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Course management systems like Blackboard or WebCT provide several useful functions for traditional, face-to-face courses.  These functions include online grade books, online bulletin boards for presenting course materials, online dropboxes for receiving student work, and online student discussion forums.  

The advantages of keeping grades online are that they are available spontaneously; that is, I could retrieve a student’s average without having to average the grades.  (Using a database management system will do this, too, but many instructors--particularly non-technical faculty like me--prefer a user-friendly interface provided by the course management system.)  I could import the class roll from the enterprise system PeopleSoft, use it as the official grade book to record attendance as well as quiz and test grades, and export the file to PeopleSoft at the end of the semester to submit grades to the registrar.  (Actually, I believe that this is not a seamless process between PeopleSoft and Blackboard yet, but surely it is on the futures list.)   By far the most convenient aspect of the grade book function, however, is the ability to generate the grade instantly.
A second way that I would use a course management tool is to present course materials online for ready access by students.  Study questions, supplemental exercises, even the syllabus can be available all semester to students 24x7.  This is a distinct advantage for instructors like me who provide study questions nearly every class period as I will no longer have to make copies of each handout to distribute to students in class and (far more aggravating) keep copies for students who miss class or lose their copies.  The online delivery of these supplemental materials can be timed such that eager students don’t get ahead of themselves when learning tasks need to be staged.  On the other hand, if I want to allow students to work ahead independently, this is a handy way to provide course materials for an entire semester.  Tests and quizzes can also be provided in this way, but personally I would rather be present for tests to ensure integrity.  (However, I might provide practice tests and quizzes via a course management tool.)

An excellent service that course management systems provide and that I would definitely use is the drop box for students to submit their work or the discussion bulletin boards for public consumption.  Private submission through a drop box is appropriate for graded work like term papers, take-home tests, etc.; however, responses to writing prompts, research quests, and reading logs all lend themselves to the public forum.  Students benefit from seeing each other’s responses, some of which are too long to deliver orally in class, and some of which come from shy or non-native speakers of English who are reluctant to speak in class.  
By attaching a file, these students have the security of time to think and edit their responses before delivering them.

Finally, course management systems offer a means for students to interact out of the classroom, either through asynchronous discussion postings in which they respond to each other’s postings or through synchronous chat rooms.  I might or might not use this forum in a classroom-based class.  It does provide the flexibility of interacting electronically in lieu of a classroom class, and this can be convenient, particularly when snow presents a driving hazard.  It would also provide a written record for me to draw from when determining a participation grade.  Rather than assessing students’ oral input each class period, I could use the discussion forum to derive a participation grade, allowing the discussion to persist over a previously determined period of time (1 week, 3 days, 24 hours, etc.)  This could substitute for Friday afternoon classes, which are extremely unpopular with college students these days.  I could use the Chat facility, of course, but that is less convenient as it is synchronous.  (One use of Chat that I learned from the WebCT Workshop Guide is to use it for office virtual office hours.  I can also imagine offering Chat contact the night before a paper is due to field questions from students.)


A phenomenon that does not happen in the discussion forum and which keeps me from moving rapidly to exclusive use of online courses is the face-to-face contact that is extremely satisfying to many students.  Another phenomenon more difficult to describe is the “aha! I finally understand” and the “I see what you’re saying and have you thought of this?” spontaneity, the synergy that can occur in a good live, in-person discussion of literature or math or history.  For this reason, the course management systems may provide those of us reluctant to give up the “aha!” factor of face-to-face instruction some useful tools to supplement the human contact course we love to teach.

