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UMBC Most Active Blackboard Courses Reports

http://www.umbc.edu/blackboard/reports
Problem

UMBC has used Blackboard since 1999, but it has not always been easy to answer some simple, but important questions:

1. How (and why) is Blackboard being used by faculty and students?

2. Is it making a difference in teaching and learning?

Like many Blackboard clients, UMBC has not been satisfied with the software’s delivered reporting tools. Blackboard can track the number of students, instructors and courses on a server, and even provide a rudimentary list or graph of “hits” within specified date ranges that correspond to semesters. But as the server gets populated with users who leave the institution (while their accounts remain in tact) or auto-created courses that never get turned on and used by instructors, it becomes difficult to parse even a quantitative answer to these questions.

Solution

In December 2006, OIT began experimenting with an “average hits per user” approach to determine UMBC’s Most Active Blackboard courses “turned on” and used by instructors during a given semester. For our purposes, a "hit" is recorded whenever a user clicks anything inside a Blackboard course or community (e.g., announcements, documents, discussion board, assignments, etc.). This way, “average hits per user” rankings don't favor large enrollment sites over smaller ones. To date, we now have reports for the Spring and Summer 2007 semesters. 

The key (we hope) to understanding and using these reports is that OIT is not making a qualitative judgment about a course based on its activity alone. After all, high activity could mean students are simply "lost" and desperately clicking anything to find what they're looking for. Similarly, low activity could be due to an instructor using an external, “homegrown” website that he or she simply links to inside a Bb course shell (and thus the student activity “hits” don’t get tracked in the Bb reports). But as simply ONE indicator of student engagement, published Blackboard activity reports can provide useful insight to instructors. Faculty learn best from other faculty, so if they can see what is happening in each other's courses, they can seek each other out about what works (or doesn’t) in teaching online.

Early on, an important concern was that the Most Active Blackboard Courses reports not embarrass any faculty member who was not on the original "top 50 most active courses." But before publishing the reports, OIT staff emailed several faculty (on and off the top 50 list) to see if they perceived our reports as an endorsement or indictment of quality. They said no. 

We also now publish the activity ranking of ALL courses (see most active courses by discipline, which shows the overall rank for a semester as well as within the discipline). One interesting trend warranting further study: disciplines with more than 10 active Bb courses appear to have higher per course activity levels than disciplines with fewer active Bb courses. If true, one reason may be that having more colleagues using the tool provides more sounding boards to bounce ideas off of, which further underscores the importance to faculty learning from each other.

What’s New

With permission from a few faculty, OIT has recently published pilot reports on their Bb courses showing student activity levels by final grade distribution. As one might expect with attendance in a face-to-face class, students who earn higher grades tend to use Blackboard more than those earning lower grades. 

Our next step was going to be to run a similar summary report for our top 25, 50 and 75 quartiles for all Bb courses, to see if the grade distribution trend can be broadly generalized. But we've already heard from a few faculty who want this report for themselves now, so we're developing a way to support "live querying" by any user (student or faculty) to support the kind of “data mining” they are interested in having and are allowed to have access to (e.g., students should only be able to see their own activity, perhaps against a summary of all other users in the course).

Future Plans

While tempting, students should not see a cause and effect relationship between Blackboard use and higher grades. Unlike a video game’s secret passageway or unpublished “short cut” they may be accustomed to “hacking” through multiple, meaningless clicks, students should not expect to earn a higher grade based on brute force or repetition.  Instead, if they can view their own activity in the context of an entire class roster, they may be able to monitor and improve their own performance. 

For example, here’s how a “check my activity” function might work in Blackboard:

· Like the current Bb grade book, the instructor could decide if, when and how students can view a “check my activity” report.

· There might need to be a minimum number of students enrolled (10?) or period of time that passes (10 days?) so they can't deduce who is active and who is not.

· If enabled, students would be able to see where they rank relative to other students in the same Bb course with regard to activity level and/or type of tool usage.

· If past activity by grade distribution reports are available for a current course, the instructor could elect to make these available to students either inside the course, or perhaps on an external site so prospective students can gauge what it might take to succeed.

· Students might be able to “opt in” to an email, rss or txt message alert if they fall below a specified or desired level of activity relative to their classmates—and their course goals.

· Academically “at risk” students might have this alert function enabled by default.

· Rather than wait till the end of semester, the instructor could elect to run activity reports by grade distribution on specific exams, assignments or activities, so students can see where they rate currently.

The key is that a CMS collects all kinds of data that might be used as “cheap feedback” instructors don't have to work hard to provide. The CMS could do it for them, and become a self-monitoring tool for students—before or after an instructor assigns an actual grade to their work. In this way, the CMS could be even more of a "self-paced" learning assistance to students, serving almost as an "academic biorhythm" that provides a more realistic view of their own activity—and perhaps improves their performance. 

Conclusion

Unlike surveys or focus groups where users are asked what they think about a course management system (CMS) or say how they would use it, mining actual human computer interaction data from an enterprise CMS—and displaying feedback to those users through contextualized, individual reports—could improve student retention, online learning design and faculty development.
