ’s Extended Activity System, it is important to 

highlight that the diagram s are “for the sake o f  representational sim plicity and convenience” (Kuutti, 

1996, p. 33). In fact, activities are constantly changing (Kuutti, 1996).

Development may be uneven and intermittent, and some o f  the old aspects o f  the activities may 

remain as new ones develop. This implies that the historical context o f  the activity may need to be 

examined in order to understand it. Russell (2002a) comments that AT is a ‘lens’ through which we 

can view activities at different times. W e can also choose to view different systems. For example, he 

says, we might look at students in the activity system o f  the university, or within their discipline area, 

or within one module o f  a subject. They may have quite different Objects depending on which 

system they are working in: to obtain grades for their progress through university, rather than to gain 

an understanding o f  a particular concept in a subject.
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3.4 Activity Theory: limitations and strengths

3.4.1 Introduction

W hile much has been made o f  the strengths o f  AT as a possible ‘unifying theory’ for a range o f  

disciplines (Nardi, 1996d), it has a num ber o f  inherent challenges and lim itations which remain 

unresolved. It is also important to differentiate it from  a num ber o f  sim ilar theoretical approaches, 

which activity theorists have addressed in their discussions. This section will consider some o f  the 

debates about Activity Theory itself, its strengths and limitations.

3.4.2 Issues in modelling activity systems

W orking with Activity Theory presents a num ber o f  challenges which are discussed in detail by 

Engestrom , M iettinen and Punam aki’s (1999) edited book, and later by Kaptelinen and Nardi 

(2006a). In the first instance, it can be difficult to model an activity system because o f  the 

interconnected nature o f  the nodes. Determining the O bject is essential in m odelling the activity and 

in discovering potential contradictions in the system. The difficulties o f  identifying the Object are 

discussed at length by Kaptelinen and Nardi (1997). They point out that one o f  the key challenges 

here is to differentiate between Objects and Outcom es, since initial analysis may well lead to 

identification o f  the Outcom e before the Object.

It can also be difficult to identify M ediating Artefacts/Tools in the activity system, since these are 

often wide-ranging. For exam ple, Yam agata-Lynch and Smaldino (2007) include budget as one o f  

the tools in activities associated with teacher professional development, yet costs and finances might 

not readily be associated with an activity as tools. Kaptelinin (1996a) suggests that the boundaries 

around ‘tools' may over time prove to be problematic: for example, in virtual reality, the tool and the 

‘reality’ are the same. He suggests that AT will need to be expanded to take account o f  new scenarios 

such as these.

Individual and collective activities

Researchers have also highlighted the tensions between individual and collective activities in 

A ctivity Theory. Davydov (1999) suggests that insufficient attention has been paid to this in some 

theoretical discussion thus far, and that it is an unresolved issue. Reflecting the place o f  the 

individual adequately, his or her personality or motivation, and reasons for engaging with the activity 

system can be difficult.

Lektorsky (1999) links this issue with the extensive criticism  o f  Activity Theory in Russia following 

the end o f  com munism , "because it is alleged to be an expression o f  a totalitarian ideology” (1999, p. 

65). This criticism argues that the theory views the individuals in a system as m ere “executors o f  

plans, orders, and standards imposed from the outside” (1999, p. 65). Lektorsky regards this criticism 

as unfair, and this researcher would concur: the Extended Activity System seeks to convey the idea 

that all nodes are integral to the activity being undertaken. Furtherm ore, subsequent discussion, for
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example in Kaptelinin and N ardi (2006b), has focused on the Object -  determined by the human 

actors -  as the motivator for the activity. M oreover, as Lektorsky points out, the principle o f  

extem alisation in Activity Theory implies that hum ans also change things by their actions and effect 

change in the system -  they are not subjugated by it:

Humans not only internalize ready-made standards and rules o f  activity but externalize 

them selves as well, creating new standards and rules. Human beings determ ine them selves 

through objects that they create. They are essentially creative beings (1999, p. 66).

However, the identification o f  contradictions in the system may point to areas where individual and 

community are not w orking towards the same Object. The analysis o f  Actions contributing to the 

activity may also reveal that there are tensions between individual and com m unity in an activity. It is 

therefore important to bear these potential contradictions and tensions in mind when applying 

Activity Theory.

Limited sc o p e  to take account o f cultural diversity

A significant challenge for activity theorists is how to take account o f  cultural diversity in their 

analysis. W hile Activity Theory has a clear concept o f  the culture o f  an activity system in terms o f  

the Com munity, Rules and Division o f  Labour, it is arguably not well enough developed to take 

account o f  a culturally diverse real world com munity. Engestrom and colleagues (CHAT-DW R, 

201 ]) regard this issue as a defining challenge for third generation Activity Theory. They credit Cole 

(1999) w'ith raising this issue as an important area for further development. Cole coirutients:

The third generation o f  activity theory needs to develop conceptual tools to understand 

dialogue, multiple perspectives and voices, and networks o f  interacting activity systems. 

(Cole, 1999, p. 90)

The possibility o f  potentially shared and unshared O bjects between activity systems (Figure 3-3, p. 

70) is proposed as one means o f  analysing cultural differences. However, an exam ple from 

G oodfellow  and Hewling (2005) highlights the com plexity o f  this issue when mediating artefacts are 

also considered. They exam ine the issue o f  students' ethnicity in the VLE, but suggest that it may be 

more appropriate to look at the culture o f  participation in the VLE in distance/online learning. They 

argue that institutional cultures and a “culture o f  interaction” (2005, p. 355) in the VLE contribute to 

how it is used. This challenges the view that culture in tenns o f  a national or linguistically 

constructed identity is articulated through the VLE. Instead, this research suggests that online 

environm ents are them selves socially constructed. There is a culture o f  that cohort o f  students using 

the VLE. Culture “is som ething that is produced out o f  interactions in these V LEs, rather than being 

brought to them by individual participants” (2005, p. 356). Building on this analysis, G oodfellow  and 

Hewling identify a culture o f  interaction and its characteristics in the VLE: participation is perceived 

as being inherently good, and lack o f  participation is something that puts the collaborative activities 

o f  the com munity at risk. This in turn leads them to discuss that culture o f  interaction and online
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socialising, and how this might contribute to learning. Their examination o f  culture on these terms 

leads them to re-evaluate how they are using discussion tools, and what they think participation is 

for, as well as their attitudes to non-participation.

The argument m ade by G oodfellow  and Hewling is useful in returning the discussion to the Object o f 

an activity: in their example, students are participating online in order to learn as part o f  their formal 

course. This O bject determines their use o f  the VLE as a mediating artefact, and their personal 

backgrounds and ethnicity are internal to them. Nonetheless, the effects o f  cultural factors on how 

people perceive and use mediating artefacts, how they interpret Rules in a new  com munity, and in 

turn contribute to an activity may be very complex. T hom e’s (2003) research develops these ideas 

too, suggesting that “cultures o f  use" o f  artefacts are developed, and that other cultural factors will be 

em bedded in these:

the cultures-of-use o f  a com m unicative medium -  its perceived existence and construction as 

a cultural tool -  may differ interculturally just as com m unicative genres and personal style 

may differ interculturally (2003. p. 57).

T hom e’s work will be discussed in further detail, in relation to e-leam ing at Section 3.6.3.

Activity Theory does not have an explicit methodology

A perceived lim itation o f  Activity Theory it its lack o f  a clear description for how it should be 

applied, and its lack o f  proposed methods for analysis. Bannon (1997) com ments “it docs not provide 

any clear m ethodology as to how .. activities are to be recognized, delineated and scrutinized". Blin, 

writing some years later, com m ents that Activity Theory “does not provide precise guidelines on how 

to define what actually constitutes this unit o f  analysis” (2004, p. 387).

However, this lack o f  prescription has encouraged activity theorists to be eclectic in the methods they 

use to collect and analyse data in order to model activity systems. It has also facilitated useful 

interactions between Activity Theory and other theories and methods. (Section 4.5.2 discusses this 

further in relation to the current study.) Bannon (1997) suggests that people may be reluctant to use a 

complex theory without adequate guidance in the form o f prescribed methods. It may also be difficult 

to generate a consistent body o f  work using com mon m ethods that can point to the value o f  Activity 

Theory without com m only shared methods. It may sim ply be difficult for activity theorists to 

com municate the value o f  the theory in the absence o f  detailed methods for its application and use, 

and there is a view  o f  the theory as a ‘best kept secret’ in research.

3.4.3 Strengths of Activity Theory

The previous sections have described the central tenets o f  Activity Theory, some inherent questions 

and challenges, and some degree o f  com plexity in term s o f  the levels o f  activity, types o f  

contradiction, and the definition o f  objects and outcomes. G iven that Activity Theory also lacks a 

definitive set o f  m ethods for its application, a reader might be som ewhat daunted by the prospect o f
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using it, as indeed Bannon (1997) has pointed out. It is important, then, to highlight the strengths of 

Activity Theory in analysing complex activities.

Russell (2002a) makes a simple case for AT, saying that “it's a framework for asking good questions: 

don’t use it without a problem you are trying to solve or you will be running in circles or triangles in 

this case” . This statement somewhat humorously draws attention to the issue o f  trying to represent 

activities according to the Extended Activity System. In Russell's view, the point is to identify 

people’s perceptions o f what is happening, rather than using Activity Theory to try to describe what 

is happening. Committing to the Subject’s point o f view allows the researcher to work with people’s 

perceptions o f an activity, which may well differ from what is happening, or what was intended to 

happen. This is a key strength o f the theory as it provides a heuristic for identifying what might need 

to change.

Activity Theory is not a research method nor a predictive theory, and therefore offers the researcher 

the opportunity to decide and determine the most appropriate methods:

1 would like to state clearly that AT explicitly rejects endorsing a specific method [..] I know 

of no other theoretical framework that provides such a powerful means o f sorting out methods 

and suggesting when it is appropriate to use them, making clear that the object o f study must 

detennine the method (Nardi, 1998, p. 260).

This is a strong statement emphasising the capacity o f the theory to inform research designs, and 

potentially to enhance them. Activity Theory can be a powerful heuristic in the context o f a broader 

investigation. It docs not offer prescriptions for fixing something, although it may contribute to our 

understandings o f activities and thereby inform next steps. Advocates of AT suggest instead that it 

guides the researcher: first in clarifying the object o f study, and then in revealing how to investigate 

that object and why certain contradictions or breaks have occurred in a system. Engestrom (1993, 

2001b) asserts that the contradictions are points o f development and change, and as such present 

opportunities to the researcher to make informed recommendations.

A further strength o f Activity Theory is its capacity for application at different levels in a large 

system or organisation. Engestrom and Miettinen (1999) suggest that Activity Theory is useful in 

being able to connect “macro and micro levels o f analysis” (1999, p. 8). It offers the possibility of 

examining individual cases or overall organisations, since the same mediating artefacts may be used 

in both, or even by all o f society. Third generation (Engestrom, 2001a) Activity Theory supports the 

investigation of the connections between activities in larger systems (Bodker, 1996). Activity 

systems might be modelled across any or all o f  the divisions o f  an organisation. The challenge is to 

address what the systems have or do not have in common. The concept o f the potentially shared 

object is a way o f examining the interaction between systems (CRADLE, 2011; Engestrom, 2001a). 

Researchers have focused on the relationship between the shared and unshared Objects, and
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Outcomes; all o f the elements in the activity system might be supposed to be working towards the 

same Object, which is shared amongst systems. For example, the shared Object of a charity might be 

to increase donations to its fijnds, and that would be shared by all departments whether responsible 

for the charity’s physical location, administration, or for direct campaigning to raise donations. 

Examining activity systems within an organisation can reveal whether or not the Object is truly 

shared, or whether it is potentially unshared. Objects might not be shared for a number of reasons: 

there may be different understandings o f the Object in different parts o f the organisation. There may 

be misapprehensions about what actions are being taken to meet the Object, and people may be 

unaw'are of different understandings o f what is at issue:

These different constructions o f the object may be converging or conflicting and the subjects 

may not be aware o f the object o f the activity until it has been transformed into an outcome.

The aw'areness o f the actual object o f the collective activity is often gained through a 

retrospective analysis o f the subject’s own practice (Blin, 2004, p. 383).

This is one o f the key strengths o f Activity Theory. It has the potential to be a unifying theory for the 

examination o f human activities in a wide variety o f  disciplines. Engestrom et al draw the 

components o f Activity Theory together in order to emphasise its strength:

[T]here is a demand for a new unit o f analysis. Activity theory has a strong candidate for such 

a unit of analysis in the concept of object-oriented, collective, and culturally mediated Inman 

activity-, or activity- system. Minimum elements of this system include the object, subject, 

mediating artifacts (signs and tools), rules, community and division o f labour (Engestrom, 

1987; Cole and Engestrom, 1993). The internal tensions and contradictions o f such a system 

are the motive force o f change and development. They are accentuated by continuous 

transitions and transformations between these components o f an activity system, and between 

the embedded hierarchical levels o f collective motive-driven activity, individual goal-driven 

action, and automatic operations driven by the tools and conditions of action (Leont’ev, 

1978). This kind o f explanation makes it possible to include both historical continuity and 

local, situated contingency in the analysis. (Engestrom, et al„ 1999, p. 9)

3.5 What is the relationship of Activity Theory to e-learning?

3.5.1 Activity Theory and technology

The previous sections o f this Chapter have explored Activity Theory on its own terms, and as a set of 

concepts broadly applicable to a wide range o f settings. This section will describe the relationship 

between Activity Theory and e-leaming as evidenced by the literature.
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Over thousands o f  years, hum ans have interacted with their world in different ways and with 

different purposes in mind. Evidence o f  those interactions is still visible today through the artefacts 

and m ediating artefacts that have been left behind. Because o f  the com plexity o f  human activity, and 

technological change which means we do not use the same tools as our ancestors, we are often forced 

to speculate as to the nature o f  historical activities and their intended goals. For example, 21*' century 

visitors can examine the entrance stone at Newgrange neolithic passage grave in Ireland (Figure 3-5, 

below).

Archaeologists have described the tools that were used to create this object, but have not as yet been 

able to explain the purpose o f  the markings on this stone (Stout, 2002). Present day viewers can 

observe the outcom e o f  the activity, but its Object is unknown to us. The mechanical actions and 

operations that led to the creation o f  the artefact are understood, but there is no record o f  the rules, 

division o f  labour, or com munity that produced it. The purpose may have been to defend the 

monument, com m unicate something, provide a map o f  the region, or reflect religious beliefs, but it is 

only possible to speculate about these motives.

Figure 3-5: the entrance stone at Newgrange

As written forms o f  com m unication technology developed, it is possible to understand more about 

what human activities were m ediated in what ways. Tokens from  Sum er/lraq were developed by 

about 3000 BC and were used to count goods and livestock, with markings developed to represent 

num bers o f  tokens, leading ultimately to the developm ent o f  writing (Olson & Torrance. 1991; 

Schmandt-Besserat, 1996). Papyrus, and eventually m ovable type and printed matter were invented, 

representing technological revolutions in their time (Fischer, 2001). Because o f  the developinent o f  

written language and ultim ately print, it is possible to understand the activities o f  people using these 

technologies, and about how those activities were mediated, not least because these technologies 

remain in use today.

These b rief examples show that human beings speculate about artefacts, objects and outcoines in 

exam ining older technologies and what they have left behind. Activity Theory provides a lens
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through which we can examine how technologies have m ediated human activity. Activity Theory is 

connected with technology in two ways (Nardi, 1996c): first, technologies are often the mediating 

artefacts in activities, leading to the production o f  other artefacts as part o f  the outcome o f  the 

activity. Second, technologies can contribute at the action and operation levels o f  the activity: they 

may automate actions which can then be subsumed into operations. They m ay in turn open up the 

possibility o f  adding new actions to the activity in order to enhance it, and m ay ultimately change the 

activity overall leading to a new activity. Kuutti (1996) supports this assessment, suggesting that 

com puters can automate certain operations and “vastly expand the scope o f  actions available to the 

participants” (ibid., p. 34). At the action level, com puters can facilitate people carrying out actions 

that support the wider activity. At the activity level, “inform ation technology can form the matrix o f  

activities; it can be the principal enabler for an activity” (1996, p. 35). Alternatively, it can “enable an 

activity to have an object that would otherwise have been im possible to grasp” (1996, p. 35).
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Figure 3-6: two examples of media coverage of technology

The potential o f  technology to autom ate certain processes, thus opening up the possibility o f  change 

in various activities, can arguably lead to the kinds o f  m edia responses we sometim es see in relation 

to technology. Figure 3-6 above shows the cover o f  an edition o f  Time m agazine from 1979 talking 

about the “Com puter Society”, and replacing human faces w ith digital technologies. This expresses 

excitem ent but also some anxiety about which elements o f  human activity would be automated. 

Technology was em phasised in discussions o f  ‘com puterisation’ in the 1980s, and the “Information 

Superhighway” in the 1990s, depicted in the second m agazine cover shown at Figure 3-6. In these 

discourses, technology is foregrounded along with discussion o f  the benefits and threats it will bring. 

But in these cases, technology tends to be considered in isolation from activities: confident 

predictions are made based on the functionality o f  the technology, but in practice mediating artefacts 

m ay be used quite differently to the ways anticipated. For exam ple, the enorm ous uptake o f  short 

m essage service (SM S) messaging or ‘texting’ with mobile phones was unforeseen, but appealed to 

users as a way o f  com m unicating effectively with the m inim um  o f  disturbance caused to the recipient 

o f  the message (M arkett, et al, 2006). Technology can also fail to automate certain processes and
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actions which it appears must remain at the level o f  conscious human action. Engestrom (2001b) 

reported examples from medical centres where the quality o f patient care had been compromised 

through the inappropriate use o f technology to manage the allocation o f doctors' appointments, 

leading to discontinuity o f care.

Activity Theorists argue that Activity Theory can provide an alternative analysis o f situations in 

which technology has been viewed as having failed, or has been used in unexpected or unforeseen 

ways, because the artefact is part o f the activity system. From an Activity Theoretic perspective, the 

issues for consideration are not ‘computerisation’, the potential o f technology, or the development of 

new activities fo r  that technology (for example, pedagogies for e-learning). Instead, an Activity 

Theoretic perspective regards the technology as being bound into activity. The nature o f the activity 

is examined, rather than the technology per se. The relationship between e-leaming and Activity 

Theory, therefore, should be a fruitful one in helping to analyse areas of work in which technology is 

being introduced, assessing the use of existing technologies, and accounting for issues or problems 

which might be resolved in order to enhance this.

Activity Theory has the potential to challenge dominant trends in research in e-leaming. If analysis 

were focused on activities -  rather than describing technologies and what they can or cannot do -  

Activity Theory would cast much e-leaming research in a critical light. In spite o f the best efforts o f 

many researchers, and the conscious awareness that their field has too often focused on technology 

(or has even been technologically detemiinistic), it appears that most research is indeed focused on 

technology, with limited consideration o f the activities in which it is being used. As in the example o f 

the Postal Buddy discussed by Engestrom and Escalante (1996), many e-leaming researchers may be 

at risk o f “falling for" the technology as the Object, rather than looking at the Object o f an activity 

for which technology is being used.

Activity theory and Human Computer Interaction (HCI)

The discussion above considered the place o f Activity Theory in relation to technology in general, 

but it is important to point out the connection between Activity Theory and Human-Computer 

Interaction (HCI) in particular. The frequent citations in this Chapter from Nardi and Kuutti, also 

Kaptelinin, should also be clarified in this regard: they are HCI researchers as well as activity 

theorists. Activity Theory has been drawn upon extensively in Computer Science in the US, w'here 

Bonnie Nardi and colleagues published the influential Context and Consciousness in 1996, and 

writers such as Kuutti and Kaptelinin who were involved in that publication have also published 

independently on the subject.

There are several reasons why Activity Theory has been adopted by researchers in HCI. Kuutti 

(1996) discusses the difficulties in finding a suitable model for interface design in human-computer 

interaction, suggesting that by the end of the 1980s, the value of a number of approaches and 

experimental designs had been questioned. Humans were often regarded as “collections o f  attributes 

and cognitive processors” (1996, p. 21) and an alternative model was sought that could analyse their
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role as “actors" with systems (1996, p. 21). The field began to move tow ards exam ining the use o f  

systems outside the laboratory, and over a period o f  time. There was greater involvem ent o f  users in 

system design through participatory and iterative design (1996, p. 22). HCl faced a range o f  

difficulties, according to Kuutti, since it attempted to account for a vast num ber o f  activities and 

levels w ithin those activities at any one time. The lack o f  a unifying theory to accom m odate 

activities, different kinds o f  operation, and the users as well as the technology, prompted 

investigation o f alternative theoretical approaches. Activity Theory appeared to offer the potential to 

address theoretical problem s in HCl research. Kaptelinin suggests that Activity Theory is a useful 

framework for HCl because it “ integrates multilevel perspectives on human activities w'ithin a single 

conceptual fram ew ork’’ (1996b, p. 61).

AT has in turn prompted discussion o f  alternative research methods. Kaptelinin (1996b) discusses the 

com bination o f  ethnographic approaches with traditional system s design in order to arrive at a better 

fit with the needs o f  users. Although this would be very difficult to achieve in practice (involving 

both technical developers and ethnographers) it could offer value in being able to design iteratively, 

and identify problem s in the use o f  the system.

Activity Theory and technology: affordances and constraints

In recent years, considerable attention has been paid to whether technology affords certain processes 

and tasks, and constrains others (Jones & Lea, 2008; Steel, 2009). Researchers in e-leam ing have 

also adopted some o f  these arguments in considering the potential o f  particular technologies for 

learning and teaching. Norm an (1999) suggests that technology offers actual and perceived 

affordances: it will do certain things because o f  the way it is designed and made, and the user may be 

aware or unaware o f  those things. He suggests that there are three types o f  constraint in design: 

“physical” , “ logical” and “cultural” (1999, p. 40). Cultural constraints “are conventions shared by a 

cultural group” (ibid., p. 40). Agreed practices and regulations in groups will constrain the use o f 

tools and technologies. In other words, designers such as N orm an arc aware that w hat is learned and 

understood in a culture can either afford or constrain certain kinds o f  activity on-screen, or in 

working with a tool or an object. Designers, he says, need to study people using som ething in an 

authentic setting. Nardi (1996c) makes the link to N orm an’s work, but suggests that he takes this line 

o f  thinking in a very different direction to that o f  A ctivity Theory, focusing on the Rules rather than 

the intention o f  the user, which is at the heart o f  Activity Theory.

Following on from this, Kaptelinin questions whether affordances are com patible w ith an activity 

theoretic perspective:

The notion o f  affordances implies that the user is m atching his or her goal against the set o f 

opportunities offered by the environm ent, that he or she directly sees what can be done to 

reach the goal (1996b, p. 56).
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His research challenges this assumption: “human beings actively create the m eaning o f  the objects in 

the process o f  interaction with the environm ent” (ibid., p. 56). On the basis o f  local evaluative work, 

this is visible in the VLE. Section 2.3.4 described key features o f  the M oodle environm ent, indicating 

that no one feature was em phasised over any other in the interface. Yet, the publishing feature Link to 

file or website is the most used. It could be argued that M oodle does not afford putting notes on to the 

web as easily as it does writing something to the course homepage, since the hom epage is editable in 

one click. However, people seek out the publishing function and use it, often without editing the 

course hom epage at any point. O ’R ourke’s (2008) view is helpful in making a different kind of 

connection between ‘affordances’ and intentions;

To say that an entity in the human environm ent affords a behaviour is to say that there is a

two-way relationship between a human goal or need and certain properties o f  the entity

(O'Rourke, 2008)

A m ediating technology has certain inherent functions, but they are placed there by the designer 

working tow ards the Object he or she had in the activity o f  designing and making that technology. It 

is the user’s activity which will determine the extent to which the functions o f  the technology will be 

deployed. W hile the technology will not be lim itlessly adaptable to the intentions o f  the user 

(O'Rourke, 2008), these intentions will nonetheless have a strong bearing on how  the technology is 

used. Issroff & Scanlon (2002b) dem onstrate this in their case study o f  History teaching, where a 

website was used to dissem inate materials and articles relevant to the topic being taught. This case 

precedes the com m onplace use o f  VLEs in universities, but is interesting in dem onstrating many o f 

the same issues which have followed the introduction o f  VLEs. Issroff and Scanlon analysed the use 

o f  the website from an Activity Theoretic perspective. They found that students were not being 

inducted into the use o f  the website, and they simply printed all materials to review  for examinations. 

Although the designers intended the website to support ongoing self-directed learning for the 

students, it did not afford this, because o f  students’ perceptions o f  how and when it should be used. 

As a result o f  the analysis, tutors began to introduce discussion o f  the website to tutorials and other 

contact settings. Students becam e aware o f  its potential and began to use it in the way their lecturers 

had intended, as a source o f  support throughout their course. This example suggests that perceived 

affordances and constraints might be revealed through activity theoretic analysis.

3.5.2 A ctivitj’ Theory and educational change

Section 2.2.4 discussed the general shift in educational research from  behaviourist models towards 

constructivist approaches to learning and teaching. The work o f  Vygotsky and his colleagues has 

influenced constructivist thinking, supporting the idea that learning is social and collaborative in 

nature, and that authentic contexts and artefacts will be effective in teaching and learning (Bellamy, 

1996; Laurillard, 1993, 2001). W hile the current study is not focused on research within the 

classroom, it is important nonetheless to discuss the connections between Activity Theory and 

educational research in this section.
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Activity Theory has been used extensively to research learning (Cole & Engestrom , 1993). Miettinen 

(1999) examines educational theory and formal schooling, and reports on some sim ilar analyses by 

activity theorists. The central issue he identifies is that formal educational systems continue to rely 

largely on memorisation and reproduction o f  texts by students, rather than learning through activities 

which will have m eaning in society after formal education. This, he suggests, has been the principal 

activity o f  many education systems for over a century -  but it has been critiqued for almost as long. 

The m ediating artefact in the activity o f  formal learning is the text, which has been disconnected 

from societal practices. He refers to early work by Dewey and W hitehead, who raised questions 

about the separation o f  school from societal activities and the “decontextualisation o f  the school text” 

(1999, p. 326). This line o f  argum ent, M iettinen says, is visible all the way through to the 1980s and 

1990s, and there are “numerous studies suggesting there is a surprising disjunction between the 

intuitive knowledge individuals have about the physical world and the kind o f  knowledge acquired in 

school” (1999, p. 327). Engestrom characterised school learning from an AT perspective as “the 

strange reversal o f  object and instrum ent" (1987, p. 101). in other words, as M iettinen (1999) points 

out the object o f  learning was the reproduction o f  a text which was itself the tool for learning. Having 

reviewed this history, M iettinen concludes that large num bers o f  studies support the conclusion that 

transmission and testing were still the predominant modes o f  learning and teaching in fonnal settings 

(1999), and this is parallelled in the work o f  Barnes (1971).

For some researchers and Activity Theorists, technology appears to offer the means to change this. 

Chapter Two has discussed research in c-leam ing which anticipated changes in educational 

institutions and in teaching methods, prompted by new technologies. However, Bellamy (1996) 

com ments that although we see evidence o f  change apparently caused by technologies in history, it 

does not follow that new technologies prom pt educational change:

when books were rare resources, only a few people had access to the teachings written in 

them. W ith the arrival o f  the printing press, books becam e more widely available, and 

education also becam e available to a w ider audience. A lthough these facts offer historical 

evidence for technology-driven educational change, they do not explicate why technology 

should be a catalyst for change, and if  it is, what technology should be placed in schools 

(1996, p. 123).

On the other hand, if  technology is regarded as a m ediating artefact, this presents a clearer rationale 

for connecting technology with change to an activity (perhaps any activity). The introduction o f  new 

artefacts to any activity has the potential to change that activity, and existing social processes will 

influence how the use o f  the artefact develops (Bellam y, 1996). W hile technology may offer this 

potential for change, both Bellamy and M iettinen are more reluctant to forecast change than many 

com mentators in e-leam ing whose work has been discussed earlier in Chapter Two. Taking the 

perspective o f  Activity Theory, they discuss instead what else needs to change in order for the
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activity o f  learning to change. M iettinen suggests that there are two possible explanations for the 

persistence o f  the transm ission mode in education, from  an activity theoretic perspective; the view 

that students need to be prepared to be obedient participants in society, and secondly that “frame 

factors” (1999, p. 328) determine what the teacher can do. Frame factors are “institutional and 

physical factors such as curriculum , time, num ber o f  pupils, and the classroom  as a physical space” . 

Curriculum, particularly state-centralised curriculum, and its artefacts (such as textbooks and 

workbooks) also affect the activity. Activity Theory suggests that the only way to change the activity 

o f  school learning is to re-exam ine its Object; M iettinen concludes that

the object o f  learning activity is other societal activities. M ore precisely, the object o f  learning

activity is the generation and use o f  knowledge in solving vital societal problem s (1999, p.

333).

But instead, the current Object o f  school learning is, he argues, “the school text, now mainly in the 

form o f  grade-specific standard textbooks and packaged m aterials” (ibid., p. 342). The solution is to 

introduce different activities; authentic activities, collaborative learning and the use o f  knowledge in 

a “network o f  learning” (ibid., p. 342). He sees some signs o f  this starting to happen, and a 

reconception o f  curriculum “as ongoing, multi voiced discourse and experim entation in a network that 

brings together actors representing various interests, types o f  expertise, and cultural backgrounds” 

(1999, p. 342). B ellam y's (1996) discussion supports her conclusions, particularly in relation to the 

frame factors o f  teachers. The introduction o f  a technology to an educational setting will be affected 

by psychological factors as much as by the technology itself; teachers must feel at ease with using the 

technology and not threatened by it, and must have easy access to the technology as well as good 

support. Leaders should also be com fortable with it, she argues; they must support the change and 

not fear any loss o f  pow er or control due to the technology (ibid.).

These discussions, concerned though they are with school level, have important implications for the 

current study. First, they highlight that the transm ission model is persistent, and is not easily altered 

without a reconsideration o f  the whole nature o f  the Object o f  learning. This challenges some o f  the 

literature discussed in Chapter Two, in which it was imagined or assumed that technology alone 

could be the catalyst for change from a behaviourist/transm ission-based model towards a 

constructivist one. Second, it should not be assumed that technology will trigger any change -  or at 

any rate, any predictable change -  to an activity. From an activity theoretic perspective, the adoption 

and use o f  technology will depend on its role as a mediating artefact, and that in turn will be 

influenced by the “frame factors” (M iettenen, 1999, p. 328) o f  the teachers w orking in the current 

activity system o f  teaching and learning.
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3.6 Operationalising and applying Activity Theory

3.6.1 Introduction

As the previous sections discussed. Activity Theory is not a theory in the conventional sense o f  the 

word, it does not have guidelines as to how it should be applied, nor does it explicitly favour any 

specific research methods. A lthough Engestrom ’s diagram m atic model (Figure 3-2, p. 69) can be 

used to support the application o f  the theory, it is not m erely a question o f  labelling each o f  the nodes 

from  one’s im pressions o f  a situation. Engestrom and M iettenen (1999) characterise some o f  the 

m ethodological difficulties for a researcher using A ctivity Theory:

The analyst constructs the activity system as if  looking at it from above. At the same time, the 

analyst must select a subject, a m em ber (or better yet, m ultiple different m em bers) o f  the local 

activity, through whose eyes and interpretations the activity is constructed. This dialectic 

between the systematic and subjective-partisan views brings the researcher into a dialogical 

relationship with the local activity under investigation. The study o f  an activity system 

becomes a collective, multivoiced construction o f  its past, present and future zones o f  

proximal development (1999, p. 10).

For Nardi, these challenges and the lack o f  a defined set o f  research m ethods are strengths o f  Activity 

Theory. She argues that the “m ethodological implications” (1996c, pp. 94-95) o f  Activity Theory are 

that researchers need to take sufficient time to come to an understanding o f  the objects o f  people 

involved in activities; that they look at the overall patterns o f  activity (rather than small episodes, as 

in situated action), and use a wide range o f  data-gathering m ethods “including interviews, 

observations, video and historical m aterials w ithout undue reliance on any one m ethod” (1996c, p. 

95). For Nardi, the important aspect o f  researching from an activity theoretic perspective is a 

“com m itm ent to understanding things from the users’ points o f  view” (1996c, p. 95). Use o f  

historical docum ents, observation and interviews is also supported by Christiansen (1996). Jonassen 

and Rohrer-M urphy (1999) state that activity theory may not have prescriptive m ethods associated 

with it, but there are nonetheless some “generally accepted practices” (1999, p. 68). These are;

•  that the activity should be studied in the real-world context;

•  researchers should be part o f  the activity and not outside it;

•  qualitative m ethods should be used;

•  the researcher needs to re-focus his or her questions regularly, in order to reflect different points 

o f  view o f  participants;

•  sufficient time should be given to researching the activity to obtain a clear picture o f  the object, 

and how it m ight change over time;

•  the broad shape o f  the activity should be identified first before specific episodes are analysed;
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•  a wide range o f  data collection techniques should be used, and different perspectives o f  the 

participants explored;

•  it is necessary for the researcher “to com mit to understanding the activity system from all o f  

these different perspectives” (1999, p. 69).

This section will examine how researchers in e-leam ing and CALL have operationalised Activity 

Theory, and applied it in their work. Examples will be drawn from the literature, and the methods 

used will be discussed.

3.6.2 Activity Theory applied: some exam ples from e-learning literature

A literature search yielded several examples from e-leam ing research where Activity Theory had 

been used to examine teaching and learning with technology in different settings. The work o f  Issroff 

and Scanlon (2002b) has been mentioned earlier, representing an early example o f  the application o f 

Activity Theory in order to examine the uptake and use o f  a website to support a History course at 

university level.

Later, Scanlon and Issroff (2005) used Activity Theory to examine evaluation practices in e-leam ing. 

finding that there were some contradictions in the activity o f  evaluating e-leam ing for higher 

education. They suggest that widely used frameworks, such as the C lAO  framework (Scanlon, Jones, 

Bam ard, Thompson, & Calder, 2000) and the Evaluation Toolkit (Harvey, 1998) do not take 

adequate account o f  interactions in the classroom. These frameworks also appear to focus on the goal 

o f  increasing the use o f  technology, which they question as a valuable outcome o f  evaluation, 

although they account for it by saying that evaluations are often required to show that technology has 

value and will support learning as effectively, or more effectively, than traditional media. They argue 

that evaluation criteria need to  be extended, and that Activity Theory can play a valuable role in the 

analysis o f  evaluation findings. Re-analysing the evaluative research o f  Breen and colleagues (2001), 

they suggest that many o f  the findings o f  this work could be traced back to contradictions in the 

activity system: changes to the rules o f  an activity brought about by the introduction o f  a technology, 

or changes to the division o f  labour. For Scanlon and Issroff, Activity Theory proved useful in 

helping to identify areas for further analysis or investigation. However, they report that Activity 

Theory was less useful in identifying fine-grained problem s in interactions, and it did not provide any 

guidance on how to resolve these. Their paper is noteworthy for its appraisal o f  Activity Theory, but 

also in terms o f  how the research is undertaken: their research does not involve the gathering o f  new 

data from teachers or students. Instead, they treat existing evaluation docum entation and frameworks, 

as well as existing data from  previous research carried out by Breen and colleagues. This example 

dem onstrates the potential o f  Activity Theory to re-analyse existing research, and to be combined 

with other frameworks.

The potential o f  contradictions is discussed in M urphy and Rodriguez-M anzanares (2008), who argue 

that contradictions have the power to direct e-leam ing research. Activity Theory is useful since it
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“shifts from a focus on tools them selves to tool use” (2008, p. 445) but also because contradictions 

are the triggers to expansion and developm ent o f  the activity. However, they signal the difficulties in 

working with contradictions:

Contradictions may not lead readily to transform ation because they may not be easily 

identifiable or they may not be easily acknowledged, visible, obvious, or even openly 

discussed by those experiencing them (ibid., p. 446)

M argaryan and Littlejohn (2008) used Activity Theory to analyse the uptake and use o f  Learning 

Object Repositories (LORs), interviewing curators and users o f  three LORs in their research. 

Although they do not present all o f  the details o f  their analytical methods, they do coirunent on the 

value o f  qualitative methods and a phenom enographic approach to data gathering, in order to model 

their activity systems. They discuss a num ber o f  contradictions which they have been able to address 

through constructing guidelines for people developing or enhancing LORs. Karasavvidis (2009), 

whose w ork will be discusscd further in the final section o f  this chapter, also com m ents on the value 

o f  qualitative m ethods in using Activity Theory. In fact, he suggests that Activity Theory calls for a 

content analysis approach.

Qualitative data-gathering is also used by Parks and colleagues (2003), who used Activity Theory to 

explore innovative work in a second level school setting. They interviewed teachers who were using 

multimedia technologies in their classrooms, and identified a num ber o f  areas in which teachers were 

boundary-crossing: for example, by breaking the ‘ru les’ and bringing children out on fieldtrips. They 

also identified a change in the division o f  labour when team  projects were introduced: students were 

now supporting each other’s learning, and the teacher was no longer in the ‘expert’ role. Although 

this paper reports some interesting findings, its use o f  Activity Theory might be regarded as 

somewhat superficial, serving to identify roles, rules and division o f  labour. However, the research 

did not observe events in an authentic setting: the teachers and students had been selected to 

participate in a funded project involving the use o f  new  technologies. It was not only perm issible, but 

perhaps even expected, that these actors would move outside the normal Rules o f  the activity. 

Teachers were given a role in designing what they were doing, rather than teaching a set curriculum. 

This allowed them to frame the program m e in term s o f  collaborative project work. The paper’s 

findings, therefore, must be interpreted in this light. Activity theorists might argue that the activities 

described had different O bjects to those o f  regular school activities from the outset.

W orking w ith existing courses at university level in the US, Kahveci, G ilm er and Southerland (2008) 

examined the use o f  technology by two Chem istry professors. Their focus was on the potential for 

technology to support a student-centred, active learning approach to their subject -  something 

advocated by US national guidelines. They used qualitative methods, including participant 

observation, in-depth interviewing and artefact analysis. They examined artefacts and their previous 

observational notes to form ulate interview questions, interviewed the rwo professors on video and
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then transcribed and analysed these interviews. Their analysis revealed that, although both professors 

found email useful, and both were questioning the educational value o f  PowerPoint, they otherwise 

had very different approaches to the use o f  technology in their teaching.

One Professor felt that his own abilities and com m unicative skills were inherently better than any 

teaching aid, while the other adopted a ‘bricolage’ approach: he used technology in a variety o f  ways 

to blend activities inside and out o f  the classroom, and made extensive use o f  the university’s VLE, 

Blackboard. Kahveci and colleagues suggest that two very different views o f  good teaching emerged, 

with one o f  these com ing from the viewpoint o f  the professor’s own “pow ers” (2008, p. 342) rather 

than any agreed strategy for teaching. This, they say, is evidence o f  a contradiction in the 

departm ent’s response to national guidelines, and that this in turn led to a contradiction in the activity 

system between the Subject and the M ediating Artefact. This is a carefully made distinction: it is not 

a contradiction between Subject and Object, but the analysis suggests that depending on the Subject’s 

starting point there may be different and even contradictory uses o f  the technology. They found that 

there was a further contradiction between Subject and Division o f  Labour, since there had not been 

adequate discussion o f  good teaching practice at the departm ental level. The institutional decision to 

set up large groups for lecturing (Rules) further contradictcd the O bject o f  teaching for 

understanding. Finally, a poorly designed teaching space -  even if  well equipped -  was a Mediating 

Artefact that could contradict the Object, according to their data. Thus, the “ frame factors’’ 

(M iettinen, 1999, p. 328) o f  these teachers were affecting their Objects in teaching Chemistry. 

Interestingly, Kahveci and colleagues suggest that one way to resolve these contradictions would be 

to look at pedagogical background and teaching in the subject, to persuade people away from a 

model o f  teaching as they were taught themselves. But they say, it is not only about the teacher -  

institutions also need to be realistic about the effects o f  large group teaching, and o f  poorly designed 

teaching spaces.

This paper is valuable as it provides a detailed discussion o f  contradictions in the activity, some o f  

which are outside the control o f  the actors involved. It also highlights differences in views o f  good 

teaching that can exist within even the same subject departm ent in a HEl. Investigation o f  the 

artefacts surrounding the professors revealed this inconsistency as a contradiction in the activity 

system at local level. The authors concluded that there was need for the subject departm ent to reflect 

on and evaluate its approach to teaching, and potentially to support professional developm ent for 

people teaching in the subject.

In CALL literature, there are fewer examples (as yet) o f  the application o f  A ctivity Theory. One o f  

the principal contributors to the discussion is Franpoise Blin, whose work reports on her research 

with Activity Theory and learner autonomy, but also advocates for the potential usefulness o f  AT in 

CALL research. For Blin (2004), Activity Theory provides a useful way o f  m odelling language 

learning and teaching activities, and the use o f  CALL. Her doctoral research focused on developing a 

framework to integrate Activity Theory with principles o f  learner autonomy, and to analyse CALL
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using this framework. Activity Theory was selected because it could accom m odate the social and 

political factors important in the developm ent o f  learner autonomy, as well as the use o f  m ediating 

artefacts such as computers:

Understanding the developm ent and exercise o f  learner autonomy in technology-rich language 

learning environm ents thus requires an analytical fram ework that integrates the psychological 

(individual), political (social) and technical dim ensions o f  learner autonom y (Benson 1997) 

while acknowledging the central role o f  CALL tools and artefacts as mediators o f  the 

language learning process (2004, p. 379).

B lin 's analysis leads her to suggest changes to the criteria for CALL which had been proposed by 

Chapelle in 2001, notably that the Object o f  CALL should be “language use and learner autonom y” 

rather than “ language learning” (2004, p. 387). This change has significant im plications for designers 

o f  CALL activities and software.

Activity Theory, while allowing us to look at activity in a situated context, and the agency o f  people 

and things within that context, is by definition restricted to the unit o f  activity. Some writers have 

suggested that researchers should bear in mind a broader general sphere o f  reference for the activity. 

Basharina (2007), using Activity Theory to analyse intercultural com m unication between Russian. 

French and American learners through online discussion forums, suggests that we also need to take 

account o f  students’ broader “cultures o f  use” (Thom e, 2003, p. 38) o f  technology. She cites the 

work o f  Thom e in this regard, and as this work represents an important application o f  Activity 

Theory, it will be discussed further in the following section.

3.6.3 Thorne’s developm ent of A ctivity Theory

The work o f  Steven Thom e (2003) is worthy o f  some discussion in this Chapter, since he has 

analysed new  technologies as mediating artefacts, and focused particularly on the changes to cultural 

and com m unicative practices stemming from new artefacts such as instant messaging, social 

networking and blogging. His research also derives from language leam ing and teaching in a 

university setting. Although he does not discuss Activity Theory extensively, he locates his research 

in “a cultural-historical perspective o f  human com m unication and cognition” (ibid., p. 38). 

Elaborating on V ygotsky’s thinking, he argues that “[hjigher order cognitive functions ( .. .)  develop 

out o f  participation in social practices” . These are multiple and include formal educational practices 

as well as everyday interactions in the world, and through the use o f  language, numeracy, “music, 

exposure to folk and ‘scientific’ concepts” , the arts, the built environm ent. All o f  these constitute 

interactive social spaces for Thome, and they are “unique” to humans (ibid., p. 39). The two-way 

nature o f  human interactions with the world is em phasised: interaction with the environm ent and 

social practices shapes consciousness.
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For Thom e, mediation is linked with the physical constitution o f  the artefact, and its “materiality” 

(ibid., p. 40). This is an im portant modification o f  the concept o f  m ediating artefact in Activity 

Theory, being concerned with the nature o f  the artefact itse lf  Thom e suggests that there is a 

qualitative difference in activities depending on the artefact, and term s this the “culture o f  use" (ibid., 

p. 38) o f  an artefact:

The structure o f  texts, literacy and com m unicative practices are tightly bound to the 

materiality o f  their conveyance and representation (e.g. stone engravings, paper, computer 

generated documents, and here, a focus on Internet com m unication tools). The relationship 

between mediational means, genres o f  com m unicative activity (e.g. formal vs. informal 

registers or informational vs phatic com munication), and forms o f  com m unicative practice at 

the level o f  utterance and exchange structure, suggest that digital com m unication technologies 

have made possible substantive aesthetic shifts in human com m unicative practices (ibid., p.

40).

This is the bi-directional nature o f  mediation made explicit: the material nature o f  the artefact affects 

human com m unicative practices. This interpretation o f  m ediation allows us to open up discussion 

around what is ‘different’ about new technologies. For example, it is a com m onplace for people to 

say that we have for many years distributed lecture notes to students on paper, whereas now they can 

be obtained in electronic form from the VLE, and it m ight be said to be no different in terms o f  the 

end result. T horne’s argum ent suggests that the technology is different and will have its own culture 

o f  use.

Em ploying this framework to interpret the mediated nature o f  human activity, a cultures-of- 

use analysis attem pts to render artefacts as they exist for users (ibid.. p. 40).

Exam ining technology in activity from this perspective, he finds that students’ cultures o f  use o f  

email were changing as far back as 2002. Students used email for formal interaction with authority 

figures and parents, and did not regard it as suitable for com m unication with their peers, preferring 

faster instant messaging software (ibid.). Technologies including blogs, wikis and podcasting are 

used outside the classroom  in informal settings by students, but Thom e argues that the same kinds o f 

use should not be assum ed to take place in the classroom. It should not be assumed either that such 

use o f  technology would be appropriate in formal leaming. Thorne and Payne (2005) argue, perhaps 

paradoxically, that younger students or “digital natives” (Prensky, 2001, p. 1) may be experiencing 

more problem s with technology than older users. They cite research show ing that, although school 

pupils in the US were using the Internet for their schoolwork, its use was under-researched and 

poorly understood. There was little interaction between this activity and school planning or policy.

W hile imm igrant populations to digital com m unication (those o f  us roughly over 25 years o f  

age!) are managing quite well, many am ong the younger generation are growing up with
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com munication and media experiences that differ significantly from the conventional 

literacies and com m unicative practices that had formed a relatively unbroken continuity for 

decades (Thom e and Payne, 2005, p. 388).

This could be exacerbated by the fact that most people learn to use technology outside formal 

settings like school, but then have to use it within formal settings. This supporting role is not 

adequate: technologies in education are no longer used m erely to support activities -  they are o f  

value in themselves and facilitate new kinds o f  activity (ibid.).

The view that Internet com munication tools are cultural artefacts is an important one; 

technologies are not neutral m ediators o f  human activity but, rather, are understood by users 

to serve specific puiposes (and not others) (2005, p. 389).

This argument must be balanced against that o f  M iettinen (1999) and Bellamy (1996), discussed 

earlier in this Chapter. They suggested that technology would not o f  itself trigger changes in formal 

teaching and learning, and that other factors were important. The Object o f  activity in fomial learning 

settings may itself be in need o f redefinition, according to M iettinen (1999). Thom e (2003), and 

Thom e and Payne (2005), suggest that cultures o f  use o f  technology evolve, and that we cannot 

assume transfer o f  skills from informal settings to educational ones. Cultures o f  use dem onstrate that 

mediation is a two-way process; people use technologies, and then begin to shift their own practices, 

choosing to use some technologies rather than others for their new purposes. The implications o f  

these argum ents are that technology alone will not change classroom s, but neither will it leave them 

untouched. It will potentially cause contradictions in the activity o f  formal learning where cultures o f  

use are not recognised, and technology is used to support traditional m ethods o f  learning and 

teaching. This may be visible in concem s over issues such as inform ation literacy (Senn Breivik & 

Gee, 2006), which addresses the gap between students’ skills in using the web, and their lack o f  

experience with using the w eb for academic research.

Much research in e-leam ing has focused on the uses o f  technology in particular settings, rather than 

the activities already going on in those settings. Scanlon and Issroff (2005), analysing evaluation 

studies in e-leam ing, found that the focus o f  much evaluation had been on increasing the use o f  

technology rather than activities in which it is used. Since cultures o f  use o f  new  technologies are 

likely to influence activities in the classroom. Activity Theory m ay well have a useful role in helping 

to analyse these changes and identify points o f  contradiction.

Building on this point, the next section will discuss the role o f  Activity Theory as the theoretical 

fram ework for the current study.
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3.7 Activity Theory as the theoretical framework for this 

research

3.7.1 R ationale for using Activity Theory

Previous discussion in this Chapter has highlighted the potential o f  A ctivity Theory to serve as a 

unifying theory (Nardi, 1996d) which provides a means o f  analysing systems and processes that takes 

account o f  individual, com inunity, social practices and technologies. For these reasons alone, it 

appears to offer potential to exam ine activities in an organisation like a university.

Engestrom ’s (1987) extension o f  the theory, and its application to work settings, is particularly 

valuable. His suggestion that Activity Theory can potentially connect m acro and micro systems is 

useful. Scanlon and Issroff (2005) com ment that it is possible to use AT to model a system for a 

whole com m unity such as a higher education institution, or for groups within that com munity, such 

as departments or participants in a module. Their research, and some o f  the other exam ples from the 

literature cited in Section 3.6, dem onstrate that Activity Theory can be used to exam ine a large 

system or smaller systems within it. The identification o f  tools and technologies, as having a 

m ediating role in activities led to the interest in Activity Theory from specialists in HCl. The origins 

o f  Activity Theory in V ygotsky 's work connect it with educational theory too. It therefore presents a 

potentially useful theoretical model for research in e-learning and CALL. Some exam ples o f  this 

work were discussed in Section 3.6. However, these tended to be at the micro level in e-leam ing 

research, and it is more difficult to identify studies in e-leam ing connecting both macro and micro 

levels using Activity Theory. In relation to this thesis, then. Activity Theory has the potential to 

address the research questions, but also a gap in research literature. It has the potential to facilitate 

examination o f  the adoption o f  a VLE on an institution-wide basis.

Returning to the issues raised in Chapter Two, and particularly the ‘literature o f  disappointm ent’, 

Activity Theory has the potential to help account for results that might otherwise be called 

disappointm ents, or failures o f  strategy, or the ‘under-use’ o f  a particular technology. It is possible, 

therefore, that an analysis o f  the adoption o f  the VLE might help to identify contradictions in the 

activity systems at m acro and micro level, and account for som e o f  the pattem s o f  use reported. In 

relation to e-leam ing strategy, Jonassen and Rohrer-M urphy m ake a useful point, and one that has 

relevance to activity theoretic studies o f  university strategies:

Humans orient their activity and plan their activities. Their intentions and plans are not rigid 

or accurate descriptions o f  the intended action, but rather are always incom plete and tentative 

(..) According to activity theory, intentions emerge from contradictions that individuals 

perceive in their environm ent, such as differences between w hat they believe they need to 

know in order to accom plish a goal and what they do, in fact, know at any point in time. Their 

intentions, however, can exist only in the context o f  the intended activity (1999, p. 65).
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The aspirations for e-leaming, and the strategies and funding it had in the late 1990s and early 2000s, 

may be indicative of activity based on an intended rather than a completed activity, and one which is 

instead “tentative” : researching the adoption of the VLE could lead to insights about the nature of 

institutional strategies as tentative, or alternatively as completed activities. By undertaking the 

current study from the perspective of Activity Theory, therefore it may be possible to obtain insights 

into institutional systems, the practices of people in departments, central supporters and students, and 

to model these in order to identify possible contradictions or to account for the ways in which the 

VLE has been used. From this, it may also be possible to propose changes or enhancements to 

practice that could improve future strategic decisions in relation to e-leaming, or indeed the means by 

which these decisions are realised in universities.

3.7.2 Activity Theory and M oodle

The review o f research literature for examples o f the application of Activity Theory in e-leaming for 

higher education was discussed in Section 3.6. However, three further papers retrieved have used 

Activity Theory to address the use of the Moodle VLE specifically. These represent a precedent in 

the research for analysing the use of Moodle from an activity theoretic perspective, and will now be 

discussed as a preface to the research to be presented later in this thesis.

Karasavvidis (2008, 2009)

Karasavvidis (2008, 2009) used Activity Theory to examine the use of Moodle at the University of 

Thessaly. He located few examples in the literature o f the use o f  Activity Theory to analyse blended 

leaming, and describes work undertaken as part o f a larger project to examine how a VLE could be 

better integrated into practices at tertiary level. Research reported in 2008 was focused on a group of 

22 undergraduate students participating in a software design course taught by Karrasavvidis in 2007. 

The research focused on the extent to which the students were using online resources, and analysed 

this with Activity Theory.

The students were inexperienced in using blended leaming, and were required to leam to use a 

variety of digital formats in order to produce an educational multimedia application. The course was 

for one semester, and used group-working techniques. The Moodle environment provided materials, 

additional weblinks, lecture notes, assignments and Forums for the blended components o f the 

course. Use of the blended leaming space was measured with pre- and post-surveys, semi-structured 

group interviews with students, analysis o f server log files, field notes from informal observations, 

discussions and remarks about the course. There were methodological difficulties with analysing 

Moodle’s server logs, and ultimately the Resource Vie\\’ log was taken as indicating that a student 

had used a resource.

The data were analysed to try to identify what supported or hindered student use of the VLE. 

However, the paper provides little infomiation about the methods of analysis used. It had been 

estimated that 1232 views o f the resources should have been recorded, if all students in the group 

viewed all resources a minimum of one time. However, the total number o f  recorded views was
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1266. 18% o f  the resources had not been accessed at all. The Foruin accounted for nearly 50% o f 

resource views, but students were required to use it for group formation and submission o f  work. 

Some resources for which the researchers had anticipated heavy use were rarely used.

These findings led Karasavvidis and colleagues to identify a num ber o f  contradictions in course 

activity, which he describes. Two approaches w ere seen: students engaging on a deep level with the 

course, and students working to pass the course. Students taking a deep approach viewed more 

resources than those just focusing on passing the exam. There was a contradiction in students’ 

attitudes to blended learning: they were positive about it, but when asked why they d idn’t use it 

extensively, they felt that there was a lot more material in the blended course than for their other 

courses. It called for too much tim e and effort. Going online to read the material was not always 

convenient for them. Visiting M oodle on a regular basis was a burden for them, and they had other 

deadlines for other parts o f  their course. Timely visits to the course space were disrupting their other 

activities. Asking questions via the Forum was not always useful either: the Forum was used in a 

limited way and they found it easier to ask the teacher or tutor. Only 36% o f  students could access 

the web from home. Groups were formed by the students on the basis o f  existing social relationships 

but even with this, there was not always fair distribution o f  labour between them. This was linked 

with the different goals students had for the course overall (deep or strategic approach).

In 2009, Karasavvidis reported on the use o f  blended learning in a teacher professional developm ent 

course. Activity Theory was again used to analyse com puter-supported collaborative learning 

(CSCL) in the VLE, specifically the use o f  a discussion Forum. The activity theoretic analysis 

suggested that tim e was the main barrier for the group o f  teachers involved. This was shown to be a 

justified concern, rather than being a proxy for other issues blocking teachers' use o f  technology. 

Karasavvidis concludes that lack o f  time is a valid reason for teachers to make limited use o f  

technology in Greece: it is their responsibility to teach an extensive national curriculum. Technology 

would not only demand time to learn, but potentially take away tim e i f  it failed in the classroom. This 

analysis leads him to suggest that the literature has failed to look at the contextual world o f  the 

teacher in sufficient depth.

In these examples, Karasavvidis finds Activity Theory useful in helping to explain why there was 

limited use o f  resources in the blended learning course for undergraduates, and why teachers used 

CSCL to a limited extent. The way learning activities w ere undertaken in other courses affected the 

undergraduates’ use o f  the blended learning space in M oodle, and pressure to meet real-life dem ands 

on their time influenced the teachers. These studies are useful, although they have some limitations. 

They focus on small groups using the VLE, and there are no details o f  the institutional adoption o f  

the VLE, any e-leam ing strategy, or the overall w orking practices o f  the institution.

Blin and Munro (2008)

Research published by Blin and Munro (2008) speaks directly to some o f  the research questions 

proposed in this study, and therefore it is im portant to consider their research and its findings in some
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detail here. They ask directly, “Why hasn't technology disrupted academics’ teaching practices?” 

(2008, p. 475) in the title o f their paper, and state that they will use Activity Theory as a lens to try to 

understand this.

They argue that e-leaming should be a disruptive force in higher education, and suggest that it should 

now be easier for academics to use technologies as there is no longer the need to learn to author 

software or to program. Disruption is discussed and defined:

we understand disruption in education as a serious transformation or alteration o f the structure 

of teaching and learning activities taking place in formal education, with a particular focus on 

those transformations arising from an institution-wide deployment o f e-leaming technologies 

(2008, p. 476)

They suggest that disruption “manifests itself through the construction and adoption of new curricula, 

assessment procedures, teaching methodologies, resources and tasks" (2008, p. 477). Referring 

widely to the literature, they argue that c-leaming presents opportunities for education to be altered 

radically -  and yet, overall the use of technology remains marginal, enhancing existing practices 

rather than transforming them. Blin and Munro report that, in their Moodle VLE, “lecturers generally 

appear to favour the distribution of course-related documents over the creation o f interactive and 

collaborative activities that may enable the online construction and manipulation of content by 

learners” . These findings are consistent with those reported earlier at the research site, and in the 

multi-institutional research o f Cosgrave et al (2008; 2009).

Blin and Munro model the use o f the VLE using Activity Theory with a two-layered approach, 

“semiotic” and “technological” (2008, p. 480). For example, the Subject, a Lecturcr, has a semiotic 

presence in the activity system as the teacher of the course. But he/she also has a technological 

presence, as the owner o f a Moodle space for that course. The discussion also treats activity in the 

VLE at different levels, noting that some operations are facilitated by the VLE (including correction 

o f quizzes), some actions (setting up activities that contribute to learning in the course) and the 

activity overall (learning in the course). They argue that the VLE can enable activities that were not 

possible before, creating interactive online exercises for instance. It therefore “can be seen as a 

disruptive technology” (ibid., p. 480).

However, the identification o f the use o f  the VLE as a separate activity is problematic in this paper: it 

is defined as the “technological layer” o f the activity, with its own mediating artefacts, rules and 

conventions, and division of labour. The distinction is based on their discussion o f functional organs, 

a concept discussed by Kaptelinin and Nardi (2006a). They cite Kaptelinin and Nardi's definition:

functional organs combine natural human capabilities with artefacts to allow the individual to 

attain goals that could not be attained otherwise (ibid., p. 218)
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The concept o f a functional organ implies that the Subject is an expert user of the mediating artefact, 

knowing not only about the ways in which the tool is used but also how it could  be used, and what 

might be accomplished if  it were used in this way. There is also a notion of metafunctional 

competency, relating to the Subject’s competency in using the functional organ. Blin and Munro 

argue that lecturers need this degree of competency in both teaching, and the VLE, in order to use the 

VLE in a fully integrated way as part of their practice. Although they can avail o f technical training 

in the use of the VLE, most will not have equivalent professional development in teaching, although 

they may have “metafunctional competencies” (2008, p. 481) from dialogue with colleagues and 

through accumulated experience. Moodle, they suggest, is not yet a functional organ o f their 

university. It could even be having a negative effect at the semiotic level, by appearing to suggest to 

students that attendance at lectures is not necessary because lecture notes can be obtained from the 

VLE.

The extent to which these arguments convince depends on the extent to which the conceptualisation 

of the VLE as a functional organ is convincing. It might equally be possible to say that the activity of 

the Iccturer changes over time, according as particular uses o f the VLE change from Actions to 

Operations, and new actions and activities become possible (Section 3.3.5). But the argument that a 

lack o f professional development for university teachers could be influencing the effective use of 

technology is important: whether this might be argued to exist as a contradiction in the activity o f 

university teaching, or as part of the discussion o f functional organs in the university, is not clear. 

Blin and Munro conclude that training in the use o f the VLE needs to model desired outcomes in 

practice, and become less transmission-based. Training may not be reflecting actual needs o f the 

staff, emphasising tool-related competencies rather than task-related competencies. But this 

conclusion is based on the assumed Object o f Lecturers, as modelled throughout the paper, and the 

Object of Lecturers’ activity is not questioned, nor are such issues as “frame factors” (Miettenen, 

1999, p. 328) considered. Central support, and VLE training are discussed but the Object o f this 

training is not considered either. The influence of institutional factors and practical constraints is not 

brought into the discussion.

Although Blin and Munro's research offers a valuable example o f  how Activity Theory might be 

applied to an investigation o f the adoption o f  the VLE, its division o f the analysis into the “semiotic” 

and “technological” (2008, p. 480) layers might be questioned; the activity o f  teaching as a whole 

might arguably have been the focus of the analysis. More importantly, “disruption” (ibid., p. 475) is 

assumed to be desirable, when an activity theoretic perspective might challenge this assumption from 

the outset.

3.7.3 Applying Activity Theory in this study

Taking into account the strengths o f Activity Theory, and the examples o f its application in e- 

leaming research, it was selected to form the theoretical basis for the current study, in order to
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support an investigation o f  the adoption o f  the VLE across a HEI. The Extended Activity System o f 

Engestrom will be used to model the activities associated with the VLE according to different 

Subjects and groups at the research site. The Actions and Operations associated with the activities 

will also be described. The identification o f  contradictions (where these may exist) will serve to open 

a discussion o f  what could be changed or developed in these activities as discrete units, and how 

these developments might influence the institution overall. The analysis will also examine potentially 

shared and unshared Objects between the different activity systems, and what these may reveal about 

activities carried out at the 'm acro ’ level, across the organisation.

A research plan and design was needed in order to operationalise the analytical framework, and to 

define how the activity systems would be modelled. Chapter Four discusses the m ethodology and 

research instruments selected for this research.

3.8 Conclusions

This Chapter has explored and discussed Activity Theory, in the first instance as a set o f  concepts 

derived from the Soviet cultural-historical school o f  psychology o f  the 1920s and 1930s, but latterly 

as a theoretical framework deployed in hum an-com puter interaction studies, developmental work 

research, and research in education, e-learning, and CALL.

It has been proposed that Activity Theory is a unifying theory, since it supports the investigation o f  

an activity undertaken by an individual with a defined purpose but taking account o f  the com munity 

in which he/she acts, the rules and culture o f  that com m unity, and how activities are divided am ong 

members o f  that com munity. It has been dem onstrated that Activity Theory can be used to inform 

research in large organisations as well as small groups like the cohort taking a particular taught 

course. It has been usefully applied in university settings, and in investigating VLEs as mediating 

artefacts.

Although Activity Theory does not carry with it a defined set o f  m ethods or guidelines for its use, it 

is generally accepted that a broad examination o f  the activity as well as exam ination o f  specific 

incidents or actions are important in m odelling activities using Engestrom ’s Extended Activity 

System. Qualitative m ethods appear to sit well with research using Activity Theory, since they 

generally involve gathering rich detailed information about the experiences o f  particular ‘Subjects’ in 

the activity system. M odelling activities can help to identify contradictions in the system , which are 

points for developm ent and change. W hen compared with other theoretical approaches to the use o f  

technology by individuals or groups, Activity Theory arguably offers great potential for researchers 

because o f  its accom m odation o f  individual, group, and technology in equal shares. Although it may 

also need development in particular directions over the years to com e, it presents a useful framework 

in com bination with other theories and/or research methods. For these reasons, and drawing on the
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existing exam ples in e-learning and CALL literature. Activity Theory will form the theoretical basis 

o f  the research study presented in this thesis.

Chapter Four describes the research design used to gather data in order to model the activity systems 

o f  university teachers, students, central supporters, and managers, with regard to the M oodle VLE.
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C h a p t e r  F o u r : T h e  R e s e a r c h  D e s i g n  a n d  

M e t h o d s

4.1 Introduction

Chapter One and Chapter Two introduced the research study and set it in the context o f  the author’s 

previous experiences, as well as a discussion o f  relevant literature. These Chapters showed that VLEs 

were used pervasively in HEIs, but predom inantly as content repositories, when they had much 

greater functionality. VLEs are one o f  the only mainstream ed and resourced services for e-leam ing in 

Irish HEIs. Evaluating the VLE with guidelines from CALL literature indicated that VLEs had 

potential for language subjects. Further evidence from the literature suggested that there had not been 

an adequate examination o f  the use o f  the VLE in cam pus-based institutions, and that some 

researchers were calling for a renewed focus on activities (rather than technologies) in research. 

Chapter Three gave an account o f  Activity Theory as a potentially useful w'ay o f  addressing the gaps 

identified in the literature, and also addressing the research questions. Activity Theory could act as a 

framework to analyse whether the VLE was indeed under-exploited, and how it had been adopted on 

an institution-wide basis as the research site. By modelling the activity at different stages, it might be 

possible to challenge the picture o f  the VLE presented in the literature (Section 2.7.2). It might also 

be possible to identify points at which people decide to use, o r not to use, the technology. AT could 

be operationalised through the gathering and analysis o f  data, from which models could be 

constructed and accounts given o f  the Objects o f  the activities for different people. Proposals for the 

future could then be made based on potential contradictions in the systems, and potentially shared or 

unshared Objects.

This Chapter describes the methods by which Activity Theory was operationalised, and an analytical 

framework designed using Activity Theory to address the research questions. The Chapter presents 

the methodology for the research, and the m ethods used to gather the data needed to model the 

activity systems. This Chapter also gives an account o f  the research process and any issues 

encountered. Finally, it describes the methods used for analysis o f  the data, leading into the Results 

and Discussion Chapters that follow.
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4.2 Research Design

4.2.1 Locating this study in research terms

The purpose o f  the practical phases o f  this research was to gather data from which A ctivity Systems 

could be modelled. These systems would show the VLE in the context o f  use, rather than attempting 

an objective evaluation o f  the VLE as a technology. The research w ould also exam ine activities 

associated with the VLE across the institution, and not only the use o f  the system  by people teaching 

and their students.

It was important in the first instance to choose a m ethodology to fit this purpose, and thence to decide 

the m ethods to be used (Cohen, Manion, & M orrison, 2007). This research was somewhat 

exploratory, since it sought to map the use o f  the VLE at different levels at the research site. The 

research questions did not present an obvious experim ental/control situation or variables for testing. 

Rather, the questions and the theoretical stance adopted pointed to the interdependence o f  people and 

systems, networks, and com munity. This suggested a com plex system for exam ination (Cohen, et al., 

2007) and the potential use o f  case studies, action research, participatory research and qualitative 

methods. However, it was important also to consider issues o f  validity and reliability and how these 

could be addressed through the selected methodology.

4.2.2 Planning the research

Activity Theory, as has already been discussed, proposes that activities are socially constructed and 

the use o f  artefacts is mediated by the rules o f  the community in w hich people are acting. This 

implies a particular ontological viewpoint; that there is no one definition o f  the activity, but 

potentially many different constructions o f  the same process. Therefore, the study at issue here does 

not assume that there is an objective reality to be observ'ed and tested. This epistemological stance 

implies that a set o f  m ethods must be used which attem pt to reflect the com plexity o f  the world 

(Cohen, et al., 2007; Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009; Silverman, 2010). Cohen et al (2007) suggest that, 

when exam ining a com plex phenomenon, researchers must exam ine m ultiple perspectives and the 

connections between them. Researchers should look at how the interaction o f  the parts o f  an 

ecosystem affects the whole, they say, and they allude to a web com prising the individual, institution, 

com munity and system. Undertaking such research, they suggest, calls predom inantly for qualitative 

methods. Gaining a picture o f  life through the stakeholders’ eyes is the key to understanding the 

systems in which they work. This discussion corresponds with that o f  Activity Theorists, which calls 

for researchers to com m it to the Subject’s point o f  view in using Activity Theory (Jonassen & 

Rohrer-M urphy, 1999).

Although Cohen and his colleagues do not mention Activity Theory, this discussion and that o f  

Silverman (2010), Kvale (1996), and Kvale and Brinkmann (2009), em phasises the value o f  

qualitative m ethods in analysing and attem pting to improve im portant areas o f  hum an activity.
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Researching fields o f  activity calls for naturalistic and even ethnographic methodologies. Qualitative 

methods have a valuable role to play in exam ining education at every level, but also the effects o f 

policy implementation and the management o f  public services including health services (Silverman. 

2006). In term s o f  the current study, qualitative m ethods were thought to have potential in enabling 

modelling o f  activity systems from the perspectives o f  different Subjects at the research site. The 

focus o f  data collection would be on gathering sufficient data from which to model the acfivities o f  

different people in the organisation.

Since this research seeks to model the adoption o f  the VLE from the perspectives o f  different people, 

it was important in the first instance to identify broad areas o f  work from  which Subjects would 

emerge. There was no intention here to imply a top- down hierarchy, but m erely to separate the 

activities involved based on the perspectives o f  the main stakeholders in the adoption and use o f  a 

VLE in a HEl. The institutional website was reviewed to exam ine organisational structures, and four 

levels were identified fi'om which Subjects might emerge;

M anagement, including senior management as well as heads o f  services;

language departments, including Lecturers and language tutors (discussed in Section 1.1);

central support services including teaching and learning, and com puter services;

• student cohorts in language subjects.

However, specific Subjects or individuals to approach were not identified at this stage, pending the 

construction o f  the overall research design.

Planning for the research design was undertaken using the m atrix proposed by Cohen et al. (2007, p. 

94), and is shown at Figure 4-1 (p. 111). Since Activity Theory does not propose specific research 

methods, the use o f  this matrix guided the selection o f  specific methods. A lthough qualitative 

methods would be central to the research, quantitative m ethods could provide valuable additional 

data which would be relevant to the modelling o f  the activity systems. Silverman (2006) argues that 

there could be three possible reasons for com bining both quantitative and qualitative methods: first, 

that the researcher wishes to explore a topic in a prelim inary way using qualitative m ethods before 

setting up a large quantitative research project. Second, the researcher may wish to sample fi'om a 

quantitative study before undertaking a qualitative one. Finally, the researcher might wish to put 

some qualitative results in a broader context by gathering quantitative data. The current study fits 

with this third argument. Quantitative data were gathered to provide a broader context for the data 

gathered at the research site, and to support validation o f  the qualitative data. A mixed methods 

approach is in keeping with N ardi’s (1996d) call for “a varied set o f  data collection techniques 

including interviews, observation, video, and historical m aterials w ithout undue reliance on any one 

m ethod” in order to operationalise Activity Theory. She advocates “attention to broad patterns o f  

activity" and a “com mitm ent to understanding things fi'om users' points o f  view” (1996c, p. 95).
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Qualitative methods such as interviews with key informants would help to provide the Subject’s 

point o f view. Quantitative data could support and validate the qualitative data, and help to interpret 

‘breaks’ or ‘contradictions’ in the system which would otherwise have been difficult to treat based on 

the views of interviewees or focus group participants. Therefore, a range o f instruments would be 

likely to be needed, including documents, rich descriptions of the activities through interviews, 

participant observation, and reflective writing (Cohen, et a l ,  2007). It was envisaged that a small 

number o f participants could be interv'iewed, and could be approached to keep reflective diaries of 

their use o f  the VLE. It was also envisaged that some obser\'ations could be made o f  teachers and 

students using the system. A survey approach, including the use of questionnaires, would facilitate 

invitations to participate in the research, while supporting validation o f  the data gathered using the 

other instruments. In keeping with the Activity Theoretic framework, no models of the activity were 

constructed a priori. Instead, the research was designed such that data would be gathered and 

analysed before modelling of the systems. The research design overall, then, called for a mixed 

methods approach to support drafting o f the activity systems, and inform discussion o f the models 

themselves.

Figure 4-2 on the following page shows the a map o f the methods; four phases of data collection 

were designed, to be undertaken simultaneously. The Sun'ey Phase refers to the use of questionnaires 

with Students and Teachers, in order to gain as broad a picture as possible of how people were 

currently using the VLE. The Obsen ation Phase refers to the various methods used to gain a more 

detailed view o f how Students and Teachers were using the VLE, and the participation o f  a number 

of people across a semester facilitated this. Methods such as the diaries and illustrated interv iews 

were included here, to gain additional data about the use of the system. The Interview Phase accounts 

for interviews undertaken with Teachers, Managers and Central Supporters, all o f which were 

designed to contribute to the modelling o f the activity systems for these groups (and which are 

explained in further detail later in this Chapter). Finally, the Document Review  phase refers to the 

treatment o f a set o f historical documents.
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stage 1:
identify the 

purposes of the 
research

Stage 2:
identify and give 

priority to the 
constraints under 

which the research 
will take place

What are the purposes o f the research?
The purpose of this research is to examine whether there has been 
limited use of the VLE, through analysing the route of adoption of 
the VLE from institutional decision to teacher/student use in 
Modem Languages. The analytical tools will include Activity Theory 
and qualitative methods. Anticipated outcome to make proposals 
for more appropriate ways for HEIs to support the adoption of new 

V^echnoloaies in the disciplines in the future._____________________^

What are the timescales o f the research?
The research must be completed within one calendar year.
At what point does the ownership pass from the 
respondent to the researcher?
At the completion of the data-gathering stage of the research, 
the ownership passes temporarily to the researcher -  but 
results will be shared with the participants.
What are the powers o f the researcher?
The researcher has technical and contextual knowledge but 
no political/contextual power.
What are the main foci o f the research?
Modelling the activities associated with the VLE according to 
different constituencies. Making recommendations about how 
processes of adopting and mainstreaming technology could 
be done better in order to exploit technologies more fully. 
What are the ethics o f the research?
There are ethnical considerations in terms of data-gathering 
through interviews (in particular) and other methods with staff 
and students; also the researcher's role, and the 
management of data. Managed through ethics procedures.

Stage 3:
plan the 

possibilities for the 
research within 

these constraints

Stage 4:
decide the research 

design

What are the specific purposes o f the research?
To design and implement an analytical framework that shows 
how a particular technology has been adopted at the research 
site. Using this, to produce an account of the adoption of the 
VLE, with specific reference to Modern Languages. To make 
proposals for the future adoption of technologies in HEIs.
What are the research questions?
These are described in Chapters One and Two.
What needs to be the focus o f the research in order to 
answer the research questions?
Inclusion of people at each level in the institution.
What is the main methodology o f the research?
Naturalistic; qualitative; enquiry-based.
How win vaiidity and reliability be addressed?
Comparison with findings in literature, document review at 
research site, external interviews and questionnaires.
What kinds o f data are required?
Predominantly qualitative, with some quantitative.
Where else will data be available?
From institutional documents; from literature; from the VLE itself; 
from research literature.
How will the data be gathered?
Through the phases and methods shown at Figure 4-2.

What is the research design?
Qualitative study, using interviews, document review, reflective 
writing by participants, video recording, and some quantitative 
data from questionnaires. Data analysis to be inductive: 
grounded approach, and modelling of findings using AT. 
Analysis of contradictions and potentially shared/unshared 
Objects in the Activity systems. Discussion of these leading to 

\p roposa ls  for alternative processes.

Figure 4-1: Planning the research study (from Cohen, Manion &  Morrison, 2007, p. 94)
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DATA GATHERED:

Student questionnaire at 
research! site

Teacher questionnaire: 
research site and external sites

Six interviews with 
Managers at research site

‘Observation Phase’

Survey Phase

Interview Phase

Document Review

interviews with Language 
Teachers

Diaries 
Second Interviews 

Exit Questionnaires

Interviews with Managers

Interviews with Central 
Supporters

Diaries 
Illustrated Interviews 
Exit Questionnaires

Seven interviews with 
Teachers at the research 
site

Location of key documents 
from research site 
Review and precis of these

Participation by Students 
over one semester

Participation by Teachers 
over one semester

Five interviews with Central 
Supporters: four external 
participants and one 
participant at research site

Seven Student participants: 
Diary entries 
Illustrated Interviews 
Exit questionnaires

Responses from 60 
Students
Responses from 47 
Teachers

Three Teacher participants: 
Diary entries 
Second interviews 
Exit questionnaires

Figure 4-2: The phases of research and data collection procedures



which becam e available to the researcher. These docum ents were strategy statements, minutes o f  

com m ittee meetings, and project docum ents associated with the adoption o f  the VLE.

4.2.3 Designing the instrum ents for data collection

There were several separate instruments used in the data collection for this research. Figure 4-2 (p.

112) shows a map o f  the data collection overall, and which instruments were used at each stage.

Questionnaires

The purpose o f  the Student questionnaire (Appendix K) was to establish how students were currently 

using M oodle in their language subjects. The main purpose o f  the Teacher questionnaire {Appendices 

F and G) was to establish how Teachers were using the VLE as part o f  their teaching. The 

questionnaires were designed to get a snapshot o f  these groups’ use o f  their VLEs, which could be 

used to contextualise and validate (or potentially challenge) the detailed data to be gathered 

elsewhere.

Existing questionnaires which had been used successfully for institution-wide evaluation o f  the VLE 

(M cAvinia. 2006, 2007, 2010a. 2010b) were drawTi upon to inform the design o f  the student 

questionnaire. The researcher had also had involvement with two previous large-scale surveys o f 

students’ use o f  the web for language learning (Hughes & King, 2001; Hughes, M cAvinia. & King, 

2004) and reviewing these surveys was helpful in developing the questionnaires. Ultimately 

however, the questionnaires were designed to address the research questions o f  concern in this study. 

Following drafting and submission to the SLSCS REC, the questionnaires were piloted by circulating 

them to three external colleagues o f  the researcher’s who were in sim ilar roles in their institutions. 

Feedback from these colleagues allowed for m inor changes and clarifications to be made. There was 

a lim itation in the extent to which the questionnaires could be piloted, since the researcher did not 

have ready access to groups o f  students. The pool o f  teaching staff being targeted for the 

questionnaire proper was also small, and therefore the decision to pilot in this lim ited way was taken 

for pragm atic reasons and to ensure the best possible response to the questionnaire from  all those in a 

position to respond to it.

The finalised questionnaires were implemented electronically through M oodle at the research site, 

and through the web-based service. Survey Monkey'**. Further details o f  the adm inistration o f  the 

questionnaires are given in Section 4.4.

Reflective writing

It was planned to encourage participating students and teachers to log and record their use o f  the 

VLE at regular intervals. A diary format was selected for this purpose, and exam ples from research 

indicated this to be an effective m ethod o f  obtaining rich qualitative data about the experiences o f  

people using a particular technology (Breen, Lindsay, Jenkins & Smith, 2001; Jefferies & Hyde,

http://www.surveym onkey.com
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2009). The format o f the diaries for both Students and Teachers was kept simple: they were asked to 

note what they had done in Moodle each week. A Moodle space, entitled Moodle fo r  Languages, was 

created for the participants in the research. The diary was made available to Students and Teachers in 

this space. Appendix L shows the Student Diary in the VLE, and Appendix I shows the Teacher 

Diary.

Interviews

Interviews were envisaged to be the principal data-gathering instrument with Managers, Central 

Supporters and Teachers. Four separate interview schedules were needed in order to interview the 

Managers, Central Supporters, Teachers, and participant Teachers at the close of the Observ'ation 

Phase. The interview plans were drafted based on research questions (1) and (2), and the activity 

theoretic nodes (Engestrom, 1987). These were broken down into sets o f objectives for each 

interview, and sets of questions were drafted to address each of the objectives (Kvale & Brinkmann, 

2009; Cohen et al., 2007). The interview schedules are included at Appendices B, C, D and E. It was 

anticipated that not all o f the questions were likely to be needed, but they were drafted in order to 

ensure that all issues of relevance to the research could be covered, and the interview participants 

prompted if necessary.

The limitation of small numbers o f participants presented a difficulty in piloting the interview 

schedules. In effect, the first interview of each group functioned as the pilot, and the schedule and 

questions were reviewed immediately afterwards to determine whether they should be adjusted 

before the next interview. In the case o f the Teachers, the interview with Harry functioned as the 

pilot. Donna’s interview was treated as a pilot for the Central Supporters, and Michelle's as the pilot 

for the Managers. In the event, the interview plans did not require significant adjustment, although 

the interviews tended to go beyond the 30 minutes originally envisaged. The remaining interv'iews 

were scheduled for one hour whenever the participants’ diaries permitted this, with the proviso that 

the interview was unlikely to take all o f this time, and that it could be completed in 30 minutes if they 

wished.

Illustrated Interviews

It had been planned to conduct obser\'ation o f student groups using the VLE as part o f the research 

design. Observation has been used by researchers in HCl and in educational research settings, and 

video-recordings are frequently made o f  teaching events for further analysis (Harford & MacRuairc, 

2008; Watson, Mong, & Harris, 2011). Individual use o f a computer or software package can be 

observed and recorded for evaluation purposes or to assess its usability (Oliver, MacBean, Conole, & 

Harvey, 2002), and more recently, eye-tracking software has prompted discussion o f  new kinds of 

user observation (O'Rourke, 2008). However, a number of limitations emerged in terms o f observing 

the use o f the VLE for this study. Participation did not come from a discrete cohort o f students who 

could be observed as a group. Instead, individuals opted to participate in the project on a self- 

selecting basis (Section 4.4.4). This in turn constrained the amount o f time they were willing to 

dedicate to the research. In order to work within these constraints, and following the example of
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recorded diaries in Jefferies and Hyde (2009), it was decided to gather som e data which would 

capture use o f  the VLE directly, through b rief 'illustrated interview s’ with the participating students. 

In these sessions, the students would be provided with a com puter and asked to make a typical visit 

to Moodle. This would be video-recorded, and then discussed.

The method had lim itations since it would not be as detailed as a true observation exercise, and it 

would be necessarily b rief in order to work within the participants' schedules. However, it would 

nonetheless address a significant problem  identified in research using questionnaire and diary data 

(Cotton, Stokes, & Cotton, 2010): there would be direct capturing o f  the use o f  the VLE on camera, 

rather than the indirect accounts which are given by participants via other research instruments. 

Appendix M provides selected stills from the illustrated interviews, as well as an example o f  the 

transcribed data.

4.2.4 Changes to the design arising from changes to the research rationale

Section 1.1.2 has described the changes to the rationale for this research in its early phases. The

research was originally to have exam ined how the VLE could be used effectively in language

subjects. The intended outcome o f  the study at this early stage was the developm ent o f  an appropriate 

supporting resource for language teachcrs using the VLE at the research site, which would strike a 

balance between research in blended learning, research in CALL, and existing technical help

material. The specific objectives o f  the research at that stage were:

1. Observation and case studying o f  current staff and student “cultures o f  use” (Thom e, 2003, p. 

38) o f  the VLE in selected modules.

2. Contextualisation o f  current teacher and learner experiences with institutional data and the 

existing research literature, and analysis o f  these experiences using an appropriate theoretical 

framework.

3. Identification from the literature o f  factors important in learning a second language using CALL 

in instructed settings.

4. Underpinned by (1), (2) and (3) above, development o f  a structured model to support teachers 

using the VLE for second language teaching in their modules. This model would have comprised 

training, m entoring, and m odelling o f  good practice in CALL for teachers and would also have 

addressed the suitability o f  the VLE for these purposes.

5. Application o f  this model in a pilot phase o f  work during which teacher and learner experiences 

would be recorded systematically, teacher supports would be provided routinely, and a 

biography o f  the evolving module space in the VLE developed. Data collection methods would 

have included: journalling o f  activities, interviews with participating teachers, analysis o f  logged 

data from the VLE, on-screen recording o f  editing activity, and stills/screenshots o f  module 

spaces fi-om the VLE.
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6. Post-pilot, evaluative data were to have been gathered from students and teachers in the selected 

modules to establish the extent to which the VLE could have been (re)modelled for their 

purposes.

7. Data analysis would have been undertaken, again using the selected theoretical framework.

Participation was to have been from people lecturing in language departments, and the intention was 

that each participant would work with supporting resources and one of the modules they were 

teaching, enhancing its space in the VLE. The process, and the changes made to the modules taught, 

would have been logged on a weekly basis.

An evaluation o f the VLE as a CALL system had been undertaken as the foundation for this work, 

and on foot o f this, the supporting resources had been produced. These consisted of:

A space within the VLE in which examples of activities for which the VLE could be used for 

CALL were made available. These included: quizzes made with Moodle and HotPotatoes, 

suggestions for how Moodle could be used to support collaborative writing, tailored help for 

setting up activities.

A 'cafe ' space (forum) in which teachers participating in the research could communicate with 

each other and provide support to each other if they wished.

A separate ‘sandpit’ area in which they could try adding and editing activities, safely removed 

from the ‘live’ spaces in the VLE for their taught modules.

This research design had advanced to the point where ethical approval had been given, supporting 

resources had been produced, and initial questionnaires circulated to staff and students. Three 

teachers and seven students had formally agreed to participate. Section 1.1.2 has described the 

difficulties that subsequently emerged, and that the research was paused. Following the process of 

reviewing the rationale and research design, the new design was implemented.

Since there were existing participants in the research, the resources that had been developed were 

maintained, and remained available for the teachers to use if they wished. The existing participants in 

the research were also willing to continue participating at the level that they had found practical for 

them. The entry data from questionnaires had been intended originally to preface the developmental 

project. Instead, this would be analysed in terms o f  modelling current use of the VLE by teachers and 

students in language subjects. The data gathered in the new Obsei-vation Phase would also be 

analysed to model how people were using the VLE in the course o f a semester. The data from people 

teaching would remain relevant in showing how they engaged (or did not engage) with central 

supports for their work.
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Therefore, the data collection processes for participating Teachers and Students were grouped 

together as the Obsen’ation Phase (Figure 4-2, p. 112), complemented by the other methods and 

phases of research designed to address the new research questions.

4.2.5 Com parable designs from  the literature

The literature review yielded a number of studies examining the adoption o f VLEs, referenced in 

Chapter Two, and it is useful to highlight the research designs of these studies here.

Heaton-Shrestha and colleagues (2005) examined the adoption o f the VLE at their institution, using a 

qualitative research design. Interviews were conducted w'ith staff, and a grounded approach used for 

data analysis. However, the research focused on teaching staff and students, and neither support staff 

nor managers were included. Weaver, Spratt and Nair (2008) surveyed staff and students at Monash 

University in Australia to examine how their VLE was being used, and w'hat kinds of support 

requirements there were. However, this study was confined to a quantitative sur\'ey with only a small 

amount of qualitative data. Vogel and Oliver (2006) examined how VLEs were being used across a 

number of institutions in further and higher education in the UK. They used a questionnaire 

distributed to staff, followed by interviews. Focus groups were held with students. Grounded Theory 

was used to analyse the data. However, the focus of this research was different to that of the current 

study: the researchers aimed to discover how “designs for learning” (2006, p. 39) were implemented 

in the VLE, rather than examining the adoption of the system. Hannon (2008) reports on doctoral 

research undertaken in which he interviewed educational developers, academics, managers and 

support staff about their use o f educational technologies generally. However, processes of adoption 

and activities were not the prinicipal focus of this research. Rather, Hannon sought to categorise staff 

development practices in relation to the use o f new technologies. Finally, Yu, Yu-Chih and Chang 

(2010) examined how VLEs were being used in language courses, surv'eying staff and students, and 

conducting additional interviews with staff Three different VLEs were in use in their institution: 

Blackboard, Moodle, and E-campus. A complicating factor in the analysis o f the use o f Moodle is 

that the paper does not differentiate between datasets for each VLE, and so it is difficult to identify 

findings in respect o f the use o f Moodle within the language courses.

Although some similar studies have been undertaken, these have tended to take different theoretical 

approaches or to limit research to particular groups. The research design in the current study was 

intended to use Activity Theory as a means o f including a broader cross-section o f  people in the 

institution.
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4.3 Methodological decisions

4.3.1 Sam p lin g , reliab ility  and generalisab ility

Sam pling

Silverman (2010) suggests that sampling is undertaken in order to find a representative grouping 

from within an overall population, such that some generalisations can be made to the wider 

population. But he also com ments that sampling procedures used in quantitative research designs 

cannot often be used in qualitative research.

In such studies, our data are often derived from one or more cases and it is unlikely that these 

cases will have been selected on a random basis. Very often a case will be chosen simply 

bccause it allows access. M oreover, even if  you were able to construct a representative sample 

o f  cases, the sample size would be likely to be so large as to preclude the kind o f  intensive 

analysis usually preferred in qualitative research (2010, p. 139)

It was clear from the outset that this research would be dependent on participants’ consent and 

therefore that access to data and/or to people's accounts o f  their activities could well be limited. In 

the case o f  senior managers, it was possible from the outset that these people might not consent to 

participate.

In terms o f  the language departments, the population o f  language teachers and learners at the 

research site was small in com parison with num bers o f  learners and teachers in other subjects. 

Furtherm ore, access to any group was difficult given the researcher’s location in a central supporting 

unit, and not within a language department. No direct access to students was possible as the 

researcher was not teaching on any course. Some contextual data about the use o f  VLEs by students 

and teachers was available in the form o f  local and national surveys on VLE usage (Chapter Two). 

However, there was little possibility o f  gathering data from all staff and students in language 

departments for this project, given the voluntary nature o f  the work and the limited access o f  the 

researcher to the groups in question.

More importantly, as has already been discussed, a large-scale quantitative survey or an experimental 

design would not have been appropriate for the purposes o f  this study. The research was concerned 

with adoption o f  the VLE, and not with an objective evaluation o f  the properties o f  the system from a 

technical point o f  view. The study was to exam ine what activities people undertook for which the 

VLE could be a mediating artefact, or could support Actions or O perations (Kuutti, 1996), the 

institutional context in which the VLE was provided and supported, and the existing habits and 

practices that language teachers and learners brought to it. Describing this context and the practices 

o f  the people involved suggested a need for qualitative methods, and for rich, thick descriptions o f  

the com m unities at work (Silverman, 2006).
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Therefore, the research used purposive sam pling and predom inantly qualitative methods: the focus 

was deliberately on researching with the Subjects in each o f  the possible activity systems to be 

modelled, and on approaching people who would be likely to consent to participating. The design 

included participation from people in other institutions, who were invited to participate in order to 

contribute to the reliability and generalisability o f  the research. To a lim ited extent, snowball 

sampling (Oliver, 2002) was used in interviews with M anagers and Central Supporters: these people 

suggested colleagues w'ho could inake a valuable contribution to the research. In many cases, these 

colleagues had already been approached to participate in interviews but some additional interviews 

were undertaken in light o f  the suggestions made.

An important issue in the research was to maintain focus on its purpose, and it is worth reiterating 

this here. The research was not designed to describe the adoption o f  the VLE in every HEI in Ireland. 

Rather, it had the aim o f  describing what happened at the research site, with the purpose o f  m odelling 

the activity systems for that institution, and tracing the route o f  adoption o f  the VLE through to 

specific departments. Its purpose was depth rather than breadth. The external interviewees were 

selected on the basis o f  the sim ilarities o f  their w orkplaces to the research site. Central supports at 

their institutions were organised in sim ilar ways to that o f  the research site. The objective was to 

examine how this organisation and structure influenced the adoption o f  the VLE. External 

questionnaire respondents were all language teachers, invited to participate in order to provide 

additional data about the experience o f  language teachers using VLEs in their departm ents in other 

institutions.

In summary, then, this research em ployed a purposive sam pling strategy, with som e limited snowball 

sampling in keeping w'ith the research design and also in line with ethical considerations.

Reliability

The current study addresses issues o f  reliability in term s o f  the theoretical fram ework used, the 

methods selected, and the interpretation o f  the data which follows. The criticism is often made o f  

qualitative research that it lacks robustness because o f  its dependence on (generally) sm aller num bers 

o f  participants, and on their perspectives rather than a large, representative sample o f  the population 

from which it may be possible to generalise. The first defence against this criticism  is that presented 

earlier: for the specific purposes o f  this research, and to operationalise the theoretical framework 

being used, predom inantly qualitative m ethods were the most appropriate. These were the most 

suitable means o f  gathering sufficiently rich data to model the activity systems. However, the 

research design aims for methodological triangulation. Q uantitative methods were selected for work 

with teachers and students in order to support the interview m ethods used. Interviews with external 

Central Supporters were undertaken in order to support the interview  with a Supporter at the research 

site.
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It is important to identify the differences between m ethods used with each group o f  participants, and 

why each was selected, in order to dem onstrate the robustness o f  the design and its reliability. The 

rem ainder o f  this section will identify areas o f  the research design in which different methods were 

used towards the same overall purpose, and will explain the reasons for this.

Use o f the questionnaire metliod

Q uestionnaires were used with students and teachers, but not with m anagem ent or Central 

Supporters. In the case o f  M anagers and Central Supporters, small numbers o f  potential participants 

could be identified. It was therefore feasible to consider contacting and interviewing all o f  these 

people. Interviews would be likely to provide a rich dataset appropriate to the research design. For 

this reason, the interview method was used with these groups, whereas large num bers o f  teachers and 

students could be invited to participate easily through the mechanism o f  the online questionnaires.

M anagem ent interviews at the research site only

The possibility o f  interviewing m anagers at the external sites was considered, however this was 

rejected on practical and ethical grounds. Central Supporters at the external sites were identified who 

could provide extensive data about the adoption o f  VLEs at their institutions, and if  all o f  those 

identified as potential participants were interviewed, this would provide a large dataset. Therefore, 

the scope o f  the study was limited to this group as practicable. However there was a secondary 

consideration in terms o f  ethics; in a case where M anagers at the external sites had been interviewed, 

they might have shared insights or inform ation which might not have been shared with their own 

Central Supporters. This would have caused ethical difficulties for the researcher in terms o f 

professional roles and day-to-day working with colleagues at the external sites.

Selection o f  Central Supporters

Research with Central Supporters was limited to those who had been involved in the adoption and 

m ainstream ing o f  their institutional VLEs, even if  they were now members o f  larger e-leam ing 

teains. In the case o f  the research site, there was only one person who could be approached as an 

informant on this basis. This had implications for the analysis o f  the data, which will be treated later 

in Section 4.4.2 and Section 4.5.3.

The external people were known to the researcher, and were invited to participate, or alternatively to 

suggest an appropriate colleague who should participate. Since all o f  the participants agreed to be 

interviewed, and some additional suggestions were made, it was anticipated that a large dataset 

would be gathered. W ithin the scope o f  the current study, this was sufficient to address the research 

questions. For these reasons, interv'iews at the external sites were limited to the identified Central 

Supporters.

Illustrated interviews with students; conventional interviews with teachers

Student participants at the research site were invited to an interview where they could use a laptop 

provided to show how they used the VLE, and to illustrate points they were making. These sessions 

were recorded, transcribed and analysed, as will be described fully later. It was not appropriate to use
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this process with Teacher participants. First, on ethical grounds this would have been a sensitive 

request for Teachers. It would have caused them discomfort and inconvenience as the interviews took 

place in their own offices, and it would have entailed setting up recording equipment in those spaces 

during very busy days in teaching weeks. There was also a risk that they would experience stress 

using the technology on camera, even with the assurances of the ethical procedures involved in this 

project.

Generalisability

With a predominantly qualitative research design, using a purposive sample, and with potentially 

limited access to people w'ho could contribute to the data, it was necessary to examine other means of 

making the research generalisable to other settings.

Silverman suggests that combining qualitative with quantitative measures can help the researcher “to 

generalize from cases to populations” (2010, p. 140). The following quantitative measures were 

included in the research design;

• Questionnaire to language students at the research site.

Questionnaire to language departments at the research site, the other universities in Ireland and 

one Institute o f Technology.

Silverman (2010) suggests that comparison with the literature and other relevant research is another 

means o f supporting findings and may support some generalisation o f findings to other cases. 

Experience reported in the literature was useful to consider in relation to the analysis o f interview 

data from Managers and Central Supporters (Sections 5.2-5.5). In addition, the review o f  key 

documents available at the research site served to validate the accounts given by participant Donna, 

and by the Managers, o f the adoption o f the VLE (Section 5.2). This will be considered further in 

discussion of the findings in Chapters Five, Six and Seven.

4.3.2 Inclusion o f the review o f key documents

Figure 4-2 (p. 112) shows the inclusion o f a Document Review  phase as part o f the research design 

and data collection processes. This was a short phase of work undertaken following retrieval o f a file 

of documents concerning the piloting and decision-making processes in relation to the VLE at the 

research site. These documents had not been included in the earlier local evaluations o f the VLE, but 

were given to the researcher by participant Donna, in case they might have relevance to the current 

study. They comprised:

• notes of the e-leaming sub-committee formed to oversee a VLE pilot at the research site; 

brief evaluation reports pertaining to the pilot;

minutes of the meetings at which the decision w’as taken to mainstream the Moodle environment; 

appended to the minutes were short summary reports o f the pilot project.
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All o f  these docum ents were reviewed in sim ilar fashion to the research literature discussed in 

Chapters Two and Three.

4.3.3 Ethical considerations and process

Plans for this research, and draft versions o f  the data gathering instruments were submitted to the 

SLSCS REC in October 2008 (original design, Section 4.2.4), again in February 2010 and M arch 

2010 (revised design). The proposals and instruments were approved subject to m inor alterations 

(Appendix Q).

Participation in interviews, questionnaires, and observation activities was invited on a voluntary 

basis. However, measures were taken to ensure that participation was invited in an ethical and 

transparent manner. In the first instance, the Dean o f  the Humanities faculty at the research site was 

consulted and his perm ission requested to contact the language departments in the faculty in order to 

invite participation. Following his consent to this, formal written contact was made with Heads o f  

Department in the language departm ents to request perm ission to contact staff and students about the 

research.

In the first instance. Lecturers were invited to participate in an interview for the research. Six people 

agreed to be interviewed, and they were given inform ation about the project and an invitation to 

participate for one semester, at the end o f  their inter\'iew. Two Lecturers then volunteered to 

participate for the Observation Phase, and a third person (participant G eorgia) subsequently 

contacted the researcher to participate. Nine other people teaching at the research site com pleted the 

online questionnaire, but did not wish to participate further.

In the case o f  the students, Heads o f  Department gave their approval for the researcher to visit a 

small num ber o f  lectures for five minutes in order to present the project and invite students to 

com plete the online questionnaire. Four cohorts o f  students from French, German and Spanish were 

visited at lectures, and their Lecturers kindly perm itted a five-minute introduction to the research 

project. A flyer was distributed on paper inviting students to visit a password-protected space in 

M oodle and com plete the online questionnaire.

All participants in interviews and in the Observation Phase signed a Consent Form (approved as part 

o f  the submissions to the SLSCS REC), and were free to withdraw  from the research at any time 

w ithout any consequences o f  any kind. People answering the online questionnaires were presented 

with a confidentiality statem ent (also presented with the draft questionnaires to the SLSCS REC and 

approved), and asked to  check a box on-screen to note their consent before proceeding to the 

questionnaire.

All recorded data for this research were transcribed and anonym ised, with num ber coding and/or 

pseudonym s replacing participant identities. Data were stored on paper and electronically, but in
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securely locked prem ises aw ay from the research site. In line with the requirem ents o f  the Data 

Protection Act. and SLSCS REC, data will be stored for five years from the date o f  collection, and 

subsequently destroyed.

4.4 Implementation of the Research Design

This section reports on the full implementation o f  the research design, for each o f  the groups: 

M anagers, Central Supporters, Teachers and Students.

It is important to reiterate here the note given on p. xiv. All o f  the institutions involved in this 

research have been given pseudonym s which bear no resem blance to their real names. The research 

site has been labelled Lowdands University, and the six external universities are labelled Central 

University, City University, Lakeside University, Quayside University, Regional University and 

Valley University. The external Institute o f  Technology is labelled Riverside Institute o f  Technology.

4.4.1 M anagers

Data-gathering was undertaken with senior managers at the research site (a) to docum ent the process 

by which they decided to adopt the VLE. (b) to record their im pressions about the extent to which it 

had been used, and (c) how they thought it might be used in the future. Participation was invited from 

current and former senior managers, including those with responsibility for strategic development, 

and teaching and learning. Participation was also invited from the most senior person with 

responsibility for teaching and learning, even though this was a new role created after the 

m ainstreaming o f  the VLE had taken place. The rationale for inviting this participant was to gather 

data in relation to current thinking about the place o f  e-Ieam ing and the VLE in the institution, and 

also potential future developm ents, which could be considered in relation to the existing work with 

the VLE.

Academic development, and also e-Iearning support and developm ent, had been located with the 

quality assurance office at the research site. At the time o f  the V LB’s adoption and mainstreaming, 

this office had responsibility for quality assurance processes, and supported departments 

implementing their own local strategies for the enhancem ent o f  learning and teaching. Restructuring 

in 2008 resulted in the form ation o f  a separate teaching and learning unit. The D irector o f  the quality 

assurance office at the tim e o f  the V L E 's adoption agreed to be interviewed. The person with overall 

responsibility for com puter services in the institution, w'ho had played a central role in the decision to 

adopt the VLE, also agreed to participate. Finally, a person who was formerly Dean o f  one o f  the 

Faculties and who continued teaching and using the VLE agreed to participate. This person was 

suggested by one o f  the other interviewees, as someone who would have both leadership and 

teaching experience relevant to the research.
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In summary, the interviewees at senior level were:

John: a vice-president with overall responsibility for strategic areas o f work in the institution. 

Malachy: a Lecturer, formerly in the role now occupied by John.

Joseph: the senior person with responsibility for teaching and learning in the institution, and 

previously a Lecturer and Head o f Department.

• Michelle: Director of quality assurance and the teaching and learning service at the time of the 

adoption o f the VLE.

Carl: the Director of information technology and computing services.

Peter: a former Dean o f Faculty, currently teaching and researching in a science department.

The interview schedule (Appendix B) was divided into five sections, each with a different purpose:

1. Nature o f  their role: Interviewees were asked to describe their roles, the relationship o f their role 

to teaching and learning development, and their role at the time of the decision to mainstream 

the VLE.

2. Involvement in the mainstreaming o f  the VLE: Interviewees were asked to describe what they did 

in order to bring about the mainstreaming o f the VLE at the institution.

3. Conception o f  the role o f  Support: Interviewees were asked to describe how support for the VLE 

had been designed and put in place, what was expected/anticipated from it, and how institutional 

buy-in was obtained to fund supporting posts.

4. Sense o f  the use o f  VLE in departments: These questions were to find out the inter\'iewees’ sense 

o f how the VLE was used in practice within departments, and also to establish whether they had 

expected any change in teaching practice with the VLE.

5. Strategy’ and future developments: Interviewees were asked whether changes associated with the 

adoption o f the VLE had been strategic, whether they had strategic objectives for the VLE in the 

future and/or for e-learning in the future, and where the institution might be in terms o f its use of 

e-leaming in the next number o f years.

On completion o f the interview process and post-analysis of the data, it was clear that there were

some differences between the interviewees’ roles which could be important in modelling the

activities under discussion. Three groups o f two individuals were subsequently identified:

• Senior Managers: participants John and Joseph, in purely managerial roles. At the time that the 

research was conducted they were in two o f the most senior roles in the institution.

• Manager-Lecturers: participants Malachy and Peter, who had retained some teaching and 

supervision in spite o f  having held senior management roles. At the time that the interviews were 

conducted, they had returned to their previous academic roles on a full-time basis.

• Service Directors: participants Michelle and Carl, who were Directors of services in the 

institution.

All participants have been given pseudonyms.
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A full transcript o f  one o f  the interviews is presented at A ppendix C. Section 5.3 presents the results 

o f  analysis o f  the interview data from the M anagers, and proposes the activity systems in relation to 

their work with the VLE.

4.4.2 Central Supporters

Chapters One and Two discussed the literature describing how e-leam ing has been introduced and 

managed in higher education institutions. In the case o f  the research site, responsibilities for teaching 

development had evolved over the past decade, and were located with an academic developer in the 

first instance. This post was itself located within the quality assurance office, and an e-leam ing post 

was subsequently added to this office.

However, elsewhere in the Irish sector there are very different structures (Section 2.5.5). In some 

institutions, e-leam ing support and developm ent have been located with IT services. In some 

Institutes o f  Technology, there were no posts dedicated to e-Ieaming until very recently. Some o f 

these are secondments, which are unlikely to continue under current recruitm ent arrangements 

(DRHEA, 2009). Therefore, the different constructions o f  VLE support and developm ent in the 

sector were a com plicating factor for this research.

In order to gather relevant data for this research, the focus was narrowed to institutions with the 

closest resem blance to the research site in tenns o f  organisational structure: that is, a central service 

or department supporting academic developm ent and e-leam ing, and including VLE support and 

development. Participation was invited from people known to the researcher to have had the closest 

involvement with the adoption o f  the VLE in their institutions (irrespective o f  their current roles or 

job  titles). At the research site, the academic developer w'ho had previously had responsibility for e- 

Icaming was invited to participate.

All o f  the individuals agreed to be interviewed. Two o f  the interviews were conducted by telephone, 

and the rem ainder in face-to-face settings. The interviewees were:

Donna: an academic developer who had led a pilot project and the subsequent adoption and 

m ainstream ing o f  the VLE at the research site.

• Harriet: an academic developer and e-leam ing specialist at Riverside, who had led the process 

to adopt the VLE there.

• Mary: an academic developer and e-Ieam ing specialist at Regional, who with colleagues had led 

the process to adopt a VLE there.

• Larry: an academic developer who had led the process to adopt a VLE at Valley.

Rory: an e-leam ing specialist at Riverside who had overall responsibility for e-Ieam ing’'’.

All participants have been given pseudonyms.
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The interview schedule (Appendix D) was divided into five sections, the same as those for the 

Managers, but with variations in the questions asked.

1. Nature o f  their role: Interviewees were asked to describe their roles, and their roles at the time of 

the decision to adopt and mainstream the VLE.

2. Involvement in the mainstreaming o f  the VLE\ Interviewees were asked to describe their role in

the mainstreaming of the VLE, and also the processes surrounding this in their institutions.

3. Conception o f  the role o f  Support: These questions focused on how support functions for the 

VLE were organised at the interviewee's institutions, and how support was perceived (for 

example, whether this was predominantly technical, or a mix o f technical and pedagogical 

support).

4. Sense o f  the use o f  the VLE in departments: In this section o f the interview, participants were

asked about how the VLE was used ‘on the ground', and whether there had been any actual or

anticipated changes in teaching practice associated with the VLE.

5. Strategy’ and future developments: These questions were to discuss the connections between e- 

leaming and institutional strategy and/or teaching and learning strategies, what the overall 

objective had been in having and using a VLE, and what objectives institutions had for the next 

number o f years.

Section 5.4 presents the results from these interviews, and then models the activity systems according 

to the Objects identified for Central Supporters.

4.4.3 Teachers 

Survey Phase

A  questionnaire was distributed electronically to people teaching in language departments at the 

research site, the other universities in Ireland, and to the largest Institute o f Technology. Email 

contacts were used to manage this process.

The questionnaire was the same at the research site and the external sites, with minor modifications 

to replace the brand “Moodle” with the generic term “VLE” for the external sites. The questionnaire 

was implemented using Survey Monkey’’, and data were gathered and retrieved online. Copies of the 

internal and external questionnaires are included at Appendices F and G.

Members o f language departments at the research site who had not participated in an interview were 

contacted individually and invited to complete the questionnaire as an alternative. Nine people 

responded to this request. At the external sites, VLE support staff were contacted in the first instance 

to seek their agreement that the questionnaire could be distributed, since it could have affected their 

own local surveys or the timing of local evaluative work. However, this did not appear to present a

http.V/www.surveymonkey.com
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problem and all o f these staff agreed that the questionnaire could be distributed as planned. The 

survey details were thus sent to Departmental Administrators of Language Schools and Departments 

across the selected institutions. Replies were received from most o f these Administrators confirming 

they had forwarded the questionnaire details to staff in their sections, although some simply 

forwarded the email to colleagues. 47 usable responses were received in total.

Interview Phase

Lecturers in French, German and Spanish at the research site were contacted via email and invited to 

participate in an initial interview for the research (Appendix E). The purpose o f these interviews was 

to gather data about how people were currently using the VLE in their teaching, and to invite their 

participation for the Obser\'ation Phase. Seven people agreed to participate in these interviews:

• Amy, a Lecturer in Spanish.

• Harry, a Lecturer in French.

• Howard, a temporary Lecturer in French who was soon to leave the institution.

Jo, a Lecturer in French.

• Liz, a Lccturcr in Spanish.

Rose, a Professor of French.

• \'icki, a Lecturer in Spanish.’"

Jo and Liz volunteered to participate for the O hsenation Phase o f the research. Georgia, a 

postgraduate student in Gaeilge/lrish who was teaching on a temporary basis for her department, 

subsequently contacted the researcher to say that she would be interested to participate. This was 

arranged, and some further details are given in Section 4.4.7.

The schedule for the initial interviews (Appendix E) was divided into five sections:

1. Experience using the web generally: This was to find out whether participants regarded the web 

as a useful resource in general, and whether they used the web as well as the VLE for their 

teaching.

2. Experience using the Moodle VLE: Participants were asked about the extent to which they had 

been using the VLE, how long they had been using it, and what they found useful or problematic 

with it.

3. Sense o f  students' use o f  Moodle and other resources: These questions were to examine whether 

Teachers had a sense o f what students did with the VLE, the other resources students used, and 

to what extent they thought students used online resources.

4. Training and support fo r  using Moodle: These questions were designed to find out how 

interviewees had learned to use the VLE, whether they might prefer other kinds o f training, and 

what would help them to make more use o f the VLE.

All Teacher participants have been given pseudonyms.
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5. Further comments and invitation to participate: Finally, participants were asked for any further 

comments they might have. They were also invited to participate in the research over the course 

o f  one semester.

Obsetvatioti Phase

Jo, Liz and Georgia were invited to visit the designated space within the Moodle VLE called Mood/e 

fo r  Language Teaching. They were asked to nominate one module which could be used for the 

observation activities during the semester, and to describe how this module was currently taught and 

assessed. The Moodle space contained the Diary (Appendix I) for their reflections on how they were 

using the VLE in their nominated module in the course of the semester. A sample entry from 

Georgia’s Diary is shown at Figure 4-3 below.

Last odUBO Wednesoay 16 May 2010.11 13 AM (1673 vvords}

S u b m ln lo n  for w««k ending 26th March 2010.

1. t.«c tur*  no tM .

I uploaded tna lecitira 'io (k  o r MooC>« sffaigni afle* lactu^ i oaodsd to do M so o w  rsthw ttian latei so lhai ths laoufe would be siill Irssb m lh«r rrWnde 
Tha topic I afn cov*nng wtth th t stkXMritB quits difficuH (m t v m  ot th» ttsvl' and In t«rmi of io«M tn e  ’wtOfy <nvo(v«d) to  I to um
Moodk to further ekjcidete the most (tflicun eapeos. «no to snow t»eiT e^air now I hed ernveo ai certsm coodu»<ons.' hM oone tius m tne led jre  tw i r e  Iv e , 
out som» siudantc oouid riave rrnuaa uar> o< tnou^ht and tne u eas  if Ihay dxl not undareland 6pecr<>c wontb In upload 'ig eiaoorated laciiire rtoiab i wantac 
to make sure that any ctefciencws m lanjuade oomofehension Vte k e  lecture were not an imoedvnent to the ooiTvre*wraion of tne ideas inherent in the 
lactura I lhint> that Moodle «viU ̂ we siudents aroltwc opportunilv lo srasp iw  riiMofy ine 0ea& ana tne language at tneir own pace I th<nt> thai th« wili benefit all 
iTtt etudents. regafdtoss ol thei’ teve> of cofnprehan&to'^ The £tuOeniK who underBUoo the maiar.al tne tirei lime round w\l nave a tfiarce to oeeper 
tneir knowiedpe o' tne sjtxed  btki will team rrore about arrtvi% condusons the stucents who miseed out trte first time round wiH have a  ohanoe to underslarw 
tne content a! tieir owrt paoe

The 9lki0enl9 new« meniiar«d to me tnei irwy are iMmg the tesources on Moodle and <>'td then> usalul < doni th nh the  ̂my use erf Moodle has nad a  rwgative
efect on aitancance at lecture*

2.Tranalati»>ta o( text u p la ed e d , intorm atM n aboi^t text to  be oooered  m n e a t leottire.

. uotoadad a r  etactrorncarDoic, wtwcn w as a  trar« ia toh  of a  vary afficuii le ir  it Inar. i ai&o ofietad a  r>oie for etudante eaymg w hatleid  w a s te  M  raad  lor tne  next 

lecture

3. Eteetronic Reaourcea

! c rea ted  Of> Moodie to cnraa mafO^ o rajecti bem ^ <n UCC. the  DuM n Ine&tue* tor Afvancefl SUjt3>M tn o  h  LCC. w h<h pro^io t electronic texts, 

artjcle t. journals and books o r  Ine  m th e  f'eW o ' the history o! Insh literature (lecture s e n e s  i am  running) > exoialned to the K tuderu tnat theee  liriKi a ^  tor O u  

Middle and Eerty m odem  Insh teats , and  tf-ai they tfxMio t>acome tamiliar »>th auoti siiee a s  part o ' Ihef degree  A noth« re a so i i have added  m Irw s lo o ir« ' 

u rvw rs'ties <and eounlne* r .  eom e case s) it  that i w>sn the  students te  te e  that CeltK S tud**  it  not knvlec to  Ireland «  a r  m iernatona! d:iCto*r\e. and ex te’M* 

oeyond Ihe lecture theetre

4. Podoee te

There are a  huge amount ol relevant podcsscs {in thetr nundteos) evmiable tram RT£. HshIio ne GimWarhia and Irom ff̂ e B6C lor tanguage berrertg. ano they 
aie 9 6 ^  r  Inch. i use them rnyseM, txi i leei they are a  messnrety urnetused resource m language laachTng I uploaded fiM podcasis about Insh Nstory and 
luarature tor general r«aresi . w< awo be afiieto uploac a poocast tor aacn lecture Irorr now to the end oi* the term, whcr) leMurec a discuaaion or lecture by 
aeaaoneo experts on the exBd tooc that the aludents wil tx  covering to> the lecture

Figure 4-3: a typical W eekly Diary entry from Georgia

At the conclusion of the research a short feedback questionnaire (Appendix J) was also made 

available through this space.

The second ‘exit’ interview, conducted with the participating Teachers (Jo, Liz and Georgia) had a 

separate schedule (Appendix F), divided into four sections;

1. Experience this semester: These questions were to give participants the opportunity to describe 

what life had been like ‘on the ground' during the semester, and whether workloads had played a 

role in their decisions about using the VLE.

2. Engagement with the research project: These questions were included to give participants the 

opportunity to reflect on their engagement with the research project during the semester.
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3. Factors in using Moodle in the future: This was to find out whether they were considering

further use of the VLE, and w'hat connections they made between teaching and using the VLE.

4. Using technolog)’ in the longer term: Teachers were asked about any other factors that might

influence them in using technology in the future, and whether and how support could be

provided from the institution.

All three of the participants made some Diary entries during the semester, and all completed the 

second brief questionnaire at the close of their participation. All three participants gave a second 

inter\'iew at the end of the semester. Participants were given a gift voucher in recognition o f their 

contributions to the project over the course o f the semester. (This had been previously approved by 

the REC.)

Data gathered from Teachers represented the largest dataset o f any o f the groups. Section 5.5 

presents summary results from the Sun>ey Phase. In ten iew  and Ohsen’ation Phases as well as 

models of the activity systems according to the Objects identified for Teachcrs.

4.4.4 Students

Survey Phase

Four cohorts o f first and second year undergraduate (UG) students were visited at their lectures in 

French, German and Spanish modules. The research project was introduced to them, and a flyer 

distributed providing details o f how to access a page about the project in the VLE, which in turn 

provided a link to the initial questionnaire (Appendix K). The page was password-protected to ensure 

that students from other subject areas could not access the questionnaire which could have led to 

problems with the dataset. 60 usable responses were received to the questionnaire. Seven students 

volunteered to participate in the Ohsen’ation Phase.

Obsen/ation Phase

Tables 4-1 and 4-2 below provide details of the student participants (with pseudonyms), and their 

participation across the different data-gathering activities. Student participants were given a gift 

voucher at the end o f the academic year, to recognise their participation in the study. (This had been 

previously approved by the SLSCS REC.) There were four female students and three male students. 

Five o f the students were aged 18-21. One person was aged 26-30 and one person was aged 31-35. 

All o f the students were undergraduates; four were in their first year o f study, two were in second 

year and one was in third year.

Participating students were invited to make entries to a Weekly Diary! during the semester, paralleling 

the methods used with the participating Teachers. An example o f one such entry is shown at Figure 

4-4 below, and additional details are given at Appendix L.
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Z 2/3  -The week is e Dit of a mess for me • ^eog assignments and exams; but i have been using moodle to  keep up to dat« w ith  a french lecture i missed yesterday,

iv e  also used ft to  look back over some notes for another french module that 1 have a presentatior in a few  weeks.

My nwin uses fo r U this week have been and w ill be revis in f fo r jeog tests tomorrow and notes for assignment 

3 0 /3  - On Friday i used moodle to com piele a oui2 for or>e of my (eog modules anti i used It to  revise my notes for th b  module.

Today i used it  to  look over some notes from a french lecture i missed last week (a d iffe ren t one to above) and check out an exercise th at we are to  have done for this
week.

1 0 /4 * 1  have been using moodie for the last week to  check results for a geog in-ciass assessment.

I have also used It to  check notes and access to  links fo r a french essay and presentation that I have to  work on.

Today, i w ill be using It to  download some re a d in p  required for a geog module.

2 0 /4  - 1 didn't use moodie for alot during the week off ■ just to  check for forums briefly.

Today i used i t  to  download and print some lecture notes fo r another online quiz this fnday. I also used it for an update on a french essay/presentation reguirements for 
next week.

2 3 /4  • This week f used moodte to  download and print some journal articles provided by lecturer for online qufz (geog).

I also used it to obtain overriead notes from a french ie a u re  yesterday.

I am Just at»out to use moodle to carry out the online q u i: mentioned above!

I didnt say before th at i usually use the link on moodie to  open my NUIM webmail account rather than going direct from the website.

0 2 /0 4  - Last w eek i used moodie obtain notes for an essay for a frerKh module.

I also used ft to  check the results of quiz and see wnere i went wrons/right and get analyses of quiz.

1 didnt mention before that moodie Is very useful fo r keeping us up to date with events le the careers event posted recently.

Figure 4-4: a typical diary entry, from Aideen

Students were also invited to participate in one short video-recorded session, in which they would 

demonstrate a typical visit to the VLE. Still images from these video-recorded sessions are shown at 

Figures 4-5 to 4-8 below, and further stills are shown at Appendix M.
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Figure 4-5: logging in to the VLE
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Figure 4-6: using course m aterials in a 'b u sy ' module
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Five students attended for these sessions. Recordings were transcribed fully and this data treated as 

qualitative data for the purposes o f this research. An excerpt from one of these transcripts is 

reproduced below at Figure 4-7.

Student: 1 usually just go and check my email first.

[clicks on the webmail link on the Moodlc homepage, separate window opens]

Interviewer: OK that’s fine... It’s a bit slow, might be just the broadband...

[screen very slow to load and student goes back to the Moodle tab, lea\ ing email to load, and logs in 
to Moodle, after security mes.sage. login fails first time and she sees the second screen, logs in 
correctly here -  unfazed by all o f this]

Student: Erm mostly use it for Geography because our module is all online, so...

[scrolls to the Geography modules in My Courses, clicks Geography module title]

Interviewer: OK, so you’d normally go into [name o f module]?

Student: Yeah and er you can go here, and there's assignments that are due, [clicks on Assignments 
link in Geography module first] and results and stuff, and then erm there’s generally information here 
in sites that can help us like find information for things, erm, which I find is very helpful like.

[then scrolling down through the course homepage]

Interviewer: OK. so you’d normally have a look at the links that have been posted up?

[looking at links but in fact opens the week's assignment]

Student: Yeah, just to see what they are looking for, and erm...

Interviewer: and there’s weekly assignments, are there? Very frequent?

Student: For this module though, there’s no quizzes, so that’s OK! Not too bad. English, the English 
ones are very helpful as well. Erm all the notes are posted up by lecturers and things, and then there’s 
usually like a weekly quiz that you have to do here.

[goes into an English module and then into Quizzes list; always goes back to Moodle homepage to 
access My Courses, goes into another English module]

Interviewer: And what day would it normally open up for you?

Student: Monday or a Tuesday, so you usually have about five days to do it, so I’ll [unclear]. 

Interviewer: Do you have a laptop that you use at home?

Student: Yeah.

Figure 4-7: excerpt from transcript of one of the illustrated interviews

Finally, the students were asked to complete a short exit questionnaire at the end of the research 

(Appendix N). This was to support validation o f the interview and diary data, to ensure that any 

remaining comments they wished to make were gathered.
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The research had been intended to involve participants from first and second years only, since many 

students then spend a year abroad. Final year students are heavily com m itted to coursework and 

examinations. However it would not have been ethical to exclude the third year student, since the 

project was open to any student with access to the questionnaire. This student m ay have picked up a 

flyer for the project or heard from a friend about the password-protected site, and was therefore able 

to respond to the questionnaire and volunteer for the research. This was an opportunity to expand the 

volunteer group and to hear from a student in her final year o f  studies, and therefore would add 

valuable data. Table 4-1 shows the summary details in relation to each participant, and also the 

number o f  students in their class for each o f  their subjects. All participants have been given 

pseudonyms. It is worth noting that these students were taking combined Arts programmes at the 

research site, m eaning they could study three subjects in first year and then two subjects from second 

year onwards. It has recently been well-documented within the institution that there has been very 

high demand for five specific subjects in this programme: Anthropology, English. Geography, 

History and Sociology. Table 4-1 includes details o f  the class sizes for the students’ subjects because 

o f  this factor: students were in very large classes for some o f  their subjects, and tended to be in 

sm aller classes for their language(s). Since the com pletion o f  data collection, there have been some 

changes to these figures and language departments have reported increases in their class sizes.

Polly Richard Ronan Rosemary

18-21

first year UG 

Spanish (107) 

Geography (519) 

English (472)

18-21

first year UG 

French (79) 

Spanish (107) 

History (360)

26-30

first year UG 

Spanish (107) 

Geography (519) 

English (472)

18-21

first year UG 

German (62) 

Anthropology (469) 

Music (120)

Aideen Graham Nuala

31-35

third year UG 

French (42) 

Geography (221)

18-21

second year UG 

German (25) 

English (325)

18-21

second year UG 

French (39) 

English (325)

Table 4-1: summary details of the participants; 

total number of students in each class for their subjects shown alongside subject name
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Initial Diary Illustrated Exit/Feedback

Questionnaire Interview Questionnaire

Aideen H 0 0 0

Graham 0 0 0 0

Nuala iZI 0 0 0

Polly 0 0 0 0

Richard 0 0 E 0

Ronan 0 0 m 0

Rosemary 0 0 0 0

Table 4-2: participation across various stages o f the research

None of the participant students said that they had any disability affecting their use of the VLE or 

computers generally. All o f  them confirmed that they were using Moodle, and all but one confirmed 

that they had used it for their language subject(s) during the semester in which data were gathered. 

The one student who said she had not used the VLE in her language modules was Polly. One o f the 

students, Richard, was taking a combination o f two languages and a third subject. The remaining 

students were studying one language each.

Section 5.6 presents the results from analysis o f  the full dataset, and then models the activity systems 

according to the Objects identified for Students.

4.4.5 Conduct o f the interviews

Interviews with Managers, Central Supporters and Teachers

All participants in interviews for this research were contacted via email with a short description of 

the research, and an invitation to participate. They were advised that an information forni, and also a 

consent form, were available and would be used to formalise their participation. They were advised 

that the interviews would be treated confidentially, in accordance with SLSCS ethical procedures. An 

interview guide/schedule was used in all o f the interviews (Appendices B, C, D and E). Section 4.2.3 

has described the design o f the schedules. While they were used to guide all o f  the interviews, in 

some cases it was important to pursue particular themes raised by the interviewees or to ask them for 

an example or to expand on themes raised. In this way, a balance was struck between formally 

interviewing and also accommodating differences between the participants and their experiences.

At the beginning of each interview, the participant was again briefed about the project and the 

protocols in terms o f confidentiality and the storage and use o f recorded data. Participants were also 

asked if  they consented to the recording o f  the interview. If they had not already done so, 

interviewees were invited at the beginning o f  the interview to review the Research Participant 

Information Form, and to sign two copies o f the Research Participant Consent Form, retaining one
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and returning the other to the researcher. Two interview s were conducted by telephone, with the 

consent and inform ation forms being sent by post to the participants, and returned with signatures to 

the researcher. At the end o f  the fonnal questions in each interview, space was made for participants 

to make additional com ments or to ask any questions they might have had, as a debriefing exercise 

(Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009). After each interview, the 10 most striking points o f  the interview were 

noted immediately to the schedule.

Interviews w'ere recorded digitally, and in general the recordings were o f  excellent quality. MP3 

versions o f  the recordings could be retained and replayed easily during the analysis. Full transcripts 

o f  all interviews were produced. These were checked and corrected by the researcher while listening 

to the original recordings. Transcripts were made verbatim , although fillers and pauses were omitted. 

This method o f  transcription was considered appropriate for the analysis o f  these interviews, since 

the method was not discourse analysis nor was there a psychological interpretation required (Kvale & 

Brinkmann, 2009). Interviewees were invited to check the transcripts o f  their interviews, and to 

advise o f  any changes or am endm ents they wished to make, within an agreed timescale.

Recordings and transcripts o f  the interviews were held securely away from the research site. All o f  

the participant names given in this thesis are pseudonyms.

Illustrated interviews with Students

Students formally participating in the research were invited to attend a short session (o f no more than 

half an hour's duration) for video recording o f  a typical visit to Moodle. They would also be invited 

to complete the exit questionnaire for the research, and they would then receive their gift voucher for 

participating.

All sessions took place in m eeting rooms at the research site. A laptop was connected to the Internet, 

and a video cam era trained on the laptop. W hile students’ actions were being recorded, the students 

themselves were not shown on screen. It is important to note that the students were using a machine 

that they would not have been accustom ed to using, and that they might have worked faster on their 

own computers. To mitigate this, a m ouse was attached to the machine, since they were likely to use 

an external mouse in com puter room s on cam pus and in their own homes.

Treatment o f the video data

To analyse the video clips, these were first reviewed, nofing the general patterns o f  use o f  the VLE 

and anything that was striking about what the students did on screen or what they said. Handwritten 

notes were taken, which where then typed as memos. The soundtracks o f  the video clips were then 

transcribed. Replaying the videos a third time, the researcher annotated the transcripts to include the 

actions taken by the students on screen. These were highlighted on the transcripts to aid later
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analysis. Additional memos were written during the transcription and annotation process. All o f the 

data was then imported to NVivo^^ for detailed qualitative analysis (to be described in Section 4.5).

4.4.6 Document review process

The documents described at Section 4.3.2 were reviewed and suinmarised, but were not treated as 

qualitative data for this research. If the design had included discourse analysis or had been based on 

Grounded Theory (Section 4.5.2), then such documents could have formed data in and of themselves. 

However, as they were relatively few and w'ere brief in nature, review and precis were considered to 

be appropriate methods for the research design adopted in this study.

4.4.7 Issues encountered during the data collection

Section 1.1.2 and Section 4.2.4 have already documented the most significant issue encountered in 

this research: namely, that a second design was constructed and implemented following the 

difficulties experienced in the early stages of the research. That account will not be repeated in this 

section, which instead documents a number o f  minor issues encountered.

Interview recordings

Two interviewees, one a Manager and the other a Central Supporter, requested to meet in cafes. The 

recordings were subject to some interference from the setting, and transcription was difficult. 

However, both participants have reviewed and amended the transcripts where necessary. In the case 

of one further interview, with one o f the language Teachers, the recording device failed. This became 

apparent close to the start of the interview, and extensive handwritten notes were made instead, 

which were then typed as fully as possible on the same day. However, undoubtedly some data from 

this interview was lost as a result o f the recording failure.

Participant “G eorgia”

One of the participating teachers in the Observation Phase, Georgia, volunteered following the start 

o f the research. Georgia was a postgraduate student who w'as working in the Gaeilge/lrish department 

at the research site. She was lecturing on behalf o f a member o f the department who was on 

sabbatical leave. Although Gaeilge/lrish was not one o f the languages targeted by the research, there 

was the opportunity to include a third language which could be o f potential value to the study. In 

addition, Georgia’s position ostensibly as a new Teacher in her department would bring an additional 

perspective to the research. For example, it would be possible to examine whether her department 

mentioned the VLE as part o f her induction and whether there were specific requirements for its use 

in teaching. As it transpired, Georgia was in fact given no formal advice from her department about 

the VLE and some informal advice which she chose to ignore. Although there is a limitation in 

research terms since Georgia is just one person, her experiences were analysed as those o f a new 

teacher. It was possible to model the activities o f the ‘Subject’ being a new teacher using the VLE, 

and this will be described fully in Chapters Five and Six.

http://www.qsrintemational.com/products_nvivo.aspx
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Illustrated interviews

Although meetings were scheduled with all seven students for their illustrated interviews, in two 

cases it was not possible to record their use o f  M oodle. One o f  the students did not attend the 

meeting, and in spite o f  later contact with this student, it was not possible to reschedule the meeting 

before the examination period. A second student attended the session, but then said that he did not 

wish to participate in the illustrated interview. He agreed instead to com plete the exit questionnaire, 

was given his gift voucher, and the session concluded.

4.4.8 Section summary

This section has reported on the full implementation o f  the research design. It concludes with two 

graphics to summ arise these processes. Figure 4-8 on the follow ing page summ arises the data 

collection procedures. Table 4-3 (p. 139) summ arises participation in each procedure, as well as 

providing details o f  the pseudonym s used for participants. Table 4-3 is also included at Appendix A 

for ease o f  reference.
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student questionnaire at 
research site (n=60)

Students Seven participant students 
for:
• Weekly Diaries
• illustrated Interviews
• Exit Questionnaires

Teachers

N

V J

Teacher questionnaire at research 
site and external sites (n=47)

Initial interviews at research site (7)

Three participant teachers for:
• Weekly Diaries
• Second Interviews
• Exit Questionnaires

/ N N

Central --------------------- ► Interviews (5)
Supporters

V J V J

Managers Interviews (6)

Document retrieval and review at 
research site

Figure 4-8: summary of data collection procedures
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Managers Central
Supporters

Teachers Students

Research site only Research site and 
external sites

Research site and 
external sites for 
questionnaire

Research site only

Questionnaire 
(n=47). Anonymous 
responses 
TQ1-TQ47.

Questionnaire 
(n=60). Anonymous 
responses 
SQ1-SQ60

Senior Managers:
John
Joseph

Service Directors:
Michelle
Carl

Manager-Lecturers:
Peter
Malachy

Research site: 
Donna

Riverside Institute 
of Technology: 
Harriet 
Rory

Regional University: 
Mary

Valley University: 
Larry

Formal participants:
Georgia
Jo
Liz

Initial Interviewees:
Amy
Harry
Howard
Rose
Vicki

Participants:
Aideen
Graham
Nuala
Polly
Richard
Ronan
Rosemary

Interview 
References: 
John -  119 
Joseph -121 
Michelle -  120 
Carl-116 
Peter -117 
Malachy -  118

Interview 
References: 
Donna -  111 
Harriet -  113 
Rory -  114 
Mary -  115 
Larry -  112

Interview
References:
Jo -  16 
L iz-17 
Amy -  12 
Harry -  13 
Howard -  15 
Rose -14 
Vicki -11

Second Interview 
References:
Georgia -18 
Jo -19 
Liz-110

Diary References: 
Georgia -  TD1 
J 0 -T D 2  
Liz -  TD3

Exit Questionnaires: 
Georgia -  EX1 
Jo -  EX2 
Liz -  EX3

Illustrated Interview 
References:
Aideen -  111 
Graham -  112 
Nuala -  113 
Polly -  114 
Richard -115 
Ronan -  116 
Rosemary -  117

Diary References: 
Aideen -  SD1 
Graham -  SD2 
Nuala -  SD3 
Polly-SD 4 
Richard -  SD5 
Ronan -  SD6 
Rosemary -  SD7

Exit Questionnaires: 
Aideen -  EXS1 
Graham -  EXS2 
Nuala-EXS3 
Polly -  EXS4 
Richard -  EXS5 
Ronan -  EXS6 
Rosemary -  EXS7

Table 4-3: Summary of all participation in the research
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4.5 Analysis of the Data

4.5.1 Issues in the analysis o f  qualitative data

Silverman (2010) has com m ented on the often poor quality o f  data analysis in qualitative research. A 

criticism frequently levelled at both qualitative research and analysis is that it lacks depth, is prone to 

subjectivity, and makes insufficient effort to objectify what has been discovered. Quality is addressed 

by Kvale and Brinkmann (2009), who cite the com m on criticisms o f  interv'iews and qualitative 

research in general as being “subjective”, common sense-oriented, “biased”, and not “generalisable” 

(2009, p. 168). However, in countering these criticism s they suggest that scientific research may be 

criticised on sim ilar grounds. Science is not necessarily fully defined, and therefore it is not possible 

to say which methods are scientific or unscientific. Qualitative m ethods are also used in scientific 

research, and are not alw'ays part o f  research in the social sciences. Qualitative m ethods including 

interviews are used to test hypotheses, with the interview er as the “prim ary research instrum enf’ 

(2009, p. 170). O liver et al. (2003) point out that it is possible to analyse qualitative data in a 

positivist way, through application o f  quantitative methods (such as counting the frequency o f  a 

particular term) or m isapplication o f  qualitative m ethods o f  analysis. Furtherm ore, it is possible to 

take a critically analytical approach to quantitative data that could potentially provide a rich analysis 

o f  a particular phenomenon.

The issues in data analysis are twofold: the first is to locate a study in term s o f  an epistemological 

stance, and then to select the methods o f  analysis best suited to that stance. This study might be 

regarded as ethnographic or naturalistic in attem pting to uncover tacit as well as stated practices in 

relation to the VLE. However, the selection o f  A ctivity Theory as a suitable theoretical framework 

for this research implies that some methods o f  data analysis will be more relevant than others. The 

following section discusses this issue, and the model o f  analysis used for data gathered during this 

research project will then be presented.

4.5.2 Analysing data in order to model Activity Systems

Activity Theory forms the theoretical framework for this study, but the analysis would be inadequate 

if  it were to consist o f  a crude mapping o f  term s or quotations to the nodes o f  the activity system. 

Such an analysis, while perhaps indicating breaks and contradictions in a system might ju st as easily 

dem onstrate other breaks -  or indeed reveal nothing at all -  if  the data were analysed only by 

selecting 'strik ing ' data at random. Suitable m ethods o f  analysis were sought whereby the data could 

be reliably categorised, and from this the activity system s constructed. Such analysis would also 

support short narrative accounts o f  the results, reducing the data to  m anageable levels without 

com prom ising its quality or richness (Silverman, 2010). A num ber o f  possible routes for analysis 

using Grounded Theory (Strauss & Corbin, 1998) were considered before the final analysis method 

was decided upon. This process will be described briefly here before the m ethods o f  analysis are 

described fially in the Section 4.5.3.
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Methods o f analysis for qualitative data

Gibbs (2011) and colleagues have provided useful summaries of a number o f methods used to 

analyse qualitative data on their website, created as part of a funded project to support novice 

qualitative researchers (including postgraduate students). In the first instance, Gibbs (ibid.) advises 

that those new to the field should bear in mind the different schools o f thought about qualitative 

research in the social sciences. The realist school regards data as revealing informafion about 

people's actions and behaviour in particular situations and settings. Alternatively, there is an 

interpretive, naturalistic school which argues that research (whether qualitative or quantitative) 

cannot reveal a single objective “truth”, and that it will instead show just one o f many ways o f seeing 

and experiencing the world. Gibbs (ibid.) suggests that realist approaches to research data will deploy 

Grounded Theory, Comparative Analysis, Framework Analysis, Symbolic Interactionism, Qualitative 

Thematic Analysis, Objective Hermeneutics and some phenomenological methods. On the other 

hand, Interpretive/Naturalistic enquiries will use Discourse Analysis, Conversational Analysis, 

Narrative and Social Constructionism. While it is essential always to be mindful o f the limitations of 

analysis, fi'om an Activity Theoretic perspective it is argued that there is value in attempting to take a 

snapshot o f collective activity using the qualitative methods Gibbs (ibid.) categorises as realist, but 

not make realist or posifivist claims for the results. Purely naturalistic accounts arguably do not 

facilitate the investigation of an activity as it is understood in Activity Theory, since individual 

experience is regarded as constructing (almost uniquely) the phenomenon under investigation. The 

outcomes o f such research might also be challenged from the point o f view that they do not offer 

pathways for development or evolution o f an activity -  although as has been discussed already in 

Chapter Three, Activity Theory also faces this criticism.

Staying with Gibbs’s view, the current research, since it is focused on examining a collective 

institutional activity might deploy any one o f the methods named in the previous paragraph o f this 

section. Each o f them was reviewed and considered for the analysis of the data gathered. However, 

almost all proposed a theorefical stance which would have conflicted with Activity Theory and 

caused problems in the analysis. Others were too prescriptive. For example, Framework Analysis 

offers a way of managing and analysing qualitative data according to a matrix which a researcher 

develops. However, this was felt to be too prescriptive to develop an Activity System later. Means 

were sought to analyse the qualitative data which would not pre-empt the Activity Theoretic analysis, 

but which would also facilitate the sketching o f the Activity Systems. Grounded Theory (Strauss & 

Corbin, 1998) appeared to offer a good fit for this project, since it is concerned with theory 

generation and offers a well disseminated and widely used set o f processes for data analysis.

Suitability o f Grounded Theory

Grounded Theory was originally proposed by Glaser and Strauss (1967), and its central principle is 

that theory emerges from data, rather than data proving or disproving a hypothesis. Data is defined 

broadly, and can potentially include literature, documentation, data fi'om the field (including 

interviews), and the researcher’s own memos and diagrams which are integral to the analytical 

process. The research is grounded: in classic descriptions o f the theory, literature reviews are not
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undertaken beforehand, and the researcher enters the field to begin generating theory from the ground 

up. Small-scale data-gathering in the first instance is the basis for initial analysis, and from this 

theoretical sam pling is undertaken to identify further participants and sources o f  data for the research. 

Data-gathering and analysis continue sim ultaneously. As data-gathering proceeds, an integrated 

theory is developed using em ergent categories in the data, which are them selves derived from close 

reading o f  the data and line-by-line coding. Therefore, it is important to emphasise at this stage that 

Grounded Theory is not merely a set o f  principles fi’om which qualitative data can be analysed: 

rather, it represents a means o f  designing a research project from the outset. It regards sampling o f 

participants in research as a theoretical process: the sample o f  people expands based on the early 

analysis o f  the data. The data-gathering is only com pleted when there is ‘theoretical saturation ', that 

is, when a ‘core category’ has been identified “around which the researcher can integrate the 

analysis” (Silverman, 2006, p. 96) and when no new data from the field will change the category. 

Grounded Theory is inductive in nature: ideas are generated from the data, and the theory is 

continually developed until the conclusion o f  the research. It is the discovery o f  theory fi-om data 

(Gibbs, 2011). Since Grounded Theory com bines the phases o f  data-gathering and analysis in a 

research project, no part o f  the project may be regarded as com plete until all o f  it is com plete 

(Higgins, 2010).

Criticism o f  Grounded Theory has centred on the issue o f  whether any piece o f  research can truly be 

undertaken with no prior assumptions or hypotheses (Silverman, 2006). The formulation o f  research 

questions alone will betray som ething o f  the researcher’s viewpoint and interests (Silverman, 2010). 

M oreover, in practical terms, it is very difficult to implement a research project (or to obtain funding 

for a project) without some description o f  it, or indeed a literature review, before the com mencem ent 

o f  fieldwork. Strauss, who broke with G laser’s thinking and pursued work with Corbin and other 

colleagues, proposed alternative means o f  using Grounded Theory which have been widely picked up 

by researchers. G laser continues to propose a ‘purist’ version o f  Grounded Theory, while Strauss and 

Corbin (1998) and latterly Charm az (2006), have proposed ways o f  using Grounded Theory which 

recognise some o f  the criticism s that have been made o f  the approach.

This b rief description dem onstrates that Grounded Theory is o f  itself a research design, and that the 

current study is not a Grounded Theory design: it stemmed fi'om experiential knowledge, and the 

existing literature about the use o f  the VLE. Purposive sampling was essential to gather the data, for 

the reasons previously explained in this Chapter. M oreover, the research was constrained by the 

availability o f  participants and the tim escale in which it had to be completed. However, Grounded 

Theory has inform ed analysis o f  the data gathered.

Grounded Theory has focused much attention on the developm ent o f  robust ways to analyse 

qualitative data, since it em phasises the generation o f  categories and themes, rather than sorting o f  

data into pre-determ ined categories. Because it forces the researcher to begin with the data, and to 

allow  them es and concerns to emerge through constant com parison o f  the codes assigned, its
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methods have been drawn upon extensively by researchers using it in combination with other 

methods and theoretical frameworks. The specific steps in data analysis in Grounded Theory are 

summarised by Silverman in the following way:

‘open coding’ (the preliminary process o f breaking down, examining, comparing, 

conceptualizing and categorizing data); ‘axial coding' (putting data back together in new ways 

after open coding by making connections between categories); and ‘selective coding’ 

(selecting the core category, systematically relating it to other categories, and filling in 

categories that need further refinement and development) (2006, p. 96).

Strauss and Corbin’s (1998) three-stage process to the analysis o f data has been widely applied by 

researchers even if their research overall is not a Grounded Theory design. A more detailed 

description of the process follows:

1. Open Coding: the data are examined for salient categories and phenomena, which are 

labelled. The researcher brings some critical sense to this, and docs not use descriptive 

codes only, nor is the respondents’ terminology the basis for coding. ‘Constant comparison' 

is used: the data are reviewed as coding continues, to ensure that coding remains consistent 

and to break codes into sub-categories if required. Concepts that seem to relate to the same 

phenomena are grouped together in categories. Categories can be named using ideas from 

the literature, or using the themes raised by informants. Categories are dimensionalised: in 

other words, they have properties, and there are features that distinguish one code from 

another. Open coding may be undertaken line-by-line, sentence-by-sentence, across several 

phases or sentences or paragraph by paragraph. Researchers report different experiences 

here, sometimes undertaking line-by-line coding in order to break a deadlock when research 

becomes intensive and time-consuming. At other times, paragraph by paragraph analysis 

may be more appropriate. Use o f “w” questions (who, what, when, how much, why, how 

often) is also reported to support the process o f open coding.

2. Axial Coding: During this phase o f the analysis, the focus is on finding connections 

between codes/categories, and making connections between them. Strauss and Corbin 

(1998) propose that at this point a specific model is applied in order to support the 

connection o f categories. Causal conditions lead to the Central Phenomenon, affected by 

Context. In ten ’ening Conditions. Action/Interaction Strategies and Consequences. Axial 

coding is concerned with looking at these kinds o f relationships between codes.

3. Selective Coding: After the Axial Coding has been completed, selective coding is 

undertaken to identify the central phenomenon which “has the power to elucidate” many 

different aspects o f  the enquiry (Gibbs, 2011). This is termed the Centra) Phenomenon or 

Core Category, and a story can be constructed around it to present the findings o f the 

research. Gibbs and colleagues refer to the “story line” : the conceptualisation o f the story 

around the core category/central phenomenon. Selective coding relates the core category to
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the other categories and fills in categories that need further refinement. In practice. Stages 2 

and 3 take place sim ultaneously.

M em o-writing is also an im portant part o f  the analytical process; striking issues or possible 

interpretations o f  the data are noted for consideration in the latter stages o f  the analysis. These 

memos might also be treated as part o f  the dataset. Often, more than one researcher will be involved 

in the analytical process, and researchers will com pare their coding at the different stages to validate 

it and ensure rigour.

Gibbs (ibid.) com ments on the popularity o f  Grounded Theory in recent years: a survey o f  

researchers in 2005 received 250 replies, and more than h a lf o f  these respondents indicated that they 

were using Grounded Theory in their research. However, most o f  them were com bining it w ith other 

theories. Often, when researchers suggest that they are using Grounded Theory, they will in fact be 

using the analytical methods, and particularly the constant com parative method, applied to a 

purposive data sample (Lalor, 2010; Seaman, 2008). For the current study, Strauss and C orbin’s 

definition o f  the analytical process was examined for its suitability in analysing the dataset to link 

analysis with an Activity Theoretic approach.

Combining the constant comparative method with Activity Theory

From the outset, this study was to examine activities associated with the VLE in the macro activity 

system o f  the institution in which the research was undertaken. The selection o f  Activity Theory as 

an appropriate theoretical fram ework was deliberate. As Chapter Three discussed. Activity Theory 

implies that the researcher com m its to understanding the activity fi'om the point o f  view  o f the 

Subject involved, and works to identify the Object o f  the activity. The data were gathered to inform 

that process, with Subjects o f  Teacher, Student, Central Supporter and M anager identified, and the 

VLE, M oodle, identified as a possible M ediating Artefact. However, no pre-em ptive modelling o f  the 

activity systems was undertaken. Instead, the purpose o f  the data analysis was to sketch these 

models. In particular, identifying the Object and Outcom e o f  each system would be essential from the 

data, since the Activity Theory literature suggested that the potentially unshared Object might be 

important in considering overlapping activity systems within an organisation. In essence then, the 

current research was to be ‘grounded’ in data from participants.

However, there are also important distinctions to be made between Grounded Theory and Activity 

Theory. Grounded Theory places no em phasis on particular ‘too ls’ or m ediating artefacts. It assumes 

no particular construction o f  an activity or phenom enon -  quite the contrary, it directs the researcher 

to make no prior assum ptions before beginning the research. Grounded Theory treats context as an 

external landscape, influencing the relationship between codes. Activity Theory regards activity and 

context as being one and the same, and the nodes o f  an activity as being interlinked. W hat both 

approaches have in com m on is an emphasis on the Subject/participant, and his or her concerns -  this 

com m itm ent from the researcher is key to both. Perhaps for this reason there has been growing 

interest in ways o f  draw ing on both theoretical approaches sim ultaneously, and a num ber o f
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researchers have recently exam ined ways o f  using Grounded Theory and Activity Theory in 

combination.

Alsop and Tompsett (2002) report on research into students' use o f  a VLE using Grounded Theory. 

They began with specific research questions about the usability o f  the system, and the influence o f  

students’ existing com puter skills on their use and the usability o f  the VLE. However, the process o f  

researching using Grounded Theory revealed that students' concerns were predom inantly with the 

ability to access systems from off-campus, and to plan and manage their learning without always 

attending campus. Alsop and Tom psett regarded this finding as a dem onstration o f  the strength o f  the 

Grounded Theoretical approach: it was evidence that their findings were 'g rounded ' in the concerns 

o f  the student participants. However, they also suggest that there could be a role for Activity Theory 

“to provide clarity to the potential meanings o f  goals, aim s and actions where the narrative accounts 

appear unclear and where further discussion with the subjects is not possible” (2002, p. 75). They 

draw attention to the “clear parallels between the fundam ental concepts o f  Activity Theory and the 

structure o f  an axial m odel" (2002, pp. 74-75). But they point out the difficult choice for a researcher 

in deciding whether to force a match between the student's experience and the AT system, or 

w hether to allow  this to emerge. The idea o f  contradictions in Activity Theory m ight resolve this: 

m odelling the participant's experience to Activity Theory, but being open to the possibility o f  

contradictions that could account for that experience.

W riting later in 2004, Alsop and Tompsett had pursued the use o f  Activity Theory and Grounded 

Theory (2004). However, their approach was not to com bine the two, but instead to apply Activity 

Theory to their existing dataset from the 2001 study. Their interpretation o f  AT assumes that the 

activity is modelled before data collection, “Activity Theory requires us to begin with an activity 

within a com m unity and a m otive” (2004, no page num bers). Motive, m eaning Object, however is 

something that may well not be known to the researcher before beginning an activity theoretic 

investigation. Furtherm ore, they suggest that the extended activity system acts as guide to data 

collection, “rather than to provide a framework that transcends the data level” (ibid., no page 

numbers). This claim  could be disputed: it is true that data about the various aspects o f  the activity 

are needed, and if  the purpose is (for exam ple) the VLE as a m ediating artefact then it is important to 

ask people about the VLE. But this was equally the case in their own Grounded Theory study o f  a 

VLE, and there is no apparent reason in discussions o f  Activity Theory why it should not be used to 

provide an analytical framework at the Axial Coding stage, to ‘transcend’ the data. This paper is 

valuable in pursuing this exercise to its conclusion, but it seems also that there is a missed 

opportunity in not exam ining some means o f  com bining the strengths o f  both Grounded Theory and 

Activity Theory.

Seaman (2008) pursues this goal, and reminds researchers that Grounded Theory has a positivist 

foundation: the idea that a ‘tru th ’ can be discovered from data. Building on recent research which has 

moved Grounded Theory towards a more constructivist stance (Charmaz, 2006) he suggests that a
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useful way forward would be to connect Grounded Theory with other theories. He selects Activity 

Theory by way o f  demonstration. In Seam an’s interpretation, the constant com parative methods o f 

Grounded Theory are in some ways at risk o f  resulting in “narrow analyses” (2008, p. 5) particularly 

where only one source o f  data might be used. Connecting Grounded Theory with Activity Theory 

opens up the possibilities o f  using different sources o f  data, and bringing different analytical 

strategies to bear on that data. He describes the two approaches as having “com plem entary 

am biguities” (2008. p. 5), highlighting that while AT does not have a ready-made set o f  methods. 

Grounded Theory has a well-specified and understood set o f  steps for gathering and analysing data. 

Grounded Theory looks to generate a theory from data, while AT can com plem ent this process 

without forcing a theory o f  its own.

Given the historical and cultural emphasis within activity theory, the up-close analytic 

procedures o f  grounded theory, and the mutual interest in social processes o f  change, a 

combined approach might help the researcher analyse the m ulti-layered nature o f  individual, 

societal, cultural and historical change in varying settings. (2008, p. 6)

He proposes a “grounded theory o f  activity” (2008, p. 6), and presents a means to apply this in 

practice. His proposals encompass the full research project, from design through to methods and 

analysis o f  data. In term s o f  the current study, the analytical methods are o f  relevance. He suggests 

that the open coding stage offers the starting points to “sketch out the elem ents o f  the activity 

system” (ibid., p. 13) and to start considering the viewpoint o f  the Subject. Then, “higher level 

theoretical or axial coding” (ibid., p. 13) can be undertaken, to begin to analyse the relationships 

between these codes. It is also possible to begin looking for contradictions at this stage, but since 

theoretical sam pling is being used it is also possible to return to the field and consult with 

participants about these. The construction o f  the activity system can continue sim ultaneously with 

data-gathering and analysis, and memoing should also continue.

This is a valuable discussion o f  the potential to link Grounded Theory with Activity Theory over the 

course o f  a full research project. But in term s o f  the current study, it did not resolve the issue o f  how 

to draw appropriately on analytical m ethods in Grounded Theory such that the activity systems could 

be modelled, a good account given o f  the data, and the Objects o f  people in the system s identified. A 

means o f  progressing was identified instead in the work o f  Yam agata-Lynch and colleagues 

(Yamagata-Lynch, 2003a, 2003b; Yam agata-Lynch & Haudenschild, 2009; Yam agata-Lynch & 

Smaldino, 2007). In these examples, the researcher does not refer to Grounded Theory directly but to 

Strauss and C orbin’s (1998) m ethods o f  coding and constant com parison for analysis o f  previously 

transcribed data. This process supports identification o f  the activity units and themes, which can then 

be organised chronologically to show the historical developm ent o f  the activity. Contradictions may 

also be identified at this stage. Yamagata-Lynch and colleagues in a num ber o f  collaborative projects 

used Activity Theory in com bination with these m ethods o f  analysis in a variety o f  settings, 

including analysis o f  a professional developm ent program m e for teachers using technology in the
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classroom (Yam agata-Lynch, 2003b), evaluation o f  a school-university partnership (Yamagata- 

Lynch & Smaldino, 2007), and an exploration o f  contradictions in teacher professional developm ent 

activity (Yam agata-Lynch & Haudenschild, 2009). These examples were relevant to the current 

research since they examined the introduction o f  technologies to established activities. Building on 

this research, the analytical steps at 4.5.3 were derived.

In summary, then, analytical m ethods derived from the w ork o f  Strauss and Corbin (1998), adapted 

to support the identification o f  activities and in turn the nodes o f  these activities, will be used in the 

analysis o f  data in this study. This approach was appropriate to the task since the research design 

overall was not a Grounded Theory design, and mixed m ethods have been used in the data collection.

Methods for the analysis o f quantitative data

In addition to the qualitative data gathered, this research also yielded quantitative data from the 

questionnaires distributed to students at the research site, and to people teaching at the research site 

and externally. This data was im ported to PA SW ’" (form erly the SPSS brand) software for analysis. 

Data were cleaned and coded in PASW  and analysis o f  frequencies undertaken. Cross-tabulation was 

also used to com pare across cases. The quantitative dataset was relatively simple, and its purpose was 

to validate the larger qualitative dataset. The am ounts o f  data were also small when broken down 

across institutions (in the case o f  people teaching). Since the respondents were small, self-selecting 

groups it would not have been appropriate to conduct further statistical analysis o f  the data (Bryman 

& Cramer, 1999). Qualitative data gathered via the questionnaires was treated separately, by 

importing it to the NVivo software. Further details o f  this analysis will be presented in the following 

section.

4.5.3 Treatment of the data

The discussion above outlined the broad structures for analysis o f  the data gathered during this 

research. This section will present the specific steps taken to analyse the data.

G ibbs (2001) suggests that there are two stages in qualitative data analysis; the first is data 

management, in which the researcher organises data in a careful and consistent way which means 

that it can be retrieved easily during the interpretive stages. The second stage, interpretation, moves 

from a description o f  the data towards critical analysis, and the construction o f  an interpretation that 

can be supported by the original data.

1. Data Management

To facilitate organisation and management o f  the qualitative data gathered during this research, it 

was decided to use CAQDAS (Com puter-Assisted Q ualitative Data A nalysis) software, in this case 

NVivo. This software facilitates importing o f  large am ounts o f  data which can be coded and linked. 

The softw'are also facilitates construction o f  diagram s and models in the interpretive stages o f

http://www.spss.com /software/statistics/
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analysis. N V ivo supported rapid organisation and managem ent o f  the data from each o f  the four 

groups involved in this research: Teachers, Students, M anagers and Supporters. Bearing in mind the 

arguments o f  Kvale and Brinkmann (2009), it was im portant not to spend undue am ounts o f  tim e on 

the construction o f  a project in NVivo. However, it nonetheless ensured that all data were stored 

consistently and could be searched com prehensively at any point during the analysis.

Since this research combined qualitative and quantitative methods, it was also necessary to store and 

manage a certain am ount o f  quantitative data. In the first instance, the online survey tools used 

supported this. The questionnaires to Teachers and Students were adm inistered using Survey 

Monkey, and also the online surv'ey tool in the M oodle VLE itse lf  Both tools stored the responses to 

the questionnaires electronically, and they were downloadable as Excel spreadsheets. Surv'eyMonkey 

also allowed for the downloading o f  results in visual format, as PDF files. The raw data was 

transferred into the PASW system once downloaded. PASW  represented an easy means to manage 

and retrieve data, and to generate additional visual representations o f  data where required. As has 

already been discussed in the previous section, qualitative data obtained via the questionnaires were 

separated from the quantitative data and coded in tandem  with the larger qualitative dataset.

2. Analysis and Interpretation o f Data

This section states the step-by-step analysis and interpretation o f  the data gathered during this 

research, following the discussion above and the inputting and storage o f  data described in the 

previous section.

1. All sources o f  qualitative data were imported to NVivo:

Inter\'iews with Teachers, M anagers, Supporters, which had been fully transcribed. 

Illustrated interviews with Students, which had been ftjlly transcribed and annotated to 

include the actions they took on-screen during the interviews.

Diary data from Teachers and Students, recorded electronically in the VLE.

• Responses to open-ended/qualitative questions in the online questionnaires given to internal 

and external Teachers, and to students at the research site.

Data were retained separately in NVivo for the four groups: Teachers, Students, Supporters 

and Managers,

2. Before any coding was undertaken, hard copies o f  the transcripts and questionnaire results were 

reviewed, following the guidelines o f  Gibbs and colleagues (2011):

Transcripts were read as a whole, for broad themes, any unusual or striking issues or events. 

Transcripts were read again, and some b rie f notes made o f  text that might suggest codes and 

key words for the subsequent analysis.

3. Open Coding:

In NVivo, the data for each group (Teachers, Students, M anagers, Supporters) were 

reviewed and system atically coded. Codes were salient or striking or frequently occurring 

term s in each person’s data.
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o Gibbs suggests that the following can be coded, and this list was referred to 

support the process o f Open Coding: behaviours, acts, events, activities, 

strategies, practice or tactics, states, meanings (norms, values, rules, 

attitudes, names), participation, adaptation to something, relationships or 

interaction, conditions or constraints, consequences, settings, indications of 

the researcher's role/input.

Coding was undertaken at intervals line by line, but more usually across several phrases or 

sentences.

Codes were compared interinittently during this process, and some were combined together 

where they were very similar. New codes were created where the existing codes appeared to 

be reflecting more than one issue at a time. (This reflects the constant comparative approach 

in Grounded Theory).

Although coding was initially somewhat descriptive, it progressively became more 

analytical, and codes were revised or renamed.

• In addition, memos were written and stored in NVivo to keep note of issues or possible 

interpretations o f the data that could be important later on.

• Codes were compared again at the completion of this phase, to combine some together and 

to divide some where necessary.

Coding was reviewed by a critical friend of the researcher. Open coding was completed 

when no new codes could be identified.

4. Thematic coding:

• Broad themes were used following the model o f Yamagata-Lynch (2003b), to group codes 

into themes for further analysis.

In NVivo, this was implemented by organising the ‘free’ nodes created in the open coding 

process into ‘tree’ nodes, reflecting hierarchies o f  codes under the headings defined in 

Section 4.5.2. (Appendix O shows exemplar data from NVivo.)

A narrative report was written for each o f Teachers, Students, Managers and Central 

Supporters in order to create a working narrative of the results and to include the 

quantitative results for Teachers and Students.

5. Activity Theoretic coding:

The thematic codes were copied and saved separately in NVivo, and the full set of open 

codes was then re-opened.

Activity Theoretic nodes (Subject, Object, Instruments, Rules, Community, Division of 

Labour) were used to reorganise the open codes. Tentative Objects were identified, and used 

as the basis for this process.

This process continued until all o f the open codes could be associated with Activity 

Theoretic nodes, or alternatively coded as potential Actions, Operations, Outcomes or 

Contradictions.

• Drafts o f the Activity Systems were sketched and discussed with the critical friend.

The Activity Systems and narratives were compared, and the presentation o f results drafted.
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6. Q uantitative data:

• All quantitative data from Teacher and Student questionnaires were imported to PASW 

software, and coded for analysis.

Descriptive analysis w as undertaken, w ith some cross-tabulation o f  results, in order to 

provide a full description o f  the quantitative data for the reporting o f  overall results.

Challenges in the Activity Theoretic analysis

Some difficulties were encountered during the process o f  data analysis. These arose principally after 

the initial stages when open coding and thematic coding had been completed. It proved to be very 

challenging to move directly from the first two stages o f  coding to a process o f  coding for the 

Activity Theoretic nodes. This difficulty was encountered in the larger datasets for Teachers and 

Students, where the mixed m ethods had been used, as there was little sense o f  a unified account o f 

the research at that stage o f  the analysis. To counter this, a phase o f  writing narratives was 

undertaken after the thematic analysis. This allowed for the com bination o f  results from different 

methods, but also led to a closer engagem ent with the data, and a re-assem bly o f  the data before 

looking for the Objects and m odelling activity systems. Care was taken not to pre-empt the activity 

theoretic analysis at this stage. For this reason, the open codes were used once more when the 

Activity Theoretic analysis began.

Then, the activity theoretic nodes were used to categorise the open codes. There were further 

challenges in modelling the activity systems even after the nodes o f  each system could be identified. 

Locating where contradictions might be occurring in the system was part o f  the analytical process, 

and was iterative in nature. To illustrate this. Figures 4-9 to 4-12 have been included below.
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Figure 4-9: early sketching of the activitj systems

Figure 4-9 above show s an early  sketch  o f  som e possib le  activ ity  system s, p roduced  as a  m em o 

during  the open coding  phase. A  num ber o f  such m em os w ere  p roduced , and O bjects w ere identified  

specu latively  at th is  stage. T hese w ere usually  rev ised  in  the later stages o f  coding . F igure 4-9 

illustrates that, at th is  point, it w as (naively) an tic ipated  that the V L E  w ould  be the M edia ting  

A rtefact in the activ ities be ing  described .

F igures 4 -10  and 4-11 show  the evo lv ing  m odels for one o f  the ac tiv ities iden tified  for M anagers, the 

final version o f  w hich  w ill be p resen ted  in Section  5.3.3. In the first and second  drafts  o f  the ac tiv ity  

system , the C on trad ic tions w ere  p laced  at d ifferen t po in ts in  the system s, befo re  the final m odel w as 

derived at the end o f  the analy tical p rocess. A  com m entary  on  th is p rocess is g iven at A ppendix  P.
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Funded post; 
technical infrastructure

Malachy

Approval for funded post 
Agreement to technical 
support commitment; 
Committee lines; 
recruitment processes; 
technical imperative

Support mainstreaming of 
the VLE ,---------

Uptake but organic - 
not strategic -  

supports existing 
practices

Senior Management
Leaming Technologist; IT 
team; T&L service; staff in 
departments

Figure 4-10: First draft of the activity of supporting mainstreaming of the VLE

Funded post; 
technical infrastructure

Managers

Approval for funded post 
Agreement to technical 
support commitment; 
Committee lines; 
recruitment processes; 
technical imperative

Support mainstreaming of 
the VLE

,(b)

Uptake but organic -

> not strategic -  
supports existing 

practices

Institution
Learning Technologist; IT 
team; T&L service; staff in 
departments

Figure 4-11: Second draft of the activity of supporting mainstreaming of the V'LE.

152



Funded post; 
technical infrastructure

Uptake organic -  not 
strategic -  supports 

exsiting practice

Managers Support mainstreaming of 
^  tlie VLE ,--------

Learning Technologist; IT 
team; T&L service; staff in 
departments

Approval for funded post; 
Agreement to technical 
support commitment; 
Committee lines; 
recruitment processes; 
technical imperative

All members of the 
institution

Figure 4-12: Final draft o f the activity of supporting m ainstream ing o f the VLE

Other challenges in the data analysis

A  further issue arose in relation to the analysis o f data gathered with Central Supporters. This group 

had low representation from the research site (one participant), but the purpose of the research was to 

examine the route o f adoption o f the VLE at the research site. The interviews had provided 

opportunities to explore the research questions with other experienced practitioners. Moreover, all o f 

the external sites selected had adopted their VLEs before the research site, and experiences from 

these sites had the potential to illuminate questions and issues at the research site. Therefore, the 

analysis was directed towards modelling the ‘historical' activities o f adoption and mainstreaming of 

the VLE at the research site, while also modelling other activities associated with the work o f the 

Central Supporters. Chapter Five (Section 5.4) distinguishes between these activities, and discusses 

how the wider analysis o f Central Supporters' activities supports the investigation overall.
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4.6 Conclusions

This Chapter has described the research undertaken in this study using a qualitative methodology, 

and mixed methods approach, to support the modelling o f  activity systems exam ining the adoption 

and use o f  the VLE from the perspective o f  different Subjects within a higher education institution. A 

com prehensive review o f  potential designs for the research, m ethods for data collection, and 

analytical m ethods was undertaken, and reported in this Chapter.

A mixed methods approach to the research was undertaken. The research design com prised 

questionnaire-based and interview research, reflective writing by participant teachers and learners, 

video recorded illustrated interviews with student users o f  the VLE, and analysis o f  relevant 

institutional documentation.

The research design and instruments were the subjects o f  three applications to the SLSCS REC, and 

were approved subject to m inor amendments. Appropriate data protection and management processes 

have been observed rigorously throughout the research. Ethical considerations informed each phase 

o f  the research planning, and the Chapter explains a num ber o f  decisions taken on ethical grounds 

which informed the research design.

The Chapter has described fully the implementation o f  the research design, and any problem s 

encountered during this process. It has described how data have been stored and analysed, and the 

use o f  software to support analysis, namely NVivo and PASW  (SPSS). The data analysis design has 

been described, and a summary provided o f  issues and problem s in the analysis o f  the data.

Chapter Five will present the initial findings from  the analysis o f  the data, building towards the 

m odelling o f  the activity systems for each group o f  users. This leads into the identification o f  gaps 

and contradictions in the systems, and in turn to the discussion o f  these in Chapter Six.
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C h a p t e r  F i v e : F i n d i n g s

5.1 Introduction

This Chapter presents the findings o f  the research undertaken with Teachers, Students, M anagers and 

Central Supporters. Activity systems will be presented, derived from analysis o f  the research data 

(Section 4.5). Inherent contradictions will be identified in the systems and the potentially shared and 

unshared objects between them will also be identified. These issues will then be discussed in detail in 

Chapter Six.

It is useful before presenting results and findings from the research in this Chapter to revisit the 

research questions for this study:

1. Why has there been limited use o f  the VLE?

2. W hat is the route o f  adoption o f  the VLE from institutional decision to ‘classroom ’ use?

3. Is it possible to develop an analytical framework that identifies where key decisions are made 

that determine the extent to which the VLE is used?

4. If  such a framework were applied, what would it reveal about the reasons that someone in a 

M odem Languages departm ent in a HEI in Ireland docs/does not use the VLE?

5. W hat proposals could be made for the future to support the adoption o f  other technologies, and 

their em bedding in language disciplines?

Chapter Four described the developm ent o f  the analytical framework (Question 3) and its 

implementation in order to investigate the research questions. This Chapter will report on the 

findings from the research undertaken as they relate to Question I and Question 2 above. Question 1 

is addressed by modelling the current activity systems with respect to the VLE and w ider ambitions 

for teaching, learning and technology. Question 2 is addressed by tracing the route o f  adoption o f  the 

VLE from management decision through to use by students, and m odelling the historical 

development o f  the activity. A num ber o f  contradictions and unshared Objects em erge from this 

analysis. Chapter Six will pick up these issues and discuss them  in detail, as the m eans to addressing 

Questions 4 and 5. This Chapter begins with a summary o f  the findings from the docum ent review at 

the research site.

5.1.1 Notes on presentation of the findings

Table 4-3 (p. 139) provided an overview  o f  the participants in each grouping, and the reference 

system used to denote each instrument and response. The relevant instrument will be referenced in
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the text when a quotation is made, or to distinguish one instrument from another (e.g. a Diary from 

an Interview).

Sections 5.3 to 5.6 o f this Chapter display the Activity Systems modelled from the analysis o f 

research data. The analytical methods were described at Section 4.5.3, and Appendix P provides a 

worked example of the process o f drafting the model o f an activity system.

To clarify the presentation o f these systems, a descriptive overview of the datasets will be given first. 

Then, section sub-headings will state the Objects o f  the activities identified, and display the Activity 

Systems in graphical form. Beneath each graphic will follow a short description o f the nodes, and 

relevant Actions and Operations identified. Contradictions will be listed according to labels included 

in the graphics.

5.2 Findings from the document review

5.2.1 Introduction

This section provides a precis o f the institutional documentation which was brought to the attention 

o f the researcher by participant Donna during the data-gathering phase o f the research. Figure 4-2 (p.

112) has previously showed this Document Review  phase as the fourth component o f the research 

design.

Section 4.3.2 described the set o f meeting minutes and reports retrieved at the research site, which 

related to the piloting and adoption o f the VLE. A summary of these documents will be presented 

here to support the analysis o f data that follows in Sections 5.3 onwards.

5.2.2 E-learning Com m ittee, 2002-2004

Initiatives in e-leaming began fonnally at the research site in 2002, supported by Higher Education 

Authority's (HEA) Strategic Initiatives Fund. An E-leaming Committee was established as a sub

committee of the institutional Academic Council to oversee the pilot work and consider drafting an 

e-leaming strategy for the institution. The main focus o f the pilot project was on testing and adopting 

a virtual leammg environment. Correspondence records that:

the purpose of the p ilo t... was primarily to provide information regarding the University’s e- 

leaming requirements and to assess the resource and pedagogical implications o f  various e- 

leaming solutions (Letter to teaching staff, 16 June 2005)

An early decision was taken to run a year-long pilot o f the Blackboard VLE, from 2002-2004. The 

VLE was hosted externally, with a cost per capita for each user. Training was provided at the 

research site under its existing Staff Development Programme. Three additional workshops were
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arranged on e-moderating, pedagogy for e-leaming, and e-leam ing policy. M embers o f  staff could 

also jo in  a group o f  interested colleagues to stay in touch w ith developm ents in the pilot and also to 

explore issues in the developm ent o f  e-leam ing more generally. A m ailing list was also set up to 

support the group. By 2004, around 800 staff and students were using the Blackboard VLE. 

However, the e-Leam ing Com m ittee was by this stage aw are o f  M oodle: its minutes note in M arch 

2004 that Dublin City University (DCU) had made the decision to change from  the W ebCT system to 

M oodle.

5.2.3 Development of the pilot project 2004-2005

The minutes o f  the E-Learning Com m ittee record that it made four reports to the institution’s 

Academic Council over the course o f  the pilot. The third and fourth reports had been retained and 

were available for review for the current research. The third report, in spring 2004, reviewed the 

progress o f  the pilot over the previous two years, and recommended that it should continue. The 

report also cited a scries o f  policy issues for consideration by the Academic Council. An evaluation 

workshop had been held in April 2004, to which users and non-users o f  the VLE had been invited. 

Teaching sta ff were generally happy with the system and wished for it to be provided in the next 

academic year. They were also keen to have further training in the use o f  the system, and hoped that 

student registration would be possible so that existing campus network logins would function for the 

VLE. The report highlighted that, while staff tim e was not needed for technical support o f  the VLE 

(as it was hosted externally), considerable am ounts o f  time had been invested in supporting the pilot 

and training staff, as well as adm inistering the project overall. This signalled at an early stage that an 

institutional VLE would require technical and user-oriented support. The report makes clear that 

“purchase/lease/developm ent o f  a VLE is an essential elem ent” in m aking e-leam ing part o f  the 

approach to teaching and leam ing provision (Committee, 2004, p. 4). This statem ent crystallises what 

is implicit elsewhere in the docum entation o f  the pilot: developm ent o f  e-leam ing overall was very 

strongly aligned with the provision o f  a VLE.

Interestingly, the third report notes that teaching staff were already looking at possible pedagogical 

applications o f  the VLE, including support for peer leam ing and student self-assessm ent, and the 

potential for dialogue w ithin the VLE (whether between s ta ff  and students, o r am ongst students 

themselves). Convenience factors were also noted, including the availability o f  the system off- 

cam pus and the usage statistics provided to lecturers. The report also highlighted the possible lack o f  

com puter skills amongst som e students. The report notes in its conclusions and recom m endations 

that a num ber o f  institutions were still considering which V LE to adopt, although the choice o f  

M oodle at DCU was final. The report proposed that a VLE system developed locally should be 

adopted for the following academ ic year, 2004-2005. This would allow com parison with the 

com mercial solution used heretofore (BlackBoard), and a longer-term  decision would then be taken 

in 2005. At this stage, the Com m ittee considered the fonnulation o f  an e-leam ing strategy to be 

outside its remit.
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A year later in M ay 2005, the fourth report was presented to the Academic Council. The E-Leam ing 

Committee had continued to manage the e-leam ing pilot on campus, and the locally-developed 

system had been used for the academic year 2004-2005 by 70 staff and 2,500 students. This system 

resembled comiTiercially available VLEs in that it was based on course materials and com munication 

tools. The existing institutional database o f  courses was used by the system. A designated area was 

given over to each departm ent’s courses. Students were only registered to the m odules they were 

studying, and did not have access to materials for other modules or courses. The VLE had one main 

com munication tool, a discussion forum, which could be sub-divided by teachers and students into 

different sub-fora. Students could be registered to fora associated with their courses rather than 

seeing all discussions. There was also a mechanism for the submission o f  students’ coursework and 

for recording their results.

The provision o f  the in-house system had been overseen collectively by its developers, by library 

staff, com puter services, and the teaching and learning service. A nam ed contact from the technical 

development team  provided the technical support for the VLE during the year. A m em ber o f the 

library had delivered training in the use o f  the VLE.

The pilot o f  this system was evaluated with a questionnaire to staff and student users in the second 

sem ester o f  the 2004-2005 year, and a report was com piled (Committee, 2005b). There had been 13 

responses from staff. M ost users said that they were com petent with using com puters generally, and 

around a third o f  them had used a VLE before. M ost had been offered training which they found to 

be satisfactory. They had also found the technical support they received to be satisfactory. S taff 

seemed to find it difficult to com m ent on the extent to which the learning experience had been 

enhanced by the VLE, but were unequivocal about its usefulness for publishing their notes and 

course content. The system had been easy to use, and there were few reported usability problems. 

People working at a distance from campus, and those with large groups, appreciated the convenience 

o f  being able to use the VLE. S taff com mented that they would like to have more features at their 

disposal, they would like to be able to upload larger files, and they would like students to be 

registered automatically to the system. Most people (11 o f  the 13) believed that the VLE had 

enhanced the students’ learning experience within their modules. Most o f  them wanted to use the 

VLE for this reason, and because o f  an existing interest in e-leaming. M ost had found the experience 

o f  using the system to be very good indeed, giving it an ‘A ’ grade from a list o f  six options A-F.

5.2.4 Completion of the pilot in 2005

The e-leam ing pilot was com pleted in 2005, and in light o f  its findings, the Com m ittee recommended 

that “e-leam ing be m ainstreamed on cam pus” (Committee, 2005a, p. 2). The Com mittee also 

recom m ended that M oodle should be the mainstream ed VLE: this was at the suggestion o f  the 

developers o f  the in-house VLE system. They felt that M oodle was robust and stable, and that their 

own system would require extensive further developm ent in order to deliver the same functions as 

M oodle. Lastly, the Com m ittee recommended that an e-leam ing strategy should be developed.
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The process o f  mainstreaming the M oodle VLE would continue to be overseen by the existing 

Com mittee, specifically by the academic developer and the Director o f  com puter services. However, 

the Com m ittee ceased to meet form ally after this time. There was no further formal structure put in 

place for strategic decision-m aking with respect to e-leam ing.

In spite o f  the m eticulous managem ent o f  the e-leam ing pilot, the available inform ation records that 

one area o f  the work was not taken forward by the institution at this time: that o f  the strategy. The 

colleagues involved in piloting and subsequently m aking the decision about a VLE had undertaken a 

large-scale and com plex project, and had progressed this to a satisfactory conclusion with the 

decision to adopt and mainstream M oodle in 2005. However, the notes reflect the fact that the wider 

area o f  work on policy requirem ents for e-leam ing at the research site, and indeed a longer term 

strategy, were not realised.

In the final e-leam ing pilot report, objectives for m ainstream ing e-leam ing at the research site are 

presented. These follow below:

The Com mittee believes that the m ainstream ing o f  e-leam ing in a strategically aligned 

m anner will enable [named institution] to

•  enhance the leam ing experience for students through a consistently student-centred 

approach

•  support the quality agenda o f  higher education

• enhance the research capacity o f  [named institution]

•  increase student numbers and market [named institution] globally

•  upskill for the knowledge economy

•  enhance access to higher education

•  provide progression routes and learner mobility

•  em phasise the importance o f  leam ing com munities

•  operationalise the public policy imperatives o f  lifelong leaming. (Committee, 2005a, p. 1)

These statements reflect the ambitions o f  the institution for e-leam ing, and (as has been noted earlier) 

for the VLE as the main institutional provision for e-leaming. The adoption o f  an e-leam ing system, 

the VLE, and its m ainstream ing across the institution were expected to support improvements to the 

student leam ing experience, to improve the quality o f  the institution’s work, to open the institution to 

greater numbers o f  students and enhance their access to higher education in the course o f  their lives. 

In summ ary, then, the vision for the VLE at the research site had much in com mon with the visions 

for e-leam ing across higher education at the end o f  the 1990s and in the early 2000s (cf. Section 2.2).

The next section will present analysis o f  different perspectives on this work from the perspective o f  

the M anagers involved, who participated in the current study.
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5.3 The adoption and mainstreaming of the VLE: activities of 

Managers

5.3.1 Overview o f the data

Section 4.4.1 has described the research process with people in key managem ent roles at the research 

site, and the eventual participants. This section will present an overview o f  the data gathered through 

the interviews with these participants. It was noted that they could be grouped as follows:

•  Senior M anagers: John and Joseph

•  .Manager-Lecturers: M alachy and Peter

•  Service Directors: M ichelle and Carl

There are different perspectives expressed by the different Subjects. The analysis presented in this 

section will retain the overall category “M anagers” to designate this group, and to consider their 

perspectives and Objects together. Since five o f  the six individuals remain actively involved in 

several Com m ittees and w orking groups in the institution, they would be likely to continue to 

influence the development o f  teaching and learning and e-leam ing at the research site. Therefore, 

identifying shared or unshared Objects between them is valuable in considering proposals from this 

research for the future. However, distinct activities emerged for each sub-group too, and these will 

also be considered.

The M anagers' interviews described how M oodie had been adopted following a pilot project in 

which a proprietary system, and then a locally-developed system had been evaluated and used. As 

has been described in the docum ent review at Section 5.2, they talked about how this had been 

pursued through the Com m ittee structure. One o f  the key people involved was Carl, who reported 

that the process had closely reflected the adoption o f  a VLE at his previous institution. The only 

person who stated a clear aim for the VLE was John, who echoed the rationale presented in the final 

report o f  the pilot to Academic Council (cited at the close o f  Section 5.2 above). In his view the VLE 

was “an opportunity to improve the teaching as perform ed by the sta ff and learning as perform ed by 

the students” (119). For other informants who had been more closely involved in the process, the 

project was focused on getting a VLE, and it was a m atter o f  which one should be selected;

my concern was more that we w ouldn’t adopt the product or we would be one o f  the later 

institutions to adopt it (M alachy, 118)

Carl and M alachy reported much useful detail about how the system  was chosen, although Carl felt 

that it was also a “no brainer” (116) in term s o f  M oodle’s developm ent at that tim e, and the fact that it 

was an Open Source product.
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It came down to a choice of, do you want to get M oodle where there is no price tag or do you 

want to pay money to go with either Blackboard or W ebCT ( .. .)  and it really was a no brainer 

(Carl, 116)

Some consultation had taken place with departments, although this was perhaps inevitably limited to 

the people who were early adopters and who expressed interest in the project. However, the pilots 

(particularly the second pilot) had seen rapid growth to alm ost “universal adoption” (John, 119) o f  the 

systems.

W ith the adoption o f  the VLE had come the decision to establish a supporter's role. It had not been 

difficult to get agreem ent or approval for this role, and both M alachy and M ichelle felt that this was 

probably because o f  the pilot projects and the clear data available to dem onstrate likely num bers o f  

users o f  the VLE; there would be a clear need for help and support.

the numbers were there, the facts were there, so the case was easier to make and it was very 

much a hard num bers case (M ichelle, 120)

The importance o f  prompt support was recognised by M alachy who talked about this as an ongoing 

concern; people needed to feel that they would get a response to their queries in “a fairly reasonable 

period o f  tim e", and that “they do n 't make the person who is asking the question feel like an idiot” 

(118). However, the other inform ants did not talk about day-to-day support in this detail.

The adoption o f  the VLE had been rapid, with “alm ost universal application across most 

departm ents” (John, 119). M ichelle felt that much o f  what happened was down to luck, and the 

enthusiasm o f  people at the time. However, the inform ants did not think that technology alone would 

change teaching, nor should strategies or goals be developed around e-leam ing in isolation from 

academic development;

I f  you go that route, e-leam ing is in danger o f  attracting the techies, you know, and being 

driven by systems and people who understand the technology but don 't understand the 

learning (John, 119).

There had been no overt or direct ambitions to develop open and distance learning by getting a VLE. 

This data runs counter to some o f  the statem ents made by the E-Leam ing Com m ittee at the tim e o f  

the pilot projects, although as Section 5.2 noted, there was no formal strategy written for e-leam ing at 

any point. Neither were there any inform ants who thought that the VLE would make money for the 

institution. Reference was only made to finance when inform ants discussed the cost o f  the VLE and 

how this influenced the eventual selection o f  Moodle.
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W hen considering the use o f  the VLE as a m ainstreamed service, inform ants raised a num ber o f 

different issues. Michelle expressed strong concern that printing costs for course m aterials were 

being shifted to students, which was “com pletely unfair” (120) while Joseph (as a former Head o f 

Department) reported that departm ents had taken on printing costs associated with the electronic 

submission o f  coursework. Restructuring o f  the teaching and learning service had occurred soon after 

the adoption o f  the VLE, and Carl felt that it was regrettable this prolonged organisational change, 

“m aelstrom ” (116) had happened so soon afterwards. Notwithstanding this, John felt that much 

progress had been made and that the whole enterprise o f  teaching and learning was now much more 

credible at the institution.

Four o f  the inform ants did not have a clear sense o f  how the VLE was being used on a day-to-day 

basis, since they were quite far removed from  teaching. However, two o f  them, Peter and Malachy, 

had returned to teach in their disciplines from managem ent positions. They reported w idespread use 

o f  the VLE in their departm ents which were both science subjects. But Peter and M alachy were also 

the most sceptical about m oving towards more open and distance learning in the institution:

the opportunity to interact with students in a laboratory, you can see the learning taking place 

and you can see the student growing in confidence and all o f  that. That can never be achieved 

through an e-leam ing scenario (Malachy, 118)

ultimately the traditional being present in a group on campus, I think that has a value that 

can’t be captured by M oodle (Peter, 117)

Joseph and John, the most senior people interviewed, were in favour o f  increasing open and distance 

learning, and suggested that these concerns would inform the next set o f  strategic goals for the 

institution.

In term s o f  how central support functioned, the inform ants acknowledged that VLE support could be 

seen as technical. W hen they were asked how this perception might be influenced, they suggested 

various models for how Central Supporters could work with colleagues. John 's preferred model was 

to have departmental cham pions interacting with the teaching and learning service:

it is a com bination o f  lean central support and then getting people within departments who 

have becom e the local people and who will becom e the catalyst for change (119)

Joseph said that he did not know what model should be proposed, but that in the first instance the 

university needed to com m it to a constructivist view o f teaching and then put suitable structures in 

place. M ichelle felt that the best possible environm ent needed to be created to realise the potential o f 

each student, and this was echoed by Joseph:

162



1 don’t think our learning should be technology driven, 1 think we have to think ourselves 

about what kind o f  place we want this to be (121)

Central support was cast in a num ber o f  roles across these interviews: as purely reactive technical 

support for the VLE, as inform ation or training on a need-to-know basis, as the “lean" (John, 119) 

central unit connecting departmental champions in a de\ olved mode] o f  academ ic development, and 

in simple term s as providing workshops for people. The goals inform ants wanted to see realised were 

better teaching, connecting w'ith the needs o f  society, possibly increasing flexible delivery, and 

m eeting learning outcomes. P eter's  views on academic developm ent differed somewhat from those 

o f  the other informants. He tended not to see this as a formal or deliberate process, and he thought 

that “if  someone is actually questioning and reflecting on teaching, they are usually a great teacher” 

(117). Causing or prom pting reflection would help to improve practice, and technology might or 

might not prompt reflection.

Overall, the extent o f  discussion o f  teaching w'as unexpected in these interviews, as w'as the extent o f  

teaching experience o f  the informants. Four o f  the M anagers could refer to their own practice as 

teachers, and the rem aining two had clearly developed knowledge o f  teaching m ethods and practices. 

By contrast, there was little detailed discussion o f  technology in these interviews, with the exception 

o f  C arl’s interview. Carl signalled that there would be serious issues for the institution to consider in 

the future, in term s o f  technological change. W hether the VLE would continue to exist in its current 

form, and the impacts o f  cloud com puting, social networking and other technologies was unclear:

as stu ff m oves towards the cloud we are probably going to lose more and more control o f  it 

(..) w'e do have to watch that space and watch our structures, that they don’t becom e outdated 

and irrelevant (116)

W hen the data were analysed, three Objects were identified for M anagers in relation to the VLE:

1. Select a VLE (historical).

2. Support m ainstream ing o f  the VLE (historical).

3. Enhance teaching and learning (ongoing).

Each o f  these activities will now be explored in more detail.
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5.3.2 Management Object 1: Select a VLE

VLE pilot evaluation 
processes, external reports

Reporting lines; 
Project plan; 
Review situation 
elsewhere

'Manager' elect System c. Moodle selected for 
initial 5-year period

All members of the 
institution

Academic Council; Senior 
Managers; Committees; Director 
of IT; Teaching Developer; 
developers of local system; 
early adopters

Figure 5-1: the activity of selecting a VLE

The document review (Section 5.2) detailed the work undertaken to pilot and select a VLE at the 

research site. However, the interviews revealed that even by the time o f the pilot projects in 2003- 

2004, the decision to adopt an institutional VLE was a foregone conclusion. Therefore, the first 

activity identified from this data was the selection o f the system to be adopted. Figure 5-1 (p. 164) 

shows this activity, with the Object o f piloting being to select the system that should be adopted 

based on experiences elsewhere, and the findings o f the local pilot projects. The interview data from 

Malachy and Carl as those most closely involved with the decision was completely consistent on this 

point. Malachy had overall responsibility for the decision, and Carl had been heavily involved in the 

process.

•  The Mediating Artefacts used by Managers were the pilot project plans and reports, evaluation 

reports and documentation about alternative systems, and the VLEs themselves. The evaluation 

data included the usage rates o f the pilot systems (Blackboard, and the in-house system). Reports 

were available from other institutions too.

•  The Division of Labour was clearly defined in this activity, between computer services, the 

teaching and learning service, and the e-leaming Committee. Other groupings w ithin the 

committee structure, the developers o f the local system used in the second pilot, and the early 

adopters or users o f the systems who provided feedback and attended events at the pilot stages 

are also included at this node.

•  The Rules o f this activity were the interim and final deadlines for reporting during the project, 

and coinmittee processes within the institution.

•  The Community' in this activity was the whole institution, since the project was managed 

through the formal committee structure, and the system was selected as a new service for the 

institution.
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• The O utcom e o f the activity was that the M oodle VLE w'as selected for an initial period o f  five 

years.

•  At the Action level, the establishm ent o f  the e-Leam ing Sub-Committee, and the granting o f 

small budgets for pilot work yielded the inform ation and evaluative data needed to facilitate the 

Activity.

•  At the Operation level, m inuting and reporting through the Com mittee structure ensured that the 

progress o f  the pilot work and Sub-Committee was disseminated.

Interview participants described this activity as a well-defined project. The O bject o f  the activity was 

achieved, and the Outcom e w'as that M oodle was selected for a five-year period. Analysis o f  the data 

did not reveal contradictions in this activity; it appears that the Object w'as shared by all participants, 

and it did not run counter to the Rules o f  the institution. The project management approach taken 

appeared to result in a fair Division o f  Labour.

Comparison with external experiences

Section 5.4 will present findings fi-om the research undertaken with Central Supporters at other 

institutions. However, it is well to refer here to some relevant findings from that part o f  the research, 

since the Centra! Supporters recounted the activity o f  adopting a VLE at their institutions. There 

were many sim ilarities with the experience at the research site, and analysis o f  the data indicates that 

experience at the research site might be called typical. First, the Object for the external institutions 

was also to identify a suitable system -  the data reveal no sense o f  lengthy discussion about whether 

or not to get a VLE. In two cases, the Central Supporters who were interviewed had come into their 

posts already knowing it was something they wanted to do, and began the process very quickly. 

Second, there were no stated ambitions in any o f  the institutions to increase open and distance 

learning, or to generate revenue. However, the enhancem ent o f  the teaching and learning 

environm ent, and the prom otion o f  a more student-centred organisation were cited as reasons for 

adopting the VLE. Third, in all o f  the institutions, there was some form o f  VLE already in use 

somewhere (for example, in one or two academic departm ents) before the project was taken on 

centrally. All o f  the institutions piloted a VLE before com m itting to the system in the longer term, 

but none o f  them undertook prolonged internal consultation across departments or faculties.

The activity o f  selecting the system took shape in slightly different ways in different places. One o f  

the institutions was itse lf an early adopter, and as such drew  on a broader range o f  M ediating 

Artefacts and tools in order to make the decision. These included technical evaluations, a tendering 

process (since only com m ercial systems were available at that tim e), site visits to other universities, 

as well as visits from software vendors. The Rules o f  the activity also varied slightly across the 

institutions, tending tow ards greater or lesser degrees o f  form ality. In the case o f  the early adopter 

institution, processes were formal and also high-level: the institution’s President had taken a personal 

interest in e-leaming. A strategic decision had already been m ade to com mit a considerable budget 

and a num ber o f  staff to e-leam ing, and the decision to adopt a VLE was taken subsequent to this. 

(This was exceptional am ongst the institutions, where budget and staffing usually followed on from
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the decision to adopt the VLE.) One o f  the other institutions took a strategic decision to adopt an 

Open Source VLE, and had a strategic objective for this as it was planned to contribute to the 

technical developm ent o f  the software to raise the institution’s profile as an innovative organisation. 

However, although these local differences existed in how the activity developed, the O bject o f  

selecting a suitable system was met and the Outcom e o f  having a centrally-supported institution-wide 

VLE was the consequence.

5.3.3 M anagem ent O bject 2: Support m ainstream ing o f the VLE

F unded  post; 
techn ica l infrastructure

M anagers S u p p o rt m ainstream ing  of 
^  th e  VLE U ptake  organ ic  -  not 

s tra teg ic  -  su p p o rts  
existing practice

Learning T echnolog ist; IT 
team ; T&L se rv ice ; staff in 
d ep a rtm en ts

Approval for funded post; 
A g reem en t to technical 
su p p o rt com m itm ent; 
C om m ittee  lines; 
recru itm ent p ro c e ss e s ; 
techn ica l Im perative

All m em b ers  of the  
institution

Figure 5-2: the activity o f supporting m ainstream ing o f  the V^LE

A second activity arose from the approval o f  the selection o f  M oodle as the institutional VLE. This 

was identified as the O bject o f  supporting m ainstream ing o f  the VLE. A nalysis o f  the data showed 

that this was not simply a m atter o f  appointing a support post, and there were issues around the 

activity which showed it to have some complexity.

•  The M ediating Artefacts in this activity were the technical infrastructure provided for the VLE, 

the drafting o f  a job  description for a funded post, and formal approval o f  that post dedicated to 

the VLE.

•  The Division o f Labour in supporting m ainstream ing was between the new  post o f  learning 

technologist, the com puter services staff, the teaching and learning service, and staff users in 

departments.

•  The Rules o f the activity were that first, approval would be given for the learning technologist 

post, and that technical support fi'om the com puter services team  would be realised. Com m ittee 

lines and recruitm ent processes also m ediated the activity. Finally, there was a tacit rule: 

M alachy reported a strong awareness that it was imperative the system had good support -  

otherwise m ainstream ing would be unsuccessful.

•  The Com m unity in this activity was the institution, since supporting the m ainstream ing o f  the 

VLE would result in provision o f  a new service to the whole institution.
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•  The O utcome o f the activity is modelled here as “organic” uptake o f  the VLE, rather than 

strategic: this will be discussed in relation to the Contradictions identified in the system.

•  At the Action level, the activity was supported by m anagem ent o f  the recruitm ent o f  the funded 

post, and by com m itm ent o f  sta ff time from the com puter services section to support the VLE.

•  At the Operation level, advertisem ent o f  the funded post and the allocation o f  server space 

supported the m ainstream ing o f  the VLE.

The intended Outcom e o f  this activity was met, in that the m ainstream ing o f  the VLE w'as supported 

through the funded post and the technical arrangements made. However, analysis o f  the data showed 

that there was no other direction given to the activity o f  m ainstream ing from M anagers. Section 5.2 

has already recorded that no e-leam ing strategy was written. The statement that the VLE should be 

adopted for a range o f  strategic reasons indicated its im portance to the institution, yet there were no 

defined goals or detailed plan for this phase o f  work. These factors indicate two contradictions in the 

system, labelled (a) and (b) at Figure 5-2 (p. 166);

a) Division o f Labour and Object: The recruitm ent o f  a post specifically associated with the 

m ainstream ing o f  the VLE in one way clarified the Division o f  Labour. Training and 

pedagogical support for users o f  the VLE were located with this role. However, mainstreaming 

o f  a service, particularly a new  service and one in e-iearning, could have been taken on to a 

greater extent by other stakeholders. The E-Leam ing Com m ittee might also have been retained, 

but was discontinued at this point.

b) Subject and Division o f Labour: M alachy (118) com m ented that in drafting the description o f  

the new post. M anagers were uncertain:

It needed a kind o f  cham pion ( .. .)  somebody [that] had to have knowledge but not 

necessarily every piece o f  knowledge that there was to know, because som etim es that is 

a bad thing, from a teacher user point o f  view ( . . .)  we weren't really sure what we 

wanted. (118)

M anagers were trying to define a role without being sure o f  what the Division o f  Labour in the 

activity would really be, but nonetheless sought to delegate strategic tasks to that role.

The Outcomes o f  this activity had implications for the longer term. The M anagers’ O bject was met, 

in that the system was supported as a m ainstreamed service w ith high levels o f  usage (Section 2.5), 

and there was sufficient technical and user-level support provided. It was known from  the usage 

figures for the pilot systems that the VLE would require adequate support, or significant problem s 

would arise and it could fail as a service. M alachy 's experience was that it had been relatively 

straightforw'ard to gain approval for a funded post, com pared w ith requests for staffing in other areas 

o f  work, because o f  the available data from the pilot projects. Senior M anagers could see that there 

was going to be heavy dem and on the system, and that w ithout dedicated support it could fail.
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W ithout a dedicated officer, people contacting VLE support lines would not receive replies, or would 

be waiting indefinitely for a response, which would cause significant problem s and prevent 

m ainstream ing (M alachy, 118). In summary, one set o f  needs for support (technical/user side) had 

been clearly identified, and the consequences known i f  these needs were not met. However, the w ider 

definition o f  the new role, and strategy around e-leam ing and possible changes in teaching, were 

more troublesome.

In m ainstream ing the VLE, M anagers wanted to see it adopted and used by departm ents on campus, 

but (contrary to the institutional docum ents reviewed at 5.2) they did not have ambitions to increase 

open and distance learning, nor was it anticipated to obtain income from adm itting more part-tim e 

students. There were am bitions to enhance the teaching and learning environm ent on campus, but no 

targets were set for adoption o f  the VLE in particular courses or disciplines. It is important to note, as 

will be discussed in Section 5.4, that the research site was not unique in this. Central Supporters at 

other institutions reported very sim ilar experiences. The other Outcom e o f  this activity, then, was that 

departments were free to use the system as they had been using it during the pilot. There was no 

stated strategy about how they should use the m ainstreamed VLE, and support was provided because 

o f  a set o f  identified needs from the pilot data. As the appointed learning technologist, the researcher 

did not query this, for reasons that will be described and discussed further in Section 5.4. Because o f  

the non-directional nature o f  the support and m ainstreaming, support for the VLE was perceived in 

different ways by different users, and was often seen as being for technical queries only. These issues 

will be investigated further in Section 5.4 in the analysis o f  Central Supporters’ activities.

5.3.4 Technology, and enhancing teaching and learning

The latter stages o f  the interviews were concerned with M anagers’ sense o f  how the VLE had been 

adopted, whether it had altered teaching practice, and what goals they might have for it or for other 

technologies in the future. These questions were to support investigation o f  whether the VLE was 

being used in a limited way, but led to broad-ranging discussions around the developm ent o f  teaching 

and learning generally. All o f  the informants thought that the institution should be working towards 

the improvement o f  teaching and learning. However, they defined this activity in different ways, and 

this influenced the perceived role o f technology as M ediating Artefact. Three different activities with 

unshared Objects were identified in the analysis o f  the data.

Figure 5-3 (p. 171) models these activities according to three Subjects; M anager-Lecturers, Service 

Directors and Senior M anagers. The activities were current and directed towards Objects defined 

fi-om their standpoint, but w ere also dependent on their views o f  how the institution should progress.

Manager-Lecturer Object: teach for subject knowledge and transferable skills 

Figure 5-3 (p. 171) shows the Activity System for the Subject M anager-Lecturer at the top o f  the 

page, and it will be described and discussed here. For Peter and M alachy, shown in this activity as 

the M anager-Lecturer Subject, the Object was to teach their subject well, and for students to develop 

transferable skills which w ould be important for their future careers.
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•  Several technologies were discussed as useful M ediating Artefacts in this activity, but greater 

importance was attached to classroom activities and artefacts than to any electronic media. 

M anager-Lecturers did not talk about shifting their own practices as a consequence o f  using 

technologies, although they did show strong interest in what made “great teachers” (Peter, 117) 

and had reflected on the nature o f  teaching across their own careers. Their am bitions, as 

teachers, were to “teach w ell” (Peter, 117), and teaching was a “dynam ic” process (M alachy, 

118). Peter cast the Object in terms o f  what kind o f  graduates the university wanted to have. 

Good knowledge o f  the subject, and the developm ent o f  practical skills as well as transferable 

skills, were priorities for him: anyone could get inform ation and recite it, and so the experience 

o f  students at the institution needed to be distinct for other reasons.

•  The Division o f  Labour around teaching in P eter's and M alachy 's departm ents was between

Lecturers, tutors and dem onstrators, adm inistrators and the students themselves. However, they 

were also reliant on support serv ices for their teaching facilities, equipm ent, and other resources 

such as the library and VLE. They were aware o f  the changing make-up o f  the student body, and 

com mented that the ways in which students engaged with m aterials (particularly reading

m aterials) were changing.

• The Rules o f  this activity were determined by program m e and module course descriptors and 

learning outcomes, institutional regulations, standards for assessment, and institutional strategies 

for teaching and learning. However, Peter and M alachy made little reference to institutional 

strategy, or conditions outside their own departm ent, which appeared not to influence their 

teaching activities. They were more concerned with the Rules o f  em ployability for their potential 

graduates: em ployers were seeking evidence o f  good transferable skills am ongst graduates. This 

influenced their definition o f  the activity.

•  Their Coinm unity was the departm ent in which they were located.

•  The desired O utcom e o f  this activity was that their departm ents would continue to produce

knowledgeable graduates with good transferable skills including team-working, problem -solving 

and com m unication skills.

Peter and M alachy were very sceptical about increasing the am ount o f  distance and blended learning

provided by the University and regarded in-class experience (particularly laboratory experience) as

fundamental:

the opportunity to interact w ith students in a laboratory, you can see the learning taking place 

and you can see the student growing in confidence and all o f  that. That can never be achieved 

through an e-leam ing scenario (M alachy, 118)

w hat we are looking at are skills developm ent and a whole range o f  other activities that we are 

now beginning to capture in things like learning outcom es and so on, that M oodle doesn’t 

really deliver (Peter, 117)
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In their current teaching, the VLE could support what they were doing at the Action and O peration  

levels, facilitating the dissem ination o f  course m aterials and information. But it did not alter their 

teaching m ethods. M alachy speculated that teaching online would only be practical in the case o f  an 

em ergency when students could not travel to campus. Peter highlighted that most o f  his current 

students w ere postgraduates, and there was little perceived need to use the VLE with these groups. 

Peter and M alachy described this activity from the point o f  view o f  their disciplines. But analysis o f 

the M anagers’ data in full indicated two contradictions in this system:

a) Subject and Rules: although no longer holding senior managem ent roles, M anager-Lecturers 

could nonetheless find their approaches to teaching conflicting with management strategies and 

regulations.

b) Rules and Object: the implementation o f  institutional strategies and regulations, as well as 

more practical issues such as budgetary and staffing constraints, could conflict with the Object.

These Contradictions reflect the possible difficulties facing disciplines at the interface with central 

institutional policies. There is a further tension between the goals o f  a department and the 

com petition for resources and budget allocated by the centre o f  the institution. These findings also 

dem onstrate the strength o f  academ ic loyalty to the discipline (Becher & Trowler, 2001), in that Peter 

and M alachy appeared to remain more com mitted to their disciplines than to central strategies, in 

spite o f  their time spent in senior management.

Service Director Object: enhancement o f the teaching and learning environment 

Figure 5-3 (p. 171) shows the Activity System o f  the Subject Service Director in the middle o f  the 

page. Analysis o f  the data led to the identification o f  enhancement o f  the teaching and learning 

environm ent as the Object for Service Directors.

•  The M ediating Artefacts in the enhancem ent o f  the teaching and learning environm ent included 

the accredited course for people teaching in the institution, more com m unication with 

departments and “evangelising” (Carl, 116) technology, data about how students were using 

different resources in their teaching, and the existing systems people were using.

•  The Division o f Labour in this activity was between academic departments, services and senior 

m anagem ent, also the institutional research office, and the teaching and learning service.

•  The Rules for this activity were articulated in institutional plans and strategy documents, budget 

controls, and recruitm ent conditions. But the lim ited extent to which Service Directors could 

influence senior managem ent was a tacit Rule o f  this activity.

•  The Service Directors were w orking within the Com m unity o f the institution overall, and 

indeed were very aware o f  their position in the middle o f  the institution.

•  The desired Outcome o f  this activity was, as M ichelle put it. that each student would be able to 

fulfil his or her potential, irrespective o f  level o f  ability.
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Figure 5-3: different activities using technology, and enhancing teaching and learning
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In relation to the role o f  technology as a M ediating Artefact in the enhancem ent o f  the teaching and 

learning environm ent, Carl placed greater emphasis on technology than M ichelle, who focused more 

on the professionalisation o f  teaching. The institution’s accredited course for teaching sta ff addressed 

teaching, learning and assessm ent m ethods but also included inputs on using learning technologies, 

which she felt were o f  value. The analysis (Section 4.5.3) indicated three contradictions in this 

Activity:

a) Subject and Rules: A lthough Service Directors had some influence on strategy and on how 

services might develop at the research site, this was limited by the decision-m aking o f  senior 

management. M ichelle’s role had been changed due to institutional restructuring, and Carl 

com mented on this restructuring as “organisational disturbance” and “m aelstrom ” (116) which 

he felt had been unhelpful to the m ainstream ing o f  the VLE as a strategic activity. Neither Carl 

nor M ichelle had been able to alter the decisions taken in relation to this reorganisation o f  

services.

b) Rules and Object: Although having influence in their own services, and through com mittees in 

the institution, M ichelle and Carl were also dependent on m anagem ent processes in order to 

receive budget and staff posts.

c) Subject and Division o f Labour: As Service Directors, M ichelle and Carl could act at the 

strategic level to bring about the changes they wanted. However, the Division o f  Labour was 

dependent on their teams, and other services as well as the academ ic departments.

Senior Manager Object: flexible course delivery

Finally, Figure 5-3 (p. 171) shows the Activity System modelled for Subject Senior Manager. The 

Object o f  flexible course delivery was identified through analysis o f  data from  interviews with John 

and Joseph (Section 4.5.3).

•  A variety o f  M ediating Artefacts would enable greater flexibility in course delivery: these

included use o f  satellite venues at locations at a remove from the main campus, and the

increased use o f  technology. Some o f  this work was already in train with existing courses.

•  The Division o f Labour in this activity would be between academ ic departments and faculties,

com mittees, support services and e-leam ing support.

•  The Rules for this activity were articulated in institutional strategies, and John thought that the 

activity would have some prom inence in the next institutional strategy. Social and political 

factors were also at play; the institution needed to be seen to respond to local and national 

requirem ents for re-skilling the labour force. But institutional Rules around registration and 

course delivery would also be part o f  this activity, and existing structures and regulations around 

courses, as well as departmental cultures are included at this node.

•  The Com m unity in this case is more broadly defined, including the institution but also the 

region in which it is located, which was o f  concern to the Senior M anagers in this discussion.

•  The desired O utcom e o f  this activity was that the institution could provide greater access to 

returning students, and play a role in m eeting training needs particularly in view o f  the changing 

economic circum stances nationally.
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This was an example o f  a tentative activity (discussed in Section 3.6.1), where the M anagers 

discussed a number o f  aspirations and plans. John and Joseph both envisaged roles for technology in 

m eeting the Object o f  m aking course delivery more flexible, and achieving learning outcom es 

associated with courses. However, flexible course delivery was not envisaged as being entirely 

online. Joseph addressed this directly, with reference to a num ber o f  specific courses he knew well 

where there “would be need for students to m eet” (Joseph, 121). Strategies were mentioned, but there 

was no reference to other planning for the activity. A nalysis o f  the data (Section 4.5.3) showed that 

there were three contradictions:

a) M ediating Artefact and Object: Senior M anagers envisaged a role for technology in the 

changes that they wanted to bring about, but gave very little sense o f  how it would be used for 

this purpose. They did not describe a plan, or a means to increase resources for support, or the 

possibility o f  24/7 support. They did not talk about whether further training and professional 

development would be resourced for staff using the technologies. The role for technology was 

undefined, and this set it somew'hat at odds with the other M ediating Artefacts. Learning 

Outcom es (for example) are w'ritten and published, and existing satellite teaching venues are 

already in use or can be mobilised.

b) Subject and Rules: Achievem ent o f  this Object would be dependent on Senior M anagers being 

able to work with existing institutional structures, including departmental cultures, staffing and 

resources. They were aware o f  the challenges in this: for exam ple, Joseph referred to his former 

department, where there had been resistance to introducing online submission o f  coursework by 

students.

c) Com m unity and Object: The Senior M anagers felt a responsibility tow'ards regional and 

national priorities associated with enhancing em ploym ent opportunities for people, and 

providing better access to educational courses to improve these opportunities. However, they 

also had to work within the institution as a com munity. It was not clear that they had a sense that 

the Object was shared w'ithin that institutional community.

d) Subject and Division o f Labour: Perhaps because some o f  this discussion was speculative in 

nature, the Senior M anagers could give no indication o f  how the Division o f  Labour would 

support reaching the Object o f  flexible course delivery. For example, they did not say whether 

more people would have to teach, or whether more hours would be asked o f  those already 

teaching.

Unshared Objects

Figure 5-3 (p. 171) shows that the three separate activities have unshared Objects, but this warrants 

some further analysis. It is im portant to note the dependencies between these different activities: 

Service Directors (as has already been discussed) may have had clear ideas about how the teaching 

and learning environm ent should be developed, but they were essentially in a position o f  reaction to 

what was required o f  them  by M anagers and by people engaged in teaching, as well as the students 

learning. In view o f  this, an alternative way o f  interpreting Figure 5-3 (p. 171) would be to say that
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the Unshared Objects are really between the Manager-Lecturers, and the Senior Managers. The 

Manager-Lecturers were keen to preserve good teaching, as they understood it. The Senior Managers 

were responding to identified external needs and perceived political pressures from outside the 

institution. Increasing the flexibility o f course delivery at the institutional level was an Object that 

might not be shared with the discipline-focused departments, committed to face-to-face teaching and 

preser\'ing the value o f that experience for students. The Manager-Lecturers also regarded their 

activities as responsive to the needs of external groups such as prospective employers. This could be 

viewed as a polarised relationship between managers and academic departments, and in a scenario 

where senior management were to pursue the changes they discussed, there would be potential for 

unshared Objects across the institution as an activity system. However, within the bounds of the 

current study it was possible only to examine the activities at a given point in time. The strengths of 

Activity Theory in examining these three systems at this point in time are to highlight (1) the loss of 

institutional knowledge that can occur when changes happen in management, and (2) the need for 

more interaction between different groups at management level.

In relation to (1), Malachy spoke in detail about the potential pitfalls for traditional campus-based 

HEIs in moving to more flexible or blended course delivery, because of his efforts to research this 

during the lifespan of the E-Leaming Committee and pilot projects. This experience was lost to John 

and Joseph, and their current lack of proximity to teaching (notwithstanding their previous 

experience) removed them from some of the concerns o f the Manager-Lecturers. In relation to (2), 

the Service Directors were focusing on the “environment” (Carl, 116) as something they could affect, 

rather than people and processes, over which they had limited influence. Working towards the 

enhancement o f the teaching and learning environment is an important concern, but it is also a non- 

comrnirtal position which can be adapted depending on the influences o f other changes in the activity 

system. Carl and Michelle started from the position that teaching needed to be enhanced. However, 

they were also aware o f constraints on their activities, and on how they might meet this goal. 

Improving the conditions in which teaching was undertaken, and providing optional professional 

development activities, were reasonable measures they could take. In the absence o f  greater 

interaction with the Senior Managers, Service Directors were constrained in what they could do. 

Service Directors, therefore, were shown to have quite radical views on the one hand (teaching is in 

need of professionalisation), while having limited permission to change things. The next section 

looks more closely at these specific issues, in presenting the results and analysis for Central 

Supporters.
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5.4 The adoption and mainstreaming of the VLE: activities of 

Central Supporters

5.4.1 Overview o f interview data

Section 4.4.2 presented the research process undertaken with Central Supporters. Five interviews 

were undertaken (Appendix A). Each person described their role at the beginning o f  the interview, 

and summary details o f  these roles have been presented in Section 4.4.2. A brief overview  o f  the 

interviews is given here, before the activity theoretic analysis o f  the data.

The Central Supporters described the process by which a VLE had been adopted at their institutions. 

The data validated the experience described at the research site, show ing that there were few 

discussions or questions in any o f  the institutions about whether or not to introduce a VLE:

It w asn 't a decision whether we would get a system or not, it was which one we would choose 

(..) 1 knew it was inevitable, 1 knew it was going to happen (Donna, 111)

It was som ething I felt needed to be put in place and we needed to make a decision fairly early 

on as to which one (Harriet, 113)

Central Supporters had not had to lobby or convince m anagers to make the decision. Rather, the 

process focused on cost, institutional requirem ents, and supporting the rollout o f  the VLE with 

technical infrastructure and personnel. None o f  the inform ants reported that the VLE was adopted to 

save (or indeed earn) money for their institutions, and none thought that their institutions had genuine 

ambitions in distance learning, or to recruit more students because they had VLEs:

I think there was a notion abroad ten years ago that everybody would be internet-based and 

that we would be doing distance education, that people would be staying at home etc. (..) 

technology can facilitate it but I think our culture is, you know, i f  you ’re going for distance 

education you offer distance education and you change w hat you do (Rory, 114)

However, two o f  the external institutions had stated am bitions in strategy docum ents connecting e- 

leam ing with lifelong learning and student-centred learning.

The institutions all adopted their VLEs at different times; 2001-2002, 2003, 2004 and 2005. Each had 

slightly different processes for adoption and different levels o f  interaction with senior management. 

All o f  the institutions had piloted a VLE before making the decision to adopt it on a long-term basis. 

Two o f  the four institutions had already been using shared network spaces for local access to course 

materials before beginning to pilot VLEs. Two o f  the institutions had used in-house systems at the 

pilot stages, and all had supported more than one VLE in the past. Two o f the institutions piloted a
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VLE that they did not ultimately adopt. The Central Supporters were tolerant o f  departments using 

different VLEs if  they wished, but were com mitted to supporting only the institutional VLE.

The adoption o f  the VLE did not depend on there being an existing teaching and learning unit or 

service: in two institutions, the teaching and learning service was being founded at the same time that 

the VLEs were being piloted. Three o f  the Supporters reported working through coirunittee structures 

as part o f  the process o f  adopting the VLE formally. But in the fourth institution, a decision was 

taken by the Registrar, and this was sufficient. Technical issues were important in the process and 

were negotiated with the com puter services teams in each institution. In one case, a specific 

com mitm ent was made by the institution to develop additional software that would integrate with its 

VLE. In another, there was a detailed technical assessm ent o f  how the VLE would integrate with 

other systems. None o f  the Central Supporters reported that there had been extensive internal 

consultation with faculties or academic departments before the VLE was adopted: the decision was 

taken on the basis o f  existing evidence and the experiences o f  early adopters in their pilot projects:

There was a team o f  maybe, half a dozen to a dozen people across the six faculties (..) these 

reported back and made recom m endations (Rory, 114)

I did send an email out saying to people we are thinking o f  this and would really appreciate 

any thoughts or com ments or recom m endations you might have about systems. We got some 

responses, but not a lot because I think it was still relatively new to people (Larry, 112)

In relation to the VLE and possible changes in teaching and learning, three o f  the institutions linked 

the decision to adopt the VLE to specific statements about the enhancem ent o f  the learning 

environm ent for students. But there were no clear statem ents in any o f  the institutions about changing 

teaching practices with the VLE. This was regarded as aspirational by the Central Supporters:

I didn’t actually think it was going to change the learning environm ent that much, I couldn 't 

say that I believed it was going to enhance anything. I did think it had huge advantages, the 

adm inistrative stuff, the classroom managem ent (..) I could see that it did have a huge benefit 

in that (Donna. I l l )

Once a decision had been taken to adopt a VLE on a mainstream basis, it was the role o f  Central 

Supporters and their colleagues to take it forward. In all o f  the institutions, new  posts to support e- 

leam ing were fiinded at the same time, and these members o f  sta ff could provide support for the 

VLE.

Different institutions had approached the prom otion o f  the VLE in different ways, although the 

practical steps they took were very similar. There were decisions taken within their services about 

ways o f  working with departments: in one site, this was based on establishing a dialogue about
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teaching and learning, while in another the approach was to support departm ents in whatever they 

wanted to do:

I kept saying, “well, you 're  the expert in the subject, can we help you to use it?” (Larry, 112)

we had both written and unwritten policies in term s o f  what we would do but above all was 

simply that we were here to support the academics in their use o f technology (Rory, 114)

But no m atter which practice was favoured, sim ilar provisions were m ade at each site: strong support 

lines were put in place, there were training events including workshops and inform ation sessions, and 

some funding for departmental projects. No informant reported an obligation on departments to use 

the VLE. Central Supporters worked to attract interest in the VLE in the first instance because o f  its 

convenience factors. Informants agreed that there had been organic adoption and growth o f  the VLE 

at their institutions, irrespective o f  the promotional activities or strategies in place. Teaching staff 

transferred their notes and m aterials to the VLE, and were using it predom inantly to support face-to- 

face teaching. Some frustrations were expressed about this, and also concern that students were 

unduly dependent on lecture notes:

I think the expectation was that it would change teaching practices, (..) that som ehow or other 

the technology itself would force us to becom e more student-centred (Rory, 114)

[the VLE] has been done now, people are using it, it’s done, so we can tick that learning 

technology box. W hereas now we know that the job  is only half done and what was the job  

anyway? And possibly a bit o f  dam age might have been done along the way (M ary, 115)

In relation to their own roles. Central Supporters were aware that they could be seen as providing 

technical support rather than a com bination o f  academic developm ent and technical skills. M ary and 

Larry felt that it was important to develop an academic profile as part o f  their work, by teaching and 

producing research output. This was not a priority for the other inform ants, who were more interested 

in facilitating departm ents in w hatever ways they could. They reported that the adoption o f  new 

initiatives by academ ics was dependent on numerous factors: tim e, readiness, technical reliability, 

integration with other systems, level o f  risk, technophobia, departm ental plans and strategies, apathy 

or personal interest. Future developm ents were dependent on resources but also decisions about what 

could be supported, since the support overhead was ever-present.

5.4.2 Identiflcation o f Objects and Activities

Section 4.5.3 has described the challenges in analysing data gathered from Central Supporters, since 

the majority o f  these inform ants were located externally to the research site. In identifying the 

Objects and activities o f  Central Supporters, the following approach has been taken: the activities 

have been categorised as historical (research site) and ongoing (all sites). The historical activity was
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the m ainstream ing o f  the VLE. This activity was identified based on the analysis o f  D onna’s 

interview, and was validated by the accounts o f  external participants, the M anagers’ accounts at the 

research site, and the review o f  key docum ents (Section 5.2).

Two further Objects were identified around which the activities o f  Central Supporters coalesced. 

M odelling and analysis o f  these activities drew more extensively on the data gathered with external 

informants, since there were no other inform ants at the research site. However, these activities are 

em ergent at the research site, and issues in supporting the VLE had been docum ented in the local 

evaluations (Section 2.5.2). All o f  the external Central Supporters participating in this research had 

been in their posts for longer periods o f  time than the researcher, and their institutional VLEs were 

also in use for longer periods o f  time than the VLE at the research site. Therefore, the experiences o f  

external Supporters provided a valuable opportunity to explore current and likely future issues at the 

research site, and contributed to the full investigation o f  the research questions in this study.

Therefore, the analysis presented in this Section focuses on the following three Objects:

1. M ainstream the VLE (historical; focus on research site).

2. React to departm ents’ needs (ongoing; cross-institutional focus).

3. Carve out credibility (ongoing; cross-institutional focus).

Each o f  these activities will now  be explored in more detail.

5.4.3 Central Supporter Object 1: mainstream the VLE

Workshops/training: one-to-one training; 
information sessions: active/prompt support 

lines; production of help documentation

Academic I mainstream the VLE

T&L team; IT team; 
academic
departments; support 
sen/ices esp. learning 
supports such as 
library

Uptake rapid, and by 
most people -  but 
organic -  not 
strateoic: suooortsstrategic; supports 
existing practices

Technical support/sen/ice 
level; commitments to 
training schedules; provision 
for ad hoc training;

Teaching and 
Learning 

service/institution

commitments to other 
projects in department;
budgets; available staffing; 
respond to all queries

Figure 5-4: the activity' of supporting mainstreaming of the VXE
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Figure 5-4 (p. 178) describes the activity relative to the Object o f m ainstream ing the VLE, a

historical activity.

•  The Subject in this system was an academic developer at the research site. At the external sites, 

experiences were mixed: in three cases, the Central Supporter was an academic developer, with a 

more w ide-ranging role. This reflects the historical developm ent o f  the activity, as academic 

developers awaited the appointm ent o f  e-leam ing support colleagues to their teams.

•  The M ediating Artefacts for mainstreaming o f  the VLE were: training workshops and 

inform ation sessions, one-to-one training, attendance at departmental staff meetings, running 

active and prom pt support lines by email and telephone, and producing help docum entation. At 

some o f  the external sites, Central Supporters were able to offer seed funding to departments to 

support local projects using the VLE.

•  The Division o f Labour for m ainstream ing the VLE was reasonably clear, perhaps because o f 

the m anagement-level decisions to adopt the system and the pilot work that had taken place. This 

was the case at the research site, but also at the external sites. Responsibilities were shared 

between the teaching and learning service, the com puter service departm ents, other support 

services (such as the library) and the academic departm ents who were adopting the systems.

•  The mainstreaming activity was bounded by particular Rules, including the protocols and 

service level agreem ents arranged with com puter services, com m itm ents to scheduled training, 

and agreed user support levels for the VLE. Central Supporters had to balance their work on this 

activity against com m itm ents to other projects for which they were responsible. However, they 

all placed a high value on responding positively to w hatever queries and requests they received 

in the early stages o f  mainstreaming. Relationship-building was valued. For external informants, 

the VLE was to some extent a ‘loss leader’ in the foundation o f  their teaching and learning 

services. They encouraged sta ff to use it to make practical aspects o f  their teaching more 

convenient, and to begin a dialogue with them about their teaching. This, they had hoped, would 

potentially lead into other m ore innovative work.

•  The immediate Communitj' in which Central Supporters worked (both at the research site and at 

the external sites), was the teaching and learning service, although in m ainstream ing the VLE 

they worked across boundaries and discussed support as an institution-wide responsibility.

•  The Object o f  m ainstream ing the VLE had been reached, w ith several Outcom es. The uptake o f  

the VLE had been rapid, but organic. The predom inant use o f  the VLE was for course notes and 

m aterials in the first instance. These Outcom es were also reported by the external informants. 

Central Supporters at the external sites had a good sense o f  students’ use o f  the VLE and 

continued to gather feedback about this at intervals, paralleling the local evaluative work at the 

research site. At all o f  the sites. Students had responded very positively to the VLE, although 

some o f  the external inform ants were concerned that there was too much em phasis on course 

notes and materials. In one external institution, students had campaigned for m aterials to be 

made available as a “right” (Rory, 114). Central Supporters were concerned about a possible 

over-reliance on the VLE by students. However, they pointed out that Lecturers placed high 

value on lectures too, since Lecturers frequently expressed concern about attendance at lectures.
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Central Supporters tended to share the view that there was not enough use o f  the VLE (or 

technology in general) for innovative practice. The Outcom es o f  m ainstream ing the VLE were, 

for them, somewhat mixed.

•  The integration o f  registration systems to generate logins efficiently was an Action that 

supported this activity. The technical change facilitating existing network logins to function for 

the VLE was an O peration supporting mainstreaming.

A num ber o f  Contradictions could be identified in this activity:

a) Subject and Rules: W hile the supporters had all wanted the VLE to be used in pedagogically- 

driven ways, they were bound by service levels for support, which cast them in a som ewhat 

technical and reactive role. Furthermore, the Rules about technology and changing teaching 

practice were not clear: while changes in teaching and learning might have been stated as an 

ambition for the VLE at Com mittee level, there were no goals or objectives set to help 

implement these changes. Support for the VLE tended instead to default to the provision o f  

training, and resolution o f  technical queries.

b) Subject and Com m unity: The analysis revealed that Central Supporters at the research site and 

at the external sites were responsible for a support overhead, in terms o f  responding to technical 

queries and requests for assistance with the VLE. This broadened their reach to departments 

from the central service in which they were located, but it also meant that they were com mitted 

to two Com munities: the institution, and the team  in which they were located. This set up a 

potential contradiction for them between their ‘local’ and their ‘institutional’ com mitm ents. 

(This was not seen in the data from the Lecturer-M anagers, who prioritised their disciplines 

rather than institutional strategies.)

c) Subject and Division o f  Labour: The Central Supporters were all members o f  teaching and 

learning services in their institutions. However, they reported an unclear sense o f  what 

management really expected from them, in terms o f  the m ainstream ing o f  the VLE. Changes in 

teaching practice w ere desirable, but there had been no clear leadership o f  this change from 

m anagement, nor had it been com municated to departments in relation to the VLE. The Division 

o f  Labour node includes the academics in departments, as m ainstream ing was also dependent on 

them. However, the data showed that their use o f  the VLE was dependent on many different 

factors: the Subject was not necessarily in a position to influence these.

Notwithstanding these Contradictions, all o f  the Central Supporters regarded this activity as 

complete, in that the VLE was a m ainstreamed service to w'hich their institutions were com mitted in 

the longer term.

The interviews were also designed to address questions o f  under-use o f  the VLE, and the future 

development o f  e-leam ing from the perspectives o f  Central Supporters. The data showed that their 

attentions were now focused on a range o f  other e-leam ing tools, and on extending the VLE to 

incorporate some o f  these where it was useful to do so. Analysing this data, it proved to be very
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challenging to identify current activities and Objects in e-leam ing for Supporters. It appeared that the 

com pletion o f  VLE mainstreaming, as a project, had had the effect o f  blurring their roles, and that 

there was no com parable project currently in progress. There were no additional local inform ants 

available to address these issues specifically, and Sections 5.4.4 and 5.4.5 will present analysis o f  

data from  the external participants.

5.4.4 Central Supporter O bject 2: React to departm ents’ needs

Figure 5-5 (p. 181) shows the activity identified as current for the Central Supporters interviewed, 

focused on the O bject o f reacting to departm ents' needs.

•  The M ediating Artefacts in this activity were the VLE, in-class technologies (such as handheld 

clickers for voting), wikis, podcasting, screencasting, social networking sites, w orkshops and 

help docum entation, and also discussion with colleagues.

• The Division o f Labour in this activity was between colleagues in the teaching and learning 

service, other support services, teaching staff (including lecturers and tutors), students, and 

administrators.

VLE, in-class technologies, wikis, podcasting, 
screencasting, social networking; workshops, 

documentation; discussion

Central Supporter react to departments' , needs

colleagues in T&L; 
lecturers; tutors;

Technical support/service 
level; commitments to teaching and
training schedules; provisionlearning service 
for ad hoc training; urgency; 
commitments to other 
projects in department; 
budgets; available staffing

students; 
departmental 
administrators; 
support services

Unclear

Desired; provide 
high quality service; 
sustain services

Undesired: support 
roles seen as 
technical

Figure 5-5: the activity' o f reacting to departm ents’ needs

•  The scope for Supporters to react to departm ental needs was mediated by Rules including 

service levels and training schedules, available resources for ad hoc training, com m itm ents to 

projects (for exam ple, including matched effort), available staffing and budget, and the urgency 

o f  a request.

•  The Com m unity was the teaching and learning service in which the Supporter was located.

• The desired O utcom e o f this activity was not fully clear: Supporters wished to make a valued 

contribution to their institutions, maintaining high quality services to their users. But in striving 

to improve the supports they provided, there was a risk that their roles could be seen as purely
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technical, and the reactive nature o f  their w ork was arguably reducing the scope for them to 

define and redefine activities.

This analysis suggests that there was a clear area o f  work in sustaining support for departm ents' 

needs, but framing this as an activity was difficult: it might equally be argued to be an Action in 

support o f  the activity o f  enhancing teaching and learning (Figure 5-2, p. 166). Alternatively, it could 

argued that this may have been an Action which has returned to the level o f  an activity because o f  the 

decrease in resources available in institutions, and the increasing im portance o f  W eb 2.0 

technologies. A wide range o f  M ediating Artefacts might be used in response to various requests 

from academ ic departments for new kinds o f  support in their subject areas. These could include the 

VLE, social networking tools, wikis, podcasting and screencasting. However, as Rory and Harriet 

both pointed out, choices have to be made about what can be supported in a climate where the Rules 

are changing, and resources are shrinking. The activity is framed on this basis, and three 

Contradictions can be identified:

a) Rules and Object: The com mitm ents to support departments were dependent on reduced 

staffing, and reduced budgets. Supporters were trying to define the activity they were 

undertaking without the scope to appoint additional staff or budget for new equipment/software.

b) Rules, Subject and M ediating Artefacts: The changing Rules (reduction o f  budgets, loss o f 

staff) influenced what new M ediating Artefacts could be evaluated and supported, and therefore 

produced a Contradiction in the activity overall.

c) Subject and Comm unity: e-leam ing Supporters were endeavouring to m eet their obligations to 

existing and future services to departments. However, this contradicted the w ider mission o f the 

teaching and learning service o f  which they were members. Reacting to departmental needs was 

potentially reinforcing a view o f  support as technical, and again was reducing the scope to have 

a dialogue with departm ents about how teaching practices might be changed or enhanced.

d) Subject and Division o f Labour: Academic departm ents did not always consult with the central 

supporting unit before scaling up their use o f  the VLE. This contradicted the Supporters’ 

perceptions o f  their roles, and sometim es their stated mission in the institution, to provide advice 

and support to departments. There was a clear example o f  this in one external institution, where 

a School had decided to change all o f  its courses to blended learning in a very short timescale. 

(A sim ilar situation had occurred at the research site with cancellation o f  tutorials in a large Arts 

department, in favour o f  blended learning.) A more extrem e example o f  this contradiction was 

the decision by an academic department at one site to use a com pletely different VLE to the 

mainstreamed system, and host it locally.

5.4.5 Central Supporter Object 3: Carve out credibility

Supporters were also trying to redefine the activities they were engaged in by developing academic 

credentials. Figure 5-6 (p. 183) models the A ctivity focused on the Object o f  carving out credibility: 

the interview data showed that during and since the mainstreaming o f  the VLE, Central Supporters
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were engaged in building their credibility in the academy. This was discussed by M ary and Larry in 

particular.

contribution to teaching incl own unit’s 
accredited course; 

production of research output

enhance credibility 
with academics

e-learning Supporti 

(a

Service levels and support 
commitment: training Own university and 
commitments; requirement®xternal networks 
for matched contribution to 
funded projects; university 
culture; funders' 
requirements; allocation of 
budgets

Desired Outcome; trust, 
dialogue with academics 
and transformation of 
practice; evidence-base for 
other practitioners 
Undesired Outcome: 
negative response from 
academics; effects could be 
external to the institution

Supporters; academic 
partners in projects; 
researchers; external 
project partners; 
postgraduates

Figure 5-6: the activitj' o f carving out credibility

•  Accredited courses offered by their units, and publication o f  research, were Instrum ents used 

by Central Supporters to carve out a credible professional role. Supporters were able to 

contribute to teaching in accredited courses run by their departm ents, and sometim es contributed 

to teaching in external departm ents too. Participating in conferences and publishing research 

were also important to them.

•  The Division o f Labour in this activity was with academic colleagues in departments or 

collaborating with the Supporters in particular projects. Supporters might also be involved in 

external projects from which they published research.

•  This activity was mediated by institutional Rules and the other com m itm ents that Supporters had 

to meet, such as the service levels for supports. It could be difficult for them to enhance their 

credibility and role if  they were employed on adm inistrative contracts while other colleagues 

within the same section were employed on academic contracts.

•  The Com m unity in this activity was their own institution, in which they sought to raise their 

profiles and to build dialogue with academic colleagues. However, the w ider Com m unity o f  

professional networks was also discussed and is included at this node.

•  The desired Outcom e o f  this activity for Supporters was that they should build trust and 

credibility with their academic colleagues. Publication o f  research was also valuable for its 

contribution to the evidence base for e-leaming. However, there was also the potential for 

negative Outcornes. I f  academ ics in their own institutions did not have interests in e-leam ing 

research, and were not participating in the accredited courses, they would have little awareness 

o f  the Supporter’s efforts. The effects o f  research activity were external to the institution, since 

they contributed to the field rather than the institution’s work.
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There were two identified Contradictions in this activity:

a) Subject and Rules: The existing commitments o f  Supporters to service levels for support, their 

contractual obligations, commitments to funded projects, reductions in staffing and budgets, and 

the institutional culture could all potentially conflict with their ability to work on this activity.

b) Rules and Object: The existing requirements for support in the institution, and conditions of 

working for Supporters could conflict with what was in some ways a professional development 

activity for the Supporter.

Carving out academic credibility as a means to change perceptions of the support role, and 

potentially to support innovation in teaching and learning, is a calculated risk for a Central Supporter. 

It could help to change the perception of role as technical, but it could also result in negative 

feedback to the teaching and learning service if  other activities are affected. However, without 

understanding how people teaching perceived Support it was difficult to draw any conclusions about 

this. The next section turns to this issue, and focuses in detail on the activities of people teaching.

5.5 The VLE as a potential mediating artefact in teaching

5.5.1 Overview of the data: Survey phase

This section presents an overview o f the data gathered via the Teacher Questionnaire, as a preface to 

the analysis o f qualitative data gathered through the Intei-\’iew and Ohsen'ation phases (Section 

4.4.3). Analysis o f the full qualitative dataset from the Interview and Observation phases was 

undertaken in order to model the Activity Systems presented from Section 5.5.3 onwards.

Chapter Four (Section 4.4.3) gave details o f the distribution o f the Teacher questionnaire. There were 

47 usable responses received. Although limited to small numbers, the responses were evenly 

distributed across the institutions. There was an even distribution in terms of time people had spent at 

their institutions: in other words, there was no discernible bias towards newcomers or longer-serving 

members o f staff in the data. Teachers were working predominantly in the ‘traditional’ Modem 

Languages: German (12), French (11), Spanish (9), Italian (3). However Gaeilge/Irish, English, 

Polish, Russian, Japanese, and Portuguese were also mentioned. The distribution o f Teachers 

according to language at different institutions was also fairly even.

In terms o f general use o f  the web, most o f the respondents to the questionnaire estimated that they 

were spending up to 20 hours per week online: 4 people spent 0-5 hours per week, 14 people spent 

6-10 hours per week, and a further 12 spent 11-20 hours per week. Most o f  the questionnaire 

respondents (38) thought that the web was useful for teaching their subject. It was useful for locating 

authentic materials, motivating students, finding interactive resources, and connecting with speakers 

o f the target language. However, appropriateness o f resources was a concern for Teachers, and they 

also thought that the web could potentially distract students from their learning. 21 of the respondents
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were using social networking, and 21 said that they were not. When these results were com pared 

across institutions, and length o f  tim e teaching, there were indications that some Teachers in the 

older institutions or with more than ten years’ experience were less likely to be using social 

networking. No respondent said that they used social networking for teaching. It was used for other 

areas o f  work {including research) and for personal life. N ot all o f  the respondents were using a VLE: 

33 o f  the 47 said that they were. About 90% o f those with 1-2 years’ service in their current jobs 

were using a VLE, and about two-thirds o f  those with m ore than ten years' service were using it.

In summary, the questionnaire data indicated a technically literate group o f  respondents who were 

accustomed to using the web, and most o f  whom used a VLE.

The questionnaire then investigated in more detail the specific uses o f  the VLE. Most o f  the 

respondents said that they began to use the VLE for reasons o f  efficiency and expediency, to 

distribute m aterials and course inform ation speedily. They also wished to support self-study by 

students. Some o f  the external respondents said that using the VLE was required o f  them by their 

department or institution. Personal interest and curiosity, as well as personal research into the 

effectiveness o f  technology, had prompted them to begin using the VLE. W hen asked how they had 

learned to use the VLE, most respondents said that they had attended a centrally-provided training 

session, but had usually availed o f  other help and training as well. Few people had participated in a 

training session tailored to their departments. Six o f  the 33 people who were using a VLE had not 

availed o f  any formal training for it.

Most people who were using the VLE were using it to publish notes and materials, or links to 

external websites. All but one o f  the respondents who used a VLE said that they used these features. 

Around tw o-thirds were using forums, and around a third used quizzes and instant m essaging in their 

VLEs. The use o f  interactive features o f  the VLE was not limited to early career Teachers or those 

with many years o f  experience. In general, there was very limited use o f  the synchronous 

com munication tools in the VLE and a greater degree o f  use o f  the asynchronous tools. N o one 

institution em erged as having a higher rate o f  use o f  the interactive features o f  the VLE, or as using it 

in particularly innovative ways. This is noteworthy since there were different levels o f  resource 

allocated to e-leam ing in each o f  the institutions, and different organisational structures for training 

and support. However, the outcomes in term s o f  Teachers’ use o f  the VLE were broadly the same.

In term s o f  their students’ experiences o f  the VLE, most o f  the respondents said that they introduced 

the VLE in lectures or face-to-face teaching events, and referred to it during their teaching. Some 

respondents felt that students used the VLE insufficiently, and w ere only downloading notes from  the 

system. O ther people thought that there was a good level o f  integration between the VLE and their 

courses, and that students were m otivated to participate in discussions as well as subm itting their 

coursework online. Others felt that students’ use o f  the system  depended on them (as Teachers) and 

that it also depended on the student’s ability to take on self-directed learning.
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M ost respondents said that they would like to make more use o f  the VLE, but around half said that it 

was difficult for them to get tim e to learn more about it. Nearly three-quarters said that the VLE had 

prompted them  to re-think some aspect o f how they taught their courses, which was noteworthy since 

elsewhere in the questionnaire they had reported the benefits o f  the VLE as largely being for 

dissem inating course materials. M ost people felt that the VLE was adequate to their requirem ents at 

this time, and did not feel that they had been forced somehow to use it by their institutions. M ost 

respondents were aware that support was not just for technical issues with the system, and more than 

half said that they were com fortable with using Help docum entation to solve problem s in using the 

VLE.

When asked about developing their use o f  the VLE, respondents said that they would like to learn 

more about specific features o f  the system, perhaps through tailored training for their departments, 

making time to learn, and seeking help from colleagues. Some respondents felt that until facilities 

improved at their institutions, there would be little point in pursuing further use o f  the VLE in their 

teaching. W hen asked specifically about how the VLE could be used to a greater extent in language 

teaching, respondents tended to repeat earlier answers they had given -  for example, that they would 

wish to Icam more about quiz and assessment tools, or discussion forums. In other words, there were 

no responses indicating a desire to rethink the form at o f  a course, or to move teaching into the VLE 

space.

Respondents to the questionnaire listed a range o f  advantages to using the VLE:

•  it was quick, effective and provided access to their courses at a distance;

• it provided course information and updates to students;

• it was m otivating for students and could encourage self-study;

•  it helped to enforce submission deadlines;

•  a range o f  teaching and assessm ent tools were provided within the VLE;

•  it was flexible and easy to update;

•  it allowed for efficient re-use o f  existing online materials, rather than creation o f  new m aterials 

all the time;

•  it provided managed access to the web and helped to prevent students Irom getting lost online.

In terms o f  the disadvantages o f  the VLE, two people felt that it was lim ited com pared with other 

web-based tools. Another response highlighted that VLEs “can only poorly facilitate things like 

pronunciation and ora! com prehension” (TQ20). Some respondents felt that it called for too many

hours at the com puter or working online, while others said that it could not replace face-to-face

teaching.

When the questionnaire results were analysed to com pare the findings at the research site with those 

at the external sites, they were found to be consistent for the majority o f  questions: there were no 

striking differences between them. However, in one question there was a noteworthy difference
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between the external sites and the research site; 14 (38% ) o f  the external respondents had some 

awareness o f  CALL, while only one person at the research site said that they were aware o f  CALL.

5.5.2 Overview o f the data: Interview and Observation Phases

Initial Interviews with Teachers at the research site

All o f  the Teachers who were interviewed were teaching at the research site, and had been using the 

M oodle VLE for at least one year, with the exception o f  Georgia who was a new Teacher. The 

participants were com fortable with using technology, using email and library resources habitually, 

and some were using social networking tools.

In general, inform ants view'ed the web as being useflil for teaching their subjects. Authentic materials 

and media in the target language were especially useful. However, they had some reser\'ations: they 

had found eiTors in some online language exercises and dictionaries, they were sceptical about the 

effectiveness o f  some translation websites, and they were concerned that students could get lost or 

distracted online.

In relation to the VLE, Teachers had started to use it i f  they had heard about it from colleagues, or 

following queries from students. One person had already been using a VLE in her previous post at 

another institution. All but one o f  the interviewees had availed o f  a workshop or one-to-one training 

in using the VLE, and there were some alternative suggestions for training:

In order to really reach my departm ent, it would be necessary to come over to the department, 

gather us together as a group, and talk to us for about an hour (Jo, EX2)

Some o f  the Teachers had also used online resources for further help. Teachers tended to edit in the 

VLE for short periods o f  tim e at frequent intervals. Amy (12) differed, in that she edited for longer 

periods o f  time less frequently. Rose (14) also tended to make fewer visits, about once a week. Harry 

felt that it w'as wasteful to spend long periods o f  time in M oodle, since it was for “transferring” (13) 

material to students. However, he also com mented on becom ing “more adventurous” (ibid.) in the 

VLE in his second year o f  using it, and was exploring m ore o f  the functionality o f  the system. The 

Teachers reported few technical difficulties with M oodle, citing some m inor problem s with 

form atting and with using accented characters.

Much o f  the discussion o f  Teachers’ day-to-day use o f  the VLE related to the publishing o f  

docum ents and links, but different concerns were in evidence depending on whether the Teachers 

were discussing language m odules or “content” (Liz, 17) modules. Language m odules had a focus on 

gram m ar and translation, as well as practising spoken language. Content m odules were courses in 

literature, culture, or history associated with the target language countries. Course details and 

assessment inform ation were also published, and Teachers thought it was more likely that this 

information would be picked up from the VLE than from other places (including the departmental
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websites) (Am y. 12; Georgia, 18). Although Teachers were aware that publishing was a basic function 

o f  the VLE, they regarded it as very useful.

Opinions were mixed as to whether the VLE was better suited to language modules, or content 

modules. Howard (15) was one o f  the only interview participants using language quizzes: he had 

developed weekly quizzes for which 5% o f  the credit for his module was available. However, Liz 

thought that online language exercises were in general “quite passive” (17): students could com plete 

them by selecting options or checking boxes, but then struggled to write well in the target language. 

Language classes in which students actively worked on translation were felt to be essential. Jo (16) 

felt that language classes were too spontaneous to be suited to the VLE, and that the VLE was better 

for content modules. Amy (12) commented that the VLE was well suited to  providing extra 

information for content modules.

Some Teachers used M oodle in class, and found it useful to be able to open a page to show students 

where they could find inform ation they would need afterwards. Vicki (15) had given five or ten 

m inutes’ dem onstration o f  M oodle to her first year cohort, so that they would be able to locate course 

materials later. For Howard (15), using M oodle during lectures was convenient: he would store his 

slides there, and open them from the course page when delivering the lecture. Harry (13) and Jo (16) 

were both keen to encourage students to use discussion forums for their literature modules. The 

Teachers did not tend to gather feedback about how students were using the VLE or indeed any 

specific resources, although they were running overall end-of-m odule evaluations with their students. 

Students were also encouraged to use analogue and offline materials, including paper dictionaries, 

CDs and DVDs.

One o f  the main advantages o f  using the VLE was convenience. Photocopying could be reduced (Liz, 

17) and printing costs saved (Amy, 12). Vicki (11) and Georgia (18) liked the fact that students could 

access inform ation in advance o f  class, and could be better prepared for classes. Howard (15) also 

liked to upload materials before class. For Rose, the advantage o f  the VLE was “functional” (14), 

allowing her to share other online resources easily with her students.

A less positive outcome o f  using the VLE, and one which was o f  strong concern to the interview 

participants, was the potential fall in attendance at class. One departm ent had made the decision to 

publish summ aries o f  lectures only, to encourage students to attend their lectures and classes. This 

was discussed in terms o f  challenging the students to understand that notes were not the only thing 

they needed in order to learn, and was not conveyed as a conservative or Luddite response to 

technology.

Aside from the issue o f  attendance, Harry (13) was concerned that students were becom ing over- 

reliant on the VLE: he had asked students to read two articles during a study week, but only one 

m em ber o f  the group had com pleted the reading. W hen he asked the others what had happened, they
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said that they had not found the readings in Moodle: he had put the references in M oodle, but only 

one person had looked them up. He was concerned that this kind o f  dependence was preventing 

students from  going to the library and working independently.

Teachers were concerned about the possible loss o f  interaction with students that could occur as a 

result o f  the VLE: Rose viewed teaching as the developm ent o f  the student “morally and 

intellectually” (14), and she was concerned that this could not be done in an online setting. However, 

Jo (16) and Harry (13) were both experim enting with Forum s in M oodle precisely because o f  the lack 

o f  opportunities for discussion in lectures:

It is vital for students to have the chance to discuss the literature that they are studying, and, as 

this is not always possible in a large group, moodle becom es the ideal place for this to occur 

(Jo, EX2)

They were keen to encourage students to continue to discuss literature beyond the classroom. 

Overall, then, the initial interviews indicated that Teachers were com fortable with using the VLE and 

other technologies in their teaching. However, they also regarded class tim e as being very valuable, 

and were critical about some o f  the possible consequences o f  using the VLE and other technologies 

in their teaching.

Further data was collected from the three participant Teachers across one semester. Analysis o f  the 

full qualitative dataset showed that Teachers at the research site were using the VLE as one o f  a 

num ber o f  m ediating artefacts in teaching their modules, and that teaching activities could be 

differentiated according to two Objects:

1. Teach the language m odule efficiently.

2. Teach the content module.

A separate Object was identified for Georgia, the postgraduate student who was lecturing in her 

subject area for the first time. Her interest was specifically in aw akening students' interest in the 

discipline and in the material she was teaching. The data analysis showed this to be her primary 

concern, and it will be explored in detail at Section 5.5.5.

The follow ing sections will model these activities in more detail with reference to the results o f  the 

analysis o f  the interviews, Teacher Diaries and questionnaire data.
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5.5.3 Teacher Object 1: Teach the language module efficiently

L an g u ag e  c la s s e s ;  tasks; 
translation; homework; w eb-based 

resources; quizzes in Moodle; 
discussions; authentic materials

com prehension of, and 
production of, language 
by students; steps 
towards competency, 
fluency; preservation of 
Lecturer time for other 
things; possible 
efficiencies for 
institution

Figure 5-7: the activitj' o f teaching the language module efficiently

Figure 5-7 above maps the activity o f  teaching the language module efficiently. In this case, the

Subject is the Teacher at the research site, and the activity was identified through analysis o f  the

interview data, diaries, second interviews and exit questionnaires (Section 4.5.3).

•  The M ediating Artefacts in this activity were language classes, the homework set for students, 

in-class tasks (such as translation), web-based resources, quizzes in the VLE, and authentic 

materials. Technology played a greater or lesser role depending on other elem ents o f  the activity, 

but the principal means o f  teaching language was through small group tutorials, and through the 

setting o f  “hom eworks” (Liz, 17) for students. These were supplemented in som e cases by online 

quizzes (either in the VLE or elsewhere on the web) and translation tasks.

•  The Division of Labour was between the Teacher and language tutors in the first instance, but 

also with students w hose participation in class was very im portant to the Teachers. Departmental 

adm inistrators were part o f  the Division o f  Labour too. The w ider support services o f  the 

institution are also included at this node since facilities, equipm ent and course material were 

provided by these services.

•  The Rules mediating this activity were module and program m e descriptors including learning 

outcomes, assessm ent criteria and standards, the tim etable and room availability, institutional 

regulations and existing budget and adm inistrative resources. Not all o f  these were in the control 

o f  the department or the Teacher. O ther Rules about how the institution worked influenced this 

activity, including the research-led culture, and prom otion criteria for Lecturers.

•  The Communitj' in this activity was the subject department; there was little reference to the rest 

o f  the institution, and even relevant external facilities such as the Faculty’s self-access language 

laboratory were not discussed as part o f  the activity.

•  The desired O utcom es o f  the activity were that students should develop com petency in the 

target language, and should be able to produce the target language. Lecturers also desired

Teach language 
module efficientlyT eacher

Lecturer; tutors; 
students;

Learning outcom es;
timetabling; room availability; Departm ent
assessm ent/exam  
requirements; 
research-focused culture; 
promotion criteria; staffing 
arrangem ents; administrative 
resources

departm ental 
administrators; 
support services
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preservation o f their time for other activities, particularly research. This balance o f Outcomes 

was not always achieved. They aspired to making teaching o f the language modules more 

efficient and their discussion o f technology was part o f this. But student numbers were also 

increasing, and there was limited time to learn about technology.

• At the Action level, Teachers were delivering classes, making materials for use in their language 

classes, setting homework and assessments for their students, and correcting homework and 

other assessments. Moodle could support some Actions: Teachers were able to communicate 

with students and give instructions in relation to homework and assessments, as well as 

answering queries from students. Some Teachers were using online quizzes.

• Moodle appeared to be supporting the Activity predominantly at the Operation level: it 

removed the need for manual photocopying of resources, and distributed these to the whole class 

automatically on upload. Moodle could disseminate additional online resources to students. It 

supported distribution o f homework tasks and assessment requirements, and it provided a means 

for the Teacher to update students and answer any queries that they might have had. It did not 

always serve this purpose: one Teacher reported bringing paper materials to language classes so 

that students could work on exercises in class, and also because numbers were sufficiently small 

that the photocopying expenditure could be justified.

Overall, while the VLE had the potential to provide activity-level support as defined by Kuutti 

(1996), its use here was minimal. Teachers were aware that Moodle could support more efficient use 

o f their time, but a number o f factors prevented them from learning more about it. There were clearly 

emergent contradictions in this activity as shown at Figure 5-7 (p. 190):

a) Subject and Mediating Artefact: The Teachers recognised that the VLE could support more 

efficient ways o f  setting and grading tasks associated with language teaching. However, they had 

varying degrees o f skill with using the VLE and they were not fully exploiting it for this 

purpose. Spending time on learning to use the VLE conflicted in the short term with the Object 

o f teaching efficiently. A good example of this was the potential use of VLE quizzes in their 

teaching: quizzes could be used for repetitive grammar exercises, marked automatically, 

reducing workloads and saving time. Some o f the Teachers were experimenting with quizzes, 

but they could not reap the benefits o f this feature until they had invested significant amounts of 

time in development and testing. For these reasons, the heading of this Section suggests that the 

VLE had the potential to be a Mediating Artefact for Teachers, but it was not necessarily 

mediating the activity: it supported the use o f other Mediating Artefacts, or simply supported 

Actions or Operations.

b) Rules and Object: The institution was admitting larger numbers of students each year, and there 

were more students taking language degrees. This increased the workload associated with 

language classes, which were essential for the rest o f the programme of study. At the same time, 

reductions in resources and limitations on recruiting staff were changing the Rules about how 

departments could accoirunodate larger numbers o f students. These changes were therefore 

starting to contradict the Object o f the activity.
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c) Rules and Comm unity: Any given Department was com peting with every other department for 

tim etable slots, staff and other resources. A difficult tim etable slot mediated the kinds o f 

activities undertaken in the classroom, and this could in turn contradict the O bject o f  the activity.

d) Communit}' and Division o f Labour: W orkloads within the language departm ents were 

growing according as student numbers grew, particularly in term s o f  growing amounts o f 

hom ework for correction.

e) Division o f Labour and Object: Efficiency was reduced by problem s with facilities, which 

w ere the responsibility o f  support services in the institution. Teachers were reliant on support 

services to repair non-fijnctioning equipm ent in teaching rooms.

5.5.4 Teacher Object 2: Teach the content module

Lectures; Moodle; primary and 
secondary readings; web-based 

resources; discussions; authentic

Teach content 
module

Teacher

Lecturer; tutors; 
students;

Learning outcomes; ~
timetabling; room availability; Department;

requirements; regulations; 
research-focused culture; 
promotion criteria; staffing 
arrangements; administrative 
resources

research groups departmental 
administrators; 
support services

Student engagement with 
L2 civilisation, culture 
literature; critical 
engagement with these 
subjects esp. after first 
year; foundations for 
specialisation; connection 
with Teacher's research

Figure 5-8: the activity o f teaching the content module

Analysis o f  the data revealed a second O bject for Teachers, and the Activity System for this Object 

is shown at Figure 5-8 above: this was to teach their content modules. The O bject is defined in this 

case without the word “efficiently” since there were different intentions at play for the Teachers. 

Content modules tended to relate more closely to their own specialisms: they were courses in the 

civilisation and culture o f  the target language country or countries. Teachers introduced these topics 

to first year students, and encouraged specialisation in later years.

•  They used a variety o f  M ediating Artefacts to teach these m odules including prim ary texts for 

literature, secondary reading such as literary criticism or analysis, films and docum entaries, 

audio resources, external web-links and classroom  activities including discussion.

•  The Division o f Labour was sim ilar to teaching language modules, although there was limited 

involvem ent from tutors who were more associated with language classes.

•  The Rules o f  the activity were also sim ilar to teaching language modules, although in this 

activity the institutional Rules around research by Lecturers were a closer fit with the activity.
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•  The Com m unity included the Department in which the Teacher worked, but Teachers also 

referred to contacts with other specialists in their research areas as part o f  this activity.

•  The intended Outcomes o f  this Activity were that students should have a critical engagem ent 

with the culture o f  the target language country, and potentially choose to continue studying these 

specialism s later on. A further outcome was that Teachers could connect their research interests 

with their teaching.

• The VLE played a role at the Action and Operation levels for content modules. At the 

Operation level, Teachers used M oodle to distribute course materials including lecture notes, 

readings, and clips o f  film or audio recordings that they wished students to use. Course 

com m unications and updates were also posted to the VLE.

• At the A ction level, M oodle was beginning to function as a support for discussion in some 

content courses. Jo reported using a Forum to try to foster discussion o f  literary texts by 

students, since it was difficult to facilitate this in a lecture setting. However, there was evidence 

in the data to show that M oodle also had a role as a M ediating Artefact at the Activity level for 

content modules. It enabled the use o f  ‘taster’ texts which Liz used to encourage her students to 

engage m ore with their reading lists. She also used it to set up a blended task, whereby students 

read extracts o f  the analysis o f  a film before viewing it in class. Com bining these activities was 

not possible in the classroom alone.

There were three contradictions identified in this activity, which are shown at Figure 5-8 (p. 192):

a) Rules and Object: Problems with teaching in a difficult room or in a difficult tim etabled slot 

could com prom ise achieving the Object. These modules sometim es required access to display 

equipm ent (for example, to play DVDs or other video resources in class). Teachers also found it 

more difficult to engage students in late afternoon tim etabled slots.

b) Division o f Labour and Object; I f  Teachers could not get support to solve problem s with 

equipm ent in teaching rooms, this com prom ised the O bject o f  this activity. There were examples 

o f  this at the research site and externally, with Liz reporting an ongoing problem  with a DVD 

player in one room which required urgent help from a specific m em ber o f  the support staff each 

week.

c) Com m unity and Division o f Labour: Students were intended to share the responsibility o f  

m eeting the Object o f  this activity. Participating Teachers referred frequently to the issue o f  

attendance at lectures and the importance that students attend. This in turn influenced the use o f  

the VLE. In one o f  the Departments, a decision had been taken to place only sum m aries o f  

lectures in the VLE. The m em bers o f  the departm ent had taken on an additional task (creating 

summ aries) because they were trying to influence students’ attendance. However, a Teacher in a 

different departm ent reported that attendance rose at her lecture as soon as she began to place 

notes in the VLE, and that students were more relaxed and attentive because they were not 

struggling to transcribe her slides.
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As has previously been mentioned, the VLE appeared to fiinction at the Action and Operation levels 

of teaching activities for these Teachers. Publishing materials to the VLE was undertaken by every 

Teacher interviewed for this research, and by the vast majority of the questionnaire respondents (32 

out o f 33 respondents who were currently using a VLE). There were numerous references to “putting 

something up” in the interviews, meaning to publish materials to the VLE. In coding and analysing 

the data (Section 4.5.3), the researcher could identify a large number of codes under the category of 

publishing. The data showed that the practice was extremely prevalent, and important to Teachers. 

Different Objects or purposes were identified, and the next section discusses examples of these 

activities from the analysis.

5.5.5 Publishing activities

Previous Chapters in this thesis have reported the almost comrnonplace view in research and in the 

experiences o f Central Supporters that VLEs are used as a repository of learning materials (Section 

2.7.2). While it must be acknowledged that the current study is limited to a small number o f 

participants, there is evidence to show some sophisticated decision-making about what is published 

to the VLE and why. Rather than being judged as an action (publishing) in support o f teaching 

activities, the analysis showed that there are different activities in teaching for which publishing to 

the VLE is the Instrument or Mediating Artefact. The dataset indicated that there was a typology of 

publishing activities, arising from different Objects. The VLE was useful for providing extra 

materials for large foundation courses like Amy’s which had more than 100 students;

I wanted to give them some supplementary materials where they would have a sense o f the 

cultural scene (..) So at least I could give them the start o f that through Moodle (..) it was 

definitely the kind o f supplementary material that was trying to make it a little more attractive, 

lively, definitely visual, musical and film clips or You Tube clips (Amy, 12)

Harry said that the VLE could “open up” (13) topics from the lecture, through the provision o f extra 

resources. Posting resources in the VLE was a way o f suggesting that students should use them, and 

was not considered to be the same as mentioning a reference in class:

you could say that you should go and read this and it would require maybe a trip to the library 

and a trip to the different floors and all the rest. Whereas this is done in a different way. But I 

suppose that makes it easier because the student doesn’t necessarily have to be in the library 

to do it and they can do it anywhere they want (Harry, 13).

Three detailed examples will now be presented and discussed, arising from specific Objects 

identified for each o f the participating Teachers in the Observation Phase of the research, whose use 

o f the VLE was recorded over the course o f one semester. In all cases, participants would have used 

just one function o f the Moodle VLE, the Link to file  or website function previously shown at Figure 

2-4, p. 25).
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1. Georgia: publishing to foster student engagement

G eorgia’s Object was to inspire interest in, and engagem ent with her subject, am ongst her students. 

She used M oodle to publish lecture notes, primary and secondary reading materials, translations o f  

primary sources, and links to a wide range o f  external w ebsites (Figure 5-9, p. 195). She particularly 

favoured using audio resources and links to podcasts on the web. G eorgia’s detailed diary evidenced 

her ambition to bring the whole subject to the students, and to show that it was “alive” (18). She 

stated at intervals that her aims in using the VLE were to give students a “w ider context” (T D l), 

because this “brings the subject more to life” (18). The use o f  multi-modal resources supported this, 

and aural material was particularly important to her. She regarded the VLE space as “another 

opportunity” (T D l) for students to understand the lecture, and saw the early publication o f  her notes 

there as an im portant decision to support her students:

The students who understood the material first time round will have a chance to deepen their 

knowledge o f the subject, and will learn more about arriving conclusions; the students who 

missed out first tim e round will have a chance to understand the content at their own pace. 

(Georgia, T D l)

In fact, this ran counter to the advice she received from her Department, shown as the Contradictions 

at (a), (b) and (c) in Figure 5-9 (p. 195). Some colleagues had advised her not to use the VLE because 

students might not attend class, and her decision to use the Forums contradicted the Rules o f  

departmental culture as well as placing her som ewhat at odds with the Com m unity o f  her 

Department. Publishing links and podcasts quickly becam e “routine” (Georgia, T D l), and she sought 

to blend course materials with other resources to show students that the subject was “not limited by 

the walls o f  the lecture theatre” (Georgia, T D l).

Lectures; tailored space in IVIoodle;
authentic materials esp. audio 

resources; primary and secondary 
resources; authentic materials; links to 

external conferences, organisations

Georgia -  New 
Lecturer

Programme descriptors; 
timetabling; departmental Department 
culture; staffing arrangements; 
administrative resources

“bring the 
subject to life"

student engagement; 
spontaneous 
discussion in target 
language by students in 
Moodle Forum

Lecturer; tutors; 
students; 
departmental 
administrators; 
support services

Figure 5-9: Georgia’s Activity - publishing to foster student engagement with the course
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Georgia’s reflection on her own work indicated that she felt she was adding value to the course, 

because she selected additional resources o f a very high quality which might otherwise have been 

overlooked by the students.

it was kind of support for me and for them but as well there was definitely the added 

information that I was able to put up. And even for example, a third advantage or a third 

element to it is that is for example that I am going to put up information for students, literary 

competitions that they could enter and these literary competitions are actually completely 

based on what they are doing (Georgia, 18)

The anticipated Outcome o f this activity for Georgia was that the students would be able to work 

independently on her course outside lectures, and would become interested and motivated by the 

materials. An unexpected Outcome was that she observed students began to communicate with each 

other spontaneously in the target language in the VLE Forums. This was something she valued very 

highly, and for her it was evidence of their engagement with the course material as well as her 

approach overall.

2. Liz: publishing to encourage students to read

In her second interview for this research, Liz described a simple example of publishing to try to solve 

a very significant problem that was reported by other participants in the research. This is modelled as 

an Activity at Figure 5-10 below, the Object being to encourage students to engage with the reading 

list for their course.

Language lecturers found it increasingly difficult to encourage students to read for their courses. 

Interestingly, this was also reported by both Peter (117) and Malachy (118) in the course o f  discussing 

other issues in their interviews. Liz had decided to try publishing small extracts o f  secondary 

readings to Moodle, to prompt some engagement with the reading list by her students.

word processor; uploading ‘ta s te rs’ of 
secondary  reading to the VLE

students encouraged to 
read; u se  of secondary  
reading in e ssa y s

m ake reading list 
w  accessib le

Liz

Lecturer; studentsEssay  requirements; 
assessm ent/exam  
requirements; departmental 
culture; staffing arrangem ents; 
administrative resources

Departm ent

Figure 5-10: L iz’s Activity -  pubiisliing to make a reading list accessible
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Liz described this as “very low -tech” (110), but it was effective: she was able to see evidence o f 

secondary reading in students’ submitted essays later in the semester. She had also observed that they 

had not sim ply used the extracts she had published to the VLE, but had read more o f  the texts:

1 think it encouraged them, rather than just putting som ething on a reading list (...) it seemed 

to me that they were more likely to follow up on it, and seek out the article, and I tried 

particularly to you know, use it w ith resources that were available anyway, you know, either 

online or through the electronic journals, link or som ething like that. And I think that 

definitely encouraged people to read more outside the prim ary texts ( .. .)  in term s o f  people’s 

essays, 1 noticed that they w ere looking at those texts and they w eren’t just reproducing the 

bits that I ’d put on Moodle. (110)

Liz used a sim ilar technique to support engagem ent with critical readings o f  film for her film classes. 

By publishing to M oodle an extract o f  an analysis o f  the film they were going to watch in class, she 

promoted a “more focused” (110) discussion by students in the classroom. She also alternated the text 

with the film and discussed with students whether they agreed with the analysis or not.

Technically, there is no ‘innovative’ use o f  the VLE here: the logs in the system would simply show 

that files had been uploaded. However, when the M ediating Artefacts o f  published excerpts from 

reading list texts are analysed in the context o f  a Teacher’s activity, they are clearly more important. 

They have prompted a different Outcom e in terms o f  students’ reading, as well as discussion (rather 

than transm ission) in the classroom. More importantly, this is an example o f  how publishing has 

mediated the Subject: Liz had been working with the VLE for some time before developing this 

activity, having becom e aware o f  how the V LE’s publishing tools could be used. This was not an 

activity that she previously undertook using paper-based materials, and it was encouraged by the 

ability to use the VLE to publish short pieces o f  text and the relevant weblinks to readings from 

w hich they were taken.

3. Jo: publishing to reduce stress in the classroom

An example Irom  Jo ’s teaching, shown at Figure 5-11 (p. 198), indicates not only that there was 

value in publishing lecture notes to the VLE, but also the im portance o f  affective factors in activities. 

Jo recalled that, on arriving newly in post to the university, she was not familiar w ith M oodle at all 

and felt “absolutely terrified” (16) when students began to ask her if  she was going to use it. 

However, she observed that students were struggling in lectures before she began to use the system:

1 thought, God 1 wish they would just sit back and listen and take in the ideas and think about 

them rather than really getting stressed out and trying to scribble down every single word that 

is on my PowerPoint or my overhead (...) when I started putting them on M oodle you could 

see that they were a bit more relaxed in lectures and they w ere paying more attention (16)
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Figure 5-11: Jo ’s Activity - publishing to reduce stress on students

Jo  also noted an increase in attendance at her lectures, and she no longer felt that the VLE was 

“daunting” (15). She had since begun to look at ways o f  using M oodle to support discussion amongst 

students since this could not easily be facilitated with a large group in a lecture setting. It is important 

to point out that the analysis o f  the data also showed that Teachers were aware that publishing notes 

and materials to the VLE was “basic” (Jo, 19). They were aware that the system was capable o f  much 

more (Vicki, II), but by using publishing tools in the first instance, they were building up experience 

with the VLE.

5.5.6 Conclusion

The analysis o f  Teachers’ activities in this Section indicates that the VLE is used primarily as a 

support to their work, but that this was very im portant to them, and helped to mitigate other serious 

constraints under which they are working. A view o f  the VLE logs would indicate that Teachers were 

publishing m aterials to the VLE constantly, and perhaps m aking only occasional use o f  the other 

features. However, to interpret this as sim ple transm ission o f  information to students would not be a 

fair analysis: the activity theoretic analysis has indicated a range o f  Objects in publishing, and a 

range o f  Outcom es associated with publishing activities, which are successful from the Teachers’ 

points o f  view. These results will be discussed further in relation to the findings with Central 

Supporters, in Chapter Six.

5.6 The VLE as a mediating artefact for people learning

5.6.1 Overview  o f the data: Survey Phase

This section will report on findings with the students who participated in this research. In the first 

instance, an overview  o f  data from the student questionnaire will be presented. 60 usable responses 

were received to the initial questionnaire for students at the research site, which was made available 

online via M oodle. 72% o f  respondents were female, 28%  male, and 83% were aged 17-21. 53 o f  the 

60 students were in their first year o f  study, and the rem ainder in second year. Two students indicated

198



that they had a disability or im pairm ent affecting their use o f  computers. Students were spending up 

to 15 hours per week online: 34%  said they spent up to five hours per week online, 37%  spent 6-10 

hours per week, and 17% spent 11-15 hours per week online. Almost all o f  the students would be 

term ed “digital natives” by P rensky’s (2001, p. 1) definition, since most were o f  an age indicating 

they had been bom  after 1983. However, the Students were not spending as much tim e online as 

Teachers (Section 5.5.1). Nearly all o f  the students were using social networking sites, with Bebo 

em erging as the most popular at the tim e that the questionnaire was distributed.

Number of 

students 

n=58

French 36

Spanish 24

Gaeilge/lrish 11

German 6

Basque 0

Sean Ghaeilge/Old Irish 0

Other 0

Table 5-1: languages being studied (students could choose more than one)

Table 5-1 shows the languages students were studying: one student was studying three languages 

(French, Spanish and Gaeilge/lrish). 19 students were studying com binations o f  two languages and 

another subject: ten were studying French and G aeilge/lrish, six were studying French and Spanish, 

and three were studying Spanish and German.

M ost students thought that the web was “useful” or “very useful” (Appendix K) in learning 

languages, and they drew on a wide range o f  online resources for both language and subject content. 

These included online dictionaries, gram m ar and translation sites, media in the target language, and 

audio-visual resources. Some o f  the students also recognised the limitations o f  the web, and cited 

subscription charges to some websites, possible errors in material, and the lack o f  opportunities to 

practise speaking their target language. They were wary o f  translation tools although they did use 

them. 11 students m entioned the availability o f  authentic m aterials in the target language, whether 

these were news websites, audio, video materials, and television or radio from the target language 

countries. Six students m entioned that they liked to use the web to access audio resources for 

pronunciation. Five students used the web to talk to L2 speakers, using social networking, instant 

m essaging or discussion forums for this purpose. 12 o f  the students referred to the usefulness o f  the 

web for their content modules: for checking resources in literature, history or the target language 

countries. The web was useful for finding “study guides/translations” (SQ58).
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In relation to using the VLE, students were asked about the kinds o f  materials and activities they 

expected to find in Moodle. Table 5-2 shows the results for this question, which show the 

prominence o f  course notes and materials, links, and com m unication tools.

Yes No

Course notes and materials 55 1

Links to other useful resources 49 7

Opportunity to interact with lecturer(s) 35 21

Opportunity to interact with other students 35 21

Message boards 29 27

Multimedia resources 29 27

Video files 18 38

Opportunity to write my own notes about the course 10 46

Chat 7 49

Instant messaging 7 49

Podcasts 5 51

Other 2 54

Table 5-2: W hat did students expect to find in the VLE? n=56

50 o f  the 59 students who said they were using M oodle said that they used it to access reading 

materials. They did not autom atically print these materials, but read them on screen first and then 

decided which parts o f  the material to print. Some students downloaded material without printing, 

simply to refer to it later on. Two students com mented that there was very limited use o f  M oodle in 

their language subjects, and they were not provided with materials in M oodle for these subjects. 

Students also referred to hand-w’riting notes from the screen, rather than printing materials. Lengthy 

docum ents were often printed to avoid the strain o f  reading on-screen for long periods o f  time. But 

for som e students, being able to “zoom  in” (SQ32) to material on screen was useful. Some o f  the 

students indicated that it was tiring to use the screen, and w orking with paper-based materials was 

preferable for highlighting points and making notes. They reported having occasional problem s using 

poorly formatted or poorly scanned docum ents published to M oodle. They could also experience 

problem s arising from differences in their software and operating systems.

The questionnaire concluded with a section in which students could make any other com m ents about 

using the VLE. Eleven students said that there was insufficient use o f  the VLE in their subjects, or 

that their departments should use it more.

it really is an awful waste o f  resources, realistically moodle is there to be used. M ost o f  my 

[subject name] lectures are spent frantically scribbling down notes trying to get them down 

before they are taken away which means I can never follow what is actually being said. 

(SQ26)
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Other findings from the initial questionnaire will be drawn upon later in this section, to support the 

interpretation of the broader dataset for the seven students who volunteered to participate in the 

research for the duration of one semester.

5.6.2 Observation Phase

Analysis of the qualitative data gathered through diaries, illustrated interviews and exit 

questionnaires with participant students showed two Objects for which Moodle was used as a 

Mediating Artefact:

1. Keep up to date.

2. Undertake and complete coursework.

The data reflect the students’ use o f Moodle across all o f their modules, and not only their language 

subjects. The following sections present models o f the activity systems for these Objects.

5.6.2 Student Object 1: Keep up to date

Moodle course pages; email digest of Forum 
m essages; Moodle Forums; Choices to sign 

up for tutorials; course information and 
a sse ssm e n t details

Student keep up to date o

Lecturers; Teaching 
Assistants/Tutors;

Modularised structure; 
cancellation of tutorials in C lass
one subject; course 
requirements; a sse ssm en t 
requirements; administrative 
requirements; timetable; 
exam inations

resolution of queries; 
good m anagem ent of 
studies; aw areness of 
changes to course 
arrangem ents; aw areness 
of p rogress and feedback; 
social contact with other 
students

departm ental 
administrators; other 
studen ts in module; 
Library; C areers 
Service

Figure 5-12: the activity of keeping up to date

Figure 5-12 above maps the Activity o f keeping up to date: this Object was stated directly 

throughout the data, and was not restricted to checking messages on the Forum, although Forums 

were strongly valued for this purpose.

• Keeping up to date was mediated by use of the module homepages in Moodle, from which

Forums could be accessed, new materials were highlighted, and updates were written directly

onto the course page by Lecturers (and often highlighted in colour). Course management

processes were also enacted, including tutorial allocation using the Choice feature o f Moodle. 

Course inforination was posted, along with deadlines and assessment details. Documentation 

needed for assessments (for example, coversheets) were also published to the VLE. (In one case,
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an Arts departm ent had set up an “All S taff and Students” page purely for these purposes.) A 

second mediating artefact in this activity was the automatic email digest o f  Forum messages, 

which is sent nightly to all users o f  the M oodle environm ent at the research site. This alerts users 

to new messages and includes hyperlinks to access the messages directly. Students also used 

M oodle in tandem with their web-based university email accounts in order to update from both 

systems at the same time.

• The Division o f Labour in this activity was between students themselves. Lecturers, Teaching 

Assistants, Departmental Administrators and to some extent other services: one student referred 

to keeping up to date with Library and Careers Service events through their M oodle pages. 

W hile the publication o f  course information was done by members o f  the academic department, 

interaction in the Forums could be managed between students, or they could seek help from 

someone else if  they could not answer each other’s queries. Clarifications were given in the 

Forums by Lecturers and other members o f  sta ff o f  inform ation that had already been distributed 

in other ways.

• The Rules o f  this activity were complex since the use o f  the VLE was dependent on specific 

modules. One departm ent's Rule to withdraw tutorials resulted in heavy use o f  the VLE, and 

purposeful use o f  the VLE for a number o f  different tasks. The Rules varied for language 

modules, where there might have been less use o f  the VLE or even, in the case o f  one 

department, a departmental Rule not to use it for provision o f  lecture materials. Students also 

had to keep up to date with Rules for coursework, assessments, tim etables and examinations.

•  The Com m unity in this activity was the student's “class”, defined as the cohort o f  students in 

their module but also the Lecturers and teaching staff associated with that module. There was 

one example o f  a departm ent creating a page for all o f  its staff and students (irrespective o f 

module, course o f  study or year o f  study), and in that case the Com m unity was the full 

department.

•  The Outcom es o f  this Activity, when it was completed successfully, were that the students 

reported generally good management o f  their studies. They received answers to their questions, 

and had current and accurate inform ation about their coursework and assessments. They had 

awareness o f  their progress and sometim es they received feedback on their work. They also 

reported gaining a sense o f  how other students were getting on, from their interactions with the 

class through the Forums.

•  A t the Action level, M oodle supported what Kuutti (1996, p. 36) terms “M aking tools and 

procedures visible and comprehensible” . It also supported transm ission o f  the rules and 

requirem ents o f  the course to the students but specifically any changes to these that would affect 

their work.

•  At the Operation level, M oodle supported creation o f  a com munity am ongst the class through 

the Forums, although different levels o f  use o f  the Forum in different m odules could prevent this 

and force an alternative Action, such as contacting a Lecturer via email or in person. Some 

routines had been automated: distribution o f  results was one example o f  this. A llocation o f
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tutorial tim es was another, and replaced a face-to-face process whereby students queued outside 

their department to sign up in person for tutorial times.

The activity o f  keeping up to date was frequently repeated (at intervals during the day) and was 

undertaken very quickly. In the illustrated interviews, the longest ‘v isit’ to M oodle was just over 

eight minutes, and the shortest was ju st over three minutes. For keeping up to date, then, the VLE 

had the potential to support the activity at the Operation, Action and Activity levels. But this 

depended on the extent to which it was being used in various modules. There was some evidence o f  

contradictions in the system, although these were less evident than in the case o f  Object 2 (Section 

5.6.3).

a) Subject and M ediating Artefact: Students w ere unable to use the M ediating Artefacts o f  the 

VLE to keep up to date if  there was limited or no use o f  the VLE by their Lecturers or 

department.

b) Rules and Object: This same contradiction is noted in both Object 1 and Object 2 (this Section 

and 5.6.3). Specifically, the institutional Rule that courses are m odularised, and a local Rule by 

one o f  the larger departments to cancel tutorials, had a profound effect on students’ use o f  the 

VLE. The replacement o f  tutorials with online resources and Forums altered the use o f  the 

M ediating Artefact in m odules for that subject, and set up a contradiction with the use o f  the 

VLE in language subjects.

c) Division o f Labour and Object: W hen there was limited use o f  the Forum, in particular, and 

limited publication o f  course inform ation to the module pages, students could not use the VLE as 

a means o f  keeping up to date.

d) Com m unity and Division o f Labour: If  the VLE was being used in a limited way in a course, 

there tended to be less activity in Forums, and students w ere less inclined to support each other 

in this way.

5.6.3 Student O bject 2: Undertake and com plete coursework

Figure 5-13 (p. 204) maps the activity for the second O bject identified in analysis o f  the data from 

Students: to undertake and com plete coursework.
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Moodle course pages: Lecture notes; primary and 
secondary readings; links to external sites; forum 

messages; quizzes; assignment submission;

Undertake and 
complete courseworkStudent

Lecturers; Teaching 
Assistants/Tutors;

Modularised structure; 
cancellation of tutorials in Class
one subject; course 
requirements; assessment 
requirements; administrative 
requirements; timetable; 
examinations

departmental 
administrators; other 
students in module; 
Library; Careers 
Service

Completion and 
submission of 
coursework; 
progression in course; 
expectation that 
resources will be 
provided electronically.

Figure 5-13: the activitj of undertaking and completing coursework

• The VLE was a Mediating Artefact in this activity: specifically, the module homepages in 

Moodle were mediating artefacts in this process, since these were the umbrellas under which all 

resources and course activities were gathered. Students expected to find other artefacts including 

lecture notes/slides, primary and secondary reading materials or links to these, links to useful 

external websites, and opportunities to discuss queries with each other or with their Lecturers on 

Forums. They were also completing quizzes and continuous assessments, some o f which were 

submitted through Moodle. Analysis o f the qualitative data from across the semester showed the 

VLE was a ‘third place' for students, including some o f the materials fi"om class but also some 

materials that could not be used in class. It functioned as the starting point for coursework: there 

were discrete tasks such as completing a weekly quiz, but when they were given more 

substantial coursework to complete, it w'as their first port o f call. Since they were taking six 

modules per semester, Moodle as a Mediating Artefact supported ‘tuning in’ to each module via 

its homepage. Students reported reviewing course homepages when they were starting 

preparation o f an essay or project. This process included review o f lecture materials, but also 

course information and Forum messages relevant to the piece o f coursework they were doing. 

The process was reported for all subjects, irrespective of the extent to which the VLE was being 

used in those subjects. But when the module homepages were well populated, the technology 

provided Activity-level support. The VLE supported learning and reflection for the whole Object 

and activity.

• For Students, the Division of Labour associated with Moodle was that the Lecturers should 

populate the course pages, and they would obtain materials and information from there. 

However, they understood their own tasks o f taking on coursework and assignments, and used 

the VLE to prepare for these. They also envisaged roles for themselves in supporting each other 

through the Forums. They were habituated to answering queries from fellow classmates if  they 

could, and also drew on this resource when they had queries o f their own. (Graham (112) would
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also have taken on the work o f  publishing m aterials to the VLE if  his Lecturer had pennitted 

this, in order to have materials available that would support the activity overall.) In the context 

o f  providing subject m atter for modules, students were clear that this depended on Lecturers. 

The questionnaire findings indicated that students did not expect to make their own notes within 

the VLE. Fewer students expected to find audio-visual or multimedia m aterials in the VLE than 

expected to find reading m aterials and links. Very few students expected to find chat, instant 

messaging, or podcasts in the VLE. This emphasis on traditional m aterials further supports the 

interpretation that they relied on Lecturers to develop course pages in each module. Students 

rarely referred to people other than their teachers: their use o f  the VLE was not perceived as 

dependent on com puter services, M oodle Support or any other service.

•  The Rules o f this activity have been defined in the same way as for O bject 1 at Figure 5-12 (p. 

201). Here again, the Rules within individual departm ents mediated the use o f  the VLE and 

therefore the activity as a whole.

•  The Comm unity in this activity was also defined in the same way as for Object 1 at Figure 5-12,

nam ely the student's class, defined as the cohort o f  students in their module but also the 

Lecturers and teaching staff associated with that module.

•  The desired Outcomes o f  using the VLE for undertaking and com pleting coursework were that 

students would progress in their modules, gaining credit through continuous assessment, and 

com pleting coursework on time. Unintended Outcom es, however, were the expectations that 

resources would be provided online for all their courses. This expectation in turn led to value 

judgem ents about the academ ic departm ents and about some aspects o f  teaching. In one case 

(Section 6.2.6) there had been critical incidents in the classroom  where the student questioned 

the Lecturer’s use o f  the VLE.

•  At the Action level o f  this activity, M oodle supported students in obtaining materials either

through download and printing or saving, but also through simple display o f  information:

students made notes from the screen when this was efficient. When m aterials were poorly 

formatted, they manipulated them  on screen to alter the display or form atting before printing — 

although for clarity it should be said that web browsers and other software packages support this 

and the VLE does not. W hen lengthy or complex docum ents were published to the VLE, 

students made quick decisions about printing these so that they would reduce eye strain, but also 

to facilitate highlighting and note-m aking, which they preferred to do on paper. The VLE also 

supported students at the action level by displaying the order and organisation o f  course topics, 

which was important in focusing on particular areas o f  study and returning to them  to revise.

•  At the Operation level, M oodle had automated the process o f  obtaining lecture notes (in 

particular) to the extent that students reported different note-m aking practices at lectures, and 

less pressure to transcribe everything that was being said. It had also autom ated transm ission o f  

course information and requirem ents, assessm ent details and adm inistrative docum ents such as 

cover sheets for submission o f  coursework. In some cases it had autom ated submission o f  

coursework itself, through the Quiz and Assigmnent m echanism s, and results were disseminated 

autom atically through these features.
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In terms o f  undertaking and com pleting coursework, then, the VLE had the potential to mediate the 

activity at the Operation, Action and Activity levels. However, this was not consistently the case 

across all o f  the students’ modules. In the case o f  the language modules, the experience was mixed 

and there were contradictions in the system:

a) Subject and M ediating Artefact: The S tudent’s use o f  the M ediating Artefact to undertake and 

com plete coursework was dependent on the am ount o f  inform ation and inform ation available 

within the VLE.

b) Rules and Object: This same contradiction is noted in both Object 1 and Object 2. Specifically, 

the institutional Rule that courses were m odularised, and a local Rule by one o f  the larger 

departments to cancel tutorials, had a profound effect on students’ use o f  the VLE. The 

replacement o f  tutorials with M oodle Quizzes and extensive use o f  Forums, altered the use o f  the 

VLE in modules for that subject. Teachers in language departments (Section 5.5) did not often 

use quizzes and made lim ited use o f  the Forums. There had also been a decision in one 

department not to publish com plete sets o f  lecture notes. The Rules for VLE use in one 

department, and the Teacher-dependent or tacit Rules in other departments set up a contradiction 

in this activity for students.

c) Division o f Labour and Object: W hen the Lecturer posted limited amounts o f  m aterial to the 

course homepage, and did not use the Forum (or encourage student use o f  the Forum), the 

students perceived this as unhelpful to their Object o f  undertaking and com pleting coursework. 

They regarded these responsibilities as resting with their Lecturers. In reality they m ay well have 

had sufficient materials on paper or from notice boards, or from in-class activities to support 

their coursework.

d) Com m unity and Division o f Labour: Depending on how the VLE was being used by the 

Lecturer, there was an effect on how much the students in the Com munity (Class) helped each 

other, and therefore a contradiction arose between Division o f  Labour and Coirununity.

Students did not report significant usability issues or problems with using the VLE. The illustrated 

interview sessions dem onstrated a high degree o f  tolerance for on-screen security messages, the 

ability to circumvent display problem s and to cope with any difficulties they found in the system. 

However, use o f  materials on-screen was reported to be tiring, and students often made the decision 

to print materials in order to work with them  offline and make their own notes on readings.
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5.7 Conclusions

This Chapter has presented the findings from the research with M anagers, Central Supporters, 

Teachers and Students. The Chapter included models o f  the activity systems for each Subject, and 

identified contradictions in some o f  these systems, as well as unshared Objects between three 

activities at managem ent level.

The findings were validated against analysis o f  the data gathered at the external institutions. The 

processes o f  adopting and m ainstream ing a VLE were found to be very similar, irrespective o f  the 

size o f  the institution, the decision-m aking processes involved, or the system selected. The place o f  

the VLE in supporting teaching and learning at the Operation and Action levels was clear, but it was 

also a M ediating Artefact in the activities o f  the participant Students, and in some o f  the activities o f  

Teachers.

Contradictions were discussed in term s o f  the individual activities being described. However, they 

were not discussed in term s o f  the degree to which O bjects are shared across activities, or at the 

institutional level. Chapter Six will address the shared and unshared Objects across activities in 

greater detail, and return to the research questions to evaluate the extent to which they have been 

answered by the research.
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C h a p t e r  S i x : D i s c u s s i o n  a n d  i m p l i c a t i o n s  o f  

RESULTS

6.1 Introduction

Chapter Five focused on the presentation o f  results from the research, and the activity theoretic

analysis o f  these results. Chapter Six will explore further the Contradictions identified in the

Activities modelled previously, and consider unshared Objects in activities across the institution. 

This discussion leads to the formulation o f  a map o f  activities for the research site (Figure 6-4, p. 

231). Proposals will then be made for changes to support m echanisms, using the identified 

Contradictions as points for developm ent and change. Finally, the Chapter will address the extent to 

which the research questions have been answered by the research.

Section 6.2 begins by revisiting the Contradictions identified in the activity systems, exam ining why 

these might occur, and whether they can explain some o f  the unintended Outcom es observed. 

Shortened forms o f  the contradictions previously identified in Chapter Five will be reproduced here 

for case o f  reference.

6.2 Exploring contradictions and unshared Objects

6.2.1 Contradictions in supporting the m ainstream ing o f  the VLE

Analysis o f  the M anagers’ activity o f  supporting the m ainstream ing o f  the VLE showed a num ber o f  

contradictions at Figure 5-2 (p. 166);

a) Division o f  Labour and Object: M ainstreaming o f  the VLE was delegated to the learning

technologist post and support services; the Division o f  Labour did not include M anagers.

b) Subject and Division o f Labour: M anagers had been uncertain about how to define the support

role without knowing what the Division o f  Labour would really be. The role was thought to call

for technical and pedagogical knowledge, but also a leadership/advocacy dim ension (M alachy, 

118).

M alachy felt that the most important priority had been to secure the funded post associated with 

m ainstream ing the VLE, but no plan had been devised around the m ainstream ing process itse lf  

M anagers might have anticipated that the incoming appointee would devise the m ainstream ing plan, 

but did not specify this in describing the role. They did not envisage any further role for themselves, 

when it might have been appropriate to champion the new system at that level. M ainstreaming,
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therefore, was implemented without a specific plan or goals. However, a support need had been 

clearly identified (Section 5.3.1), anticipating widespread use o f  the system. Day-to-day support for 

the VLE indeed proved to be a significant overhead at the research site and elsewhere. Larry (112), 

Harriet (113) and Rory (114) all referred to the creation o f  posts at their institutions to support their 

VLEs, while Rory (114) and M ary (115) referred to the ongoing issue o f  m anaging support against 

other activities.

The analysis o f  the adoption process for the VLE (Section 5.3.1) showed that precedents had already 

been set. Piloted VLEs were being used at all o f  the sites before the m ainstreamed VLE was adopted. 

Some departments at the external sites had obtained their own VLEs before centralised pilots began, 

and Peter (117) referred to using a webpage to share notes and materials with students. The analysis 

at Figure 5-1 (p. 164) showed no evidence o f  contradictions in the activity, the Object was shared by 

all o f  the participants. These findings taken together dem onstrate that there was an existing need for a 

system like the VLE to support teaching and aspects o f  course administration. M ainstream ing o f  the 

VLE was based on p roof o f  principle which had com e from the pilot projects. But this was not linked 

with a strategic goal or other Object by the M anagers. Although it had been stated (Committee, 

2005a) that the VLE would improve aspects o f  the institution 's work, as well as im proving the 

student learning experience, the activity o f  m ainstream ing reflected the overall lack o f  experience 

with e-leam ing projects at this time. The Division o f  Labour did not include institutional leaders, and 

no goals or metrics were set for the VLE.

6.2.2 Contradictions in enhancing teaching and learning, and the place o f technology

W hen M anagers discussed the broader mission o f  enhancing learning and teaching and the place o f 

technology in this process in current and potential future activities, there were Contradictions in the 

activities identified. Furtherm ore, there were unshared Objects between M anagers when they were 

treated as three different Subjects: Senior M anagers, M anager-Lecturers and Service Directors 

(Figure 5-4, p. 178). These Objects, although unshared, were not necessarily incompatible: most 

institutions would like to increase the flexibility o f  course delivery, educate for skilled and 

knowledgeable graduates, and have the optimal teaching and learning environm ent for their students. 

But given that each Subject was responsible for a different activity in enhancing teaching and 

learning, the analysis raised the question o f  whether all o f  these Objects could be achieved. This 

section will explore further the Contradictions in each case, and then the unshared Objects.

Contradictions fo r the Manager-Lecturers:

a) Subject and Rules; although no longer holding senior managem ent roles, M anager-Lecturers 

could nonetheless find their approaches to teaching conflicting with managem ent strategies and 

regulations.

b) Rules and Object: the implementation o f  institutional strategies and regulations, as well as 

more practical issues such as budgetary and staffing constraints, could conflict with the Object.
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It was not clear how the M anager-Lecturers' activity would sit with m anagem ent strategies and 

regulations. The formal Rules o f  the institution were to a great extent set by people not teaching: the 

Senior M anagers’ Object, to increase flexible course delivery, and use technology as part o f  this, 

could well conflict with the M anager-Lecturers’ desires to teach in a laboratory and use groupwork 

with students. Existing and future Rules about staffing and use o f  budgets were also likely to 

determ ine aspects o f  the activity for both M anager-Lecturers and Senior M anagers.

Contradictions fo r  Sen’ice Directors:

a) Subject and Rules: Although Service Directors had some influence on strategy and on how 

serv'ices might develop at the research site, this was limited by the decision-m aking o f  senior 

management.

b) Rules and Object: Although having influence in their own services, and through com m ittees in 

the institution, M ichelle and Carl were also dependent on receiving budget and sta ff from senior 

management.

c) Subject and Division o f Labour: As Service Directors, M ichelle and Carl could act within their 

own services to bring about the changes they wanted. However, the Division o f  Labour would be 

elsewhere in their teams, and would depend on other services as well as the academic 

departments.

Carl and M ichelle spoke in aspirational term s about how they thought the teaching and learning 

environm ent could be improved for students. They were interested in m aking the teaching and 

learning environm ent more student-centred. But they were also dependent on the decisions taken 

about the direction o f  the institution by Senior Managers. M ichelle’s role had been changed due to 

institutional restructuring, and Carl com m ented on this process as “organisational disturbance” and 

even “m aelstrom ” (116), which he felt had been unhelpful to the m ainstream ing o f  the VLE. N either 

Carl nor M ichelle had been able to alter the decisions taken. The Rules about how resources were 

allocated affected the extent to which they could provide the kind o f  teaching and learning 

environm ent they thought was worthwhile. They were dependent on receiving budget and personnel 

from  the institution. Although they had some influence on strategy and how services might develop, 

this was limited.

Contradictions for Senior Managers:

a) M ediating A rtefact and Object: Senior M anagers envisaged a role for technology in the 

changes that they wanted to bring about, but could not define this role.

b) Subject and Rules: A chievem ent o f  their Object would be dependent on Senior M anagers being 

able to w ork with existing institutional structures, as well as departmental cultures, staffing and 

resources.

c) C om m unity and Object: The Senior M anagers were addressing both an internal com munity in 

the institution, and an external com m unity in the region, and the political and economic
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imperatives they thought should influence institutional activities. It was not clear the extent to 

which their Object would be shared within the institution, 

d) Subject and Division o f Labour: Senior M anagers could give no indication o f  how the 

Division o f  Labour would support reaching the O bject o f  flexible course delivery.

Chapter Five raised the question o f  w hether the unshared Object was between the Senior M anagers 

and the academic departments in the institution, since the Service Directors were in the position o f  

reacting to both o f  these groups. However, it was argued instead that the activity theoretic analysis 

showed a lack o f  interaction between the M anagers overall. There was also a loss o f  knowledge to 

the institution when managem ent posts changed, and this had particular relevance to e-leam ing 

because o f  the loss to m anagem ent o f  M alachy's (118) knowledge gained during the e-leam ing pilot.

The data from Senior M anagers were crucial in analysing further these unshared Objects. Senior 

M anagers, as institutional leaders, have a role in encoding the Rules o f  the institution and in m aking 

decisions about Division o f  Labour which in turn mediate the activities o f  many other groups. 

Analysis o f  the interviews with John and Joseph revealed different Objects at play when they 

discussed tentative future activities (Jonassen & Rohrer-M urphy, 1999). John as Subject represents a 

senior decision-m aker in the institution. Joseph as Subject represents a senior decision-m aker for 

teaching and learning, w orking at a more senior level than Faculty leaders but reporting to John. 

Figure 6-1 (p. 214) shows the Activity Systems modelled for each o f  them, derived from analysis o f  

the full dataset for the Senior M anagers (Section 4.5.3). Figure 5-3 (p. 171) showed analysis o f  the 

data around teaching and technology, but the full dataset included wider discussion o f  teaching and 

learning developm ent which would equally have the potential to influence future developments in e- 

leam ing at the research site.

Transformation versus pragmatism

Figure 6-1 (p. 214) shows an unshared Object between John and Joseph. For Joseph, the future 

developm ent o f  teaching and learning should be the focus o f  a full institution-wide debate, in order to 

com m it to a constructivist stance. For John, future developm ent o f  teaching and learning was 

m anageable through discrete projects, such as the drafting and publication o f  written Learning 

Outcom es by departments. Having written and published Learning Outcom es for program m es and 

modules, the institution should move to look at teaching, learning and assessm ent for these. 

Transform ation, therefore, was either radical (in Joseph’s view) or manageable through distinct and 

bounded projects (in John’s view). John thought that a “lean” (119) system o f  departmentally-based 

champions (or “Fellows” ) could interact w ith the Central Supporters in order to implement these 

projects. But Joseph envisaged the activity as more broad-ranging, and included everyone in the 

institution in the discussion of, and com m itm ent to, a new pedagogical model.

W hile this discussion was somewhat speculative in nature, it is important to the current study for two 

reasons. First, it indicates that those in the most senior roles in an institution are likely to take a 

pragmatic approach to large-scale strategic issues. John broke down the task o f  transforming learning
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and teaching into projects that could be achieved. Joseph, since he did not have the same 

responsibilities, could be more speculative about how he perceived this activity. The second reason 

that this example is useful is that it helps to explain the historical developm ent o f  the VLE. 

Participants at the research site talked about the need to “do som ething” about e-leam ing (M alachy, 

118; Donna, 111). The previous Chapters have already discussed the discourses around e-leam ing at 

that time; that institutions would be opened up as never before, that they would have to com pete for 

online learners, and that the future o f  campus-based institutions was at stake (Section 2.2). The E- 

Leam ing Com m ittee’s decision to adopt the VLE referenced these concerns (Section 5.2). But in 

practice, the focus was narrowed to  form a bounded project, which was achievable: the piloting and 

m ainstream ing o f  a specific system. The project was delivered and the VLE becam e a m ainstreamed 

service, regarded as a success, but this com prom ise between discourse and day-to-day management 

may help to explain why the VLE has supported -  rather than transform ed -  teaching and learning at 

the research site. The balance between transform ation and pragmatism is visible in the unshared 

Objects in Figure 5-3 (p. 171): a managem ent-led decision to increase flexible learning would be 

mediated by constraints elsewhere, perhaps by the lim itations o f  resource in service departments, or 

by the necessity to teach some subjects in a laboratory.
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6.2.3 Contradictions in the activities of Central Supporters

Mainstreaming the VLE:

a) Subject and Rules: Central Supporters worked for pedagogically-drivcn use of technology, but 

were bound by service levels for support. This meant prioritising technical queries, and Rules for 

support cast them in a technical role. Furthermore, institutional Rules about the relationship 

between e-leaming and changes in teaching practice were not clear.

b) Subject and Community: Central Supporters were caught between their own departments, and 

their broader constituency across the institution, because of their responsibilities to the support 

overhead.

c) Subject and Division of Labour: The Central Supporters were unsure as to whether changes in 

teaching practice were their responsibility, and they were also dependent on academics in 

departments to w’ish to engage with technologies. They were not necessarily in a position to 

influence people in departments.

React to the needs o f  departments:

a) Rules and Object: Supporting departments was dependent on reduced staffing, and obtaining 

budget for new equipment and softw'are.

b) Rules, Subject and Mediating Artefacts: Reduction of budgets and loss o f staff influenced 

what new Mediating Artefacts could be evaluated and supported.

c) Subject and Communitj’: e-leaming Supporters were committed to supporting departments, but 

also to their own teams. Reacting to departmental needs was potentially reinforcing a view of 

support as technical, and potentially affecting the communication of the mission o f the teaching 

and learning service.

d) Subject and Division of Labour: Central Supporters were not always involved in e-leaming 

innovations by academic departments. This conflicted with their own sense o f their roles, and 

was a source of frustration.

Carve out credibility!:

a) Subject and Rules: Supporters were balancing their teaching and research against support 

service levels and reductions in staffing and funding.

b) Rules and Object: The existing support overhead could conflict with what was a professional 

development activity for the Supporter.

Reviewing these contradictions together, it is clear that they centre on the joint responsibilities in the 

Supporter’s role for technical and pedagogical support. The obligation to provide user-facing 

technical support for mainstreamed technologies, particularly the VLE, contributes to the uptake and 

use o f e-leaming. However, this obligation also affects the relationship of the Supporter to the 

teaching and learning service. Furthermore, it can give the impression o f the Supporter's role as
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being technically-oriented. The support overhead is being balanced against other activities in 

academic developm ent and e-leam ing, but is now subject to changing Rules in terms o f  staffing and 

availability o f  equipment and budget. This section will explore the implications o f  these 

contradictions in more detail.

Intended/Unintended Outcomes

Central Supporters, while having a clear idea o f  their roles as oriented towards academic 

development, appeared to accept that they had lim ited control over the Outcom es o f  their activities, 

or the activities they were asked to undertake by management. Section 5.3.2 has reported on the 

sim ilar trajectories o f  adoption o f  the VLE at each site, and that VLEs were used predom inantly to 

share course materials in the first instance, with gradual uptake o f  interactive tools later on. Donna 

(111) indicated that she knew the VLE would not change teaching practices, and that it would be used 

for course adm inistration and dissem ination o f  materials. But she nonetheless supported the decision 

to adopt the VLE as a pedagogically-m otivated one. She knew the system was widely used and 

valued, and yet the greater changes to teaching were still remote. Central Supporters were willing to 

respond positively to the support overhead in the interests o f  building relationships with colleagues, 

and encouraging them to try the VLE, and other technologies later on.

In reflecting on what might lead to changes in teaching practice, Central Supporters made frequent 

references to academ ics' readiness to adopt a new initiative, and the notion that change is a m atter o f  

timing. It could depend on the alignm ent o f  particular initiatives in an institution (Larry, 112), or trial 

and error with new methods or technologies (M ary, 115). The VLE may have succeeded because it 

fitted a partem o f  generally greater use o f  technology in everyday life as well as in professional 

settings (Larry, 112). However, Central Supporters and Service Directors also talked about a 

perceived resistance fi"om academics to changes in practice. Carl (116) regarded resistance to change 

as som ething that would just take tim e to disappear; M ichelle (120) suggested humorously that it was 

a m atter o f  waiting for people to retire. Resistance to e-leam ing was characterised as depending on 

people’s feelings, their confidence (or insecurities about something), and their personal priorities in 

their jobs. Donna felt that academics were strongly “risk averse”, (111) and would not try som ething 

new unless there was a reasonable guarantee that it would work. Central Supporter Rory (114), and 

M anager-Lecturer M alachy (118) both referred to their colleagues not wanting to feel “like idiots” 

when they used technology. Larry (112) com mented that academics did not want to be presented with 

a “deficit m odel” o f  their teaching when working w ith Central Supporters.

In summ ary, then. Central Supporters were aware that the VLE had not had the Outcom e o f  changing 

or transform ing teaching, but they attributed this to a num ber o f  possible factors. (This echoes some 

o f  the discussion in the literature, reported at Section 2.7.4.) They appeared also to regard the VLE as 

a completed project. From the perspective o f  Activity Theory, this allowed it to move to the Action 

level, functioning as a platform  for other things that might be more creative or innovative (Larry, 

112). In a negative sense, it could be regarded as remaining under-used and having potentially 

negative effects (Mary, 115).
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An outcom e which was o f  m ore concern in term s o f  this thesis, though, was the sense o f  e-learning 

ceasing to be a strategic goal once mainstreaming o f  the VLE was com pleted. Instead, Central 

Supporters com mented that e-leam ing had become an elem ent o f  other strategic goals for the 

institution. This was regarded as a positive development, norm alising e-leam ing (Dillenboiu'g. 2008). 

However, a question arising here is whether a risk will develop in terms o f  obtaining resources and 

personnel to support e-leam ing, when it is not identified as a strategic concem  o f the institution. The 

fragility o f  resourcing for e-leam ing in Irish HEIs indicates that this risk is em erging. The lack o f  a 

strategic direction for e-leam ing may also have been a factor in the difficulties modelling the 

activities o f  Central Supporters after the m ainstream ing o f  the VLE. These difficulties will be 

discussed further in the next section.

Difficulties in defining a new Object

Chapter Five (Section 5.4.4 and Section 5.4.5) described challenges during the process o f  analysis in 

identifying an Object for Central Supporters after the m ainstream ing o f  the VLE. The research site, 

and one o f  the extem al sites, were o f  approxim ately equivalent size. In these institutions, central 

support had to cover support for technologies, strategic development, and reporting upwards to 

management. Resources were limited and there was little scope for delegation. At the other two sites, 

the supporting units were well-resourced. However, in one case the model favoured was that o f  

dialogue, and developmental activities with the academics. At the other site, the approach favoured 

was to support departments in whatever they chose to do. There was less em phasis on e-leam ing as 

the locus o f  debate and discussion with academics, although there were strong academic 

developm ent initiatives in this institution (including accredited teaching courses for staff). The 

following further Objects for Central Supporters were identified:

1, React to the needs o f departm ents: this was support-driven and focused on sustaining services 

as well as offering m ainstream ing o f  new technologies (Section 5.4.4).

2. C arve out credibility: this was transform ation-driven, focused on com m unicating the 

Supporter’s role as pedagogically-oriented, and critiquing e-leam ing (Section 5.4.5).

It was not the case that the interview  participants either had one Object or the other. In reality. 

Supporters had both o f  these Objects, but placed different degrees o f  em phasis on them; Rory (114) 

and Donna (111) talked more about the first Object, and referred to trying to support departm ents in 

w hatever their ambitions were. Larry (112) and Mary (115) were more concem ed with the second 

Object. M ary was particularly concerned with questioning what institutions were trying to achieve 

with technology, given the mixed experiences evidenced in research around the VLE. But Rory also 

noted the divisions in some supporting units between academ ic and administrative contracts, and he 

was in favour o f  e-leam ing posts being placed on the academic scale.

A view o f  central support that is predom inantly reactive to the needs o f  departments is likely to have 

to com ply with w hatever requests it receives. This makes it potentially difficult to challenge 

traditional teaching practices, or the misapplication o f  a particular technology. However, if  Central
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Supporters take an explicitly transform ation-driven approach to their work, they m ay be resisted or 

ignored by departments. In reality, central supporting units experienced both o f  these phenom ena and 

indeed Harriet (113) could describe examples o f  both. The determ ining factor appeared to be the 

extent to which the academic departments were aware o f  the central supporting unit, and whether or 

how that awareness could be influenced by the Central Supporters. The VLE had given teaching and 

learning services the opportunity to have a ‘loss leader’: all o f  the participants reported prom oting it 

to departments to help with adm inistrative work, on the basis that this would begin a dialogue about 

teaching and learning practices, and open up opportunities for transfonnative activities. But there was 

evidence that this mission had not played out in the ways intended, as M ary describes:

1 didn't expect that we would stay where we did in term s o f  training. So we started with the 

basics, then we did w orkshops and quizzes and so on, I thought we would see that we would 

be getting more support for pedagogy. So planning, if  people wanted to say use a workshop 

activity, planning how you might use that, so focusing less on the technology. But 1 think we 

reached a stage where 1 think a num ber o f  things happened, not just to do with the VLE, but 

things sort o f  plateaued. So in that regard in term s o f  it developing and m oving on, less than 1 

had expected I suppose. (115)

This discussion suggests that there is a Primary Contradiction (Engestrom, 1987) in the activity o f 

Central Supporters: more than one value system is at play in their work. They wish to provide an 

effective support service, but also to encourage pedagogical development. The VLE brought 

expansion to teaching and learning services, and helped to raise the profile o f  new or recently 

established units within their institutions. However, there may now be a sense am ongst academics 

that Central Supporters provide technical support, that the technology supports adm inistration, and 

the VLE is not then perceived as a m ediating artefact for teaching. This is borne out by the reported 

examples where Central Supporters had not been included in important decisions to scale up the use 

o f  e-leam ing in particular disciplines. In one institution, a faculty had independently decided to 

change all o f  its courses to blended learning in a very short timescale. This thesis has already 

reported the decision o f  a large Arts department at the research site to w ithdraw tutorials, in favour o f 

blended learning. In a third institution, one departm ent decided to use a com pletely different VLE to 

the m ainstreamed system, and host it locally. These decisions leave Central Supporters in a difficult 

position with an unclear role.

Difficulties in defining the place o f technology

Although the issues described in the previous section were sources o f  concern to Central Supporters, 

the question arises as to w hether they are important to the organisation. D iscussion o f  the M anagers’ 

activities earlier in this Chapter, and in Section 5.3.4, suggested different Objects in terms o f  the 

development o f  teaching, learning and the use o f  technology at the research site. W ithout a shared 

Object at m anagem ent level, Central Supporters (like Service Directors) are in a reactive position. 

The place o f  technology remained som ewhat undefined in the analysis o f  M anagers’ activities. The 

Senior M anagers, John and Joseph, aspired to developing blended provision to a greater extent in the

218



future. But they were not fully com m itted to it, nor did they com ment on how it could be resourced. 

The interviews were discrete events, and not formal discussions o f  strategy. The institution’s overall 

Strategic Plan was also due to be revised and renewed at the time that the research was undertaken. 

However, tim ing o f  the data collection for this research is not the only possible explanation for these 

mixed responses to the issue o f  blended learning: there was a lack o f  certainty about this area 

amongst M anagers, and this has potential im plications for the developm ent o f  e-leam ing across the 

institution.

M anagers were reluctant to state goals for e-leaming. All o f  them, with the exception o f  Carl, at 

some point in their interviews removed them selves from the issue o f  developing e-leaming. John 

m entioned that he was at a distance from departments and w as not sure how they used it. Joseph said 

that he would not know how to teach online. M ichelle referred more than once to having delegated 

the e-leam ing projects to other people in her team. M alachy referred to one o f  his colleagues as a 

“super-user” o f  the VLE (118) but did not use it as much h im self All o f  these com ments suggested 

that M anagers had a sense o f  lacking experience with e-leam ing, and that there may still be an 

underlying anxiety about technology. Carl was the only person who referred to “evangelising” 

technology (116), but he talked about the use o f  technologies in existing classroom  activities. He also 

stressed that there was need to find out how much the VLE and other technologies were being used. 

Thus, there was a lack o f  clarity from M anagers as to the potential role o f  technology in future 

activities, and how this would be resourced and supported.

By contrast, analysis o f  the data from Central Supporters showed a high level o f  awareness o f  the 

support overhead that needed to be considered with any technology. When talking about the VLE, all 

o f  the participants in these interviews were well aware o f  the importance o f  appropriate support and 

prom pt replies to queries. M anagers were aware that technology was changing rapidly, and was 

beginning to have an impact on the ways that students learned. But they seemed unable to connect 

this awareness with specific steps in their strategies, or goals for the next num ber o f  years. This 

seemed to influence Supporters when they were asked to com m ent on what developm ents they would 

like to see over the next num ber o f  years. It was very difficult for them to say what the goal should 

be, now that the process o f  m ainstream ing and supporting the VLE is at the Action rather than the 

activity level. Analysis o f  the data suggested that the adoption and m ainstream ing o f  the VLE may 

have been unique projects in e-leam ing in HEls. It was difficult to imagine a technology that would 

require the same approach again. On the contrary, Carl (116) pointed to a likely fragmentation in 

institutional systems in the future, whether for e-leam ing or for other purposes. These were likely to 

becom e more “com ponentised” (116), with few er monolithic system s than were used in the past. He 

also suggested that support functions for e-leam ing might be likely to change in the future: they 

would still be needed, but could be configured very differently.
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1 think the boundaries become far less clear as we move forward or there won’t be such a 

great focus on the virtual learning environment. There might be focus on the various other 

components including the social components that will make up general interaction and how 

that is applied to the science of learning. And that is actually going to cause an organisational 

problem because the people who... ( ...)  the various components that now make up the virtual 

learning environment will be found in other elements o f social interaction using technology. 

And therefore people will be needed to support those social technologies, not just to support 

social technologies from a learning perspective and it is not clear how an organisation can be 

structured to support that. (Carl, 116)

Managers and Central Supporters thought that the development o f e-leaming should remain 

integrated with teaching and learning strategies. But specific details of how e-leaming would be 

planned and supported in the coming years did not emerge from the data. However, the potential 

changes signalled by Carl, suggested that there would be value in undertaking such planning. These 

findings indicate that a distinction is needed between integrating the use of e-leaming in teaching and 

learning, and integrating e-leaming support with teaching and leaming services. This research also 

suggests that there is a risk in not planning for the technical support o f e-leaming in the future. There 

are already indications o f this risk in the recent DRHEA e-leaming audit (2009), which found that a 

lack o f planning for support and development in e-leaming were perceived as difficulties by people 

working in the sector. However, the impetus for planning needs to come from Management; Service 

Directors and Central Supporters did not perceive their roles as being empowered to do this, and 

Manager-Lecturers were focused on their disciplines rather than institutional developments.

6.2.4 Contradictions in Teachers’ activities

Teaching the language module efficiently:

a) Subject and Mediating Artefact: Teachers were aware that spending time on leaming to use 

the VLE could help their work in language teaching, but this conflicted in the short term with the 

Object o f teaching efficiently.

b) Rules and Object: Increasing numbers o f students, and decreasing resources in departments, 

were influencing the extent to which Teachers could teach efficiently.

c) Rules and Community: All departments were competing for timetable slots, staff and other 

resources. Difficult teaching hours or unsuitable spaces could contradict the Teachers’ Object.

d) Community and Division of Labour: Efficiency was reduced by problems with facilities, for 

example if  there was non-functioning equipment in the teaching rooms. Workloads were also 

growing with student numbers, particularly in terms o f growing amounts o f ‘homework’ for 

correction.
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Teaching the content module:

a) Rules and Object: Problems with teaching in a difficult room or in a difficult timetabled slot 

could compromise achieving the Object.

b) Division of Labour and Object; If Teachers could not get support to solve problems with 

equipment in teaching rooms, this compromised the Object o f this activity.

c) Community and Division of Labour: Students were intended to share the responsibility of 

meeting the Object of this activity. Participating Teachers referred frequently to the issue of 

attendance at lectures and the importance that students were in attendance.

The analysis o f the data gathered with Teachers revealed the Objects described above, and modelled 

in Section 5.5, indicating that changes in their teaching practice were not the focus of their activities. 

Rather, teaching was managed; it was carried out effectively but also efficiently, within a number of 

practical (but non-trivial) constraints. The Contradictions listed above are potential points for 

development in that the use o f technologies as Mediating Artefacts could support Teachers in 

achieving their Objects. However, at the institutional level, the data analysis revealed an unshared 

Object between Teachers and Central Supporters which may account for the lack o f developmental 

work to address these Contradictions.

6.2.5 An unshared Object between Teachers and Central Supporters

Chapter Two has already discussed the discourse from which Central Supporters work; namely, that 

teaching remains largely transmission-based, and constructivist models o f  teaching should be 

promoted and encouraged by academic developers and learning technologists. This also emerged as a 

discourse with which Managers were familiar (Section 6.2.2). Analysis o f the data with Teachers 

showed that their Objects concerned teaching as they currently undertook it; there was no identifiable 

Object about increasing their use o f technology, reflecting on or changing their approach to teaching. 

There was no reference made to the institution's teaching and learning strategy, for example. 

Teaching was represented in the interviews as an individual activity, for which they were 

responsible. This was paralleled in discussions with Peter and Malachy as the Lecturer-Managers; 

Malachy regarded development o f the use o f Moodle as the responsibility o f individual people 

teaching, and not Central Supporters.

The convenience factors associated with the VLE had been clear to the researcher since the initial 

evaluative work at the research site. These were reinforced throughout the Survey Phase and 

Observation Phase with Teachers. One o f the themes that emerged in the interview data was the 

usefulness o f  the VLE in reducing photocopying, and the reduction in time spent photocopying as 

well as costs associated with paper copies. In one department, there had been an explicit instruction 

from the Head o f Department to reduce photocopying for reasons o f cost. This had disrupted practice 

sufficiently to prompt more than one member o f staff to start using the VLE. The analysis o f 

Teachers’ activities with the VLE (in Section 5.5) demonstrated the importance o f  publishing
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materials for their work. Thus, the VLE was adopted and used by Teachers predominantly for 

publishing their materials and at the instigation o f  colleagues or students within their departments.

These findings indicate (1) that there were important practical reasons for Teachers to use the VLE, 

and (2) that motivations to use a particular technology m ay come from  within a department, rather 

than from management or central support. It is important then to examine the gap between academics 

(specifically those at the research site) and Central Supporters. Analysis o f  this gap from an activity 

theoretic perspective showed that there was an unshared Object between Central Supporters and 

Teachers in language departments who participated in this research, shown at Figure 6-2 (p. 223).

The existence o f  the unshared O bject may help to explain why Central Supporters saw themselves as 

having lim ited influence over the Outcomes o f  their activities (Section 6.2.2). Their Object, to 

encourage constructivist approaches to using the VLE, does not match the Object o f  Teachers. The 

unshared Object also helps to explain an issue ongoing since the local evaluations: that o f  appropriate 

forms o f  sta ff developm ent for the VLE. W hen Teachers in the current study were asked about what 

kinds o f  training and support would be useful to them, a wide range o f  answers was received: one-to- 

one training, departm entally-tailored workshops, visits from Central Supporters to staff meetings, 

and short focused workshops on particular features o f  the VLE. However, Teachers at the research 

site also acknowledged that they had not participated in e-leam ing workshops which had previously 

been provided for language departments. They cited time pressures and tim etable clashes as the 

reasons for this. Teachers were in favour o f  a variety o f  training and professional development 

activities, but lacked the tim e to participate in those already available to them. In respect o f  these 

responses, the Activity Theoretic analysis is illuminating: preferences about the format o f  training or 

professional development are incidental to the Teachers’ Object. Priorities and tim e management arc 

not based on the availability or type o f  training, but are instead determined by the Object o f  teaching 

modules in an efficient way.

A second issue arising from the analysis o f  this unshared Object concerns the nature o f  

“constructivist” use o f  the VLE. Central Supporters have encouraged use o f  the activities in VLEs as 

a way o f  supporting constructivist methods, and the com munication tools are often regarded as being 

important in this process (Laurillard. 1993; Salmon, 2000, 2002). Researchers have argued that 

publishing materials to the VLE is representative o f  transm ission-based practices (Blin & Munro, 

2008), implying that there should be increased use o f  the activities in the VLE. The analysis at Figure 

6-2 (p. 223), shows that this Object is not shared by Teachers, and challenges the assumption that this 

should be the O bject o f  Central Supporters. Teachers reported using a variety o f  in-class activities, 

and continuous assessm ent activities, with their students (Liz, 17; Vicki, I I ;  Jo, 16; Rose, 14). 

Therefore, it seems an unfair assumption to regard their teaching as transm ission-oriented because o f  

an emphasis on publishing in their use o f  the VLE.
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Figure 6-2: An unshared Object between Teachers and Central Supporters
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6 .2.6 Contradictions in Students’ activities

Object 1- to keep up to date. Object 2 —To undertake and complete coursework

a) Subject and M ediating Artefact: Students were unable to use VLE to keep up to date if  there 

was no use o f  the system by their Lecturers or department.

b) Rules and Object: This same contradiction is noted in both Object 1 and Object 2. Specifically, 

the institutional Rule that courses are modularised, had a profound effect on students’ use o f  the 

VLE. Heavy use o f  the VLE in some courses could set up a contradiction with the use o f  the 

VLE in language subjects.

c) Division o f  Labour and Object: W hen there was limited use o f  the Forum, in particular, and 

limited publication o f  course information to the module pages, students could not use the VLE as 

a means o f  keeping up to date, and felt it was unhelpful in their coursework. They regarded the 

responsibility for populating the VLE as resting with their Lecturers (even if  they had already 

been given materials in another format by their Lecturers and could have undertaken coursework 

independently).

d) Com m unity and Division o f  Labour: If  the VLE was being used in a limited way in a course, 

there tended to be less activity in Forums, and students were less inclined to support each other 

in this way.

The activity system modelled for Object 1 (Figure 5-12, p. 201) showed that students were 

com fortable with using com munication tools in the VLE. However, their main Object was to gather 

information about what they needed to do. There were few examples o f  using Forums for discussion 

o f  coursework or collaborating on a project: the usage indicated was much more o f  the ‘m essaging’ 

variety, for clarification and inform ation purposes. (This was also the finding o f  the local evaluation 

work in 2008 and 2009.) Students in this research did not show any interest in creating content or 

collaborating on coursework itself through the VLE, even though they showed cam araderie and a 

willingness to help each other with course information.

It is sometim es argued that “digital natives” (Frand, 2000; Prensky, 2001, p . l)  will drive the use o f  

technology by Lecturers, and will cause disruption to traditional m ethods o f  learning and teaching 

because o f  their habitual use o f  technology. There was evidence fi'om some o f  the Teachers in this 

study that students were prom pting them to use the VLE (Section 5.3.1), but there is a difference 

between this finding and the idea that students would subvert or change the organisation o f  teaching 

at the research site because o f  their com petence with technology. Their goal was, rather, to obtain 

course notes and m aterials in order to meet the exisfing requirem ents o f  their courses as they 

understood them.

Students experienced inconsistency in how the VLE was being used across their modules. Analysis 

o f  the data gathered at their illustrated interview sessions (Appendix M) raised a num ber o f  questions 

about this, and about their expectations o f  their Lecturers. The illustrated interviews showed that
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visiting the VLE typically took about five minutes, during which time they checked through each o f  

their m odules rapidly. On-screen, they moved very quickly through each module: some with colour, 

images, mixed fonts and lengthy lists o f  links, others with alm ost blank screens and small num bers o f  

links. A lthough they expressed the wish that more Lecturers would use M oodle and use it 

consistently, students also w illingly used whatever was placed in M oodle for them and recognised 

that it took “effort” (Graham. 112) by their Lecturers. It is also important to take into account that, 

although there was praise for the well-developed m odule spaces o f  one departm ent which had 

cancelled tutorials in favour o f  a blended learning approach, this same decision was the subject o f  

much negative feedback in the 2008 local evaluation (M cA vinia, 2010b). Further analysis o f  the data 

concerning the use o f  m aterials pointed to an unshared O bject between Teachers and Students, and 

this will be treated separately in Section 6.2.7 below.

6.2.7 An unshared Object between Students and Teachers

Figure 6-3 (p. 226) models the unshared Object between Students and Teachers in their activities. For 

students, the ch ief concern was to keep up to date, and to undertake and com plete their coursework. 

For these O bjects to be met, they found it very helpful to use M oodle as a starting point which 

contained all o f  the relevant materials for their module or specific piece o f  coursework. On the other 

hand, lecturers in language departments sought to teach reasonably efficiently, to balance the 

com peting dem ands o f  their work within existing constraints, and to encourage students to attend 

teaching events. They did not always use the VLE, or they used it to a lesser extent than some o f  

their colleagues. However, students participating in the research were also taking subjects in which 

there were very large classes. In these subjects, teaching efficiently was supported by extensive use 

o f  the VLE. This gave rise to the inconsistent experiences o f  Students.

Inconsistent experiences: some examples

Two critical incidents reported by student Graham (112) in this research show that this inconsistency 

o f  use o f  the V LE is not trivial for students. G raham ’s discussion in the illustrated interview, and his 

responses to the questionnaires and Diary all indicated that he was using M oodle extensively, he was 

very engaged with it, and had high expectations from it. He was a confident student who was happy 

to speak his mind. He related these incidents freely and without encouragem ent. In both cases, he 

reported a negative response from his Lecturer: it may be the same Lecturer in both cases, or not, and 

it is important to bear in mind that the Lecturer’s point o f  view is unavailable since m embers o f  the 

department in question did not participate in this research. The first incident w as recorded in his 

Diary (SD2). He had asked the Lecturer to put topics for an oral test into the VLE:

I was told to go to the notice board and write it down. I f  this was nearly any other departm ent

they would be put up and rightly so so everyone has a copy. (Graham, SD2)
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Figure 6-3: An unshared Object between Students and Teachers



The second incident was sim ilar although a discussion developed with the Lecturer:

one day we were doing a picture story and he had ran out o f  time, and he goes, oh I’ll 

photocopy it and leave it outside my office door. And 1 said why don’t you just put it up on 

M oodle? And he laughed at me and he goes, do you want to come by my office and do it for 

me? And I said well, 1 probably would know how, like, and he goes yeah well, i f  you can do it 

I’ll put it up there, but you ’ll have to do it for me. So 1 was like, right OK, like, so if  people 

can use email I don’t understand if  it's  that difficult. Like, 1 don’t know how they go about 

putting stuff up. But I can ’t imagine it could be that different to like uploading photos or using 

Facebook or using Bebo or using something like that (Graham, 112)

There are several aspects o f  this story worthy o f  further discussion. First, the student challenges the 

lecturer to do something that he has never done up to this point. The lecturer responds by laughing, 

which does not appear to upset Graham  but might in some circum stances be regarded as an 

inappropriate response to a student in the classroom. The suggestion that the student should then 

publish the item to the VLE is unfortunate and leads them into a series o f  unproductive exchanges. 

The student is sufficiently frustrated to have asked the question in the first place, and to pursue it 

with the lecturer. However, the lecturer appears not to have known how to respond adequately to this 

challenge. Graham appeared not to have taken this incident very seriously, but it nonetheless 

highlights some issues o f  urgent concern to Central Supporters. It is also an exam ple o f  the 

“uncertain nature o f  the social relations” created by e-learning (Goodfellow & Lea, 2007, p. 68).

The student’s existing culture o f  use (Thom e, 2003) o f  the VLE is the trigger for this exchange, with 

his expectations being (rightly or WTongly) that everything should be made available to him there. 

Some Teachers responding to the questionnaire in this study, or participating in interviews, 

m entioned that they had begun to use VLEs because o f student requests. However, in the case o f  

G raham ’s lecturer, the suggestion made in class seemed unlikely to have this outcome. There may be 

other sim ilar incidents occurring all the time, which are undocum ented. Students are not privy to 

editing interfaces o f  the VLE, and are perhaps unaware that their Teachers would have needed some 

support and training in using these. In the incident described above, Graham assum ed that the VLE 

was probably a sim ilar technology to Facebook or Bebo, and that it would be easy to work out how 

to publish resources there. However, M oodle 1.9 (in use at the research site at this tim e) in fact had a 

series o f  steps for a Teacher to learn in order to publish materials. In this respect, the lecturer was 

doing the most efficient thing for him, by prom ising to make m aterials available in a way that was 

reliable and speedy from his point o f  view. This would not necessarily have been justified from 

G raham ’s point o f  view. He thought there was bound to be support available for lecturers:
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If  you don ’t know how to do something, like I 'm  sure around the college there 's loads o f 

people that do, so you ju st have to go and ask them, so I think sometim es as well if  they don’t 

know how to do something, it’s not an excuse. I’m sure there’s loads o f  resources there for 

them (Graham, 112)

Thus, the VLE is a source o f  conflict between the Teacher and Student in this case. But the incident 

also shows that the VLE is not regarded as an online classroom by either party. The lecturer ignores 

it and does not use it, the student seeks the equivalent online resource to that provided in his other 

modules. For Graham. M oodle mediates learning in his modules.

Graham (112) also com mented separately about the provision o f  course readings in Moodle. He 

wonders what purpose is served by forcing students to go to the Library independently (or visit the 

Library website) to locate readings, if  the resource or a link to it can simply be posted to the VLE 

instead. This is a difficult question to answer. Lecturer Harry (13) had related an incident where 

students did not undertake set reading, because he had not placed the material in the VLE. He was 

concerned about the risks to independent learning by students if  they did not continue to go to the 

library and search for what they needed. On the other hand, Liz was posting extracts from secondary 

readings to her course page, along with references and links, to encourage students to engage with 

her reading lists. In this exam ple, Graham, and H arry’s students, saw no reason why reading 

materials should not be posted directly to the VLE. Harry saw some value in encouraging students to 

visit the library and find their own resources, but Liz adapted her teaching to use the VLE as a bridge 

between the reading list and the secondary readings, through publishing excerpts from the relevant 

texts. The net effect o f  these different viewpoints is that the student’s experience o f  the VLE is 

inconsistent. The provision o f  extensive material in the VLE was something students regarded as 

very helpful and useful, and it is difficult to dispute this. Ultim ately, it remains their responsibility to 

engage with that material, and to analyse it critically for their coursework and assignments.

A further issue related to the expectations o f  students might be framed in term s o f  departments 

reaping what is sown. Departments were cutting their photocopying costs by publishing materials to 

the VLE. But if  this policy is pursued, then it becomes the expectation o f  students that whatever they 

need will be published to the VLE. Lecturers made some references to over-reliance on the VLE by 

students (Section 5.3.1), and Central Supporters were concerned about this too. However, it is 

difficult to see how this can be checked, since departm ents are directing students to the VLE for 

resources instead o f  distributing them on paper.

Inconsistent experiences and Rules

The previous section examined inconsistent experiences in the VLE from the point o f  view o f  the 

Student, and considered the perspectives o f  Teachers in the examples discussed. However 

institutional Rules, which are outside the control o f  most Teachers, also mediate the use o f  the VLE 

since they determine the sizes o f  cohorts in particular subjects. The adm ission o f  larger num bers o f  

students to the institution each year, and facilitation o f  students’ preferences for particular subjects,
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has given rise to very large classes in number o f  departments. The VLE has been deployed to 

mediate teaching and assessm ent in these large departm ents. These Rules are outside the control o f  

an individual Lecturer who teaches smaller groups o f  students in a language module. Yet these Rules 

influence all teaching activities, because o f  the expectations o f  students in a m odular programme. In 

a modularised system, mirrored by the institutional VLE, modules are presented in a menu which 

does not refer to subjects or academic departments. The illustrated interview process dem onstrated 

visibly the differences between m odules on-screen. Students compared modules on this basis, and the 

data showed that students tended to respond positively to a well-developed course space in the VLE.

Unintended Outcomes

The inconsistent experiences described in the previous sections are unintended Outcom es o f  the 

m ainstream ing o f  the VLE across the institution. A further unintended Outcom e has been the 

possibility that students might not attend teaching events because o f  the availability o f  notes in the 

VLE (Donnelly & O 'R ourke, 2007).

One o f  the language departments at the research site posted summ aries o f  lectures to the VLE instead 

o f  the full sets o f  notes. It could be argued that this represents an unfair Division o f  Labour from the 

student’s point o f  view: not only will they no longer receive paper copies o f  their materials at 

lectures, but there is also an attem pt to moderate their behaviour and force their attendance at 

lectures. Attendance at teaching events is not a stated requirem ent o f  the institution, and there are no 

systems in place to check or m onitor attendance. However, it is difficult to dispute the departm ent’s 

argument; Liz (17, 110) and Amy (12) were em phatic about the importance o f  language classes and 

lectures. They did not attribute attendance problem s to the VLE, but were concerned that students 

them selves might not be aware o f  the importance o f  their classes.

In summary, the VLE has created disturbance to existing activities in which Students and Teachers 

are involved, even if  this is not the “disruption” o f  curricula and practices discussed by Blin and 

M unro (2008). In term s o f  addressing the Contradictions that contribute to these Outcom es, Central 

Supporters may be able to influence the developm ent o f  certain activities, but not all. Admissions 

policy, for example, is the responsibility o f  senior m anagem ent. Heads o f  Departm ent make 

decisions as to how to manage student num bers w ithin existing constraints. M anagers might 

therefore take a more prom inent role in addressing adm issions and subject allocations, or look for 

greater consistency across departm ents in the managem ent o f  large group teaching activities. But if  

Central Supporters were to establish closer links with the disciplines, issues such as the withdrawal 

o f  tutorials might then be discussed in sufficient depth that the scenarios described here -w h ich  were 

unintended by the departm ents in question -  could be m itigated in the fiiture.

6.2.8 Section summary

This section has examined the Contradictions within the activities previously m odelled and presented 

in Chapter Five. The unshared Objects between each o f  these groups were also discussed. Figure 6-4 

(p. 231) maps activities modelled in the course o f  this analysis for the institution as a whole. Figure
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6-4 indicates a break between two activity systems; that o f  the M anagers, and the Central Supporters. 

Once the VLE had been form ally adopted and m ainstream ed. M anagers were no longer involved in 

its deploym ent, and analysis o f  the data showed that M anagers did not (and could not) define the task 

o f  Central Supporters at the research site. Service Directors, although retaining strong connections 

with M anagers, had lim ited scope to influence w orking practices. Service D irectors had the Object o f 

im proving the teaching and learning environm ent, as som ething they could influence, while the 

Object o f  the M anagers was to change working processes and institutional goals around teaching and 

learning. This w'as potentially unshared with Lecturers (and the M anager-Lecturers) in disciplines, 

and as a consequence, was bounded in small projects rather than radically transform ative activities.

Central Supporters and Teachers had unshared O bjects in relation to teaching. Teachers sought to 

teach efficiently, and when they used the VLE for this purpose their Object was shared w ith that o f 

the Students, who sought to keep up to date with their courses and to manage their coursework. 

However, there were unshared Objects identified between Teachers and Students: Teachers were 

willing to use the VLE on their terms, which did not necessarily match the expectations o f  students.

Section 6.3 will return the focus o f  this discussion to the research questions, and consider the extent 

to which they have been answered by the research.
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Figure 6-4: A map of institutional activities
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6.3 Addressing the Research Questions: the story of the VLE

6.3.1 Introduction

Discussion in this Chapter thus far has focused on the Contradictions identified in the activity 

systems modelled, and the unshared Objects between them. This section will return to the research 

questions and address each o f them in turn, considering the extent to which they have been answered 

by the research undertaken:

1. Why has there been limited use o f the VLE?

2. What is the route o f adoption of the VLE from institutional decision to ‘classroom’ use?

3. Is it possible to develop an analytical framework that identifies where key decisions are made 

that deteriTiine the extent to which the VLE is used?

4. If such a framework were applied, what would it reveal about the reasons that someone in a 

Modem Languages department in a HEl in Ireland does/does not use the VLE?

5. What proposals could be made for the future to support the adoption of other technologies, and 

their embedding in language disciplines?

6.3.2 Why has there been limited use of the VLE?

The research findings indicate that, rather than there being limited use o f the VLE at the research site, 

there is typical use o f the VLE, or from an Activity Theoretic perspective: the usage of the VLE is 

appropriate to the Objects o f Teachers and Students. The VLE has been adopted in the first instance 

to support existing practices rather than to change them.

Chapter Two illustrated that the VLE had the potential to offer a broad toolkit to someone working in 

language subjects, seeking to provide a variety o f tasks and authentic resources to his or her students. 

Yet, in the original design for this study, development of the VLE for CALL appeared to have 

limited appeal to the Teachers at the research site. Having examined this problem through the 

finalised research design, the data collected, and the Activity Theoretic analysis, the researcher 

believes that the first research question needs to be recast. Although this question was formulated 

following review o f the literature, and available evaluative data from the research site and other HEIs 

in Ireland, it is challenged by the investigation and specifically by the Activity Theoretic analysis. 

Rather than asking why there may be limited use o f technologies, the question should be Is there 

limited use oj the VLE? The evidence from this research was that the VLE was being used in ways 

appropriate to the current activities undertaken by Teachers taking account of the frame factors 

(Miettenen, 1999) around their work. Their use o f the VLE was compatible with a whole range o f 

other activities undertaken in the classroom. Moreover, the assumption that all resources published to 

the VLE were simply lecture notes backing up what was transmitted in class was demonstrated to be 

false: a typology o f  resources was identified, and Teachers had different Objects for publishing each 

o f them.
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The analysis also suggested that there are em erging practices amongst Teachers which use the VLE 

as a m ediating artefact in their teaching. The typology o f  published resources indicated this. Use o f  

the VLE was developing and enhancing teaching and learning activities, perhaps in small ways, but 

in ways not previously possible with paper-based technologies. These were linked with teaching 

m ethods and approaches to the discipline. Discussion by Teachers o f  their publishing activities was 

interwoven with discussion o f  teaching, and different activities were identified for which publishing 

to the VLE was an Instrument or M ediating Artefact.

The analysis indicated that Teachers had different levels o f  skill with using different tools within the 

VLE. However, they had begun to consider additional and alternative uses o f  the VLE after 

developing experience with it over a certain period o f  time, and also depending on other factors (such 

as increases in their class sizes). But their investment o f  tim e in learning how to do something new 

with the VLE had to be offset against its perform ing reliably for their purposes, and their other 

com mitm ents. These findings indicated that the M oodle VLE at the research site had further potential 

for Teachers, and that it could be used to address Contradictions in teaching activities in order to 

develop teaching. However, this was not ‘strategic’ in the sense o f  being linked with institutional 

goals or even the teacher's own interests. It also needed time: most o f  the Teachers participating in 

the research had already been using the VLE for at least one year, and they faced com peting 

priorities in their work. They were realistic too about what aspects o f  their work would be rewarded 

by the institution, and this influenced the extent to which they invested tim e in any aspect o f  their 

teaching (whether or not this included the use o f  technology).

The research findings indicate that, over tim e and with habitual use. Teachers will develop their use 

o f  the VLE in innovative ways. W hether it may be possible to influence or expedite this developm ent 

will be considered in the next section.

Recasting the VLE debate

The VLE allows an institution to inake a response to the challenges o f  a digital age by providing a 

centralised, secure mechanism  for online resources and activities. Educational researchers have 

argued that VLEs are constraining and restrictive, and do not allow teachers best to exploit the 

potential o f  new  technologies (Bayne, 2008). In this view VLEs are conservative technologies, no 

longer developing, and which should now  be decom m issioned (Stiles, 2007).

But it is important also to docum ent what has been accom plished with the VLE; as Stiles (2007) 

acknowledges, people with no previous experience using e-leam ing have begun to engage with it 

through using the VLE. In providing online access to course notes and materials, VLEs have 

responded to agendas o f  access and equality. The data gathered and analysed here showed that 

teaching staff were already looking for ways to put course m aterials online or at least onto a network, 

before their institutions adopted VLEs. It is important to note that HEIs in Ireland have been 

expanding continuously over the past three decades: it is no longer cost effective or practical to
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circulate paper-based notes and supporting m aterials to  their growing num bers o f  students. 

M oreover, the VLE facilitates sharing o f  m ulti-m odal resources and not only those previously 

distributed by paper (Amy, 12; Georgia, 18). W eller (2007) and Sclater (2008) have pointed out that 

the VLE serves these useful practical purposes, and that V LEs are likely to be used for the next five 

to ten years. VLEs provide secure spaces for discussion, submission o f  coursework, and 

dissemination o f  grades, which m ay not be guaranteed by external websites. VLE adm inistration 

takes account o f  data protection and copyright issues, which may not be guaranteed by external 

websites. M ost institutions have invested time and money in the VLE, but it is no longer costing 

them the same level o f  investment. In purely financial term s, there is neither a gain nor a loss in 

having the system, and it is what Carl (116) called a “hygiene factor” for HEls.

In generalising about VLEs, and identifying them as having in-built (transm ission-oriented) 

pedagogies, researchers are ignoring the V LE’s m ediating role in disparate activities in campus- 

based HEIs. In this sense, the debate has been rendered technology-driven. The current study has 

described activities motivated by w ide-ranging Objects, for which Teachers will use relevant and 

reliable M ediating Artefacts.

Managers and Central Supporters aligned e-leam ing with teaching development and change: it is 

tim ely for this perspective to be revisited, and reconciled with the evidence that Teachers are using 

the VLE in ways appropriate to their current teaching methods. Current teaching activities appear to 

be conducted separately to the activities o f  M anagers and Central Supporters in relation to teaching 

development, shown by the unshared Objects betw een them. E-leam ing research is consistent in its 

ongoing calls for better models to support the use o f  technology within the disciplines (Beetham  & 

Sharpe, 2007; Conole & Oliver, 2007b). However, the proliferation o f  models and tools in e-leam ing 

research remains at a rem ove fi'om Teachers, since there is an unshared Object already existing 

between their activities and those o f  Central Supporters. Existing e-leam ing research will have little 

impact in the disciplines without a shared O bject between Central Supporters and Teachers. An 

example o f  this is seen in the current study, in the finding that there was a poor awareness o f  CALL 

practice and research am ongst the infom iants and participants at the research site. This could have 

been attributed to the focus on research specialism s (rather than language teaching) in traditional 

language departments, identified by Colem an (2004). However, it has already been highlighted 

earlier in this thesis that the language departm ents at the research site were com mitted to  language 

teaching. This was also clear from the data analysis presented in Section 5.5. Teachers were shown to 

be interested in, and com mitted to, language teaching within a m odular H um anities degree 

programme. There was nonetheless little evidence o f  a connection between this com m itm ent and the 

developm ent o f  teaching through dialogue with Central Supporters.

These issues need to be addressed by Central Supporters, and not only attributed to Teachers’ 

interests in preserving tim e for their research, o r to other factors such as the design o f  the VLE. The 

findings o f  this study indicate that course pages in the VLE do not necessarily reflect teaching
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methods in a campus-based HEl, which does most o f its teaching face-to-face. The VLE is not 

required to function as an online classroom for most people at the research site, and the importance 

of language classes as well as the limitations of the VLE for some aspects o f language learning and 

teaching, emerged clearly from the research. Chapter Two (Section 2.7) noted that e-leaming 

researchers had not defined what was considered ‘sufficient’ or ‘adequate’ use o f the VLE, as 

opposed to ‘limited' use. The analysis o f  Guri-Rosenblit (2005) suggests that the developrnent o f e- 

leaming in campus-based institutions has been unduly influenced by the idea that campuses would 

become open and distance education institutions. She regards these expectations as unrealistic, and 

points to the conflation o f terms in this area (e-leaming, distance learning, flexible learning). The 

activity theoretic analysis o f the Managers and Central Supporters’ interviews (Section 5.3 and 

Section 5.4) showed clearly that no institution had really anticipated becoming an open and distance 

learning institution by getting a VLE. Rather than viewing the use of the VLE from the perspective 

of a transformation agenda, or one informed by practice in ODL settings, it is timely for Central 

Supporters to recognise the differences between different educational settings. It may also be timely 

for them to recognise the limitations o f evaluative work which relies on survey data, and logged data 

from systems such as the VLE.

The recently published National Strategy’ for Higher Education to 2030 (DES, 2011) states clearly 

that the lecture and tutorial will remain integral to Irish higher education for the foreseeable future. 

Campus-based institutions are not, therefore, facing imminent disruption o f their teaching practices 

from government policy. However, they are facing reduced budgets and staffing levels. These factors 

make it seem likely that e-leaming will continue to appeal to Teachers for its convenience factors. 

Other uses o f technology will be mediated by these factors too. This is not to imply that Central 

Supporters should not look for specific opportunities for the development o f teaching and learning, 

and more effective use of technology. One signal for this in the data was the discussion of growing 

amounts o f “homework” (Liz, 110) in the language departments. This could represent an opportunity 

for Central Supporters to discuss assessment, and developing effective online assessment with the 

Teachers concemed. But such innovations need to be framed as achievable projects which are 

manageable for Teachers, rather than as transformative projects requiring engagement with a separate 

field of research on the part o f the Teacher.

6.3.3 What is the route of adoption of the VLE from institutional decision to ‘classroom’ 

use?

This research has traced the route o f adoption o f the VLE on an institution-wide basis in order to 

examine whether the perceived ‘limited’ use o f the VLE could be explained by factors outside the 

subject disciplines in which the VLE was being used. There were calls in the literature for 

researchers to undertake systemic or institution-wide investigations in order to analyse the use o f e- 

leaming. In this case, the investigation was designed to examine the reported under-use o f the VLE.
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The analysis presented in Chapter Five, and here, has shown that the adoption o f  a VLE was a 

straightforward decision at the research site, and at the external sites. Analysis o f  the M anagers’ 

activities in this research, com bined with that o f  the Central Supporters data, indicated that there 

were few questions about w hether or not to have a VLE: rather, there were defined projects to pilot 

and select an institutional VLE. These defined projects were achievable, but aided by the fact that 

VLEs were introduced at a time when there were budgets available to support developm ental work in 

universities. It was also feasible to recruit new m em bers o f  sta ff to implement projects and initiatives.

M ainstream ing o f  the VLE has been successful insofar as VLEs are used pervasively, and the data 

showed that their uptake at the research site and the external sites had been rapid. Precedents had 

been set: people were using shared networks or local installations o f  VLEs before the institutional 

decisions were taken to mainstream  a system centrally. Peter (117) recalled using a departm ental web 

page to post notes and references for students. Larry (112) recounted that Lecturers were already 

using shared network directories to circulate notes to students before the VLE was formally adopted 

at the research site. Central Supporters at the external sites reported that individual departments 

began to use proprietary VLEs as soon as they becam e available, and before they were picked up as a 

m ainstream institutional activity. Therefore, there was ‘p roof o f  principle’: VLEs were already being 

sought and used. M ainstream ing activities attracted resources from institutions because it was already 

clear that VLEs were needed, and would be used. D iscussion o f  changes to teaching practice, and 

student-centred learning, was well-intentioned, but essentially disconnected from the activity. The 

funding o f  a support post at the research site was informed by data from the pilot project that 

dem onstrated the need for user support, rather than any identified need for pedagogical change linked 

with e-leam ing. M ainstream ing o f  the VLE was undertaken at the research site (and at external sites) 

w ithout detailed im plem entation plans about what should be achieved.

Interviews with Central Supporters painted a picture o f  the trajectory o f  VLE use at the research site 

and the three external sites. The data confirmed that the experience at the research site, although the 

last o f  the four to m ainstream  a VLE, was typical. The same pattern o f  adoption was experienced in 

all four institutions: the VLE functioned in the first instance as a m aterials repository, followed by 

gradual uptake o f  other tools and activities w ithin the system. Three o f  the institutions were 

com parable in size, and all four had a centrally located teaching and learning service which included 

e-leam ing support and development. However, other factors including the Central Supporters' own 

expertise in e-leam ing, the support model used, institutional strategies, and overall resourcing, all 

seemed to have little effect on the how teaching sta ff adopted the VLE in their work. The broader 

dataset from the Teacher questionnaires supported this finding: irrespective o f  the institutions in 

which they were located, Teachers reported using the VLE overwhelm ingly for publication and 

dissemination o f  course m aterials in the first instance.

For teaching staff, the VLE automated processes they would otherwise have had to undertake 

manually (for example, photocopying) and enabled actions that would otherw ise have had to be
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facilitated in the classroom  (setting up a discussion for students). The VLE did not mediate decision

m aking about teaching activities such as setting up a discussion; it supported decisions already taken 

by the Teacher. However, the range o f  publishing activities revealed by this study, particularly those 

o f  Liz and Georgia, indicated that the VLE was beginning to mediate some teaching activities 

beyond the classroom. For students, the VLE also seem ed to mediate activities in ways that other 

media did not, and they had developed a culture o f  use o f  the VLE, described at Section 5.6. The 

VLE functioned as a resource bank giving the starting points for coursework, and supplem enting 

w hat was taught in the classroom.

The research revealed unshared Objects in activities across the research site. There were different 

conceptions o f  the VLE as a tool at different levels o f  the system: for Central Supporters, the VLE 

was to be the enabler o f  transform ation o f  the whole activity o f  teaching the module, but M anagers’ 

activities associated with the VLE effectively ceased once it had been mainstreamed. Teachers and 

Central Supporters did not share the Object o f  transform ing or changing teaching, and S tudents’ 

experiences o f  the VLE were highly dependent on their departments (even in the context o f  a 

modularised system).

In summ ary then, VLEs were highly successful from the point o f  view o f being rapidly and widely 

adopted, attracting funding and personnel, and being used pervasively across HEls. The analysis 

suggests that this was because they supported existing practices, and not because they challenged or 

changed these practices. From an Activity Theoretic perspective, the VLE changed Actions and 

Operations, but not Activities. K uurti’s framework for analysing the role o f  com puters at the 

Activity, Action and Operation levels is useful here. Figure 6-5 (p. 238) shows where the VLE can be 

located for each group o f people at the research site. It m ediated activities for the Students, but 

predom inantly supported Actions and Operations for everyone else once the selection and 

m ainstream ing o f  the system had been completed.

Adoption o f  the VLE was possibly a unique case in e-leam ing, as an institution-wide system which 

was integrated with existing systems and ser\'ed adm inistrative as well as academic purposes. But the 

activity theoretic analysis o f  this process across the research site revealed that there was no clear 

pathway for the developm ent o f  e-leam ing in the future. A lthough participants in the research all 

favoured an integrated approach to teaching and learning developm ent, and the use o f  e-leam ing, this 

had potential risks in masking the need to resource and support e-leaming. The balancing o f  

transform ative activities against pragm atic needs was also highlighted by the research. This was seen 

both at management level, and in the unshared Object between Central Supporters and Teachers. It 

was argued that Central Supporters could usefully revisit the paradigm  o f change which has informed 

their work, and instead consider ways to m eet the identified needs o f  Teachers in cam pus-based HEIs 

who wish to use technologies to mediate their existing activities.
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Historical activity 2005 Current activity 2010

Activity level

Action level

Enhance T&L

Select a VLE

Support mainstreaming 
of the VLE

Establish sub-committee

Make decision

Secure resources

Mainstream the VLE

Sustain VLE Support

Provide training

Deliver support

Report to Managers

Teach the module

Teaching class

Setting assessments

Marking assessments

Keep up to date

Undertake and 
complete coursework

VLE as starting point

Clarifying instructions

Communication with 
classmates

Operation level

Delegate implementation

Note outcomes e.g. 
in reports

Update users Distributing materials

Answer support 
queries

Distributing homework

Communication with 
students

Surfing course pages 
daily

Checking messages

Managers Central Supporters Teachers Students

Figure 6-5: Activities, Actions and Operations (after Kuutti 1996:33): 

the V L E  functions predominantly at the Action and Operation level after mainstreaming, except for Students



6.3.4 Is it possible to develop an analytical framework that identifies where key decisions are 

made that determine the extent to which the VLE is used?

The outcomes o f the current study suggest that it is possible to develop a powerful analytical 

fram ework using Activity Theory and predom inantly qualitative methods in a mixed methods design, 

to exam ine how a particular technology is adopted across an organisation. Section 3.7.1 indicated the 

value o f  Activity Theory in taking account o f  individual, com munity, social practices and mediating 

artefacts. Its application in w ork-based settings, and at the macro and micro levels o f  organisations 

indicated that it had potential strengths for this study. Activity Theory had also been used to examine 

unexpected outcom es or the failure o f  technologies in particular activities. Given these existing 

experiences, it was thought to prove likely to be a suitable theoretical framework for the current 

research, and that has been the case.

The activity theoretic analysis revealed key elements o f  the activities undertaken by different groups 

w ithin the organisation, as well as unshared Objects between them. However, as with the first 

research question, this research question should be recast: the analysis showed that key decisions 

were made that motivated particular activities which were (or were not) mediated by the VLE. 

Decision-making was not dependent on the VLE itse lf  This finding dem onstrates the strength o f  

Activity Theory in revealing the com plexity o f  activities. Frame factors such as institutional Rules, 

the Com m unity in which a Subject was working, and the Division o f  Labour in various activities, 

also mediated the Outcom es o f  activities.

The researcher believes Activity Theory to be a more powerful analytical tool than some o f  those 

used in com parable studies (Section 4.2.5). There are two reasons for this: first. Activity Theory 

prom pts the researcher to exam ine activities, rather than investigating the use o f  a technology in and 

o f  itse lf  Second, Activity Theory proved to have the capacity to analyse activities at the institutional 

level (such as those o f  the M anagers), but also to analyse individual publishing activities by 

Teachers, and if  necessary to com pare both. Contradictions have also been identified, from which 

proposals can be made for the future (Section 6.4).

6.3.5 If such a framework were used, what would it reveal about the reasons that someone 

in a Modern Languages department in a HEI in Ireland does/does not use the VLE?

The analysis presented in this thesis in relation to how Teachers in language departm ents at the 

research site used the VLE suggested that the VLE was used to support current teaching activities, 

and not to transform  or change these. However, it was also shown that Teachers were willing and 

able to develop their practices with the VLE in certain ways: they were not seeking to use the VLE as 

an online classroom, but to exploit its fijnctionality to mediate teaching activities beyond the 

classroom.

This research question might also be refined on the basis o f  the analysis undertaken: there was 

widespread use o f  the VLE am ongst language teachers at the research site. However, certain
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com ponents and functions o f  the VLE were used extensively, rather than the whole system. Teachers 

participating in this research used the content managem ent and communication tools within the VLE. 

These tools were used to support the Object o f  teaching language and content modules in efficient 

ways. Tools such as quizzes, which required an investm ent o f  time and therefore com prom ised 

efficient working, were not as w idely used or were m ore gradually learned and tested. Teachers were 

gradually developing their use o f  the VLE: this was not necessarily related to learning how to use 

new features o f  the system, but rather, they sought to use publication tools and discussion forums as 

ways o f  developing what they were already doing in other settings. These gradual changes were 

interwoven with existing practices.

There was no imperative from managem ent or from the teaching and learning service to use the VLE, 

and the data showed little evidence to suggest that Teachers were interested in the VLE from the 

point o f  view o f  their ow'n professional development. However, triggers for the use o f  the VLE often 

came from within the Teacher’s department. Students might ask them if  they were going to use the 

VLE (Jo, 16) or heads o f  departm ent could advocate use o f  the VLE in order to reduce printing and 

copying costs. It is important here also to rem em ber the lim itations o f  the VLE: Teachers and 

Students may not use it quite simply because it is subject to technical lim itations. Students (Section 

5.6.1) com mented on the lack o f  opportunities to practice oral production o f  the L2, whether on the 

web or within the VLE. Teachers also questioned the value o f  clicking through language tasks online, 

as opposed to writing the target language.

6.3.6 W hat proposals could be made for the future to support the adoption o f  other 

technologies and their em bedding in language disciplines?

The current study indicates that there are num ber o f  possible issues for consideration in term s o f  how 

HEls introduce and m ainstream technologies in the future. In particular, the discourse o f  change and 

transform ation o f  teaching through the introduction o f  e-leam ing, is challenged by the findings o f 

this research. Section 6.4 explores the im plications o f  the research in detail, and moves to make a 

num ber o f  proposals for the future.
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6.4 Proposals arising from this research

6.4.1 Introduction

This section will consider in detail the final research question, addressing the implications o f  this 

research, and proposals that might be made for the future.

6.4.2 Lim itations o f current practice for Central Supporters

In light o f  the findings o f  this research, the limits o f  some o f  the discourses around the adoption o f  e- 

leam ing in universities become clear. Discussion o f  the outcom es o f the current study suggested that 

Central Supporters might usefully address ways o f  re-engaging people teaching with technologies, 

and in turn redefine the support role in a changing sector.

Central Supporters working in e-learning are often located within academic developm ent units, as 

was the case for Central Supporters who participated in this research. The areas o f  work identified for 

these units are often derived from institutional strategies, and these strategies address academic 

developm ent and change since this in turn may be linked with governm ent funding (Gosling, 2009). 

It may be tim ely for Central Supporters to consider how to balance the change agenda against their 

experiences in practice. This is not to suggest that there are not examples o f  poor practice in teaching 

in HEIs. It is to suggest instead that, since there is an unshared Object between Teachers and Central 

Supporters, it is tim ely to reconsider the change paradigm  in order to engage or re-engage people 

teaching with teaching and learning development.

M ehanna (2004, p. 279) addresses this issue by identifying “pedagogic behaviours" in a study o f 

tu tors’ practices across four universities in the UK. These behaviours were grouped into nine 

clusters, which were dem onstrated empirically to be linked with students' learning. But rather than 

showing only behaviourist or constructivist methods, these behaviours reflected a range o f  different 

learning theories and activities. M ehanna concluded that e-leam ing would benefit from blending 

pedagogical methods, rather than taking a more unilateral approach which regarded constructivism as 

the only approach to teaching using technology. The implication o f  the current research and the work 

o f  M ehanna, is that Central Supporters could potentially w ork more effectively by exam ining 

teaching activities, frame factors mediating them, and spaces for development. This would change 

the starting position (whether tacit or overt) that radical change is needed. Rather than seeking ‘loss 

leaders' or ‘Trojan horses’ in order to make connections with departm ents. Central Supporters should 

work to identify activities, and contradictions in those activifies which can serve as points for 

development.

6.4.3 Defining a pathway for Central Supporters

The discussion in this Chapter has focused on the points o f  Contradiction and the unshared Objects in 

the activities surrounding the adoption o f  the VLE at the research site, supported by the analysis o f
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data from the external sites. The research has shown that there are potential lessons to be learned 

from the experience o f  adopting and m ainstream ing a VLE which could benefit future projects in e- 

leam ing and in academic developm ent more generally. The previous section has suggested that, in 

the first instance, the discourse o f  transfoniiing teaching might usefully be revisited at this stage.

However, the research site, and the external sites, were also shown to lack specific implementation 

plans for e-leam ing or for strategic goals relating to e-leaming. This lack o f  specific planning caused 

contradictions for Central Supporters involved in the historical activity o f  mainstreaming, and 

continued to com plicate their efforts to identify future plans and their own roles. The support 

overhead was a constant concern for e-leam ing Supporters, and set up a specific (technically- 

oriented) perception o f  their role and function am ongst the academics, as well as within their own 

teams. To try to counterbalance this, Central Supporters at the external sites had attem pted to carve 

out academic identities, taking on teaching and research. However, these activities were risky: they 

used tim e which might be needed for support and day-to-day duties, and the effects o f  such work 

might only be noticeable outside the Supporter’s institution. M eanwhile, the dem ands on Supporters’ 

time and the responsibilities attached to support meant that it was difficult for new activities to be 

undertaken and new technologies evaluated and piloted.

Central Supporters with responsibilities for e-leam ing had therefore reached a crossroads: they were 

in the position o f  reacting to support requests, while also trying to develop academic profiles, and 

attem pting to navigate the rapidly altering field in which they were working. All o f  the participants 

were interested in the whole range o f  new technologies becom ing available, but had to maintain 

existing systems at the same time. Harriet (113) highlighted this point, and felt that it was becoming 

increasingly difficult to explore the potential o f  new technologies given the practical constraints o f  

m aintaining existing services.

The M anagers interviewed expressed preferences to keep e-leam ing developm ent integrated with 

teaching development, and that it should not require a separate strategy or goals. Central Supporters 

agreed with this view. However, analysis o f  the interview data showed that the support overhead 

associated with technology distinguished the w ork o f  e-leam ing supporters from  their colleagues in 

academic development. Planning for this support overhead was therefore argued to be important.

The analysis o f  the adoption o f  the VLE showed that, in many respects the VLE exists separately 

from the teaching and leam ing service: in some institutions, it predated the teaching and leam ing 

unit, and it remains a collaboration between com puter services, adm inistrative sections (like Records 

and M odularisation offices) and the teaching and leam ing unit. The association o f  the teaching and 

leam ing service with the VLE has had advantages and disadvantages. At the m ainstream ing stage, 

the VLE attracted resources and posts to the teaching and leam ing service. However, it has arguably 

led academics to view Central Supporters in e-leam ing as technical supporters, and created a distance 

between e-leam ing supporters and academic developers in the same teams. Retaining the support
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function is com plicating the activities o f  Central Supporters as they try to define their roles and 

engage with new er forms o f  technology. Support fluctuates between being technical and pedagogical. 

The experience o f  the VLE shows that good technical and day-to-day support costs money, and is 

essential to the success o f  a project, but most Learning Technologists/e-leam ing Supporters would 

regard their roles as much more broadly defined than this (Beetham, 2001; O liver, 2002). Reacting to 

the needs o f  departm ents, as Supporters were, may well be ill-suited to an e-leam ing landscape which 

is changing rapidly and m oving away from m onolithic system s and large scale digitisation projects, 

towards cloud computing, m obile technologies and social networking. Carl (116) signalled that 

support work might well need to be reconfigured according as institutional systems changed in the 

medium  to long term.

It is therefore im portant to ask where support for e-leam ing systems and services should reside. It is 

also important to ask whether the e-leam ing Supporter/Leam ing Technologist role should be defined 

differently in the future. Planning at the institutional level would help to answer these questions. This 

research suggests that planning decisions need to be made in order to ensure that support for existing 

e-leam ing services can continue, and it may be timely to realign soine aspects o f  support in order to 

use effectively those resources rem aining in teaching and leam ing units.

6.4.4 A lternative proposals for support

This section proposes that, in light o f  the findings o f  this research, some realignm ent o f  central 

support activities and com m itm ents at the research site is needed in order to develop the Activities 

described and to resolve some o f  the Contradictions identified. These proposals also address the 

unshared Objects: the gaps between institutional decisions about technology, and what happens in the 

classroom. W hile these proposals are made with specific reference to the research site, they can be 

generalised to institutions with sim ilar organisational structures since the research data gathered at 

external sites supports the analysis o f  experience at the research site.

Management level

The findings o f  this research dem onstrate a clear need for greater interaction between Senior 

M anagers and Service Directors, and between both o f  these groups and Central Supporters. The lack 

o f  a detailed im plem entation plan or reporting metrics for the VLE contributed to a series o f  

contradictions in activities associated with the VLE. Planning is needed to ensure that support for e- 

leam ing initiatives and m ainstreamed activities is adequately resourced. This would enable 

institutions to strike a balance between supporting and developing practice, thereby closing the gap 

between strategy and the day-to-day work o f  departments. Therefore, two proposals are indicated 

here:

a) I f  M anagers wish to see a change in teaching across the institution, the nature and scope o f  this 

should be clearly articulated (e.g. John’s m easured enhancem ent, or Joseph 's institutional debate 

and w ide-reaching com m itm ent to constructivism).

b) Once articulated, the change should not be transm itted to the institution through Strategy; rather, 

im plem entation plans are needed. Central Supporters in e-leam ing and academ ic development
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are well-placed to contribute to the working out o f such plans, and would then be in a good 

position to support their implementation towards desired Outcomes.

Central Supporters

The findings o f the research showed that Central Supporters worked from the paradigm that teaching 

in higher education was predominantly transmission-based and that teaching and learning services 

seek to change this (to a greater or lesser extent) towards a constructivist model. However, in practice 

Central Supporters had limited influence on teaching practice. The “support overhead” associated 

with technologies was a further constraint on them. These findings lead to one proposal upwards 

towards Management, a proposal at the local level within their units/teams, and two proposals 

relating to work with Teachers:

a) Based on the proposals outlined at the Management level. Central Supporters should be 

empowered to play a role in the working out o f institutional implementation plans for e-leaming. 

This would represent a significant change from the VLE experience, which left Supporters with 

a high degree o f responsibility -  but little authority (Oliver & Dempster, 2003) -  in overseeing a 

significant institutional change.

b) Within the teaching and learning service, there is need to re-examine Distribution of Labour if 

the Object o f the service is to enhance teaching and learning. Technical support for the VLE and 

for other mainstreamed e-leaming technologies by e-leaming Supporters is not sustainable, and 

is confusing the activity of developing e-leaming at the institutional level. Therefore, the 

proposal is made that technical support for mainstreamed services be located in computer 

services but that its longer term resourcing should also be considered as part o f the planning 

undertaken between Central Supporters and Managers.

c) E-leaming experts should be retained in the teaching and learning service but would now be free 

to work more closely with colleagues in teaching development, so that expertise in the use of 

technology is shared and integrated with teaching development. They should also continue to 

evaluate new technologies. The possibilities for providing more tailored support and 

developmental activities to departments could be considered.

d) There is arguably need for re-examination o f the teaching and leaming “mission”, pending the 

planning between Central Supporters and Managers. If the mission is enhancement o f  teaching 

and learning, this is qualitatively different to transformation o f  teaching and learning. The 

newly defined mission should be agreed by the team.

Teachers

This study showed that Teachers were focused on teaching their modules effectively and efficiently 

within a variety o f constraints. Technology was useful in supporting this activity but there were 

fewer examples o f its use as a Mediating Artefact in new activities to support students’ leaming. An 

unshared Object existed between Teachers and Central Supporters and this compounded the 

problems o f engaging Teachers with e-leaming in ways that could support their development of new 

ways o f  using the VLE.
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a) Building on the proposals m ade in relation to Central Supporters above: the mission and role o f 

the teaching and learning service should be re-com m unicated to people teaching in departments.

b) Central Supporters should take an activity-led approach to their work with departments; this 

would be directed towards establishing areas o f  good practice in current teaching, and potential 

contradictions in activities which could form points o f  development.

c) Since professionalisation o f  teaching is underway across many institutions through accredited 

courses, accredited short courses in e-leam ing should be made available and promoted with 

people teaching to encourage them  to engage with new  technologies.

d) Institutions should consider linking professional developm ent in teaching with prom otion 

criteria, to raise the profile o f  teaching relative to research.

Students

This research dem onstrated a high degree o f  expectation am ongst students in terms o f  what should be

provided in their courses within the VLE. However, their experiences were also dem onstrated to be

inconsistent, with few resources in some modules, and extensive resources and activities in others.

a) Departments should be encouraged to inform students clearly about how they intend to use the

VLE for their subject areas, in order to minimise confusion.

b) As departments come to rely on the VLE for many adm inistrative functions, it would be timely 

for institutions to look at whether some uses o f  the VLE should becom e policy e.g. 

com munications with students via the VLE, or allocation o f  tutorials via the VLE, since there are 

different procedures and processes at work across all departments.

c) Further research into students’ use o f  the VLE is needed. Existing research has been limited to 

the online questionnaires adm inistered locally in institutions, and recently com bined in the VLE 

survey (Cosgrave, et al., 2009; Cosgrave, et al., 2011). However, this data is necessarily limited 

because o f  the conditions in which such surveys have to be carried out. The findings o f  the 

current research project indicated a complex picture o f  student use o f  the VLE. It would be 

valuable to reform ulate or extend the NAIRTL-coordinated survey in order to evaluate in more 

depth the ways in which students are using VLEs.

d) In this study, the Student participants were com fortable with using technologies but they did not

constitute a representative sam ple o f  the student body at the research site. Therefore, although 

the analysis o f  student use o f  the VLE did not indicate problem s with IT skills or access to

technology, this should not be assum ed to be the case for all students. A w atching brief should

be maintained in term s o f  students’ access to technology and their IT skills. Close working with 

Service Directors would support this, since Library, com puter services, and the access offices all 

address these issues.
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6.5 Conclusions

This Chapter has presented fiirther discussion o f  the research findings presented in Chapter Five. The 

contradictions identified in the activity systems m odelled in Chapter Five were analysed in detail, 

with further reference to the data. In light o f  this analysis, the first and second research questions 

were recast, and the fourth question refined. The discussion suggested that there were appropriate 

uses o f  the VLE consistent with teaching activities at the research site. Furthermore, it was suggested 

that 'repository-like' use o f  the VLE was by no means incompatible with active learning in the 

classroom. O f greater importance was the identification o f  unshared Objects across the institution. 

The discussion o f  these unshared Objects led to proposals that both management and central support 

should have roles in planning and resourcing the support and development o f  e-leam ing in the 

institution. There was evidence that day-to-day support for m ainstreamed e-leam ing services would 

be more appropriately located with com puter service departments than with teaching and learning 

services. Central Supporters could usefully revisit the agenda o f  changing or transform ing teaching, 

and instead adopt an activity-led approach to their work with departments. This would enable them to 

examine where there were contradictions in activities and whether these could be points o f 

development including the use o f  technology.

These proposals were not concerned with teaching methods, or e-pcdagogies, since the investigation 

focused on institution-wide analysis o f  the use o f  the VLE. In keeping with the research project as a 

whole, steps were proposed which would clarify the activities o f  Central Supporters, and which had 

the potential to resolve some o f  the contradictions in their activity and by extension some o f  those in 

the activities o f  Teachers using technology as a M ediating Artefact in their teaching. The final 

Chapter o f  this thesis will now draw the overall conclusions from the research.
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C h a p t e r  S e v e n : C o n c l u s i o n s

7.1 Introduction

This Chapter will draw  together the findings from the thesis as a whole. The findings o f  the research 

will be summ arised, and the contributions made by the research will be identified. Strengths and 

lim itations o f  the thesis will be discussed. Finally, recom m endations informed by the findings will be 

presented, and directions for future research will be considered.

7.2 Summary of findings

7.2.1 The VLE as a successful technology

The findings o f  this research indicate that the VLE has been successfully adopted as a mainstreamed 

service at the research site, and at the external sites, over the past decade. The literature review and 

reports o f  local evaluations showed that VLEs were used perv'asively across m any HEIs in Ireland, 

the UK and internationally. The analysis undertaken in this study dem onstrated that departments had 

already been looking for ways to make their course materials and lecture notes available 

electronically to students before the VLE was introduced. W ebpages and shared network drives had 

been used for this purpose. VLEs in some institutions were adopted independently by departments 

before their formal adoption as centralised services. Once the VLE was m ainstreamed at the research 

site, and at the external sites, uptake o f  the system was rapid.

The analysis suggested that the adoption o f  the VLE is likely to have been a unique project in e- 

Icaming in tertiary education. In Ireland, VLEs were adopted in a period o f  econom ic prosperity 

coinciding with worldwide interest in the potential o f  the Internet to transform education. There were 

opportunities to fund e-leam ing in HEIs, and to recruit people to drive forward the innovation. The 

VLEs could be adopted and m ainstreamed with support from newly recruited team s, which were 

often aligned with academ ic developm ent team s in the organisational structure. The VLE attracted 

funding and additional posts to some o f  the nascent academic developm ent services, and helped to 

raise their profiles.

VLEs were (and are) used predom inantly to support existing modes o f  teaching. The research

findings examined this phenom enon in language subjects, and showed that Teachers were selective

about what they used to mediate the activity o f  teaching efficiently. This selectivity extended to the 

various features o f  the VLE. Frame factors such as student numbers, rooms, tim etabling, and the
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importance o f  research activities were non-trivial in the decision-making processes o f  Teachers. 

Departments were coping with larger numbers o f  students and greater am ounts o f  adm inistrative 

work than ever before. Tasks such as com m unicating easily with students, distributing course 

inform ation and material, and m anaging assessed work, were undertaken using the VLE if  it was 

expedient to do so. The functionality o f  the VLE, training and support provision, or indeed any 

inherent resistance to technology were not the determ ining factors in the use o f  the VLE by language 

Teachers at the research site.

Students were using the VLE to mediate their learning activities. The VLE helped them to keep up to 

date with their courses, and to undertake and com plete coursework. They had developed a culture of 

use o f  the VLE, and although they placed high value on course notes and materials, they were also 

shown to value highly interaction with their classm ates and lecturers. The VLE served this purpose, 

and it was becom ing a first port o f  call for projects and coursework.

In summary, then, the research showed the VLE to be a successful mainstreamed service at the 

research site, from the perspectives o f  Teachers, Students and Managers. The research findings 

challenged the critiques o f  the VLE presented in e-lcam ing literature: it was not under-used, but 

certain features o f  the VLE were more likely to support teaching activities than others. The 

publication o f  materials to the VLE was not a single automatic action o f  transm itting information. 

Analysis o f  the data suggested that instead, a range o f  activities was visible, m ediated by publishing 

to the VLE. There was evidence that new activities were em erging which did not exist before the 

VLE had been introduced.

However, the activity theoretic analysis undertaken in this study also revealed contradictions about 

the use o f  the VLE which are important in determ ining future directions for the developm ent and 

support o f  e-leam ing in HEls. These will be suminarised in the following section.

7.2.2 Contradictions as points for developm ent

Defining the purpose of e-learning in a campus-based l-IEI

This study has found that campus-based H Els in Ireland had unclear purposes in their decisions to 

adopt VLEs. Although there were some stated intentions to move towards student-centred learning, 

or to open the institution through providing more distance education, these ambitions w ere rarely 

articulated beyond institutional strategies or reports. This had been the case at the research site and at 

two o f  the external sites. M ost o f  the inform ants viewed such am bitions as never having been 

realistic for the VLE. Institutions had adopted VLEs because they were becoming the norm 

everywhere else. Institutional management could engage with the idea o f  a VLE as a single system, 

rather than an array o f  technologies or indeed the larger topic o f  ‘e-leam ing’: the VLE was am enable 

to definition as a project that could be started, managed and completed. The work o f  mainstreaming 

the VLE could be delegated to Central Supporters, with little involvem ent fi’om M anagers after this 

point.
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In relation to developing teaching and student-centred learning, analysis o f  the adoption o f  the VLE 

indicated that it had been adopted because it supported -  rather than challenged -  existing practices. 

Ahhough the VLE had been successfully mainstreamed, this had happened in an organic way, with 

Central Supporters reacting to the needs o f  departm ents, rather than steering discussions with 

teaching staff about how they might adapt courses to the online environm ent. Departments had in 

many cases already been using or looking for a system like the VLE, or some means o f  dissem inating 

materials and inform ation to their students. They adopted the VLE to continue doing this. In the 

absence o f  clear direction from  managem ent about their expectations from m ainstreaming. 

Supporters adopted a support-led approach. All uses o f  the VLE were supported in order to engage 

staff with the innovation, and to build dialogue and trust w ith departm ents, which might form  the 

basis o f  more innovative work later on. In summary, w ithout a clear plan to change or disrupt 

existing practices, the technology was adopted as needed by departments.

Managers at the research site seemed to have little sense o f  the role o f  technology in their ambitions 

for the institution. But because there is no tangible project like the VLE on the horizon, this could be 

a potential risk. Not only is it unclear what systems may be important in the future, it is also unclear 

how these are to be evaluated, m ainstreamed and supported. Supporters seemed somewhat powerless 

to address this issue. They struggled to identify a pathway, highlighting that an array o f  technologies 

could now have relevance to teaching and learning but having limited tim e to evaluate these. 

Reductions in budgets and staffing were likely to constrain further what could be supported. There 

were plenty o f  exam ples o f  innovative projects using technology, but Supporters were not always 

involved or consulted in relation to these. This was also seen in discussion with language Teachers at 

the research site, although for slightly different reasons: perhaps because o f  a tendency towards solo- 

w orking in Arts and Humanities disciplines, they foresaw only a limited dialogue w'ith Supporters 

about their use o f  technology in the future.

The consequences o f  this are that at the research site, and potentially at the other sites involved in the 

research, the purpose o f  e-learning has yet to be defined clearly. It may still be to increase open and 

blended learning, or to continue to enhance existing teaching practices. But w hatever the case, this 

needs to be articulated and agreed. The Contradictions identified in the activities o f  M anagers and 

Supporters indicated a need for planning to be undertaken in order to ensure that adequate support 

could be provided in the future. Contradictions in Supporters’ roles were also identified: they were 

caught between technical support obligations and the w ider academ ic developm ent missions o f  the 

team s in which they were located. The analysis indicated that Supporters need to emphasise the 

im portance o f  the support overhead in order to strengthen existing structures, and to grow the use o f  

existing mainstreamed technologies in teaching and learning.

Matching support to points for development in teaching activities

The findings o f  this research showed that Teachers did not usually have an inherent interest in using 

technology to a greater extent, or to transform  their teaching. The Object o f  the Central Supporter, to
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transform  teaching using technology, did not fit with the Object o f  the Teacher, which was to teach 

(efficiently). The findings o f  this research, undertaken at this particular point in time, suggest that the 

enhancem ent -  rather than transform ation -  o f  existing teaching practices may be a more relevant 

and realistic goal for Central Supporters, Service Directors and M anagers in a HEl in Ireland. In the 

context o f  reduced staffing and budgets, there are nonetheless opportunities to develop practice 

providing that the Objects o f  Teachers and Central Supporters can be brought closer together. For 

example, the analysis o f  Teachers’ activities pointed to a contradiction in their use o f  the VLE. They 

were aware that it could have potential to reduce their workload if  they used quizzes and assignments 

to manage the increasing am ount o f  ‘hom ework’ from students. However, the time they would need 

to spend learning about the VLE conflicted with this objective. Supporters working on small discrete 

projects such as the developm ent o f  quizzes with language departments would be likely to meet with 

a positive reception fi'om Teachers. However, a w ide-ranging agenda o f  changes to teaching is 

unlikely to be shared by Teachers at this time.

Discussion o f  the findings suggested that the paradigm  from which learning technologists and 

academic developers work, might usefully be revisited. The view that teaching in HEls is 

transm ission-based and therefore outmoded and in need o f  changing, was shown to be somewhat 

polarising in nature. Interviews with Teachers, and Lecturer-M anagers, showed that publishing 

materials to the VLE was a way o f  using the VLE to mediate a series o f  different and disparate 

activities supporting teaching. Classroom practices were not necessarily transm ission-centred, and 

treating a list o f  published materials in the VLE as a reflection o f  teaching was shown to be an 

inappropriate comparison.

Taking an activity-driven approach to academic development, and the use o f  learning technologies, 

would arguably help Supporters to identify good practice in departments and also contradictions as 

points for developm ent and change. However, this would be likely to necessitate changes to teaching 

and learning services as they are currently constructed. A change o f  approach might conflict with 

institutional strategies, but could also mediate them more effectively than is currently the case. A 

redefinition o f  roles could facilitate the new approach: if  technical support for m ainstreamed e- 

leam ing services were transferred to com puter services, there would be opportunities for academic 

developers and e-leam ing supporters to work more closely together. The teaching and learning 

service could then present itself clearly to the academic community, w ithout the risk o f  confiasion 

arising from a technical support function for the VLE or other systems. Pedagogical support and 

training could be offered as part o f  an integrated approach to working with people teaching. 

However, these proposals would nonetheless require com m itm ent from management, and entail 

specific planning for the ongoing support o f  learning technologies.

Addressing inconsistencies in students’ experiences

Students’ experience o f  the VLE at the research site was inconsistent; some m odules had very well 

developed course ‘sites’ in the VLE, and others had minimal or no material. In large classes, which 

were not in language subjects, there tended to be much greater use o f  the VLE. This contrasted
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sharply with the small classes (in language subjects), for som e o f  w hich there was no ‘presence’ in 

the VLE. This pointed up some difficult contradictions in the university as an activity system: the 

decisions o f  one departm ent had repercussions for another, even if  these were wholly unintended. 

These different experiences w ithin the VLE led to value judgem ents am ongst students about 

particular departments (although not about individual Teachers).

Discussion o f  these findings suggested that there could be a role for M anagers and Supporters in 

trying to reduce the inconsistencies experienced by students using the VLE. Significant decisions 

such as the withdrawal o f  tutorials, for example, could be addressed more widely than within an 

individual department, because o f  the consequences such decisions have. It may be appropriate for 

some uses o f  the VLE to be formalised in policy: for exam ple, com m unications with students or 

announcem ents in relation to their courses. However, clear explanation by the Teacher to the 

Students o f  when and how the VLE would be used in a particular course might be one o f  the most 

effective ways to m anage expectations. There has been little evidence at the research site o f  Teachers 

m aking clear statements about how they intend the VLE to be used in their courses. Instead, assumed 

practices and uses have grown up around it. These contribute to the difficulties in m anaging students’ 

expectations.

7.2.3 Conclusion

This research has plotted the route o f  adoption o f  the VLE from institutional decision to its use in 

teaching and learning activities. The analysis undertaken has shown that the VLE is used in ways 

appropriate to current teaching activities in language departm ents at the research site. However, the 

VLE was also being used to develop practice in small but significant ways that were not supported by 

traditional media. There were several ways in which the VLE could support teaching activities to a 

greater extent, and could help departm ents further in the context o f  reduced resources and staffing. 

The analysis also indicated that the uptake and use o f  technology was dependent on suitable 

strategies and organisational structures within the institution, and was not dependent on activities in 

the classroom  alone.

7.3 Strengths and limitations of the research

At the conclusion o f  this project, it is important to reflect on the strengths and lim itations o f  the 

research presented in this thesis. The mixed m ethods used allowed for a w ider dataset to be 

constructed than m ight otherw ise have been the case. The use o f  a variety o f  qualitative methods, 

although at tim es difficult to implement, helped to build a rich picture o f  the activities o f  Teachers 

and Students. The use o f  sem i-structured interviews allowed for a broad discussion o f  the issues 

being addressed, but gave space to participants to bring their own perspectives and concerns to the 

discussion (in keeping with the activity theoretic approach).
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The selection o f  Activity Theory as a framework for this research proved to be a powerful and 

effective means o f  investigating the research questions. The chief strength o f  Activity Theory was in 

forcing the researcher to identify the Object from the Subject's point o f  view, even where this 

conflicted with previously-held beliefs stemining from  the available literature, and professional 

experience. Focusing on finding the Object o f  an activity guides the interpretation o f  data, and steers 

the researcher away fi'om drawing conclusions based on nuinbers o f  responses to a particular 

question, or what were initially striking responses in the dataset. The activity theoretic analysis has 

led the author to reconsider long-held views o f  the place and function o f  learning technologies in 

higher education as ‘transfonnative’, in favour o f  considering the activities undertaken by different 

people in an organisation. The analysis undertaken suggests that learning technologies need to be 

researched and evaluated according to activities, rather than in and o f  themselves. The researcher 

believes that many studies have drawn conclusions about particular technologies that might be re

evaluated from an activity theoretic perspective. The experience o f  undertaking this research will 

alter the researcher's approach to her professional role.

Activity Theory also offered a manageable way o f  dealing with what became a broad-ranging 

project, and this experience indicates that it is well-suited to institution-wide projects o f  this kind. 

The development o f  the analytical framework com bining Activity Theory with a set o f  steps for the 

analysis o f  the qualitative data represents a key strength o f  this project, and it facilitated analysis o f 

the dataset in order to model the Activity Systems at the heart o f  the study.

This research benefited from having the involvem ent o f  senior management in the interviews, and the 

participation o f  all o f  the Central Supporters who were contacted. This was achieved through careful 

m anagem ent o f  the research, and strict adherence to the ethical procedures used. A review o f 

com parable studies (Section 4.2.5) revealed only one in which management had been involved, and 

even then this was to a very limited degree. W hile the current study does not purport to present a 

complete picture o f  experiences across all third level institutions, central supporting units, language 

departments or student cohorts in Ireland, it was not designed on this basis. Instead, it was 

undertaken according to a  design appropriate to the research questions and applicable to the research 

site. Further research which pursued some o f  the conclusions drawn in this thesis would o f  course be 

very valuable.

There were some constraints imposed on the research by the selection o f  Activity Theory as its 

theoretical framework: a clear strength o f  Activity Theory is in modelling an activity that might be 

undertaken by a large num ber o f  people across an organisation -  for example, a cohort o f  first year 

students. However, this must be balanced against the need to omit details o f  an individual’s 

experience during the analysis o f  the data. O ther researchers have com mented on this issue in their 

use o f  Activity Theory (Issroff & Scanlon, 2002b; Lektorsky, 1999). This challenge em erged clearly 

during the coding and later analysis o f  the data, but the analytical steps devised (Section 4.5.3) were 

designed to mitigate it. It is also well to acknowledge the degree o f  subjectivity in categorising
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Activity Theory nodes, notw ithstanding the developm ent o f  the analytical steps presented at Section 

4.5.3. It is im portant to acknowledge this issue as possible weakness o f  activity theoretic analysis. 

This could more easily be mitigated in the context o f  collaborative research than in an individual 

doctoral project such as the current study.

A further lim itation in the research was that only one Central Supporter could act as an informant at 

the research site. W hile this participation was essential in terms o f  investigating the historical 

activities o f  adopting and m ainstream ing the VLE, the research had to draw upon the interviews with 

external Central Supporters extensively. However, since these external participants were all in post 

for long periods o f  time, and their institutions had had V LEs for a longer period o f  tim e than the 

research site, their perspectives were very valuable in highlighting em erging and future concerns for 

the research site.

7.4 Contributions made by this thesis

This thesis makes the following contributions to research in c-leaming;

1. The findings o f  this research challenge the claim s in e-learning literature that the VLE is under

used. and is unfit for purpose. Findings with Teachers and Students in this study resulted in a re- 

framing o f  the first research question concerning lim ited use o f  the VLE. This question w'as 

show'n to have inherent assum ptions about the relationship o f  the VLE to classroom  practice, and 

to imply a technology-driven approach to teaching. There was appropriate use o f  the VLE in the 

context o f  T eachers' activities. There were also some exam ples o f  innovative uses o f  the VLE 

developing according as Teachers’ experience with the system developed. The publication o f  

resources and links to the VLE was undertaken to meet a wide variety o f  different objectives, 

and was viewed as a set o f  activities rather than as one process.

2. In relation to docum enting experience within the Irish HE sector, and specifically at the research

site, this study has given a com prehensive account o f  the adoption and m ainstream ing o f  the

VLE. The V LE was adopted by departm ents to support existing practices, and to exploit its 

convenience factors in the first instance. However, this was an im portant innovation for 

departm ents at that point in time, and it helped them  to manage the expanding numbers o f  

students in their courses. Institution-wide accounts o f  the adoption o f  learning technologies are 

infrequently published in research, and particularly so in the context o f  higher education in 

Ireland. The research contributes a robust account o f  this activity at the research site, supported 

by the findings fi-om the external sites.

3. Further to point (2) above, the research identified that the process o f  adoption o f  the VLE by 

people teaching was the same at each o f  the four institutions from which interviews were
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obtained. This process was the same irrespective o f  the year in which the VLE was adopted, the 

presence or absence o f  stated goals for teaching and learning or e-leam ing in the institution, the 

levels o f  support put in place around the VLE, and whether or not a central teaching and learning 

unit had been established. This underlined the existing need for the VLE before its formal 

adoption, but also led to a discussion o f  the current focus o f  central support, and a num ber o f 

proposals as to how support structures might be altered in the future.

4. This thesis responds to the call by Goodfellow and Lea (2007) that e-leam ing specialists should 

reconnect with people in the disciplines, in order to understand their use o f  technologies from 

their perspectives. A deliberate and concerted effort was made throughout the research to 

balance the perspectives o f  people in the disciplines with those in central support and 

m anagement. This was enacted in the following ways;

a) the literature review addressed both CALL and e-leam ing research, and the theoretical 

backgrounds for each;

b) the Activity Theoretical approach forced the research questions to be examined from the 

points o f  view o f the different Subjects;

c) the analytical m ethods used were chosen because they demanded a com mitm ent to examine 

the data from the Subject’s perspective.

5. The analytical framework presented in Section 4.5.3 represents a contribution to the methods 

used with Activity Theory in research. The Extended Activity System nodes, as well as the 

concepts o f  Action, Operation and Contradiction, were used to progress the coding o f  qualitative 

data from the open coding and thematic stages, towards the modelling o f  the activity systems. 

M any researchers are currently exploring how  Activity Theory might best be com bined with 

various research methods, and could deploy these same steps. A key strength o f  the framework 

is that it implied no a priori m odelling o f  the Activity Systems, and therefore provides a means 

for researchers to take a grounded approach to data analysis and Activity Theory.

6. The research has dem onstrated the value o f  Activity Theory for research at the macro, 

organisational level in a HEI. Activity Theory enabled the researcher to examine the process o f 

adoption o f  a leam ing technology as an institutional endeavour, and also at the level o f  the 

classroom. The focus o f  much literature has been on case studies in classroom (or virtual 

classroom ) settings, or alternatively researchers have addressed broad strategic issues in e- 

leam ing and change managem ent (Section 2.7). The current study revealed different O bjects for 

people at each level o f  the organisation, which were not identified beforehand from the literature 

review or the form ulation o f  the research questions. Through this analysis, unshared Objects 

were identified which were argued to have an influence on the mediating role o f  technology in 

teaching. The inter-dependent (but often disconnected) nature o f  activities at the institutional
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level was demonstrated. Contradictions were also identified, which would be points for 

development o f the activities.

7. The research revealed that within the individual activity systems at each level, there were 

important Contradictions that could be addressed in the short-term to develop the activities being 

undertaken, and to influence Outcomes in a positive direction. The Contradictions inforni the 

recommendations presented at Section 7.5.

8. The research findings led to the set o f proposals to reconfigure aspects o f central support in the 

longer term, presented at Section 6.4.4. These are reconfigured slightly as Recommendations in 

Section 7.4. These recommendations could be addressed by the author in her professional role in 

the short to medium term. The outcomes of the research can therefore potentially be 

operationalised.

7.5 Recommendations

The findings o f the research led the researcher to make the following recommendations.

1. HEIs need to plan for the development of e-learning: While there would be limited usefulness

in defining an e-leaming strategy, some planning in respect o f the role o f technologies as 

mediating artefacts in achieving teaching and learning objectives is needed, and this should be 

done with Central Supporters rather than being articulated through strategy documents alone. 

This would accommodate the support overhead as well as giving space for the ongoing 

evaluation and use o f new technologies in learning and teaching. Existing support systems in

Ireland are fragile, and HEIs are likely to come under increasing pressure to offer additional

forms o f flexible and blended learning in the next number o f years. Short courses may be in 

greater demand than traditional degree programmes (HEA, 2009). It is appropriate to plan for 

both the changes in course provision that may be required in the future, and the technologies that 

will be needed.

2. The mission of teaching and learning services should be revisited: If teaching and learning 

services are required to transforin teaching, then this should be articulated and championed at 

the management level o f the institution, and enacted through organisational structures and 

strategies. However, if  enhancement of teaching is the institutional goal, as the researcher 

suggested, then the available resources in the teaching and learning service should be aligned to 

meet this Object. Recommendations 2a, 2b, 2c, and 2d support this latter scenario:

a) Technical support for mainstreamed e-leaming systems should be relocated to computer 

services. This would enable e-leaming supporters to focus on working more closely with
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teachers and academ ic developers, to provide pedagogically-driven use o f  technologies. E- 

leam ing supporters could also identify and evaluate new  technologies, an essential area o f  

work which is currently at risk.

b) E-leam ing specialists and academic developers within the same teams should work together 

more closely. This would be supported by (a) above, in giving more tim e to e-leam ing 

supporters and in facilitating provision o f  more tailored supports to academic departments.

c) W ithin teaching and learning services, developm ental work could be undertaken to 

articulate their own Activities and Objects. Engestrom 's concept o f  the Change Laboratory 

(CRADLE, 2011), or the work o f Yam agata-Lynch (2007) could be used to facilitate this 

sort o f  work.

d) The re-defined and agreed mission o f  the teaching and learning service should be re

launched to academic departments, thereby dem onstrating that e-leam ing support roles are 

not predom inantly technical.

3. Detailed research into students’ use o f the VLE should be conducted: Existing research into 

students’ use o f  VLEs in Ireland has been limited to the online questionnaires adm inistered 

locally in institutions, and recently combined in the VLE survey (Cosgrave, et al., 2008; 

Cosgrave, et al., 2009). However, this data is necessarily limited because o f  the conditions in 

which such surveys have to be carried out. The findings o f  the current research project indicated 

a more com plex picture o f  students’ cultures o f  use o f  the VLE. It would be valuable to 

reform ulate or extend the N AIRTL-coordinated project in order to evaluate in more depth the 

ways in which students are using VLEs.

4. This research should be disseminated to participants: The findings, recom m endations and 

conclusions o f  this research should be disseminated in appropriate fomiats. This 

recom m endation was part o f  the ethical process adopted with interview participants, who were 

advised that they would receive a summary o f  the outcom es o f  the research in recognition o f  

their contributions to the project. However, it would also be valuable to dissem inate this research 

to non-participants at the research site who would nonetheless be in a position to use its findings 

to inform their work. Appropriate fom iats for this will be considered and the research 

disseminated accordingly.

5. The research focus o f  CALL should be revisited: it is recommended that CALL research 

should take more account o f  the use o f  technologies in discipline-focused language departments 

in H Els, such as those at the research site. There is need for greater exchange o f  experience 

between CALL specialists and academics lecturing in the target language literature, history or 

culture. CALL research would be o f  likely benefit to people teaching language subjects 

alongside their lecturing com mitm ents in their disciplinary specialisms.
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7.6 Future research

A num ber o f  themes arising from this study could be pursued in future research:

1. The research design and analytical framework could be applied across a w ider num ber o f  

institutions to develop a detailed picture o f  the adoption and use o f  the VLE and other 

technologies in the third level sector in Ireland. The existing VLE survey (Cosgrave, et al., 2008; 

Cosgrave, et al., 2009) could potentially offer a means to deploy the design and analysis, and 

broaden this research into a collaborative project.

2. Engestrom ’s proposal that Activity Theory should result in “expansive” (2001a) learning at work 

could be pursued at the research site. For this to happen. Recom m endation 2 would be 

implemented, and further research activities conducted longitudinally at the research site to 

establish how the activities pertaining to the adoption and use o f learning technologies changed 

over time,

3. In terms o f  the use o f  the VLE in the language disciplines, the importance o f  reading m aterials in 

the target language was indicated by this research. This area is under-researched in CALL, since 

it tends to relate to the disciplinary focus o f  traditional language departments. However, given 

the extensive use o f  the VLE to carry materials for content modules at the research site, it would 

be useful to research how students use these and how the provision o f  these m aterials in the VLE 

influences their engagem ent with the discipline. It may also be possible to identify some 

interaction between their reading o f  L2 m aterials for content modules and their developm ent o f  

com petence in the L2. These issues as consequences o f  the use o f  the VLE have not been 

explored and such research would have potential value for researchers in CALL. It might also be 

linked with T hom e’s (2003) concept o f  cultures o f  use, discussed earlier in this thesis.

4. The illustrated interview process presented in this thesis indicated the value o f  recording the 

Subject’s use o f  the M ediating Artefact in activity theoretic term s and could be developed 

further. Engestrom and M iettenin (1999) report on analysis o f  video recordings in the Postal 

Buddy case study, and video observations are frequently used by HCI specialists (Oliver, et al., 

2002). However, the literature in qualitative m ethods for educational research made infrequent 

references to video as a resource. G iven the availability o f  relatively inexpensive video recording 

equipment, and the importance o f  the M ediating Artefact in m odelling activity systems, it would 

seem tim ely for researchers to consider how this m ethod can be made practicable in different 

research projects.

5. Finally, it is important to note that this research was undertaken in what Thom e refers to as a 

“highly privileged geographical region” (Thom e, 2003, p. 38), in which most o f  the participants 

had ready access to technology, and the literacies needed to use it. These facts are sometim es
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overlooked in e-leam ing research. The m ethods and analytical framework used in conjunction 

w ith Activity Theory could be applied more widely, perhaps to identify ways o f  supporting 

educational developm ent in other less privileged settings. M uch o f  the literature available to 

researchers comes from highly privileged regions o f  the world, and can arguably lead to 

assum ptions about technology and degrees o f  access to it. Further studies would be well applied 

to addressing the sharing o f  privilege and access to such technologies across a wider 

geographical area.
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Appendix A: Table of Participants and Data References

Managers Central
Supporters

Teachers Students

Research site only Research site and 
external sites

Research site and 
external sites for 
questionnaire

Research site only

Questionnaire 
(n=47). Anonymous 
responses 
TQ1-TQ47.

Questionnaire 
(n=60). Anonymous 
responses 
SQ1-SQ60

Senior Managers:
John
Joseph

Service Directors:
Michelle
Carl

Manager-Lecturers:
Peter
Malachy

Research site: 
Donna

Riverside Institute 
of Technology: 
Harriet 
Rory

Regional
University:
Mary

Valley University: 
Larry

Formal participants:
Georgia
Jo
Liz

Initial Interviewees:
Amy
Harry
Howard
Rose
Vicki

Participants:
Aideen
Graham
Nuala
Polly
Richard
Ronan
Rosemary

Interview 
References: 
John -  119 
Joseph -  121 
Michelle -120 
Carl -  116 
Peter -  117 
Malachy -118

Interview 
References: 
Donna -  111 
Harriet -113 
Rory -  114 
M a ry - 115 
Larry -  112

Interview
References:
Jo -  16 
Liz -  17 
Amy -  12 
Harry -  13 
Howard -15 
Rose -14 
Vicki-11

Second Interview 
References: 
Georgia -18 
Jo -19 
Liz -  no

Diary References: 
Georgia -  TD1 
Jo -  TD2 
Liz -  TD3

Exit
Questionnaires: 
Georgia -  EX1 
Jo -  EX2 
Liz -  EX3

Illustrated Interview 
References:
Aideen -  111 
Graham -  112 
Nuala-113 
Polly -  114 
Richard -115 
Ronan -  116 
Rosemary -  117

Diary References: 
Aideen -  SD1 
Graham -  SD2 
Nuala -  SD3 
Polly-SD 4 
Richard -  SD5 
Ronan -  SD6 
Rosemary -  SD7

Exit
Questionnaires: 
Aideen -  EXS1 
Graham -  EXS2 
Nuala -  EXS3 
Polly -  EXS4 
Richard -  EXS5 
Ronan -  EXS6 
Rosemary -  EXS7
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Appendix B: Interview Schedule -  Managers

Overall Objectives:
• To find out what their objective (“Object”) was and is in mainstreaming a VLE across the 

university.
• To find out what their understanding of e-leaming is, and the role of the Learning Technologist 

as a support for e-leaming.
• To find out understandings o f how the VLE is used by staff and students.
• To document the historical background to the introduction o f Moodle.

Outline Objectives Link to which
Research
Questions

Introduction Describe protocol
Obtain consent and sign forms

Section 1: 
Nature o f their 
role

To get them to outline their role, its relationship to 
teaching and leaming development, and their role at the 
time of the decision to mainstream the VLE.

RQ2

Section 2: 
Involvem ent in 
m ainstream ing the 
VLE

To discuss what they did in order to bring about the 
mainstreaming of the VLE at the institution.

RQ2

Section 3: 
Conception o f the 
role of Learning 
Technologist

To describe how the LT role came about, what was 
expected/anticipated from it, how institutional buy-in 
was obtained.

RQ2
Issue of support 
in RQl

Section 4: 
VLE in 
departments

To find out their sense of what really happens ‘on the 
ground’, and whether they expected any change in 
teaching practice with the VLE.

RQl

Section 5:
W hat is the link to 
strategy?

To find out whether they see these changes as linked 
with the institutional strategy and/or T&L Strategy; 
what is the nature o f the link; what is the overall 
objective in having and using a VLE. What should we 
be getting from the VLE in the next few years?

RQl
RQ5

Close Protocol and thanks
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Introduction (5 mins)
•  In troduce se lf
•  D escribe pu rpose  o f  the m eeting
•  For peop le  already  know n: re-focus in the in terv iew  as a form al, confiden tial process.
•  U se In fo rm ation  and C onsen t F orm  to support th is and also  to  gain  th e ir form al consen t to be 

in terv iew ed .

Section 1: Nature o f  their role (5 mins)
Aim.- To get them to outline their role, its relationship to teaching and learning development, and
their role at the time o f  the decision to mainstream the VLE.

•  C an you  ou tline to m e you r ro le -  b road ly  -  in th is institu tion?

•  C an you  tell m e w hat the links are betw een  you r ro le, and the developm ent o f  teach ing  and
learn ing  in  the institu tion?

•  D oes your ro le involve m ak ing  decisions about the institu tional use o f  learn ing  techno logy?

•  D id you have this ro le  at the tim e tha t the decis ion  w as taken  to adopt [nam e o f  V L E ]? W ere  you
involved in the decis ion  to  adopt this system ?

Section 2: Involvem ent in m ainstream ing the VLE (10 mins)
Aim: To discuss what they did in order to bring about the mainstreaming o f  the VLE at the
institution.

•  W hat factors led you to consider getting  a system  like this, and even tua lly  choosing  th is one? 
W ere there any  external d rivers?  W as there any  financial incen tive (e.g. m ore students, p articu lar 
funding  in itia tive)?

•  C an you  describe  the p rocess that happened  in o rder to adopt the V L E ? W as it a  p ro jec t, o r a 
string  o f  m eetings, o r . ..?

•  W as there  m uch consu lta tion  w ith in  the o rgan isa tion?  W hat fo rm  did that consu lta tion  take?

•  W hat w as your ow n ro le  in the process?  D o you  recall the po in t at w hich the decis ion  w as taken? 
W hat w ere your though ts about that?

•  W ere there any  o ther decisions you had to  m ake to help  p rogress th is one e.g. conv incing  any 
departm en ts, o r find ing  financial back ing?

•  D id you  envisage som e institu tional change w ould  take p lace  as a  result o f  ge tting  a  V L E ? I f  so, 
w hat change?

274



Section 3: Conception of the role of Learning Technologist (5 mins)
Aim: To describe how the LT  role came about, what was expected/anticipated from  it, how 
institutional buy-in was obtained.

•  W ere you involved in designing the role o f  Learning Technologist?

•  Did you -  and do you -  see this role as a technical role or as something else?

•  W hat did you expect the role to carry out, perform ?

•  In reality, has the role delivered what you expected or anticipated from it?

•  W hat is your sense o f  how people perceive VLE support ‘on the ground '? Is it viewed as
technical support, or as something else? Have you been able to influence that perception?

•  Did you need to get institutional buy-in for the creation o f  this role?

Section 4: VLE in departments (15 mins)
Aim: To find out their sense o f what really happens 'on the ground', and whether they expected any 
change in teaching practice with the VLE.

•  W hat is your understanding o f  what this system can do for people using it in departm ents? Can 
you give an exam ple o f  typical use?

•  W hat do you think the impact o f  the VLE has been in term s o f  your existing courses? How is it
used in what we might call ‘traditional' cam pus-based courses with a lot o f  face-to-face
teaching?

• When you were planning to adopt the VLE, did you envisage that it would or could change these 
‘traditional’ courses? If  so, what kinds o f  change did you think might happen?

• How important was changing existing teaching practice in your decision to adopt a VLE?

•  Do you think that the changes sought or envisaged have happened? [Depending on answer]
W hat do you think the actual role o f  the VLE has been?

•  Do you think the VLE should have a greater role in ‘traditional’ courses? If so, what should its 
role be?

•  W hat would prom pt someone in one o f  your departments to begin to use the VLE? W hat would 
prom pt them to develop how they use the VLE?

•  [Assuming institution sought to  widen access/increase flexibility] W hat do you think the im pact
o f  the VLE has been in term s o f  flexibility, and opening access to your courses?

•  Are there any issues that could potentially deter someone from  using the VLE?

•  Are there any issues that could potentially deter someone from changing their teaching practice?
(Is enhancem ent o f  practice rew'arded?)

•  W hat is your sense o f  the student experience o f  the VLE?

Section 5: The link to strategy (5 mins)
Aim: To discuss what is the institution 's objective overall in having and using a VLE; what is their 
sense o j what's happening in departments -  and is it enough? JVhat should we be getting from  the 
VLE in the next few  years?
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•  Y ou’ve described a num ber o f  quite significant changes for your institution, with the adoption o f  
the VLE and the creation/appointm ent o f  the Learning Technologist(s). W ere these changes 
linked with your overall institutional strategy? W ere they also part o f  your Teaching and 
Learning Strategy? I f  so, what were the strategic objectives you had?

•  Do you think you have m et the strategic goals you had by taking these actions?

•  Is the VLE part o f  your ongoing strategy? I f  so, what are your next objectives for it?

•  M ore generally, what are the main goals your institution has in term s o f  e-leam ing?

•  W hat do you think is a good outcome for your institution in terms o f  the VLE?

•  W hat would you like to see happening in term s o f  the VLE over the next few years?

Close (2 mins)

•  W ould you like to make any other com ments in relation to these questions?

•  Protocol for transcription and opportunities to am end transcript

•  Thank and Close
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10 Key things from  the interview (for im m ediate use)

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10
O verall impression:
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Appendix C: Full Transcript of Manager Interview

This is a full transcript o f  the interview conducted with Participant Carl.

Interviewer: So 1 suppose ju st to begin with, if  you can outline to me your role in terms o f  decision 
m aking with e-leam ing generally, i f  that is possible?

Inter\'iewee: Ok, both with my current institution, [research site] and my former institution [named 
institution], I would have been the key person on the technology side who influenced the decision to 
go with a particular virtual learning environment. And even with the overall decision, even with 
regard to the whole picture with pedagogy and all, I would have been influential on both sides. Once 
implemented 1 stepped back somewhat from the product and wouldn't be as influential in the day to 
day running o f  the system, 1 leave that to others.

Interviewer: So you were involved in the decision to adopt M oodle at this institution?

Interviewee: Yes.

Interviewer: Can you describe what factors led to m aking that decision? W ere there any external 
drivers like finance or getting more students or issues like that?

Interviewee: Not overtly, certainly the institution was looking for the best virtual learning 
environm ent that was available at the time. If that cost money, if  there was a price associated with it, 
so be it, the fact that M oodle was open source was obviously an advantage. In term s o f  attracting 
more students, I think at the stage at which [research site] adopted M oodle, having a virtual learning 
environm ent was alm ost like the hygiene factor, it was som ething that you had to have; everybody 
else had it, i f  you didn't have one you were going to lose out. But having one, I don't think was 
necessarily going to get you any more students.

Interviewer: So that wasn't the prim e thing, ok. Can you describe the process, as you recall it, that 
happened in order to get this decision made and get the system adopted?

Interviewee: W ould it be more helpful to describe the process at my form er institution?

Interviewer: Yes, sure...

Interviewee: Because it probably was a more com plete process at an earlier tim efram e when there 
was, as it were, a num ber o f  decisions to be made, we had a num ber o f  difficult decisions to be made. 
My former institution would have adopted virtual learning environm ent very early on, the mid '90s in 
fact, it went with [V L E l]. It then subsequently moved away from [V L E l] because the licensing 
becam e extortionate for it and moved to [VLE2]. After about three years o f  using [VLE2] to a 
relatively modest degree, it was decided to make a strategic decision as to which virtual learning 
environm ent to go with for a reasonably long period o f  time. And the university was very mindful o f  
the difficulty that it had with [V LEl] whereby it went with a product and the price was grossly 
inflated thereafter when it was locked into the product and I suppose didn't want to get into that lock 
again. The university at the time had substantial knowledge o f  [VLE2] which was in fact a very 
good product. It decided to research a num ber o f  open source products as well, ju st by way o f  
com parison, and a num ber o f  the open source products it looked at.... It looked at one called 
Claroline, it obviously looked at M oodle, and there was a third product which just won't com e to 
m ind at the moment, w hich it looked at. Even from a cursory exam ination o f  the products it becam e 
patently obvious that M oodle was head and shoulders above all others in that space and it is worth 
bearing in mind that Sakai hadn’t really come into existence at that point. And the [named IT 
department] and the [named teaching and learning department], as it was at the time, went through an 
exercise where it mapped out the functions one would typically expect to find in a virtual learning 
environm ent and how w ell those functions were delivered by the various com mercial and open 
sourced products. And basically M oodle and [VLE2] very much filtered to the top and the others fell 
away into obscurity and it came down to a very straightforward decision between M oodle and
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[VLE2]. In some areas Moodle was actually ahead o f [VLE2] at that point in time and certainly the 
fact that Moodle was open source really sw'ung the pendulum very much in favour of Moodle.

Interviewer: OK..

Interviewee: Moodle was in existence in many departments in various other institutions but no 
institution had adopted it as its strategic VLE at that point in time. And while everybody was made 
aware that there was a substantial risk in going with an open source product at that point in time, 
once made aware of the risk, people were happy to go with the risk and in fact they, it turned out to 
be fine, there was no down side, Moodle in fact went from strength to strength.

Interviewer: So in terms o f consultation within the organisation, I suppose maybe thinking o f your 
former organisation first o f all, and then maybe subsequently at [research site], was there much 
consultation in terms o f departments or was it kept more with the people who were going to have to
take this decision, the likes o f Deans and cominittees and so on?

Interviewee: There w'as a very active committee at [named institution] which was looking into this 
area and the committee would have been very strongly in favour of Moodle, in fact I think it was 
unanimous, there was no dissenting voice. The committee would have comprised o f a large number 
of those people who had an interest in the area of virtual learning environments so it would have 
been [named colleagues] and so forth. [Named colleague] was the Chair o f the Committee at the 
time. He was very interested in both in open source and in virtual learning environments and the 
decision was then taken to the Academic Council in [named institution] who endorsed the decision 
and went forward with it. So there was an element o f consultation but it was largely left to the 
committee members who covered a wide variety of schools in [named institution] to take it back to 
their various school meetings and to consult informally with them and then to bring those views back 
to the committee. But o f course at that point in time the coverage o f VLE across the academic 
spectrum w'as very limited and so when you asked people about virtual learning environments they
sort of said, 'what?' And many o f them didn't even know what it was.

Interviewer; And my sense at [research site] in a way, is that the decision was which one to get 
rather moreso whether or not to do it, that didn't then call for a lot o f consultation in terms of it was 
really just a case o f making the decision o f which one to go with, would that be a fair analysis o f it?

Interviewee: It was.. There was one step before that, when 1 joined [research site], it had a home 
grown virtual learning environment called [named system] which was developed by a number of 
people largely from [named department]. It was actually quite a good virtual learning environment. 
It lacked a certain level o f functional richness but it was actually quite good and quite effective. 
However, it was widely recognised, even within [named department] that really it had no future 
because we would never be able to apply the resources to that project that were needed to keep, to 
make the product functionally rich and to keep it functionally rich and to keep it at the same pace as 
other open source or commercial VLEs. That simply would have been beyond our capability. So 
even though it was delivering quite a reasonable service at that point in time, there was widespread 
recognition that we needed to move to another product. Now the [named committee] at [research 
site] were driving the decision and my recollection is that there was a sub-committee that was 
looking at the area as well. Now that sub-committee had been set up before I joined [research site] 
and in fact it only met formally on one or two occasions, it had quite a number of informal meetings 
thereafter. But you are right, it came down to which platform do we adopt. At the time, at that time 
Moodle had become very mature, Moodle had become widely adopted in Europe and indeed in the 
US, Sakai was in existence as well but in that point in time Moodle was well outstripping Sakai. 
Moodle, in fact, was being touted as being one o f the most successftil open source platforms, not just 
in the education sector, but in any sector. It was regarded as being functionally rich, it was regarded 
as being reliable and with Martin Dougiamas it had a very good head who was driving the product. 
So the decision was almost a no brainer to be honest. It came down to a choice of, do you want to 
get Moodle where there is no price tag or do you want to pay money to go with either Blackboard or 
WebCT, which at that point in time was still separate. And it really was a no brainer.

Interviewer: So when the decision was taken, do you recall your thoughts at that time when it was 
finally agreed here to... Well I suppose again we could talk about [named institution] or [research 
site].
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Interviewee: At [named institution], first o f  all, 1 rem em ber thinking it was the right decision, it was 
the decision that I had advocated but there was a large degree o f  risk attaching to that decision. It 
appeared as though M oodle was going to be successful but there was no certainty o f  that, M oodle 
could have plateaued and could have gone into decline. The commercial products could have 
attem pted to steal a march on an open source product and could have attempted to wipe it o ff  the face 
o f  the earth. Dougiam as could have decided to go com m ercial with his product. Now obviously 
w hat had been open source would never be rem oved from the open source dom ain but future 
developm ents and enhancements could have gone com mercial. So there was all sorts o f  things that 
could have gone wrong. Nonetheless, I think it was a risk worth taking and in hindsight it simply 
worked out very well. N ow  at [research site], there were slightly different issues; the risk was far 
reduced, much reduced by the tim e [research site] came to make its decision. From  a politics 
perspective, I remember being very concerned that I was the new kid on the block and I was merely 
replicating the decision that had been made at my form er institution, and I rem em ber being very 
nervous about that and discussing it with the vice president and discussing it with various members 
o f  the com m ittee at the tim e who basically said that that wasn't an issue. But I rem em ber being rather 
uncom fortable with that, I didn't want to be known as the person who brought baggage -  good or 
bad! -  from a former institution and imposed it on a new  institution. But 1 think my own fears were 
unfounded, that has never come back to haunt me and people have never raised that in any 
discussions with me. There was widespread acceptance o f  M oodle and even in Electronic 
Engineering, who had hosted the original home grown VLE, and while from time to tim e people 
have com mented on say new features that have appeared on Blackboard or whatever, on balance 
people seem very happy with Moodle. And it must now be time for the com mittee actually to 
probably extend the period o f  time that we have com m itted to running with Moodle.

Interviewer: Yes I think that is som ething that we need to formally say... Ok that is really the history 
o f  M oodle, so to speak, w ithin the institution. In term s o f  supporting it, there was the role o f  the 
learning technologist as well as the technical support and one o f  the things I am looking at is how this 
role is perceived, both from our side and from say the end users side. Did you have, in the first 
instance, any input into designing that role or did you see it maybe as just modelled on what was 
going on elsewhere?

Interviewee: No I didn't have any particular input to designing that role, and I wasn't entirely happy 
about that actually. I would have expected to have had some input to it, I did have some informal 
input, but it was very informal. But there was one thing that perplexed me back then, the adoption o f 
a virtual learning environm ent I considered to be strategic to the university and I felt that there was 
an awful lot o f  organisational disturbance in those early years, some o f  which was unavoidable. But 
even repositioning o f  the teaching and learning structure to the centre o f  teaching and learning, issues 
as to w hether the Dean would continue to be Dean or not be Dean. I was unhappy with that and I felt 
it was the wrong message for the university to be giving out to an area which could be considered to 
be very strategic. W hile at the outset I would have been supportive o f  there being some sort o f  a 
centre for teaching and learning to support that pedagogical side and the functional side o f  our virtual 
learning environm ent, and keep that separate from  the technical support o f  the virtual learning 
environm ent, had I known the level o f  organisational disturbance that would happen I would 
probably have advocated that for a period o f  time, even the functional support and the pedagogical 
support be actually located in the com puter centre. But I didn't know the disturbance that was going 
to  happen at that point in time.

Interviewer: Yes I think there was certainly a lot happening in a very short space o f  tim e. Do you 
think, in more general term s, maybe I shouldn't say, what do you think about it, but how do you think 
people perceive VLE support on the ground? Is it predom inantly technical or is it som ething else?

Interviewee: I don't really know. I certainly have becom e arm ’s length from it. How ever the fact 
that it doesn’t appear on my radar screen very often says something in itself and the main message it 
tells me is that the support service is working both from a technical support perspective and from a 
functional and pedagogical perspective as well. I would certainly hear much more about it i f  it 
wasn't working. I would be conscious o f  the dynam ic whereby students effectively have been pulling 
the sta ff members after them  rather than the other way around, that I think says som ething about the 
support service as well, that the students have absolutely embraced it and have gotten to the stage 
w here they have been knovra to ask lecturers, 'well why isn't your material up on M oodle?' That says
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som ething about the product, it says something about the technology that underpins it and it says 
som ething about the support service from the technical side on the pedagogy side. And they’re all 
positive things.

Interviewer: Do you think, again this could be based on your previous experience or here, that there 
is anything people like me can do to influence the perception o f  support as m aybe solely technical, in 
some people's m inds it is seen as, when something goes wrong I contact them  and they fix it, whereas 
people in the centre o f  teaching and learning might want to have a more proactive role rather than 
reacting to problem s with the system. Because that is a hard one for us to get around.

Interviewee: I think some o f  it will change naturally because at the mom ent we are going through a 
phase, or we have been through a phase and in the recent past where the focus is very much on the 
virtual learning environm ent. I think the boundaries becom e far less clear as we move forward or 
there w on 't be such a great focus on the virtual learning environment. There might be focus on the 
various other com ponents including the social com ponents that will make up general interaction and 
how  that is applied to the science o f  learning. And that is actually going to cause an organisational 
problem because the people who... In the future, it may not be clear that there should be a centre for 
teaching and learning and that VLE support should be under the centre for teaching and learning. 
Because the various com ponents that now make up the virtual learning environm ent will be found in 
other elem ents o f  social interaction using technology. And therefore people will be needed to support 
those social technologies, not ju st to support social technologies from a learning perspective and it is 
not clear how an organisation can be structured to support that. And one option is that it could come 
back towards the com puter centre and become a more general support service. Now obviously you 
need pedagogical support, 1 am not for a minute advocating that you don't, and it would appear to me 
that support for pedagogy should not be placed, or it is not ideally placed within a com puter centre. 
So you may well have a centre for teaching and learning that will be there but will be somewhat more 
distant from the vehicle which is the VLE that delivers it.

Interviewer: Do you have a sense, at the moment, o f  typically what people in departm ents are doing 
with the VLE? It might sound like an obvious question but...

Interviewee: I don't have a huge perspective on it, 1 have not taken the tim e to go into individual 
courses and have a look. I would suspect that probably 80%  o f  lecturers are still using it for putting 
up course notes and 1 would suspect that somewhere in the order o f  15 to 20%  may be doing more 
innovative things with the VLE but it is probably o f  that order o f  magnitude. And linking back to the 
previous question about pedagogical support, that is presum ably where the support needs to be 
applied to try and move that on. But I am also conscious that certain subject areas are less suitable for 
VLEs than others, I am not saying there aren't any m athem atical applications for VLEs, there are, but 
maths will continued to be delivered using blackboards and chalk for quite a period o f  time. There 
m ay be supports in the VLE but it will still be largely chalk and talk and blackboards. W hereas 
various other subject areas are far more suited to VLEs and particularly som e o f  the subject areas, 
some o f  the more discursive subject areas are very very well suited to VLEs.

Interviewer: Did you think at the tim e as this system was evolving, or being adopted, that there were 
specific kinds o f  changes envisaged to those traditional cam pus based courses? W as there a goal to 
change those in some way or just to give them this as an extra system to be availed of? I haven't put 
that very clearly, but I suppose it is this issue o f  when we introduce the VLE are we looking for 
change in traditional courses?

Interviewee: M y greatest involvem ent in both my current institution and my form er institution was 
at the point where we made decisions and it was at the very earliest stage with the VLE. And 
certainly at that stage, both organisations were quite passive about getting people to use the VLE, so 
in other w ords there was a natural group o f  enthusiasts who wanted to use the product and resources 
were concentrated in supporting that natural group o f  enthusiasts. And it wasn't necessary to market 
the product am ong those or to evangelise because they were already converted, they already had -  
quote -  seen the light. I was less involved when it got to the stage that the vast bulk o f  people needed 
to be evangelised and I think you are dealing with your typical bell curve where you have 10 or 15% 
o f  enthusiasts and leaders, you will have 10, 15, perhaps 20%  o f  laggards and you probably will 
never convert them  to using a VLE. Some with just cause, some have a just cause not to use it. And 
then you have som ething like 70%  in the middle o f  the bell curve and they are the people who need
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to be... evangelised, is the term  that 1 use, rather than change, and certainly there was a role for a 
centre for teaching and learning or an equivalent body to try and do that. So to promote the use o f  a 
VLE and then to promote best practice in the use o f  a VLE.

Interviewer: Do you think that there is anything that could potentially deter someone from using it, I 
mean there are people who are late adopters, so to speak, but would there be anything you would 
think would cause them to just make the decision to focus their energies on something else?

Interviewee: I would guess that if  you have a particularly good lecturer who is very good at giving 
almost theatrical lecturing perform ances, and 1 know we have a num ber o f  those at this institution, if  
I was really really good at that 1 probably wouldn't invest so much tim e in a virtual environm ent. 
Because the real face to face environm ent, the quality o f  that would be so good, and I am conscious 
o f  soiTie lecturers here in [research site], one in particular in [named department] who they keep 
having to move to larger and larger lecture theatres simply because the guy is so good and commands 
the attention o f  the students. And if  1 was that good and I was able to command the students’ 
attention to that level with my lecturing perform ance, 1 might not invest so much time in a VLE. I f  I 
was a m aths lecturer or perhaps a maths physics lecturer and dealing with absolutely core 
mathematical subjects, 1 might say the VLE is not the appropriate environm ent for me. There would 
be other reasons that people would have put forward as reasons for not adopting VLE, 1 don't 
particularly accept them. Some o f  them talk about reduction o f  student attendances, and some talk 
about impersonalisation. M any o f  those don't recognise the reality o f  the m odem  world and how 
m odem  students operate, both educationally and outside the educational sphere, so I don't accept 
those but I would have heard those arguments made in the past. I am sure there are some other 
subject areas and disciplines which just aren't suited as well. There would be some areas where the 
class sizes would be incredibly small and where the class sizes are incredibly small, you probably 
don't need a VLE, you can probably achieve the same objectives face to face without the need o f  a 
VLE. There would be areas where 1 would consider that there is potential to make better use o f  the 
VLEs and perhaps even, I cited maths as being an example o f  an area where you m ightn't choose to 
use a VLE, but I would strongly suspect that many lecturers are not in a position to test whether or 
not students have com prehended material that has been lectured about. I would look forward to the 
day when towards the end o f  a lecture students could be told, well power up your laptops or 
whatever, I want you to do a little multi choice quiz or whatever, ju st to see if  you have grasped some 
o f  the concepts. And for those results to be alm ost instantaneously available to the lecturer, so that 
you can see whether or not there is a problem with the lecture. It could be one particularly difficult 
concept or whatever. It would obviously have to be cleverly designed but...

Interviewer; So it has more potential in terms o f  formative assessm ent maybe and dialogue in some 
subjects where maybe it is not quite being used at that level?

Interviewee: I would guess so but 1 haven't really looked under the hood so some o f  this is 
conjecture based on what I perceive to be pattem s o f  behaviour without me having seen any evidence 
for it.

Interviewer: 1 think you are fairly close to the m ark in term s o f  what we have seen. Ok so this is the 
last section o f  the interview and 1 suppose we have had a look at quite significant changes really in 
two institutions, the decision to adopt VLE, provide certain supports for that, and these are generally 
linked with strategies overall whether they are institutional strategies or teaching and leam ing 
strategies. I was wondering from your point o f  view i f  you think that we at [research site] have met 
any o f  our strategic goals or some o f  our strategic goals by adopting M oodle and having a VLE here?

Interviewee: [research site] was a reasonably late adopter o f  a formal VLE as distinct from the home 
grown solution. So I have to go back to what I said at the outset again, that in my opinion a VLE is a 
hygiene factor in the M aslow... it is not M aslow, it is the other guy, 1 can't rem em ber who it was that 
talked about hygiene factors. So by that 1 mean you get very little credit for having a VLE but by 
God it is to your detriment i f  you don't have a VLE! So while there have been references in various 
strategic docum ents about virtual leam ing environm ents, 1 think the reality is that we weren't credible 
without one. Having said that, the adoption o f  the VLE at [research site] has been pretty painless, 
there has been no overt resistance and I am not sure whether that is because there has been certain 
areas that we simply haven't pushed or whether there is genuine very widespread acceptance o f  it, 
there would want to be formal analysis done o f  the penetration o f  the VLE into the various
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disciplines to ascertain that, but one rarely hears seriously negative comments about it. At my former 
institution there would have been a greater volume of such negative comments but it is unclear to me 
whether that simply reflects the different times, changing times o f adoption between the two 
institutions or whether there was something else to it.

Interviewer: What would you think would be a good outcome for us in terms o f  the VLE over the 
next few years? What would be desirable for us to be doing?

Interviewee: I suspect that the VLE is going to morph into a more component-ised structure where 
the boundary o f what is and isn't a VLE will not be as clear cut as it is today. 1 also suspect that the 
componentisation will happen at a technical level as well as the functional level in the sense that if 
we are using wikis for other purposes on campus, it may be possible to plug in that wiki to the VLE 
rather than use Moodle's native wiki or whatever. So all of that is going to lead to a greying and a 
blurring o f the boundaries. What would be a good outcome for [research site], well 1 think we should 
have metrics in terms o f the adoption, the use o f the VLE by discipline and by modules in total. 1 
think we do need... I don't know what the actual ideal penetration level is but we need to set an ideal 
and then we need to measure ourselves against that but probably more importantly we need to assess 
how well the VLE is being used in each of the areas that it is being used and to do some sort o f a 
methodical assessment there taking account of the discipline, because you can't just do a global one. 
And say, ok it has been used in 80% o f modules but of those 80% of modules, it is being well-used in 
certain disciplines to a certain extent and it is not being well used in other disciplines to whatever 
extent. And to try and build up a multidimensional profile of that. And then to set about 
evangelising those people who aren't exploiting it as much as they would or at least understanding 
the reasons why they are not exploiting it. There may be good reasons and if there are good reasons, 
so be it.

Interviewer: Would you think, based on some of what you said, that there would be reason to have 
an e-leaming or VLE strategy separate to our other documents or have we enough strategies as it is?

Interviewee: For an organisation like [research site] that will probably be a follower in this area, 
more than a leader, I am not wildly enthusiastic about having a formal VLE strategy. I think that 
there is a lot of merit in being a good and quick and nimble follower than being a leader in this area. 
So I would very much advocate that we do keep abreast of what is happening in other spaces. And 
both in terms o f good practice in the use of a VLE, which is independent o f the VLE product, but in 
time forming an opinion if  we want to continue to persist with Moodle or we want to jump ship to 
something else. Knowing what the alternatives are, knowing what their strengths and weaknesses 
are, but again one would be unlikely to jump ship to another product for a marginal benefit because 
the cost of change and the pain o f change would be too great and would outweigh a marginal benefit. 
You would more than likely only change or jump to another ship if  you were looking at 20 to 25% 
improvement in the return or the benefit, it would make the pain worthwhile if  you were getting that 
sort o f improvement. And as of the moment, while one can argue that the other major products. 
Blackboard and I suppose Sakai probably are marginally better than Moodle from a functional point 
o f view, it is still marginal.

Interviewer: Those were all my questions but I would like to give you a chance to ask any questions 
or make comments that may be in your mind but weren't relevant to the questions or anything you 
would like to reflect on at this stage.

Interviewee: As I say, going forward, 1 am not certain a VLE strategy is what we are looking for, I 
think the world is changing.

Interviewer: 1 mean just on that, would you have any thoughts on where we should be broadly in 
terms o f e-leaming in the next three to five years, leaving aside Moodle?

Interviewee: It is very difficult because if  we are to go into the high end o f e-leaming content, it is 
horrifically expensive. 1 remember seeing some excellent examples o f it in Columbia in New York, 
things like where for biology they could take an eye and they had a model and you could strip away 
muscles and various things so that you could see, 3 dimensionally, because you could rotate it, the 
construct o f various elements o f people's physiology. 1 remember seeing another one which had to 
do with geology where you were given a landscape and you were given data about the landscape and
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it was almost like one o f  these gam es, you had a budget and you could drills holes and take samples 
and you basically had to work out where the rich vein o f  minerals were that could give you a return 
on your investment. You had certain hints and it was a very interactive way for geology students to 
try and work with this. And I thought it was really innovative and really super, but you could 
probably put five program m ers w orking on that for a year just to have that one product. I would love 
to be in that space but I ju st don't see that as being economically viable in an organisation like 
[research site]. And they tried to get into doing cooperatives with other organisations be it through 
NDLR or whatever, it is still very very difficult. So 1 think those things may well happen as 
com mercial offerings and we may ju st let com mercial people build them and we may elect to buy 
them or not to buy them as suits our purpose. In term s o f  social networking and e-leam ing. where is 
Facebook going to end and e-leam ing going to begin? I don't think any o f  us know the answ er to that 
yet. And as stu ff moves towards the cloud we are probably going to lose more and more control o f  it 
because we would be dependent on what the provider is offering. They would be my main thoughts. 
So we are reasonably well positioned at the moment, but we do have to watch that space and we do 
have to watch our structures that they don't become outdated and irrelevant to the space we are in 
going forward.

Interviewer: Ok well if  there is nothing else you want to add we will close it there.

END OF INTERVIEW
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Appendix D: Interview Schedule -  Central Supporters

O verall Objectives:
•  To find out what their institution’s objective (“O bject”) was and is in m ainstream ing a VLE 

across the university.
•  To find out what their institution’s understanding o f  e-leam ing is, and the role o f  the Learning 

Technologist as a support for e-learning,
•  To find out how the VLE is used by staff and students at their institutions.
•  For people at the research site: to docum ent the historical background to the introduction o f  

M oodle.

Outline Objectives Link to which
Research
Questions

Introduction Describe protocol
Obtain consent and sign forms

Section 1:
Nature o f their role

To get them to outline their role, its relationship 
to teaching and learning developm ent, e-leaming, 
and their role at the time o f  the decision to adopt 
and m ainstream the VLE.

RQ2

Section 2: 
Involvem ent in 
m ainstream ing the 
VLE

To discuss what they did in order to bring about 
the m ainstream ing o f  the VLE at the institution.

RQ2

Section 3:
Perception o f the role 
o f Learning 
Technologist

To discuss their perceptions o f  the role o f 
Learning Technologist, and issues in the 
perception o f  support (technical and/or 
pedagogical).

RQ2
Issue o f  support in 
R Q l

Section 4:
VLE in departm ents

To find out their sense o f  what really happens 
‘on the ground’, and whether there has been any 
change in teaching practice with the VLE.

RQ l

Section 5:
W hat is the link to 
strategy?

To discuss the connections between e-leam ing 
and institutional strategy and/or T&L Strategy; 
what is the nature o f  the link; w hat is the overall 
objective in having and using a VLE. W hat 
should we be getting from the VLE in the next 
few years?

RQ2
RQ5

Close Protocol and thanks
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Introduction (5 mins)
•  Introduce self
•  Describe purpose o f  the meeting
•  For people already known; re-focus in the interview as a formal, confidential process.
•  Use Inform ation and Consent Form to support this and also to gain their formal consent to be 

interviewed.

Section 1: Nature of their role (5 mins)
Aim: To get them to outline their role, its relationship to teaching and learning development, e-
learning, and their role at the time o f  the decision to adopt and mainstream the VLE.

• Can you outline to me your role -  broadly -  in this institution?

• Can you tell me what the links are between your role, and the developm ent o f  teaching and 
learning in the institution?

• Does your role involve m aking decisions about the institutional use o f  learning technology?

• Did you have this role at the tim e that the decision was taken to adopt [name o f  VLE]? W ere you 
involved in the decision to adopt this system?

Section 2; Involvem ent in m ainstream ing the VLE (10 mins)
Aim: To discuss what they did in order to bring about the mainstreaming o f  the VLE at the
institution.

•  W hat factors led you to consider getting a system like this, and eventually choosing this one? 
W ere there any external drivers? W as there any financial incentive (e.g. more students, particular 
funding initiative)?

•  Can you describe the process that happened in order to adopt the VLE? W as it a project, or a 
string o f  meetings, o r ...?

•  Was there much consultation within the organisation? W hat form did that consultation take?

•  W hat was your own role in the process? Do you recall the point at which the decision was taken? 
W hat were your thoughts about that?

•  W ere there any other decisions you had to make to help progress this one e.g. convincing any 
departments, or finding financial backing?

•  Did you envisage som e institutional change would take place as a result o f  getting a VLE? If  so, 
what change?
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Section 3; Perception o f the role o f  Learning Technologist
(5 mins)
Aim: To discuss their perceptions o f  the role o f  Learning Technologist, and issues in the perception
o f  support (technical and/or pedagogical).

•  Y ou have L earn ing  T echno log ist(s) at th is institu tion . C an you describe th is ro le  to  m e?

•  W ere you involved in  design ing  the ro le o f  L earn ing  T echnologist?

•  Did you -  and do you  -  see th is ro le  as a technical ro le o r as som eth ing  else?

•  W hat d id  you expect the ro le to  carry  out, perform ?

•  In rea lity , has the ro le  delivered  w hat you expected  o r an tic ipated  from  it?

•  W hat is your sense o f  how  peop le  perce ive  V L E  support ‘on the g ro u n d ’? Is it v iew ed  as
techn ical support, o r as som eth ing  else? H ave you been able to  influence tha t percep tion?

•  Did you need  to  get in stitu tional buy-in  for the creation  o f  th is role?

Section 4: VLE in departm ents (15 mins)
Aim: To find  out their sense o f  what really happens 'on the ground', and whether there has been any
change in teaching practice with the VLE.

•  W hat is y o u r understand ing  o f  w hat th is system  can do fo r people using it in departm en ts?  C an 
you g ive an exam ple o f  typ ical use?

•  W hat do you th ink th e  im pact o f  the V L E  has been  in term s o f  your ex is ting  courses?  H ow  is it
used in w hat w e m igh t call ‘trad itio n a l’ cam pus-based  courses w ith a lot o f  face-to -face
teach ing?

•  W hen  you  w ere p lann ing  to  adop t the V L E , did you  env isage  that it w ould  o r could  change these 
‘trad itio n a l’ courses?  I f  so, w hat k inds o f  change did you th ink  m ight happen?

•  H ow  im portan t w as chang ing  ex is ting  teach ing  prac tice  in your decis ion  to  ad o p t a V LE ?

•  D o you th ink  tha t the changes sought o r envisaged  have happened? [D epend ing  on answ er] 
W hat do you  th ink  the actual ro le  o f  the V L E  has been?

•  D o you  th ink  the V L E  should  have a g rea ter ro le in ‘trad itio n a l’ courses? I f  so, w hat should its 
ro le be?

•  W hat w ou ld  p rom p t som eone in one o f  y o u r departm en ts to  beg in  to use the V L E ? W hat w ould  
prom p t them  to develop  how  they  use the V LE ?

•  W hat do you th ink  th e  im pact o f  the V L E  has been  in  term s o f  flex ib ility , and  open ing  access to  
you r courses?

•  A re there  any  issues tha t cou ld  po ten tia lly  de te r som eone from  using  the V L E ?

•  A re there  any  issues tha t cou ld  po ten tia lly  de te r som eone from  chang ing  th e ir teach ing  p ractice? 
(Is enhancem en t o f  p rac tice  rew arded?)

•  W hat is you r sense o f  the student experience  o f  the V LE ?
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Section 5: The link to strategy (5 mins)
Aim: To discuss the connections hetw’een e-learning and institutional strategy and/or T&L Strategy: 
what is the nature o f the link; what is the overall objective in having and using a VLE. H'Tiat should 
we be getting fi-om the VLE in the next few years?

•  Y o u ’ve described  a num ber o f  qu ite  sign ifican t changes for your institu tion , w ith  th e  adop tion  o f  
the V L E  and  the c rea tion /appo in tm en t o f  the L earn ing  T echno log ist(s). W ere  these changes 
linked w ith  your overall in stitu tional stra tegy? W ere they  also  part o f  y o u r T each ing  and 
L earn ing  S trategy? I f  so, w hat w ere  the stra teg ic  ob jec tives you  had?

•  D o you  th ink  you have m et the stra teg ic  goals you  had  by  tak ing  these ac tions?

•  Is the V L E  part o f  your ongoing  stra tegy? I f  so, w hat are your nex t ob jec tives fo r it?

•  M ore generally , w hat are  the m ain  goals you r institu tion  has in te rm s o f  e -leam ing?

•  W hat do  you th ink is a good ou tcom e for you r in stitu tion  in term s o f  the V L E ?

•  W hat w ould  you like to  see happen ing  in term s o f  the V LE  over the nex t few  years?

Close (2 mins)

•  W ould  you like to  m ake any o ther com m ents in re la tion  to  these questions?

•  P ro toco l for transcrip tion  and opportun ities to  am end  transcrip t

•  T hank  and C lose
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10 Key things from  the interview (for im m ediate use)

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10
Overall impression:
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Appendix E; Interview Schedule -  Teachers (Initial Interview)

Overall Objectives:
•  T o find ou t about the ir cu rren t use o f  the w eb fo r teach ing , and w hether they  th ink  it is valuab le  

for this.
•  T o find ou t about the ir cu rren t use o f  M oodle and gain  a snapshot o f  the ir experience w ith  it.
•  T o see w hether they  have a sense o f  how  th e ir studen ts use the V L E , and w hether they  have any  

concerns about this.
•  T o  investigate  how  they  learned  to  use the V L E , w hat k inds o f  support and tra in ing  they  value, 

and w hether particu lar k inds o f  support m ight he lp  them  to exp lo it it further.
•  T o  invite partic ipa tion  in  the research  for a sem ester.

Outline Objectives Link to which
Research
Questions

Introduction D escribe pro toco l
O btain  consen t and sign form s

Section 1: 
Experience 
using the web  
generally

T o find out w hether they  regard  the w eb as a useful 
resource  generally , w hether th ey  use the w eb as w ell 
as the V L E  for the ir teaching.

C on tex t fo r all 
RQ s

Section 2: 
Experience 
using the 
M oodle VLE

T o find out the ex ten t to w hich  they  use the V LE , how  
long they  have been using it, w hat is useful o r not 
useful about it, any  usab ility  o r technical issues w ith 
it.

RQ2

Section 3:
Sense of 
students’ use of  
M oodle and 
other resources

T 0  exam ine w hether they  have  a sense o f  w hat 
studen ts do w ith the V LE  (e.g . w hether they  th ink this 
is very  dependen t on getting  lec tu re  no tes); w hat o ther 
resources studen ts use and w hether these are online or 
not.

R Q l
RQ2

Section 4: 
Training and 
support for 
using M oodle

T o find out how  they  learned to  use the V L E , w hether 
they  w ould  p re fe r a lte rnative  k inds o f  tra in ing , and 
w hat w ould  help  them  to m ake  m ore use o f  the V LE.

RQ2

Section 5:

Further 
com m ents and 
invitation to 
participate

T o invite any fu rther com m ents on the issues raised  in 
the in terview . T o invite partic ipa tion  in fu rther 
research  over the course o f  a sem ester.

A ll R Q s

Close P ro tocol and thanks
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Introduction (5 mins)
•  Introduce self
•  Describe purpose o f  the meeting
• For people already known; re-focus in the interview as a formal, confidential process.
•  Use Information and Consent Form  to support this and also to gain their formal consent to be 

interviewed.

Section 1: Experience using the web generally (5 mins)
Aim: To find out whether they regard the weh as a useful resource generally, whether they use the 
web as well as the VLE for their teaching.

•  About how many hours per w'eek w'ould you say you spend online?

• Do you use any social networking sites? (Can you nam e them?)

•  W ould you use social networking sites for work, or for recreational use, or for both?

•  How useful do you think the web is in teaching a language?

Section 2: Experience using the M oodle VLE (10 mins)
Aim: To fin d  out the extent to which they use the VLE. how long they- have been using it. what is 
useful or not useful about it. any usability or technical issues with it.

•  Do you use the M oodle virtual learning environm ent? Did you use M oodle during last year?

•  For which group/m odule do you think you made the most extensive use o f  M oodle?

•  W hat kinds o f  things did you do?

• W here would you normally access M oodle from?

• Could you describe how you work with M oodle generally? For example, would you tend to edit
briefly and often, or extensively and not very often? W ould you visit your M oodle sites
frequently or ju st once in a while?

•  I f  you posted m aterials to M oodle, did you also continue to distribute them at a lecture?

•  W hat is it like to work with M oodle? For example, is it difficult to use the interface?

•  W hat do you think are the main advantages o f  using M oodle?

•  W hat do you think are the disadvantages o f  using environm ents like M oodle?
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Section 3: Sense of students’ use o f M oodle and other resources 
(5 mins)
Aim: To examine whether they have a sense o f  what students do with the VLE (e.g. whether they think 
this is ver)> dependent on getting lecture notes); what other resources students use and whether these 
are online or not.

•  D id you ta lk  about M oodle  w ith  your students and  ind icate  w hat you  w ould  be using  it for? D id 
you ev er show  it to them  in class?

•  W hat is you r sense o f  w hat y o u r students w ere  do ing  w ith your M oodle sites? F o r exam ple, do 
you th ink  they  prin ted  m ateria ls  you posted?  D id they  in teract w ith o ther item s you  included  like 
F orum s o r Q uizzes?

•  I f  you are using  Forum s, w hat kind o f  activ ity  do  you an tic ipate  in  the Forum ?

•  W hat o th er k inds o f  m ateria ls w ould  your studen ts no rm ally  use e.g. w ebsites, aud io  files on the 
w eb, v ideo files on the w eb, m ultim ed ia m ateria ls  on loan from  the departm en t, tex tbooks, V H S 
o r cassettes, any th ing  else?

Section 4: Training and support for using M oodle (10 mins)
Aim: To find out how they learned to use the VLE, whether they would prefer alternative kinds o f 
training, and what would help them to make more use o f  the VLE.

•  C an you say  w hen  you decided  to  beg in  using  M oodle?  D id som ething p rom p t you?

• H ow  did you learn to  use M oodle? Did you a ttend  form al tra in ing  o r p ick  it up as you  w ent
along?

• W hat do you  th ink about the ex ten t to w hich you  are  using M oodle; w ould you  th ink  you  could
use it m ore, o r less, o r i t ’s about right for you at the m om ent?

•  In re la tion  to  learn ing  m ore about M oodle, w ould  you p refer to  do that at you r ow n  pace , o r as 
part o f  a w orkshop  w ith co lleagues, o r w hat do you th ink  w ould  be  suitable?

•  W hat w ould  m ake M oodle  easier fo r you to  use in  support o f  your teaching?

Section 5: Further com m ents and invitation to participate (5 mins)
Aim: To invite any further comments on the issues raised in the interxiew. To invite participation in 
further research over the course o f  a semester.

•  T hose are all m y questions -  1 w as w ondering  i f  you  w ould  like to  add any th ing  a t th is po in t?

•  1 am  inv iting  peop le  to  partic ipate  in th is research  for a little longer, o ver the course o f  the
sem ester, and to  use i f  you  w ish  som e add itional resources fo r language teach ing  w ith  the V LE.
W ould  that be som eth ing  you m ight be in terested  in?

Close (2 mins)

•  W ould  you  like to  m ake any o ther com m ents in  re la tion  to  these questions?
•  T hank  and C lose
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10 Key things from  the interview (for immediate use)

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10
Overall impression:
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Appendix F: Interview Schedule -  Teachers (Exit Interview)

Overall Objectives:
•  T o gather detailed  data  abou t how  T eachers use M ood le  on a day-to -day  basis du ring  the 

sem ester.
•  T o exp lo re  w hy it w as d ifficu lt fo r them  to engage w ith the orig inal focus o f  th is research , as a 

m eans to  addressing  support and professional developm ent in the new  research  design.
•  T o find ou t m ore about the ir sense o f  the ro le  o f  techno logy  in th e ir  teach ing , now  and in the 

longer term .
•  T o find ou t i f  there is aw areness o f  in stitu tional stra tegy  am ongst T eachers, w hich is re levan t to 

R Q l and to fu ture developm ents.
•  T o conclude  the p rocess and thank  them  for the ir partic ipation .

Outline Objectives Link to which
Research
Questions

Introduction D escribe pro toco l

Section 1: 
Experience this 
sem ester

T o find ou t w hat life has ac tua lly  been like ‘on 
the g ro u n d ' du ring  the sem ester, and w hat role 
this m ight have p layed in their decisions about 
M oodle.

C on tex t fo r all 
RQs

Section 2:
Engagem ent with the 
original research  
project

T o start find ing  out the reasons for 
engagem en t/non -engagem en t w ith the original 
research  design  in m ore detail.

R Q l
RQS

Section 3:
W hat would influence 
the decision to use 
M oodle in future

T o find ou t w hether there  is any  connection  for 
them  betw een  teach ing  and M oodle, o r w hether it 
is ju s t regarded  as back-up , an adm inistra tive 
support.

RQ2
R Q l
RQS

Section 4:
Using technology in 
the longer term

T 0  find out w hether there is any connection  
betw een  the ir teach ing  and institu tional stra tegy  
e.g. to  w iden access, to enhance  flexible learning.

RQS

Close Space for any  further com m ents 
T hanks and  pass on g ift voucher 
C lose
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Introduction (5 mins)
•  In troduce se lf
•  P urpose  o f  the m eeting
•  A cknow ledge that they  m ay /m ay  no t have partic ipa ted  as m uch as p lanned  in the orig inal 

design , bu t any th ing  they  have  to  tell m e w ill help  w ith  the research . W e all face p ressu res on 
our tim e.

Section 1
Experience this sem ester (10 mins)
Aim: To find out what life has actually been like ‘on the ground’ and what role this might have
played in their decisions about Moodle.

•  H ow  has teach ing  been since w e m et ju s t befo re  C hris tm as?

•  C an  you  give m e a flavour o f  the sem ester fo r you: w hat m ajo r dead lines did you have? W hen 
did they  hit?

•  W hat w as your teach ing  load like overall?  W hat top ics d id  you have to  cover in add ition  to  your 
‘nom inated  m o d u le’ fo r th is p ro jec t?

•  D id you feel you had m ore or less tim e to  do th ings th is sem ester than  last sem ester?  W hat are 
the reasons for your answ er?

•  W as this a pretty  average  year fo r you. o r w ere there th ings that m ade it d ifferen t?  In w hat w ays 
w as it d ifferen t?

Section 2: Engagem ent with the research project (10 mins)
Aim: To start finding out the reasons for engagement/non-engagement with the original research
design in more detail.

•  W hat do  you th ink about the research  p ro jec t at th is m om en t in tim e? [this to  e lic it any anx ie ties 
abou t w hy they d id n 't  partic ipa te , again  reassure that any th ing  they  have to  say w ill be useful, 
and acknow ledge p ressu res on tim e etc.]

•  H ow  did you orig inally  p lan  fo r the p ro jec t to  link w ith  y o u r w ork th is sem ester?  Probe: w hy  it 
d id /d id  no t link w ith the ir w ork

•  I f  you feel you d id  no t have enough  tim e to  partic ipate , can  you  link that w ith any th ing  else?

•  F o r exam ple, w as it lack  o f  tim e to  learn how  to do som eth ing  on the com puter?  W as it need ing  
to  spend  tim e on som eth ing  else  m ore urgen t?  W as it find ing  ano ther w ay  to  do  w hat you  had  in 
m ind?

•  W hat had you env isaged  as the ou tcom e o f  the p ro jec t and  y o u r invo lvem en t in it?

•  W hat w as your sense o f  w hat m y role should  have b een  like? W ould  m ore d irec t input from  
som eone m ake a d ifference?  F o r exam ple, i f  a  dead line w as set fo r som eth ing?

•  W ould  an  accred ited  course be  m ore appropriate  -  fo r exam ple a m odule? W ould  th is be 
som eth ing  tha t w ould  encourage  m ore partic ipa tion  on th e ir  part?

Section 3: (lOmins)
W hat would influence the decision to use M oodle in future
Aim: To find  out whether there is any connection for them betM’een teaching and Moodle, or whether
it is just regarded as back-up, an administrative support. I f  they do think it has a role in teaching,
what is that role, and how can they he supported in using Moodle more extensively.
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•  Y ou m en tioned  in the p rev ious in terv iew  tha t you  felt it w ould  be possib le  to  do  m ore w ith
M oodle and w ith  o ther techno log ies as part o f  your teaching. Even i f  you feel you d id n ’t have a
lot o f  tim e th is sem ester, has the p ro jec t had  any in fluence on your v iew s about the ro le o f  
techno logy  in your teach ing?

•  T o try  to  find  out i f  they  th ink  it is b e tte r as a  back -up /sou rce  for m ateria ls, o r w hether it has a
place in active learning.

•  T o try  to  find  out i f  it is perce ived  as o ffe ring  m ore to  language m odules than anyth ing  else.

•  Is there a d ifference  betw een  the m ed ia  you  w ou ld  use fo r a language m odule and o ther m odules 
like literatu re  o r cinem a?

•  D o you  th ink  techno logy  is m ore  o r less su itab le  fo r d ifferen t m odules?

•  W hat do  you  th ink  w ould  help  you to use M ood le  in the w ays you w ant to?

•  In term s o f  support peop le , w hat w ould  you an tic ipa te  from  the centre?

•  D iscussion  o f  teach ing  m ethods o r strategy?

•  H ow  could  the p rov ision  the university  m akes to  help you use M oodle be im proved?

Section 4: (5 mins)
Using technology in the longer term
Aim: To fin d  out whether there is any connection between their teaching and institutional strategy’
e.g. to widen access, to enhance jlexihle learning.

•  D o you th ink  there is a fu ture  for techno log ies in the teach ing  o f  your subject?

•  W hat do  you th ink  is the p lace o f  e -leam in g  in  the w ork  o f  you r departm ent in the longer term ?

•  Is it relevan t, im portan t to  have p rov ision  ta ilo red  to  m odem  languages?

•  W hat should  cen tral supporting  units (like ours) be  doing in the future?

•  I f  you  could  change any th ing  about w hat w e do  in term s o f  e -leam ing  in the un iversity , w hat
change w ould  you m ake?

Close (2 mins)

•  W ould  you  like to  m ake any  o ther com m ents in re lation  to  these questions?
•  T hank  and C lose
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10 Key things from the Interview

1

2

3

4
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Overall impression
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Appendix G: External Teachers’ Questionnaire

Note: This questionnaire was distributed online using the Survey Monkey system
(http://ww\r.stirvcvmonkcr.com). and formatting was therefore different to that shawm here. The 
questionnaire was broken over a number o f  pages with ample space fo r  open-ended answers to 
questions.

Introduction

You are invited to complete this questionnaire as part o f doctoral research I am undertaking. My 
project is called Investigating blended learning in a university virtual learning environment. The 
study is designed to find out how people in Modem Languages subjects are using virtual learning 
environments (like WebCT, Blackboard and Moodle) for teaching and learning. The research is also 
about improving these environments for languages.

Any information obtained on this questionnaire will be treated confidentially. It is not part o f any 
flinded project and data are not being shared with any parties at the researcher’s place of work, 
[named institution]. Your participation is voluntary. I am obliged to retain data for a period o f five 
years, during which time it will be held securely and confidentially, and after which it will be 
completely destroyed. If you have any questions about this research or the management o f the 
research data, please contact me (mcavinic@tcd.ie).

□  Please tick this box to indicate that you have read and understood the information above.

Section A: About you

1. Please select the name o f your current place of work from this list [drop-down list]
□  Central University
□  City University
□  Lakeside University
□  Quayside University
□  Regional University
□  Riverside Institute o f  Technology
□  Valley University

2. How long have you been teaching at the institution you selected above?
□  1 -2 years
□  3-5 years
□  6-8 years
□  9-10 years
□  more than 10 years
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3. In which o f the following subjects are you working? [drop-down list]
□  French
□  Gaeilge/Irish
□  German
□  Italian
□  Spanish
□  Other (please specify)

4. About how many hours per week would you say you spend online?

5. In general terms, do you think the web is useful for teaching your subject?

6. Do you use any social networking sites?
□  Yes
□  No

7. If you answered Yes to the previous question, please select the social networking sites you use 
from this list (please tick any applicable answers)
□  Facebook
□  Bebo
□  T witter
□  MySpace
□  A blog site
□  Other:

8. Why do you use social networking sites? (please tick any applicable answers)
□  For my research
□  For my teaching
□  For other areas of my work
□  In my homelife
□  Only for things unrelated to work
□  For all of the above

Section B: Your experience using a VLE

9. Are you currently using a virtual learning environment (VLE) such as Blackboard, Moodle, Sakai 
or WebCTAVebcourses as part o f your teaching?
□  Yes
□  No -  please go to final question
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10. If  you answered Yes to the previous question, please give the name o f your VLE. (Please select 
one answer only)
□  Blackboard
□  Moodle
□  Sakai
□  WebCT/Webcourses
□  Don’t know
□  Other system not listed above (please specify):______________

11. What first prompted you to begin using the VLE?

12. How did you learn to use the VLE? (please tick any applicable answers)
□  Attended a central training session
□  Attended a training session for my department
□  One-to-one training from Learning Technologist/Support Person
□  Help from a colleague
□  Using Help materials within the system
□  Using Help materials provided by the department that supports the VLE at my institution
□  Other (please specify);

13. Which o f the following have you used any time in your VLE? (please tick any applicable)
□  Uploading notes and materials
□  Linking to external websites
□  Writing pages of information in the VLE itself
□  Using it for assignment submission
□  Using it for quizzes
□  Using a discussion board/forum
□  Using a chatroom
□  Using instant messaging
□  Other (please specify):_______________________________________

14. How do students know about your course space in the VLE? (please select any applicable)
□  1 introduce it in lectures/face-to-face teaching
□  1 refer to it regularly in lectures/face-to-face teaching
□  It is mentioned in departmental handbooks/webpages
□  No specific introduction because students are all aware of the VLE already
□  1 use it on-screen in lectures/face-to-face teaching and point things out
□  I advise them where to find help/training in using the VLE
□  I respond to student queries through the VLE discussion boards/forums
□  Other (please specify): _________________________________________

15. What is your sense o f  students’ use o f the VLE: to what extent do they use it for your courses?

16. For which part o f your teaching do you think you use the VLE most extensively?

17. How would you broadly characterise your use of the VLE for this course?
□  The VLE supports face-to-face teaching events but is not an essential part of the course.
□  The VLE is an integrated part of the course, and some use o f the VLE for the course is required.
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□  The VLE is essential for the course, most activity is online, face-to-face teaching events are 
supplementary to what happens online.

Section C: Further use of the VLE

18. Please indicate your responses to the following statements where l=disagree strongly, 
2=disagree, 3=neither agree nor disagree, 4=agree and 5 =agree strongly:_______________________

1
disagree
strongly

2
disagree

3
neither
agree
nor

disagree

4
agree

5
agree

strongly

I would like to use the VLE more 
extensively

□ □ □ □ □

It is very difficult to get time to learn 
more about the VLE

□ □ □ □ □

The VLE has made me re-think how 1 
teach some of my course(s)

□ □ □ □ □

I think my level of use o f the VLE is 
about right

□ □ □ □ □

VLEs are limited in what they can 
offer to my subject

□ □ □ □ □

Support provided for the VLE is only 
for technical problems

□ □ □ □ □

1 would prefer to choose what 
technology I use instead o f using an 
institutional VLE

□ □ □ □ □

Using the VLE has led me to start 
using other technologies for my 
teaching

□ □ □ □ □

The main benefit of the VLE is saving 
time on photocopying

□ □ □ □ □

I would prefer not to use the VLE but 
feel I have to

□ □ □ □ □

I am comfortable with using Help 
documentation including texts and 
screencasts (video clips)

□ □ □ □ □

19. Are there aspects o f the VLE you would like to learn more about for language teaching? If so, 
what are they? If you are not fully sure o f the function or name o f something, please just write what 
you think it could do._______________________________________________________________________
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20. How would you pursue your interest in learning m ore about the VLE for language teaching? 
W hat would help you?_________________________________________________________________________

21. Do you have any current interests in com puter-assisted language learning (CALL)? If  so, please 
give some b rief details here, e.g. conferences you have heard of, or attended, any publications you 
have seen, or colleagues you know  who might be working in this area.____________________________

22. W hat are the main advantages and disadvantages o f  using the VLE for language teaching, from 
your point o f  view?____________________________________________________________________________

23. W hat would be the one thing that would make the biggest difference to you in terms o f  making 
more use o f  technology for your teaching in languages?__________________________________________

24. Do you have any further com ments in relation to the questions raised by this survey?

Thank you!
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Appendix H: Internal Teachers’ Questionnaire

Note: This questionnaire was distributed online using the Survey Monkey system
(htrn://ww\\'.sur\'evmonkcv.com). and formatting was therefore different to that shown here. The 
questionnaire was broken over a number o f  pages with ample space fo r  open-ended answers to 
questions.

You are invited to complete this questionnaire as part o f doctoral research 1 am undertaking. My 
project is called Inve.'stigating blended learning in a university virtual learning environment. The 
study is designed to find out how people in Modem Languages subjects are using virtual learning 
environments (like WebCT, Blackboard and Moodle) for teaching and learning. The research is also 
about improving these environments for languages.

Any information obtained on this questionnaire will be treated confidentially. It is not part of any 
funded project and data are not being shared with any parties at the researcher's place o f work, 
[named institution]. Your participation is voluntary. 1 am obliged to retain data for a period o f five 
years, during which time it will be held securely and confidentially, and after which it will be 
completely destroyed. If you have any questions about this research or the management o f the 
research data, please contact me (mcavinic@tcd.ie).

□  Please tick this box to indicate that you have read and understood the inform ation above. 

Section A: About you

1. How long have you been teaching at [the research site]?
□  1-2 years
□  3-5 years
□  6-8 years
□  9-10 years
□  more than 10 years

2. In which of the following subjects are you working? (Please select one subject. If you teach more 
than one, please select the subject in which you do most o f  your teaching)
□  French
□  Nua Ghaeilge/Irish
□  Sean agus Mean Ghaeilge/Old and Middle Irish
□  German
□  Spanish
□  Other (please specify)

3. About how many hours per week would you say you spend online? _____________

4. In general terms, do you think the web is usefial for teaching your subject?____________________
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5. Do you use any social networking sites?
□  Yes
□  No

6. If you answered Yes to the previous question, please select the social networking sites you use 
from this list (please tick any applicable answers):
□  Facebook
□  Bebo
□  Twitter
□  MySpace
□  A blog site
□  Other (please specify);__________________

7. Why do you use social networking sites?
□  For iny research
□  For my teaching
□  For other areas of my work
□  In my homelife
□  Only for things unrelated to work
□  For all o f the above

Section B: Your experience using Moodle

8. Are you currently using Moodle as part o f your teaching?
□  Yes
□  No -  please go to final question

9. What first prompted you to begin using Moodle?_______

10. How did you learn to use Moodle? (please tick any applicable answers)
□  Attended a central training session
□  Attended a training session for my department
□  One-to-one training fi-om Learning Technologist/Support Person
□  Help from a colleague
□  Using Help materials within the system
□  Using Help materials provided by the department that supports the VLE at my institution
□  Other (please specify):__________________________________

11. Which o f the following have you used any time in Moodle? (please tick any applicable)
□  Uploading notes and materials
□  Linking to external websites
□  Writing pages of information in Moodle itself
□  Using it for assignment submission
□  Using quizzes
□  Using a discussion board/forum
□  Using a chatroom
□  Using instant messaging
□  Other (please specify):__________________________________

12. How do students know about your course space in Moodle? (please select any applicable)
□  I introduce it in lectures/face-to-face teaching
□  I refer to it regularly in lectures/face-to-face teaching
□  It is mentioned in departmental handbooks/webpages
□  No specific introduction because students are all aware of Moodle already
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□  1 use it on-screen in lectures/face-to-face teaching and point things out
□  1 advise them where to find help/training in using M oodle
□  1 respond to student queries through M oodle discussion boards/forum s
□  Other:

13. W hat is your sense o f  students' use o f  Moodle: do what extent do they use it for your courses?

14. For which course do you think you use M oodle most extensively?

15. How would you broadly characterise your use o f  M oodle for this course?
□  M oodle supports face-to-face teaching events but is not an essential part o f  the course.
□  M oodle is an integrated part o f  the course, and some use o f  M oodle is required for the course.
□  M oodle is essential for the course, most activity is online, face-to-face teaching events are 

supplem entary to what happens online.

305



Section C: Further use of Moodle

16. Please indicate your responses to the following statements where l=disagree strongly. 
2=disagree, 3=neither agree nor disagree, 4=agree and 5=agree strongly.

1
disagree
strongly

2
disagree

3
neither
agree
nor

disagree

4
agree

5
agree

strongly

1 would like to use Moodle more 
extensively

□ □ □ □ □

It is very difficult to get time to learn 
more about Moodle

□ □ □ □ □

Moodle has made me re-think how I 
teach some o f my course(s)

□ □ □ □ □

1 think my level o f use of Moodle is 
about right

□ □ □ □ □

Moodle is limited in what it can offer 
to my subject

□ □ □ □ □

Support provided for Moodle is only 
for technical problems

□ □ □ □ □

1 would prefer to choose what 
technology I use instead o f using 
Moodle

□ □ □ □ □

Moodle has helped me to start using 
other technologies for my teaching

□ □ □ □ □

The main benefit o f Moodle is saving 
time on photocopying

□ □ □ □ □

I would prefer not to use Moodle but 
feel I have to

□ □ □ □ □

1 am comfortable with using Help 
documentation including texts and 
screencasts (videos)

□ □ □ □ □

17. Are there aspects o f Moodle you would like to learn more about for language teaching? If so, 
what are they? If you are not fully sure o f the function or name o f something, please just write what 
you think it could do.______________________________________________________________________

18. How would you pursue your interest in learning more about Moodle for language teaching? What 
would help you?__________________________________________________________________________

19. Do you have any current interests in computer-assisted language learning (CALL)? If so, please 
give some brief details here, e.g. conferences you have heard of, or attended, any publications you 
have seen, or colleagues you know who might be working in this area.___________________________
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20. W hat are the main advantages and disadvantages o f  using M oodle for language teaching, from 
your point o f  view?____________________________________________________________________________

21. W hat would be the one thing that would make the biggest difference to you in terms o f making 
more use o f  technology for your teaching in languages?__________________________________________

22. Do you have any further com m ents in relation to the questions raised by this survey?

Thank you!
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Appendix I: Teacher Diaries

Figures below show screen shots of the three Diary spaces provided for Teachers:

1. Moodle fo r  me at the moment: an initial space for once-off reflection on the current use of 
Moodle at the start of the research project.

2. Weekly Diaty: the main diary space provided for use throughout the semester.
3. Thoughts at this point in the semester: a diary space provided for reflection during the Study 

Week.

The Weekly Diary space was the only one in which Teachers ultimately posted entries. Some entries 
received via email from Georgia were later pasted into the Weekly Diary space.

1 1

UoodkiiOlO NC-TL-OT AMtsnmanto Wootfa For tM maraant JpiiAir (ftti Aitigfim m

No atiem pts nave b een  m ade on this assignm eTi

Moodle for m« «t the mom ent

If y o j a ie  looking al this page  hopefjHy you ^ v e  voiunleered lo pariicipaie in this project (ormaHy and you have com pleted the 
initial Questnrviaire

Now. p leasa  h ave a  think about /ou t nommatec modute

• Please take a  lew momenis to rsftoci on wtiai you are currently doing wnn Moodk* ki your norntnatea module
• When you are  reaOy. dld( o r  Edit my aubm laslon Deiow.
• Please also |0 i oown any lOeae you have about whether or how you think Moodie couU De ueeo drftereniiy/moreAoss.
• Can you ideritfty three things you would like lo do this sem ester tn your rxxnirwted module that ntght be different or enhancec 

vervons of what you nave cone previouai/’ These oon'i have to be online • in t a a  n would be better to talk about anything youd 
like to do that you think mrgrti improve students learning

• Do )TOu think Moodle oould oo any o( inif>gs you have tdentHied?

About th ic  aethfity: this •& a private y)urrtal' sp ace  rtol accessible lo artyone e lse  except the researcher {Qaire}

You have  not submitted anything yet

tOit my tuB’nitMW'

^  Mood te Does tor tn a  page

'lOu are bgged in es Ct^n  McAwi« (Logout)

N C n -0 7  1

Figure I-l:  initial space for reflection at the outset o f research
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1

M oM K m o NC-n.-<P AiMgnmems wecktyDarv ijooate ttici <k(tignm«nt 

V«ev> 3 SJtimrttBd asfirgnmenlb

W eek ly  D iary

IS a liRto s p a c e  lor reflection d u 'ing  Sem ester T«vo

P lease  la v e  e  ihink about your rorrur\eted m odule.

• How nas your module been eolng tnis w m k '̂  hcw have you used Moodie'^
• Are tMere things you are trvntunc a t»u t doing trial could t)e sopponed t)y MoodK'^
• Wnen you are ready, ciick o r  EdH my suO m lsslen oeiow to record you'- tnougnts

A bout th is  activ ity : this is e  private 'jourrMi’ ^ a c e  r>ot accessibte to anyor^e e lse  except tr>e researcher (Claire).

You have not sutxnittac anything yet

£dli my suOmtvMon

^  MooAo OOOB tor tt*  pBQB 

VOu 6ra logpM VI as Ci*re MCAm« (Logout)

NC-TL-07 1

Figure 1-2: Weekly Diary available to Teachers throughout one semester

1 1

UoMMniD NC-TL-<P AtupiMnara Tnougm ti wi* pemi mtne Mmetiei’'’ Jocutt tnii A»iQivn«n(

No attem pts riave t>e6n m ade on triis assignm ent

T h o u g h ts  a t  t h i s  p o in t  In th e  s e m e s t e r ?

T h e  IS a  Htlie space  kx reflection a s  we are  in StJdy W eek m Sem ester Two

P lease  have a  thmh about your nominated module

• Mow has your module been tsking shape '’ Oo you have anythirtg in mirxi tor students to do spedflsal^y during Stuoy VVeeii 
(offline or onSrw)?

• Can you iO»ntl^ trvee th h ^ s  you would like to do For the re rn a in d e 'd  this sertesier in your noirinated rrwduie thal rriight M 
ditferent or errtartced versions of wtMtt you hsve done previously^

• Do you thnk Moodle could oo any of trvrtge you have identified?
• When you are  ready, dick on Edit my sutHnission t>ek}w to record your thougnts

A bout th ta  activ tty : tnis is a  prtvate ^ u rr ta l sp ace  not accessible to anyone e lse  except tne  researcher (Claire)

Vbu have r a t  submitted anything yel

; Uil mr iubnxfilon ,

(D Maodie Oooi lor ttM page

Vbu ar* iogg»d m m Om» m c a v m  (Logcuil)

NC-TL-07 1

Figure 1-3: space for reflection at the mid-point of the semester, Study Week
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An example o f an entry to the Weekly Diary is shown at Figure 1-4.

Last edtteC: Wednesday, 19 May 2 0 i0 .1 1 .1 3  AM {1673 words)

Subm in lon for wMh ending 26Vi Marcti 2010.

1. La c tu f* natM .

I upiMOftfl tn * i*aur« no tts on Moodie n ra ig n  ati*f the iK ture. I {teoded tc ao it soon*' ra trw  tnar iM r .  to  mai Mctun ««ouiO M  RHi trtsn m t fw : mrnds. 

Ttte topic I am covenng w tn ine eludanis ■  omts difficull. (in terms of the languBQO itsell. and in terms of the iosae and ir*e history invoiwd) so ' deodso lo use 

Moodie to further eluaoeie the most (fl'ficuR aspects, and io encNv Itwm again tiow I had arrived at certain conetus>on« I nao done tnis in the lectuie inealre 'hve. 

Bui some students oouiO have rniesec the tram o ‘ thought and the ideas if they did not unctorstand specthc <Mords In unloading eisDorated lectwe notes I wanted 

to make sure that any oe'ftaenoee in language oomprehensnn during the Irvs lecture were net an impadrrtenl lo ttw  comprehenbion of the ideas inherent in ttie 

lecture. I thmk tha: Moodie will students another ooportunity lo grasp the history, the ideas ana the langusge at their ow r pace I th<nk thal this will benefit an 

the atuaents. raganteas of their level of comprehension The siudente who understood tne maienai the f i r r  time roura will have s chsnce to deeper 

thairkhowtedgeo’ the subfect and will te v r  more about arriv>ng conclusions: the students who mssed outihe Ifs ttim e round will have a chance to understa.nd 

Che conterx al Iheir own pace

The students nave nw^tioned to me that t t ^  are usng irw  resources on Moodie. anc fn c  therr useful ' don't (hmk that my use ot Moodie has nao a negative 

efect or) ahanaance at lectures.

S.Tranalatione of iev t uploeded. inform ation aboat text to  be covered in r * v t  lecture.

I upbaoed ar Hectronic ariiole w hicf was a translation of a very difhcult text in Insh I also sostad a note lor studenls s a ^ g  w tv i lead was lo be read lot the next 

lecture.

3. E lectronic neaourtea

I creaied hn a  o r itAoodle to three rr)a)Or protects being run m LiCC. the Oit>i<h instrijta tor Aovanced S iud»s and again uCC. wrl•c^ provMM eiectronc teds 

artideb. (OurnalE ana boois on line >n the f>eld o ' the history of Irish Merature (lectuie saries I am runnir>g] i eaiolained to ttte students that these br«u are tor Olo 

Middle, and Eady modern inaP texts. arM mat they shouM become % riiia r witn aucr sSes as pan o‘ the* degree Another reason > nave adoad m iimca tc other 

umversMies <ani) coumnes m some cases) is thal I w on the stixterrts lo see that C elic  Stud«3 is not hmrted to Ireland e  an imematonal disopi'rw. ana extends 

Deyond the teolure Iheaire

4. Podcasts

There are a huge amount of relevant ooOcastB (in Ihei’ mindiads) avadabte tram RT£ nartjio na Gaettachia and from the BBC tor language laarning ar«j they 

aiB 8 ^  n  Inah. I uae irw n  myaeM, bul I feel they are a masaitrely urtoeriM d resource in tanguage leachinf^. I uploaded tive podcasts about lush hialory ano 

iieratura tor general interest I wiH atso M  sole lo upioac s podcast tor eacn lecture from now to the end of the tenn, whlcn teatjres a discussion or lecture by 

seasoneo ewerts. o r  the enact tope thal ine students w il be covering tor the lecture.

Figure 1-4: a t> pical Weekly Diary entry from Georgia
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Appendix J: Participant Teachers’ Exit Questionnaire

Note: this questionnaire was presented in the virtual learning environment, and the formatting was 
therefore different to that shown here.

You are invited to complete this questionnaire to help evaluate your experiences as a participant in 
this research. Any information obtained on this questionnaire will be treated confidentially. It is not 
part o f any [named institution] project and data are not being shared with any parties at [named 
institution]. Your participation is voluntary. If you have any questions about his research, please can 
ask Claire (mcavinic@tcd.ie).

□  Please tick this box to indicate that you have read and understood the inform ation above

Please give the code of your nominated module: ____________________________

1. Why did you decide to become involved in this research? Please select any applicable reasons:
□  To learn how to use a specific feature o f Moodle
□  To leam more about using Moodle generally
□  To reduce workload through using Moodle more extensively e.g for marking grammar 

exercises
□  To support teaching o f language only
□  To support teaching of other modules e.g. literature
□  Out o f personal interest
□  Because of a previous interest in computer-assisted language learning (CALL)
□  To meet colleagues from the other language departments
□  Other (please give some details below')______________________________________________

2. You nominated one module for the research this semester: why did you decide on this module? 
(please tick any applicable answers)
□  To conduct a specific piece o f work I had in mind
□  To explore options for using Moodle in that module
□  Because it was a language module
□  Because it was a module for which there was extensive content available on the web
□  No particular reason
□  Other reasons (please give some details below)_______________________________________
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3. Can you give an example o f minor changes you have made to how the module is taught as a 
result o f participation in the research?___________________________________________________

4. Did you notice any change in how you ‘blended’ online with the face-to-face components o f 
teaching the nominated module this semester?____________________________________________

5. Thinking about your answers to the previous two questions, did your experience participating in 
this research -  even if  you did not have much time -  influence how you used Moodle this 
semester in your nominated module?____________________________________________________

6. How often did you think you used the Moodle for Language Teaching space? (please choose one
option)
□ Every day
□ A few times a week
□ Twice a week
□ Once a week
□ Once every two weeks
□ Not very often
□ Other (please explain below)
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7. Even if  you have not used the Moodle fo r  Langi4age Teaching space very often, it would be very 
helpful to know what you thought about it. Please indicate your responses to the following 
statements where 1 =disagree strongly and 5=agree strongly:

1
disagree
strongly

2
disagree

3
neither
agree
nor

disagree

4
agree

5
agree

strongly

1 found the Moodle fo r  Language 
Teaching space usefiil

□ □ □ □ □

It was difficult to use the Moodle 
for Language Teaching space

□ □ □ □ □

1 enjoyed using the Moodle fo r  
Language Teaching space

□ □ □ □ □

I was able to find guidance on 
how to use particular features of 
Moodle in the Moodle fo r  
Language Teaching space

□ □ □ □ □

1 was able to see examples of how 
particular features would look by 
using the space.

□ □ □ □ □

I had a good sense o f how to use 
particular features after using the 
Moodle fo r  Language Teaching 
space

□ □ □ □ □

I had no clearer sense of how to 
use particular features after using 
the Moodle fo r  Language 
Teaching space

□ □ □ □ □

1 would prefer to work directly 
with a Learning Technologist than 
to read about using Moodle

□ □ □ □ □

1 preferred using a space tailored 
for languages to using a ‘generic’ 
help space.

□ □ □ □ □

I think I could use Moodle more 
for my teaching in the next 
academic year.

□ □ □ □ □

I think 1 could use the web more 
for my teaching in the next 
academic year.

□ □ □ □ □

Moodle has some significant 
limitations in what it can offer me 
for my nominated module.

□ □ □ □ □

8. Having learning a little about CALL (computer-assisted language learning) this semester, would 
you be interested in finding out more about it?
□  Yes
□  No
□  Not sure

Can you give any reasons for your answer in relation to CALL above?__________________________
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9. Drawing on your experiences during and before this semester, what do you think would help 
people in Modem Languages using Moodle at [named institution] in the future? What supports 
could be provided to you and your colleagues?___________________________________________

10. Did you gather feedback from students on your nominated module this semester?
□  Yes
□  No
□  Other; please specify_____________________

11. If you gathered feedback from students, did you use the draft questionnaire in the Moodle for 
Language Teaching space?
□  Yes
□  No
□  Other: please specify_____________________

12. If you used the draft questionnaire in the Moodle for Language Teaching space, did you make 
changes to this? Can you say a little more about any changes you made?____________________

13. Did you notice any difference in students’ responses to the nominated module this semester? If 
so, what was different? What did students like/dislike about the module this semester?________

14. In terms o f assessed work and coursework, can you say whether there has been any change in 
students’ results for the module this year?________________________________________________

15. Do you think that student learning was enhanced by the way you used Moodle for your 
nominated module this semester?

16. Do you have any other comments on any aspect o f this pro ject?

Thank you for com pleting this questionnaire!
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Appendix K: Student Questionnaire

Note: the questionnaire was administered via the virtual learning environment itself. Formatting was 
therefore different to that shown here.

Introduction: How do you use M oodle?

Thank you for taking tim e to review this questionnaire, which is to look at how language 
students like you use M oodle. This is not part o f M oodle Support at (institution name] but for a 
separate research project.

Here are the details:
You are invited to complete this questionnaire as part o f doctoral research 1 am undertaking. My 
project is called Investigating blended learning in a imiversit}> virtual learning environment. The 
study is designed to find out how language students use Moodle, and how it can be improved for 
language subjects. Any information obtained on this questionnaire will be treated confidentially. It is 
not part of any [institution name] project and data are not being shared with any parties at [institution 
name]. Your participation is voluntary. If you have any questions about this research, you can ask me 
or contact me via email (mcavinic@tcd.ie).

□  Please tick this box to indicate that you have read and understood the inform ation above

Now please complete the questions below -  this should only take a few minutes!

Section A: About You

1. Gender: (please choa.'ie one option)
□  Male
□  Female

2. Age range: (please choose one option)
□  17
□  18-21
□  22-25
□  26-30
□  31-35
□  36-40
□  41-50
□  50+

3. What year of study are vou in? (please choose one option) 
□  1 '̂
□  2"‘*
□  3 “̂
□  Other:

315



4. Do you have a disability, or any impairment that influences how you use computers?
□  Yes
□  No

If  you answered ‘Yes’ above, please can you give brief details here:_________________

5. Please tick the language(s) you are currently studying; (you can tick as many as applicable)
□  Basque
□  French
□  German
□  Nua Ghaeilge
□  Sean Ghaeilge
□  Spanish
□  O ther;_________________

6. Class in which you are completing this questionnaire; (please tick one option only)
□  Basque
□  French
□  German
□  Nua Ghaeilge
□  Sean Ghaeilge
□  Spanish
□  Other;

Section B: Your experience using the web generally

7. About how many hours per week would you say you spend online? ____________

8. Do you use any o f the following? (please tick any options applicable)
□  Bebo
□  MySpace
□  Facebook
□  Flickr
□  Twitter
□  O ther;__________________

9. How useful do you think the web is in learning a language? (please choose one option only)
□  Very useful
□  Useful
□  Not useful
□  Never use it as part o f my language study

Please can you give some reasons for your answer to the previous question?_________________

Section C: Your experience using M oodle

10. Do you use the Moodle virtual learning environment? (please choose one answer only)
□  Yes
□  No

If  you answered ‘N o’ above, please go to Section D.
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11. What do you expect to find in Moodle? (please tick any options applicable)
□  Chat
□  Course notes and materials
□  Instant messaging
□  Links to other useful resources
□  Message boards
□  Multimedia resources
□  Opportunity to interact with lecturer(s)
□  Opportunity to interact with other students
□  Opportunity to write my own notes about the course
□  Podcasts
□  Video files
□  Other (please give details below)_____________________________________

12. Do you use Moodle for the subject o f this class? (please choose one answer only)
□  Yes
□  No

13. If you use Moodle for this subject, do you access notes reading materials for this subject? (please 
choose one answer only)
□  Yes
□  No

14. What do you normally do when you access reading materials in Moodle? (please tick any 
available options)
□  Read on screen
□  Print them
□  Download them and take away
□  Nothing - 1 only use material distributed at a lecture
□  None o f the above (please give details below)______________________________________________
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15. If you print notes, when do you decide to do this? (please tick one option only)
□  Straight away
□  Read first, then print all of the document
□  Read first, then decide what parts to print
□  Read and then save the file to bring with me
□  Download the file without reading and print later
□  Read for a while, then print when I get tired o f reading
□  Something else (please give details below):_______________________________

16. What is it like to read material on-screen in Moodle? For example, is it difficult to see different 
•)arts of the screen, is it tiring?______________________________________________________________

17. Do you have any other comments about using Moodle for this subject?

Section D: And Finally...

Would you like to participate further in this research? If you are interested in joining a selected group 
to record and discuss your experiences using Moodle during this year, please complete the details 
below. These details will be stored separately to the data from this questionnaire. You will be paid a 
gift voucher for your participation. However, your participation would be voluntary and you would 
be free to leave at any time.

Name:

Contact Number:

Contact e-mail address:

Thank you for com pleting this questionnaire!

318



Appendix L: Student Diary

The Figures below show screen shots o f  the three Diary spaces provided for Students;

•  The D ia iy  Room, Weeks 1-6. A diary space available for the first six weeks o f  the sem ester to 
encourage students to record their experiences using the VLE.

•  D ia ty  Room: Study Week. This separate diary space was designed for using during the study 
week, when there was no scheduled teaching. Students were encouraged to record their use o f  
the VLE during that particular week.

•  TJte D ia iy Room, Weeks 8-10. A diary space provided for the final three weeks o f  the semester.

> l s -Tl 02 > Joum au  > The Ditry Ro«4n. w«*Kt 1-fr Two UMOeViil lownul

View 6 jou rnal e n tn r s

M o o d le : T lw  D i«ry  R oom , W e e k s  1 -6  S « m « sc e r  T w o

L atest: M arch H th

Thank you everyone who has b e e r  keep ing  a  journal of your Moodle eK penences here! Really in te restin g  reading! 1 have a dded  »ome 
individual feedback  for each  o f  you. and  thank  you again.

It's o fficially  Study W eek, anO a  se p a ra te  Dtary Room fiai been  s e t  up }ust for tn<s w eek . If you have a  few m inutes, p le ase  click to  it from  
th e  hom epage, and e n te r  your com m ents fo r t h h  weeK.

Xou ho v e  n o r  sc a r te tf  th is  j o v m a i  y e t

IQu Iff lotted tn M Cliirr Mc«vin« (lofout I

LSTL-02 1

Figure L-1: diary space provided for W eeks 1-6 o f the sem ester 
(am ended to direct students to the diary space provided for the reading week)
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noMM • lS TL-02 - jourM H  > OttryReeni: Stuffy WMh U^MU oiu jeurati

View 6 journal entnes

Di«ry Room: Study We«k

welco«n« to Uie Diary Room for Study We*K. This hes beer set up separately because trwre is no teacning this vveeK, and we are 
tnterestec to know whettter your use of Moodle is different In s week where you don't have lectures or tutorials. If you have a 
few moments, please Jot what you have been dolrtg this week...

What to  do:

• Click on the button “Start or edit my journal entry',
• Jot down sotne notes of w tut you did in Moodle this week. If you are rushing, stick to just three things.
• Write down any good points about wttat you were doing, e.g. catching up on something you inight have missed at Lectures, 

following us or sometriing, or anything trtai wasn't so good e.g. something misstng or not working.

Sur QrceiT myjDum*luili| .
rot; not started rMs fovrnel yet

'rou arc iobsm w is  Clairt McAvinit iLoteut]

LS-TL-02 1

Figure L-2: diary space provided at the mid-point of the semester, when students were on a 
reading week

>rt>r>dl» ' ^S-Ti-02 > Joum ab » Dury Room: W M kt B-10. Sem etccr Two Uoomwi KKKn«l

View 4 journal entries

Moodle: The Diary Room, Weeks S>10, Semester Two

Latest; iM rcn 23rtd

Thank you to everyorte who has been keeping a journal of your Moodle experiences over the past number o( weeks. Really 
interesting reading! Please carry or between now and Easter

What to do:

• Click on the button “Start or edit my journal e n tr /.
• Jot down some rwies of what you did in Moodle this week. If you are rushing, stick to just three things.
• Write down any good points about what you were ooing. e.g. catching up on something you might have missed at lectures, 

following up on tomethlr>g, or anything that wasnt so good e.g. something missing or not working.

Uano' tan n>v jgunii> M n
You tto v r  nor stoned th is  Joum ot y * t

you art looed in •> Cuirr tMAmnit CLofoul]

LS-TL-02 1

Figure L-3: diary space provided for the final weeks of the semester
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A  typical entry, from student Aideen, is shown at Figure L-4.

22/3 IMS week Is a bit of a mess for me assignments and exams; but i have been ustng moodte to  keep up to  date w itn  a fre^c^ tecture t missed yesterday.

I’ve also used It to look bach over some notes fo r another fr«nch module that i have a presentation in a few  weeks.

My mam uses for i t  this week have been and w ill pe revising (or geog tests tomorrow and notes for assignment.

30/3 ■ On Friday last i used moodle to complete a quiz fo r one of my geog modules and i used i t  to  revise my notes for this module.

Today i used i t  to look over some notes from a french lecture 1 missed last week (a different one to  above) and check out an exercise that we are to  have done fo r this
week.

10/4 • I have been using moodle for the last week to  check results for a geog in-class assessment.

I have aiso used i t  to check notes and access to links for a french essay and presentation that i have to  work on.

Today, i w ill be lAing i t  to download some readings required for a geog module.

20/4 '  I didn't use moodle fo r alot during the week o ff just to check for forums briefly.

Today I used H to  download and print some lecture notes fo r another online q u ii this frlday. i also used it for an update on a french essay/presentatior requirements for
ncRt week.

23/4 • This week i used moodle to download and prin t sonw Journal articles provided by lecturer fo r online quiz (geog).

I also used i t  to obtain overhead notes from a french lecture yesterday.

I am just about to  use rr>oodle to  carry out the online quiz mentioned above!

I didnt say before tha t 1 usually use the link o r  moodle to open my NUIM wet»naH account rather than going direct from the website.

02/04 - Last week i used moodle obtain riotes for an essay for a french modUe.

I also used it to check the results o f quiz and see where i went w rong/nght and get analyses of quiz.

I didnt mention before that moodle is very usefui for keeping us up to  date w ith  events ie the careers event posted recently.

Figure L-4: a ty pical diary entry (from Aideen)
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Appendix M: Details from the illustrated interviews with students

Video Stills
These stills from iM ovie show four o f  the Student participants using the VLE while narrating their 
actions, during the illustrated interviews.

O bsaruaiion 1 (DV-PAQ

■ Q -

I
frK It

UM>t Uttir^ O ltf

‘ 0 » 0 1  || OcOi

Figure M-1: logging in to the VLE

O b itf v a v m  1 <DV-PAU
1 Q p M  __ C l i e O ?  C l *  01

i

l l
| l

s :

iS.
0U 27 

C M  02

i i O Lc t o a s

Jh tm n  Hcdu UMln« C h W ft

*OK>or 10.I6 .U lS .7 C«M«Ubte ;  W U -: Ml

Figure M-2: logging in to the VLE
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Ot>stfvtPon 1 (PV-PAU

Figure M-3: using course m aterials in a ‘busy’ module

O bstrvation 1 (DV-PAU

Figure M-4: using discussion Forum s in the VLE
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Excerpt from transcript of one of the illustrated interviews:

Student: I usually just go and check my email first.

[clicks on the webmail link on the M oodle homepage, separate w indow opens]

Interviewer: OK that’s fine... I t’s a bit slow, might be ju st the broadband...

[screen \ ery slow to load and student goes back to the M oodle tab. lea\ ing email to load, and logs in 
to Moodle. after security message, login fails first tim e and she sees the second screen, logs in 
correctly here -  unfazed by all o f  this]

Student: Erm mostly use it for Geography because our module is all online, so ...

[scrolls to the Geography m odules in My Courses, clicks Geography module title]

Interviewer; OK, so you’d nonnally  go into [name o f  module]?

Student: Y eah and er you can go here, and there’s assignm ents that are due, [clicks on Assignm ents 
link in Geography module first] and results and stuff, and then erm there’s generally information here 
in sites that can help us like find inform ation for things, erm, which I find is very helpful like.

[then scrolling down through the coursc homepage]

Interviewer: OK, so you’d norm ally have a look at the links that have been posted up?

[looking at links but in fact opens the w eek’s assignment]

Student: Yeah, just to see what they are looking for, and e rm ...

Interviewer; and there’s weekly assignments, are there? Very frequent?

Student: For this module though, there’s no quizzes, so tha t’s OK! Not too bad. English, the English 
ones are very helpful as well. Erm all the notes are posted up by lecturers and things, and then there’s 
usually like a weekly quiz that you have to do here.

[goes into an English module and then into Quizzes list; always goes back to M oodle hom epage to
access My Courses, goes into another English module]

Interviewer; And what day would it norm ally open up for you?

Student: M onday or a Tuesday, so you usually have about five days to do it, so I’ll [unclear].

Interviewer: Do you have a laptop that you use at home?

Student: Yeah.
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Appendix N: Students’ Exit Questionnaire

Note; the questionnaire was administered via the virtual learning environment itself. Formatting was 
therefore altered slightly to ensure a dea r presentation in the VLE interface.

How have you used M oodle this semester?

Thank you for taking tim e to review this questionnaire, which is to look at how language 
students like you used M oodle this sem ester. This is not part o f the M oodle Support at [named 
institution] but is for a separate research project.

You are invited to complete this questionnaire as part o f  doctoral research I am undertaking. My 
project is called Investigating blended learning in a universit}' virtual learning environment. The 
study is designed to find out how language students use Moodle, and how it can be improved for 
language subjects. Any information obtained on this questiomiaire will be treated confidentially. It is 
not part of any [named institution] project and data are not being shared with any parties at [named 
institution]. Your participation is voluntary. If you have any questions about his research, you can 
ask me or contact me via email (mcavinic@tcd.ie).

□  Please tick this box to indicate that you have read and understood the inform ation above.

Section A: About You

1. Gender (please choose one option)
□  Male
□  Female

2. Age range (please choose one option)
□  17
□  18-21
□  22-25
□  26-30
□  31-35
□  36-40
□  41-50
□  50+

3. What year of study are you in? (please choose one option)
□  1*'
□  2"‘*
□  3 "̂
□  O ther:_________________

4. Do you have a disability or any impairment that influences how you use computers?
□  Yes
□  No

If you answered ‘Yes’ to the previous question, please can you give brief details here:

5. Please give details o f the language(s) you are currently studying; (you can tick as many as 
applicable)
□  Basque
□  French
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□  German
□  Nua Ghaeilge
□  Sean Ghaeilge
□  Spanish
□  Other:

Section B: Your experience using tlie web generally

6. About how many hours per week would you say you spent online this semester?

7. Did you use any o f the following during this semester? (please tick any options applicable):
□  Bebo
□  Facebook
□  MySpace
□  Twitter
□  O ther:__________________

8. How useful do you think the web is in learning a language? (please choose one option only)
□  Not usefiil at all
□  Sometimes useful
□  Useful
□  Very useful

9. Did anything you did with the web this semester make you think it was more, or less, useful for 
learning a language?
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Section C: Your experience using Moodle this semester

10. Did you use the Moodle virtual learning environment for a language subject this semester? 
(please choose one option)
□  Yes
□  No
If you answered No above, please go to Question 18.

11. If you used Moodle for a language subject, did you access reading materials for this subject? 
(please choose one option only)
□  Yes
□  No

12. If you used Moodle for a language subject, did you access notes reading materials for this 
subject? (please choose one answer only)
□  Yes
□  No

13. What did you normally do when you access reading materials in Moodle? (please tick any 
available options)
□  Read on screen
□  Print them
□  Download them and take away
□  Nothing -1  only use material distributed at a lecture
□  None o f the above (please give details below)___________________________________________

14. If you printed notes, when do you decide to do this? (please tick one option only)
□  Straight away
□  Read first, then print all o f the document
□  Read first, then decide what parts to print
□  Read and then save the file to bring with me
□  Download the file without reading and print later
□  Read for a while, then print when 1 get tired o f reading
 □ _Something else (please give details below):_________________________________

15. What is it like to read material on-screen in Moodle? For example, is it difficult to see different 
parts o f the screen, is it tiring? Has any experience during this semester changed your mind about 
reading on-screen?_______________________________________________________________________
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16. How do you think M oodle could be improved for your language subject(s) next year?

17. Do you have any other com m ents about using M oodle for this subject?

Thank you for com pleting this questionnaire!
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Appendix O: Examples of coding from NVivo

This Appendix gives an example o f  the coding undertaken using the N V ivo software.

NVivo organises data according to Projects, and treats all data imported to it as an individual record, 
for instance each individual interview would be treated as a single record.

Transcripts can be marked up using Headings in M icrosoft W ord, and the software will then collate 
all responses under a given heading, across different records. This process was used for the student 
and teacher questionnaires adm inistered during this research, but not for the interviews where the 
steps described in Section 4.5.3 were used.

'lit Mootie4-----------------------------r55r'.5c'"7r«---- ;
V u O W T S  5 T l.O E ? iT S i«  ’
SUW3R1EPJ SUWR'IERSms 231C.50M n  33

E^ffVBODYOPtNCaoe e;ERVBODrOO£NCODED-i‘'':'-A N iK * {n.tiJOM I25f

I  tj!t0p,c  ̂ I  I  I  I

SCMC*_________________

Figure 0 -1 : Data organised according to groups of participants in NVivo
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Figure 0 -3 : Activity Theoretic coding of Teachers’ data
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Excerpt from “Free Node” Code Listing for Teacher Data

Name Sources References Created On
Created

By

post things up 7 26 27/01/2011 16:41 CMCA

difficulties with forums 5 18 27/01/2011 16:46 CMCA

assessment tools 8 14 27/01/2011 16:41 CMCA

language modules 9 14 27/01/2011 16:41 CMCA

editing habits 8 13 27/01/2011 16:42 CMCA

to share external links 5 13 27/01/2011 16:41 CMCA

reducing photocopying 7 12 27/01/2011 16:43 CMCA

time spent in Moodle 7 12 27/01/2011 16:45 CMCA

to share audio resources 5 12 27/01/2011 16:41 CMCA

to upload lecture notes overheads 6 12 27/01/2011 16:41 CMCA

course information 6 10 27/01/2011 16:41 CMCA

could cause lower attendance 7 9 27/01/2011 16:46 CMCA

interface usability 7 9 27/01/2011 16:42 CMCA

speculative sense of what students do 5 9 27/01/2011 16:38 CMCA

training workshop 5 9 27/01/2011 16:44 CMCA

communicating course information 8 8 27/01/2011 16:39 CMCA

encouraging students to read 2 8 27/01/2011 16:40 CMCA

homework or tasks 8 8 27/01/2011 16:41 CMCA

in-class use 7 8 27/01/2011 16:41 CMCA

production of L2 4 8 27/01/2011 16:40 CMCA

students positive towards it 8 8 27/01/2011 16:39 CMCA

trying something new 3 8 27/01/2011 16:44 CMCA

constraints on teaching 2 7 27/01/2011 16:42 CMCA

departmental culture 2 7 27/01/2011 16:42 CMCA

first year 4 7 27/01/2011 16:42 CMCA

language vs content 3 7 27/01/2011 16:40 CMCA

larger groups 6 7 27/01/2011 16:42 CMCA

providing links to authentic materials 4 7 27/01/2011 16:43 CMCA

self-taught 7 7 27/01/2011 16:44 CMCA

sites need vetting 4 7 27/01/2011 16:38 CMCA

use of hard copies 4 7 27/01/2011 16:43 CMCA

need better facilities, equipment 6 6 27/01/2011 16:43 CMCA

communicating with students 3 6 27/01/2011 16:41 CMCA

content module culture 6 6 27/01/2011 16:41 CMCA

content modules literature 5 6 27/01/2011 16:41 CMCA

off-campus access for students 6 6 27/01/2011 16:39 CMCA

quizzes 4 6 27/01/2011 16:41 CMCA

summaries 5 6 27/01/2011 16:41 CMCA

to encourage discussion 5 6 27/01/2011 16:41 CMCA
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“Tree Node” Code Listing for Mediating Artefacts in Teacher Object 2, Teach the content 

module

This example has been transcribed from the interface shown at Figure 0-3 above. 

Object 2 -  Mediating Artefacts
■=> blending video with reading material

blog
o for reading

other examples of blending
■=> post things up
o reading lists

summaries
■=> to add visual materials
■=> to offer a multi-modal experience
■=> to provide primary resources
■=> to provide secondary readings
■=> to provide translations

to put lectures into wider context
to share external links

■=> using tasters
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Excerpt from Reference View of coded data for “reducing photocopying”

<lnternals\Teacher lnterviews\Liz7> - § 3 references coded [8.01% Coverage]

Reference 1 - 2.12% Coverage

Interviewee: I suppose just the fact that it is so accessible to the students is possibly one of 
the main attractions and also given that we are under pressure you know to kind of cut 
down on photocopying and things like that. It is a great alternative to having to give people 
lots of paper copies of things so that’s probably one of the great advantages of it.

Reference 2 - 3.19% Coverage

Interviewer: So you would be in and out a good bit. And would you normally work on it 
while you are here or would it be a mix or here and at home?

Interviewee: Almost always here actually because I tend to have more of the materials that 
are particularly related to the course and my office just makes more sense, and again it has 
cut down a lot on giving handouts. So for example you can use sections of text, that is what 
I tend to do rather than giving a hand out, just cite a few lines or a paragraph or something 
from secondary reading.

Reference 3 - 2.70% Coverage

Interviewer: And would you think that you could see yourself using it more, or perhaps less 
in some ways, or do you think it is about right for you at the moment in terms of how much 
you use it?

Interviewee: In a way I am very happy with it, it certainly has made life a lot easier in terms 
of even preparing handouts and even just the time you would spend photocopying, let alone 
the waste of paper and the cost and so on. I think it makes it a lot easier.

<lnternals\Teacher lnterviews\Amy2> - § 4 references coded [4.95% Coverage]

Reference 1 - 0.60% Coverage

And also instead of photocopying it makes sense to use web resources so yes they can be 
very useful.

Reference 2 - 2.53% Coverage

Interviewee: But beyond that, I suppose because I am using it in a very limited way, I am 
only really using it to compose text and put material up that I would normally have in a word 
document and possibly hand out as a photocopy, now I am putting it on Moodle. And other 
than that I am referring them to material that is either electronic journals or websites, so I 
am not really doing anything more than that at the moment.

Reference 3-1.50%  Coverage

I mean from the point of view of copyright, photocopying and so on it has been great, really 
useful. The only disadvantage I can think of is a concern that I have no proof for. But I 
think, as I say, it impeded my reluctance to put up all my notes.

Reference 4 - 0.32% Coverage

rather than be producing photocopies for the students

333



Appendix P: Worked example of modelling activity systems

Modelling the activity systems was an iterative process, and Objects identified speculatively during 
the early stages o f data analysis were usually revised in the latter stages o f coding.

Figure P-1 indicates an early sketch o f some possible activity systems, made as a memo during data 
collection.

At this point it was (naively) anticipated that the VLE would appear as a Mediating Artefact in all of 
the activities, since no analysis o f the data had taken place.
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Figure P-1: early sketching of the activity systems

The analysis o f the data (Section 4.5.3, and Appendix O) led to the identification o f Objects from 
which activity systems could be modelled. However, identifying the Contradictions in systems was 
more complicated.

The example will be given here of modelling the activity for the second Object identified in the 
Managers’ data: Supporting mainstreaming o f  the VLE.

In the first and second drafts o f the activity system, the Contradictions were placed at different points 
in the systems. Figure P-2, Figure P-3 and Figure P-4 display the three models with differing 
Contradictions, and a short commentary is included for each.
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F u n d ed  post; 
techn ica l in frastructure

M alachy U ptake  but o rgan ic -  
not stra teg ic  -  

su p p o rts  existing 
p rac tices

S upport m ainstream ing  of 
^  th e  VLE

Learning T echnologist; IT 
team ; T&L sen /ice ; sta ff in 
d e p a rtm e n ts

Approval for funded post; 
A greem en t to technical 
su p p o rt com m itm ent; 
C om m ittee lines; 
recru itm ent p ro c e sse s ; 
techn ica l im perative

S en io r M an ag em en t

Figure P-2: First draft o f the activity o f supporting m ainstream ing o f the VLE

Figure P-2 shows the initial draft o f  an activity system for supporting the m ainstream ing o f  the VLE. 
The Community at this point was identified as Senior M anagement, since M alachy was located 
within this team, and the analysis was derived largely from his account o f  mainstreaming. 
Contradictions are identified between:
•  Subject and Object
•  Division o f  Labour and Object
•  Com munity and Object.

The rationale for identifying these Contradictions was that managem ent had not given direction or a 
plan to the m ainstream ing project. This had the potential to confuse responsibilities for 
mainstreaming, and thus the Contradictions were focused on the Division o f  Labour between the 
Subject, Com munity and Object.

F u n d ed  post; 
techn ica l infrastructure

U ptake  but o rgan ic  -  
no t stra teg ic  -  

C >  su p p o rts  existing 
p rac tices

M an ag ers S u p p o rt m ainstream ing  of 
^  th e  VLE ,---------

Learning T echnolog ist; IT 
team ; T&L serv ice ; staff in 
d e p a r tm e n ts

Approval for funded  post; 
A g reem en t to techn ica l 
su p p o rt com m itm ent; 
C om m ittee  lines; 
recru itm ent p ro c e ss e s ; 
techn ica l im perative

Institution

Figure P-3: Second draft o f  the activity o f supporting m ainstream ing o f  the VLE

Figure P-3 shows how this thinking developed in a second draft o f  the activity system. The 
Com m unity node was changed to reflect m ainstream ing as an activity which would affect everyone 
in the institution. Drafting at this point progressed to labelling the Contradictions, and writing 
descriptions for each o f  them:
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a) Subject and Object: The purpose was to ensure mainstreaming o f the VLE, and this 
was not undertaken by the Managers. The Object was defined instead as ‘supporting’ 
mainstreaming o f the VLE, using the funded post o f a Learning Technologist and the 
agreed technical supports. However, there is a contradiction between the Subject and 
the Object as the Mediating Artefact o f an ongoing plan or strategy is missing.

b) Division o f Labour and Object: The recruitment o f a post specifically associated with 
the mainstreaming o f the VLE in one way clarified the Division o f Labour Training and 
pedagogical support for users o f the VLE were located with this role. However, 
mainstreaming o f a service, particularly a new service and one in e-learning, arguably 
could have been taken on to a greater extent by other stakeholders. The lack o f a plan 
or strategy for this work contributed to this issue.

c) Rules and Object: Senior Management supported the funded post and the 
mainstreaming o f the VLE, but did not identify any further ‘Rules’ around this. Identifying 
a quota o f courses to have used the VLE in the first year, identifying a reporting line for 
the Learning Technologist to Committees on the strategic development or undertaking 
annual reporting could have been rules o f this activity if  all parties had shared the 
Object.

However, this draft focused on the lack o f  a plan for m ainstream ing and referred to such a plan as a 
M ediating Artefact. On reviewing this description o f  the system and Contradictions, this was 
troublesome. The plan was a potential -  but not actual -  m ediating artefact. It was not present in the 
data and was merely an idea that had arisen during the analytical process, but it could not be argued 
to be causing contradictions in the system.

Funded post; 
technical infrastructure

Managers

Approval for funded post 
Agreement to technical 
support commitment; 
Committee lines; 
recruitment processes; 
technical imperative

Support mainstreaming of 
the VLE

(a)
Uptake organic -  not 
strategic -  supports 

exsiting practice

All members of the 
institution

Learning Technologist; IT 
team; T&L service; staff in 
departments

Figure P-4: Final draft of the activity of supporting mainstreaming of the VLE

Figure P-4 shows the finalised system, derived from  the analytical procedures at Section 4.5.3, and 
focusing on the activity as historical. Contradictions were fewer, and could be supported by the data:

a) Division o f Labour and Object: The recruitment o f a post specifically associated 
with the mainstreaming o f the VLE in one way clarified the Division o f Labour. 
Training and pedagogical support for users o f the VLE were located with this role. 
However, mainstreaming o f a service, particularly a new sen/ice and one in e- 
learning, could have been taken on to a greater extent by other stakeholders. The 
E-Learning Committee might also have been retained, but was discontinued at this 
point.

b) Subject and Division o f Labour: Malachy (118) commented that in drafting the 
description o f the new post. Managers were uncertain:
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It needed a kind of champion ( . . . )  somebody [that] had to have l<nowledge 
but not necessarily every piece of knowledge that there was to know, 
because sometimes that is a bad thing, from a teacher user point of view  
( . . . )  we weren't really sure what we wanted. (118)

c) M anagers were trying to define a role without being sure o f what the Division of 
Labour in the activity would really be, but nonetheless sought to delegate strategic 
tasks to that role.

This exam ple helps to illustrate how the modelling o f  activity systems progressed from the 
researcher’s assum ption that the VLE would be a M ediating A rtefact for all o f  the participants, to the 
identification o f  historical activities, and the need to com m it to the analytical process used with the 
data in order to support modelling o f  the activity systems.
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Appendix Q: Approval of Research Design by SLSCS REC

This Appendix includes emails indicate the approval o f the three applications to the SLSCS REC, 
and amendments as required to the applications. Further details o f these submissions are available for 
presentation as required.

2008 Application

from John Harris <harrisjo@tcd.ie>
to Claire Bernadette McAvinia <mcavinic@tcd.ie>
cc Dara O Siochain <dosochin@tcd.ie>
date 5 November 2008 16:32
subject Research Ethics Decision
Signed bygmail.com

Application for Ethics Approval from the Research Ethics Committee of the School of 
Linguistic Speech and Comunication Sciences.

Title of Project: Investigating Blended Learning in a university virtual learning environment 
as a response toteachers' and students' "cultures of use" of the web and as a response to 
factors important in second language acquisition using CALL.

Applicant: Claire McAvinia 
Supervisor: Dr. Breffni O Rourke

Dear Claire,

Thank you for your application for research ethics approval for the above mentioned project. 
The SLSCS Research Ethics Committee has granted research ethics approval for the 
project subject to the following revisions.

Revisions required by the Research Ethics Committee
1. Applicant needs to clearly outline in Participant Information Leaflet & Consent form all 
phases o f research project that participant will engage in and agree to i.e. paper based and 
online questionnaires; optional focus group; online journal o f experiences; obsen/ation in 
computer room; data logs recorded in virtual learning environment and screen-capturing 
software. It is important that consent is obtained for ALL these aspects as signing o f 
institutional declarations to signal awareness o f recording o f these logs does not suffice for 
data collection in this project.

2. Data will need to be stored for a period o f 5 years (under the Data Protection Act) from 
the date o f collection.

3. Applicant needs to place title o f research project on top o f Participant Information Leaflet 
& Consent Form.

For the purposes of these revisions, it will be sufficient to send me a signed hard copy of a 
brief note of your response to each point. Please do not send a revised version of all the 
materials again. An electronic copy of your note regarding the revisions should be sent to 
slscs@tcd.ie The revision does not need your supervisor's signature.

Best wishes,
John Harris,
Chair,
SLSCS Research Ethics Committee.
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Approval o f revisions:

from
to
cc
date
subject
Signed by

John Harris <harrisjo@tcd.ie>
Claire Bernadette McAvinia <mcavinic@tcd.ie> 
Dara O Siochain <dosochin@tcd.ie>
13 November 2008 17:57 
Re: Research Ethics Decision 
gmail.com13/11/2008

Application for Ethics Approval from the Research Ethics Committee of the School of 
Linguistic Speech and Comunication Sciences.

Title of Project: Investigating Blended Learning in a university virtual learning environment 
as a response to teachers' and students' "cultures of use" of the web and as a response to 
factors important in second language acquisition using CALL.

Applicant: Claire McAvinia

Supervisor: Dr. Breffni O Rourke

Dear Claire,

Thank you for your revised application relating to the above mentioned project. The SLSCS 
Research Ethics Committee has now granted research ethics approval for the project.

Best wishes,
John Harris,
Chair,
SLSCS Research Ethics Committee.

John Harris, MA PhD,
Director of Research,
School of Linguistic Speech and Communication Sciences.

Senior Lecturer in Psycholinguistics,
Centre for Language and Communication Studies.
Arts Building (Room 4064),
Trinity College Dublin,
Dublin 2,
Ireland.
email:harrisio@tcd.ie 
harrisin@qmail.com 
http://wvw.tcd.ie/CLCS 
01 8961106
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Application 2009

Approval for this application was forwarded by attachm ent to an email;

Applicant: Claire M cavinia

Project Proposal:
Investigating blended learning in a university virtual learning environment as a response to 
teacher' and student’ “cultures o f use” o f  the web, and as a response to factors important in 
second language acquisition using CALL.

The Research Ethics Com m ittee has looked at your application and approved it.
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Application 2010

from Ailbhe Ni Chasaide <anichsid@tcd.ie>
to Claire Bernadette McAvinia <mcavinic@tcd.ie>
date 24 April 2010 10:55
subject Response Research Ethics
mailed-by tcd.ie

Applicant: Claire Me Avinia

Project Title: Investigating blended learning in a university virtual learning 
environment as a response to teachers' and students' 'cultures of use' of the 
web, and as a response to factors important in second language acquisition 
using CALL

The Research Ethics Committee has looked at your application and approved it, 
subject to a number of amendments which are listed below. We would be grateful 
if you could forward an electronic copy of the revised version to slscs@tcd.ie. 
using yellow highlighting on the amended text.

We would also be grateful for 2 hardcopies for our records, to be sent Dara at 
SLSCS.

Application form. Sec 3.9 in relation to providing the transcript for 
participants:
it is stated that “any adjustment or clarification of the interview data will be 
noted alongside the original transcripts and taken into account in the analysis 
of the data”. It should be stressed that the original transcript should not 
therefore appear in its original form in any appendix, but only the revised 
version as agreed by participants in cases where they wish to remove any 
information.

Participant Information Leaflet and Consent Form:
The Participant Information Leaflet and Consent Form should be two different and 
separate forms, with the Consent Form worded in the first person singular.

It is recommended that the approximate amount of time required for the interview 
should be mentioned on the Participant Information Leaflet.

Prof. Ailbhe Ni Chasaide

Phonetics & Speech Laboratory | Saotharlann Foghraiochta & Uriabhra
Centre for Language & Communication 1 lonad Teangeolaiochta & Cummarsaide
Studies, SLSCS | SLSCS
Trinity College Dublin | Ollscoil na Trionoide
Dublin 2 | Baile Atha Cliath 2
Ireland I Eire

email: anichsid@tcd.ie 
tel. +3531 - 896 1348 
fax. +3531 - 896 2941 
http://www.tcd.ie/slscs/clcs/staff/
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Approval o f revisions:

from Ailbhe Ni Chasaide <anichsid@tcd.ie>
to mcavinic@tcd.ie
cc "dosochin@tcd.ieAilbhe Ni Chasaide" <anichsid@tcd.ie>
date 8 May 2010 17:55
subject Final Approval: Claire McAvinia
mailed-by tcd.ie

Dear Claire,

Thank you for the electronic and hard copies of your amended application for 
research Ethics approval. This is to let you know that all is in order and 
approval is formally granted by the Committee.

Ailbhe Ni Chasaide,

Director of Research
Chair of Research Ethics Committee

Quoting Ailbhe Ni Chasaide <anichsid@tcd.ie>:

 >  Forwarded message from Dara O Siochain <slscs@tcd.ie> -----
> Date: Tue, 04 May 2010 09:21:31 +0100
> From: Dara O Siochain <slscs@tcd.ie>
> Reply-To: Dara O Siochain <slscs@tcd.ie>
> Subject: Fwd: REC Meeting, April 2010: amended papers
> To: anichsid@tcd.ie, dosochin@tcd.ie
>
>
>  Forwarded message from Claire Bernadette McAvinia <mcavinic(S)tcd.ie>

> Date: Mon, 3 May 2010 20:08:42 +0100
> From: Claire Bernadette McAvinia <mcavinlc@tcd.ie>
> Reply-To: Claire Bernadette McAvinia <mcavinic@tcd.ie>
> Subject: REC Meeting, April 2010: amended papers
> To: slscs@tcd.ie
>

> Dear Dara,
>

> Following an email from Professor Ailbhe Ni Chasaide, I am writing to
> forward corrected papers as directed by the Research Ethics Committee,
> following its meeting last month.
>

> I was unable to highlight the text changed in Section 3.9 of the Application
> Form because of the default formatting settings on that document, but I will
> show this on the hard copies to be forwarded to your office.
>

> I trust that all is in order, however, if there are any further actions I
> should take please do not hesitate to contact me.
>

> best regards,
> Claire
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