THE BLACKBOARD PLATFORM FOR THE CREATION AND MANAGEMENT OF ONLINE COURSES

Blackboard is an online course management system used by over 2,600 universities and colleges in 140 countries.

The Blackboard suite is composed of three subsystems: the Blackboard Learning System, Blackboard Community Portal System and Blackboard Transaction System. The three subsystems are integrated via Building Blocks technology and enable the designing and provision of a flexible, integrated and customisable e-learning environment.

Building Blocks technology allows integrating the three subsystems and their relative functions both with each other and with external applications and tools in order to meet the specific educational and administrative needs of client institutions.


This inter-operability is possible thanks to the use of so-called Integration Agents, which enable data exchange between systems and various commercially available or Blackboard user created software.

The Building Blocks Manager uses specific components (APIs – Application Programming Interfaces; SDK – Software Developer Kit etc.) to develop an Integration Agent in order to connect the Blackboard Suite to an external system (e.g. the user’s computer), an application, a hardware component or to educational material. Next, the Blackboard Administrator installs the Integration Agent in the Blackboard Suite and configures it so that it can exchange data with an external system. The combination of an Integration Agent with an external system is called a Building Block; this makes Blackboard extremely flexible since the number, type and combination of Building Blocks within each Blackboard Suite are potentially infinite and adaptable to the specific needs of each institution or individual user.
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The Application Programming Interfaces (APIs) available with the Blackboard Learning System enable integration between administrative systems, teaching functions, educational content areas, teaching tool areas, notice board, course schedule and student grade book. There are also APIs allowing the support of different languages within the same course.

In the Blackboard Community Portal System, instead, the APIs enable the integration of the organisational control panel with the organisational contents areas, organisational tool areas, notices and course schedule.

Moreover, both systems have APIs enabling user authentication and thus the integration of the Blackboard Suite with the student information system and the relative central authentication system of the client institution.

By consulting the catalogue available at the Blackboard website (www.blackboard.com), the user can examine and download Integration Agents, many of which are available free of charge. In this regard, via its Blackboard Enabled Compatibility Program, Blackboard also gives the opportunity to test Building Block compatibility with the Blackboard platform and, if successful, provides the Building Block concerned with a special mark: the Blackboard Enabled logo. This certification guarantees that the Building Block in question conforms to quality standards and that the relative explanatory documentation is clear and complete. It also allows for reliable testing of applications created by users themselves who would otherwise not have this opportunity.

The compatibility tests are organised in different ways according to the subsystem in which the Building Block is to be used:

· if the Building Block must be used in the Blackboard Transaction System, then the application is validated by the Blackboard Technical Services;

· if the Building Block must be used in the Blackboard Learning System or Blackboard Portal System, then the test is carried out by an independent testing firm, Product Quality Partners Inc. (http://www.qpqa.com), according to well-defined criteria and via tests illustrated and documented in the Compatibility Program's Developer Guide, which may be downloaded from the website: http://www.qpqa.com/blackboard/.

The Blackboard Learning System

The Blackboard Learning System is a platform created with third generation technology in order to handle courses and educational contents. The stated aims of its creators include:

· improving and measuring student performance;

· enhancing teacher productivity;

· strengthening classroom teaching and learning by using the web;

· enabling distance learning;

· bringing together face-to-face and online teaching-learning benefits via hybrid courses;

· providing a platform enabling the integration of course management with organisational, administrative, security and authentication aspects.

The creators of the Blackboard Learning System say that the platform is designed to meet clients’ needs for carrying out successful e-education initiatives; in particular, they refer to five pillars:

1. Simplicity and ease of use, to encourage its use not just by expert users but also by beginners.

2. An open architecture, to provide flexibility at both educational and administrative level.

3. Enterprise technology.

4. Value maximisation and the optimisation of institutional investments.

5. Innovation, to encourage the adoption of new technologies for achieving educational and strategic objectives.

The teaching-learning environment of the Blackboard Learning System

The teaching-learning environment of the Blackboard Learning System acts both as an e-education platform and as a tool for supplementing traditional face-to-face learning. The utilities making up this environment are:

· Content Management and Content Sharing

· Assessment Management

· Gradebook

· Collaboration and Communication

· Assignment and Portfolio Management

Content Management and Content Sharing

This utility greatly helps in establishing the teaching-learning process because it gives teachers considerable flexibility in creating educational contents, by linking tasks and assignments, as well as by adding tests, surveys, self-administered questionnaires etc. according to each student’s needs and learning process (a curriculum-driven process).

It is thus possible to create learning units, arrange them in sequenced files and to send notices, learning materials, tasks and links to the course website. The teacher can also decide when to present certain materials (learning units, contents, tasks) to each student according to his/her learning process and results.

At the technological level, the teacher is facilitated both by the number of electronic formats available (Microsoft Office, PDF and HTML files, digital images, digital audio files, digital video files, and multimedia files, such as Flash) and by the wide range of educational packages already available for dozens of academic courses (Course Cartridges).

Assessment Manager
The Assessment Manager allows teachers to use different types of tests (multiple-choice, multiple answer, true/false, matching, ordering, cloze as well as open answer tests or short essays, even with the possibility of images, URLs and links to other files) in order to assess the achievement of learning objectives and to collect and store the student’s answers. Teachers can also provide personalised feedback to students as regards correct answers and any mistakes made.

Evaluation is carried out via a step-by-step process which is rather intuitive and easy to understand. 

The Assessment Manager also allows storing groups of questions, importing and extracting series of items and randomising questions during an examination. The teacher can also decide when a certain student can take a certain test. The Assessment Manager can also be used to generate statistics and for item analysis of the students’ answers to objective tests.

The Gradebook and Assignment Manager

Within the Blackboard Learning System, the Assignment Manager is the system which allows teachers to create, evaluate and handle tasks, as well as to record each student’s performance in the Gradebook. The data entered in the Gradebook can also be processed to produce statistics and percentages according to criteria established by the teachers themselves.

Collaboration and Communication

The Blackboard Learning System contains a multifunctional environment for synchronic and asynchronic communication, enabling teachers to set up a virtual classroom for interactions between all course participants, small groups or even for one-to-one communication. These virtual classrooms can use chat sessions, conferences, archives, group explorations of websites and so on.

The teacher also has sophisticated tools for conducting online discussions. In these discussions, it is possible to view and to edit the educational materials, such as a Power Point presentation. The discussions are all recorded and stored for future use.

These instruments can also be used to run classroom tours in order to introduce new students to the course environment.

System Administration

Blackboard also has a system administration environment which enables the handling of student information and authentication protocols as well as system configuration and organisation, course scheduling etc.

The Blackboard Community Portal System

The creators of Blackboard say that they were inspired by four fundamental principles when they designed the Blackboard Community Portal System, both for real and virtual communities.

1. Common areas: spaces for people to meet and exchange views.

2. Content management: a centralised management of documentation and the sharing of ideas in order to facilitate knowledge dissemination and group work.

3. Customisation: providing individualised information according to each user’s specific experience in order to strengthen his/her role within the organisation.

4. Collaboration and exchange: stressing communication between community members by providing tools to facilitate knowledge transfer.

Some universities, such as the University of South Florida, have used the Blackboard platform to create a portal for linking students, faculties and staff within courses and communities, and to provide users with important web services for their academic life. For example, students can access their account, via a password, in order to check their administrative situation; lecturers can inspect the minutes of faculty meetings and so on.

The Blackboard Community Portal System also provides administrative staff with a set of tools designed for a wide range of academic functions. The package for universities, for example, includes:

• Alumni Affairs

• Arts and Culture

• Bursar

• Campus Bookstore

• Career Center

• Dining Services

• Faculty Senate

• Honor Council

• Human Resources

• IT Help Desk

• IT Training Opportunties

• Library

• Parking

• Registrar

• Residence Life

• School Newspaper

• Student Association

• Student Health

• Volunteer Opportunities

• Women’s Center

An example of using the Blackboard platform

The Worcester Polytechnic Institute (WPI) is a private university based in Worcester (MA) and has been using Blackboard since 1999.

Within the portal created through Blackboard, lecturers can load a vast array of learning materials to make sure each student can find the kind of materials that best suit his/her learning style. Pennie Turgeon, Director of the Instructional Media Center and Advanced Distance Learning Network of the WPI, says that this feature helps students to become strategic learners by stressing the relations between educational contents and curriculum objectives. The use of such varied multimedia materials also facilitates the learning of abstract concepts, which are particularly prominent in mathematics and science courses.

The WPI considers the context, i.e. the teaching-learning environment, fundamental and has employed the Blackboard platform to create an environment available to students 24 hours a day and seven days a week. The chance to take part in online discussions encourages all students, even the shyest ones, to have their say, and allows distance learners – those who cannot be physically present on campus – to cooperate. Lecturers can give each student greater attention through e-mail messages and virtual student receiving times and, in the students’ view, this chance to interact with teachers and with other students allows them to devote more time to classroom learning.

As regards learning appraisal, the Blackboard tools enable teachers to assess student performance and to detect any problem areas and concepts that students find difficult to understand. As a result, teachers can adjust the course features so that all students can achieve the established objectives.

The sense of belonging to a community is enhanced by the chance for distance learners to take active part in campus life thanks to chat rooms and other online discussion tools enabling these students to interact not only amongst themselves but also with their peers residing on campus.
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