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This paper shares the implementation steps and strategies for online learning and teaching within the Institute of Distance Education (IDE) and the Department of Modern Languages of the University of Swaziland (UNISWA). The decision to adopt the Moodle Learning Management System (LMS) has been based on interdisciplinary teamwork with key players coming from various departments and units. Central to the strategy is the core team of change agents drawn from UNISWA faculties and departments already collaborating with the IDE in offering programmes and courses to distance learners. Another critical factor of the strategy is the active involvement of students from the onset, to incorporate their views during all phases, namely the design, development and delivery of the LMS. The paper will, after a discussion of some of the challenges involved, report on an implementation plan involving both students and staff members to probe their views on the online environment.  

1.0
 INTRODUCTION 

The Institute of Distance Education (IDE), which is part of the University of Swaziland (UNISWA), has recently embarked on an e-learning route. In an effort to examine the most cost-effective learning or course management system, while upholding the highest pedagogical standards, this paper seeks to present the benefits and limitations of the open-source software, Moodle, in meeting the needs of IDE, as well as report on its preliminary steps in strategic alliances for implementation of e-learning. It has been noted that the selection of a learning management system is one of the deciding factors in a university's online success (Mc Conachie et al. quoted by Black et al. 2007: 35). 

2.0
 SITUATIONAL ANALYSIS

2.1 Swaziland

According to the last population census, conducted in 2007, the country’s population is estimated at 1,018,449 persons. The population is relatively young, with about 40% under 15 years. The economy of Swaziland is small, export-oriented, reasonably well diversified “although vulnerable to external economic shocks and influences” (Dlamini, S. S., 2008: 3).

Education Sector Policy Environment

Swaziland launched an Information and Communication Technology (ICT) Policy on the 3rd of August 2007. Through the policy, the Government of Swaziland has committed itself to ensure, among other issues, that:

· the Ministry of Education and related departments develop Management Information Systems (MIS), that are operational and integrated;

· ICTs are deployed and taught at all levels of the formal education system in order to facilitate learning and also create an information based society;

· basic computer studies are integrated in all programmes offered in tertiary institutions;

· higher educational institutions within the country and the region be encouraged to share information and knowledge through data networks; and

· tertiary institutions in the country to increase output and quality of gender based ICT skilled human resources.

Swaziland has, subsequently, embarked on the development of an ICT policy implementation plan. Such a development will then provide a conducive environment for technological innovations at higher education level, such as the ones proposed by IDE. 

2.2 The Institute of Distance Education (IDE), a Faculty within the University of Swaziland

The Institute of Distance Education is treated as equivalent to a Faculty and has become one of the biggest Faculties in the University of Swaziland. By providing educational opportunities to a large number of learners, IDE ensures that access to university education is increased. At the same time, these large increases of learners in a short space of time could lead to challenges with the quality of education offered by the Institute, hence the intention to implement blended e-learning in order to allow for the equitable distribution of quality learning assets.

2.3. The Department of Modern Languages (ML), a Department within the Faculty of Humanities of UNISWA

The Department of Modern Languages is a small department within the Faculty of Humanities. Since its inception in 1990 it offers a BA program in French (combined major, with English, African Languages, Theology and Religious Studies or History) and a Certificate in French. In order to respond to growing market pressure
, a new programme, the Certificate in Portuguese programme was implemented in 2009. 

The main task of the Department of Modern Languages has always been to train teachers in French. In order to prepare the teachers for the tasks ahead we feel it important to vary our teaching approach and, more and more, include online research and activities in their learning environment. More recently, and this because of changing internal and external environments (globalization, economic meltdown, etc.), the need to offer varied language programmes to a larger public (from within the University: students from other Faculties, and from outside the University: short- and long-term courses on specific language issues, for example).
2.4. Cooperation IDE and ML

The Department of Modern Languages has increasingly encountered difficulties in recruiting its students. Various reasons (outside the scope of this article) can be given; the most important one here being the fact that the internal rules and regulations of the University require French students to have 'good' O'Level or IGCSE results in order to study in the Department
. With the global trend of 'good students' opting for science subjects, the 'good' Swazi students choose to study towards a B.Sc. instead of a B.A.

The Certificate in Portuguese, the newest addition to the Departmental offerings, has been introduced to broaden the language learning options for the Swazi society at large, and the University community in particular. And, as an additional bonus, it has allowed for major cooperation between the Institute of Distance Education and the Department, as this Certificate programme has, in the first place, been implemented via IDE. With regard to the preparation of modules and other pedagogical tools (CDRoms for almost all the listening resources), a Memorandum of Understanding between the University of Swaziland and the Universidade Eduardo Mondlane (Maputo, Mozambique) encourages collaborative work between members of the Department of Modern Languages in Swaziland and members of the Portuguese Department of UEM. So far, eight modules have been written and published.
 In these modules the emphasis is on 'local' content, as various customs and traditions, cultural activities and regional food are presented and discussed.
3.0
 Why e-learning at IDE and within the Department of ML?

The IDE faces a number of challenges which affect the quality of the education it provides to students. For example, for teaching and learning, IDE still relies, in the majority of programmes offered via distance education, on the printed modules that are not supported by other forms of mass media, such as computer-based course components. Yet, as noted by Resta and Laferrière (2007), computer-supported collaborative learning develops higher order thinking skills, student satisfaction with the learning experience and improved productivity.

The IDE also faces logistical challenges on scheduling lecture and tutorial sessions for staff and students. There are also delays in providing meaningful feedback on assignments because the same pool of staff members teach both full-time and distance education students. All these challenges, among others, provided the basis for a movement, away from traditional teaching and learning only, towards e-learning.
4.0
 BENEFITS OF A LEARNING/COURSE MANAGEMENT SYSTEM
E-learning can be used to transform pedagogy, but this is only possible through the effort of the online learning materials designer to make learning the key objective of online learning activities. The literature now tends to lay more emphasis on the effective design of effective e-learning activities grounded on explicit learning theory. 

Jochems, van Merrienboer and Koper (2004: 3) stress the collaborative construction of knowledge through active learning referred to as social constructivism. E-learning can be seen as a social and interactive process based on discussion and guided exploration, whereby a learner internalises the language and actions of a teacher and more able peers. 

In line with the constructivist view of e-learning, the IDE has explored available Learning or content management systems (LMS or CMS) which facilitate access to learning content and administration anytime and anywhere. IDE has discovered that different commercial and open source LMSs exist. Such LMSs are essentially standardized products designed to support a non-standard user base of university faculty with different content areas, teaching philosophies and instructional styles (Black et al. 2007: 36). 
The IDE then compiled LMS assessment criteria from different angles and chose Moodle as its preferred option.  Without going into too much detail, let us remember that, from the instructor's perspective, IDE and the Department of Modern Languages need an LMS that allows the instructor to post news items, notices and announcements from the comfort of his/her office, which will make it easier to amend and update such materials. An instructor should also be able to assign and collect assignments. From a student's perspective, it must bring about considerable savings in commuting expenses and time as, once again, learning can take place from the comfort of one's office or home. Students who have to repeat a course are sometimes unable to attend classes (because of timetable clashes, or work-related commitments). Through an LMS these students can benefit immensely from summaries of lessons, additional questions, discussion forums, PowerPoint presentations, uploaded via an LMS as this provides an easy access to class documents. 
In addition, the LMS has to provide access to a wide range of resources and materials which may not otherwise be available or accessible, for example graphics, sound (very useful for teaching foreign languages), animations and multimedia. From the perspective of the administrator or manager, the LMS needs to reduce the administrative load by making routine information available online. From the perspective of all, learners, instructors and managers included, we also want an LMS that promotes participation in discussions.
In short, from a pedagogical point of view the Department of Modern Languages requires an LMS that:

· encourages contact between students and lecturers – it acts as a medium for interaction between the instructor and other students.
· facilitates interaction and dialogue that continues outside of the classroom.

· gives learners access to information that is correct and up to date through the web.
· promotes collaboration - Learners are able to meet in a virtual space with other members and practitioner experts to discuss issues, answer questions and even participate in simulations and management games without having to leave their office or home.
· provides time-independent, space-independent access to learning content and administration.
In addition, it is important to point out that the LMS used specifically for language learning and teaching purposes will have to allow:

· Questions to be posted on discussion forums – students can participate in online discussion

· Use of chatrooms/discussion forums which would be particularly valuable for students whose distance or work commitment makes attending scheduled instructor’s office hours difficult or impossible.

· Use of chatrooms/discussion forums which benefit otherwise shy students. Beatty and Ulasewicz (2006: 39) note that "students who were normally shy or reserved in class were quite verbose in a written format"
. 

4.1
The Moodle Option
In view of the perceived needs of an LMS by IDE, guided by the teaching and learning challenges IDE faces, IDE has opted for Moodle because even though it is a free and open source e-learning software platform, it is similar to commercial Content Management Systems (CMCs) like Blackboard and WebCT. The following are some of the compelling reasons for IDE to consider Moodle:

· Unlike commercial learning management software products like Blackboard or WebCT, Moodle is free for educational institutions to use. Moodle is also Open Source software, which means you are free to download it, use it, modify it
 and even distribute it. 

· Moodle runs without modification on most operating systems such as Unix, Linux, Windows and Mac OS X. The Moodle platform can be accessed through any web browser, such as Internet explorer, Mozilla Firefox, Google Chrome, Safari Opera, and others.  
· It does not require sophisticated hardware. Moodle requires a web server, some way of running the PHP web application language and a database to store the Moodle course and user information.  UNISWA has the all the basic hardware and software required to set up and run Moodle.

· One of the main advantages of Moodle over other systems is a strong grounding in social constructionist pedagogy (collaboration, activities, critical reflection, etc).
· Studies comparing user experience between Moodle and commercial LMSs have shown that students and instructors prefer Moodle (see, for example, Munoz and Duzer 2005 as well as Beatty and Ulasewicz 2006). 
· A study on the comparison of Moodle to other open-source e-learning platforms revealed that Moodle outperforms all other platforms and also obtained the best rating in the adaptation
 category (Graf and List). For example, Moodle provides an adaptive feature called 'lesson' where learners can be routed automatically through pages depending on the answer to a question after each page.

· Specifically for instructors: the instructor interface
 is, according to Beatty and Ulasewicz (2006: 41) more intuitive and easier to use than other, often commercial, LMS interfaces.

4.2
Functionality of the Moodle Management System
The following are some of the in-built features within Moodle:

· Moodle provides instructors with a very suitable communication means. Moodle has a “Quickmail”, an email function that makes it possible to email selected groups of students or all students from within Moodle.

· It has customizable content areas for course information such as course outlines, requirements, staff information, students’ lists, announcements, Frequently Asked Questions (FAQs).

· It has a document repository facility that provides an easy access to course materials such as lecture notes, handouts, past tests and examinations, modules, etc. 

· There is a calendar - for showing course events such as schedule of tests, due dates for assignments, etc.

· Moodle provides access to a range of resources and materials which may not otherwise be available or accessible, for example graphics, sound (very useful for teaching foreign languages), animations, multimedia. 
· It has efficient communication tools like email facility, discussion forum (an asynchronous discussion tool; Moodle has several options for group forum participation) and a Chat Room for real-time discussions. 

· Moodle makes surveys of opinions prepared by instructors or administrators available.

· Using Moodle, Instructors can assign and collect assignments.

· It will allow for interactive tutorials/quizzes/homework and provide an effective means for review. 
· It has Student/Instructor Home Pages - for posting profiles and personal data.
· Through an Online Gradebook Moodle enables instructors to enter grades and students to view their grades.

· Using Moodle, you can post news items, notices and announcements.
5.0
CHALLENGES
One main challenge with innovations is affordability and acceptability by adopters, implementers and users. Other challenges include:

· Some students and lecturers are not computer savvy and knowledgeable. Even though all students go through a Computer Foundations Course during their first year of study at UNISWA and IDE, they may not have been exposed to learning management systems such as Moodle. Yet, Black et al. (2007) warn of the challenge of LMS adoption, namely the discomfort of the initial implementation. 
· Lack of administrative/management support: it has been observed, on numerous occasions, that institutional support is a crucial factor for adoption of an LMS (Black et al. 2007: 36).

· Time constraints: Most IDE Lecturers also teach fulltime at UNISWA and may not have the additional time to generate the interactive material for Moodle.

· Lack of technical support. Indeed in support of the notion of technical support being essential, Black et al. (2007: 38) quote Bersin: "One of the biggest factors that affects overall satisfaction is not satisfaction with the product features themselves, but whether they are getting the right level of support: technical support, service, …"
.  

· Lack of policy: Neither IDE nor UNISWA has an Open and Distance Learning Policy with a strategy to integrate blended e-learning.

· Lack of calendar/roadmap: the establishment of a calendar would guide the adoption and implementation process greatly.

· Attitudinal problems. It seems that there is often a considerable degree of reluctance on the side of the teaching staff "to try to accommodate a more open and less directive teaching/learning approach" (Motschnig-Pitrik and Derntl 2008: 257).

· The gap between students' perception of technology and that of faculty continues to widen. Students and faculty continue to view and experience technology very differently (Horizon Report, 2008). For example, students continue to embrace social technologies like Facebook and similar platforms, while not necessarily accepting e-learning technologies. Such a gap has implications on the challenge that IDE will face with faculty and students when implementing e-learning.

6.0
Steps taken/implementation strategy and recommendations
First steps taken:
· Some courses taught by the participating lecturers have course pages where course materials are posted 

· Student and lecturer LMS needs analysis surveys undertaken, as well as semi-structured interviews of key stakeholders
Several colleagues from various departments have started posting resources and tasks online (see www.ide.uniswa.sz)

Examples include class activities, assignments, additional reading materials, etc.

The full-scale introduction of Moodle will allow us to turn the activities more integrative and interactive, which are essential characteristics of the learning and teaching of languages.
The questionnaire themes included access, flexibility with ICTs, time management, responsibility, interactivity and learning styles. The aim of using a questionnaire was to help during the next stage of the research, in order to define the questions to ask during focus group interviews with students.

The survey questionnaires were sent electronically and in hard copy form to the students participating in this survey. The aim was to deduce the students’ perceptions about an online environment on the basis of the response rate. 

Semi-structured interviews with students and lecturers were then proposed as the next step in the research techniques. Semi-structured interviews tend to be more flexible around the sequence in which questions are asked and the interviewer allows the respondents to speak more broadly about the topics being discussed, (Roberts, et al. 2003). During the interviews the research probed the benefits of online learning objects when combined with face to face elements of learning and teaching. The research also investigated how individual learners access learning object databases and interact with the content.  

Focus groups were interviewed. Focus groups produce a large amount of information far more quickly than individual interviews and are particularly useful for exploring people’s beliefs, attitudes and opinions as a group, (Roberts, et al. 2003). Through the focus groups, the research inquired about peer to peer interactions in study groups to co-construct content. 

The outcome of the focus group discussions can be summarized as follows:

· With regard to the approach to follow: even though a top-down approach was discussed, consensus was reached about a bottom-up one

· The challenges towards implementation of any e-learning at Uniswa/IDE include:

- lack of awareness and commitment by university management and IDE leadership

- technological access issues

- available options in the chosen LMS
To tackle the challenges, IDE proposes the following:

· IDE has to formulate a blended e-learning strategy with an implementation plan.

· One of the steps to be undertaken within the implementation plan could include the following: Invite about 5 lecturers to participate in the trial run of the Moodle system.

· IDE will have to organize workshops around e-learning and learning management systems
 to raise awareness about the benefits of e-learning and in this way possibly change the perceived reluctance of management,  teaching staff and some students. Further orientation workshops will need to focus on usage of LMSs, in particular Moodle.

· Every course taught by the participating lecturers should have a webpage where course materials are posted. 

Several course lecturers have started posting material online. Some can be found under Student Resources on the IDE webpage (http://www.ide.uniswa.sz/) – in particular exercises and assignments for a course in Criminal Procedure, while others can be found within the programme pages themselves, such as certain courses in the Diploma in Commerce programme offer course outlines, detailed PowerPoint presentations and group assignment topics. Similar information can also be found on the pages relating to the Certificate in Portuguese.
In general, it has to be stated that such an implementation plan is more likely to meet the conditions for success with innovations identified earlier. After the trial period, the Department of Modern Languages, in conjunction with the main implementers, the Institute of Distance Education, will have to analyze the impact of the Moodle on teaching and learning. 
7.0
Conclusion 
E-learning can help the Department of Modern Languages to support its face-to-face delivery mode through the potential of Moodle to bridge the existing distance between staff and students. Moodle has a revolutionary potential for university staff and students mainly because they can share resources such as lecture material and other educational assets. Since the University of Swaziland has the necessary infrastructure to run an interactive e-learning system, the IDE plan to use this open source software to drive its Virtual Learning Environment is feasible. As the chosen learning management system, the benefits of Moodle include its communication tools, the creation and administration of learning objects, the comprehensive didactical concepts, the tracking of data and its usability. IDE further hopes to continue to create such communities of practice, like that which exists among the lecturers, tutors and learners of the Portuguese programme, that will allow relatively inexperienced staff and students to work alongside very experienced ones in implementing blended e-learning. 
Notwithstanding such perceived benefits, the Department of Modern Languages and IDE are aware of the challenges that lie ahead. A Learning Management System is an innovation to the current learning environment of the University of Swaziland and its Institute of Distance Education. In order to be successfully adopted and implemented, several conditions need to be met. In line with the recommendations proposed in this paper, there is need for a change in attitude among teaching staff, possibly students and administrative/technical and support staff. Indeed, "the adoption of a learning management system can effectively stall if it is not integrated into the current culture" (Black et al. 2007: 36), this is particularly so because the implementation of an LMS has major consequences for every participant, be it students, teaching staff, technical support staff or management. Nevertheless, it has been observed throughout this article that Moodle has the necessary attributes and as such is an excellent platform to be implemented as a learning management system at the Institute of Distance Education. The Department of Modern Languages stands to benefit from continued support and collaboration with the Institute of Distance Education.
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� Our neighbouring country, Mozambique, is a Lusophone country. It is therefore of utmost economic and social importance that Swazis speak and write Portuguese in order to communicate effectively.


� As all courses are exclusively taught in French, the Department has felt it necessary to require at least a C in the O'level examination or a credit in any other equivalent examination.


� The Department has made attempts to 'open' up the system, so that students majoring in sciences, in law, in agriculture or in commerce could take a language elective, but this has not yet been implemented.


� These course modules are: PT101, PT102, PT103, PT104, PT105, PT106, PT107 and PT108. CDRoms exist for the following modules: PT101, PT102, PT103 and PT104.


� Similarly, Motschnig-Pitrik and Derntl (208: 252) state that "participants who speak up less often in class have the chance to express themselves online and tend to become better known to the group when compared with the situation that they would have remained closed in general".


� Beatty and Ulasewicz (2006) underline the fact that there are developers of Moodle in more than 120 countries in the world.


� Adaptation includes four characteristics: adaptability (which includes all facilities to customize the platform for the educational institution's needs (e.g. the language or the design), personalization (the personalization aspects indicate the facilities of each individual user to customize his/her own view of the platform), extensibility (this is possible in principle for all open source software) and adaptivity (which indicates all kinds of automatic adaptation to the individual user's needs such as personal annotations of learning objects or automatically adapted content) (Graf and List).


� The Moodle interface shows the instructor what the student sees with the addition of a common set of editing tools to the right of each course activity. In addition, the Moodle interface can easily be modified by changing fonts, background colors or adding photos to make the learning experience more visually pleasing.


� Barnard et al. (quoted by Black et al. 2007: 38) state that inadequate technical support and funding for support are primary reasons for failed adoption of e-learning technologies.


� According to Black et al. (2007: 38), "intentionally setting up opportunities for faculty to showcase successful work within the LMS, facilitating positive communication among adopters, and working with institution news organizations to disseminate success stories about the LMS are all strategies" that should be considered "to increase the likelihood of wide scale adoption.





