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Thisisthe full manuscript of a paper created by two professors at a Canadian post-
secondary educational institution with approximately 5,000 full-time students. The
purpose was to provide a comparative analysis between FirstClass and Blackboard.
Kathryn Cook and Trevor Davies are pioneers in teaching online courses at their college,
and over the last five years have taught a variety of online communications and general
education courses to literally thousands of students. Kathryn is currently completing a
Ph.D., specializing in computer-mediated communications in education.



Purpose
The purpose of this document is to outline the points we would like to make regarding the

communication capabilities we need for our online courses. After each point, we describe

the proficiency of Blackboard and FirstClass to meet our communication need.

Assumptions and Beliefs
Before you begin reading this document, we' d like to share some of our assumptions and

beliefs:

* Webelieve in an interactive model of online education, where online discussion is at
the heart of the class -- without interaction there is no education. We do not believe
in anindustrial model of distance learning, where students proceed in isolation with
well-designed pre-packaged materials.

» Any discussion of specific software featuresis based upon current released versions
of Blackboard and FirstClass. Since both vendors are in the business of selling
software, we think assurances are easily made with no guarantees. And both vendors
release new versions often, so improvements to both products are inevitable.

» Electronic communications are an extension of our learning environments --
computers are not just tools like pens and pencils, but an integral part of teaching and
learning online. Changing communication systems should rest on sound academic

principles.



Online class discussions

1) sub-forums

a) Creating sub-conferences or sub-forumsis an instructional strategy for facilitating
online class discussions, and managing an online course. Sub-conferences are a
way for the moderator to keep the size of the message base manageable and
reduce information overload. Also, creating topic specific sub-conferences helps
the moderator focus the online discussions. Finally, for some course activities,
such as class discussion about assignments, having more participants is better than
fewer. Having alarger number of participants for question and answer forums
gives students access to more information, and increases contact for peer support.
We need flexibility in arranging communication areas to accommodate groups of

different sizes and purposes.

i) Thereisno mechanism for creating sub-forumsin Blackboard. So thiswill
have a significant impact on the nature of online discussions, especially when
ateacher is assigned more than one section. For example, in Understanding
technology (UT), Kathryn often has three sections of students enrolled (~135).
UT students watch ten separate technology videos; each video episode raises a
number of technology issues that are fuel for online discussions. Using
Blackboard, Kathryn would create a discussion board forum for each episode,
and then students would create threads within each discussion board forum --
one thread would represent one technology issue. If all 135 UT students
participate in one discussion board forum based on one video episode, there
could easily be over 300 messages in each forum (students are required to post

two messages for each episode, minimum, plus the teacher's contributions).



ADD FORUM

|1 .I LT Assignments MODIFY | _ REMOVE |
This a discussion forum where students can ask guestions about the [ 30 Messages |
assignments. [ 11 Hew ]
|2 .I Episode 1 MODIFY | _ REMOVE |
Technology transfarmation. [ 4 Messages |
[2 New ]
|3 .I Episode 2 MODIFY | _ REMOVE |
Gaing digital [ 7 Messages |
[5 New ]
|4 'I Episode 3 MODIFY REMOVE
Sraller, faster, smarter [ Mo Messages | -]

UT Forums using Blackboard

i) One suggested solution is for the Blackboard system administrator to create
copies of the course and divide students into separate sections of UT. Here's

our response to thisidea:

(1) Making copies of a course still does not solve the problem of needing sub-
levels of discussion areas; having topic specific sub-conferencesis a key
strategy for facilitating online discussions because it focuses the online
discussion. Even if Kathryn had just one section of 45 students, the
threads in Blackboard will become unwieldy with active class
participation. We estimate discussion groups in Blackboard would have to
be limited to about 15 students — each thread would then contain ~30
messages. Using the example of 135 UT students, Kathryn would need
nine copies of the UT course in Blackboard.

(2) Copying the course and dividing students into many class sections means
more work for the teacher, since messages meant for the whole class will
have to be repeated many times over. Secondly, students will not have a

holistic view -- amental model of the whole class, nor will they appreciate
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the teacher's entire responsibilities for the course. Students will not see
the relationship between their section and the whole UT class. Thirdly,
groups are not formed until several weeks into the course, and students are
given the option of choosing their learning partners. The freedom students
have to choose learning partnersis decreased if students are separated into
many sections of UT. Finally, students can’t communicate with UT peers
assigned to a separate copy of the UT course — class discussion will be
limited to their UT section. Thus, an advantage of the online learning
environment using FirstClass — combining sections and sub-dividing

groups — cannot be exploited using Blackboard.

iii) Using FirstClass, we can create many levels of sub-conferences, and each sub-
conference can have multiple, numbered threads that are created automatically
based on the subject line. This means students can create a new thread by
simply writing a new subject line; the subject line then becomes an advance
organizer for readers, and its importance in online communicationsis
reinforced for students. Because of the flexibility in creating sub-conferences
and sub-folders, Kathryn can divide the 135 UT students into six different
sub-sections; each sub-section can have its own set of sub-conferences
representing each of the ten video episodes. Also, studentsin one sub-
conference or sub-section can still read the replies in another sub-section;
we're often delighted at how many students voluntarily read the messages in
non-assigned discussion sections. There are many keen students who
contribute more than the minimum number of messages, and their genuine
interest in the discussion topics is enhanced by accessto alarger group.
Furthermore, having views of all discussion sections adds an element of
friendly academic competition, as well as providing peer role models for
students. For example, students can view other sections when planning their
turn at moderating a discussion week. FirstClass allows usto create and
manage sub-conferences that accommodate groups of different sizes and

functions.
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2) spell check

a) Spell check isan important feature for students as well as teachers. Asking
students to spell correctly for college written work is an academic decision that
extends across the curriculum. Slow or two finger typists particularly benefit
from abuilt-in spell check; a poor typist’s eyes are on the keyboard rather than
the computer screen, and two finger typists are not as able to check spelling as
they write. Also, insisting on proper spelling raises the standard of written
submissions to online discussions. Students in online discussions are judged, not
by their physical appearance or verbal remarks, asthey are in a face-to-face class,
but on the quality of their written work. Messages with many misspelled words
look sloppy, and make the authors look careless.

i) Blackboard does not have a spell checker.

ii) FirstClass has a spell checker; it can even be setup to automatically check

messages on Send.
* Spell Checker |
Main | Options |
Replace: chek
Wyith: fcheck

Replace I
Suggestions: check ﬂ
chieek Skip Al
chef
chem Replace Al I
Addword | 5= -

Checked: 12 Unkmoser: 1 Cancel I

I I
FirstClass spell checker

3) working with text

a) Onlineteachers need to respond to students’ written submissions electronically —
instead of ared pen, we use many colored fonts. We need the ability to mark
students' messages to online discussions because online discussions are an

important part of the online course evaluation for all of our online courses. When



we mark students' contributions to online discussions, we differentiate the

teacher’ s comments from the student’ s own writing using colored text.

i) Using FirstClass, ateacher can give students feedback for their online class
discussion or any writing assignment by using Reply with Quote, and
choosing from many different text colors, styles and fonts. In FirstClass,
students send us most of their written work simply as a FirstClass message
because of the ability of FirstClassto edit and mark-up text. This method of

submitting assignments is simple yet effective for both students and teachers.

i) Blackboard users can't stylize text or change fonts unless they know how to
writeraw HTML tags. For example, to Reply to a student’ s message, a
teacher would have to copy and paste the student’ s text into the teacher’s
message window, and then type the HTML tags character by character to
mark a student’ s written work. Here's asample:

Current Forum: Episode 1
Date: 05-Mar-2000
Author: Cook, Kathryn

Subject: |Re: Pros and Cons of Online Courses

Message: [y quite some time now, I have heen trying to get used to the =l

idea of using <U> & cowmputer a secondary </Ur means

of communication. <FONT COLOR=RED»Bart, wyour writing could
e improved with careful proofreading. Here's a corrected
wersion of the underlined phrase:</FONT><FCONT COLOR=GREEN:>

using a computer as a secondary weans of communication.</FONT:>
The idea of taking an online course is really interesting Lo me.
One reason why online

courses are good is the freedom students have Lo attend class on
their own time and schedule.

[
The teacher marks by writing HTML tags in Blackboard



After writing the HTML tags, here’s how the teacher’ s message appears to the student in
Blackboard:

Current Forum: Episode 1 Read 1 times
Date: 05-Mar-2000 10:07:27

Author: Cook, Kathryn <kathryn_cook@igold. georgianc. on.ca= [,\\5

Subject: Re: Pros and Cons of Online Courses

Fermove

For guite some time now, | have been trying to get used to the idea of using a computer a secondary means
of commmunication. Bart, your weriting could be improved with careful proofreading. Here's a corrected
version of the underlined phrase: using a computer as a secondary means of communication. The idea of
taking an online course is really interesting to me. One reason why online

courses are good is the freedom students have to attend class on their mwn time and schedule.

% marking example =] E3
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From: § Kathryn Cook

Iﬁija

EEER
HE 1N

Subject: |marking example

Cther ...

To: | T Bart Simpson =
ol _*I_I

Bart Simpson writes, ﬂ
The Pro's and Con's of an On-line Course.

f
|

Far gquite some time nowe, | have been trying to get used to the ides of using
a computer & secondary means of communication.  Bart, wour writing could be
improved with careful proof reading; here's a corrected version of the
underlined phrase: cotnputer a5 a secondary means of communication. The ides
of taking an online course i really interesting to me. One reaszon why online
courses are good is the freedom students have to attend class on their owvn time ;|

Marking written work using FirstClass — one click changes font type, size or color



iii) Because teachers using Blackboard can't easily change font or color when
marking students' written work online, students will be using word processing
software for most writing assignments. If the teacher insistson MS Word
documents, students who do not have MS Word at home may be required to
do their work on-campus; doing schoolwork at home is a major advantage of
taking an online course. If the teacher accepts word-processed documents
created with any type of software, the teachers will be faced with documents
in many different formats (WordPerfect, MS Works, etc.). Using MS Word or
other word-processing software for marking text submissions adds extra steps
for both students and teachers—it is not as simple as marking a basic e-mail
message. Blackboard makes the problem of dealing with documentsin

different formats much more of an issue than using FirstClass.

b) The ability to create rubrics for online marking speeds up the marking process,
and helps the teacher be more consistent and fair in providing feedback to

students.

i) Weuse personal stationary in FirstClass to create rubrics for marking online.
When we create the personal stationary, it is setup to be sent to a personal
conference created specifically for storing students' work with a Bcc: to the
student. One-click on the FirstClass stationary form, stored in our Mailbox,
brings up this pre-made message. All the teacher hasto do is enter the
student’ s name in the Bcc: field, and enter the numerical marks. Thisisavery

efficient method of marking online.
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Fraom: § Kathryn Cook

Subject: |LIT izzues discussion paper

Tox Iu T papers marked

o |

B [ |

Marks breakdown for Tssues discussion paper -- Understanding iI
technology

Writing - x out of 7.5 marks

(grammar, spelling, usage)

Content - x out of 9 marks

(logical arguments, objections & concessions related to the 3 questions)
Reflection - x out of 9 marks

(elaborate new ideas, include rich detail, identify personal goals)

Format - x out of 4.5 marks

(stvle, length and presentation in a FirstClass message, submitted

on-time)

Peer review daone - B marks |

A rubric for marking using personal stationary formsin FirstClass

Being able to choose a default font and color is away of humanizing the
computer-mediated communication (CMC) environment. Choosing their own
font and text color helps students project their identities in amedium that lacks
physical presence, and this makes the CM C experience more satisfying. The ease
and functionality of voice attachments also increases socia presencein CMC

environments.

i) Using FirstClass, users can set preferences for default text; thereisno
mechanism for setting default font and color in Blackboard. In FirstClass,

users can also change View properties of their Mailbox, Desktop, folders, and
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depending on their permission level, in Conferences. This feature allows
learnersto tailor the interface to their preferred learning style. Some of these
View preferences are possible in Blackboard, but to afar lesser extent.

i) Voice attachmentsin FirstClass display an audio player that records, plays,
rewinds, fast forwards, pauses, shows awave line of the voice inflection as

well asthe time in minutes and seconds, and a volume control button.

I voice attachments _ O]
Eile Edit Message Conferencing Connection Wiew Help

=2 % § 9 Ebtien B comcsansms ~|l-lb: <] & %

- Unzert Message

Fram: § Hathryn Cook

Subject: voice attachmerts

Tar == Orline courses
=
(M
l%lll%l oo:00:07 o017
|
| =

The voice attachment player in FirstClass

d) Another reason changing fonts and colorsisimportant, isfor collaborative writing
assignments or peer reviews. Students need to keep track of who wrote what by
assigning different colors and fonts to each individual.

i) Using FirstClassthisis easily done, but using Blackboard would require
knowledge of HTML tags.

€) Summarizing text from athread or for a particular student is a great way to give
feedback or assess a student’s progress. Also, asking students to summarize their

own contributions is areflection strategy for written work.
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i) Using FirstClass, a search will find al of the messages from a particular
student or for a keyword; the search command finds items from any number
of sub-folders or sub-conferences depending on where the search isinitiated.
The FirstClass search result can then be summarized with just one click.
Also, the text generated from a FirstClass Summarize Selected command can

easily be saved as ASCI| text, or copied and pasted.

*  Summary of bart _ (O] x|

File Edit Meszsage Conferencing Connection Wiew Help

&~ 2 B
> 3

March 3, 2000 10:51:39 A

section A

From: Biart Simp=on

Subject: message about the 1:t epizode
Ta Tech trans -- epizodel &

Ce:

This first episode was really interesting. But I thouaght the analogy
with the printing press had some flaws. For example, the printing
press wasnh't something the average person learned how Lo use. So
comparing this to computers isn't accocurate.

March 5, 2000 10:532:24 A

zection A

From: Bart Simp=on

Subject: message about the 2nd episode
To Going dig -- episode2 &,

e

I had no idea that there was a suburb in Netmarket where all the

homes were wired to the Internet. I would like to talk to the

homeowmners to see how their liwves hawe changed because of sasy access

to the Internet. I would imagine they would do a lot of shopping

online, and use e-mail for a lot of their communication just because

of the ease of getting online. ;I

Zawves the current iterm on your hard dizk.

Summarizing selected messages in FirstClass

i) A summarize feature is available in Blackboard, but each message must be
individually selected. It'svery easy to miss selecting a student’ s message, as
shown in the screen shot on the next page. Also, the resulting text file, saved
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from a displayed web page, would require some clean up by the teacher before
sending a response to the students. The Blackboard Collect messages feature
will be very tedious and time-consuming when summarizing an entire
semester’ swork for one student because the Collect messages command must
be repeated for each and every discussion forum — it does not work across

multiple forums,

I - He: Tst me.. Cook, Kathryn 2¥-Jan-2000 =]
r =l He: 1st me... Cook, Kathryn 2 -Jan-2000

r -1 Re: 1st me... Cook, Kathryn  24.Feb-2000 MNew

Vi = Re: 1st me... Simpson, Bat  24-Feb-2000

r - Re: 1st me... Cook, Kathryn 25-Feb-2000

r - He: 1st me.. Cook, Kathryn 25-Feb-2000

r - He: 1st me. . Cook, Kathryn 25-Feb-2000

r -I Re: 1st me... Cook, Kathryn 25 Feb-2000  New

v Re: 1st me. .. Simpson, Bart 27-Feb-2000

3 = FHe: 1st me... Simpson, Bart 27-Feb-2000

r Re: 1st me... Simpson, Lisa  03-Mar-2000  New

[T =second thiead Cook. Kathryn  24-Feb-2000 MNew

r -| Re: second thread Simpson, Lisa 25 Feb 2000  New

v -| Re: second thread Simpson, Bart  27-Feb-2000  New

r Re: second thread Simpson, Lisa  03-Mar-2000 HNew

[ = third thread Cook, Kathryn  24.Feb-2000 MNew

[T = Re: third thread Simpson, Lisa  25-Feb-2000 MNew

v Re: third thread Simpson, Bart  27-Feb-2000 MNew

[T = atechnology issue from episode 1 Simpson, Bart 24-Feh-2000 B
r Re: a technoloqy issue from ep... Simpson, Lisa  03-Mar2000  New

[T afourth thread Simpson, Lisa 03-har-2000 -

Selecting messages for the Collect messages feature in Blackboard

4) sending and saving attachments

a) Although we find it preferable to avoid using attachments when possible, there
are times when an online teacher must accept an assignment as an attachment. So
it isimportant that sending and receiving attachmentsis a fluent, understandable

and easy process for both students and teachers. Students need reassurance from
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asystem that files have been sent, and teachers need efficiency when dealing with

alarge number of attachments.

)

Sending attachments takes five separate steps using Blackboard; and it is
confusing for users that attachments are only possible in certain parts of the
system. When uploading large files, it may appear to the student that
Blackboard has stalled because there is no information about the status of the
file transfer.

In FirstClass, attaching files takes one or two steps; this can be done from
anywhere in the system, and a dialogue box appears showing the status of the
upload. Thefiletransfer status box is both informative and reassuring to
users, particularly for larger files. Also, thereisan audible blip to signal when
the transfer is complete. FirstClass remembers the directory where an upload
was last initiated, and returns to that same |ocation when a second transfer is
requested. Uploadsin FirstClass can beinitiated by ssmply dragging sel ected
filesinto afolder on the users FirstClass Desktop. Finally, FirstClass will

upload or download multiple files at once.

©2% AATI813742 pdf M= B3
Uploading file: AATIE 3742 pdf
= i
0 2 % Complete 100
File size: 7833578
Transferred: 226304
Time remaining: 1 min 42 secs

File transfer dialogue box in FirstClass

iiil) When saving attachments in FirstClass, double-clicking the attachment icon

opens a download status box, and then the appropriate application is launched
automatically —it’sone step for the user. Thisisespecially atime-saver for
teachers marking alarge number of attached documents.

iv) When using Netscape and browsing directories for files to attach, the open

dialog box in Blackboard always defaultsto HTML files, even when the

dialog box is opened to locate an image file or an MS Word document. Itis
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an annoying extra step to have to always select All Files from the drop down
box. Thisisasoahurdlefor students attempting to upload an assignment to
their teacher; some students may not be aware of the HTML file extension,

and think their assignment islost. (Thisisnot a problem using Internet

Explorer.)
File Upload EHE
Loak in: | ‘= Program RN ck| [ &
Airn Cnls
defaults 2 Plugins
dynfonts 2 zpelchi,
FullS aft ﬁ hareadme. htmn
import
java
MHetHelp
Fil= narme: | Open I
e v TR | __Co |
3

Open file dialogue box in Blackboard — the default file typeisHTML

5) messaging

a) Being ableto view message history isavital tracking device for online teachers.
Message history allows teachers to identify at-risk students. Message history also
hel ps teachers determine the timeliness of student responses to online discussions.
For example, we need to know whether a student iswriting all of his online
messages in amad rush during the last week of the term, or participating regularly
over the course of asemester. Preliminary research projects conducted by
Kathryn, aswell asa colleague at U of T, show that regular active participation is
akey factor for student successin online courses. Finally, message history
documents student participation in the event of an appeal.
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i) In Blackboard, teachers will only know who's read messages by seeing who

replied; there's no way to track message history.

i) In FirstClass, message history tracks the date, the time, and the user id for

when the message was created, sent, read (opened), replied to, forwarded,

unsent, or if an attachment was saved. We both depend heavily on this feature

when evaluating students’ participation in online discussions.

= History: meszage history example

File Edit Meszzage Conferencing Connection iew Help

|vmat |witen |wito
ﬁ{,':?' Created 0S0z2m0  10:528 AWM Hatheyn Cook
=0 Sent 050300 11:00 AWM Katheyn Cook
@@ Resd 050300  11:00 AWM Bart Simpson
D'l Attachment saved 0503000  11:01 &AM Bart Simpson
#= Forward 050300  11:01 AWM Bart Simpson
+= Reply 050300 1101 AWM Bart Simpson
<l 2l

Message history in FirstClass

b) In CMC environments, the messaging capability of the communication system

has a great impact of the flexibility and usefulness of that system. The CMC

system must also be able to accommodate |arge classes where there is active

participation — it must support loading hundreds of messages in aforum.

i)  When the message baseis large in a Blackboard forum, the subject linein a
thread with more than eight replies, is gradually truncated. By default the

Blackboard system collapses a message thread so only the creator of the

thread isvisible. Students will have to expand the thread to know who has

contributed. Although users can choose to expand athread one message at a

time, when the thread is fully expanded thereisalot of scrolling in the
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discussion board area of Blackboard (see the image on page 13 for an
expanded thread view).

Discussion Board

Forum

: UT Assignments

VIEW UNREAD MESSAGES EXPAND ALL COLLAPSE ALL [
SERRCH [7]
Show Options
# 1st message Cook, Kathryn Z¥-Jan-2000
second thread Cook, Kathryn 24-Feb-2000 2 New
= third thread Cook, Kathryn 24-Feb-2000 2 New
a technology issue from episode 1 Sirmpson, Bart 24-Feb-2000 1 New
a fourth thread Simpson, Lisa 03-Mar-2000 New

fl Educational Connection M=l E
File E

Default forum view in Blackboard

i) FirstClass conferencing can support hundreds of messages in one conference
more efficiently because of the size and appearance of messageiconsin
conferences, and because the FirstClass client loads a large conference much
faster than aweb browser. Trevor currently has over 1,000 messagesin one
of hisonline courses at the halfway point in the semester.

dit Meszsage Conferencing Connection Yiew Help

|dpa|BEgmEdalsale

“22* Conference 450 File= 4 Folders  Softfre Online @ Katheyn Cook

&= 1] name by |  size|=|subiect |Last modified = il
EM™  Patrick P. Lynch 2K Stuffit and SEA losses on Mac 060300 529 PM

Br SIS [ 2k|SlRe: softarc fc 040300 654 A

E M  Kit Doan 2K softarc.fo 030300 10:18 P

EM™  JayH. Dickingon 3K [ Rel2): Can't edit festures 020300 3:54 PM

EAM  Greg Lund-Chaix 24 Re: Can't edit festures 020300 12232 PM

EM™  JayH. Dickinson 2K Can't edit features 010300 1:27 PM

EM  EdlLesle 2K = Re: Replacing Seftings File 020300 4:12 PM

EM RaobMcTavish 2K Replacing Settings File 02003000 328 P

EM™ GaryL.Falcon 2K B Re: spaces in names 020300 1213 P

EM Edlesle 2K Re: spaces in names 010300 10:23 P =

[ tem selected. I

The appearance of alarge conference in FirstClass
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c) The ability to send and receive Internet e-mail, as well as hyper-linking of URLS,
expands the possibilities for online learning. Teachers can invite guests, or
subject experts, and students can communicate with distant peers. Also, being

able to make bookmarksis anavigation aid for usersin a CMC system.

i) Blackboard is primarily a course management tool -- not acommunications
tool like FirstClass; users must have an e-mail address on another system to
use Blackboard e-mail. Blackboard users can't send e-mail to Internet
addresses unless the user is enrolled in the same Blackboard coursg;
Blackboard users can't receive Internet e-mail. If amessageis sent to an
incorrect e-mail address, the user has no way of knowing it was not delivered.
Furthermore, only the teacher can add Internet resources to the External Links
section, and the only way to hyperlink a URL in a discussion forum message,
isif ateacher or student knows how to write raw HTML tags.

Communication Center

Send Message to All Users in SURVEY_01

To: bart.simpsoni@online georgianc.on.ca,
kathryn_cook@@gold georgianc.on.ca,
lisa simpsonicd@online georgianc on.ca

From: Kathryn Cook (kathryn_cooki@gold. georgianc.on.ca)
Subject: |
Message: =]

E-mail can only be sent to usersin a particular Blackboard course

i) FirstClassisafull-featured e-mail system, and users can send and receive
Internet mail to any address. Listserv messages can be sent to a FirstClass

conference, allowing an online class to share the experience of belonging to a
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listserv without adding to the number of itemsin a user’s own Mailbox.
Furthermore, links to web pages are automatically hyper linked in FirstClass
messages, so students wanting to share Internet resources with their
classmates do not need to know HTML. Thisfeature makesit far easier to
share URL’ s with another user or discussion group, and many of our course
assignments depend upon this automatic hyper linking feature so students can
share Internet resources with the class. Also, if amessage is undeliverable or
incorrectly addressed the FirstClass Post Office sends a message to the user
informing him of thereason. Finally, FirstClass has a bookmark feature that
locates items in FirstClass; students just click on the FirstClass protocol
(fep://) link sent by their teacher, and the document or message in question
opens immediately, even if the item is buried many levels deep in the
conferencing structure. We find sending students a FirstClass protocol
bookmark just once is often enough to teach them FirstClass conference
navigation.
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[ Did you read thiz meszage? M=l E3
FEile Edit Meszsage Conferencing Connection Wiew Help

g wdaaBa nddal /o

-E March &, 2000 & 30:42 P
= Mez=sage

From: § Hathryn Cook

Subject: Eiid you read this message?

Tax Iﬁ Biart Simp=on
A 2]
Bart,

I zent this message to the class; I think it will answer
your question. Just click this bookmark link fo view the
message I sent to the class:

fop /A8 qold georgianc.onca, %2 35001627 Understandi
ngTech¥% 20098/ %M23701005

Or here's the URL for the webpage:

http: /A online.qeorgianc.on.caSwhatisonline hitml

Kathryn

(it dfonling qeorgianc.on.catyhatizonling. html |

Automatic hyper linking and book marking in a FirstClass message

iii) In Blackboard, messages can only be sent to users enrolled in a specific
course; for example, Trevor's students can't send e-mail to Kathryn's students
in Blackboard (see image on page 18). Thisalso appliesif one courseis
duplicated into many sections. Thereis no such limitation in FirstClass, and

students are at liberty to contact any FirstClass user they choose.

d) Itisimportant that there are mechanisms for dealing with a novice's common
errors — users need to fix their mistakes. For example, students often send
messages to the wrong place, especially during the early weeks of an online

course.
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i)

In FirstClass, messages are easily moved by dragging and dropping them to
the appropriate conference or folder. Alternatively, students can be shown
how to Unsend the misplaced message, and re-direct the note to the
appropriate conference. By using Unsend students have a chance to learn
from their mistakes, and at the same time are instructed about the mental
model of aconferencing system. FirstClass also has an Undelete feature.
With Blackboard, messages can only be removed if wrongly placed —they can

not be moved, undeleted or unsent.

6) synchronous communications

a) Although we don'’t require synchronous communications for any part of our

online course evaluation, it is an important mechanism for usin providing support

for our online students. We are online alot, and students can ask usasimple

guestion and receive an immediate response by using a chat feature.

i)

The Virtual Classroom chat function in Blackboard takes 3 minutes to load on
a56K modem connection using a Pentium 111 computer, and over 1 minute to
load from a network connection. We doubt students will use chat to ask a
quick question if they have to wait for the Java applet to load. Furthermore,
many students do not have cable modems or Pentium |11 computers at home;
the Virtual Classroom is of little practical use when load time exceeds 10

minutes, asit did in our test using a slower computer and connection speed.

Chat Loading

Please Wait...

In Blackboard, teachers must log into the Virtual Classroom in order to be

available to students for synchronous communications.
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iii) Blackboard's Virtual Classroom, with its white board feature, could be useful
for teachers who require synchronous activities. But we prefer to tap the
potential of asynchronous delivery because of the greater freedom afforded to
students when class participation can be at anytime and from any place.

iv) In FirstClass, users are automatically available for a chat unless the user turns

this preference off. FirstClass chat is simple, straight forward, easy to use,

and very fast.
5 Private Chat _ O]
File Edit Meszzage Conferencing Connection iew Help
=)
|7 Enable soundz Invite... I Send

Howy does the peer review wark?

-

|4

Paticipants: Bart Simp=zon
Hathryn Cook

18| |

Bart Simpson has joined the chat.

Kathryn Cook has joined the chat.

Bart Simp=on: Hi ya teach!

Kathryn Cook: Hi Bart, what's up?

Bart Simpson. Can you explain something?

Kathryn Cook: I'd be happy to try. What's vour question?

FirstClass chat example

v) Blackboard' s Virtual Classroom chat is not available for Macintosh computers

that are using Netscape.

7) stability of the CMC system

a) Thereisnothing more frustrating for online teachers and students than system
failures or glitches. Students new to online learning will be hampered in their

progress to understand a CMC system. Anxiety levels rise when things don’t
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work, and apprehension is detrimental to our learning environment. Teachers

often bear the brunt of students' displeasure over system failures.

i) There has been only one trial course on Blackboard to date, yet online
teachers will be putting hundreds of students through Blackboard coursesin
the fall.

i) There are stability problems at this time with Blackboard, and page |oads
often become tiresomely slow.

iii) Using Netscape's back button when logged into Blackboard often resultsin
this error message:

[Data Missing

Announcements

Course Information Thiz document resulted from a POST eperation and has expired from the cache. I you wish you can

Staff Information repost the form data to recreate the document by pressing the reload button.

Course Documents
Assignments

Communication

External Links [s

A frequently encountered error message in Blackboard

iv) A messaging system also needs to be consistent in all parts of the program to

help users build a mental model of the CMC system.

(1) In Blackboard, adding HTML tags to text boxesis not reliably supported.
In course Announcements, HTML tags can be used to change font, color,
size, etc., but in External Links, HTML tags show up in the display and
are not rendered. Apparently this was deliberately done in External Links
so that teachers could add web links without learning HTML. Only
teachers can add items to External Links.

8) system searches
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a) Being ableto conduct a search within a system is a powerful tool for users.
Teachers often need to locate a student’ s messages, or the teacher’s own replies,
or the content of anidea. All users have more control over the learning

environment when the search function is robust.

i) The search function in Blackboard is very limited, and seems inconsistent
because there are actually two separate search functions. A system searchis
initiated by clicking on the Search button of the left menu framein a
Blackboard course. This search only locates keywords from the titles of
Course Information, Staff Information, Course Documents, Assignments and
External Links documents. A system search does not locate an individual or
keyword for the whole course database, nor does it |ocate keywords contained
within the contents of Course Information, Staff Information, or Course
Documents. The Search in the discussion board area finds individual users
contributions or keywords but only from within a particular discussion forum.
Search does not find users or keywords in all course discussion forums at
once. For example, a system search for the keyword Bart produced no hits.
But a search in the Episode 1 discussion forum does locate Bart’s name. NB —
Bart’s name cannot be searched in all UT discussion forums at the same time.

Search For Ihart search |

Restrict To [T course Information [T st=ff Information

I_ Course Documents I- Assignments
|- External Links

Search Results:

Search Results for bart

sorry, Mo results found for bart

Blackboard system search for a user’ s name
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i) InFirstClass, we depend on its ability to Search multiple conferences and sub-
conferences for a student's name to get alist of al of the student's
contributions to course discussions; we then summearize the student's
contributions. Thisis how we evaluate students’ online discussion messages.
A FirstClass search only has to be done once for each student since it will
search sub-conferences and folders.

iii) A FirstClass search can locate keywords in the body of a message or
document. A search can be conducted from any level within the system, and
unlike Blackboard, is consistent through out in what a search can find.
FirstClass searches even support the Boolean operator AND (List only items
containing all words). See the image below for al of the search parameters

that are possiblein FirstClass.

.'3._:_ UnderstandingT ech W99
File Edit Mezzage Conferencing Connechion Wiew Help

A Find: |t:uar‘t

| Search subject/file name | Search sttachment names
IF Search subconferences & folders | IF Search "From" name

I_ Search cortent of documents I_ Search "ToiCc" names
|_ Lizt anly items containing all words

Include tems created or modified in the [ast: | - A=| v|

Cancel I Find I

FirstClass search parameters

Search selected areas for specified text

iv) FirstClass aso has a Find and Replace feature, which is very useful when
composing lengthy course materials or editing HTML documents in your

HomePage folder.

9) miscellaneous CMC issues
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a) For avariety of reasons, teachers may want their online course materials hidden

b)

from public view. The teacher may be concerned about copyright issues, or the

course material may contain private or sensitive information.

i)

i)

In Blackboard, al users can view the Announcements, and Course
Information of any teacher's course.

FirstClassis highly customizable as far as who can view or contribute to what
conferences. Here'salist of theindividual permissions available in any
FirstClass conference or calendar: open conference, send items, open items,
create sub-conferences, edit permissions, moderator, delete any item, create
items, edit read-only items, edit items, save window and view properties,
approve items, delete own items, view unrestricted details, search items, add
participants, open items, download files and attachments, view permissions,

view history, and open calendar.

iii) Blackboard allows teachers to enable or disable the following: send e-mail to

various Blackboard users or groups, discussion board, virtual classroom,

student roster, student pages, and group pages.

A calendar isavery useful pacing mechanism for online teachers, and a

cooperative learning tool for students. Calendar reminders can serve as a pacing

device without adding to the student’ s perception of teacher control.

)

The FirstClass calendar allows students to invite other students to participate
in an event or task as well as send automatic e-mail reminders to other users.
Teachers can create and associate more than one type of calendar within a
course conference, and allocate all of the permissions and privileges that can
be assigned to FirstClass conferences to the group calendars. For example,
there could be separate calendars for resources and for assignments, each with
different permissions assigned. Also, the FirstClass calendar feature

incorporates both tasks and events.

27



g Calendar _ O]

File Edit Meszzage Conferencing Connection Wiew Help

|| | srEm adsp
_% Calendar 49 Events 2 Tasks online.georgianc.on.ca : Katheyn Cook " [
March 12, 2000 - March 18, 2000 This Wwieek 4] N~

hdarch 13, 2000

hdarch 14, 2000

hdarch 13, 2000

harch 16, 2000
2:00 PM {03 Ed Tech committee

hdarch 17, 2000

hdarch 13, 2000

[Warch &, 2000 1202 P I

FirstClass calendar
4% Ed Tech committee M= E3
File Edit Mezzage Conferencing Connection Yiew Help
£ a|e s [ o | | e A R
— _ i -
Evert | Repest Participants |Reminders | j
Patticipant= to invite: F ?,&sk patticipants to respond §
¥ Trevor Davies Enter the people or

groups yau want to notify

Resources to book:

Enter any resources or
lozations you weant to boc

far this ewent -
4| | 3

Inzert a voice file.

Inviting another user to participate in a FirstClass calendar event
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i) Blackboard treats tasks and calendar items separately, which we think is
confusing for users. Students can add personal events, but they can’t invite
others to participate in the event or contribute to the course calendar.

My Blackboard o

Calendar [ Show Al -]

| View Week | 3] View Month | QuickJump | (=% Add Event |

<4 Sunday, March 3, 2000 »

Blackboard calendar

c) Usersneed easy accessto Help files, especially when first learninga CMC
system.
i) Clicking on the Student Manual in Blackboard opens a new browser window;
many students will not know how to get back because they won't notice that a
new window has opened.

ii) FirstClass Help operates as a standard Windows or Mac menu.

Conclusion

The decision to go with the "one sizefits all" Blackboard approach, seems to be based
on administrative expediency rather than andragogical principles. We see the appeal for
management in developing online courses that run independently of a specific teacher,
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and are driven in a standard format. Thisisadecision that is not based on academic
principles. We maintain that what isimportant is the nature of online interactions
between students and teachers. We worry that Blackboard' s limited capabilities for text
editing, aswell asthe lack of sub-forumsin the structure of the discussion boards, may
contribute to less frequent use of online discussionsin online courses. Also, fewer
student-student interactions detract from the overall sense of community in online
courses. We design online courses that get students engaged in active discussion and
their own learning, and we need a communication system that supports this. FirstClassis
clearly a superior conferencing tool that provides for the online teaching and learning

environment we want to construct.
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