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Introduction
In this essay, I will discuss how I would apply a project management process to an e-learning development project. The chosen methodology is based on a hybrid approach, which combines elements of both traditional “waterfall” and agile project management. This approach was informed by the analysis of relevant literature conducted for the first component of this module assessment, and by my experience of working on projects in the Digital Learning Team.
After providing a brief description of the selected approach, I will examine how I envision managing each project phase.
About the project
The project involves creating an educational resource in partnership with the National Library of Wales (NLW) for the Hwb platform. It will include one or more e-learning packages, and may require additional supporting materials, such as worksheets, to accompany the e-learning package(s). The project is part of a bigger effort to provide resources for the new Curriculum for Wales and, if the pilot is successful, it could lead to more funding and work commissioned to the University.
Stakeholders include senior management from both the University and the NLW, subject matter experts (SMEs) from the NLW, academic staff from the University’s education institute, and the Digital Learning Team, which will act as the development team; support from other teams (e.g., Design, Media and Print Team) in the development phase may be required.
The hybrid approach and its benefits
The hybrid approach (see Figure 1) combines well-defined initiation and planning phases with an agile iterative development phase (Archer and Kaufman, 2013; Rodov and Teixidó, 2016) and agile values in terms of communication and teamwork.
[image: E-learning development process: Initiation and planning are followed by an iterative development phase (development and review). Then there is quality assurance, sign-off and launch and closure. ]
Figure 1 E-learning development process
The benefits of this approach are (Archer and Kaufman, 2013; Rodov and Teixidó, 2016; Highsmith, 2009; Beck et al., 2001):
· having clear requirements and a well-defined plan, which helps the project stay within scope, budget and time;
· creating working products during the development phase, so that stakeholders can have a better idea of what the final product would be and what features are needed; 
· emphasis on effective communication with clients; and
· empowering teams to be self-disciplined, accountable and take ownership of their work.
Managing an e-learning project with a hybrid approach
Initiation
This phase aims to capture key information about the project such as scope, objectives, resources, risks, and roles and responsibilities (Project Management Institute, 2017; Simon and Murray-Webster, 2018).
Among the challenges so far encountered by the Digital Learning Team, information gathering at the start of a project has been one of them. Often, in bigger, more complex projects involving several University departments and external clients, the Digital Learning Team is brought into the project right into the execution phase, after initial conversations about the project have already taken place. This has led to some issues, such as:
· Decisions about what is needed from the Team have already been made, regardless of whether the solution is suitable for the context.
· Stakeholders' expectations about their roles and responsibilities are unclear. For example, they may assume that the Digital Learning Team can write content from scratch, even if they don't have the necessary subject matter expertise.
To help resolve these issues, I am currently updating the existing guidance for content authors (UWTSD, 2021b), to better define what the Digital Learning Team can support with, and what should happen at each stage of the e-learning development process: the focus here is on using clear language and providing explanations of each stage's meaning and purpose. Sharing this guide with stakeholders beforehand will help them understand how the team can better support them and the project, and what they need to provide in return.
Typically, project initiation takes the form of a kick-off meeting – in this case, it will be a virtual meeting as people are based in different locations across Wales. Representatives of the Digital Learning Team should attend this meeting, to start building relationships with stakeholders, gather and share information about the project, ask and answer questions, and help shape the project plan. 
The output of the project initiation phase should be a project initiation document which captures key project information about scope, deliverables, deadlines, resources, risks and potential issues, and roles and responsibilities. The Project Canvas template (Stubben et al., 2014) could be used for this purpose. This is a valuable tool for structuring conversations with stakeholders, identifying key actions and milestones, and aligning expectations during project initiation. Its simple and clear terminology ensures all involved parties are on the same page, and the resulting document aids in more detailed project planning.
At this stage, it would be useful to set up a shared virtual space for the project members (e.g., MS Teams) to facilitate communication between people based in different locations or working with hybrid arrangements, and allow for the sharing of documents and other resources.
Planning
This phase aims to create a detailed plan to determine what needs to be done to achieve project outcomes. A useful way to think about project planning is Torrance’s top-down and bottom-up planning (2019):
· Top-down plan: this high-level scheduling aims to identify key milestones, deadlines and the number of iterations/review cycles.
· Bottom-up plan: which tasks are needed to achieve the key milestones, and how much time is needed to achieve that. For this, input from and discussion with the team members executing the work is key, for providing accurate enough estimates; the involvement of the development team also helps build a culture of self-discipline and accountability. 
Comparing the high-level and bottom-up plans should determine whether there are enough time and resources to meet the desired outcomes, as shown in Figure 2 (Torrance, 2019). Extra time and resources should be considered in case issues arise; this will depend on risk factors, which should have been identified in the project initiation phase (Torrance, 2019). 
Based on past experiences in the Digital Learning Team, dependencies are a significant risk. For example, the development team relies on SMEs to review iterations of the content, and they cannot progress until the review takes place. During the planning phase, these dependencies should become more visible, and, therefore, enough contingency can be allocated accordingly.
[image: Diagram of how to-down and bottom-up plans come together]
Figure 2 How top-down and bottom-up plans come together. Recreated from Torrance (2019)
The outputs of the planning phase should be:
· A project plan containing all important information related to the project and everything that has been agreed upon; this plan should serve as a contract between stakeholders and the development team (Slade, 2021).
· A task list for the development teams, with tasks’ estimated duration. The task list, which can take the form of a Kanban board, should be created using an online planning tool (e.g., MS Planner). Based on experience, it is important that the tool used is not overly complicated to use and has not got unneeded features, as this will be an obstacle for team members. For instance, in the past, the team used MS Azure DevOps Board to track project tasks, which was quite complex and used terminology from software development and SCRUM project management, with which the team was unfamiliar. This caused some confusion and frustration in the team, which could not locate tasks that were working on, and update them accordingly.
This documentation should be shared on the dedicated virtual project space (e.g., MS Teams), to support teams that are not co-located or working with hybrid working arrangements, such as the Digital Learning Team and the NLW team, and promote transparency and accountability.
At this stage, project teams also should agree on how to communicate progress and report and escalate issues. Methods (email, written updates, virtual or face-to-face meetings) and frequency of communication will depend on the context.
The iterative development cycle: development and review
In this phase, content is storyboarded by SMEs, developed into e-learning packages by the Digital Learning Team and then reviewed. Assistance from other teams may be required, for example, to produce custom media such as videos and illustrations, as per plan. The content then goes through one or more review cycles, as agreed in the planning phase, where designated reviewers review the product and give feedback, and the development team makes the appropriate changes. It is important that a limit to the number of iterations is set, which should have been agreed upon in the planning phase.
The online planning tool can be used to assign tasks and update progress. An up-to-date task list will give an overview of the status of the project, and help determine whether milestones are met. 
Issues should be addressed or escalated as they arise, and the team should routinely reflect on what they have learned from both successes and failures, as advocated by the agile approach; this can be facilitated by maintaining a lessons learned document as the project progresses, rather than conduct lessons learned just at the end.
Rather than the daily 10 minutes stand-ups proposed by agile approaches, team meetings will be held weekly, to reduce the risk of virtual meeting fatigue. This, however, does not mean a lack of collaboration between team members. Constructive peer feedback is embedded in the Digital Learning Team culture and internal processes. For example, before being submitted for review, every piece of content is checked by a colleague who provides helpful feedback and suggestions. Teams members are also encouraged to contact each other should they need support or want to discuss ideas. 
As the agile approach advocates for self-disciplined teams where members are empowered to manage their own workload, engage in discussions and debates, and hold themselves accountable (Highsmith, 2009), it is important to consider how teams can be supported. 
One action that can be taken is to encourage self-awareness among team members, which in turn can lead to better teamwork, leadership, and productivity: for example, participating in an Insights Discovery workshop (Insights, no date) earlier this year helped the Digital Learning Team understand their own and others' preferences and behaviours; this has proven to be a beneficial way to support the team's transition towards becoming a more agile and collaborative unit. Furthermore, the team could benefit from coaching techniques: for instance, the GROW coaching model is a popular framework used to help team members set clear goals, identify obstacles, generate solutions, and take decisive action towards achieving their objectives (MyMentor, no date). Coaching is also supported at an organisational level, with the University’s Staff Development Department holding regular workshops, so there is scope to further embed coaching practices in the team’s culture.
During projects, it is also important to prioritise and monitor people's wellbeing, as tight deadlines, large workloads, and difficult stakeholder relationships can cause stress (Association for Project Management, no date). The Digital Learning Team is dedicated to promoting a culture of openness regarding mental health and well-being. To achieve this, they proactively encourage and model simple but effective practices to promote well-being at work, such as taking a lunch break, having screen breaks, incorporating light physical activity such as walking into the working day, not working overtime as a habit, asking for help if needed, and establishing clear boundaries between personal and professional life (Mind, no date; Hasson and Butler, 2020).
Quality assurance and sign off
Once the content is approved, the content will go through thorough testing and quality checks.
The Digital Learning Team has a comprehensive quality assurance protocol in place (UWTSD, 2021a). Content is tested for both technical and editorial issues, and an issue log is compiled (see Figure 3). This protocol not only ensures that issues are identified and resolved before product deployment, but it also provides a learning opportunity for the team, as it helps to avoid similar problems in the future. 
[image: An example of a testing issue log. The log has a column with a description of the issue encountered, a column with a screenshot, and a column where the learning designer can mark the issue as solved.]
Figure 3 An example of an issue log used by the Digital Learning Team during Quality Assurance.
After the quality assurance process is completed, the product will be signed-off in writing by a designated stakeholder. 
Launch and closure
In this final stage, content is deployed on the Hwb platform. Assistance from technical staff may be required. 
A closure meeting with the project sponsors and key stakeholders should be held, where the success of the project is assessed against the initial criteria, a level of post-project support is agreed upon, and appropriate training for the people that are now responsible for the product is arranged. This information can be captured in a project closure report.
Project files, project documentation and training material should be collated and stored appropriately, as the shared virtual space used so far may be disbanded. 
I also recommend the Digital Learning Team conduct and document a “project debriefing”, where they can acknowledge and celebrate success and discuss lessons learned and further improvements to processes and practices. 
Conclusion
In conclusion, this essay discussed the application of a hybrid project management approach to an e-learning development project. The chosen methodology combines elements of both traditional “waterfall” and agile project management and was informed by both relevant literature and practical experience. The essay provided a brief description of the approach and discussed how initiation, planning, development, quality assurance, sign-off, launch and closure should be managed. Throughout each phase of the project, I highlighted the importance of effective communication and teamwork and proposed actions to improve them. By utilising this hybrid approach, I am confident that e-learning development projects can be effectively managed, ensuring timely completion, high quality, and stakeholder satisfaction.
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