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DECISIONS, DECISIONS
Choosing a Web Course Development Package

Susan M. Zvacek
University of Kansas

Abstract: The University of Kansas recently completed a software review process that resulted in the adop-
tion of an integrated Web course development package. This article discusses that process, including the
stakeholders who were represented on the evaluation team, how the team arrived at the final criterion mea-
sures, activities used to compare the software products to the established criteria, factors leading to a final pur-
chase recommendation, and suggestions for other institutions about to undertake this process.

INTRODUCTION Although the template-based package
worked exceedingly well for many faculty
Since 1998, faCUIty members at the University members who appreciated its ea_sy_to_use for-
of Kansas have had free access, through a uni-mat, others chafed at structures they perceived
versity server, to an online course develop- 55 constraining and inflexible. In short, the
ment package. During this time, the ., technologically adept instructors soon
capabilities of online technologies have multi- found themselves bumping their heads on the

plied, the computer' literacy of the average ch- software ceiling as they attempted to custom-
ulty member has risen, and the use of online .

teaching resources has demonstrated a com-Ize their _online.offerings_. n addit_ion, as News
mensurate increase. One of the outcomes of of technical glitches (disappearing data, for
these rapid developments was that the software €X@MPple) circulated among the faculty, fewer
originally purchased for the creation of online nd fewer instructors were willing to putin the
courses and supplemental materials appearedtime to create Web-based materials that stu-
to no longer meet the needs of a professoriate dents might never find, and technical support
exhibiting a wide range of technology skills Staff were increasingly frustrated in their
(and an even wider range of motivational lev- attempts to keep technical problems at a mini-
els) for designing and creating Web-based mum. Therefore, a review of several integrated
instruction. course development packages was undertaken
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(including a newer version of the existing staff from ACS who had been assigned to trou-
product), with the hope that a set of teaching bleshoot the previous Web development pack-
tools appealing to technology novices and age were eager to evaluate the software
prodigies alike could be identified and candidates for evidence of their reliability,
acquired. consistency, and technical soundness.

The intent was to consider, initially, any Faculty were offered the opportunity to par-
Web development package or any set of devel- ticipate in the software review process and the
opment tools that could be combined to meet response was encouraging. Disciplines repre-
the instructional needs identified by faculty. sented included communications studies, elec-
Ultimately, only integrated development prod- trical engineering and computer science,
ucts—those containing all of the desired foreign languages, biology, English, econom-
instructional and communications tools in one ics, music, and special education. Several
package—were reviewed, based on long-term instructors who had been using the current
goals for administrative integration and navi- development product volunteered, along with
gational consistency. those who had used other software tools

(FrontPage or Dreamweaver, for example) for

creating online course materials and building
TEAM PARTICIPANTS Websites. Two of the volunteers had taught

fully-online courses and the remaining had
The major stakeholders in this process posted static information (e.g., syllabi, notes,
included the university faculty, technical sup- or graphics) and/or had utilized interactive fea-
port staff in Academic Computing Services tures such as discussion groups and online
(ACS), and instructional support staff from quizzes.
Instructional Development and Support (IDS).  |nyolving representatives from a variety of
IDS is a relatively new university Oﬁice, Cre- gcademic discip"nes and facu|ty Support ser-
ated in 1998 by merging the traditional Media yjces required high levels of organization and
Services center with a faculty computing sup- flexibility, but was, ultimately, the most
port facility and including an instructional jmportant element of the process. Michael
deSign component. Since that time, the focus Henry’ Associate Director of Project Deve|0p_
of IDS gradually has shifted from a hardware ment at KU’s Edwards Campus in the metro-
pI’OVideI’ basis to an |dent|ty that reflects an po“tan Kansas C|ty area, remarked, “It was
emphasis on learning environments, instruc- exciting to see this kind of collaboration,
tional planning, and technology integration. In  fgcused around finding appropriate Web
this Situation, the director of IDS was eXpeCted course techn0|ogy for our Speciﬁc needs. It
to make the final recommendation for the pur- was a good exercise for us, even if we decided
chase of an appropriate development package,not to select a Web course server.” The
oversee faculty support (e.g., training and con- strength of this review process rested primarily
Sultation), and disseminate information to fac- in the perspectives of those who were eager to
ulty about using online course materials. contribute their ideas and support.

Academic Computing Services provides
Internet access and e-mail services to the uni-
versity, equips and oversees on-campus com- ESTABLISHING AND CLARIFYING
puter labs, offers training and software REVIEW CRITERIA
documentation, and staffs the computing help
desk. Once selected, ACS would be responsi- Rather than reinventing the wheel of evalua-
ble for installation and maintenance of the tive criteria to use for this project, existing
course development software, and would share matrices and side-by-side comparison studies
responsibility for training. Technical support done at other institutions were reviewed (see,
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e.g., Hazari, 1998; Marshall University, 2000;
University of the Future, 2000; Wichita State
University, 2000). From these, an initial set of

each of which had several sub-topics included.
This series of items would be refined as the
process evolved and serve as a gauge, or stan-
preliminary criteria was derived to which the dard. The Tools and Features array included
reviewers could react and prioritize according Instructional, Collaborative, Authoring, and
to their needs, biases, and interests. For exam-Course Management sub-topics, focusing on
ple, Dee Vernberg in Communications Studies the specific capabilities of the package within
confessed, “I especially like the quiz features each category. For example, within the Collab-
of these software packages. Two days ago | got orative topic, criteria related to threaded dis-
an e-mail from a student [that said], ‘I just cussion, e-mail, and chat were listed. The
wanted to say that the online quiz was a good organizational structure proved to be an excel-
idea. It's already hard enough that this class is lent device for collecting and sorting the most
very fast but for you to give students learning important of the criteria, even though many of
tools like the quiz is awesome. Thanks.” This the items could have fit into more than one cat-
perspective, and others, helped shape the earlyegory.
attempts at creating a finite set of review crite- The General Characteristics section
ria. included several factors that were subjective in
From these beginnings, two sets of mea- nature (e.g., attractive interface) and the
sures evolved. The first was considered base- sub-topics—Usability, Technical Factors,
line criteria (see Figure 1) and included basic Customer Base, and Costs—were meant to
features that needed to be present in any prod-establish a big-picture perspective. This list
uct selected for further consideration. These was helpful in teasing out the details of what
were considered the commonalities among the each category meant to the group involved in
packages that were reviewed and included this process (e.g., “Usability” included the
things like threaded discussion capabilities, more specific factors of “customizable pass-
online help for students, and password protec- words” and “text-only version available”). It is
tion for course materials. important to note that each section of the com-
The second, more comprehensive, list was prehensive list of review criteria gradually
broken into “tools and features” (see Figure 2) evolved into its present form after input from
and “general characteristics” (see Figure 3), faculty and support staff about the relative

Instructional Features
Student Homepage Tool
Class Announcement Sections
M/C Self-Test Automatic Marking
Graphics Integrated in Quiz Feature
Threaded Discussion Functions
Multiple Threaded Discussions Per Course
Shared Whiteboard

Usability Features
No HTML Required
Upload Files From Desktop
Class Lists Batch-Uploadable or Entered Individually

Class Lists Printable

Online Student Help or Manual
Online Instructor Help or Manual
Guest Access Available
One-To-One E-mail

One-To-All E-mail

Student File Upload Capability

Technical Considerations
Netscape 3.0 Compatible
Password Protection
Customized Button Icons
User-Changeable Passwords

FIGURE 1
Baseline Criteria for Review of Course Management Software (Commonalities)
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Instructional
Automatic indexing function
Search tool for course material
Search tool for image archive
Ability to present (easily) mathematical information (inc. sub/superscripts)
Student presentation/portfolio area (inc. text, graphics, audio, video uploads)
Student (private) annotations function
Accommodates multiple languages
Accommodates text, graphics, audio, video material
Quizzing
=  Wide varicty of item types
= Multiple right answers possible

OOV LVLVLOVBOVO

" Variable feedback based on answer

=  (Customized redirect path based on answer
®=  Timed quizzes

®= Randomly-presented items from pool

Collaborative
2  Threaded discussion
= Searchable
®*  Day/lime stamp
=  Identification of unread messages
=  Lrmail alert for new messages
=  Moderated or unmoderated option
2 Chat function
2  Collaborative writing (synchronous file sharing) possible

Authoring

Consistency in format

Shallow learning curve for creating courses
Test item pool upload

Custom graphics upload (buttons, banners, etc.)

(NN NN

Streamlined authoring procedures

Course Management

Detailed quiz statistics sent to instructor
Multiple instructor capability

Built-in hit counter

(U N

Online gradebook
=  Student access to grades
=  Instructor comments available with grades
=  Ixportable gradebook
Downloadable student enrollments from university database

0o

Audit trail of student online usage

FIGURE 2
Tools and Features for Software Review

frolw h%t p://ftp. nowpubl i shers. com grde/ articl e-pdf/ 1/ 4/ 337/ 10967303/ qr de- ‘EZ- 2000- 0007en. pdf by guest on 25 June 2026



1-4c07.fm Page 341 Thursday, January 25, 2001 7:03 PM

Choosing a Web Course Development Package 341
Usability
> General ease of use (student and teacher)
= Attractive interface
= Customizable student passwords
= Passwords required for specific functions
= Text-only version available
= Aggregated student interface for all courses (portal-type)
Technical
> PeopleSoft™ compatible
= Authentication
= “Cleanliness” in operation (reasonably bug-free)

Customer Base

= Research/Networking potential

> Rescarch results readily available (from non-corporate entities)
Costs

= Initial start-up (licensing, training)

= Support costs

= Cost of upgrades

FIGURE 3
General Characteristics for Software Review

importance of individual items. Comparison open meetings, called or e-mailed IDS with
tables and extensive matrices prepared by oth-their input.
ers were often much more detailed, but the
process of winnowing the criteria proved to be
a useful exercise and ensured that the project|DE'\|T”:Y”\|G AND EVALUATING
remained manageable. SOFTWARE

In addition to meetings of the “official”
software review team, input regarding the ldentifying software products to evaluate for
selection criteria was gathered using other possible adoption was probably the least diffi-
means, as well. A survey of faculty who had cult step of the entire process. Online educa-
attended a workshop series on using technol- tion has become so popular that articles,
ogy in their teaching produced useful data Websites, discussion lists, conferences, adver-
related to the value of specific online tools tisements, and plain old word-of-mouth make
(discussion groups, synchronous chat, etc.) it almost impossible to avoid hearing about
and helpful comments regarding training for- any number of course development packages.
mats and schedules. Much more detailed feed- Five products were identified, initially, that
back came from a series of open meetings met the baseline standards, although others
attended by faculty from a variety of disci- were later discovered (and eventually dis-
plines to discuss their needs, suggestions, andcarded as options). Of the initial five, two were
concerns about online courses and tools. eliminated because they were too expensive;
Finally, approximately a dozen faculty mem- when one of the remaining three software
bers, who were unable to attend one of the companies represented acquired one of the
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others, the pool narrowed to two candidates. It certain “course building” tasks (e.g., upload a
was these two packages that were most rigor- document) while being timed. After briefly
ously evaluated. considering a modified version of this activ-
Faculty and support staff representatives ity--minus the timer--it was concluded that by
were asked to visit the Websites devoted to doing this, the emphasis would fall on the sim-
each software package under consideration to plicity of the product rather than the robustness
familiarize themselves with the overall of its features, an outcome that could be coun-
look-and-feel of the products. The reviewing terproductive in the long run. Not surprisingly,
team did this in pairs, using the previously the group never resolved the broader issue of
determined criteria to guide their progress the faculty’s responsibility for learning new
through the materials. Faculty representatives teaching strategies and technology skills, but
also attempted to use the “free” versions of the discussion ultimately tempered the selec-
each product to begin building courses. This tion process.
was followed by a group discussion during
which various perspectives on the packages ON-SITE DEMONSTRATIONS
were shared and perceived strengths and/or
weaknesses identified. Unfortunately, the team
eventually discovered that the online version

Although the software products that were con-
sidered are intended for use with individuals at
a distance, a final selection decision would be
of each software package was not the most made only after an in-person, on-site demon-

recent available. This may seem like @ minor gy ation by each company's representative(s).
point, but the initial impressions formed by the This may seem paradoxical, but is, in fact, a
reviewers colored their viewpoints for the bal- 4,131 consequence of the innovation decision
ance of the process. Subsequent evaluative process (Rogers, 1995). As the decision time
activities, therefore, were undertaken with ¢, adoption of a product draws closer, the
assumptions based on obsolete information jhfuence of interpersonal communication
that influenced team members’ 0OpiNIONS  channels grows, and that of mass media weak-
regarding each product. ens. Thus, the personal touch of an on-campus
At this juncture, several philosophical yisitis a near-mandatory part of the process. In
issues surfaced related to the levels of institu- thig particular instance, it would be especially
tional support provided to faculty for develop- jmportant, because there was no clearly supe-
ing innovative instructional materials. One of rior product under review; both were seen as
these issues, in particular, proved helpful in excellent packages and viable contenders.
clarifying the focus of the group and its The two companies that arranged site visits
long-term goals. This was the idea that the eas- to show off their products exhibited strikingly
iest-to-learn package might not be the best different presentation styles and strategies.
choice, in the end. While this may seem obvi- The first was extremely low-key, with a lone
ous, at first glance, it generated a discussion of presenter demonstrating the product in an
how much an instructor can reasonably be informal manner and answering questions as
expected to learn as a part of his/her duties. they arose. During the presentation, time was
Few jobs these days require no new skills, set aside for a telephone conference with a
retraining, or retooling in order to remain pro- software engineer at the development head-
ductive, but how much could be considered quarters to answer technical questions and dis-
excessive? Is it realistic to expect every cuss upcomingimprovements.
instructor to learn HTML? How about word The other package was shown by a team of
processing? E-mail? four individuals who all participated, to some
This fruitful debate originated from a sug- extent, in the presentation. This group had a
gestion that a way to evaluate the products faculty member from an institution of higher
might be to have novices attempt to perform education demonstrate the software, utilizing
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another of the tenets from innovation adoption by the group was selected eventually for insti-
theory: persuasion is more likely to be success- tutional adoption.

ful when we perceive the change agent to be

The reasons for selecting the package cho-

like ourselves (Rogers, 1995). Extensive print sen were:

materials describing features, training options,
technical specifications, and the like, were dis-
tributed. Tee shirts and coffee mugs bearing
the company’s logo were also passed out to
those attending.

Questions asked of the presenters in each
session reflected the priorities that had been
identified among the criterion measures during
earlier discussion and review. Simplifying the
tiresome exercise of creating, uploading, and
manipulating mathematical and statistical
information was a recurrent theme, as was the

Easy-to-learn features and an attractive,
streamlined user interface;

Compatibility with existing online
courseware and ease of migration from
one format to the other;

Potential for extensive integration with
the institution’s administrative software,
including an aggregated interface for
academic and administrative services;
and

Established customer base in Kansas

need for foreign language character sets, cus-
tomizable displays for content presentation,
flexibility in assessment options, and easy  Although this was merely the beginning of
integration with PeopleSoft, the administrative our efforts to facilitate the increased use of
software used at KU. online courses and course materials, several
Unfortunately for the review team, the suggestions can be drawn from the experience.
on-site visits did little to distinguish which  First, involve as many stakeholders as possi-
product would be the superior choice--both ble--especially faculty members. Balance the
appeared to be soundly designed and well-sup- group by including those who are comfortable
ported. There were minor differences in fea- with high-tech applications and those who've
ture sets, but these weren't significant enough not yet made the leap to online instruction.
to draw a clear preference between the two. Also, include those crucial staff members who
The decision would rest on a balance of factors will provide technical support. Their input
related to the software quality and what might could mean the difference between a relatively
be termed “external factors”; those that looked smooth implementation and one filled with
beyond the software itself to institutional pri- delays, glitches, and needless stress. At the
orities and long-term plans. University of Kansas, an institution with a his-
tory of decentralized decision making, solicit-
ing input from a variety of sources not only
provided a stronger rationale for the final rec-
ommendation, but also enriched and strength-
ened the links among the groups represented.
One final meeting of the review committee The second suggestion is to prepare a com-
was held to discuss the two products, revisit prehensive list of possible evaluative criteria,
the evaluative criteria, and to hear the more then prioritize them according to the needs of
subjective reactions to each package that mightthe users, the goals of the administration, and
not otherwise emerge. Although there were the long-term plans of the institution, weeding
individuals who favored one package or the out the less important points. This will help to
other, none of the committee members felt contain the process and focus the efforts of
strongly enough to attempt to persuade the oth- those involved. An associated hint would be to
ers of their opinion and consensus was reachednot rely solely on objective, checklist types of
relatively quickly. The product recommended data. Qualitative, subjective responses to the

(potential for collaborative activity).

DECISION AND
RECOMMENDATIONS
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product under review can also provide useful experience will determine if the final selection
guidance to the decision makers. decision was sound--but the value of the soft-

Finally, keep in mind why course develop- ware review, in terms of strengthened ties
ment software is being considered for adop- among the participants, remains to provide a
tion. Is the institution planning to launch a basis for future collaborations.
series of online degrees or is it more interested
in providing a greater range of instructional
options for traditional courses? Is there strong REFERENCES
interest in and support for high-tech applica-
tions (streaming video, for example)? Are Hazari, S. (1998)Evaluation and selection of web
administrators hoping to increase enrollments  course management tooRetrieved 02/21/2000
while cutting costs? Will the institution’s net- from the World Wide Web: http://
work infrastructure sustain a dramatic increase ~ Sunil.umd.edu/webct
in high bandwidth traffic? These and other Marshall University, Center for Instructional Tech-
questions can guide the selection process and N°0gy. (2000).Comparison of online course
influence the assumptions under which the delivery software prqductﬁetrleved 2/22/2900
reviewing team operates. At KU, the primary Lr_o m the World \.N'de Web: http:/multime-
focus of the software evaluation project 'a'marSha”'edu@'t/w?bcvco.mpam/.

. . . L Rogers, E. (1995)Diffusion of innovations(4th

remained on increasing and enhancing instruc-

. . . ed.). New York: The Free Press.
tional technology options, whether for online N .

. . - University of the Future. (2000Comparative fea-
courses or supplemental materials in tradi-

. tures analysis of leading course management
tional, face-to-face cl_asses. Therefore, any software Retrieved 2/22/2000 from the World
software product considered by the team had  \yige web: http:/mwww.futureu.com/cmscomp/

to include a wide range of features to SUpport \yichita State University. (2000Comparison of

multiple instructional strategies and styles.. Features, tools, specifications, support, & pric-
Now, the real fun begins, as the installation,  ing. Retrieved 2/21/2000 from the World Wide
training, and instructional development com- Web: http://www.mrc.twsu.edu/mrc/im2/web-

ponents of the process take over. Time and  systems.htm
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