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‘A key characteristic of the learning organisation is the ability of its members to find  or make opportunities to learn’ (Noriaka 1995)

Introduction

The last 5 years have seen a rapid growth in the use of Virtual Learning Environments (VLEs) in Higher Education in the UK.  E-Learning and E-skills are also  commonly used terms.  At the same time, staff at all levels in academic libraries are working in an environment which demands constant updating of their skills. Amongst a plethora of e-skills, library staff are now required to understand what VLEs are, answer questions and understand their applications and  use them in teaching information literacy skills to students. It could be thought that this latter skill could be restricted to a small number of subject staff, but in fact, students expect that library staff at all levels have an understanding of the educational environment in which they work and often fail to distinguish between different levels of staff at information points. In fact, students interact more regularly with support staff than with senior staff and investment in VLE training at all levels is equally relevant.

Libraries are also opening for longer hours, meaning that ‘staff development managers are faced with the additional challenge of delivering staff training and development opportunities that are equally accessible to all staff regardless of the hours they work, or where they work’ (Dale 2002)
This chapter will consider the implications of using a VLE as part of a library staff development programme, drawing on experiences at Newcastle University Library.

Definitions

It may be helpful to start with some definitions:

E-Learning : E-Learning involves learning that is delivered, enabled or mediated by electronic technology, for the explicit purpose of training and/or education (Allan 2002). It can include a wide range of activities, including interactive web based packages and electronic communication.

Managed Learning Environment (MLE) : A system that uses technology to enhance and make more effective the network of relationships between learners, teachers and organisers of learning through integrated support for richer communications and activities. A modern university is an example of a Managed Learning Environment in the broadest sense, though it is more often taken to mean the software which links the various systems in the university together.

Virtual Learning Environments (VLE) : A VLE is a software package which supports online or e-learning, consisting of components in which tutors and learners participate in on-line interactions. It provides a focus for learning activities, their management and facilitation, along with the provision of content and resources. A useful diagram of how a VLE integrates with a Managed Learning Environment was circulated by the British Educational Communications and Technology Agency (BECTA 1999) and has been reproduced by the Joint Information Systems Council (JISC 2002).

(insert mle-vle.doc)

Diagram by Bob Powell, copyright Becta : 1999

There are many different VLE packages on the market; perhaps the most commonly used ones in the UK at present are Blackboard and WebCT, but others include Lotus Learning Space, COSE and Learning Landscapes. (see reference list for details)

Using a VLE for staff development

Using a VLE as a training medium has the dual benefit of both delivering training via the VLE and  at the same time enabling library staff to develop practical skills in the use and understanding of the VLE. This means that they will be better equipped to understand the problems students encounter while using the interface and will be familiar enough with the environment to understand its potential for library use. The JISC (JISC 2001) recommends that institutions should ‘where possible use the VLE software to provide staff training as it will encourage staff to reflect on the learning experience of using a VLE’. Whilst referring to training academic staff in the use of a VLE, it is equally applicable to libraries. Interestingly, this document includes a table of VLE skills which it recommends various  groups of university staff should have, and it appears that library staff need more skills than anyone except senior university managers!

The Newcastle experience

Building on these principles, the staff development module at Newcastle University Library was introduced in January 2002 using Blackboard. It covers a wide range of topic areas, ranging from using the WWW, specific subject skills, personal skills, IT skills, health and safety, “hot topics” and many more. (Bent 2002) All staff in the Library are registered on the staff development module as students and can access the materials either in timetabled staff training time or in free time either at home or at work. Staff who are involved in delivering any kind of training to their colleagues  become ‘course builders’ and are encouraged to add their own training materials and documentation to the module.

Within each section of the module the materials have been split into training resources – material which can be worked through, such as workbooks and quizzes, and background documentation – a way of using Blackboard as a central, easily accessible repository for manuals and guides.
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All staff have been introduced to the module in a library wide demonstration and have been provided with simple logon instructions. Guidelines have been developed for course builders to ensure that consistency is maintained and all course builders are given individual training in mounting resources onto the system as needed.

This approach is very different to the use of a VLE in the curriculum. Rather than delivering a whole structured course, Newcastle University Library are offering a series of “bites”. Staff do not need to follow the materials through in one logical route, they can pick and choose to meet their own personal needs. The module allows a Just in Time approach to staff development. Using a VLE in this way involves close consultation with the technical support team in the institution. In a “normal” academic module, students move on at the end of the year and the module is recycled. This is inappropriate for a staff development module, on which staff may be registered as “students” for several years. Specific arrangements may need to be made with the learning technology team to avoid loss of “students” and their associated assessment marks at year end roll-over time. So far, no formal evaluation has been done of this pilot project, though informal feedback from individual library staff is positive. The library management has yet to make a decision on the future of the pilot project.

Edge Hill College

In contrast, a staff development module has been developed at Edge Hill College of Higher Education , in which staff follow through a structured module on a topic such as information literacy. Staff at Edge Hill are operating in a converged service, offering support for users of WebCT, and staff and students at the college have an expectation that support will be provided. (Martin and McLoughlin, 2003). IT and information needs of  Information and Media Services staff are assessed either on appointment or via appraisal and staff follow a comprehensive induction programme called ProVIDE . The European Computer Driving Licence is available, as well as a four week course on supporting on-line learning., which is delivered as blended learning, with face to face workshops backed up by online materials. Feedback is obtained via group discussion with participants and has been very positive. Staff like the content and design of the module, but admit to preferring face to face interactions and to having problems of time-management.

Benefits of using a VLE for staff development

A VLE offers a new dimension to training and development opportunities. It should not be seen as an alternative method, but rather as an additional support to an existing programme. It allows staff to build up their expertise using technology which is freely available in the university and in general less technical support is needed. (Minshull 2001)
Online learning can be extremely flexible for trainers. New material can be integrated seamlessly and errors rectified quickly. It can be an economic method of delivering training as online materials are cheaper to deliver than print and it is scalable and efficient in delivery. (Milligan 1999) The approach also enables standardization of training; it brings together a lot of different teachers materials and the individual trainers can learn from each other in terms of delivery and creation of materials so that the overall quality of training improves. This allows peer learning for trainers, a side of staff development which is often missing! Opportunities for collaboration between libraries in different institutions mean that staff can share good practice and save time in developing resources. Many staff training and development materials have a generic core so it can be timesaving to have a central resource which can be tailored for specific applications and/or libraries. 

This approach is being demonstrated by the LiLo project, in which staff training resources are being collaboratively developed between Durham and Newcastle University Libraries. (Purcell and Bent, 2003).  LiLo will produce a module of teaching related materials using Blackboard; materials which embed the practical aspects of library work into the theory of teaching and learning, offering a blended learning experience for library staff. The work is based on existing collaborative workshops which give library staff skills to help them teach users how to find information. If successful, the resources will be made available to all academic library staff in NE England.
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For learners, the delivery of staff training using a VLE offers the opportunity to learn what a VLE is and how it is used in learning. ‘The experience of using the VLE is in itself a learning experience’ (Ferl 2003). It gives staff the freedom to customize their own learning experience and to follow their own individual paths through the same learning materials. Part time staff, or staff who work unsocial hours, can be included in training activities within their work time, rather than having to reorganize their schedules to accommodate training sessions. Staff who work at remote locations, perhaps in small departmental libraries, who often are unable to attend training due to small staff numbers, are also able to participate fully. This helps reinforce the inclusion of all staff and combat any feelings of isolation.

Staff who are motivated to do so have the opportunity to extend their development beyond the normal training activities without impinging on their normal work. Learning about library issues can often be tedious and an important benefit of this interface is that it can make learning fun and attractive to less motivated staff. Quizzes are universally popular and give learners instant feedback, while the survey function provides instant feedback to trainers on the success of their material.

A VLE can be a great leveler. Everyone approaches the material on equal terms, whatever their position in the library hierarchy, and staff who feel intimidated in a face to face training session may feel more confident to participate in a virtual environment. In general a VLE is a very non-threatening space. Self paced learning is possible as staff also have the opportunity to revisit the resource at their leisure, thus reinforcing the learning process. It should be realized, however, that everyone has different learning styles and this approach to learning will inevitably appeal more to some staff than others. In practice, staff will need to be very motivated to give up leisure time to look at the resources!

The opportunities that a joint staff development module offers for collaboration between libraries mean that staff can exchange experiences and share good practice, just as they would in a more time consuming face to face meeting. It is possible to envisage practitioner networks working across libraries allowing for the sharing of good practice and peer learning. The Chartered Institute of Personnel and Development suggests that e-learning in general can offer ‘more learning opportunities, more efficiently to more staff ‘ (CIPD 2002)
It is also possible to use the functionality of the VLE as an intranet for the library. Communication can all be managed within the interface. User groups and communities can be created to manage projects or communicate on specific topics. Discussion fora can be encouraged. The calendar function can be used to keep track of all staff training and development opportunities and staff will always be able to find out what training is available.

It is always encouraging to be able to include development as well as training into the programme and this is facilitated with a VLE, as continuing professional development is eminently feasible. Links to further material such as Netskills (see reference list for details) can be included, as well as links to web resources of interest to staff. At Newcastle, one section of the VLE explains to staff  ‘everything you always wanted to know about staff development’ including practical issues such as how to fill out forms requesting external courses, links to rail timetables, a copy of the staff development policy and much more. It is also a good opportunity to keep staff up to date with topical issues; links can be made to recent electronic articles and other sites of professional interest. An advantage of a VLE is that it can focus staff on what is available to them, but it is difficult to be comprehensive.

The assessment element of a VLE means that tracking of learning activity is also possible. Staff training managers can monitor which sections of the module are most popular with staff and even track the progress of individuals if they are following a structured programme. Evaluation of the resources is possible using the survey facility. Once the module has been set up and embedded into the Library culture, it can prove very useful for the induction of new members of staff. Induction is traditionally a very time consuming process for existing staff and the VLE can provide useful support in terms of background information. It is also helpful to occupy new staff in between face to face induction training and can be a fun and easy way for a new recruit to be assimilated into the library, as long as they already have basic IT skills.

There is great potential for a regional basis for the use of materials and even a national basis for sharing ideas and resources, as a lot of library staff training has a generic core. Perhaps links can be set up with local library schools or  bodies such as the Learning and Skills Council in order to have the learning accredited. Accreditation can be a great motivating factor for staff.

Issues to consider in the use of a VLE for staff development

The CIPD survey (CIPD 2002) of the use of e-learning in staff development in the UKdiscovered that up to “now”, ie 2002, the tendency has been to spend only a small proportion of the staff development budget on e-learning. 50% of the training managers who use e-learning spend less than 10% of their budget on it. Ferl (Ferl 2003) recommends that ‘considerable resources must be invested to ensure you get the most from the VLE’. There are obviously many resource implications in the adoption of a VLE for staff training in libraries. Although the VLE itself is usually in use in the institution and is accessible free of charge, staff must still have access to suitable equipment. If the staff development module is truly meant to be equally accessible for all staff, from shelvers to the chief librarian, then all staff must be able to gain access to a PC at a convenient time. This may mean a dedicated training space, such as the staff training room at Newcastle, or attention being given to the use of PCs within working areas.  All staff must feel that they have equal access to a PC for training purposes.

The time that trainers need to invest in the creation of the learning materialsshould also be recognized as a resource issue. It is easy to underestimate the conceptual leap required to use a VLE effectively; trainers may need to rethink the learning process and how it works in this new environment. Existing training materials cannot just be copied into a module and expected to work. This concept may be difficult to get across to existing library trainers and, once it is realized, it can be a daunting prospect to translate  resources from teaching into learning materials. Teachers/ trainers may need investment in their skills to enable them to achieve this successfully. As well as pedagogical skills, staff developers may need more highly developed IT skills to enable them to create exciting, interactive learning materials. Littlejohn (Littlejohn 2003) feels that many staff developers have a poorly developed base for on-line teaching and lack experience of software such as web page software and  screen capture techniques.

Participation in  a VLE at even the most fundamental level requires some basic IT skills and it is important to establish how far they are embedded within the existing staff. An immediate barrier is encountered if staff are not familiar or confident with IT and this can lead to a bad first impression which will be difficult to counteract later. Therefore, resources may also need to be invested in upskilling all staff to a basic level of IT competence. In the current climate in education, this can only be a helpful development.

Expectations are important – what does the library management expect from the staff and what do staff expect from their staff development programme? Do we want our staff to be self – directed, independent learners? This may involve a shift in our perception of staff development and our roles within it. To what extent does the existing staff development policy need to be redrafted to accommodate the use of a VLE? Does the staff development policy specify learning outcomes for staff which can be translated into an online environment? How can the management of a staff development module in a VLE be administered? Who will be responsible for maintaining and updating it? All these questions need addressing if such a project is to be successful.

E-learning can be viewed as a radical innovation and it requires a new attitude to learning on behalf of the learners. It can be perceived as off putting and impersonal, or difficult to understand. If staff are happy with the present training scene there is little incentive for them to change. Akerlind (Akerlind 1999) explains that staff have a built in resistance to change, that we must expect it and not be discouraged, as trying something new typically produces feelings of discomfort and anxiety. It is the role of the senior management in the library to encourage staff to participate in the VLE as it will only be effective with commitment from the top, bottom and all levels in between.

The attitude of the library management team is indeed vital to the success of a staff development VLE. The concept needs to be embedded into the culture of the library at all levels and it’s use encouraged on a daily basis by line managers. It may be helpful to have “champions” in each section of the library- staff who have a little more experience of the VLE than their colleagues and can help both with the development of training resources and the use of the materials. Again, there may be training and resource implications here. Library staff should be encouraged to use the VLE as a daily part of their work, perhaps by using it for staff newsletters, advertising social events or even as a “swap shop” for personal items for sale. The module must be easily accessible from the desktop.

In considering the adoption of a VLE for staff training and development, the library has to make a fundamental decision about the future direction of its staff training policy. Is online learning a satisfactory substitute for face to face learning? The benefits of informal contact in learning at work must not be underestimated. Looking at the staff training programme as a whole, it may be possible to identify activities which lend themselves better to a VLE. The CIPD survey (CIPD 2002) found that at present e-learning is used more for practical skills such as IT and less for “soft skills” such as communication and team building. Library managers may decide that the VLE is only appropriate for certain types of learning or even for certain levels of staff. For example, senior staff may have jobs which allow them sufficient freedom to participate in on-line discussions, while support staff may be rigidly timetabled and find this activity more difficult to be involved in. If the library management decide that they want all staff to be involved, then they must make a conscious effort to have a structure or environment in the library which supports this, perhaps using mechanistic methods such as training hours. They must be prepared to enable the transition process or any potential educational success will be limited. 

Conclusion 

‘Any new innovation in staff development must have an advantage over existing provision and must be consistent with the needs of the organisation’(Rogers 1995). Although VLEs are new and can be seen as an exciting way to transform staff development, library managers must be sure, as Rogers says, that their use will improve the current staff training programme.

 A critical benefit of staff development comes from sharing experiences with others and sometimes face to face training is the only way to do that. However, use of a VLE will allow staff whose circumstances do not permit them to attend training sessions to at least gain some benefit from interaction with their colleagues.

Libraries employ staff of all levels and abilities. Organised training will often constrain them into groups with their peers, with  no opportunities for them to broaden their horizons, widen awareness, or  pursue individual interests. To what extent do library managers (and all senior library staff) have a responsibility to the general development of their staff, as opposed to training them to do the job? Providing resources via a VLE for motivated staff is one way of meeting this need. ‘If a company is a learning organisation it provides an environment in which self directed learning will flourish’ (Confessore 1998)
Use of a VLE for staff development should be only one tool in an integrated staff development programme, part of a blended learning experience for library staff. The decision to use it must be justified on the basis of the quality of the learning experience and the suitability of the technology to the learning outcomes (Milligan 1999). The decision requires commitment from the top to embed it into the culture of the library and “champions” in different library sections will aid the process. Commitment also implies the investment of sufficient resources to develop the new training environment.

However, staff development is an ongoing process, both formal and informal and it needs to be personalised, tailored and relevant. A VLE offers the chance to develop a package of staff development and training resources which can be used by all library staff in different ways and at different times, thus giving a much wider range of opportunities to staff.
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