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Abstract: The University of Texas at Dallas is faced with the dilemma of choosing either BlackBoard or WebCT to deliver online staff Office training courses.  A similar research study was conducted in 2002 at the University of Victoria.  However, both BlackBoard and WebCT have significantly improved their usability and features since that study was conducted.  Consequently, UTD will be conducting a study to determine the preferences and opinions of staff members taking courses on WebCT and BlackBoard.  This paper describes the study and expected outcomes.
Introduction

Choosing a content management system can be a daunting task for an institution.  Several studies have been conducted to evaluate these systems from pedagogical and institutional perspectives (Britain and Liber, 1998; Pantel, 1997).  However, few studies have been conducted to evaluate the usability of these systems from the student, instructor, and administrators viewpoints (Morss and Fleming, 1998; Storey, Phillips, Maczewski and Wang, 2002; Bos, Munoz, Van Duzer, 2005). 

In 2002 (Storey, Phillips, Maczewski and Wang), the University of Victoria conducted a study to evaluate the usability of both BlackBoard and WebCT.  They also looked at pedagogical issues and limitations in both systems.  For the purposes of the study, software usability was defined as “the degree to which computer software assists a use in completing a task” (p.2, Storey, Phillips, Maczewski and Wang, 2002; Levi and Conrad, 2000).  According to Nielson (1993), the concept of usability, as defined above, includes such elements as ease of learning the software, efficiency, memorability, user satisfaction, and how the software handles user errors.  Software that is designed for educational use is additionally concerned with additional principles such as the design of learning activities and the learner’s ability to control sequence, paving, the presentation medium, and the level of difficulty (Hannafin, 1989).  This study concluded that neither BlackBoard nor WebCT met the usability requirements of the students or faculty members.  The biggest complaints from the participants included confusing navigation systems and multiple screen designs within the same course.  They also felt, in some cases, that the programs were a detriment to their learning.  However, other participants felt the programs would be an enhancement to their education if they were more user friendly (Storey, Phillips, Maczewski and Wang, 2002).
A similar study comparing Moodle and BlackBoard was conducted at Humboldt State University in 2005 (Bos, Munoz, Van Duzer, 2005).  The focus of this study was more of a comparison between Moodle and BlackBoard rather than a usability study.  Student satisfaction results were nearly identical for both systems.  In fact, almost all metrics measured for the study were nearly identical between the two systems.  Students were asked if they preferred Moodle or BlackBoard.  Most students (42.9%) had no preference.  Of the students that did have a preference, 35.7% preferred Moodle and 21.4% preferred BlackBoard (Bos, Munoz, Van Duzer, 2005).
Since the study was conducted at the University of Victoria, both WebCT and BlackBoard have undergone significant changes and improvements in terms of usability and interface design.  Both programs have also incorporated new features to improve pedagogical flexibility (BlackBoard, 2005; WebCT 2005).  No new usability studies have been published since the programs introduced these new enhancements and design features.  Consequently, the University of Texas at Dallas is conducting a new study to determine if there is a significant difference in usability between the two systems when used to conduct online staff training.

Study
Purpose

The purpose of this study is to determine if staff and faculty members at the University of Texas at Dallas have a preference for taking online Microsoft Office (Microsoft, 2002) training on BlackBoard or WebCT.  Additionally, completion rates of the courses on the two systems will be examined to determine if there is a difference in the number of students who complete the training within the time allotted between the two platforms.  Support requests will also be monitored between the two platforms to see if one platform requires more support and administration.
Population

The population consists of staff and faculty members at the University of Texas at Dallas.  The participants have a wide range of computer experience and knowledge, both with the subject matter and the online course platforms.  Three participants regularly teach on BlackBoard.  They were asked if they would take the course on WebCT and compare the two platforms.  Additionally, two faculty members who regularly teach on WebCT were asked to join the BlackBoard group and compare both platforms.  Finally, the WebCT server admin and backup server admin are also part of the study population.  They have been asked to take the class on BlackBoard and compare the two platforms.  
Methodology
An email describing the study and inviting participants to volunteer was sent to every staff and faculty member at UTD via the staff and faculty mailing lists.  Students and adjunct faculty members do not receive these lists.  Only full time, benefit elegible staff and faculty receive these mailing lists.  The 
majority of the 28 volunteers were randomly assigned into two groups.  The three faculty members who teach extensively on BlackBoard were assigned to the WebCT group.  The two faculty members who teach frequently on WebCT were assigned to the BlackBoard group as were the WebCT server admin and backup admin.  The names of the rest of the participants were drawn at random and placed into two groups by a person completely unaffiliated with the study.  The participants were emailed login instructions for their particular group the week before the course began in order to resolve any technical or login issues in a timely manner.

One group completed the training course on WebCT.  The other group completed the same training course on BlackBoard.  The course materials were identical between the two courses.  Upon completion of the course, participants will be given the opportunity to take the course again on the other platform.  At the end of each course, participants will be asked to fill out a questionnaire about their experiences with the online course and the platform.  Participants who elect to take the course on both platforms will be asked to complete a separate questionnaire asking them to compare their experiences in both courses.  The surveys were built into the courses on both platforms, meaning that both surveys can be accessed via either platform.
Course Design


The course was based on materials originally used in a 6 hour face to face Introductory Word class offered to all staff and faculty at the University of Texas at Dallas.  Due to space constraints, this course has not been taught live on the campus in over a year.  Course materials consist of a course manual in Word format, several short PowerPoint shows that have been converted into pdf format, multimedia Captivate demos and practice simulations, and a final exercise.  The PowerPoint shows were converted to pdf because one of the participants expressed concern over being required to have PowerPoint or the PowerPoint viewer in order to complete a Word class.  


Course materials are identical on both platforms.  Both courses are also organized into course modules based on content.  Each module has a description of the contents and suggestions for completing the materials and activities, a PowerPoint presentation, Captivate demonstrations, and interactive practice simulations.  Four discussion threads are set up in each course as well: Water Cooler, for off topic posts, BlackBoard or WebCT Issues, for questions about the platform, Help!, for questions about the course content, and Tips and Tricks, for helpful suggestions about the course in general.  Participants are encouraged to answer each others’ questions and posts, but the instructor also monitors all threads and answers any questions that are not answered by the participants.

Participants have two weeks to complete the course materials and submit the final assignment.  They may complete the course sooner if they wish.  The course survey is also due at the end of two weeks.  They then have another week to evaluate the course on the other platform and complete the comparison survey, if they choose to do so.  Participation in the study and completion of the course are completely voluntary.  If participants do successfully complete the course and submit the completed final assignment, they receive a Certificate of Completion.

Survey Instruments


The survey instruments were both constructed for the study.  The course completion survey consists of 33 questions in three major sections: Course Materials, Course Structure, and Course Platform.  Each section contains a series of statements with a Likert scale rating followed by a Comments section.  The comparison survey consists of 4 open answer questions.  The surveys are both built into each course and were available from the beginning of the course.  
Results

The survey results will be exported from WebCT and BlackBoard and imported into SPSS to be compiled and examined for trends or correlations.  Additionally, the completion rates will be compared between the two platforms.  The quality of the final assignments required to complete the course will also be compared between the two platforms.  Finally, the number of participant questions will be compared.  This comparison will be broken into two parts, one containing questions participants pose about the materials covered in the course, and the other containing questions participants pose about using the platform and interfaces.

Discussion

It is expected that participants will prefer the login procedures for WebCT to those for BlackBoard as the BlackBoard platform requires a separate login ID and password.  WebCT uses the same authentication participants use to log into UTD systems to perform their job duties.  This may have an effect on the completion rate of participants using the BlackBoard platform.  However, the BlackBoard interface has historically been easier to use than the WebCT interface.  
Due to constraints within the two platforms, the courses will have slightly different designs.  The same materials will be presented in both courses.  However, WebCT allows the course materials to be grouped differently than the BlackBoard platform.  Because of this difference, participants may find course navigation easier on WebCT than on BlackBoard.  

Platform stability should not be a factor in the study.  Both platforms are historically stable at UTD.  Neither has suffered significant failure within the past year.  
Preliminary results show few login issues with both systems.  At this time, one participant has completed the course in the BlackBoard group.  One survey has been completed in the WebCT group.  However, we have been unable to retrieve the results from that survey.  We are working with WebCT to remedy the problem.
Conclusion

The University of Texas at Dallas is faced with the dilemma of choosing a platform upon which to deliver staff Office training.  Both platforms offer advantages and disadvantages.  Recent developments in both platforms have rendered the results of previous usability studies obsolete.  Consequently, UTD is conducting its own research to determine the opinions and preferences of its staff.  These preference and opinions will be used as a basis to decide which platform will be used to conduct online staff training in the future.
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