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This paper reports on the first stage of a phased approach to the development of an intervention 
which aims to support adult literacy educators in developing e-learning for their learners. The 
intervention is being implemented within an online environment created using Moodle, and 
studied using a design based research methodology. This initial iteration of the intervention was 
designed to encourage the members of the extant community of adult literacy educators to develop 
an online community, and to engage with the online environment. Engagement was encouraged 
though the facilitation of communications within this physically spread community, and the 
provision of online access to their community resources. Simplicity, relevance and connection 
were the elements found to be central to participant engagement within this first phase of the 
intervention.  
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Introduction 
 
An intervention to support the vital work of adult literacy educators, by enabling them to incorporate e-learning 
for their learners, is being developed using the learning management system Moodle. Its phased implementation 
will allow the environment to develop alongside the growing skills of those within the community it supports. A 
study of the intervention is being undertaken using a design based research approach, similar to the Integrative 
Learning Design Framework model proposed by Bannan-Ritland (2003), which allows for its collaborative 
development and widening scope. The phases of implementation will take place within the iterative cycles of 
design, use, evaluation and redesign of the study. Two theories underpin this intervention; the situated learning 
theory of Legitimate Peripheral Participation developed by Lave and Wenger (1991) and the Learning/Adoption 
Trajectory of Sherry, Billig, Tavalin and Gibson (2000).  Using a combination of these theories, to investigate 
how an online environment for adult literacy educators can support the development of e-learning for their 
learners, this research aims to develop a self sustaining model of professional development and relevant design 
principles.  
 
This first phase of the intervention focused on supporting the development of an online community for the 
geographically spread members of an Adult Literacy Education Centre (ALEC), and their engagement within 
the Moodle environment. Future phases aim to develop the environment to encompass the provision of e-
learning for their clients, alongside this community area, in such a way that an online community of practice 
develops. The ALEC at this time had a staff of twenty. The participants in this first phase of study consisted of 
the manager of the centre, the office administrator, and seventeen tutors working in three different types of 
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location. Tutors whose work was µDW�EDVH¶��HDFK�taught one class in a set classroom.  µCRPPXQLW\¶�WXWRUs taught 
small groups of clients in locations provided by community organiVDWLRQV��µ:RUNSODFH¶�WXWRUs taught individuals 
or small groups of clients in locations provided by workplaces. Community and workplace tutors may have 
taught several groups in several different locations each week. A small group of tutors worked at the ALEC base 
developing resources for use by other organisations. 7KH�VWDII¶V�Lnitial engagement within the environment was 
encouraged though the facilitation of communications within this organisation, and the provision of online 
access to community resources. Simplicity, relevance and connection were the elements of the design and use of 
the intervention found to be central to engaging the ALEC staff with their range of needs and skills.  
  

Simplicity 
 
,QWHUYLHZV��VLWH�GDWD�DQDO\VLV��DQG�WKH�GHVLJQHU¶V�narrative journal indicated that several design choices had 
VLPSOLILHG�WKH�SDUWLFLSDQWV¶�LQWURGXFWLRQ�WR�WKH�HQYLURQPHQW��$FFHss to the Moodle site was given to staff only, 
so that they could focus on collegial interaction and collaboration within this new environment. The less 
FRPSOH[�µVWXGHQW¶�OHYHO�of access to the site was given to the majority of tutors, to help them engage within the 
site more easily. 7KH�GHVLJQHU¶V�QDUUDWLYH�LQGLFDWHG�WKDW�WKLV�ZDV�GRQH�WR�HQFRXUDJH�WKH�WXWRUV�WR�DFWLYHO\�WDNH�
part iQ�WKH�VLWH�ZLWKRXW�EHLQJ�FRQFHUQHG�DERXW�µEUHDNLQJ¶�LW��RU�KDYLQJ�WR�OHDUQ�WRR�PXFK�EHIRUH�LW�ZDV�SRVVLEOH�
for them to participate. Tutors were able to view and download material made available to them, and contribute 
through forum posts and replies, but they could not make any changes to the site or upload content except within 
forums.  The manager, office administrator, and four tutors who had added leadership responsibilities within the 
organisation, were given greater levels of access to allow them to take up their responsibilities within the online 
environment. 
 
The simplicity of the design and navigation of the Moodle elements which were combined to create this 
environment, were successful in engaging the participants.  Preece (2001) tells us that the ³XVDELOLW\´�RI�D�VLWH�LV�
largely dependant on the ease with which its users can find what they are looking for. The designer was very 
conscious of the need for participants to be able to easily navigate the site, and to be able to find the content they 
required. Keeping the environment simple accomplished this. As a WXWRU�FRPPHQWHG��³,W¶V�VR�XVHIXO��DQG�D�
VLPSOH�GHVLJQ��WKDW�LW¶V�D�SOHDVXUH�WR�XVH´�(Participant G). 
 
7KH�$/(&�0RRGOH�VLWH�RSHQV�ZLWK�D�SODLQ�ORJLQ�µ:HOFRPH¶�SDJH�IURP�ZKLFK�PHPEHUV�FDQ�DFFHVV�Dll areas in 
which they are enrolled, IURP�D�OLVW�RQ�WKH�OHIW��$OO�VWDII�ZHUH�HQUROOHG�LQ�ZKDW�ZDV�FDOOHG�WKH�µ7XWRUV�2QO\¶�
space, which was to become the central point for staff in the Moodle site. The design of the Tutors Only space 
was kept as simple as SRVVLEOH��,W�FRQVLVWHG�RI�WKUHH�DUHDV��WKH�µ0DLQ�3DJH¶��WKH�µ5HVRXUFHV¶��DQG�WKH�µ+RZ�WR«¶�
DUHDV���(DFK�RI�WKHVH�DUHDV�ZDV�FUHDWHG�XVLQJ�D�0RRGOH�µFRXUVH¶�DQG�the designer provided consistent navigation 
between them at the top left of each area, to link them as one space.  
 
1DYLJDWLRQ��RQH�RI��3UHHFH¶V�(2001) four design criteria for usability, was developed in this space to provide the 
clarity and simplicity most valued by participants. The collaborative nature of this design based research 
DOORZHG�WKH�LQFRUSRUDWLRQ�RI�WXWRUV¶�VXJJHVWLRQV�IRU�LPSUovement, which highlighted their preferences for 
organisation in this space. ³,�WKLQN�IRU�PH�LW
V�MXVW�WKDW�VHQVH�RI�FOHDQ�DQG�UHDOO\�VLPSOH�ZLWK�ORWV�RI�WUDQVSDUHQF\�
«�DQG�HDV\�WR�IROORZ��DQG�,�WKLQN�WKH�IRXQGDWLRQV�RI�WKDW�DUH�WKHUH��,�VXSSRVH�DW�WKH�HQG�RI�WKH�GD\�LW¶V�MXVW�EHLQJ�
able to have those desigQDWHG�DUHDV�ZHOO�PDUNHG´�(Participant B).  The changes made to the Main Page, 
following consultation with staff, were typical. This area was created with supporting textual instructions and an 
additional form of navigation, to aid new users. While initially this worked well, after a few months of use tutors 
felt that it cluttered the area, and they preferred the simplicity of the one form of navigation without the textual 
support.  
 
One of the most crucial elements in participant engagement was the support to enable tutors to engage. One-to-
one sessions and small group training were the preferred methods of face to face training, over larger group 
sessions, for both designer and participants. ³We just need training, as far as I'm concerned, and not in a huge 
group´�(Participant F). The designer noted that tutors using their own computers simplified the training process 
by focusing the learning on the site, rather than the equipment.  
 
Sahin and Thompson (2007) found, in their study of technology adoption, that ³there is a need to provide high 
quality resources for faculty to learn about technology in a self-GLUHFWHG�HQYLURQPHQW´��S�������6XSSRUWLQJ�
resources, such as documentation on how to use the site and its tools, were provLGHG�ZLWKLQ�WKH�µ+RZ�WR«¶ area 
of the Tutors Only space. This area provided easily accessible just-in-time support for tutors who wanted, or 
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needed, to learn to use the site on their own. The support documentation was carefully structured in steps with 
accompanying graphics of the site itself. These documents, with their strong graphic element, were found to be 
very helpful by participants, especially the administrator who needed the broadest understanding of the site to 
support both her own use, and that of tutors who sought help from her. 
 

I learn by steps so I find your printouts really good. I can do anything as long as I have your 
SULQWRXWV�RQ�KRZ�WR�GR�WKLQJV«�,�NQRZ�WKDW�D�ORW�RI�WKH�RWKHU�WXWRUV��WKDW�GRQ¶W�XVH�FRPSXWers a 
ORW��GR�DV�ZHOO��%HFDXVH�LW¶V�VR�PXFK�HDVLHU�WR�µVHH¶�DQG�µGR¶�WKDQ�LW�LV�WR�OLVWHQ�IRU�RQFH�DQG�WU\�WR�
remember. (Participant S) 

 

µ7XWRUV�2QO\¶ was designed as a functional work space. As such the designer gave it a clean, business-like 
format, with very few distractions. Through the interviews it became clear that the functionality of a simple 
design should be provided without making the site too plain. Preece (2001) includes an aesthetically pleasing 
design as one of the user satisfaction determinants of information design, and aesthetics were important to these 
participants too. For some staff the initial design was too plain and this proved counter-SURGXFWLYH��³,I�I have too 
PXFK�ZKLWH�VSDFH�DQG�MXVW�ZRUGV��,�WHQG�WR�MXVW�VZLWFK�RII�D�ELW´�(Participant A). A number of staff members 
VKRZHG�D�PDUNHG�SUHIHUHQFH�IRU�D�OLYHOLHU�VSDFH��³:H�VKRXOG�PDNH�LW�PRUH�FRORXUIXO - WKDW�HQFRXUDJHV�PH´�
(Participant E)��³>,W�ZRXOG�EH�JRRG�WR�KDYH@�PRUH�LPDJHV�RQ�LW�VR�WKDW�LW
V�DQ�H[FLWLQJ�SODFH�WR�ORRN�DW´�
(Participant M). 
 

Relevance  
 
Koch and Fusco (2008), IURP�WKHLU�ZRUN�HQFRXUDJLQJ�RQOLQH�FRPPXQLW\�GHYHORSPHQW�ZLWKLQ�µ7DSSHG�,Q¶��WHOO�
XV�WKDW�³JHWWLQJ�VWDUWHG�LQYROYHV�WUDQVODWLQJ�DFWLYLWLHV�Uegularly conducted face-to-face into a form that works 
ZHOO�RQOLQH�DQG�VHUYHV�D�SXUSRVH´ (p.10).  Staff commented that having the weekly newsletter, and the forms and 
templates vital to the record keeping of the organisation available online, was very helpful for administration, 
and allowed them to be more self sufficient. ³-XVW�NQRZLQJ�WKDW�WKHUH�LV�D�FHQWUDO�UHSRVLWRUy of current Unit 
Standards, and all forms that go with them, and I can just download them and print them, that's the shining thing 
IRU�PH´�(Participant B)��³,�FDQ�JR�RQOLQH�WR�0RRGOH�DQG�NQRZ�WKDW�ZKDW¶V�WKHUH�LV�WKH�ULJKW�YHUVLRQ��WKH�ULJKW�
WKLQJ�WR�XVH��>,�FDQ@�GRZQORDG�LW�DQG�XVH�LW�FRQILGHQWO\��VR�LW¶V�EHHQ�PDVVLYHO\�XVHIXO�LQ�WKDW�VHQVH´�(Participant 
G). Having the documentation and resoXUFHV�UHOHYDQW�WR�WKH�WXWRUV¶�SUDFWLFH�HDVLO\�DYDLODEOH�LQ�WKLV�RQOLQH�
environment, not only encouraged engagement, but was seen as an advantage over the previous paper-based 
system, even by those who were initially reluctant to use it.  This enthusiasm was however tempered with an 
awareness that the people responsible for keeping the resources up to date needed to be accurate in their work. 
 
:KLOH�WKH�DYDLODELOLW\�RI�UHVRXUFHV�ZDV�VHHQ�DV�RQH�RI�WKH�VLWH¶V�PRVW�SRVLWLYH�FRQWULEXWLRQV��WKH�UHOHYDQFH�RI�WKH�
resources was at times a matter for concern. For those tutors considering adding resources to the site, the biggest 
challenge ZDV��³ILQGLQJ�RXW�ZKDW¶V�UHOHYDQW�WR�RWKHU�SHRSOH´�(Participant N).  Concerns were expressed by 
tutors, that the resources they add may not be relevant in the future, or seen as relevant by others, particularly 
when they considered the wide variety of teaching content and FRQWH[WV�DPRQJVW�WKH�VWDII���³7KHUH
V�QRW�D�ORW�RI�
WKLQJV�WKDW�ZH�FDQ�SXW�XS�WKDW�DUH�JHQHULF�IRU�HYHU\RQH´�(Participant Y). This highlighted the importance of 
clear, simple organisation within the resource area of the site, which enabled relevant resources to be added in 
an easily accessible way. 
 
Tutors have appreciated the ability the site gave them to share both information and opinions. Information was 
shared in the form of resources and suggestions of practical teaching methods, and opinions were shared in the 
form of encouragement and dialogue as well as constructive discussion of the issues they face.  Tutors 
commented on the ability they now had to broaden their teaching practice by accessing resources and teaching 
strategies used by tutors from other parts of the organisation, and the recorded activity within the Moodle site 
shows this shared access. They also recognised the ability these shared resources have to provide new tutors 
ZLWK�DSSURSULDWH��XVHIXO�UHVRXUFHV��³,�WKLQN�LW¶V�D�JRRG�SODFH�IRU�QHZ�WXWRUV�WR�EH�DEOH�WR�ORRN�DW�WKLQJV�DQG�VD\��
µ:HOO��VRPHERG\¶V�SXW�LW�RQ�WKHUH�>7XWRUV�2QO\@��REYLRXVO\�WKH\�ILQG�LW�XVHIXO�¶´�(Participant O). 
 
Not all tutors saw the site as something which was UHOHYDQW�WR�WKHLU�ZRUN��³I'll use something that is relevant to 
PH�DQG�LV�XVHIXO��DQG�,�KDYHQ
W�TXLWH�VHHQ�WKH�UHOHYDQFH�\HW´�(Participant N). Tutors, who did use the site 
regularly, commented that other tutors would increase their use of the site once they could see its benefits. They 
suggested that the site itself could be used to encourage further use. $V�RQH�WXWRU�SXW�LW��³2QFH�WKH\�DUH�>XVLQJ�LW�
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PRUH@�WKHUH¶OO�EH�PRUH�VWXII�WKHUH�DQG�WKHUH¶OO�EH�PRUH�UHDVRQ�WR�JR�RQ�DQG�LW�ZLOO�EHFRPH�PRUH�RI�ZKDW�LW
V�
PHDQW�WR�EHFRPH��,W
V�D�VRUW�RI�FKLFNHQ�DQG�HJJ�VLWXDWLRQ´�(Participant K). The relevance of the forums seemed 
to have been clearer to tutors and the choice to become actively involved, easier to make. ³,¶OO�EURZVH�WKH�QHZV��
OLNH�WKH�VWDIIURRP��EXW�,�XVXDOO\�JR�LQWR�LW�EHFDXVH�,�ZDQW�ZRUN�UHODWHG��QRW�SHUVRQDO�« :KDW¶V�LQ�WKH�QHZVOHWWHU" 
WKDW¶V�KDSSHQLQJ�LQ�WKH�UHVRXUFH�VLte? AQG�WKHQ�,¶P�LQ�DQG�RXW´�(Participant A). 
 
$�GHVLJQ�GHFLVLRQ�PDGH�WR�HQFRXUDJH�µVRFLDELOLW\¶��3UHHFH��������ZDV�WR�IRUFH�SDUWLFLSDQW�µVXEVFULSWLRQ¶�WR�DOO�
forums. This meant that a copy of all forum posts was emailed to all staff. The designHU�PDGH�WKLV�FKRLFH�³WR�
encourage people by letting them sHH�ZKDW�LV�KDSSHQLQJ�LQ�WKH�IRUXPV´��'HVLJQ�1DUUDWLYH���������� while the 
community was being established. Many tutors have found that having the forum posts emailed to them meant 
they could easily ignore items which hold little relevance for them.   
 

[The email] is really helpful, because that reminds you that there is a space and you know what 
SHRSOH�DUH�WKLQNLQJ��$QG�\RX�FDQ�VRUW�RI�IROORZ�XS�ZLWK�WKDW��$QG�\RX�FDQ�WKLQN�µ:HOO�WKDW¶V�
UHOHYDQW�WR�PH¶��DQG�\HV��,¶OO�JR�DQG�SHUKDSV�ILUH�RII�DQ�HPDLO�RU�JR�Rn there and go and check 
Moodle (Participant C).  
 

These forum emails helped tutors to both be aware of what was happening within the community, and feel 
connected to it, without them having to remember to login and check recent activity. The emails also provided 
an easy electronic link to the site.  
 

 I think the fact that we were notified of anything that went on there through email was a really 
JRRG�UHPLQGHU�IRU�PH�WR�JR�EDFN�LQ�WR�LW�«�1RZ�HYHU\�WLPH�,�JHW�DQ�HPDLO�QRWLILFDWLRQ�,�JR�µ2h, 
WKDW¶V�JUHDW¶�Dnd you go back onto the Moodle site (Participant A). 

 
 
Connection 
 
Through their engagement in WKH�µ7XWRUV�2QO\¶ area tutors felt a growing awareness of each other in this 
widespread organisation. The potential the site has for helping them to grow closer as a community was 
recognised by staff. $W�WKH�PDQDJHU¶V�UHTXHVW�D�VHFWLRQ on the µ0DLQ�3DJH¶�ZDV�set aside to highlight 
achievement by staff and their clients. Tutors suggested using the site to help them learn more about each other 
and their roles within the community through the addition of staff details such as who they teach, what they 
teach, and their contact details.  The connectivity available through the site also helped to improve face to face 
H[SHULHQFHV�ZLWKLQ�WKH�ZLGHU�FRPPXQLW\��$V�RQH�WXWRU�H[SODLQHG��³LI�\RX¶YH�KDG�D�IHZ�RQOLQH�FRQYHUVDWLRQV��RU�
even dropped in a little on online conversations of these people then when you see them again you feel a little 
ELW�PRUH�FRQQHFWHG��\RX�NQRZ��D�OLWWOH�ELW�PRUH�FRPIRUWDEOH�DURXQG�WKHP´�(Participant G). 
 
During this phase of the research µ7XWRUV�2QO\¶ was also seen as a way of drawing the individuals in the 
community together and keeping them connected. Many tutors appreciated having this new ability to easily keep 
XS�ZLWK�HYHQWV�DQG�LQIRUPDWLRQ���³.HHSLQJ�PH�LQ�WRXFK�UHDOO\«.,W�SUREDEO\�ZRXOGQ¶W�KDYH�KDSSHQHG�EHIRUH´�
(Participant C). ³,W�MXVW�SXWV�\RXU�ILQJHU�RQ�WKH�SXOVH�UHDOO\��RI�ZKDW
V�JRLQJ�RQ´�(Participant T). ³%HLQJ�DEOH�WR�
tune in to the buzz of people communicating through Moodle is quite fun, and quite informative, so it adds to 
my sense of cRPPXQLFDWLRQ�ZLWK�SHRSOH�,�GRQ¶W�VHH´�(Participant G). 
 
Enabling better connections between the tutors by facilitating more open communication was an important step 
in increasing engagement and aiding the development of a community within the environment. Network 
diagrams of the forum discussions have shown that the connections during this phase of the research are very 
much centred on the manager, and highlight the importance of engaging organisational leadership in developing 
this online community. The manager appreciated the ability the site gave to communicate openly with staff 
EHFDXVH�LW�ZDV�³D�PRUH�SXEOLF�IRUXP�IRU�SHRSOH�WR�VHH�HDFK�RWKHUV¶�LGHDV�DQG�EHFRPH�PRUH�RI�D�JURXS�WKDW�ZD\´�
(Participant M). The three parts of the organisation did not often work together, which made it difficult for them 
to feel as though they were RQH�FRPPXQLW\��³:H�ZHUH�RYHUGXH�IRU�VRPHWKLQJ�WR�SXOO�XV�DOO�EDFN�ZLWK�VRPHWKLQJ�
FHQWUDO�DV�D�IRFXV��:H�KDYH�EHHQ�GHVSHUDWH�IRU�VRPHWKLQJ�IRU�D�ORQJ�WLPH´�(Participant O). µ7XWRUV�2QO\¶ has 
EHHQ�UHFRJQLVHG�DV�KDYLQJ�WKH�SRWHQWLDO�WR�SURYLGH�WKLV��³>,W¶V@ bringing more communication between the 
µcommunity¶, the µDW�EDVH¶�and the µworkplace¶�>WXWRUV@��«�(YHU\RQH�VRUW�RI�GLG�WKHLU�RZQ�WKLQJ�«�EXW�QRZ�LW¶V�
FRPH�WRJHWKHU´�(Participant S).  
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Future Directions 

Koch and Fusco (2008) state that, ³Demonstrating the immediate value of an online [Community of Practice] 
CoP is crucial: the majority of people will not spend time now if a CoP only has future YDOXH´��S�����The site 
activity logs and statistics showed a gradual increase in activity within the site and a growing level of 
engagement by staff in both its use and its development during this phase of the research. However, while the 
amount of activity within the site continues to increase, it appears unlikely that the depth of participant 
engagement will develop much further until the intervention becomes more relevant to their practice. As the 
intervention progresses to the next phase of its development, and some tutors move into the Learning/ Adoption 
Trajectory stage of Teacher as Adopter (Sherry, Billig, Tavalin, & Gibson, 2000) the Moodle site will 
incorporate the provision of e-learning for their adult literacy clients, and should become more relevant. As a 
WXWRU�FRPPHQWHG��³,I�WKHUH�ZDV�VRPH�ZD\�WKDW�RXU�OHDUQHrs could use the space, I could see heaps of use for it, 
EXW�«�LW¶V�QRW�WKHUH´�(Participant Y). In the next phase of the intervention it will be. 
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