SUBJECT: Setting the record straight.

I apologize, in advance, for the blunt nature of this communication, but the faculty webmasters believe that a crucial amount of misinformation continues to cloud the decision to use and support Moodle as the learning management system at Lane Community College.

The inability for all parties to come to a clear decision about outsourcing all Moodle support has been the frustrating end result.

The shortest version of the story is this:

Lane’s IT Department promised to provide server and faculty support for a single LMS.  Moodle was that choice in April 2006.  Due to a lost position in IT, Faculty Webmasters offered to provide faculty Moodle support for a single academic year, ending Spring Term 2007.  That time has passed, and the IT Department has not or will not reassume this responsibility.

In a meeting in February 2007, and at the urging of IT, the decision to seek a means to completely outsource Moodle was made.  This decision was to be made quickly, as the temporary faculty support for Moodle (by Faculty Webmasters) was coming to a conclusion in June 2007.  Working with David Walton if IT, Meredith Keene-Wilson and Joe Escobar researched alternatives and interviewed vendors.  Faculty Webmasters have given their strong recommendation to Sonya Christian.  No true solution or recommendation has been offered by IT; moreover, the original mission to completely outsource is seemingly in question.

What remains is that Lane faculty are being offered no Moodle support as of June 15, and Lane continues to have no Moodle vendor technical expertise for server support or hosting.

END

The longer, more detailed story follows:

FACT

In Fall Term of the 2005-6 academic year, Lane was running two LMS systems, WebCT and Moodle.  Stephen Pruch, AVP Information Technology, stated that the IT Department would support a single LMS to be chosen by the faculty at Lane.  In January 2006, vendor presentations were made.  In April 2006, after a joint report by IT representative David Walton and the Faculty Webmasters was presented to the Executive Team, Moodle was chosen as that software package, to be implemented by Fall 2006.

TIMELINE

In Spring 2006, LCC budget cuts included the ITC coordinator position (Roka Walsh), the position that had been providing faculty support for WebCT and would have presumably been directed to do the same faculty support for Moodle.

Faculty Webmasters Joe Escobar, Meredith Keene-Wilson, and Daniel Carrere agreed to temporarily provide faculty support for one academic year, until the end of Spring Term 2007.

In the Summer of 2006, the new ITC coordinator Michael Levick, the IT Help Desk manager Todd Lutz, and his personnel could have begun preparations to support Moodle, but did not do so.  At the urging of Faculty Webmasters, at Fall Inservice, a few Help Desk personnel attended a few Moodle workshops presented by Faculty Webmasters.  

During the 2006-7 academic year, after continued urgings by the Faculty Webmasters that IT begin to assume faculty support of Moodle, which was the original agreement in Spring 2006, no other efforts were made by IT to assume this responsibility.  In short, more budget cuts this year were given as the reason.

2006-7 YEAR WITH MOODLE – Faculty Webmasters

Faculty Webmaster support of Moodle during this past academic year was nothing short of stellar.  Besides the regular work day, Lane’s Faculty received support, by email and telephone, on evenings and weekends, over holidays and outside of business hours throughout the year.  In short, Faculty Webmasters went above and beyond their promise to help faculty during the first year of the Moodle adoption.

Faculty Webmasters can only hope that instructional managers and Distance Learning will require that all teachers planning to use Moodle attend mandatory Moodle trainings before these classes are approved, assigned, and offered to students in the schedule of classes.  This would help to eliminate most of the “uninformed user” support questions.

2006-7 YEAR WITH MOODLE – Problems

The only true problems with Moodle this past year have been technical problems.  Unfortunately, technical problems affect ALL Moodle users, faculty and students alike. 

Whereas David Walton, Moodle System Administrator has had a few successes with Moodle this year, namely the integration of the Banner and Moodle enrollment/CRN data, and a custom fix necessary for security in off-campus proctored exams, the list of problems has grown, the server down-time has increased, system reliability has decreased, significant glitches remain unsolved after multiple terms, and Lane continues to use a Moodle version that is two revisions old. 

In a single year, a significant number of faculty express some level of dissatisfaction with Moodle, nearly all attributed to a number of technical problems that have gone unsolved.  Faculty Webmasters estimate that more than half of the faculty support issues they were asked to help with were technical, server-side issues.  Throughout the year, Faculty Webmasters have worked beyond their assignment of simply helping faculty to use Moodle, to helping the Moodle System Administrator with technical troubleshooting of the system.

OUTSOURCING MOODLE

The only reason that we are currently considering outsourcing Moodle at this time is:

The IT Department continues to hold to its claim that it cannot keep its promise to provide faculty support for Moodle, due to any number of reasons, the most significant claim being Lane’s budget cuts.

After a year of experience with both faculty and server administrator, the Faculty Webmasters are putting forth a second, if not stronger reason, which certainly will have a positive impact on providing faculty support for Moodle, namely:

Lane needs technical Moodle experts who can keep the system functioning and server down-time to a minimum, who can keep Moodle running at the latest, most stable, most feature-rich version, and who can solved technical problems immediately, if they ever even happen at all.  To think that “we can do it better” than vendors who provide similar and more complicated solutions to a large number of educational institutions is implausible.

END NOTE

I think most of us are aware that Lane is not the trendsetter in utilizing educational technology for students in Oregon, regardless of the list of empty titles like League of Innovation member, Awardee of grant dollars, and Aspire magazine award winner.  We may have been unique in choosing an open-source LMS such as Moodle, especially considering that the BlackBoard equivalent at Lane would come at a cost of nearly $60,000 a year.  I personally know of many instructors who took some of that cost differential into account when casting their vote for Moodle.  But if we do not implement this software well, both server and faculty support, we run the risk of further alienating real progress in the use of technology at Lane.  Just think about the less-than-successful implementations technology solutions, such as online faculty evaluations, Schedule 25 room scheduling for smart classrooms, and Lane’s in-house email spam filtering, to name just a few.  While each of these is a true loss for technology solutions at Lane, consider the monumental loss if the campus learning management system is not given the true support it needs and deserves.  I certainly do not want any part of that failure… caused mainly because we wasted out time and efforts, we turned away from outsourced solutions, and we decided that no one else can do it better than we can do it.

