
Get Up & Running Quickly 

by Creating a Basic 

Course Shell

With

Julia Hengstler

Educational Technologist  & Instructor

Vancouver Island University



What this session is/isnôt

º Note: VIU Faculty of Education current main 

use of Moodle is for F2F supplement

º Shell design weôll play with is designed for F2F 

supplementðI have 35 shells to share

º Some concepts/design elements will transfer to 

other implementations

º Graceful exits, anyone?

º Please mute cells, pagers, etc.



Twitter BackChannel

º If you want to use, need your own Twitter 

account (this was my earlier workshop)

º Follow: jhengstler_back

º Broadcast messages to whole group by 

sending a direct message to ñjhengstler_backò. 

Start your tweet with:

¸ D jhengstler_back blah blah

¸E.g. ñD jhengstler_back How do I create a 

directory?ò

º Volunteer Twitter jockey for session?



Workshop Plan

º Lecture:

¸ Background

¸ Rationale for Approach

¸ Basic Approach

¸ Tour of Existing VIU Faculty of Education Shell

º Hands On

¸ Login w/ provided account info

¸ Play with Shell as Instructor



Lecture Section



What is a Moodle Shell?

º A shell is a course container 
that you configure.

º It can come with all the bells 
& whistles or be stripped 
down to its most basic. 

º Functions can be 
added/removed or 
hidden/revealed at any time. 

º Can have variety of shellsð
global (one generic)Ą
themedĄcustomized course



Quick Backgrounder

º Moodle start-up usually with fairly stripped down 
generic version & several customized versions.

º VIU Adoption was fairly limited

º Shell wasnôt very user friendly for instructors w/time 
constraints

º Wanted more consistency in layout/navigation

º Wanted to establish a file folder scaffolding 

º Current VIU Faculty of Education Context

¸ Faculty emergingĄdeveloping use of Moodle



Rationale for Approach

º Pressure (internal/external) for using an LMS/CMS

º Limited support available

¸ No course development team capable of working with 
every instructor/teacher on every course

¸ At least 1 person available for some support

º Instructors/teachers pressed for time
¸ Better use of time designing content than shells

º Need to scaffold file folder structure in back end

º Easy of use will facilitate adoption+

º Usability increased by some standardization of layout 
& elements (instructors/teachers & students)



Moreé

º When easier to use, more will use it

º When more use it, builds a critical mass

º Critical mass (community) needed to build 
real internal capacity & diffuse adoption

º Community of users means more available 
support



Where to Start

º Assess why & how your group wants to use 
Moodle 

¸VIU Faculty of Education case: F2F 
supplement moving toward online modules, 
then courses

¸Online Meeting Room

º Determine range of current user drivers/needs
¸ Eg. Pedagogical approaches

¸ Faculty needs

¸Students needs

º Determine proximal zone of developmentð
current vs next level uses



Levels of LMS Use
(according to Julia)

ºLevel 1: PROVISION

ºLevel 2: SHARING

ºLevel 3: CREATION



Levels of LMS Use
(according to Julia)

º Level 1: PROVISION
¸ InstructorĄClass

¸ Online course presence

¸ Provision of online archive/database for 
document/data sharing

¸ Direct instruction-type modules/lessons

¸ Potential needs- posting outlines, handouts, 
presentations, hyperlinks/favourites, glossary 
(instructor populates)

º Level 2: SHARING
¸ ăInstructorĄăClassĄ

¸ Facilitation of communications/idea exchange

¸ Potential Needs: internal email, discussion groups, 
synchronous chat, journals, blogs



Levels of LMS Use
(according to Julia)

º Level 3: CREATION
¸ ă Class ĄăInstructorĄ

¸ Facilitation of collaboration, knowledge creation, 
problem-based learning, eportfolios

¸ Potential Needs: virtual collaborative workgroup 
spaces, wikis, glossary (students populate)



Course Shell Components

º Every Moodle course shell is built from function ñblocksò  
containing links, resources & activities

º Course shells may also contain modulesðspecial add-on 
functions built for specific purposes

º Find Moodle modules & add-ins here 
http://moodle.org/mod/data/view.php?id=6009
¸ read reviews for ñreadinessò, stability, etc. 

¸ determine what to try

º Pilot a module or add-in before incorporating into a global shell

º Pedagogical value of blocks, resources, activities, & modules 
correlate to Levels of LMS adoption or use

º Need something but donôt see itðbuild itðarchitecture is 
flexible

º Donôt forget a ñFilesò architecture in the back end

http://moodle.org/mod/data/view.php?id=6009


Where to Start
º Draft a first generation shell meeting immediate & 

proximal needs of user groups

º Key activities: 

¸Chat with faculty & studentsðinformal 
assessmentðor do a formal assessment

¸ Identify elements to include based on 
immediate & projected desired 
activities/outcomesðunused aspects can be 
ñhiddenò from sight

¸Establish a consistent layout of elements 
based on order of importance to end users
ÅLinks to support upfrontðinstructor, Moodle support, 

etc.

¸Build a file architecture in the ñback endò to 
organize files consistent w/design
Åhave you seen some folksô backends?



º Beginning/Novice Users:

¸ Upload files when linking from a main interface (e.g. weekly 
block)

¸ Files generally linked/uploaded without any attempt @ 
organization

¸ By default, uploaded files ñdumpedò in main files directory 
folder

¸ Generally donôt develop a naming convention for their files

¸ Result: Main file directory becomes an Aegean Stable

¸ Nightmare when revising courses

º Better Alternative: 

¸ create a pre-designed back-end file architecture of folders & 
subfolders consistent with your course design

¸ fairly intuitive folder naming conventions

¸ Explain naming conventionsðso customized folders as well 
as files can be organized & understood

Whyôs & Howôs of File 

Architecture



So, we have a new shell, 

whoopie.

ºJust because you build it, doesnôt 
mean theyôll use it.

ºOne of the most important steps in 
this processé

ºTRAINING!



Where to Go Next

¸Solicit key users/potential users w/social capital
ÅBuild a ñchange allianceò

¸People must know how to use the shell
ÅHarder to ñre-trainò than train

ÅF2F workshopsðgroupsðor individual tutorials
ÅBe tacticalðegos are fragile

ÅProvide resources to support use
ÅElectronic handbook

ÅOther online resources

ÅSupport person contact info. & availability

¸People should know why things are the way they are
ÅWill cut down on changes ñjust becauseò

¸ Teach to turn off unused elements rather than delete
ÅSets up for ñcloningò & extended uses on next iteration



And then?
º Release/use shell

º Next important step: Stop or phase-out 
previous versions

¸Not always possible when 
duplicating/cloning courses as basis of 
new courses

¸More difficult when more users on 
ñoldò versions

¸Some users want complete 
customizationðdiscuss useability

¸Do the best you can to transition 
group to new shell



Once shell is released & in 
use
º Support implementationsðresources, F2F, 

individuals, groups

º Gather feedback on layout, things missed, etc.

º Monitor emerging needs/uses

º Monitor Moodle for new modules that might be 
useful
¸ Eg. Games, eportfolios

º Create a revision cycle to incorporate changes
¸ Establish period: 6 mo, 12 mo etc.

¸ Avoid continual change but critical updates OK

º Revise shell as needed

º Help transition people to the ñnewò shell in each 
revision
¸ Might have to do some hand edits in certain cases



Lastly, Monitor Moodle 

System Changes
ºSome system upgrades change 

global defaults & affect course 
appearance

ºLearned the hard wayðicon 
changes w/ new version

ºCan maintain older icon sets for 
comfort of users



VIU Course Shells:

Tour, Login, Play



Accidental Discovery

º Can apply the course 

shell layout to 

homepage of Moodle

º Was accidentĄbut 

ended up liking the 

consistency



Main Moodle Interface

¸ Perform a system 

check (VIU Online)

º Important to include upfront support & help contact info

¸ See the 

Education site 

Calendar

¸ See upcoming 

events

¸ Access support

¸ Request new 

course shells or 

duplicates of 

previous course 

shells (VIU Online 

form sent to me)



The General Ed. Layout

>Instructor Info  >News   >Resource Centre  (Weekly Outline below that) >Useful Links

¸ Can modify but consistency of interface useful for users



To the Lefté

Calendar: shows events; may be for the site, the 
course or for you as an individual user. 

Upcoming Events: create events for the calendar, 
define event as pertaining to the whole site, course 
or individual user



The ñNerve Centreò

Think of this as the index or 
table of contents that links 
to all key electronic 
documents, resources and 
activities for the course.

Itôs in the same place in each 
courseðthough not all 
elements may be 
used/visible.

Note: Unused or empty 
sections should be hidden
by click on the ñeyeò icon.



é&To the Right
Messages: notification of email INTERNAL to 

Moodle.

People: whoôs online right now

Administration: the all important ñcontrol 
roomò for the instructor(s) of the course 
(although you may have others with 
permissions for all, or particular functions)



Weekly (or Topic) Sections

º Dates 

¸ Canôt edit except via ñSettingsò 

in Admin block

º Section Title

¸ Keep Week 1 or edit

º Course Handouts, Power 

Points, Discussion Topics & 

Assignments

¸ Links to respective week  

content via ñdirectoriesò

¸ Instructors upload content in 

the respective structured ñFilesò 

in the ñAdministrationò block 

and these will be 

AUTOMATICALLY linked

º Courses are sectioned by weeks or topicsðyou can pick when requesting a 

new shell

º Add Resource or Activity

¸ You can add additional materials/activities



º I prefer using directory links versus links to specific files when:

¸ Thereôs a category of files appearing throughout most of a course

¸ Content of a category might be in flux across the course

º A file directory is a link to a folder in ñFilesòðand to everything 
(subfolders and files) contained in that folder

º Must create a folder BEFORE making a directory

¸ if the folder doesnôt exist you canôt link to it as a directory

º Create your folder in AdministrationĄFiles

º Use ñAdd a Resourceò in the Weekly/Topic Outline (or wherever) to 
add a ñDirectoryòĄdrill down/up to link to appropriate folder

º Examples in the Education Shell

¸ Course Handouts & Powerpoints  links in Week Sections

Why Julia likes ñdirectoriesò



Login with a VIU Education 

Account º Go to 

http://educ.viuonline.ca

º I created 35 accounts & 

35 shells.

º We will number off: 1-35 

(more? Please share.)

º Login pattern: moot01 

Password: moot01

http://educ.viuonline.ca/

