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Finding the best

The virtual classroom

Few conversations exist among students over the value of a virtual classroom, and how much expertise does the faculty have in using it. How good are the online platforms that permit college faculty to deliver coursework to students? How good are the professors using this advanced medium? How good are each of the systems compared to each other?

Most of these questions are never favored among decision makers initially. Rather, the one question most asked at the administration levels is “How much does it cost?” The questions about quality, value, ease-of-use, compatibility, and the advantages of using one over the other for the students usually follow. 

Oddly, many dismiss free Open Source applications as inferior systems buying into the spin provided by the paid-for providers. The universal buzz is that the free systems are difficult to install and require the attention of a university technician to constantly fix, repair and support such a system. The best one though is “They’re too easy to use.”  

What administrators run into is a barrage of marketing and sales from the “paid for” service providers lauding how great they are and how much they can do for the school than any other system. By the time they are through with the school, administrators view Open Source as totally worthless. Unfortunately, for most, investigation stops here. 

This “act” by the paid for medium is just pure ‘smoke and mirrors’ but it is an effective sales technique and often believed by administrators. Those in charge and authorizing the checks know little or nothing of course management systems other than they need to get into it “now”. 

Institutions of higher learning are not known to be proactive and it is legend among “change” specialists that colleges and universities are always “reactive”. That is unless they are faced with an extraordinary threat to survival as an institution. Online education poses such a threat and selecting the wrong online management system does nothing but ensure the inevitable financial difficulties for the school. 

Ought to be free

Today, most schools fall into the reactive mode. They are in a rush to adopt and climb aboard the online education delivery bandwagon that seems to have left them behind. Often they seek the path of least resistance. Since they collectively have little knowledge about online delivery and readily admit it to vendors, they are easy prey for ‘paid-for” services. Technology types and, deans of Computer Sciences departments rarely have a clue how a genuine, honest to goodness, outstanding online classroom is supposed to work, let alone how it should work in their school. Unsuspecting, and in a hurry, administrators are easy pickings for the best sales pitch. 

With free open source courseware, administrators don’t get a sales pitch. If they want open source, they will have to go get it. If they would but take the time, they would always pick open source – Always. 

Selection

Many alternatives exist and not all virtual classrooms start out on a level playing field. Some are good, most are horrible, and one is totally superior to all others. Choices are available from paid-for services and from among free open source alternatives. It is ironic, in some respects, that there are those in the higher echelons of academia still trying to reinvent the wheel. 

The classic example of academic buffoonery when selecting online course management systems is illustrated by the case of a small state university in a southwestern locale. The junior college is a feeder school for the state’s major universities. After acquiring a state mandated grant of $650,000 to develop an online course management system, it later turned out to be a totally worthless exercise. Such exercises have been repeated hundreds of times throughout the USA as academic institutions struggled to make their own course management systems in an effort to climb on board the online express. 

Compared to international schools, American schools were awkwardly behind with the exception of those who had begun to develop their own in-house systems. The most credible of these in the USA can be counted on one hand whereas most of the major international schools operating on a global platform had long since refined their own proprietary course management delivery systems.

Today, however, it no longer pays to develop your own, not when you can acquire probably the best in the world for free. At least one should understand that ‘free means’ the source code to install an outstanding course management system free on a university’s hardware for nothing. 

The Players

What choices does a school have to provide their students with the best course management systems money can buy? The following is a brief list of the top to bottom rank based on a study undertaken at a major South America University over a sixteen week period in early 2008. The top three are listed below. There was no ranking for the next seven as the top three eclipsed them. WEBct and Blackboard should be considered as one since they are one company. Their software is being integrated. 

All of these course management systems have proved to be reliable and are all vastly superior to any minimalist, free, and so-called student learning platforms provided by search engines or others. All providers listed have, over time, proved reliable, resilient, functional, and, at various levels, competitive. The links are provided for your benefit. 

The top course/learner management systems…

1. Moodle
     
4. Blackboard       
7. FirstClass ED
2. eCollege

5. ATutor       
8. Desire 2 Learn
3. WEBct   

6. Angel

9. Finalsite

.



Several proprietary systems (built and sustained in-house) as well as new open source developments were considered as well as those listed but found not sufficiently beyond the beta stage or widely used to be considered at this time. Once the top three were identified, research activities centered on the top three. WEBct and Blackboard were considered as one product as they have merged.

Each of these has some levels of sophistication that the others do not possess with the exception of one. Moodle has literally all of what any of the others might have and then some. 

Students from third grade on up through graduate school have lauded this particular platform as the very best online classroom environment. 

Why educators have not just stumbled over each other acquiring this incredible software is easily explained. Most administrators and most traditional faculty are unaware of and yes, naïve when it comes to choosing an online course management system. College administrations give that decision power to the wrong people. They pass the vetting process to their I T and computer science departments as though this were some exercise in adding new hardware capabilities to the institution. Rather than looking at it as a classroom activity, albeit online, I T is chosen because they are ‘supposed’ to be familiar with software and hardware developments that would impact the institution. 

Unfortunately when it comes to choosing course management systems for university adoption, most schools are left wanting. I T and computer science departments often make the wrong choice. They are, in the first instance not familiar with classroom methodology throughout the college or university except for the technical support they provide and the in-house systems they manage and maintain. Secondly, they are less concerned in how an instructor and the student meld compared to a traditional classroom setting. This decision however, would be more suited for the academic review committee. They should have had the opportunity to use and experiment with the system and kick the tires before any decision was made. Once a system is adopted it is difficult to unravel and once a university commits, pride prevents it from admitting a mistake that will have long-term consequences. 

Is it any wonder, that the system a university purchases is the one that speaks the language of I T? For the most part colleges and universities have been, and continue to be sold the Brooklyn Bridge over and over again.

The bridge mentality

To understand why schools leap at what appears to be the best sales job, one has to understand the mechanics that drives a university today. The earliest and noticeable penetration of online delivery originally moved forward in 1996. Then it was email and threaded discussions, easily the sum total of what many considered and most of academia still considers online education. There was no WEB 2.0, no BLOGS, no social networking, no live conferencing, no video streaming, no live presentations, and no consensus of what or how online education should be delivered.

And, once upon a time, at least up to 2002, there were only three major players and a smattering of want-to-be types. Their indisputable dominance lasted for all of about three years from 1999 to 2002. They included Blackboard, WEBct, and eCollege. Although eCollege had the best in platform templates and made life easy for educators, the other two stuck steadfastly and tenaciously to outdated and lumbering, complicated systems for educators. Book publishers made deals to have their books touted online and shorter versions of a fully based virtual classroom became available to online professors too lazy to learn or create the kind of virtual classroom that mirrored a traditional class. Debates at academic conferences gutsy enough to address the issues of emerging online education almost always degenerated to arguments over content versus process.

Setting the pace

At least one major university, climbing the charts rapidly, as one of the most popular in the world, was being vilified for its aggressive and outside-the-box presentation of distance education. This university developed its own in-house course management system similar to the models developed by international universities willing to spend the time and effort into creating an online platform that actually worked well. The difference between them and others is they had their own sandbox to play in and others were not invited.

Then along came a maverick, a developer who helped create WEBct. He sprung it on the higher education market in 2002 as an open source download product that reminded many of the glory days of software development, before everyone started to claim they created the source code for this or that software product. 

The premier virtual courseware…

Today, the premier open source virtual courseware is called Moodle. Recognized by students and faculty as the platform of choice, it is easily the most flexible and versatile of all the major providers. 

The three trailing services sell their software but most importantly sell the training that is required to use it. Unfortunately once the training ends, and unless the faculty went directly to online “get out of jail”, the training is quickly forgotten. If not used frequently and lacking in discernable online tutorials, paid for services are both expensive to install and expensive to maintain. They are incapable of recouping a university’s initial investment for years. Faculty is challenged to use it and adapt it to their classes. 

Traditional faculty wants training, teaching release time and more compensation for creating courses online. In addition, if faculty is not ‘gung ho’ for learning new technology, administrators have created a looming nightmare. This says nothing about administrations trying to fit round pegs in square holes because even the student body can provide resistance. 

It is hard to grasp by some that although online teaching can double up classroom use, increase instructor loads, and appear to make the university more efficient, traditional faculty will continue to balk and refuse to adapt. The fact that students went to their college for classrooms and not online courses is never seen and the market outside the walls never imagined. You are the proof of that scenario but administrators glued in the confines of their market do not know where potential students are or how to get to them.

Adopting virtual class online technology

Entrants into online education with a sizable budget chase what they perceive are the most expensive solutions. They deduce, as most college administrators seem to have a tendency to discern they are correct and that they alone know what is best for the college. Hypothetically, the choice between a system that costs 100,000 dollars and one that is free ought to be a no-brainer particularly if pound for pound and all things considered the “free” variety is better. Which one would you choose? Why, the 100,000 dollar one of course. The logic is that the one that costs must be better. Judging by the selection process of many American and International universities, this is exactly what they’ve done. Money is no object. Up to now that has been the typical college choice. It is their choice because they do not take seriously the fact that a free system is the best in the world. Why would any university in its right mind pay for something they can have for free? It defies logic.

What is online education all about?

Online education is not just about the school. It is about delivery. How easy is it for faculty and student to navigate? How much does it mirror a real classroom experience? How free are the faculty to develop their methodology and pedagogy uninhibited by cookie cutter administrators who demand they teach to the content mentality to assure precise sameness in all online classes? How does the student compare it to the real classroom experience? If the virtual class is difficult for the professors, it is difficult for the students. And, if it is difficult for the students, the online delivery is going to be viewed as inept, tedious, and not worth the time of day.

The online experience should mirror as closely as possible the actual in-class, traditional type of delivery system. That system is the face-to-face process between professor and student. 

The Best of the best

Advancement in software and hardware technology has made the online delivery of college courses very easy for providers. What exists today would not have been recognizable possible just five or six years ago. Online education today can easily mirror a classroom in literally all aspects and when it comes to student and teacher interaction, the relationships can be stronger, closer, and more productive than any live classroom can provide.

Yet, not all course management systems are the same. A wide variance exists between them and what is one man’s Cadillac is another’s Chevy. The capabilities of such systems are driven by the competence of the instructors and the willingness of students to acquire and become adept at a new way of learning. In today’s parlance we refer the old systems as Web 1.0 and the new ones as Web 2.0 compatible. 

A course management system is a technology tool that allows instructors, universities, and corporations to develop and support online education. Sophisticated Internet-based, software permits teachers, professors, trainers, and instructors of all disciplines the ability to manage student assignments, communications, and other aspects of instruction for their courses. 

Online education is a financially sound choice over adding another on-ground classroom. No new facilities are required to educate more students. It is cheaper in the long term and in the short term as well, for with an online course system one must not pay for the maintenance of the building. Platform maintenance is built into the cost of licensing and seat time. 

The bottom line is the ‘Best of the Best’ is Moodle. Their motto should be ‘Don’t go to school without it!”
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