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Why are Virtual Learning Environments a significant development for academic libraries?   …and how should we deal with them?

There can hardly be a self-respecting university that isn’t currently implementing a Virtual Learning Environment (VLE), or at least corporately thinking about it.  Well, actually 81% of UK HE institutions responding to a UCISA survey [Jenkins] in March 2001 were (some were using three or four different VLEs!); but interestingly, the word “library” does not appear once in the preliminary report of this study.

In most UK universities, even those with a high degree of integration between library and IT facility functions, use of the VLE by academic staff is supported by staff, or a department, separate from the library.  It is viewed as a teaching tool or resource, in much the same way as whiteboards and audio-visual equipment.

From the above, you might conclude that HE librarians don’t need to care about VLEs…  and stop reading here.  If, however, you have nothing better to do…

World domination?

Perhaps the most important reason of all for university librarians to pay attention to VLE developments, is that (some) proponents and commercial vendors of VLEs are predicting a future for universities in which the VLE can act as the ‘interface to everything’  - including the library catalogue and management system!  For example, WebCT (currently the single most ‘popular’ VLE product) promises that their forthcoming “Connected Learning Solution” will be:

…a product suite that integrates all campus technologies, enables colleges and universities to enhanced teaching and learning models. The Connected  Learning Solution provides access to personalized, online courses and other e-learning resources, administrative services, community, and communication tools. Plus, academic, administrative and communications services for traditional and non-traditional learners...any time, any place. It’s a scalable and standards-based solution that facilitates growth and extensibility while helping institutions remain competitive today and into the future. [WebCT]
Even if these promises are never fully delivered, there will be some tidy-minded pro-vice chancellor out there who spots an opportunity for cost-savings through a bit of “joined-up IT thinking”…

There is, however, some rationale in aspiring to integrate all of the information systems and resources relevant to a student (or researcher), and therefore to all of us who are here to support the environment in which study and research can happen.  

VLEs, MLEs, TLAs…

This takes us beyond systems that have previously been classified as VLEs, into a new territory of the Managed Learning Environment (MLE).  Apart from opening up the possibilities for a whole new range of Three Letter Acronyms (TLAs), there is considerable scope for debate about what constitutes a VLE, a MLE, and the boundaries between them.  Helpfully, the JISC have provided a set of definitions [JISC] which (as they pay me) I will treat as unarguable.  Nicole Harris [Harris] has also produced a recent and concise explanation of the (many possible) definitions of a VLE, a MLE, the differences between them, and some of the issues they raise for institutions in general, and I won’t attempt to re-cover the same ground.  

Of course, this ‘universal portal’ approach cuts two (or more) ways.  The library systems vendors aren’t going to take this lying down!  Most of them having got a foot into the learning resources door many years ago, with facilities for course-related reading lists integrated with their catalogue and lending management data, can see a clear path towards establishing their systems as the ‘interface to everything’.  And then there are the sellers of academic management information systems for timetabling and student records…

A significant number of universities (including LSE, Edinburgh and De Montfort; all partners in the ANGEL Project, together with South Bank, Sheffield Hallam and the EDINA National Data Service) have independently decided on similar objectives to create single institutional Web portals as a way of integrating access to all relevant information systems, but are doing so in a more neutral way by developing in-house.  Although this may avoid such  risks of dominance by one IT supplier, there are still distinct possibilities for inter-departmental civil war, over “whose data” it really is.

On the side of the angels

The JISC ANGEL (Authenticated, Networked, Guided Environment for Learning) Project [ANGEL] started out with broad aims to develop models for integration between VLEs and information resources managed by academic libraries.  Initially our planned approach was to develop a Web-portal ‘interface to everything’ (ItE), but our direct experience (and not just scepticism about the claims of commercial software companies) has led us away from this approach for two reasons:

a) All users don’t want the same interface  - and there are good reasons why a library management system (or a VLE, or a timetabling system) is well-designed for its’ purpose, but not so good for others.

b) We (the ANGEL Project, producing free software for use by HE and FE institutions) would be ‘competing’ with the marketing efforts of all the vendors, and the in-house teams in our own institutions.

What we did identify in our initial consultations with a range of potential academic users (and extensive liaison with related projects investigating this area of requirements, such as INSPIRAL [Currier]), was that learners, teachers and researchers in HE do want more seamless integration between the VLE they may be using (some of the time), and library resources for which metadata is managed within library systems.  Conversely, they also want to be able to treat the resources compiled specifically for use in a VLE as a managed library, catalogued and searchable to the extent that they’ve come to expect of other materials in the university library  - perhaps by accessing them via the library catalogue interface, in parallel with the resources already described there. 

There were also expectations that access to resources should be as simple as possible (the “one-click goal”), without multiple challenges for name-and-password, particularly for users working from off-campus.  But academic staff also wanted assurances that their intellectual property (in the learning materials they had created) would be adequately secure;  and, of course, library staff were concerned about compliance with the licence conditions of electronic content accessed via VLEs or other portals not managed by the library.

We decided that our solution to these dilemmas was to create ANGEL as ‘middleware’  - an invisible agent between the user interface of choice at the time, and whatever system actually held the information.  A sort of ‘universal connector’ that would be a more cost-effective tool in the long-term, than specifically engineered  interfaces for each functional connection, between any two of the systems or data-stores concerned.  ANGEL would also provide a single database where an institution could maintain descriptions of where and how all these information resources were stored.  More details about the objectives of the ANGEL Project can be found in previous publications [Paschoud(2)], and information about the current work of the Project is on the ANGEL website [ANGEL].  

What do users do in a VLE?

A simple way of looking at the essential purpose and function of a VLE is through the experience of its’ two main intended types of user: the ‘teacher’ (whoever is tasked with presenting course material) and the learner.  

The teacher constructs a ‘virtual course’ by assembling a collection of appropriate information resources.  Some of these may have been produced specifically for the purpose of the course (lecture notes, slides or video, for example).  Other resources included may be references to relevant textbooks, articles, and other material not produced specifically for the course  - but typically held or managed by the institutional library.  In addition, most teachers will expect the VLE to allow them to impose a pedagogical path on the progress of the learner through the course  - but not necessarily a single, straight path;  and for learners in HE, teachers may deliberately wish to foster research skills by encouraging some degree of ‘straying’ from the defined path of the course.  (Many current VLE products are not good at allowing choices of pedagogical model, nor at providing learners with such flexibility).

The learner, ideally, follows the path set by the teacher, with as few technical obstacles as possible to interrupt the magical process of learning.

Problems for the ‘techies’

This raises a number of problems that stand in the way of providing end-users (both teachers and learners) with better integration, without forcing them to use a single (or any specific) portal.  Three specific problem areas have been highlighted by users, which are by now familiar to those of us working on e-library development:

· Resolving the differences between how ‘open’ library resources, and ‘directed’ (or purpose-specific) learning resources are described by different sorts of metadata.

· The “appropriate copy problem”

· The “yet another password” syndrome

Resources produced for a specific course will tend to be more ‘directed’, and described (if at all) by metadata about their purpose rather than their subject.  A set of emerging standards for ‘Content Packaging’ [IMS], to which major VLE vendors have promised to conform, will help.  But there will remain a significant job of mapping between these and the content description standards like MARC and Resource Description Framework, that are already in wide use for resources more traditionally managed by libraries.  There will also be a significant role for academic libraries in using these tools, when they’re available, to add ‘open’ descriptions to ‘directed’ material, potentially enabling it to be re-used in different courses, for different purposes.

The “appropriate copy problem” [DOI] is essentially about how a library system should ‘decide’ to which of several available instances of a resource (such as a journal article) a user should be directed.  Most “appropriate” may be determined by factors such as accessibility and cost (to the end user or to the library service), and the license conditions agreed between library and the publishers of e-resources.  In a hybrid library, the appropriate copy in some circumstances may be the printed resource on the shelves.

Authentication, authorisation and other issues around the management of ‘who can access what, from where’ are closely related to decisions about the “appropriate copy”.  But from the end-user’s viewpoint, disparate access control mechanisms implemented by many different resource hosts usually result in the “yet another password” syndrome  - users must authenticate themselves to a campus network, then to the VLE, then (upon clicking a link to a library item within a VLE course) to the external publisher’s server;  and then onto the next link (to a different publisher…).  All this security is perfectly proper, but if the first system to which the user has taken the trouble to prove their identity could somehow pass on its’ assurance to the next, and so on.

What libraries could do

Having dealt with these threats, the opportunity for libraries is to recognise the new economics of academic publishing, and how much they are like the (very) old, original reasons that academics libraries were created  - as scriptoria in which the learned material produced by the academics within universities can be safely deposited, preserved, and made available to everyone else who might learn from it.  The only real difference is that this function can now be multiplied by the power of the Internet, to truly enable “…every child, in every school, to read every book, in every library” [Blair]  - or at least the HE equivalent.  

I’m sure much of the material produced for the purposes of directed learning by most academics won’t be of much use to most children in schools, but the point of this new role for libraries is that academics (typically, and my apologies if I’m maligning some exceptions) are good at managing a few shelves of books and papers, but quite sensibly decide to employ a librarian to do it for them when the scale of the problem grows.  Although most VLE software products have facilities for content management, these are generally not much better, and don’t embody the years of collective experience and methodology found in most libraries and library management systems.  In a lot of universities at present, the total volume of directed learning information resources available is still at the ‘few shelves’ stage; but growing exponentially as more academics jump (or are forcibly hauled) onto the VLE bandwagon.

The ANGEL Project is building a Resource Manager as a tool for libraries to manage many diverse institutional (and external) collections of resources via a single database of collection-level metadata (and therefore, a single place where such metadata has to be maintained), which goes beyond current standards for collection-level description (such as the RSLP CLD schema [RSLP]) to include metadata about the access management for a collection (both the ‘rules’, and the technical means of access control), and ‘meta-meta-data’  - about how the resource is catalogued and organised, using what schemas and protocols, and how items in it can be searched and retrieved).  The ANGEL Resource Manager builds on earlier work that adopted this approach, but was only considering the range of resources traditionally managed by libraries [Paschoud(1)].

The JISC FAIR (Focus on Access to Institutional Resources) and X4L (eXchange for Learning) programmes (for which project proposals are being considered in March 2002) are also intended to help turn such home-grown content into a shareable national resource, by fostering implementations of the Open Archives Initiative [OAI] model.

How to become ‘VLE-enabled’

As Lynne Brindley suggests [Brindley], libraries now need people with a wider mix of specialised skills and professional backgrounds than before (so there is possibly hope for the likes of us humble engineers!).  But many librarians (and even some ‘information scientists’) with traditional training and experience need to combat their own reluctance to engage in lifelong learning, and their far-too-common reaction to anything that has too many buttons (or maybe, anything that confronts them with too many “<” characters) of, “That’s technical  - give it to the IT people”.  

I agree with nearly all of Peter Brophy’s predictions [Brophy] of trends and how they will affect academic libraries.  However, I disagree that (paraphrasing Peter slightly) “winning back users from Google to ‘proper’ research sources is a key task for librarians”.  It is a battle (rout?) already lost.  The real challenge – and opportunity - for academic librarians is to establish themselves and their services in these new-old roles of ‘scriptorium keepers’  - for which they are already the best trained and experienced – before the world of e-everything moves too fast, and somebody else does!

The small print:  This article comprises the personal views of the author, and does not necessarily reflect the policies of the LSE Library, JISC, or any other organisation.  I am grateful to colleagues in the ANGEL Project and the LSE for their continued help in developing these ideas.  All trademarks and other intellectual properties are acknowledged.  I am not a lawyer; nor a librarian.
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