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Abstract

An academic’s adoption of online learning during the 2020 lockdown required new levels of
engagement with the learning management system (LMS). In this position piece, we suggest
that academics are pivotal to online course development, and they should determine
alternative means of instruction and assessment during any transition to online learning. We
present two models of an academic’s interactions with the LMS and propose that the
academic’s engagement with the LMS, and their willingness to be in partnership with
experts in e-learning, should remain central to their university’s strategic development. The
2020 lockdown presented both challenges and opportunities to academics regarding their
engagement with the LMS and online teaching—we suggest that the role of the academic is
critical for successful implementation of the post-pandemic online ambitions of New
Zealand universities.
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Introduction

An unprecedented situation arose in March 2020 when the COVID-19 pandemic forced a rapid
transition to online learning at all New Zealand universities (Wilson, 2020). Institutions that had
a strong tradition of distance learning were perhaps better suited to this transition, in part due to
staff experience and the institutional support already in place. However, staff at institutions that
predominantly delivered courses face to face on a physical campus (as in the case of the authors
of this article), were suddenly required to reflect on their current practices, and potentially to re-
focus their efforts on the online teaching and learning platform. We use the term “academic” to
refer to anyone who has a responsibility for content and/or delivery of a course; for example,
lecturers, teaching assistants, tutors, or other teaching staff at the tertiary level. Morreale et al.
(2021, p. 117) recognised “the distinct difference between intentionally designed and structured
online courses, typically referred to as ‘online pedagogy’, as compared with ‘crisis pedagogy’,
the mandated remote learning transition recently witnessed”. An academic’s engagement with
the platform (usually in the form of a learning management system (a learning management
system such as Moodle, Blackboard, or Canvas), and their ability to adapt to teaching while
dislocated from their usual environment, requires some reflection.

The learning management system (LMS) has become an integral part of higher education and,
over the last two decades, universities have adopted digital LMS platforms to deliver online
education (Dobre, 2015; Walker et al., 2016). The ubiquity of the LMS has facilitated distance,
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face-to-face, and blended teaching and learning processes, and online strategies are now included
in most universities’ strategic plans. Universities have invested heavily in developing online
education, and position the LMS at the heart of this investment. The LMS offers an information
technology resource to support online education, thus providing a return on the university’s
investment. The LMS has become a critical interface between academic and learner, expanding
delivery options for content, knowledge assessment, practical exercises, and user collaboration.
These attributes make the LMS an essential asset for any university (Watson & Watson, 2007).
However, the constant push by higher education providers to flourish in the competitive online
environment requires a commitment by academics to embrace the LMS model (Beckford &
Mugisa, 2014).

This commitment to a standardised LMS, and a narrative that describes the academic’s adoption
and acceptance of the LMS during the rapid growth of online learning in all universities, remains
largely unexplored (Gous & Roberts, 2015). Furthermore, the compulsion and expectation that
academics would teach online during the COVID-19 pandemic provided a powerful impetus for
them to fully engage with their university’s LMS. We acknowledge that course delivery using
only the institution’s LMS can be limiting but we have experienced institutional resistance when
attempting to use diverse platforms (e.g., Zoom, YouTube, Facebook) for course delivery. In our
experience, sound academic practice that can deliver meaningful student experience—but relies
on tools which are not supported by an institution’s preference for an LMS—is not encouraged,
whereas conforming to a standardised delivery using the adopted LMS is both supported and
preferred. A formal institutionalised system for online courses can potentially stifle academic
creativity, but the practicalities of using multiple platforms and software programs can also lead
to problems (e.g., student access and inequality). Furthermore, using multiple platforms is also
problematic when staff are team teaching on courses with large cohorts, because they need to be
familiar with all platforms, and students must have access to all platforms.

All New Zealand universities defaulted to online teaching in the 2020 lockdown. When each
university decided to develop and teach online courses, some aspects of quality remained directly
under the academic’s control. For example, the academic was responsible for online course
content and how it was delivered in terms of structure, rigour, staff—student interaction, student—
student interaction, and mentoring. Academics have always made these decisions for on-campus
education (Andrade et al., 2020; Sebastianelli et al., 2015), and it has been suggested that online
education simply represents another type of classroom (Fredericksen, 2017). We suggest that this
decision-making power should remain with the academic during the transition to teaching fully
online courses during the lockdown. Academics are uniquely positioned in the nexus of content
expertise and the dynamic, progressive interaction between professional knowledge and digital
teaching technologies. However, recent trends to standardise courses (e.g., to facilitate cross-
crediting courses between institutions) can undermine the autonomy of an academic. We suggest
that academics are central to course development, and further suggest that they should determine
alternative means of instruction and assessment. Therefore, an academic’s engagement with the
LMS, and their willingness to be in partnership with experts in e-learning, is pivotal to their
university’s strategic development. This was highlighted in the lockdown of 2020.

Academic staff adoption of the LMS

Adoption of the LMS by a university requires the academic to be the main “actor on the stage”
(Alshammari et al., 2016; Uziak et al., 2018), and the lockdown in March 2020 forced academics
to reconsider their use of the LMS. Simply using the LMS as a repository for course documents
and as an administrative tool to organise student grades, was particularly inadequate during the
pandemic. Academics were expected to provide live online learning opportunities, create
interactive materials that could be accessed asynchronously by a dispersed student population,
and promote student engagement. The academic’s motivation, attitude, experience, and
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innovation were likely to determine the rapid and successful transition required to fully convert
university courses to an online format.

Before lockdown, LMSs in higher education were under-used (Adzharuddin, 2013; Walker et al.,
2018; Wichadee, 2015). Many academics didn’t know how to use the LMS effectively—they
found it challenging to implement LMS tools to enhance teaching and learning in face-to-face
courses (Wichadee, 2015). The LMS tools most frequently used by academics were for making
course announcements, organising folders of course content, and administrating and managing
student grades. The predominant use of the LMS by academics was for course management and
administration rather than for transforming face-to-face courses (Walker et al., 2016;
Washington, 2019). They were likely to use the LMS as a repository for resources and materials,
and to copy course content and course settings from one course to another (Washington, 2019).
Thus, current evidence suggests that, in some areas of the higher education sector, there is a gap
between the institutional rhetoric about developments in online teaching and learning progress,
and the reality of academic practice.

Academics had mixed results when using the LMS to promote student interaction among peers—
or student interaction with academics—although these activities can afford students an
opportunity to feel connected with the culture of the institution. Other LMS tools designed to
promote faculty—student interaction—such as discussion boards and online formative assessment
with individualised feedback—have had limited use by academics (Rhode et al., 2017).
Regardless of the reasons for the under-use of the LMS in higher education, courses that had a
blended learning format had opportunities to interact with students before the pandemic.

Despite the hesitation of some staff to use any more than the basic functions of the LMS, there is
research that looks at how to use LMS features to engage students. Kim et al. (2021) found
students were engaged with several features of online learning, including active learning
examples and activities; asynchronous features that allow them to pause and reflect on content;
and additional resources in the form of readings, weblinks, and videos. Students also valued
frequent course updates by staff, and guidance through their transition to online learning.
Opportunities to engage with peers were also considered helpful for learning and support.
However, Kim et al. (2021) noted that practices such as active learning are not necessarily
equivalent in face-to-face and online formats. In online contexts, brighter students tended to
engage more. Research has noted students’ skills with synchronous instruction, which provides
peer interaction and instant feedback in the LMS and other integrated platforms (Wolf & Uribe,
2020). Asynchronous instruction allows for flexible access and makes the course resources easy
to navigate (Kim et al., 2021). Thus, prior to the pandemic, academics’ engagement and use of
the LMS for online teaching was variable—each academic could be selective about their
commitment to online, blended, and face-to-face delivery.

The switch to fully online teaching in March 2020 required a shift from using the LMS as an
administrative and content management tool to using it as an efficient teaching and learning
platform, with instructors considering educational and social purposes to be the main reason for
using the LMS (Nkonki & Ntlabathi, 2016; Stantchev et al., 2014). Even early adopters of online
platforms were likely to be challenged in these times (Lewis & Abdul-Hamid, 2006). In the 2020
lockdown, opportunities for meaningful interaction among students, and particularly between
academics and students, became crucial for both student engagement and retention. Academics
were now required to create an online learning environment with vibrant interaction between the
academic and the student as this was likely to underpin the successful transition to fully online
education. Academics were forced to reflect on their current practice by taking an honest look at
their own acceptance of, and competence with, LMS technologies. To facilitate this reflection, it
can be useful to conceptualise an academic’s acceptance and competence regarding the LMS.
Academics with varying levels of technological competence who engaged with the LMS have
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been classified into groups (Gregory & Lodge, 2015). An “expert” group spent considerable time
and effort experimenting with LMS features but sometimes required support to incorporate these
features in their teaching. A “reluctant” group, who were late adopters of LMS technologies,
were likely to use the LMS as a repository for information. A “novice” group was enthusiastic
but required significant support to enhance their technological competence. We suggest this
initial grouping could be expanded further by using a quadrant model (Figure 1) in which one
axis represents an academic’s acceptance or hesitancy to engage with LMS technologies, and the
other axis represents an academic’s level of technical competence.

LMS acceptance

“I have some good ideas of 4

what to do on the LMS, but |
don't know how to put them
into practice.”

“I am comfortable using the
LMS and know how to get
themostout of it.”

Ready and willing to accept LMS Fully embracing of LMS’s and
technologies but lacks technical competent in technical ability to
competencies to engage fully implement these technologies

Low technical competency | < » | High technical competency

Lacking technical competency and Competent with LMS technologies but
unaccepting of LMS technology unwilling or reticent to adopt them
into current teaching

“V'm totally able to use the
Junctions in the LMS, but I'd
rather interact with the
students personally
wherever poss ble.”

“| delibera tely dont learn
new technologies — I rely on
someoneelse to do it.”

v

LMS hesitancy

Figure 1 A quadrant model of academics’ acceptance of LMS technologies and technical competence with
these systems

In Fig. 1 we have included hypothetical comments from academics who could be in each
quadrant. For example, an academic who is a reluctant user of the LMS might have little
competence with technology and might consider the LMS to be intruding into their professional
practice. Alternatively, an academic who is competent with technology and comfortable
exploring the functionalities of the LMS, might consider these capabilities to be complementary
to their role as an academic. Technical incompetence should be addressed with appropriate
professional development, because it is incumbent on universities to provide appropriate training
in the technologies embedded in the LMS. The need for this professional development was acute
in the early part of the 2020 lockdown, and most universities placed considerable emphasis on
the need for academics to engage with this support. In this support, the university should provide
suitable instruction on how to use their LMS and clearly demonstrate how to integrate LMS
features in a course, whether this is supporting face-to-face delivery, fully online delivery, or an
asynchronous blended approach. If this training is effective, technological challenges can be
minimised (Ziraba et al., 2020). However, we accept that there are instances where academics
believe their current pedagogical practices are sound and would not be further enhanced by using
technology. We also agree that providing professional development in the use of technology is
unlikely to affect these beliefs. However, if hesitancy is not based on sound pedagogical choice it
is possible that an intermediate step will convince the reluctant academic of the benefits of
engaging with digital technologies to enhance the student experience. One example is offering
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consultation sessions with peers and/or with LMS champions who have successfully integrated
digital technology into their course delivery. This would enable hesitant staff to ask questions
and explore their relevant beliefs and wider cultural protocols when considering the role of

digital technologies in their teaching.

In addition to institutional support, our model acknowledges that technical competence can be
accompanied by an unwillingness to apply the technologies to teaching practices (LMS
reluctance), particularly in institutions that don’t have a strong history of distance learning as
central practice. This was the case in our institution, where early adopters of technology achieved
greater use of LMS functions and supplementary tools to explore digital technology in
pedagogical practice. Also, staff relied on early adopters to develop and maintain the digital
components of a course, which removed the need for all staff to engage with digital technologies
beyond the basics. We propose that it is incumbent on academic staff to stay up to date with
digital tools and technology-assisted learning applications, and to understand how these
applications can best contribute to student learning (Lenert & Janes, 2017). Regular reflection by
academic staff, combined with institutional course auditing, can encourage academic staff to
engage with professional development opportunities to ensure their courses meet appropriate
institutional standards. Institutions and academics can work together to develop standards that
enable people to identify which stage of development they are at, and where they need further
development. We propose a quadrant model that uses the dimensions of skill level and frequency

of appropriate use (Fig. 2).

High skill level

“I know what it can do,
but don’t have time to
put it into practice.”

3

Sound knowledge of interactive
affordances but not applied in
courses

Interactive affordances are used
frequently and appropriately in
courses

Low frequency of

“lam up to date with
what the LMS can do,
and | use it all the
time.”

appropriate skill
implementation

High frequency of
appropriate skill
implementation

Low level of knowledge of
affordances and little to no use
of them in courses

Interactive affordances used
frequently in courses but reliant
on others with a higher skill
level

“l just store course
materials there for
students to access.”

y

Low skill level

“I like to use the LMS as
much as possible but |
need the support of
others to do it.”

Figure 2 A quadrant model of academics’ skill level in LMS technologies, and the frequency of

appropriate implementation of these skills

By using the skill level and appropriate frequency model in specific institutional contexts,
educators can agree on the level of skills required to meet the requirements for high skills. For
example, decisions can be made as to whether the required skills include teaching- and learning-
related functions (such as providing interactive sessions), or whether they need to include
administrative functions (such as operating grade centres), or whether administrative skills would
be the responsibility of online learning support staff. Along the dimension of appropriate use of
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skills, agreement can be reached on which affordances offer real learning potential and
experiences (in consultation with evidence-based research) and which affordances theoretically
promise learning but are impractical or ineffective. Therefore, this model offers a basis on which
skills can be defined, developed, and recognised in higher education.

The pandemic-induced lockdown and rapid adoption of online teaching has highlighted the
importance of academic professional development for up-skilling staff in using the LMS. This
remains important because online courses are being released at a faster rate than faculty are being
trained to deliver quality education in the digital age (Lenert & Janes, 2017). Providing
appropriate professional development may address scepticism about the effectiveness of online
teaching and reduce the anxiety of those who lack confidence in their skills to teach online.
Establishing faculty-wide learning communities has been shown to improve staff engagement
with online platforms (Haresnape et al., 2020) and this led to improved educational outcomes for
learners (Hollowell et al., 2017). Institutional initiatives to formalise professional development in
LMS proficiency have also been effective (Harkness, 2015). Considering our quadrant model of
LMS acceptance/hesitancy and levels of competence, we propose a framework of levels of LMS
proficiency that formalises the professional development of staff involved in online teaching.
Furthermore, we propose that professional development for using the LMS is an ongoing element
of academic culture—from initial conversations through to development of advanced skills and
reflective practices. This continuum is shown in Table 1, where we refer to a “pre-proficiency”
level that addresses the need to engage with hesitant adopters, moving through to an expert level
of proficiency. In this framework, we suggest that the “proficient” level is the minimum level of
achievement required for staff who are both teaching online and developing courses with an
online component. We also suggest that most academics involved in online teaching should aim
to achieve the “advanced” level of proficiency. In our experience, early adopters of the LMS, and
faculty LMS “champions”, are now at the advanced level and can mentor others at lower levels
of proficiency. The framework considers those at the level of “expert” proficiency include
software developers who can modify the functionality of the LMS to integrate it with other
platforms, and staff who have formal responsibility to instruct others in using the LMS. It’s
possible that those at the expert level are not involved directly in online teaching but are
employed in academic support roles.

Although it could be argued that the professional development proposed in Table 1 is difficult to
schedule into an already precarious work/life balance, we argue that responsible autonomy
necessitates the need for all relevant staff to become proficient in the use of their LMS.
Institutions also have a responsibility to factor this training into workload time allowances.
Furthermore, we argue that this responsibility should be shared equally in teaching teams to
maintain flexibility during periods of staff absence and to ensure equality of duties.
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Table 1 A suggested framework for formalising professional development of proficiency with

an LMS

Level

Abilities and attitudes

Duties and culture

Pre-proficient

Can perform some functions in the LMS

Recognises the value of the LMS and is
willing to learn about it

May be hesitant to use the LMS

Seeks training opportunities or has
discussions about hesitancy

Collegial willingness to engage with
mentors

Proficient Can perform all basic functions required to Uses the LMS for course teaching and
run a course leading
Has some confidence in using the LMS Takes responsibility for own

proficiency

Advanced Can perform advanced administrative Responsible for mentoring others;
functions and uses specialised features ensures team members are proficient
Is confident in using and teaching with the Point of call for basic trouble-
LMS shooting
Develops awareness of students’
experience with LMS

Expert Complete understanding of LMS software Learning designer who trains others

and functions

Very confident in using the LMS to a
professional and specialist level

formally in workshops

Provides support and integration with
learning needs of course teams

The framework highlights the supportive culture required to help academics to achieve a level of
proficiency that is appropriate for their online teaching if using the LMS is a sound pedagogical
choice. The framework does not explicitly require considering the student experience while
attaining initial proficiency with the LMS; however, we suggest that institutions continually
monitor the student experience to remain informed about interactions between students and
academics in all types of course delivery (online, blended, and face to face), and understand the
role of the LMS in fostering student engagement with learning opportunities. As proficiency
increases, the academic can reflect on the student experience and gain valuable insight into the
current use of an LMS, and then feed this back into the framework for professional development.
Educators need to be aware of the student experience and behaviour with online pedagogies, how
an understanding of the LMS and knowledge of other tools needs to match requirements to
provide what works—and how to explore new possibilities for engaged and effective learning.
For example: Which pedagogies can be effectively scaled up to large cohorts—and which can’t?
Academics also need to pay particular attention to developing an online pedagogy of care to
promote student engagement and a sense of connection (Burke & Larmar, 2021).

Academics require ongoing professional development and support to be successful (and remain
successful) in their online teaching (Martin et al., 2019; Schmidt et al., 2016). Professional
development increases the likelihood that they will pursue online course delivery after the
pandemic, and it may address concerns and misconceptions held by some academics about online
teaching at university. It is incumbent on the university to support and empower academics in
this central role to develop their online teaching skills. In addition, the academic should
demonstrate a responsible autonomy in which they acquire technical competence, remain guided
by both discipline-specific evidence and generic evidence-based pedagogies using online tools,
and maintain awareness of the student experience. The drive to digitalise higher education seems
to be a global phenomenon (Saari & Santti, 2018) and academics should be convinced of the
necessity of this digitalisation and thus implement it willingly. The 2020 lockdown presented
challenges and opportunities to academics regarding their engagement with the LMS and online
teaching—we suggest that the central role of the academic is critical to successfully
implementing the on-line teaching ambitions of New Zealand universities post-pandemic.
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