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WebCT Catches on at the University of Delaware 

The University of Delaware is a state-assisted, privately controlled institution with over 16,000 undergraduates and nearly 3,000 graduate students. There are approximately 1,000 faculty members.

Technology has played a major role in the educational process for a long time. In 1997, the PRESENT (Practical Resources for Educators Seeking Effective New Technologies), a permanent faculty teaching, learning, and technology center opened. It is designed to offer faculty a one-stop consulting center to bridge the gap between technology and learning goals.

In the fall 1998, we started using Serf, a course management system (CMS) developed by a University of Delaware faculty member in Education. Serf made it easy for novice users to put course content online, accept work electronically and hold asynchronous discussions.

By the beginning of 2000, we saw the need for a more flexible CMS that could allow more advanced users to customize their online course material. On July 9, 2000, WebCT released version 3.0. When we advertised our first WebCT introductory hands-on session for July 26, the available seats were filled overnight. By the beginning of the fall semester we had trained 67 faculty in WebCT basics. During the fall 41 courses were taught by 29 faculty involving almost 2500 students.

By spring 2001, over 200 faculty had attended WebCT training. In the current semester, 61 faculty are using WebCT to enhance students' learning experience in over 100 courses. The cumulative total of courses offered in WebCT since July 2000 is approximately 175 courses, taught by 100 faculty to over 6,000 students. We feel that our training strategy is responsible for a significant portion of this success.

WebCT Training

We designed our training program to introduce faculty to WebCT features in a manner that aided our support efforts while meeting faculty needs for conceptual understanding and flexibility. We were supported in our efforts by various collaborative relationships on campus with the library, faculty, and the UD Institute for Transforming Undergraduate Education. (Since we needed to provide training within weeks of installing the program, we benefited from the generosity of the University of Maryland who made their training materials available to us.) 

The overall approach is modular, involving several different types of sessions:

Overview

The overview session includes a conceptual overview and demonstration of what WebCT is and how it can be applied to learning situations. By attending, faculty become familiar with WebCT functionality before paying attention to the specifics of the program. We emphasize that not all the features of WebCT are appropriate for all teaching environments. We also point out that tools provided by WebCT can be implemented incrementally throughout the semester to ease both faculty and students into its use. 

WebCT Introduction - Mandatory Training

Faculty are required to attend a three-hour hands-on introductory session before they receive a WebCT account and practice course. Despite some protestations over required training, faculty have accepted that participation in this class saves them time by familiarizing them WebCT concepts and procedures. It provides a foundation for learning to use the advanced features of WebCT. The session also enables faculty to interact with each other about online teaching issues.

Focused Training

Hands-on sessions covering topics such as grading and Content Modules are presented separately so faculty can focus on learning just the features of interest to them or spread out their learning to incorporate WebCT elements into their courses as needed. In the grading module, we have had faculty speak about online grading issues and, in the Content Module, the Librarian provides more guidance about use of online library resources.

Participatory Learning

Because we cover the basic composition of WebCT pages and tools in the introductory session, workshops on topics such as communication and collaboration tools are designed in a less structured format to involve the faculty in investigating these features and exploring ways in which to use them effectively. Together we discover what the best uses of these features might be.

Continued Support of WebCT

Now that we have an active corps of WebCT converts, we are beginning to focus on building a community of WebCT faculty users using WebCT itself. We hope that after having learned and used the features that together we can take online learning to the next level by working together to develop best practices for using WebCT. Hopefully their enthusiasm and learning outcomes will draw more reluctant faculty into using the system. We plan to share and enhance our strategies through the Learning Technology Consortium (LTC), a group of eight universities dedicated to enhanced faculty technology support efforts.

WebCT Café

The WebCT Café is the main vehicle for building this community and getting faculty involved in discussing best practices. All UD faculty who have attended a WebCT introductory workshop have access to the WebCT Café, an online, interactive WebCT course that lets participants join in discussions, showcase experiences, and get help. In addition, the café provides a tour of WebCT’s tools and features, technical tips and tricks, and a glossary of WebCT terms. Currently there is a lively discussion going on about the best strategies in using discussions for group learning. We are also showcasing specific faculty projects so that others will gain insight into how to apply WebCT to their courses.

Survey

After our first semester using WebCT, User Services asked faculty to help us assess how WebCT was currently being used by filling out a short survey. We found that most faculty really liked what they had learned. The biggest deterrent to using WebCT was the amount of time required. The intent is to use the information gathered to improve our service and expand our support for the faculty. We hope to repeat this survey at the end of the spring term.

Future Trends

Plans are underway to collaborate with the LTC to assess and publish best practices in using WebCT and other course management systems. We will work with the consortium to develop a repository of training materials and also to facilitate delivering training to our respective campuses. We will develop specialized new sessions in collaboration with various units on campus. Ideas for new sessions will arise from our participation in the consortium, from postings by our faculty in the WebCT Café, and from the use of campus surveys. 
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