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Abstract—About a decade ago, when online learning was
introduced to most public universities in Slovakia, focus was
heavily on technology, rather then methodology. Up to this
day, many public universities provide their teachers and
students with access to a Learning Management System,
occasionally some technical training, but that is where the
efforts ended. About three years ago, Comenius University
started to offer methodological support and training to their
teachers. The goal was to improve use of Learning
Management System in a way that adds interactivity and
interesting elements to the courses increasing quality of
teaching.
Since 2012, at Comenius University, we attempted to add
methodological training and support to our teachers. In the
Fall of 2015 we conducted a small internal survey consisting
of over 20 in-depth interviews with teachers and
administrators in an effort to see what elearning initiatives
are in progress and how to improve our efforts in providing
balanced technical and methodological support.
Purpose of this article is threefold:
1. to briefly describe training and support provided
2. to showcase interesting and innovative teaching
initiatives taking place at the University and
3. to identify the steps to be undertaken in order to
improve the extent and the quality of elearning at
our University. These steps might be useful in
other places where the elearning is in a similar
stage of development.

1. INTRODUCTION – DEVELOPMENT OF ONLINE
LEARNING AT PUBLIC UNIVERSITIES IN SLOVAKIA
As opposed to in private or non-profit sector, online
learning development at Slovak public universities hasn't
been very fast. The continuing problems of the lack of
funding and the lack of skilled educators, and hence, a lack
of quality in teaching, presents major obstacles for all
kinds of innovation in teaching at the universities, and this
is even more applicable to development of online learning.
Due to the fact that public universities can charge only
limited fees for their part-time courses, there is a lack of
motivation to invest into moving these programs online to
make them accessible to a larger volume of students.
University administrators (being overwhelmed by
continuous transition and lack of funding for basic needs)
don’t invest into building support structures for teachers or
online students. Online courses at Slovak universities are
being developed only either as an initiative of enthusiastic
teachers, or when there is an additional external funding
opportunity for such a development [1].

First initiatives to introduce onlinee learning to Slovak
higher education dates back to 1990s.
From 1995-1999, there was a European Union funded
program called “Multi Country Cooperation in Distance
Education”, which was trying to promote cooperation in
distance education development between EU member
states and accession countries [2]. This project’s goal was
to build completely new distance education programs in
cooperation with EU partners, based mostly on the UK
Open University model. In Slovakia, the interest among
universities in this project was not very high. Universities
had enough problems already without changing their
form of delivery. Only a few universities, all technically
oriented, applied for participation in this project. Within
Multi Country Project five distance learning centres were
created at four different Slovak technical universities –
Slovak Technical University in Bratislava, Technical
University in Zvolen, University of Zilina and Technical
University Kosice.
These centres were provided with technical equipment,
and employees were trained in designing, developing and
teaching distance learning courses. From 1995-1999,
Slovak centres participated in creating and conducting a
number of distance learning courses. However, these
courses were all in English and hence did not attract
many Slovak students, and only three of them had any
online component. In 1999, when the Multi Country
Project had officially finished, a network of distance
education centres remained in place, each as a part of
their host university’s infrastructure. But universities did
not have funding and also not much interest to move into
developing their own online courses.
On the other hand, this program created the first
population of university employees trained in online
instructional design who later supported the first Slovak
online courses and training of people at other universities,
non-governmental organizations and business companies.
Since then, online courses at Slovak public universities
have been developing based on efforts of enthusiasts or
funding opportunities either from independent donors such as the Open Society Foundation, or EU funds - such
as the European Social Fund, or Slovak state grant
agencies.
The problem with outside grant funding is that very often
the university decides to create a particular course with a
particular focus based on the grant call, rather than the
mission of the institution. And after grant money runs out,
the university often closes the course because they have no
real interest in the focus area and hence no motivation in
finding funds to continue teaching it. In this way, many

courses created on EU and other grant money, simply
cease to exist after the end of the grant.
A number of universities that tried to set policies and
establish systems for online learning seemed to be focusing
solely on technical aspects. The University of Zilina offers
the Moodle open source environment for all their teachers.
They created a department for running and maintaining
servers, and provide technical support for teachers willing
to try to transfer their courses. The support is also provided
for students taking online courses [3], [1]. However, the
university does not provide any incentives for teachers to
transfer their courses into online form, nor does it provide
instructional design support. A similar situation exists at
the Slovak Technical University, which also uses Moodle
as a Learning Management System [4], or Constantin
Philosopher University in Nitra [5], [6], University of
Presov [7], University of Economics in Bratislava [8] and
the Technical University of Kosice, which developed a
Learning Management System of their own [9] and is also
using Moodle [10].
An exception might be the private College of
Management, which was created by the City University of
Seattle in the U.S. The College of Management offers
online and blended courses, and provides teachers with
training and support to the same standards as City
University of Seattle. The College of Management also
seems to be the only higher education institution in
Slovakia that emphasizes use of collaborative activities in
their coursework [11], [12].
In the last few years, due to the boom of Massive Open
Online Courses (MOOC) and their massive publicity, the
general interest in online learning increased again and some
new initiatives and projects appeared at different Slovak
universities. Worth mentioning is for instance PreUniversity Mathematics MOOC course offered by the
Slovak University of Technology [13].
2.

ONLINE LEARNING AT COMENIUS UNIVERSITY

Comenius University created a team of experts to select
the most appropriate Learning Management System
(LMS) for the University's elearning in 2003. In 2004, the
team of experts settled for cooperation with company
Trask, s.r.o. and their LMS system eDOCEO. By 2006 it
became clear, that there are some problems and issues with
the eDOCEO LMS system, that the company Trask was
not able to fix. Parallely, the University started to
accommodate the open source LMS system Moodle,
which was being adopted at roughly the same time by
many other public universities in Slovakia and Czech
Republic [14].
Center of Information Technology at Comenius
University started to provide Moodle as a service available
to all teachers and students at the University since 2006.
Trainings on Moodle use and html coding were also
provided. The number of teachers and students using
Moodle has been gradually growing over the years.
In 2012, we conducted internal survey of situation
concerning elearning at the University. We conducted
number of interviews with teachers, students and
administrators with following conclusions [15]:
1. University community has very low awareness
on elearning and hence also very low interest in
its use

2.

teachers have very low motivation to create
elearning courses
3. teachers lack preparation (information and
ability) and also methodological support to
create online courses
4. the university lacks legislation frame for creating
and using elearning courses
In 2013 we started efforts to increase awareness of
Comenius University teachers and students about
possibilities elearning offers in form of workshops,
seminars and courses and also started to offer
methodological support for teachers who request help with
improving their courses.
Besides short workshops we also created and offered
longer hybrid elearning course Planning and Management
of Online Learning focused on elearning methodology. The
course takes six weeks with two meetings in person and
the rest of the work conducted online. Graduate of the
course should:
1. recognize basic principles of constructivism and
connection between constructivist approach to
teaching and online learning
2. recognize basic models for approach to plan and
create an online course, will know how to
analyze student needs and how to plan activities
and support
3. know how to select and identify appropriate
interactive activities for students, how to plan
and conduct those
4. recognize basic principles of online assessment,
evaluation of quality of particular activity or the
whole course
Since Fall 2013 we conducted four runs of the course
with total participation of about 40 people. Many of them
consequently started elearning activities at their
departments and Faculties.
3.

GOALS AND METHODOLOGY OF 2015 SURVEY

In the Fall of 2015 we again conducted a small survey of
elearning activities around the University. This time we
focused exclusively on people who have started and keep
continuing elearning efforts at their respective Faculties and
Departments of the University. In September and October
2015 we conducted 21 in-depth interviews (30 minutes to
1 hour) with teachers and PhD students who have been
involved in elearning activities.

Figure 1: Elearning Methodology Course offered by Center for
Information Technology

The survey had two goals:
1. First goal was focused on evaluation of our own
training and support provided by Center of
Information Technology s well as to gain firsthand information on how to adjust training and
support according to the needs of people who use
them.
2. The second goal of the survey was to create a
database of our case studies – some kind of
“elearning stories” to share within the University
as well as outside. These should serve as
inspiration for others as well as invitation to
connect.
Next part of this paper consists of selected case studies
describing some of eLearning activities from different
Faculties of Comenius University.
4.

JESENIUS MEDICAL FACULTY IN MARTIN

Jesenius Faculty of Medicine (JLF) has been showing
interest in utilizing Moodle for learning support since
2008. Even though their elearning courses are placed at the
Moodle sever maintained by the Center for Information
Technology in Bratislava, there is a dedicated administrator
in Martin who manages the courses, provides on-site
training and helps teachers to plan, manage and teach their
courses with Moodle support.
Also, the JLF has received an EU funded grant in 2012
focused on virtual and simulation learning [16], which
boosted use of Moodle at the Faculty. Currently, the JLF
maintains 45 courses within Moodle, all of them using
online components. The main focus is on tests. For many
of the courses, databanks of questions were created, where
the questions are selected by chance. Few of the courses
also collect assignments from students.Gradually, using
Moodle at the JLF to support teaching became normal and
regular occurrence for many of the teachers.
JLF though created their own portal in order to publish
study materials. Since Moodle at the University is password
protected, enabling access only to students or employees
of the University, JLF teachers who want to publish their
materials online with free access for all use their own
portal.
5. FACULTY OF PHARMACY, DEPARTMENT OF
ORGANIZATION AND LEADERSHIP OF PHARMACY
At this department, Moodle was initially applied to solve
an administrative problem. Students of pharmacy spend
number of weeks every summer working in pharmacies as
a part of their study. Every pharmacist, who supervises
students during the summer is obliged to send a weekly
report on each student every week to the University. Using
electronic means to send these reports is practical. As there
are hundreds of students out all over the country during
the summer, teachers at this particular Department were
overwhelmed by emails.
your A better way of handling the email was desperately
needed, and since 2013, after discovering options Moodle
offers through basic training, they started to use Moodle in
order to better organize the summer reports. Each weekly
report was created as an assignment and pharmacists
started to upload reports into Moodle, where they were
much easier to keep track of, organized and marked.

Figure 2: Courses at IPP at the Faculty of Social and Economic
Sciences.

The teachers at the Department, while using Moodle,
discovered other options Moodle offers and today the
Department of Organization and Leadership of Pharmacy
maintains 13 courses in Moodle on different subjects and
the number and different forms of use are growing each
term.
6. FACULTY OF SOCIAL AND ECONOMIC SCIENCES –
INSTITUTE OF PUBLIC POLICY (IPP) AND INSTITUTE FOR
EUROPEAN STUDIES AND INTERNATIONAL RELATIONS
(IESIR)
In 2008-2012 the Institute of Public Policy managed an
EU funded project focused on research of possibilities of
online learning for public administration in the context of
Central Europe. As a part of this project, by 2012, almost
40 courses taught at the Institute of Public Policy got
established Moodle support within their own installation of
Moodle at a private company. After the project ended, the
Moodle courses were transferred onto the server maintained
by the Center for Information Technology and teachers
continue to use Moodle (mainly for materials and
uploading assignments) to support their teaching.
Two teachers from Institute for European Studies and
International Relations got inspired by colleagues from
IPP, asked Center for Information technology for training
and support and launched their own course with online
features in 2014. Other teachers got motivated too and
today there are 9 courses at IESIR that utilize Moodle
support for material distribution and collecting
assignments.
7.

FACULTY OF NATIONAL SCIENCES – DEPARTMENT OF
GENETICS

At the Department of Genetics, after study stay abroad
and experiencing some online courses, last year one of the
teachers started to experiment with Moodle. Other
teachers at the Department joined and today there are nine
courses with online support with ten teachers involved. The
focus is mostly on distribution of materials and collecting
assignments. The teachers also provided links to Youtube
videos fro students to enrich the course content. After the
first semester of running an online support for the course
on Evolutionary Biology, the teachers conducted a small
survey among their students getting feedback on their
Moodle use [17].
Their students seemed to welcome experience with
Moodle. Some students mentioned, that they already knew
Moodle either from high school, or from friends studying
in Czech Republic. They mainly welcomed the links to
videos. Some of the students claimed, that they tend to be

Figure 3: Course at the Department of Ethics and Civic Education,
Faculty of Education, where they involve also external students via
Moodle

searching for educational videos themselves while
studying for their courses, in order to understand the
content they were not able to understand from plain text.
Having videos “pre-selected” by their teachers was
considered a huge improvement. One of the students even
wrote :”I am pretty sure this course belongs to the best
experiences I've had at this University so far”.
8.
AND

FACULTY OF EDUCATION – DEPARTMENT OF ETHICS
CIVIC EDUCATION AND DEPARTMENT OF PRE-PRIMARY
AND PRIMARY EDUCATION

The Moodle use at this department dates back about 6
years ago, when a young teacher left for maternity leave
and the department could not find replacement to teach her
courses. So in the end, they worked out a system, using
Moodle, where she could stay home with her child while
still teaching a course. The system turned out to be
effective and high rated by the students, so despite that
fact, the particular teacher has been back to full time
teaching again, her and few of her colleagues, who joined
continue to teach some of their courses in a hybrid
partially online way. Some of these courses are also
available for students in external programs.
In their courses, they cut down on personal meetings
during the term and replace it by work online. The amount
of personal meetings varies from course to course, but there
are courses with only three personal meetings during the
semester.
At the Department of Pre-primary and Primary
Education, some animations were created to teach
children geometry and other parts of mathematics.

Figure 4: Course at the Department of Pre-Primary and Primary
Education, Faculty of Education.

Figure 5: Methodological online training tailored for SAS needs

9.

FACULTY OF ARTS – STUDIA ACADEMICA SLOVACA
(SAS)

SAS is a department focused on teaching Slovak to
foreigners. Every summer they organize a very popular
summer school of Slovak attended by students from all
over the world. They have been working on preparing
online materials in Moodle for teaching Slovak to
foreigners for number of years. In 2013, their efforts got a
new boost, due to collaboration with Robert Morris
University (RMU) in Pittsburgh. RMU is interested in
offering online courses on Slovak to their students and
community, which would be taught online by experienced
and qualified teachers, native speakers from SAS, who
will do the teaching while located in Bratislava.
Participating SAS teachers needed training in online
course development and online teaching, that was
provided by the Center for Information Technology in
2013 and 2014 and development of SAS Slovak courses is
under way.
10. FACULTY OF ARTS – DEPARTMENT OF LIBRARY AND
INFORMATION SCIENCE AND DEPARTMENT OF POLITICAL
SCIENCE
Department of Library and Information Science (DLIS)
started to build their first courses with online support as
soon as there was some Learning Management System
available. Today, DLIS as a department with 46 courses
using Moodle support every year is the largest Moodle user
at the University. All teachers at the department are
involved, along with PhD students that participate in
teaching. Their courses have basic syllabi provided in
Moodle, materials for students to download and
assignment spaces, where students upload their work.
Some teachers experiment with small group projects or
discussions.
Few teachers from Political Science Department have
been active in Moodle for many years, but interest really
took off after one of PhD students taught an international
collaborative course with a teacher-partner from State
University of New York. There were two courses (one
taught by the US teacher at SUNY in New York and one by
the PhD student in Bratislava), which were not exactly
identical. However, the two teachers found some common
topics in the course and organized few collaborative
international discussions on these common topics during
the term. Both the teacher and students evaluate the
experience very positively.

Figure 6: Collaborative course between Faculty of Arts, Comenius
University and SUNY New Paltz, New York placed at the SUNY New
Paltz server

11.

DISCUSSION

Conditions for development of online learning at
Comenius University is not optimal. Up to this day, the
University doesn't have a system, which would reward
teachers for innovative initiatives, offered grants or
funding. Funding needs to come from outside. LMS system
Moodle is in place, there are options for technical and
methodology training. However, motivation is missing. In
many cases, online initiatives are personal initiatives of
the few teachers willing to experiment with something
new in their spare time.
Use of Moodle is steadily growing though and we can
see direct correlation between growing number of people
exposed to ideas and inspiration for online learning,
whether this happens via workshops or courses offered
through the Center for Information Technology, or any
other means and the number of new initiatives.
As is also clear from the cases studied as part of the
survey including those presented here, local inspiration is
very effective. If an interesting initiative starts at a
department, more teachers from the same or close
department will get interested. Promoting local interesting
initiatives within University seems like a worthy effort,
which will reflect on future activities at the Center of
Information Technology.
It could also be very useful to share inspiration and
success stories among different universities, which is one
of the goals of this article.
12.

STEPS TO IMPROVE QUALITY OF ELEARNING AT
COMENIUS UNIVERSITY

Clearly, methodologically focused workshops and
trainings have prove effective. Many of new initiatives
sprang up as a result of training or workshops focused on
methodology.
However, we need to focus on promoting options that
Moodle offers as simply a storage for course materials, or
collecting dropbox for assignments, or a tool for tests. If a
training is marked as “elearning”, many people won't
participate, simply because they don't have motivation,
time and neither knowledge to attempt creating a full
elearning course.
Most of teachers however, start their initiatives as using
Moodle as a tool to make their life easier, only later
graduating towards using it to improve the way they teach.

Hence, we need to add workshops in the future which
will focus on promoting Moodle as an electronic tool, not
an elearning environment.
Second, one-on-one consultations and methodological
guidance and consulting offered to some of the teachers
proved very useful. At this point, such service is only
offered centrally for the whole university by Center for
Information Technology. It would be desirable if in the
future, there will be a person with methodological training
able to provide one-on-one consulting and support at each
of the faculties.
Third, the 6 weeks long hybrid course focused om
methodology hasn't (nor surprisingly) attracted very large
amounts of participants. 6 weeks long training requires
commitment, time and effort and there are no direct
benefits offered to graduates at the moment. However,
almost all university teachers and PhD students, who
graduated from this course, have started some elearning
activities at their own faculties/departments. It clearly
makes sense offering this kind of training, even to small
amounts of students. Comenius University is also willing
to offer this course to other universities.
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