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BAHBA CIIOPAHE, BAHBA XOJIMA, JTITA KPYMIHA
BAIBA SPORANE, BAIBA HOLMA, LIGA KRUMINA

PO3POBGKA BIPTYAJIbHOrO HAB4AJIbHOIO CEPEAOBULLA A9
KYPCIB IHOOPMALIMHOIO MEHE[)KMEHTY HA PIBHI BAKAJIABPA
HA NPUKJIAZLI IATBINCbKOTO YHIBEPCUTETY

DEVELOPING A VIRTUAL LEARNING ENVIRONMENT FOR BACHELOR’S
STUDIES IN INFORMATION MANAGEMENT THE CASE OF THE
UNIVERSITY OF LATVIA

Onucano bipmyarvne nabuarvre cepedobuwe, pospobaene xaged-
poro 6ibaiomexosnabemba ma ingopmamuxu Gaxysvmemy coyiarvHux
nayx Aambiticoxozo yuibepcumemy; npoanarizobarno ompumani pe-
3yavmamu Ha ocnobi xkypcib ingopmayiiinozo menedxmenmy (pibenv
baxanabpa), cmbopenux na 6asi naamgpopmu das bipmyarvrozo cepe-
0obuwa Moodle; 3acmocobano memod xowmenm-ananizy. Kamezopii
KOHMENM-ananizy 6a3yromocs na 060X eremenmax QyHyionarvHOCHi
Moodle — ynpabainni xypcamu 1 ynpabainni nabuarmnamn.

Kawo406i caoba: xoncmpyxmubicmevka nedazozixa, Gipmyarvre
HabBuarvie cepedobuuie, ynpabainnus xypcamu, ynpabainus nabuarnnan.

Onucana bupmyanvras o6yuarowas cpeda, paspabomannas xaged-
poit 6ubauomexobedenus u unpopmamuru Gaxyivmema couyUaIbHbLX
nayx Aambuiicwozo ynubepcumema; npoanarusupobarvr noryuenmvie
pesyavmamot Ha ocHobe Kypcob unpopmauuonnozo menedxmenma
(ypobenv 6axarabpa), co3dannvix na 6ase naampopmo: 015 bupmyary-
Hotl cpedvr Moodle; npumenén memod wonmenm-anarusa. Kamezopuu
KOHMEHM-AHAAU3A OCHOBANDL Ha DB6YX aneMenmax GYHKYUOHAALHOCHU
Moodle — ynpabaenuu xypcamu u ynpabaenuu obyuenuem.

Kaiouebue caoba: xoncmpyxmubucmexas nedazozuxa, bupmyano-
Has obyuarowasn cheda, ynpabaenue xypcamu, ynpabaenue obyueHuem.

The aim of this paper is to examine the development of the virtual
learning environment at the Department of Information and Library
Studies of the University of Latvia’s Faculty of Social Sciences, also
analysing the results that have been achieved therein. The analysis fo-
cuses on courses in the bachelor’s degree programme «Information
Management ». These are organised on the basis of the Moodle virtual
learning environment platform, the analysis method being content anal-
ysis. Categories for the content analysis were based on two elements of
Moodle functionality — course management and learner management.

Key words: Constructivist pedagogy, virtual learning environ-
ment, Moodle, course management, learner management



Introduction

The rapid development of information and communications technol-
ogies in the world has had a substantial influence on educational process-
es. It has been stated that «education has changed tremendously over the
past few decades, not least as a result of easier access to networked infor-
mation and communication technologies. Common adjectives attributed
to both education and educational institutions are: flexible, inclusive,
collaborative, authentic, relevant, global and effective. [..] There is a
noticeable move from instructivist to constructivist pedagogy.»' The
constructivist point of view in the field of pedagogy emphasises the idea
that learners are encouraged to construct their own knowledge instead of
copying it from an authority, dealing with realistic situations and work-
ing together with others, as opposed to working on one’s own.

A Virtual Learning Environment (VLE) has been devised to sup-
port the aforementioned thinking in the area of constructivist pedagogy.
A VLE is defined as a «range of systems that comprise features like a
designed information space, a social space being a ‘place’, and partici-
pants that are active» >, A VLE is seen as a virtual classroom which allows
educators and learners to communicate with each other online. Class
information, learning materials and assignments are characteristically
provided via the E-course Website. Students can log onto the Website to
view the information and then download assignments and required read-
ing materials to their own computers. The VLE also enables students to
complete assignments and tests online. The popularity of the VLE relates
to its ability to enable learning-based communication without time and
space constraints. This rising popularity means that the creation of well-
developed and effective VLEs has become a top priority for educational
institutions.

Over the past two decades, many higher education institutions have
adopted a wide range of VLE tools into their educational delivery and
support processes. Numerous studies have been conducted to assess the
appropriateness of VLEs, discuss their applications and practices, and
investigate their influence on contemporary education.’

1 Uschi, F. “E-Learning Pedagogy in the Third Millennium: The Need for Combining
Social and Cognitive Constructivist Approaches.” ReCALL, Vol. 17, No. 1, May
2005 [cited 10 April 2013], pp. 85-100. See doi:10.1017/50958344005000716.

2 Dillenbourg, P., Schneider, D. and P. Syteta. “Virtual Learning Environments”.
In Proceedings of the 3 Hellenic Conference ‘Information & Communication
Technologies in Education’. Greece: Kastaniotis Editions (2002) [cited 10 April
2013], pp. 3-18. See http://hal.archives.-ouvertes.fr/hal-00190701.

3 See, e.g., Islam, S. Kunifuji, S., Hayama, T. and M. Miura. “E-Learning in LIS
Education: An Analysis and Prediction”, Library Review, Vol. 60, No. 7, 2011 [cited
10 April 2013], pp. 544-559. See Emerald Group Publishing Limited, 0024-2535.
doi:10.1108/00242531111153579.
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This study analyses the current situation with VLE development
at the Department of Information and Library Studies (University of
Latvia, Faculty of Social Sciences). Substantial progress has been made
in this regard since 2002. More than 86% of academic staff at the depart-
ment create and use E-courses in the learning process. The problem in
this area characterises the results of these developments in the sense that
although the Moodle course management system ensures a sufficiently
broad array of functional capabilities, they are nonetheless not always
used appropriately in the structure of E-courses, and the communica-
tion in the VLE does not support the constructivist learning process. The
research questions for this study are as follows: 1) does the content of the
VLE comply with the thinking of constructivist pedagogy?; 2) are the
available Moodle capabilities (in two management capability groups —
«Course Management» and «Learner Management» ) used in E-courses
at the bachelor’s degree level of information management studies? The
level of VLE development is evaluated by engaging in content analysis
in relation to the E-courses of «Information Management» study pro-
gramme.

1. The process of VLE development at the Department of
Information and Library Studies: An overview

Library and information studies in Latvia are offered by the
Department of Information and Library Studies (DILS) of the University
of Latvia’s Faculty of Social Sciences. Prior to 2002, it was known as
the Library Science and Information Department of the University of
Latvia’s Faculty of Philology. Both bachelor’s and master’s degree pro-
grammes are available. Development of the virtual learning environment
began in the 1990s, when the Soros Foundation Latvia provided financing
for the purchase of computers. The DILS was one of the first depart-
ments at the University of Latvia (LU) to install a computer classroom
so that the first E-course, «Machine-Readable Cataloguing», could be
offered to students. Latvia’s libraries at that time were beginning to in-
troduce the public library information system ALISE and to catalogue
collections in an electronic format. That means that the relevant higher
education institution had to allow students to learn about these process-
es. From today’s perspective, this course was juts the first attempt to
organise library studies in the electronic environment. It differed from
today’s understanding and organisation of virtual learning environments,
because the process occurred on site, not in a distance learning way.

Rapid changes in the development of the virtual learning environ-
ment began in 2002, with the department changing accents in terms of
the content of the study programme. It became part of the LU Faculty of



Social Sciences (FSS) and turned into the Department of Information and
Library Studies. In 2002, the faculty members of the DILS were among
the first at the university to develop modern E-courses in terms of con-
tent and functionality at the bachelor’s, master’s and professional study
level. The FSS also organised motivational activities, and each instructor
of an E-course received a portable computer. The first fundamentally
new and restructured course was «Machine-Readable Cataloguing», and
in 2003, instructor Baiba Miize received an award in the LU’s E-course
competition for the course that she taught.

The first E-courses were dedicated to information and informatisa-
tion, because Latvia’s unified library information system was being de-
veloped very rapidly. Along with the course on machine-readable cata-
loguing, students could take E-courses such as «Information Systems»,
«Electronic Information Searching», and «Classification, Subject
Indexing and Co-ordinate Indexing.» The development of the library
system in the information environment and the social phenomena of li-
braries were part of an E-course called «Library Philosophy».

After 2002, the development of E-courses occurred under the aus-
pices of the «E-University» project, but the methodology and implemen-
tation of the courses were up to the individual courses and members of
academic staff. DILS faculty members were familiar with virtual learn-
ing environment issues, and so E-courses were designed and organised
without major problems even though this was a fairly extern process.
The virtual learning environment at the LU was initially organised on
the WebCT platform. The Moodle virtual study platform was only in-
troduced in 2007.

When it comes to the beginning of the development of the DILS vir-
tual learning environment, it can be said that a study platform was cre-
ated that is necessary for the improvement of the professional compe-
tences, skills and abilities of students and faculty members alike, and that
was a successful process. It demonstrated the professional and academic
quality of instructors in the areas of library and information studies, also
illustrating their interest in the development of the study process.

2. The developmental level of the virtual learning environment: An
evaluation

2.1. The functionality of Moodle

Theterm «Moodle» referstothe «Modular Object-Oriented Dynamic
Learning Environment.» Moodl/eis an Open Source Course Management
System (CMS), also known as a Virtual Learning Environment. It has
become popular among educators all around the world as a tool for the
creation of online and dynamic Websites for their students.! Statistics

1 “What is Moodle?” [on-line]. Moodle Trust, 2007 [cited 10 April 2013]. See https;//
Moodle.org/about.
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show that Moodle is being used by 1.2 million teachers in 232 countries,
including the United States, Great Britain, Germany, Australia, Spain,
[taly, etc.!

Moodleis asoftware package that was developed so as to help educa-
tors to create high-quality online courses and manage learner outcomes.
The development of Moodleis guided by the philosophy of learning that
is described with the concept of «constructivist pedagogy». According
to this thinking, learning-related communications «focus on the experi-
ences that would be best for learning from the learner’s point of view,
rather than just publishing and assessing the information they need to
know. [..] The teacher’s role can change from being the ‘source of knowl-
edge’ to being an influencer and role model of 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 toward the learning goals of the class».?

To satisfy the aforementioned goals in the practice of constructivist
pedagogy, Moodle offers a series of technical capabilities. The capabili-
ties of two management groups — «Course Managementy and «Learner
Management» — were analysed so as to analyse the level of development
of the VLE for information management studies at the bachelor’s degree
level.

In the group of technical capabilities related to «Course
Management»* Moodle offers:

—  Side blocks (upcoming events, the latest news, etc.). Side blocks
are basic screen elements in the Moodle system. Side blocks can be add-
ed, removed or moved around on the course homepage to satisfy the lec-
turer’s needs. Side blocks are linked to other technical capabilities such
as the side block «Latest News» being linked to the side block «Forum.»
Side blocks can be used to indicate communication activities.

—  Design (text layout, headings, hyperlinks, insertion of illustra-
tions and descriptions, etc.). Design is performed by using the inbuilt
HTML editor. The Moodle HTML editor is not as feature-rich as com-
mercial applications are, but it is possible to do almost anything that
these tools can handle. A logical and intuitively comprehensible visual
appearance helps students to perceive the course content.

1 Moodle statistics [on-line]. Moodle Trust, 2007 [cited 10 April 2013]. See https;//
Moodle.org.stats.

2 “Design Philosophy.” In Moodle for teachers, trainers and administrators [on-line].
Moodle Trust, 2005 [cited 10 April 2013], p. 5. See http://download. Moodle.org/
docs/en/ Moodle_1.4.3._for_teachers_and_trainers.pdf.

3 “Course Management”. In Moodle for teachers, trainers and administrators [on-
line]. Moodle Trust, 2005 [cited 10 April 2013], p. 5. See http://download.Moodle.
org/docs/en/ Moodle_1.4.3._for_teachers_and_trainers.pdf.




—  Resources (book, URL, label, embedded multimedia, etc.).
These resources allow almost any kind of Web content to be inserted into
the course. Moodle enables the embedding of rich media into an activity
that is created within a course in which the HTML editor is used.

- Activities (assignment, quiz, database, glossary, questionnaire,
workshop, etc.). Activities such as quizzes also make it possible to add
interactive content to the course.

In the group of technical capabilities related to «Learner
Management»' Moodle offers:

—  Assessment (grades, comments, etc.). An assessment can be
based on a participant’s online submission of an electronic file or on an
offline submission of the project in an actual classroom. The lecturer can
provide the assessment, grade or written feedback that is related to the
assignment.

—  Chat and forum. The chat room allows participants to engage
in a real-time and synchronous discussion on the Web. This is a useful
way of ensuring a different understanding of other participants and of the
topic that is being discussed. The forums can be most important in terms
of helping students to construct new knowledge. It is here that discus-
sions among learners and educators take place.

—  Wiki. The Moodle wiki allows participants to work together on
Web pages in terms of adding, expanding or changing the content. Older
versions are never deleted and can be restored.

In analysing the functional capabilities of Mood/e in both manage-
ment groups (course management and learner management), one can
conclude that the different information resources provided in e-course
help to construct students’ knowledge, and the most appropriate ele-
ments related to the principles of constructivist pedagogy are various
activities (e.g., quiz, database, glossary), as well as assessment, chat and
forum, and wiki. Particular attention was focused on these functional el-
ements in the process of content analysis.

2.2. The methodology of E-course analysis

The empirical foundation for the research is made up of the func-
tional capabilities of the Moodle virtual learning environment and
the E-courses taught as part of the bachelor’s degree programme
«Information Management» . Of 58 courses in this programme, 30 (52%)

1 “Learner Management”. In Moodle for teachers, trainers and administrators [on-
line]. Moodle Trust, 2005 [cited 10 April 2013], p. 5. See http://download.Moodle.
org/docs/en/ Moodle_1.4.3._for_teachers_and_trainers.pdf.
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are E-courses, and of those, 27 are courses which focus on the library and
information field study topics.

E-courses in the study process are mostly used at this time as a sup-
plement to traditional teaching methods, offering students unlimited op-
portunities during the semester to access various study materials (lecture
presentations, texts for reading, etc.) in accordance with the schedule of
the course — examinations, quizzes, as well as evaluations of what has
been achieved by students during classes and seminars. The E-courses are
basically designed by instructors in the LU Department of Information
and Library Studies, as well as colleagues from the LU Faculty of Social
Sciences. Despite student desires, guest lectors have not been asked to
prepare an E-form of their courses.

Content analysis of the functions of E-courses has been conducted so
as to evaluate the level at which the courses ensure the implementation of
the philosophy of constructivist pedagogy. The categories for the analy-
sis are the same as the functionality categories of Moodle — «Course
Management» and «Learner Management.» The analysis makes it pos-
sible for the authors to determine the extent to which each category is
in line with one of three levels — a high level (active use of the E-course
capabilities'), a medium level (a more or less active use of the capabili-
ties?), or a low level (the capabilities are not utilised).

The authors have also identified indicators in these various catego-
ries which, as far as they are concerned, may support the ideas of social
constructivism pedagogy. The «Course Management» category has the
following indicators: side blocks, design, resources, activities. For the
«Learning Management» category, the indicators are assessment, chat
and forum, and Web conference and wiki (see Appendix 1).

In evaluating the side blocks indicator, the authors have focused at-
tention on whether the E-course ensures navigation, settings, searches,
the latest news, a calendar, expected events, and the most recent activi-
ties. These are all capabilities which allow students to control the situ-
ation in the course, seek out necessary materials and move around the
courses in the semester. In evaluating the designindicator, the focusis on
whether and how texts (materials) are structured and viewed (by week
or by topic, whether there are captions, whether certain parts of the
text are emphasised with colour, etc.). The resources indicator is evalu-
ated by looking at the extent to what kind of materials and how many
of them are available in the E-course (e.g., lecture presentations, files

1 Active use of E-courses means that more than 50% of the offered capabilities are
utilised.
2 Use of 5-50% of the offered capabilities.



of articles, hyperlinks to Internet resources, embedded audio and video
files). In terms of the activities indicator, the authors look at whether
the E-course offers capabilities which allow students to carry out assign-
ments, take tests, answer questionnaire questions, put together diction-
aries and wikis, involve in seminars, chats and conferences, etc.

Evaluation of the assessmentindicator in the «Learner Management»
category is focused on whether the student has access to the evaluation
of assignments and seminars that are part of the course, as well as to com-
ments from the instructor. The indicators which are important in terms
of the ideas of social constructivism (chat and forum, and Web confer-
ence and wiki) are evaluated on the basis of whether the relevant capa-
bilities are or are not offered.

2.3. Implementation of functional capabilities in E-courses of
«Information management» study programme

In analysing indicators from the «Course Management» category,
it becomes evident that functionality capabilities are ensured at the me-
dium level (54% of instances; Figure 1.1). The best use relates to course
design (structuring and placement of texts, as well as use of captions and
colours) (93% of instances are at a high level). More than one-half (60%)
of the E-courses ensure the accessibility of various study resources at a
high level, and that is a prerequisite for allowing students to engage in ac-
tive studies on an independent basis while utilising a diversity of sources
of information.

100% - 93% 90%
90% -
80% -

70% 1 60%
60%
50% 1
40%
30%
20% + 139
10% o 3,60% 3,50

0% T T

side blocks  design resources  activities

high level

B medium level

B low level

Figure1.1. Anevaluation of indicators in the «Course Management»
category (n=30; %)
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Capabilities to manage course materials and monitor the latest events
are ensured at a medium level in most E-courses. Many instructors do
not use the linkage capabilities (settings) of side blocks in Latvian, the
calendar, the latest news and upcoming events. Several E-courses offer
a schedule for the course in form of a PDF file, but this is not linked to
interactive calendar. 90% of E-courses also offer just a few activities. Of
the Moodle capabilities, the one that is used most often is the prepara-
tion of assignments and tests, with little or no use at all of dictionaries and
wikis, questionnaires, chats, seminars, and organisation of online confer-
ences.

Most (62%) of the indicators in the «Learner Management» category
(chat and forum and Web conference and wiki) show that functionality
is at a low level (Figure 1.2). This means that students do not have any
active opportunity to exchange ideas and views about a topic under the
auspices of E-courses. This may be because most E-courses are only a
support function for traditional teaching in an auditorium, with discus-
sions and exchanges of views occurring during seminars on site.

Nearly all (97%) of E-courses allow students to track the evaluation of
their work. Of course, the utility of this function largely depends on the
activities of the instructor in commenting on the work and in uploading
grades or corrected assignments in a timely way. For a detailed chart of
E-course analysis, please see Appendix 2.

979 100%
100% 1 g
S0% Vs 87,00%

-
80% +” |
70% 1 |
60% + |
5oy 7| high level
a0% +| B medium level
30% 7] mlow level
20% < 13,0
g "
10% ii/“ % 0% 0%0%
0% T T T T 1
assessment  chatand weh
forum conference
and wiki

Figurel.2. Anevaluationofindicatorsinthe «Learner Management»
category (n=30; %)



An evaluation of indicators in the both categories (course manage-
ment and learner management) reveals that functionality of VLE is used
partially: E-courses provide resources for studies, but they don’t support
involvement of students in the study process.

Conclusions

Analysis of E-courses in the bachelor’s study programme related to
information management has been conducted with the goal of evaluat-
ing the level of development in the virtual learning environment at the
Department of Information and Library Studies. Improvements to in-
formation and communications technologies over the past 20 years have
allowed the principles of constructivism to be enshrined in the field of
pedagogy. This speaks to the activities of students in shaping knowledge
and taking part in real situations and co-operation groups. The virtual
learning environment has good prerequisites for supporting such prin-
ciples. The Moodle virtual learning environment platform which is used
to organise all DILS E-courses was designed in accordance with the phi-
losophy of constructivist pedagogy.

Content analysis of E-courses makes it possible to draw conclu-
sions about two categories in the functionality of Moodle — «Course
Management» and «Learner Managements:

1. Inthe category «Course Management», functionalities are ensured
at an average level (54%). Positive elements in this include the design of
E-courses and the sufficient provision of various study resources. Various
Moodle activities which ensure interactivity in courses and possibility
for students to be more involved in studies are used fairly seldom.

2. Most (62%) of the indicators in the «Learner Management» cat-
egory are at a low level, which these technological capabilities being uti-
lised little or not at all. The only one of Mood!¢’s technical capabilities in
this category that is used to a sufficient degree is the grading of student
work. The most essential problem is the lack of co-operation capabilities
(chat, forum, wiki) in E-courses, because these are the specific activities
which underpin group work and exchanges of thoughts.

All in all, it has to be said that after a comparatively long period
of development, the virtual learning environment is still being used for
as a supplement for face-to-face lectures, not as an interactive commu-
nications environment. E-courses partly support ideas of constructivist
pedagogy. They provide possibilities for students to develop their knowl-
edge independently (60% courses have different resources for individual
studies), but they don’t encourage communication and exchange of ideas
and active participation. Therefore the e-courses are appropriate as sup-
port tool for traditional learning form with regular meetings and discus-
sions in classes, but they should be improved for distance learning form
of studies.



Appendix 1. E-course evaluation matrix
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Learner Management

Course Management
web
. . . L chatand
Nr. | Course title side blocks design resources activities assessment forum conference
and wiki

H|M|L |[H (M |L |[H |M|L |[H |M|L |H |M|L |H |M|L |H |[M|L

Evaluation levels:
H — high level (active use, more than 50% of the available capabilities)

M — medium level (moderate use, 5-50% of the available capabilities)
L — low level (no use of the available capabilities)
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Digital libraries and
repositories

Quantitative and
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knowledge management
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Normative background
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centres

Information resources
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in natural and applied
sciences
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Management of
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Local studies at libraries
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