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Background details - Teagasc eCollege / eLearning Support Unit 
providing flexible online training to the Irish agri-food industry 
 
Teagasc is the state body with responsibility for providing education, research and 
advisory services for the Agri- Food sector. 
 
In compliance with the EU objectives for the Lisbon Agreement and the Copenhagen 
Declaration, Teagasc initiated a number of strategies to underpin the eservices to Teagasc 
clients, including the establishment of an eCollege in November 2005. The Teagasc 
Statement of Strategy 2005-2007 (2005:13) stated the plan to expand the range and scope 
of eLearning programmes delivered by the Teagasc eCollege.  
 
The Teagasc College was officially launched in November 2005. The role of the Teagasc 
eCollege is to develop and co-ordinate the delivery of on-line courses in association with 
both the Teagasc and private agricultural and horticultural colleges. 
 
The eCollege uses a Virtual Learning Environment as the platform for delivery of the 
training. A blended learning approach is adopted, which is a mix of face to face and 
online learning, required in this case due to the nature of practical agricultural skills 
training. The online environment provides the student with course resources and a 
structure to guide their studies. There are also fora for communications and online 
support from etutors. The online support provided varies in level of structure and 
instruction depending on the assessment format of course subjects known as modules. 
The eLSU and Teagasc Curriculum Development Unit also developed templates for 
module assessments where required.  
 



All students enrolling in the FETAC Level 6 ACA for non-agricultural award holders 
must have an existing third level qualification/ major award at Level 6 or higher on the 
National Framework of Qualifications. Most students are also working in a full-time 
capacity.  Hence, the flexible nature of the online environment is exhibited as students 
complete all coursework at a time and place that is suitable to them.  
 
The Teagasc eCollege operates in collaboration with agricultural and horticultural 
training colleges within the Teagasc organisation structure. The colleges provide facilities 
for practical skills training, written examinations and face to face sessions with eCollege 
students. The colleges are located all over Ireland which provides easy access for 
students. The delivery of the online programmes are facilitated by etutors the majority of 
whom are Teagasc staff that contribute their services on an intermittent basis to the 
eCollege in addition to their existing job demands as teachers in agricultural colleges and 
agricultural enterprise advisors 
 

Transformation - eLSU transformed from delivering courses to 
providing support services for course delivery 
 
The Teagasc eCollege was formally launched on the 14th November 2005. Based at the 
Teagasc Kinsealy Centre on the Malahide Rd, Dublin, the eCollege was intended to 
provide flexible on-line training to the agri-food industry. 
 
2009 was the fourth full year of operations for the eCollege. In this year, the eCollege 
changed from being a college that delivered courses into an eLearning Support unit that 
supported the newly launched Lead College/Regional Education Centre model. The 
eCollege also developed the GCO (Group Co-Ordinator) model of course delivery, with 
its attendant role profiles, meetings and tracking documents, the "handover" model for 
the September 09 ACA, the REC North delivery model, and the proposed hybrid model 
(eCollege, Lead Colleges, and RECs). 
 
In 2010, the unit is currently undertaking a process of transformation from delivering 
courses to providing support services for course delivery. The eCollege staff will focus 
on supporting existing eLearning programs and new programs initiated by the Lead 
Colleges and REC clusters. Our role is to provide a course online (a Moodle build 
template) and provide access to the template so that education officers can customise 
their delivery based on what is there. Most effort in the coming year will be directed at 
verifying the September 2008 ACA (the last course we verify), supporting the handed 
over September 2009 ACA at college level, supporting REC North at cluster level, and 
supporting the REC South at cluster level. The eLSU may also embark on a program to 
manage 100 or 200 students through the academic work of the first half of an ACA. The 
eLSU are also preparing for migration to FETAC modules. The eLearning Support unit is 
reporting to the Teagasc Head of Education at this time. 
 
In 2009, the college continued supporting the delivery of the online Advanced Certificate 
in Agriculture to 200 registered students. The Level 6 ACA or equivalent became the 



minimum education requirement for young farmers seeking eligibility for Stamp Duty 
Exemption from March 31st 2008. Significantly, in August 2009, the course duration was 
reduced from 18 months to 12 months (approx). 
 
During 2008, the eCollege migrated to developing and delivering courses in the open 
source software virtual learning environment called Moodle. This work continued during 
2009 and further development will proceed during 2010. 
 
The role of the Teagasc eCollege was to develop and co-ordinate the delivery of on-line 
courses in conjunction with both the Teagasc and private agricultural and horticultural 
colleges. 
 
The role of the Teagasc eLearning Support unit is to provide support to eLearning 
programmes offered by the three (lead) colleges and the eleven outreach centres 
(Regional Education Centres). 
 

Agricultural education - specific features regarding student 
motivation, practical aspects, geographical spread 
 
The Teagasc eCollege provides an online learning environment, in association with 
Carmarthenshire College in Wales. In 2008, the eCollege migrated some of its course 
delivery to a new platform, called Moodle, also in association with Carmarthenshire 
College. The Moodle Virtual Learning Environment (VLE) is used to manage and 
support learners, with Teagasc workbooks used as resource material. Students 
communicate with etutors online, attend practical training days in Teagasc colleges and 
submit assignments by email. 
 
The FETAC Level 6 Advanced Certificate in Agriculture (ACA) for Level 6 or higher 
non-agricultural award holders is the main course which is delivered with a significant 
online element. There are specific factors related to the delivery of this course regarding 
student motivation, practical aspects of the course and the geographical spread of 
students. 

Practitioner paper - eLSU have agriculture, technology, and 
educational background 
 
 
This is a practitioner’s paper in which we will describe how we delivered our 
programmes in the past, the transformation process and the outcomes of this process. 
This is a practitioner paper focussing on the experiences we have had in transforming our 
business unit and the lessons we have learned from this. This is not a research paper. 
 
The eLSU staff have qualifications in agriculture, technology, and education.  
 
This background informs the progress of our work and the content of this paper. 



 
 

ACA - Advanced Certificate in Agriculture (12 to 18 month duration), 
examinations and practical assessments 
 
The FETAC Level 6 Advanced Certificate in Agriculture for Level 6 or higher non-
agricultural award holder’ course has been reduced from duration of 18 months to 12 
months duration minimum. The ACA course assessment format is continual with written 
assessments, assignments, practical assessments and on-farm discussion based meetings.  
 
The eCollege has always been dependant on the agricultural and horticultural colleges 
providing the staff and facilities for the duration of the online courses. This dependency 
has increased with the launch of the new ACA course, which involves considerably more 
practical staff contact time per student.  Investments in college facilities are an 
investment in the eCollege and its students. 
 
 

Courses –  
Currently, there are 400 plus student working through ACA courses (Online) and 
applications opened for a new intake in Autumn 2010.  
 
eLSU is providing and supporting courses and taking applications for future courses 
while simultaneously managing various impacts, such as: 
 

§ Migrating to a new platform - VLE to Moodle 
§ Delivering a new course with longer duration - 180 hrs (12 credits) to ACA (115 

credits) 
§ Implementing a blended approach for delivery of the ACA- online and practical 

(skills, discussion groups, diaries, projects, group farm plans, proficiency tests) 
§ Managing staff and finance constraints - eCollege changing role from delivery to 

support in changing times for our organisation 
§ Increasing numbers seeking online courses 
§ Acknowledging the factors affecting student motivation to learn Re: financial 

incentives 
§ Acknowledging student objectives versus Course Verification/ Quality Assurance 

objectives 
§ Working within constraints of organisational restructuring  
§ Our impetus - what eLSU need to do to move from delivery to service provision 
§ Considering the irony that eLSU is developing models focusing on distance 

education 
 
 



Organisational restructuring - Colleges plus RECs (regional 
education centre) 
 
During 2009 and into 2010, the main drivers of change are internal organisational forces, 
namely changes within eCollege, restructuring of the Education directorate into Lead 
Colleges and RECs, and overall restructuring of Teagasc as delineated in the Change 
Programme. 
 
 

eLSU operations 
 

March_08 ACA - ACA via VLE and Colleges model 
 
150 students enrolled in the ACA online course which started in March 2008. The six 
regional agricultural colleges were allocated 25 students approximately. Each college 
delivered and verified the ACA course (online) to their respective groups. The eCollege 
was initially involved in the online course setup and the delivery of an induction to 
elearning course to both students and staff. A VLE was used for online communications 
between colleges and students. The eCollege developed the online course template on the 
VLE.  
 

Sept_08 ACA - ACA via Moodle and Group Co-ordinators (GCOs) 
 
100 students enrolled in the ACA online course which started in September 2008. Four 
regional group co-ordinators (GCOs) were nominated to co-ordinate the delivery of the 
ACA online course. The eCollege designed the course format and provided support to the 
GCOs for the course duration. Moodle was used as a platform for course resources and 
communications. The first four attendance days were delivered by eCollege staff 
supported by the GCOs. Thereafter, the GCOs based the attendance days in local 
agricultural colleges. Elements of the course was delivered by college teaching staff 
where required.  
 
 

Sept_09 ACA - ACA via eCollege and handover to Colleges (reduced 
course duration) 
 
The March_09 ACA course was delayed / postponed to a Sept_09 start date. 
 
100 students enrolled in the September 2009 ACA online course. Delivery reverted back 
to the base model of college delivery, but with eCollege doing the administration and 
delivery of the first four attendance days. 



 
 

Nov_09 ACA - ACA via REC with eLSU support and re-engineering 
 
REC North - A new model developed from our experience to exploit availability of staff 
drawn from other areas. In this model, the regional staff administered and verified the 
course. 100 students enrolled in the Nov 09 ACA online delivered by REC North.  
eCollege provided training and resources in terms of module kits, documents, role 
profiles and online tutoring.  
 

Autumn 2010 ACA via REC and eLSU and perhaps Colleges 
 
Autumn 2010 ACA – A new model has been developed where the eLSU train and 
support with staff from other REC. The eLSU will have no involvement in the delivery of 
the course, however they will mentor and support staff in the early stages of delivery with 
emphasis on adhering to quality assurance protocols.  
 
 

Transformation 
 

Implementation of Online Courses 
 
During 2009, eCollege staff developed a number of innovative models of blended course 
delivery to meet the needs of students in the context of changes within eCollege, 
restructuring of the Education directorate into Lead Colleges and RECs, and overall 
restructuring of Teagasc as delineated in the Change Programme.  
 
The new models involve a simplified Introduction to eLearning for students and etutors, 
simplified etutor training with optional advanced training, and enhanced communications 
options for tutor - student interactions (hardcopy, phone, email as well as online fora). 
 
The innovations are ramifying through the current courses and replacing the previous 
delivery mechanism whereby the majority of the course content was delivered by etutors 
drawn from the education and advisory services with a small number of external tutors. 
The previous model still underlies delivery - namely, eTutors are assigned a group of 
students (10 – 30) for a specific module generally delivered over a four week period.  
Over this four week period the etutor posts online activities on the Moodle discussion 
forum. Students are required to complete the online activities, monitored and supported 
by the etutor. All questions are based on the home farming enterprise/ field of expertise to 
ensure that students are relating their learning back to their own farms/ place 
employment, hence improving the learning experience. Students are assessed by 
examination, assignment, practical assessment, or proficiency tests.  



 
The practical training element of the eCollege courses is delivered by agricultural 
colleges. In practice this involves the eCollege booking its students into a particular 
college on a particular date with a request for local staff to provide specific training e.g. 
demonstrating how to dose a bullock.  The arrangement with these colleges will continue 
into the future and we expect to make use of more agricultural and also the horticultural 
colleges over the coming year. 
 
As online courses are delivered in conjunction with the agricultural colleges, the 
following college facilities are required on an ongoing basis: 
 
• Staff trained as etutors and providing practical training 
• Classrooms with multimedia facilities  
• Computer Rooms 
• Practical training facilities e.g. livestock handling facilities, glasshouses etc. 
• Monitor / benchmark farms, discussion group meeting venues 
• Proficiency testing staff and resources 
 
In the future, one of the most significant changes with regard to the transformation of our 
role is that the REC staff will now plan, arrange and deliver all aspects of the course. 
eLSU have made all our resources material available to REC staff to support them in 
their new delivery role. eLSU have developed kits and resource material as follows: 
 

• Moodle Quick Course Reference 
• Moodle Support Notes 
• eTutor Profile notes 
• Group/ REC Co-ordinator profile notes 
• Module Guide notes 
• Online Activities 
• Course Delivery Models 
• Course tracking documentation 
• Format for planning and delivery of verification meetings. 
• Enhancing Communication guidelines 

 
 
There are a number of enabling factors which have facilitated the transformation process 
in the eLSU. They are outlined as followed:  
 

• Quality assurance protocols and procedures with eCollege courses 
• Use of phone query documentation 
• Use of ACA course Application kit 
• Ongoing maintenance of Internal audit file and contents 
• Delivery of GCO meetings for ACA courses 
• Development and use of tracking exemptions document 



• Planning and preparing for external verification of significant numbers of students 
(>100) 

 
 

Outcomes 
 
Students –  
From a student perspective, the outcomes from the transformation will not be 
significantly different to the alternative student experience. The GCO model was an 
interim step in the transformation whereby a local education staff member liaised with 
students for the duration of the course.  
 
REC/ College Staff – For REC/college staff involved in the delivery of ACA courses, 
they will have full “ownership” of a group of students rather than a brief involvement 
with the student group as an etutor for a 4 week period. The REC staff will manage the 
group of students from course setup and planning stages through to final external 
verification. The overall benefit of this process for staff is that courses with an online 
element are more accessible. They can also tailor their online courses at a local level to 
suit staff and resources availability and profiles.   
 
eLSU – the outcome of the transformation for the eLSU is that the unit will provide a 
mentoring and support role to REC and colleges in their delivery of online courses. eLSU 
have developed extensive experience in delivery and this knowledge will be transferred 
to REC staff and colleges in scheduled briefing sessions in March 2010. Thereafter, the 
eLSU will focus on technical support for Moodle and also expanding the accessibility of 
Moodle and online courses throughout the range of Teagasc courses.  
 
 

Online Student statistics 
 
 
Agricultural Education Statistics- (Student Enrolment Data)  
 
Enrolments  2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 
180 hour on-
line 

40 80 160 400 400 45 (80hrs 
only) 

n/a n/a 

Online VCA 
Level 6 

12 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Online Beef 
Discussion 
Group Pilot 

- - 18 0 0 0 0 0 

Horticultural 
Module 
Pilot 

- - - 47 0 0 0 0 



Advanced 
Hygiene 
Management 
in Food 
Safety 

- - - 7 5 0 0 0 

Online 
Poultry 
course  

    16 27 11  

Online 
Level 6 
ACA (non 
agricultural 
Level 6 + 
award 
holders) 

     250(March) 
100 (Sept) 

100(Sept) 
100 (Nov) 

25 
(March) 

 

Conclusions 
 
In response to rapid structural change and resource curtailment, re-engineering courses 
and processes should be a higher priority than investing in etutor and co-ordinator 
training. 
 
During 2009, the fourth full year of operations, the eCollege changed from being a 
college that delivered courses to the Irish Agri-Food sector into an eLearning Support 
unit (eLSU) that supported the newly launched Teagasc Lead College/Regional 
Education Centre model.  
 
The eCollege also developed the GCO (Group Co-Ordinator) model of course delivery, 
with its attendant role profiles, meetings and tracking documents; the "handover" model 
for the September 09 Advanced Certificate in Agriculture, the REC (Regional Education 
Centre) North delivery model, and the proposed hybrid model (eCollege, Lead Colleges, 
and RECs).  
 
In the transition process from course delivery to elearning support, the eLSU have 
developed resource materials to support REC staff in their new delivery role. The eLSU 
have developed a range of kits and resource materials for example: Moodle quick course 
reference and support notes, eTutor profile notes, Group/ REC Co-ordinator profile notes, 
online activities and course tracking documentation. 
 
This paper reviews the context for these innovations, the different models of blended 
course delivery for the ACA, and the factors that drove and enabled this evolution.  
 
Our practitioner experience suggests that, in response to rapid structural change and 
resource curtailment, re-engineering courses and processes should be a higher priority 
than investing in etutor and co-ordinator training. 


