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1. 

2. 

The organisations  

The size, student profiles, and cultures of the five colleges vary considerably.  Gateway College has 

approximately 1,500 students on roll each year, about 80% of which will be full time. Most students 

are preparing for the GCE AS and Advanced Level or Advanced and Intermediate vocational 

programmes.  Leicester College has a total student population of around 41,000. They offer a broad 

range of subjects, qualifications and courses from four city campuses and over 150 community 

venues. Regent College is a sixth form with around 850 predominantly full-time students, South 

Leicestershire College delivered 11,441 qualifications to 7,290 part-time learners in 2003/4, 90% of 

whom were over the age of 19. They provide work-based learning, as well as specialist programmes 

for disaffected young people and courses for people with learning difficulties and disabilities. 

Wyggeston and Queen Elizabeth I College has over 1800 full time students; the majority are pursuing 

A Level courses. They are currently introducing the International Baccalaureate. The collective group 

is called LILT (Leicestershire Information Learning Technology). 

The institutions have all invested significantly in ILT and IT infrastructure, but the resources available 

vary within and across the colleges.  

Two additional institutions joined LILT: Emily Forte School, which has a base of 80 pupils between the 

ages of 5 and 18 who have severe learning difficulties, and New College Leicester, an 11-18 school, 

with 1200 students on roll, including 170 post-16 students on traditional and vocational courses.  

Overview 

Within the project framework, we used the open source online learning platform Moodle to get five 

very different 16+ Colleges not only communicating, but also collaborating. 

We secured funding to allow teaching practitioners from across the five colleges time to develop 

specific technical skills, share pedagogic ideas, and explore professional difficulties and solutions to 

both developing and benefiting from collaborative working practices and using the Moodle online 

learning platform to support their wider teaching and learning aims. This allowed us to seed 

institutions and departments with enthusiastic and capable practitioners.  

We created technical and administrative expertise across the organisations, as well as establishing 

teacher practitioners who are happy to advise and inspire colleagues. We have developed the 

expertise to provide support and advice for other organisations looking to make use of a learning 

environment and to work collaboratively. 

 1 

http://www.lsneducation.org.uk/
http://www.alt.ac.uk/fe_practitioner_conference.html


We established Moodle platforms in each of the partner colleges - and began to set up courses, as 

well as continue training and staff development.  

We created a community hub - CyberHive - which will accommodate collaborative project work (both 

between partners and including partners and other organisations and communities), exemplar work 

and virtual staff rooms for staff to work together informally and share expertise, documents, and 

work in progress. 

3. Details 

Approach 

During the first year we evaluated a range of mainly proprietary platforms. As well as interoperability 

and accessibility we prioritised the following requirements: sustainability (including the types of 

learning supported; total cost of ownership; platform stability; platform development and 

community); ease of use (for a diverse group of learners, teachers, administrators and technicians); 

support for collaboration and sharing (security and openness to cross-institutional groups and wider 

communities); flexibility (adaptability, robustness and customisation). On the basis of these criteria, 

Moodle was selected as the project platform. 

The pilot practitioner group consisted of 20 teachers from across the five colleges, recruited from 

curriculum groups focusing on business studies, art and design, sciences, and health and social care. 

Curriculum areas were focused upon as providing common interests and vocabularies between 

colleagues and offering the most effective way to begin to build networks. Project funding provided 

staff release.  

The project cycle was tied to four workshops: collaborative practices and web quests; resource 

demonstrations and customising the NLN materials; using and creating resources in Moodle; using 

the advanced features in Moodle and project evaluation. The workshops provided a mix of 

introductions to theories and techniques, hands-on practice, group discussion, project work, and 

participant demonstrations and Q&A sessions - providing a purposeful mix of theory, application, and 

time for experience and ideas sharing. 

Scale 

The original project involved a core of twenty practitioners, who attended four workshops over the 

course of the academic year. The group also made use of a JISC mailing list, email and telephone 

support. However, the initial platform enrolment developed to include a further 56 teaching staff 

members who were not recruited by the project, but who requested enrolment and support through 

word of mouth. During the trial phase there were over 250 student enrolments.  

The project steering group consists of one senior representative from each of the colleges, plus the 

project manager. This was in place from the outset and comprised staff members who were 

passionate about the potential benefits of employing ILT to support collaboration and enhance the 

quality of teaching and learning. 

The project was supported by LSC funds after open bid submission and ran from October 2004 to 

June 2005 inclusive. Wyggeston and Queen Elizabeth I College took the steering role. 

Impact 

The core group was mixed in terms of technical experience, and a positive early indicator of the 

project’s potential was the enthusiasm for the less technically confident members of the group. The 

pilot was evaluated by qualitative interviews with the teaching participants and by anonymous 

survey. Unfortunately at this stage, although very positive, the student feedback is limited and 

anecdotal, due to the timing of the availability of the platform. This is something we are determined 

to address in the first year of the rollout proper. However, we have already had instances of students 

putting pressure on other colleagues to make use of the platform, students able to submit work while 
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out of the country, and staff from outside of the target subject groups talking to one another across 

institutions to recommend the use of the platform or to suggest using the platform for collaborative 

work.  

The platforms are being rolled out across all the institutions, and are going to have significant impact 

on the ease with which students and staff can engage with online learning. CyberHive is an important, 

visible flagship for the group, and will be a focus for collaborative work and the sharing of materials, 

practices, methods and ideas. Collaborative projects are beginning to develop. The workshops are 

being extended to six this year, and will enable more staff to benefit from hands on, pedagogically 

based training and peer collaboration. 

Costs and benefits 

Moodle is an open source product that is freely available to download for any purpose. This 

significantly impacts on the ability of all partners to participate equally, with budgetary concerns 

being less of an issue - particularly in the long term. The platform was selected, however, as the 

learning environment best able to meet the group’s needs and requirements, while supporting the 

embedding of ILT to facilitate constructionist and situated learning in both closed and collaborative 

settings. The absence of licensing fees ensures that we are prioritising the needs of our learners, 

rather than being restricted by the conditions of a commercial licence, and enables collaboration and 

sharing that would otherwise be inhibited. 

It also means we can concentrate our budgets on staff development, training and support, as well as 

our cross-college ongoing programme of activities and workshops. We can support collaborative 

projects that exceed the boundaries of the LILT group of institutions.    

4. Lessons, caveats, and implications 

Initially we envisaged an entirely different system from the one we are now putting in place. During 

the pilot period, we used a single platform, which was based on Leicester College’s network. However, 

as it became increasingly apparent that we would need to take a different approach to our original 

idea - a shared platform, where all of the colleges would work. It became apparent that just storing 

things in a single location was not going to induce collaborative practice and prevent silos. Moodle is 

not designed as a repository and so the question of whether or not teachers would be prepared to 

spend time learning and implementing a meta-tagging system was avoided. Taking the emphasis off 

sharing learning objects to building networks of practice would have been difficult without a 

commitment by the steering group to provide ongoing, dedicated project management. There were 

also issues of data protection, branding and the desire to keep the platforms small enough to remain 

agile. We are currently rolling out multiple platforms within the institutions in the case of Leicester 

College, one platform per faculty. CyberHive, our shared platform, together with a series of workshop 

events, will become the focus of the collaborative work going on and actually extends our ability to 

support and engage in this, by becoming an independent space.  

We shifted our focus from the production of shared learning objects and materials to collaboration as 

a culture and infrastructure able to nurture networks of practice - a far more ambitious aim than we 

started out with, but also an achievable one once we had identified a platform that would help us 

overcome the differences in our individual aims and missions. We benefited from thoroughly 

researching what was available and what others, both in the UK and internationally, had been 

through, evaluating and implementing learning environments. We have taken steps to participate in 

and contribute to the Moodle community of users and developers, for instance by using Moodle 

partners to host our external platforms, sharing our experiences, and taking an active interest in how 

the platform is developing.  

This approach has shown that ideas rather than content are important and being flexible in what is 

delivered is crucial. If students are allowed the freedom to create their own activities, student-led 

activities emerge, for example, through discussion groups. However this student–centred and student 
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collaborative approach does demand that staff development is addressed early. Sharing ideas and 

practices has proved more productive that sharing learning objects. A side effect of this has been that 

students are now putting pressure on more staff to use Moodle. Some student input has been 

developed with remote students including groups based abroad. 

The introduction of Moodle has been a key factor in the success of this work. The only cautionary note 

is to be aware from the start of the costs of introducing Moodle because, although freely available as 

an open source product, there are many support and additional staff costs that may be hidden. The 

issue is to understand the total cost of ownership which, if managed prudently, will probably be less 

than using a commercial product. It is essential that some staff become active in the Moodle 

community to ensure best use and development of the platform. The view from the project is that 

Moodle toolset is now considered to be an activity treasure chest rather than simply an object 

repository. 

Some work is still to be done with Moodle and accessibility and investigations will be carried out on 

how LAMS (learning activity management system) could be used with Moodle. The intention is to use 

the platform for mainstream course delivery beyond the life of this project. 

Final conclusions include the benefits accrued from the diversity of partners involved and that much 

of the work within the platform is done and owned by the teachers themselves. The project also 

clearly identified that continuous close monitoring of copyright is crucial. 

5. Contact details 

Josie Fraser jfr@wqeic.ac.uk 0116 2231739 
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