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Introduction
This action research project was designed to provide members of staff with support and guidance on
using the Blackboard Collaborate virtual classroom synchronous online learning platform in their
learning and teaching. The intention was to raise awareness of the how the tool could be used to
enhance the student experience and to build staff confidence by participating in an online session as
a student.

The Issue
The Higher Education landscape has changed considerably over the past 20 years. Following the
Dearing Report (1998), tuition fees were introduced and subsequent governments have increased
these meaning that the average student now pays around £9,000 per year for their University
education. This in turn has led to a situation where students are seen as consumers and the notion
of “value for money” is now prevalent.
In addition to this, the government white paper published in May 2016 “Success as a Knowledge
Economy: Teaching Excellence, Social Mobility and Student Choice” and the following Higher
Education and Research Bill (2017) introduced sweeping changes to open up the HE market to
alternative providers, offering students more choice and introducing more competition for
Universities.
The introduction of the Teaching Excellence Framework has put more pressure on Universities to be
transparent about the quality of the education they are providing and whilst the merits of using a
metrics based system can be debated (Ashwin, 2016), there is no doubt that Universities are
accountable to their students more than ever before.
It has long been recognised that the use of technology in learning and teaching can improve the
student experience, however it can also provide a greater degree of flexibility and efficiency and
potentially open up new markets such as online and distance learning (Gordon, 2014). A HEPI report
published in February 2017 “Rebooting Learning for the Digital Age: what next for Technology
Enhanced Higher Education?” highlights a number of ways Universities can make the most of
technology to improve the experience of their students, gain rich data to support the TEF and
improve efficiency. (Davis et al, 2017)
Developments in technology have moved at a rapid pace over the past 20 years with most
Universities providing centrally supported systems that can enhance learning and teaching. The
UCISA Technology Enhanced Learning Survey 2016 reported 100% of UK Universities now have a
Virtual Learning Environment. Other tools such as e-portfolios, whilst not ubiquitous are still widely
used with 74% of Universities having a centrally supported e-portfolio tool, and 49% having a
synchronous collaborative tool referred to in this research as the virtual classroom. (UCISA, 2016).

The University of Worcester has provided a Virtual Learning Environment for all courses since 2004
and this is now fully embedded within the core student experience. Baseline standards which outline
minimum requirements were introduced in 2015 and the use of this tool is now an expectation for
all modules. In November 2016 the Blackboard Collaborate Virtual Classroom was added to the suite
of core tools provided and this was launched and promoted to staff through email announcements,
launch events, blog posts and verbal updates. Initial uptake of the tool was however limited despite
the many pedagogical benefits and opportunities for improved efficiencies this offered.
In 2015, the University of Worcester produced a strategy for Technology Enhanced Learning which
states “it is clear that student expectations for learning are changing, and the learning landscape for
higher education is rapidly becoming transformed through the use of digital technologies.” The
strategy also set out five development priorities –
•
•
•
•
•

Using technologies to enhance student engagement with learning
Developing the digital fluency of staff
Developing the digital skills and capabilities of students
Electronic management of assessment
Facilitating curriculum design for online learning opportunities.

This action research is intended to address the first three of these priorities by further embedding
the use of technology in the curriculum to enhance student engagement and to address the digital
skills gap of both staff and students by providing bespoke and intensive support when introducing a
new tool for TEL. Given the initial limited uptake of Blackboard Collaborate, the methodology will
assess reasons for lack of adoption, provide an intervention to improve confidence and
understanding and evaluate the effectiveness of the intervention.

Literature Review
Virtual classroom technology allows tutors and students to communicate synchronously over the
internet using audio, video, text chat and interactive whiteboard. A content pane allows tutors to
upload files for their students to view, or to share an application on their desktop to demonstrate
functionality.
Use of virtual classroom technology is well documented in the literature with many researchers
focusing on the student experience of engaging in synchronous online learning. Morrow, Phillips and
Bethume, (2007) report on the flexibility and convenience afforded by the tool to students in remote
locations, whilst Cao, Griffin and Baj (2009) suggest that overall student satisfaction was improved
by using synchronous interactions.
Pedagogical benefits reported include increased interactivity in online courses (Martin et al, 2012),
enhanced dynamic interactions and encouraging the exchange of multiple perspectives (Park and
Bonk, 2007), improved critical thinking, problem solving and communication skills (Marjanovic,
1999).
From the tutor perspective, Evans et al (2014) reported on the facilitators’ experience of delivering
synchronous online sessions and concluded whilst the experience was mainly positive in perceiving
student learning and self-development, facilitators needed additional training on strategies for
student engagement and managing technological difficulties.
Martin and Parker (2014) examined the adoption of virtual classroom technology by academic staff
and found that organisational factors such as support and resource availability played a large part in
adoption. Ease of use was also important however social and personal factors such as peer support

and promoting a sense of community and a desire to enhance student learning and improve their
own teaching were also significant.
There are many factors that can affect academic adoption of a new technology including age, level of
education, teaching experience, digital capability, availability of technology and institutional support.
(John, 2015). Other individual factors identified in the literature include skills and experience,
innovativeness, tolerance of ambiguity and propensity towards risk taking. (Solomons and Spross
2011). King and Boyatt (2014) also identify a number of organisational factors including institutional
infrastructure, strategy, sufficient resources and guidance for effective implementation.
Factors that can inhibit academic adoption are also well documented and include lack of time, lack
of awareness and familiarity with a technology, autonomy and ability to access research. (Thanaraj
and Williams 2016).
The human element around technology adoption is clearly a significant factor and developing the
digital skills that staff need to support this has been the focus of much research activity in recent
years (JISC, 2017). Furthermore, Beetham and Sharpe (2013) explored the challenges around
implementing TEL and concluded that the key to successful TEL initiatives is in the human and
organisational aspects of teaching and learning rather than on the technology itself.
The literature shows that virtual classroom technology is widely used in higher education and
provides many benefits in both efficiency and learning and teaching. The factors that influence the
adoption of new technology are complex encompassing both organisational and human elements
however understanding these can be help when introducing a new initiative.
This research will focus on the staff experience and the intervention addresses the organisational
factors that may be mitigated such as support and training. Individual factors are more complex and
further research into how these could be addressed at an institutional level will be required.

Method
Preliminary Research
An online questionnaire (see Appendix 1) was developed to establish a baseline of staff knowledge
and confidence levels with using synchronous online tools. The questionnaire was made available to
all University staff and promoted by an announcement on the weekly staff newsletter and via a
Blackboard announcement. The questionnaire also asked respondents to indicate if they would be
willing to take part in further research to include dedicated training and support in the use of the
virtual classroom tool and thus the sample group of staff for the research were self-selecting.

Intervention
A webinar entitled “A practical guide to running a virtual classroom session” (see Appendix 2) was
prepared with accompanying supporting materials in a Blackboard course environment. The session
included demonstrations of all the interactive tools together with practical suggestions for how this
might be used with students. Participants who responded to the initial questionnaire and indicated a
willingness to take part in further research were contacted by email with an invitation to take part in
the “live” webinar. A reminder was sent to all who had responded to the invitation the day before
and the webinar was delivered online using the virtual classroom tool.
A number of apologies were received from participants who were unable to attend the live session
so the session was recorded and the recording made available to all respondents to the
questionnaire after the event.

The session was designed using Kolb’s experiential learning theory (1984) to underpin the approach.
Figure 1.

.
This involved providing participants with concrete experience of engaging with the technology in an
authentic teaching situation and having the opportunity to experience a “live” virtual classroom
session. The subject matter provided useful advice on the use of the technology but the real learning
was in the actual physical experience of using it. The supporting resources and recording of the
session were made available so that participants could reflect on and evaluate their learning, and
the opportunity for active experimentation was available through their own module virtual
classrooms.

Evaluation
A shared document intended to simulate an online focus group was set up and circulated to
participants four weeks after the virtual classroom session took place.
This posed four questions pertaining to participants’ confidence and usage of the tool since the
intervention. It also asked about planned future usage. (see Appendix 3.)

Results
Preliminary Research
The preliminary survey received 36 responses in total.
Figure 2.

The first two questions addressed knowledge and awareness of Blackboard Collaborate and similar
synchronous online tools such as Adobe Connect and Skype. 75% (n.27) of respondents had heard of
Collaborate and 72.2% (n.26) reported having used a similar product before.

Figure 3.

Question three asked about levels of confidence using a four point likert scale. The majority of
respondents indicated low levels of confidence (69.4% n.22) whilst only 8.3% (n.3) indicated being
very confident.
Figure 4.

The question about potential usage of the tool gave respondents the option to select more than one
option. There was also an “other” option to allow respondents the opportunity to provide
alternative potential uses. The highest scoring options were the small-scale use scenarios of online
meeting or tutorial with 27.7% (n.31) of respondents indicating those potential uses for both
instances. There was still however relatively high levels of interest in all the proposed uses.
The “other” responses indicated usage for interviews and staff development sessions, and one
respondent claimed that the software was not sufficiently reliable to be used at all.
The final question asked respondents if they would be willing to take part in the follow-up activities
and of the 36 respondents, 28 (77.8%) responded positively.

Intervention
Using the action research spiral (Cousins, 2009) the research question and following intervention
were developed based on the responses to the initial survey. Given the low confidence levels of the
respondents, the question “How can we build confidence and capacity in the use of the virtual
classroom” was formulated.
By engaging the participants in using the virtual classroom as a student, it was possible to
demonstrate all the potential uses and functionality and address any questions during the session.
In total, 11 participants joined the virtual classroom session at some point (some joined part-way
through) and made good use of all the interactive features.

At the end of the online presentation, the session was opened up for questions and whilst some
interactivity had been built into the session, at this point the participants became enthusiastic and
keen to try out different scenarios using the interactive functionality. All participants had both audio
and video activated at this point and the session became much more of a collaborative exercise and
conversation rather than a taught session.

Evaluation
Whilst the invitation to provide feedback via the online document was sent to all 36 of the original
respondents to the survey, only six of these contributed to the virtual focus group.
All six had received training in Collaborate: four in the online session, one face-to-face and one had
both face-to-face and online training.
All participants responded positively to the question about improved confidence. Two of the
respondents said that trying out some of the additional functionality such as breakout rooms and
polling in the online session had improved their confidence and another commented that they had
felt confident enough to cascade the training to colleagues.
In response to the question about use since the training, only one participant had actively used the
tool
“Yes, for providing training to partner colleges and UW staff. Also used in place of face to
face meetings or telephone conversations”.
Another participant had attempted to use the tool but had experienced technical difficulties.
“To some degree; the classroom did not work possibly due to partners’ network”.
Responses to the question regarding planned future use was very positive with all respondents
indicating some level of use in the next semester. Some of the comments focused on the practical
benefits of flexibility and convenience:
“I would like to use it to facilitate some inter-professional learning between part time
students who might otherwise find it difficult to come together”
“I would like to use it to support partners and possibly to enable students to join sessions
when they are unable to travel.”
Although distance learning is not widespread across the university at the moment one comment
directly referred to this:
“Yes. I would like to use it to run some of our Researcher Development Sessions online,
particularly for our distance learning students and those who study part-time who may not
always be able to access these sessions face-to-face. We have also considered using it for a
Virtual Open Day, but I’m not sure I have the expertise to do that yet!”
Many of the comments also referenced enabling access to students who may not otherwise be able
to participate highlighting how the virtual classroom can promote inclusivity and equality of
opportunity for all students.
The final question asked for any other comments about Blackboard Collaborate. One respondent
said that they would need further support and one required technical advice about why they had

experienced issues, however overall the response was very positive with one respondent
commenting:
“I think it’s a great addition to the VLE, hopefully it will be well received by students too!”

Discussion
Action research is an iterative, reflective and cyclic process which allows researchers to undertake a
systematic approach to improve their practice (Cousins, 2009). The spiral model proposed by
Kemmis and McTaggart (1988) highlights the importance of multiple stages which build on the
observations and reflections of previous stage. This research is currently at the first stage of this
cycle and further reflection and evaluation is required to build on the current study and move the
initiative forward.
Figure 5.

This was a small-scale study and whilst the response to the initial survey was promising, the
subsequent participation in the live virtual classroom session and feedback for evaluation purposes
was disappointing. This is likely to be due to the timing of the study which was initiated at the end of
the academic year. Many academics were busy with marking and as most teaching for the year had
finished, opportunities to try the virtual classroom out with students were limited. The next iteration
of the study will be timed so that there is more potential for academic engagement.
Whilst the response to the initial survey was good, as a self-selecting sample, it is likely that those
who were interested and experienced in the use of technology were more inclined to respond to the
questionnaire than those with no interest or awareness thereby introducing self-selection bias
(Lavrakas, 2008). For the purposes of this phase of the action research it was not problematic as
early adopters are more likely to have a positive experience of using technology (Anderson et al
1998), however it does pose the question for further research how to reach those staff who may not
be keen to adopt a new technology.
Implementing a new technology requires a change management approach in order to ensure
widespread uptake and effective use. Anderson et al (1998) note that comprehensive adoption
strategies need to take into account the incentives, training programmes and barriers that can affect
academic attitudes towards engaging with a new learning technology.
The research aim of improving confidence and capacity in the use of the virtual classroom has been
fulfilled to some extent although it is difficult to generalise with such a small sample of those who

provided feedback. The authentic learning experience of participating in a virtual classroom session
and trying the interactive tools first hand appears to have been effective and valued by participants
thus improving their confidence. Lombardi (2007) claims that “learning by doing is generally
considered the most effective way to learn” and this supports the constructivist approach to
learning.

Conclusion and Recommendations
Given the current climate of increased competition and marketisation in Higher Education,
Universities need to maximise their use of technology in learning and teaching in order to improve
efficiency and enhance the student experience.
The Blackboard Collaborate virtual classroom tool has the potential to add value both pedagogically
and practically and ensuring that academic staff are aware of the affordances and confident in the
use of this tool will ensure the University has a good return on investment.
This action research project has highlighted how a structured, authentic learning approach to
providing support and training for a new technology can help to improve confidence and raise
awareness amongst academic staff.
Moving forward, the session delivered was successful in both promoting the virtual classroom tool,
and improving confidence through active engagement. This will therefore be repeated as part of the
Learning and Teaching Technology Unit’s staff development offering next semester at a time when
hopefully more staff will be able to engage.
In addition, it has been found that the tool can be used with remote participants for a number of
different purposes and therefore embedding its use in daily practice (e.g. replacing a phone call with
a Collaborate session) can further demonstrate how its use can serve a range of purposes.
Whilst this research has primarily concentrated on the staff experience of using synchronous online
technology, future research could examine the student experience and seek to identify factors which
promote student engagement and learning in an online environment.

References
Anderson, T., Varnhagen, S. & Campbell, K. (1998) Faculty adoption of teaching and learning
technologies: Contrasting earlier adopters and mainstream faculty. The Canadian Journal of Higher
Education 28 (2/3) 71-98. Available at
http://journals.sfu.ca/cjhe/index.php/cjhe/article/view/183321/183278 (accessed 18th July, 2017)
Ashwin, P. (2016) “‘Bizarre’ TEF metrics overlook so much about teaching excellence” THE 7th June,
2016. Available at https://www.timeshighereducation.com/blog/bizarre-tef-metrics-overlook-somuch-about-teaching-excellence (accessed 11th July, 2017)
Beetham, H. & Sharpe, R. (2013) Rethinking Pedagogy for a Digital Age: Designing for 21st Century
Learning. 2nd ed, Routledge, New York
Cao, Q., Griffin, T.E. & Bai, X. (2009). The Importance of Synchronous Interaction for Student
Satisfaction with Course Web Sites. Journal of Information Systems Education, 20(3), 331-338.
Available at https://www.learntechlib.org/p/105691 (accessed 12th July, 2017)
Cousins, G (2009) Researching learning in higher education: an introduction to contemporary
methods and approaches. Routledge, New York.
Davis, S., Mullen, J. and Feldman, P. (2017) Rebooting Learning for the Digital Age: what next for
Technology Enhanced Higher Education? HEPI. Available at http://www.hepi.ac.uk/wpcontent/uploads/2017/02/Hepi_Rebooting-learning-for-the-digital-age-Report-9302_02_17Web.pdf (accessed 11th July, 2017))
Dearing, R (1997) Higher education in the learning society, Report of the National Committee of
Enquiry into Higher Education, HMSO, London.
Department for Business, Innovation and Skills (2016) Success as a Knowledge Economy: Teaching
Excellence, Social Mobility and Student Choice. Available at
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/523546/bis-16265-success-as-a-knowledge-economy-web.pdf (accessed 11th July, 2017)
Evans, S., Knight, T., Sonderlund, A. & Tooley, G. (2014) Facilitators’ experience of delivering
asynchronous and synchronous online interprofessional education. Medical Teacher 36(12) 10511056
Gordon, N (2014) Flexible Pedagogies: Technology Enhanced Learning. HEA. Available at
https://www.heacademy.ac.uk/system/files/resources/tel_report_0.pdf (accessed 11th July 2017)
Higher Education and Research Act 2017. Available at http://services.parliament.uk/bills/201617/highereducationandresearch.html (accessed 11th July, 2017)
Kemmis, S. and McTaggart, R. 1988. The action research planner. , 3rd ed., Geelong: Deakin
University Press.
JISC (2017) Building digital capability: Building capability for new digital leadership, pedagogy and
efficiency. Available at https://www.jisc.ac.uk/rd/projects/building-digital-capability (accessed 14th
July, 2017)

John, S. P. (2015) The integration of information technology in higher education: a study of faculty’s
attitude towards IT adoption in the teaching process. Contaduría y Administración 30 (1) 230-252.
Available at http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0186104215000509 (accessed 18th
July, 2017)
King, E. & Boyatt, R. (2014) Exploring factors that influence adoption of e-learning within higher
education. British Journal of Educational Technology, 46(6) 1272-1280. Available at
http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/bjet.12195/abstract (accessed 14th July, 2017)
Kolb, D. (1984) Experiential learning: experience as the source of learning and development. Prentice
Hall, London.
Lavrakas, P. J. (2008) Encyclopedia of Survey Research Methods. Sage, Thousand Oaks.
Lombardi, M. (2007) Authentic Learning for the 21st Century: An Overview. Educause Learning
initiative. Available at https://net.educause.edu/ir/library/pdf/ELI3009.pdf (Accessed 18th July,
2017)
Marjanovic, O. (1999). Learning and teaching in a synchronous collaborative environment. Journal of
Computer Assisted Learning, 15(2), 129-138. Available at
http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1046/j.1365-2729.1999.152085.x/epdf (accessed 12th July,
2017)
Martin, F. & Parker, M. (2014). Use of Synchronous Virtual Classrooms: Why, Who and How?
MERLOT Journal of Online Learning and Teaching 10(2),192-210. Available at
http://jolt.merlot.org/vol10no2/martin_0614.pdf (accessed 12th July, 2017)
Martin, F., Parker, M. A., & Deale, D. F. (2012). Examining interactivity in synchronous virtual
classrooms. The International Review of Research in Open and Distance Learning, 13(3), 228-261.
Available at http://www.irrodl.org/index.php/irrodl/article/view/1174/2253 (accessed 12th July,
2017)
Morrow, J., Phillips, D. J., & Bethune, E. (2007). Teaching and learning: Flexible modes and
technology applications. British Journal of Midwifery, 15(7), 445-448. Available at
http://www.magonlinelibrary.com/doi/abs/10.12968/bjom.2007.15.7.23799 (accessed 12th July,
2017)
Park, Y. J., & Bonk, C. J. (2007). Is online life a breeze? A case study for promoting synchronous
learning in a blended graduate course. MERLOT Journal of Online Learning and Teaching, 3(3), 307323. Available at http://jolt.merlot.org/vol3no3/park.htm (accessed 12th July, 2017)
Solomons, N., & Spross, J. (2011). Evidence-based practice barriers and facilitators from a continuous
quality improvement perspective: an integrative review. Journal of Nursing Management, 19(1), 109120. Available at https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/21223411 (accessed 14th July, 2017)
Thanaraj, A. & Williams, S. (2016) Supporting the adoption of technology enhanced learning by
academics at universities. Journal of Teaching and Learning with Technology, 5(1) 59-86 Available at
http://jotlt.indiana.edu/article/view/18985 (accessed 14th July, 2017)
University of Worcester (2015) Baseline Standards for VLE Use. Available at
https://staffweb.worc.ac.uk/mediainteractive/Web/Pages/BaselineStandards/index.html (accessed
11th July, 2017)

University of Worcester (2015) Technology Enhanced Learning Strategy 2015 – 2019. Available at
http://www.worc.ac.uk/aqu/documents/TEL_Strategy.pdf (accessed 11th July, 2017)
Walker, R et. al. (2016) 2016 Survey of Technology Enhanced Learning in Higher Education in the UK.
UCISA. Available at https://www.ucisa.ac.uk/tel (accessed 11th July, 2017)

Appendix 1 – Preliminary Questionnaire

Appendix 2 – Virtual Classroom Session Slides
Link to the recording of the session https://eulti.bbcollab.com/collab/ui/session/playback/load/B0CBDAD51C80EE6FD034E94F7572AE9D

Appendix 3 – Virtual Focus Group Questions

Blackboard Collaborate Virtual Classroom - Virtual Focus Group
Thank you for taking the time to contribute to this discussion - please add your responses to the
questions below and feel free to any comments or responses posted by others.

Libby Symonds
Did you take part in any training activities for Blackboard Collaborate?
(please state if online or face to face)

Do you feel more confident now about using the virtual classroom?

Have you used the virtual classroom since taking part in the training and if
so, what was the purpose and who participated?

Do you have any plans for using the virtual classroom as part of your
learning and teaching for next semester? If so, what activities do you think
you will use it for?

Do you have any other comments to add about Blackboard Collaborate?

