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In March 2017 the UK government produced a Digital 
Skills Strategy which highlighted; “For the UK to be a 
world-leading digital economy that works for everyone, 
it is crucial that everyone has the digital skills they 
need to fully participate in society. Many jobs have a 
digital element, and it is predicted that within 20 years 
90% of all jobs will require some element of digital 
skills. Effective digital skills provision is essential to 
ensure the workforce is prepared for this and future 
technological changes.” (Bradley, 2017)

In April 2020 Oliver Dowden, Digital Secretary from the 
Department for Education indicated: “The impact of 
COVID-19 has shown how important digital skills are - 
both for work and other aspects of our lives. Technology 
is going to play a hugely important role in our economic 
recovery and this new platform will help ensure 
everyone is able to improve their digital skills and take 
advantage of the opportunities ahead.”
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According to Jisc digital experience insights data,11.82% 
of FE learners personally own a smartphone but only 
68% a laptop, 28% a desktop, 25% a tablet and 3% none 
of these. On first glance, this looks broadly positive 
but there are major concerns about digital exclusion. 
A small percentage of learners do not have access to 
any of these devices and we cannot be sure that the 
specification of the devices that learners are using 
is appropriate for the activities they need to engage 
with and to make best use of the support and systems 
they need to access - https://digitalinsights.jisc.ac.uk/
reports-and-briefings/our-reports/

Firstly, you need to establish what access learners and 
staff have to technology, what is their connectivity like, 
do they have an adequate broadband data plan, are 
they sharing a device with family members, have they 
a suitable space to learn in?  Colleges and Universities 
invest millions in their physical estates what about their 
digital estate?

In September 2020, SWC full-time learners participated 
in a Digital Connectivity and Access Survey with the 
findings informing the Centre of Excellence in Digital 
Learning of the need for further support. As a result, 
a ‘My PC Booking System’, and a learner/staff laptop 
loan scheme was introduced which ensured access to 
appropriate IT devices and broadband for these staff/
learners.

ACCESS & CONNECTIVITYINTRODUCTION

South West College has a well embedded long term 
digital strategy. For the past 10 years the college has 
been building capacity and capability in the area of 
Technology Enhanced Learning, digital skills capability, 
digitising college processes and systems, building 
digital resources and shaping SWC’s Digital Future.

Over the past three years, in line with the college’s 
Digital Education Strategy, theme 4 “Improving the 
digital capabilities of staff and students”, there has 
been a robust programme of work to develop staff 
and learners digital skills and digital confidence that 
has eased the transition into remote working and 
teaching.

In March 2020, colleges in the UK closed their doors 
and rapidly moved to wholescale remote learning and 
teaching. Emergency IT infrastructure and software 
was brought in at pace, along with fast-track digital 
upskilling for staff and learners. Such upheaval posed 
a challenge for many and the learner experience was 
poor (JISC Report: 2020). This is at variance with the 
experience in SWC as the long-term planning and 
investment in the digital learning infrastructure ensured 
that the transition to remote delivery was seamless.

 A total of 3724, students were 
supported during the months of 
September 2020 and October 2020 
between online and 
face-to-face inductions.

• 88% of SWC full-time learners 
  personally own a smartphone
• 96% own or have regular access 
  to an IT device (laptop, PC, MAC, 
  Tablet)
• 93% have broadband access and 
  out of that 93%, 65% rated their 
  broadband as excellent to good, 
  34% as Intermittent to poor, 1% 
  inadequate.

There has been a total of 196 laptops 
loaned to students who had no 
access to an appropriate IT device.

RECOMMENDATION:

• Carry out a learner connectivity survey.
• Induct learners in accessing and using 
   college systems.
• Provide staff/learners with access to 
   appropriate IT devices where necessary so no 
   learner is disadvantaged.
• Consider learners that are suffering from data 
   poverty; can you support them?
• Ensure Learners with no broadband access 
   are able to use onsite IT facilities.

A comprehensive student induction programme was 
delivered for all Students across Higher Education, 
Further Education and Work based Learning 
programmes.

 A total of 3724, students were supported during the 
months of September 2020 and October 2020 between 
online and face-to-face inductions.

The College continues to offer online support for 
students who have any issues with connectivity, 
accessing College systems and digital learning 
resources and developing student’s digital confidence. 
There has been a total of 196 laptops loaned to students 
who had no access to an appropriate IT device (through 
the student laptop loan scheme). The College has 
put measures in place to ensure no learner should be 
disadvantaged.
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Prior to any lessons being delivered effectively 
online, there is a need to ensure that staff have the 
appropriate skillset. In April 2018, the college surveyed 
lecturing staff, which highlighted gaps in their digital 
skillset.
As a result of this survey, an accredited qualification 
was devised, to support Lecturers upskilling in the area 
of digital skills. The Level 3 Certificate in Digital Skills 
for Educators, mapped to the JISC digital capabilities 
framework in the areas of:

• Information, data and media literacies 
• Digital creation, problem solving and innovation 
• Digital communication, collaboration and 
   participation 
• Digital learning and development 
• Digital identity and wellbeing

Building on the above CPD program, a college strategic 
objective for 20/21 was to deliver a comprehensive 
digital skills programme for all staff (lecturing, 
support and management), which would provide 
the opportunity to upskill and build their digital 
confidence. To achieve this, the Centre for Excellence 
in Digital Learning partnered with the workforce 
development team and the Learning, Teaching & 
Assessment Advisors, to deliver the College staff 
Digital CPD Passport.This passport consists of a range 
of accredited and non-accredited mandatory courses 
to help with skills building:

• Fundamentals of online teaching
• Fundamentals of digital assessment
• Fundamentals of digital learning and 
   development
• Fundamentals of digital Communication 
   collaboration and participation
• Fundamentals of digital Course Management

From September 2020 until February 2021 SWC has 
delivered over 72 online training workshops across 
nine academic schools. These interactive workshops 
were delivered online and this allowed Full-time, 
Associate Lecturers and Part-time staff to engage at a 
time, which suited them. Sessions ran in the morning, 
afternoon and at twilight times.

RECOMMENDATION:

• Survey staff to get an insight into their 
   digital capability
• Provide relevant, bespoke digital skills 
   training to staff & learners to build digital 
   capability and confidence

 “The impact of this training is 
reflected by the fact that all lecturing 
staff are working and teaching 
remotely using College endorsed 
platforms and learners are receiving 
both online synchronous and 
asynchronous learning, teaching and 
assessment on a daily basis.”

Ciara Duffy, Manager of Centre for Excellence in Digital 
Learning, SWC

In preparation for the return of learners in September 
2020, SWC developed a number of accredited 
qualifications which were designed to build on learner 
digital capability and confidence, in preparation for 
online learning and working in a digital work. These 
qualifications were:

• OCN NI Level 2 Award in Digital Skills for Life 
   and Work 
• OCN NI Level 2 Award in Digital Skills for Life 
   and Work - Being Safe and Responsible Online 
• OCN NI Level 2 Award in Digital Skills for 
   Life and Work - Using Devices and Handling 
   Information 
• OCN NI Level 2 Award in Digital Skills for Life 
   and Work - Using Technology to Create and Edit 
   Information 
• OCN NI Level 2 Award in Digital Skills for Life 
   and Work - Communicating and Collaborating 
   using Technology 
• OCN NI Level 2 Award in Digital Skills for Life 
   and Work - Using Technology to Carry Out 
   Online Transactions
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To facilitate online learning, it is critical that all course 
material is placed in a central repository, that is easily 
accessed by learners. SWC has used a Virtual Learning 
Environment (VLE) as a repository for at least 18 
years. The design of courses on the VLE was viewed 
through ‘the student lens’ for example, can material be 
easily accessed, what if classes were to be delivered 
synchronously and a learner was unable to attend, 
could lessons be accessed from a mobile device, could 
learners submit coursework online? As a result of this 
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COURSE DESIGN

process, courses were designed using a consistent 
approach and staff were trained on designing material 
for online use, which meets the new accessibility 
regulations around website accessibility for all (The 
Public Sector Bodies (Websites and Mobile Applications) 
(No. 2) Accessibility Regulations 2018).

SWC’s objective was to create courses on the VLE that 
are fully accessible, clear, intuitive, well formatted, easy 
to navigate and engaging for our learners.

(McNeill, 2017)

Why does digital accessibility matter?
Around one in five of NI FE students have a disability and/or learning 
difficulty.

Working in the sector | Special Educational Needs and Disability, 2021
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RECOMMENDATION:

• Review your VLE through the student lens
• When staff are creating online material, 
   ensure with the new accessibility 
   regulations are being adhered to.
• Don’t wait until a learner with a disability 
   arrives in the college before making 
   adjustments to material.
• Develop a template VLE course that 
   combines good course design and digital 
   pedagogy.

Visual

• Colourblind
• Low vision
• Blind

Hearing

• Hard of hearing
• Deaf

Cognitive

• Learning disabilities
• Autism
• Seizure

Speech

• Speech impediment
• Unable to speak

Mobility

• Arthritis
• Quadriplegia
• Spinal cord injury

Neural

• Bipolar
• Anxiety
• PTSD
• OCD
• Depression

Disabilities come in many forms both visible and unseen
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Planning any lesson should consider a number of best 
practice guidelines. Planning for an effective online 
lesson requires additional consideration; the learners 
are in a virtual learning environment as opposed to 
face-to-face. Two key points were considered by SWC; 
the tools used and the pedagogy employed to ensure 
that learning is taking place, and learners are engaged. 
Reflection upon an ‘effective online lesson’ resulted 
in the following fundamental points being highlighted 
as necessary for an engaging active online learning 
environment:

• Class size
• Pace of the learning
• Length of the session
• Develop the lesson plan with reduced cognitive 
   load
• ‘Chunking’ within the lesson to provide natural 
   breaks
• 8-10 minute maximum lecturer talk before 
   changing format

PLANNING FOR AN
EFFECTIVE ONLINE 
CLASSROOM

• Vary the format of the lesson
• Timeliness of feedback
• Collaboration amongst learners
• Paired/group work
• Differentiation
• Stretch/challenge
• Range of questioning styles
• Show and tell of learner work
• Live vs recorded session (be aware of the GDPR 
   regulations regarding the recording of lessons)
• Use of digital tools to facilitate with the
   learning/teaching, to make the lesson more 
   engaging

Digital tools should enhance the learner experience, 
not be used in an online lesson for the sake of it. There 
can be a temptation to lay the digital tools on top of 
the existing face-to-face course, and that just does 
not work. Lecturing Staff in SWC use a range of tools 
to enhance lessons; a few examples are included 
below.

Digital Tool What the tool is used for

OneDrive Sharing documents, backing up work

Canvas Creation of online courses

Blackboard Collaborate Delivery and recording of live sessions, live Q&A, communication

Blackboard Ally Accessibility checking software

Microsoft TEAMS Live Q&A, communication, collaboration

Turnitin Summative assessment and feedback

Gradebook Summative assessment, formative assessment and feedback

Quizlet Feedback and assessing learning

Padlet Feedback from learners, learners contributing ideas to class discussion

Popplet Feedback and assessing learning

Clickview Video clips, assessing learning

Trello Collaboration during groupwork

QR-Codes Providing quick links to additional material

Google Forms Feedback and assessing learning
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RECOMMENDATION:

• Lecturing staff to reflect on lesson 
   planning – are the fundamental key points 
   included.
• Develop the lesson plan with reduced 
   cognitive load
• Encourage staff to try out new digital 
   tools.
• Encourage staff to share ideas on how 
   they have used digital tools used to 
   enhance learning, teaching and 
   assessment.
• Encourage staff to share pedagogy that 
   works well online.
• Lecturers to ask learners for feedback on 
   the online lesson, to help with reflection.

“It’s not a lecture classroom online, ... It’s an active learning classroom online.”
O’Malley, 2017

Created by Centre for Excellence Digital Learning



KEY FEATURES OF DELIVERING EFFECTIVE ONLINE LEARNING IN FE A SWC CASE STUDY

PAGE 13 WWW.SWC.AC.UK

“The quality of our teaching inevitably has an impact on the behaviour 
of our students”

OpenLearn, 2020

BEHAVIOUR
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Safeguarding is fundamental component of all 
classes whether online or face-to-face.

Teaching staff can have reservations around 
delivering online as their perception can be that 
learner behaviour may not be as expected. Managing 
behaviour in an online environment begins with 
‘lesson etiquette’. SWC produced a poster for learners 
and staff, presenting ‘hints and tips’ for successful 
online classes – in training we call it ‘lesson etiquette’. 
See poster below:

RECOMMENDATION:

• Provide online users with some ‘lesson 
   etiquette’ ideas.
• Be aware, students mirror staff behaviour.
• Expect staff to be present during classes.
• Use tools of the software package you are 
   utilising to help manage learner behaviour.

The digital tools that are being employed are also 
beneficial for managing online behaviour. For example, 
turn the learner’s video or mic off, turn off the function 
for writing in the chat or whiteboard, turn on profanity 
filters if the software allows it, speak to the learner 
about their behaviour. What would you do if that learner 
was in your face-to-face class?

7 Tips for Online Lesson Etiquette

1. BE PREPARED
 • Computer / phone / laptop charged 
    and updated prior to class
• Check Wi-Fi is connected
• Use headphones if you have them
• Have paper, pen, assignments with you
• Have Canvas open

2. BE ON TIME
• Set your alarm and wake up early
• Log on a few minutes before class to 
    make sure all is working3. BE IN A QUIET PLACE

• Get out of bed!
• Find a quiet place to work
• Check your surroundings 
– think of your privacy 4. MUTE YOURSELF

• Mute yourself when the teacher or 
    another student is talking.
• Use the Raise Hand function to speak.

5. BE RESPECTFUL
•Be Kind.
•Be Considerate 6. PARTICIPATE

• Be Focused.
• Be Attentive.
• Be an Active Participant

7. STRETCH YOUR LEGS
• Take regular breaks from the 
    screen to avoid eye strain 
    and stiffness
• Walk around the house on 
    your break
• Get fresh air outside and/or 
    open the windows

GET ONLINE LEARNING SUPPORT
Contact the Digital Learning helpdesk by 
emailing digitalsupport@swc.ac.uk
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It is well established in education that using group work 
as a strategy enhances learner engagement, provides 
a better learning experience for the learner and helps 
better understanding of the material that is being 
covered during the lesson. While facilitating an online 
class, it is encouraged that groupwork/paired work is 
included, to provide learners with the opportunity to 
work together and support one another online. SWC 
use ‘breakout rooms’ during live sessions, where the 
lecturer moves around the groups to help facilitate the 
discussion / activity and the learners then feedback 
their groups findings either verbally or using a digital 
tool such as Trello.

A snapshot of Canvas and Blackboard Collaborate 
Student & Staff Engagements for January 2021 
demonstrates the high and consistent level of 
engagements (Student engagements refers to student 
engagement in learning, teaching, assessment).

COLLABORATION
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Teacher presence or ‘virtual visibility’ is critical during 
online lessons. How are teaching staff engaging with 
learners and building relationships? Whether classes 
are synchronous or asynchronous, teachers need to be 
present to facilitate discourse. This teacher presence 
is a combination of three modes of engagement, best 
described by Rapanta et al., 2020 as;  

• “Cognitive presence, focusing on how teachers take 
   into consideration students’ preparedness to 
   participate in the online learning experience,
• Social presence, referring to the social communication 
   channels that teachers must open to maintain and 
   possibly enhance the lost spontaneous student-
   student and student-teacher interaction, and
• Facilitatory presence, embracing teachers’ facilitatory 
   discourse, direct instruction embodying tools/
   resources and mentoring activities.”

It is also important for learners to be provided with 
online avenues outside the virtual classroom, to allow 
them to meet in a social environment, for example, 
virtual coffee mornings, virtual keep-fit classes, virtual 
cooking, virtual gaming, Christmas jumper day, Virtual 
enterprise workshop.
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BUILDING RELATIONSHIPS

“Sometimes it is hard to process some of the content given and I 
feel that we need to be in an actual classroom to understand further. 
However, we understand that obviously it cannot happen and our tutors 
are doing their best. As a class we also feel that it is not always about 
the learning experience, as we get a chance to chat to each other as 
well as our teachers. They have been very helpful and concerned about 
us [during] these strange times; [they ask], how are we doing each day.”

SWC Travel & Tourism student

RECOMMENDATION:

• Teacher virtual visibility is critical for 
   success.
• Provide an online social environment for 
   learners to meet

RECOMMENDATION:

• Use paired/groupwork during a lesson
• Use digital tools for collaboration of ideas

Collaborate Participation - SWC Synchronous (Live 
Classroom) Teaching and Learning Platform)

Student Engagement: 40,504
Staff Engagement: 8033

 Virtual Learning Environment Stats (Canvas 
Asynchronous Learning)

Active Courses: 535
Students enrolled: 8273
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ASSESSMENT
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Whether delivery is face-to-face or online, it is 
important assessment is continually taking place. 
When online delivery was placed upon the college, 
some teaching staff had to adapt their ‘method’ of 
assessment to ensure this continued to happen. For 
formative assessment a range of tools were employed, 
for example, VLE quizzes, polling, Microsoft forms, apps 
such as Kahoot. These all provided the lecturing staff 
with real-time data to analyse and allow for proactive 
action to be taken to remedy any negative results. For 
summative assessment tools such as e-portfolios, 
Turnitin and VLE assignments were used. These tools 
increased efficiency by permitting staff to give timely 
online feedback to the learner and also a method of 
providing a metric on learning. The assessment methods 
also provided a means of ensuring that assessment was 
authentic, accessible, continuous, and secure.

In the Jisc Future of Assessment report, February 2020, 
the report indicates that:

“[we] must embrace technology to transform 
assessment in five ways: so it is more authentic 
(preparing the learner for using knowledge in practice 
or at work), accessible (to those with both long-term 
and short-term disabilities or mental health issues), 
appropriately automated (easing teachers’ workload), 
continuous (adapting to lifelong learning and the 
changing world of work) and secure (avoiding cheating).”

(Times Higher Education, 2020)

Canvas Assessment Data (Sept 2020 –January 2021)

Assignments created to date:24,585
Student Files uploaded to date: 243,927

E-Portfolio (Sept 2020 –January 2021)

Learners using e-portfolios: 2318 
RECOMMENDATION:

• Adapt assessment methods to use online 
   tools
• Use online tools to provide timely 
   feedback to learners
• Use learner analytics from assessment to 
   improve your practice
• Ensure the assessment is authentic, 
   accessible, automated, continuous and 
   secure.

 “Learning analytics are about 
learning; exploit this meaningful 
data to further improve the learners’ 
experience.”

Olga Kelly, Advanced Practitioner of Learning, Teaching 
and Assessment, SWC

In this pandemic SWC Higher Education course teams are 
currently and have successfully through the support of our 
college based digital team moved to a full online delivery 
mode that included lectures and simulated laboratory 
work and lab demonstrations in highly technical areas 
fully supported by an online digital help desk.

SWC Higher Education Course teams have put in place 
in collaboration with the SWC Digital team and with 
University Partner approval alternative assessment 
methods that to date has ensured all module and 
programme learning outcomes have been met by 
students. Through this endeavour all module and 
programme learning outcomes have and are being met by 
students with Higher education academic standards been 
maintained in accordance with University and Quality 
Assurance Agency regulations.

 “May I say well done to all SWC Higher 
Education students for staying the 
course showing true grit and resilience 
during these difficult times. I would also 
like to congratulate the SWC Higher 
Education Academic teaching staff for 
their dedication, ease of adoption in 
teaching and learning via technology 
that is solution focused and ensures 
students achieve their qualifications.”

Liam Curran, Centre for Excellence Manager, 
Higher Education
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CONCLUSION

In conclusion, SWC have discovered that for an 
online lesson to be effective a mix of ingredients are 
necessary: 

1. Teachers must have considered learner access to 
IT devices and learning platforms,

2. Reviewed students digital capability and 
confidence, 

3. Provide a central repository for learning resources 
with accessibility in mind,  

4. Planned the tools and pedagogy needed for the 
lesson,  

5. Build good relationships,  
6. Allow collaboration to take place and encourage 

student engagement  
7. Carry out some form of assessing learning.  
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If you would like to find out further information on any 
aspect of the attached case study please contact the 
following staff:

Ciara Duffy CfE Manager Digital Learning
ciara.duffy@swc.ac.uk

Olga Kelly Advanced Practitioner in Learning, 
Teaching & Assessment
olga.kelly@swc.ac.uk
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