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What are the key challenges in 
creating online courses for staff?

• Engagement
• Context
• Working practices



Open University context
• Biggest university in the UK, world leader in flexible 

distance learning
• About 8000 part-time tutors, working from home, based 

all over UK, Ireland and mainland Europe
• About 5000 academic, academic-

related and support staff working in 
main centre in Milton Keynes, 10 
English regional centres, 3 national 
centres (Scotland, N Ireland, Wales)

• Large, highly distributed workforce
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Supported open learning
• Distance learning: distance teaching
• High quality teaching materials, using latest 

technology as well as traditional texts
• Local support from regional or national centre
• Personal tutor as part of a group of 15 – 25 
• Tutor runs tutorials, marks assignments, 

answers queries
• Institutional drive to online learning and 

support using virtual learning environment 
(based on moodle)
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Online staff development

• My role is to train staff in use of online tools
• Awareness for those writing course materials
• Online facilitation for those using the tools

How do we make the training engaging and 
attractive so that staff persevere?



Effective staff development
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• Much of the learning in a staff development event is 
informal and takes place in the spaces around the formal 
event (Eraut, 2004)

• Learning activities should be embedded in actual 
working practices, and should take account of peer-
learning (Boud, 1999)

• Staff development works when the learning is 
experiential (Stefani & Elton, 2002)



Tutor Moderators module
• Introduction to online tutoring using online forums, 

synchronous online software (Elluminate), wikis
• Strong pastoral support – the ‘identifiable individual’
• Mainly for tutors who are using the tools
• More than 3000 course participants since 2004
• 76% completion rate



Tutor Moderators design
• Short and fully online (~ 5 hours a week for 3 weeks)
• Learning contract
• Experiential learning:  online activities
• Some activities give ‘experience of being a student online’
• Community of practice – groups of peers with similar 

interests
• Near-synchronous peer-moderated online forums & 

synchronous online sessions
• Must do 3 out of 5 activities each Week to complete
• Personalised activity checklist & certificate of completion
• Two week catch-up period at end
• Open access material (within OU)



Tutor Moderators home page



Experiential learning in Tutor 
Moderators

Course activity
eg tool or skill

• Reflection with peers
• Wiki, forum

• Practise the skill
• Try out the tool



Activity checklist



Module certificate



Typical activities



Recent forum topics outside 
formal course material
• How to manage very large forums
• What to do when students discuss or reveal mental 

health issues in a national online forum
• How the meaning of ‘moderator’ changes with context 
• Sharing technical knowledge



Exit evaluations
• Anonymous exit questionnaire link given to all module 

completers
• 1102  returns (73%) between Jun 2008 & April 2011
• Quantitative data – confidence, competence
• Qualitative data 

– “How has the course helped you as a moderator?”
– “How might we improve the course?” 

• Common themes in responses



Quantitative evaluation -
confidence

Fig 1  Perceptions of confidence before and after the course
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• Clear increase in confidence and competence in moderating role

Fig 2  Perceptions of competence before and after the course

Quantitative evaluation -
competence
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Participant thoughts - themes

• “The most important learning came from being a 
participant.”

• “There's nothing like learning by doing. This was my first 
experience of an online forum so doing it was great.” 

• “Genuinely caused me to reflect on what I do and how I 
can improve my effectiveness.”

• “ I have benefited from the wealth of experience 
volunteered by colleagues.”



Summary
• Experiential learning is effective in giving staff 

confidence and competence in online facilitation
– Experience of ‘feeling like a new student’
– Experience of trying out tools

• Reflection with a community of peers plays a central role 
in building confidence and inspiring new ideas

• Creating spaces for informal discussion online can partly 
recreate the ‘chat in the corridor’

• Open access materials, including open wiki, allows staff 
to revisit learning or complete activities



Design an activity
• Choose one context from your group
• Design a short online staff development activity – make 

it experiential & reflective
• Make a list of strategies to encourage staff engagement 

in online development
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