

Build it and they will use it: A case study in getting bang for your buck in educational technology choices


Nick Baker
Office of Open Learning
University of Windsor
Canada
nbaker@uwindsor.ca


Abstract: This paper reports on a case study of the selection and implementation of a synchronous online collaboration and communication tool, Blackboard Collaborate, as a discussion point for an alternative model of facilitating educational culture change in a university setting. The approach draws on the Technology Acceptance Model (TAM) and Technology, Pedagogy and Content Knowledge (TPACK) Framework to identify and implement educational technology likely to have multiple impacts across the institution. The approach taken here is now being applied to other educational technologies at the University of Windsor, Canada, and is meeting with significant success in both driving and supporting pedagogical change. 



Introduction

	University administrators and educational technology specialists are constantly bombarded with information about the latest products and tools available to enhance learning, improve engagement, and increase efficiency. Pressure comes from multiple directions (students, instructors, vendors and government) to invest significant ongoing funds in technology. With limited funds available, those charged with making such decisions look to models and analyses from other processes that can provide insight into the ‘best’ solution for their needs. Frameworks such as the Technological Pedagogical and Content Knowledge (TPACK; Koehler and Mishra, 2009) and Technology Acceptance Model (TAM; Davis, Bagozzi and Warsaw, 1989) have been widely used to explain, predict and drive adoption of new technologies. A wide array of other approaches exist for choosing educational technologies, including considerations of need, budget, institutional culture, intrinsic and extrinsic motivators, perceived ease of use and usefulness, and a plethora of other factors (see for example Davis, Bagozzi and Warsaw, 1989; Koehler and Mishra, 2009; Surry, 2002; Bates and Sangra, 2011). Most often, decisions are made with a clear mandate and policy direction (whether internally or externally driven) backed by financial and human investment in the implementation itself.
Recent reports (e.g. COHERE, 2011; Carey and Trick, 2013) have identified the relative lack of focus in Canadian higher education institutions on pedagogical and technological innovation, and the relative risk that poses to the viability of these institutions. In response to this, and to increasing budgetary pressures, governments in Canada have recently started to play a much stronger role in directing the activities of universities, and in requiring both accountability and transparency in processes for decision making. Decisions with larger financial implications for publically provided funds are coming under increasing scrutiny and so the question of how to get the best ‘bang for your buck’ is becoming increasingly important for administrators. 
Blended or hybrid learning approaches represent a relatively low-risk, high return strategy that position universities well to develop further as technology drives societal change and fundamentally alters the way in which we communicate, teach and learn (Garrison and Kanuka, 2004). But there are barriers to the effective adoption of technologies. First, the technology itself can represent a barrier; it should be almost invisible and become a very minor part of what faculty have to consider when designing their educational environments if it is to be successfully implemented. Secondly, there is a lack of sound empirical evidence for the impact of many educational technologies (despite there being considerable literature in the field) that can convince faculty of its worth. Third, most faculty are experts in their disciplines, not in pedagogy (Koehler and Mishra, 2009) and so initial support for faculty in building capacity, and for longer term innovation and development is critical to success.
The project described here was not primarily driven by external requirements, but was a strategic investment in technology to provide a scaffold on which to build future cultural change within the institution and achieve broader strategic goals in online and hybrid teaching and learning. 

Case Study: Choosing and implementing Blackboard Collaborate

Identifying a need
	The University of Windsor had identified a desire to expand online and hybrid learning opportunities for several years, but there was little concerted effort to make that happen, and a limited pool of expertise existed within the University to assist in this. There were significant gaps identified in the technological infrastructure supporting online learning, including a means of communicating synchronously to multiple students in an off campus mode. In 2011, a request for funding to create an Office of Open Learning was approved through the University of Windsor’s Strategic Priority Fund, and in 2012, the process of establishing the office began. The Centre for Teaching and Learning had also previously expanded to include two online learning and educational technology specialists, and a concerted program was begun to identify infrastructure that was needed to support not only more online learning, but better quality learning opportunities. An interesting element of this program was that it was engaged without significant support or direction from either senior management, or from the population at large. What was apparent to those driving the change was that this lack of direction stemmed largely from lack of awareness of potential and need, rather than any concerted effort to resist change. 

Choosing a tool
	Several items of infrastructure needed to support the proposed pedagogical changes were identified, including a new LMS, a web-based synchronous collaboration and communication tool, an ePortfolio system, a remote online proctoring system, various methods of lecture capture, and improved institutional data tools. Most of these have significant financial, policy and cultural change elements that make them challenging to engage with from a change management perspective. Identifying and implementing a web-based synchronous communication tool was determined to be the least challenging of these items for a number of reasons: 
	Financial investment, while significant, was less than that required for most of the other tools;
	It required little cultural change in the initial phases;
	Policy needed to at least start implementation already existed;

No one person or unit internally already claimed ownership of this tool or its functions. 
	A formal process to select a suitable system was undertaken, and resulted in the drawing together of faculty, IT staff, education specialists, and middle and senior management in a highly productive collaboration that led to decisions that could be carried through to completion. It also used a mixed method decision-making approach that had not been used previously, which was weighted towards quantitative and objective aspects. This approach involved identifying in relatively fine detail over 200 quantifiable criteria, and several qualitative criteria that would inform a decision about the most appropriate tool. Some of these criteria were informed by the considerable research that was done into the market prior to starting the formal process, making the team more actively engaged rather than passively waiting for vendors and solutions to respond to a request for information (RFI) and Request for Proposal (RFP). 
Another element of the approach that differed from previous similar exercises was that it was considered appropriate to pilot more than one tool and compare the outcomes from these prior to making a longer-term decision. Following the RFP, three solutions (Blackboard Collaborate, Adobe Connect and iLinc) were shortlisted and presented to the campus for feedback. Based on this feedback and the other data from the RFP responses, two systems (Blackboard Collaborate and iLinc) were piloted over a term in low-stakes settings. Evaluation of these projects led to the recommendation of piloting Blackboard Collaborate for one year, and ultimately a multi-year contract. 
	Throughout the project, data collected included number of users, number of instructors and other staff using the system, number of rooms created, number of recordings, viewing statistics, and attendance rates in live sessions. Information was also collected on the growth of use, variety of use cases, and some attempts were made to quantify cost savings facilitated by using the system in specific use cases. 


Implementation and adoption	
	Implementation of Collaborate also took an unusual approach for the institution, and relatively unusual in the industry. While the approach taken was influenced by the work of Bates and Sangra (2011) and Surry’s (2002) RIPPLES model, it was not facilitated by the typical top-down or bottom-up drivers, and was seen as a lower risk if it failed.  The implementation relied on a few champions in key roles who were able to influence others by word of mouth and personal credibility. The implementation did not rely upon top-down policy directives or significant public support from senior management (even though they supported the initiative through funding). Instead, a very low-key, non-threatening rollout across campus was chosen for multiple reasons. 
Firstly, the University is a very traditional organization similar to most other Canadian institutions, and had not yet engaged significantly with more advanced educational technologies, or with alternative modes of teaching at the time the project was beginning. Preliminary analysis using the Technology, Pedagogy and Content Knowledge (TPACK) framework of Koehler and Mishra (2009) indicated that while many instructors would be considered developed in their Pedagogical Content Knowledge (PCK), most would not be considered developed in either their Pedagogical Knowledge (PK) or their Technological Content Knowledge (TCK). The interaction between these elements is at the core of TPACK and so one of the aims of the project was find a way to increase Technological Knowledge (TK) and TPACK in a way that was organic and not imposed.  The approach taken focused on improving individuals’ TK first and allowing them the space and support needed to identify connections between the technology and their PCK, leading to enhanced TPACK. Practically, it was considered that making this tool available across campus with few restrictions on use was likely to solve some existing challenges for which individuals may not have believed there was a workable solution, and may lead them to consider using it for other purposes. 
Secondly, it was considered a relatively easy tool to use, well established in the industry, and which required less ongoing support than many other educational technologies. These elements are important factors in the Technology Acceptance Model (Davis, Bagozzi and Warshaw, 1989), which was another consideration in designing the rollout. Thirdly, unlike most other tools, it was possible to integrate Collaborate with Sakai relatively easily to support additional use cases and further growth for teaching. 
Essentially, implementing Collaborate was a way to proactively provide a tool that solves a range of problems, and which did not require stakeholders to engage or change if they did not want to. It was reported on in the annual Campus Technology Day, as well as in the campus news, but was not widely advertised. Growth in use was largely driven by word of mouth, initially from a small number of early adopters and later from instructors who had used it for other purposes but who considered that it might be useful for teaching purposes. Growth occurred in what might be considered an ‘organic’ fashion, with a seed planted, small amounts of essential nutrients and water, and a lot of individual care provided. Faculty and students were trained through a combination of workshops, situated academic development for particular groups, individual consultations, class workshops, and online resources. The value of individual support cannot be underestimated in an institution such as this, and the author spends 100s of hours annually supporting users of Collaborate. 

Resourcing
	The project proceeded without any funding support for implementation beyond licencing, but the licence is paid for centrally as an institutional system. The University has a teaching staff complement of around 800 employees and 17,000 students, all of whom have access to Collaborate. The project was agreed to under the condition that it required no additional staff or financial commitment beyond purchasing the licence. Administration of the system, project management, afterhours support, vendor liaison and training for both faculty and students fell initially on one person as a small part of his job (the support mechanisms have since been broadened for redundancy and organizational structural reasons).  

Outcomes

	The project was more successful than expected and provided a platform and an approach on which to build future educational technology developments. In two years, over 200 instructors and staff have been registered in the system, there are currently over 300 active virtual rooms and offices, thousands of recordings and students have viewed them hundreds of thousands of times. It now supports many research groups, courses, individual instructors and students. One faculty decided to massively expand their online and hybrid offerings partly on the basis of Collaborate being available as a centrally provided technology tool. Two faculties are now able to offer professional programs online only because they could guarantee synchronous online sessions to satisfy professional body requirements for interaction with instructors. In instructors who have intentionally designed the used of Collaborate into their courses (as opposed to those who used it casually as a result of circumstances such as the need to be away, inclement weather etc.), there has been an almost 100% retention rate of users.  

Use cases
	Use cases have been widely varied. Initial use was approximately 75% non-course related, and this has now changed to be approximately 65% course-related activity. Instructors are using the tool to deliver regular distance lectures, deliver lectures while away from Windsor, record lectures for a ‘flipped classroom’ approach, facilitate guest lectures, provide a communication medium for students working on group projects, provide virtual office hours, facilitate targeted recorded tutorials, facilitate a hybrid approach where some students are interacting remotely with the rest of the class, and on demand distance interactions due to inclement weather or labour disruptions. 

In addition, the campus is using this tool to facilitate research collaborations, various types of meetings, thesis defences, and even conference presentations. In some cases, such as for intensive courses delivered off-campus, there is also a move to reduce the number of physical meetings and reserve these for learning that is best served in a face to face environment. These uses save the University significant financial and human costs, which are estimated to be in excess of the cost of the licence.  

Support requirements
	There have been surprisingly few technical support challenges; so few in fact that until late 2013, the majority of technical support was provided by a non-technical officer. This has had a number of unexpected benefits, including greater uptake, less than anticipated support requirements, and uptake or experimentation by groups that would not have been expected as users, including the Board of Governors, Deans’ Council, and several Departmental Councils. It has also provided a single point of contact for those wishing to try Collaborate, which has facilitated broader conversations about pedagogical change. Training for users consists of online documentation and videos, face-to-face workshops, situated staff development, and one on one support, which has been the majority of the support work on this project. 
	One potential contributor to the success of the project has been the level of personal support provided to early adopters. Hundreds of hours of one on one coaching time were spent with these users in the first two years of the project. Many of the early adopters were not technically very strong, but were willing to take calculated risks if they felt supported. 
 	
Conclusions

While implementing a system that has not specifically been asked for, and which has no specific mandate from senior management may seem like a poor use of resources, it can be highly successful if the right decisions are made. The system described here was intended to address the need to communicate with students who are physically at a distance, but it has proved useful for a much broader set of use cases. More importantly, the ease of use and one on one support that has been offered have helped to convince users that this tool is worth investing in, has helped uptake, and has laid a solid foundation on which to build practice in online teaching and learning. 
Growth in use of Collaborate has been ‘organic’ in that it has been facilitated without pushing or requiring the campus to use it. Considerable effort and time has been invested in cultivating champions, but the approach has always been to allow users to discover it for themselves, often in low stakes applications, and provide the support they need to succeed. This project demonstrates the power of personal connections and personal support in facilitating change. The model is now being used in the selection and implementation of future educational technology applications. 
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