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CHAPTER 1 : INTRODUCTION
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Figure 1-1: Issues with technology often lead to user’s flatgin

The intensification of the global education marketough the Internet based
technologies is deeply associated with a stratetjgcourse that apprizes these
technologies as social values aiming at the comiation of education and learner.
Commonly shared concepts such as the oneusefr are strategically involved in
technology social indexing: whileiser friendly has become a synonym for “good”
technologiesuser issuetias become an indication for the “messy” ones. Alth each
individual, who may have been operating those teldgies for teaching or learning
even shortly, knows that the issues with eLeari@efnologies are of multiple formats —
lack of shared knowledge, skills, and coordinatimmman errors, system failures, power
outrages, and technology updating, to name a fetve -discourse has become so popular

that provides no room for questioning. However, uathier exploration shows that



depending on the context, the discourse can shevedcial acceptance of technology or
its social denigration. The popular imageuseras an individual in physical touch with
technology, an image, which hides an institutioeffiort and collective work for
producing a user, has become a strategic derivdten@ known capitalistic glorification
of technology.

In an era loosely described as globalization, tkteresion of the market in the
American higher education paves the path for thiertelogy involvement, interferes with
learning, and provides for the learners’ explomatrather than facilitating acquisition of
knowledge, a process continuously characterizeditigrent levels of users’ resistance.
The rapid involvement of online education — a treledcribed by the neoliberals as the
democratization of education, apprized for delibegalearning, and for breaking the
time-space constrains to reaching learner — isxample on how the idea of market has
become hegemonic in educatiphow learning technologies are often being masiteal
as mechanisms that provide for the expansion ofrthiket ideology and practices in the
field; how educational institutions, through thewlicies and procedures assure these
transformations to reach learners, and how leart@sed on their social positions into
the market structures, resist the processes.

A deep observation shows that what may look likepse issues between user and
technology, it materializes a quite complex andhsstcated reality that confirms the
implications of the market. Despite what may ap@esalearners’ love for or hate against

technology, the involvement of eLearning technasgn higher education is profoundly

! Harvey (2007) and Robinson (2002)



characterized by an increase of learner socialscence of, and resistance against
market fetishism. Any misconceptions is a diredtome of a technology glorification in
public eyes, attained under the pressure of a simpower and discourse, which is
employed and coordinated by corporate (and amg@lifsually by media) and which aims
to strategically achieve either a rapid social ptaxece, or a social decay, of certain
technologiesUser issuesre, then, zoomed in and out in a political manobscuring,
and even hiding the real issues in education, somastinnocently and another time on
purpose.

This study takes a unique approach: it problematiBiackboard users.
Specifically, it focuses on the processes that hemsforming a learner into a
Blackboard user, or even non-user. This vision liggks the importance of a deep
understanding of technology itself. Blackboard isdaftware under the umbrella of
Learning Management Systems (LMSs) known to invahes Internet for teaching and
learning by creating virtual environments and pdevior multiple user communication.
As a complex educational platform, Blackboard bezaquite popular in higher
education, yet controversial for prioritizing thearket as a leading philosophy in
technological changes versus learners and learWihge educational institutions, as part
of the networking that domesticates those techmedpghave acted accordingly, the
impact of the market philosophy and practices hbeen deeply felt by university
learners and others, who have resisted to becoaskiBbard users and whose resistance

keeps transforming Blackboard.



The study asks: How do university learners bec&maekboard users and how
user’s resistance shapes the software and thedetatial outcomes. It aims to examine
in context how, generally speaking, the idea ofcational technologies took place in
education; how the use of those technologies téadepn the system of the social values
through an accordance of work, ideas, and effortoregncorporate, educational
institutions, and the American government; how Blaxard software flourished and was
transformed into a proprietary product to fit tharket dynamics; how the developments
within the social, political, technological, and ltcwal context shapes software
transformation and its social reputation in bothcrnaand micro levels; and what does
that mean for learners, learning, and the society.

Focusing on the learners transformation throughdiénelopments of eLearning
technologies for an explanation of the market ¢$fem learners’ lives was not an easy
task mainly because of a glorified popular imagesgito technology in our capitalistic
society that continuously equates technology witbiad progress and as a fulfilling of
human needs; a social attitude amplified in thee aafsthe Internet technologies. The
studies under Science, Technology, and Society \$&8e already detected the social
issues with a technology fetishism, have approatheddea of user in — Pfaffenberger
(1998a, 1998b, 1992a, 1992b), Hughes (1986, 198%4)2 Woolgar (1991,1993,2002),
Latour (1985, 1997, 2003), Pinch(1984,1986) , BijKe89, 2993, 1994, 2002), Callon
(1987), Law 1989, 2000), Oudshoorn (2003, 2004hd- @ffer a variety of methods and

tools for a deep understanding of what stands keyenhnology developments, the



distinguished role of human actors in those deveknqts, and with no neglect for non-
human actors.

The study takes this approach a step further byifspaly focusing on the
technology developments in the field of educat@rield projected by corporate as an
area for market extension (Harvey 2005, Robinsd220The market issues pertaining to
the education are widely discussed by a group thfaes and academics from the field of
education — Apple (2005), Burbules (1999, 2000)r8®(2000), and Monahan (2005) —
who link the developments of educational techn@sdb a corporate strategy that aims
at the commodification of learner. However, regasdl of a critical approach that those
studies take by considering eLearning technologgemechanisms for market extension
and learner commodification in the field of edueafithere is little explanation offered
on how the technological mechanism works in thapese. It is not rare to see that
technology and user are seen as two separatedeentitherefore, no significant
explanations are offered on the learner-technologgsformations in the processes of
operating learning technologies, on the role of cational institutions in those
transformations, and on a learner’s resistancenagaarket fetishism — all found crucial

here.

Statement of the Problem

The rapid involvement of LMSs in education — Intdrrapplications usually
described asimple toolsand user friendly— has been associated with documented

malfunctions and learner’s misunderstanding thaakgdor a cultural discordance in the



process of technology domestication. The so-desduler issus within LMS are long
described as systemic issues of the large techicalogystems by Hughes (1989).
However, those issues are minimized or exaggenategosely, usually in relevance of
the market developments. Since early in the lastucg, the field of education has been
anticipated as profitable by corporate. Regardiéssy social benevolence and pride of
engineers for their work in benefit of human sogieis a rule, technology developments
are deeply intertwined with social and politicaleintions of certain groups in society. It
is quite often that technology developments havenbeanipulated to serve a profit
purpose.

While eLearning technologies go along with thiglia meticulously examination
discovers a complicated and complex process, duvingh corporate, in agreement with
some elite educational institutions and the Amerigovernment, have been long
working closely for building a culture of technologise or the culture that glorifies
technology by treating it as a social value. Thenetary and materialistic resources
offered by corporate, a legislation sanctioned gy government, along with adequate
infrastructure, procedures, and rules employedducational institutions point out that
most of all, the implementation, and the use, oéaghing technologies in the field of
education were culturally enforced to fit the margame. Through symbolic power and
discourse, those processes were socially and alljtuconstructed to accommodate
learners assumedly to technology. In reality, meaguhe success of a technology by
the number of its users or by users’ issues iscatdin of an attempt that aims at

learner's commodification through technology. THenitification and the study of those



cultural forms provide for a further understandwofgthe effects of market fetishism in

education.

Purpose of the Study

The purpose of the study is to show how commodificais at work in the global
education market.
It aims to:
e Explore, analyze, and discuss the meanings assdardth the market fetishism
in education and the symbolic power given to therimet technologies
e Explore and describe the forms of networking powarshe American higher
education
e Identify and highlight the cultural construction Bfackboard as a proprietary
software
e Explore and describe Blackboard implementationjkileshooting, and updating
at a university setting; identify and discuss ti&itutional and collective effort in
producing Blackboard user
e |dentify, describe, and discuss learners’ resigamgainst the market philosophy

and practices.

Significance of the Study

This study remains unique in its approach: It takexitical perspective on the

expansion of the market in the social domain ofcatian. As a response to the inquiry of



a group educators in academia that seek to idethigfyorms of that extension in the field
of education and recognize elLearning technologeore of the links between the
market and the commodification of learner, the gtadnsiders the market-technology-
learner locus with a focus on the learner’s tramsédion in the context of Blackboard
development. It documents how the market philosopihg practices expanding in the
field of education project learner commodificatibp promoting a culture that views
technology use as a social value; how Blackboard&Ubdécame a market signification;
and how users construct their resistance agaiasntarferences of market in the process
of learning.

By focusing on Blackboard LMS from a user’s perspeg this study is inspired
by the STS work on the social consequences of tdobical developments. By
problematizing Blackboard user, the study goe®p &irther and deliberates technology
from the known slogan of “the social consequendeeahnology and how users affect
technology in return”, a saying that has never badnll compliance with the definition
of technology as a “human affair” and “political ams”. In addition, the study remains
significantly different from similar studies in echtion that often takéechnologyand
user as two given and separated entities. The ideatibo and interpretation afser
issuesin a larger context helps with the discovery & #ocial roots of those issues and

their interpretation in the context of globalizatio

Scope of the Study



This study takes a users’ perspective on the dpuaats of what has been
known as Blackboard software in both a macro andrancontext.Macro context
generalizes the political, social, technologicall &ultural environment that provides for
the culture of use and the infrastructure of theicational technologies within the
American higher educatioMicro contextlocalizes the struggle, resistance, and results of
the environment developments in a particular aggecifically, for this study, the micro
context symbolizes the institutional effort andnteaork for the implementation, testing,
and troubleshooting Blackboard software in a lagaiversity that will be recognized

here simply as the University.

User Issues — an Introduction

A deeper insight into what is described user issuedecame the first step on
problematizing user. Generally speaking, Blackbaardn LMS software in a category
that focuses on the administration, documentatiacking, reporting, and delivery of
Internet educational courses. Specifically, thestmologies create virtual environments
suitable for teaching and learning online. Whatasmmonly known as online education
is found suitable especially in higher educatiommere online courses seem to fit the
lifestyle of many. In regard to LMSs, which areeoftdescribed as “simple tools” and
“user-friendly,” different studies and experiendegve shown that the related issues

exceed the systemic discordances and appear igeadaay.

Promises vs. Reality
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Blackboard Inc. is considered one of the pioneerghie field of education
software development. Blackboard software remairtee center of a multimillion-dollar
industry, yet it is a controversial technology. T¢@mpany’s official website states that
Blackboard will “make teaching more effective, ale@rning more exciting — in and
beyond traditional wall$’ Related evidence, however, offers conflictingadaEven
though it is reported that Blackboard counts mbwantll millionend-usersthe latest
statistics shows that similar LMS software havenb®eccessfully promoted in the market
and that many universities have been dropping Bleakd for another software.
Additionally, a survey of 730 faculty, staff, antlidents in the University of Wisconsin
concluded that “Blackboard is hard to lektnAnother similar stud$ confirms that
Blackboard is considered “difficult to work with’specially by non-traditional students.
Websites of academic professionals and students talstify that the operation of

Blackboard LMS is not as easy as it states

Technology Projects and Human Beliefs

What may look as technological issues however, edséechnology itself. Regardless of
their ages, higher education attracts millions ohekicans, who believe that good

education can lead to what is described as an Aaerdream. That collective belief

? Retrieved from the official website of Blackboartt] on 06/26/2013 http://www.blackboard.com/About-
Bb/Who-We-Are/Platforms-and-Services.aspx

% For more information on the study see Bradford @t The Blackboard Learning System.

http://uupinfo.org/research/working/bradford.pdftfeved on 12/12/2013

* See Bradford.

® There are a number of online discussions on websitich as www.eliterate.com www.chronicle.com,
www.lhateblackboard.com
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justifies billions of taxpayers’ money spent in prating recently the so-called new
technologies in education. Interestingly, thera discrepancy between the fact that LMS
technology has made a considerable place in thieuitnenal agendas and what people in
academia believe, and do, with those technologiagality. Even though a substantial
number of institutions of higher education considaline learning as a critical part of
their long-term strategies, 30% of academic leateligve that online learning is inferior
to traditional learning and 56% of faculties ardl sieutral in terms of online learning
acceptance On the top of that, studies have found that thiesknologies “are harder to
learn than expected” as well as “time consumingiafidxible” and despite expectations
“many students are not proficient with technologglackboard and other LMSs rarely
discuss pathways for improving learner's knowledge skills with their systems. This

kind of training is often left as a user’s choice.
Technology Discourse and Reality

The STS research has already established thatdiegjynis a human affair; what
is said in the official papers is not always howndjs work. Any misinformation about
LMS software would, however, bring tremendous cqnseces in education, where
millions of people operate those technologies daityl where technological choices
remain mostly institutionalized. Recently, the Aimnan public has been bombarded by a

discourse that doesn’t necessarily fit in the ehiay realities. It highly emphasizes a

® The data are part of a study on the Online Eduedticthe United States 2011 by Allen and Seaman.
http://www.babson.edu/Academics/centers/blank-eggitshal-research/Documents/going-the-distance.pdf
Retrieved on 12/21/2013.
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specific terminology including but not limited tertns such asLearning and learning
society technology as a powerful tqobr globalizing technology Frequently used
associated with other terms — such as democratizagiducation, or low cost, already
known for their positive reminiscences in publicthis terminology may lead to an
incorrect public impression and the lowering of lmkawareness of technological
choices and related policies. Some recent data dghaweven though an increasing
number of universities and colleges have embrabedidea of eLearning at different
levels and have future plans for related improvedsetine issues associated with the
involvement of these technologies in higher edocaéire still a concern that needs to be
resolved. The discrepancy between an official neton the social values of eLearning
technologies and the actual level of utilizatiorthadse technologies requires an adequate

understanding of technology beyond its technalities

Proprietary vs. Free and Open Source Software

A long complication between Blackboard and someottMSs in the market is
related to its once strong positioning as a PregmyeProduct versus Free and Open
Source Software. It appears common that any produatcapitalistic society could be
proprietary, yet that notion is contradicted by thew possibilities offered by the
technological properties of the software itself. Bgture, software can be accessed and

developed with no rigid restrictions in time, placeulture, or language. These

"1 am using capital letters here to draw a paraligh its opposite: Free and Open Source Softwahéch
is in capitals because of the name of the movensamsisciated with that software.
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characteristics have led to a specific organizattorm of software production.
Technically, a program can be continuously improbgdprogrammers from different
locations and with no time restrictions. Sometiming developers can arrange their
individual work into a collective attempt for impriog the source code of software. The
production of the so called technology communitiethat are more about shared work,
interests, and ideas rather than technology itsedfknown as common goods, a form of
production that have been long known in societyt, Wea society where production, as a
rule, is organized for profit, the collective wdhat produces common goods has become
legally controversial. Who should own the common goods produced by saile
attempt? If not free to public and those co-devetsmare not the legal owners of what
they produce, then who has the right to sell sughoauct? Even though the questions
here may seem at the edges of the technology tiaa, they have a deep impact on the

development of software itself.

Acquisitions vs. Centralized Product Line

Technologies are cultures; any inconsistenciesnguthe process are usually
associated with users’ confusion and distress. ngghican become problematic for
learners especially when an LMS is a software pgeldeveloped by groups of people

who have not shared at least the same technoldgogial For example, you are taking

8 Free and Open-Source Software (FOSS): As itsatgs explain, the idea of free here is as in foze
freedom of speech and not as free in free beeeldtes to software that are “liberally licensed”atlow
usef to “use, copy, study, change, and improve” a sarfby offering access to its source code (Source
code is a set of computer instructions (includiognments) that is usually shown as text). Even thoug
FOSS is used in a society as ours, known for aomaspecialization in the field of production, the
developments of hardware and software have tal@ndivn paths, not necessarily compatible.
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an online class on Blackboard and things seem td Woe. The teacher announces a
Wimba meeting and suddenly you realize that youmB4 “doesn’t work.” Technically,
this would mean that Wimba has a different setewhnological requirements from
Blackboard itself, needing a different browser fostance. For a learner who is not
familiar with the working principles of softwarectenology (a kind of knowledge that is
not required for software operating), a similarident is often interpreted as a
technology failure. For a developer, this is “hdve tsystem works”; if that arises as an
incident, it is, usually, a user issue. “Partly &ege of its many acquisitions, Blackboard
products sometimes seem stitched together like tahwark quilt with customers
complaining that it can feel that they are workimgh entirely different companies not
different lines of product? states Bhatt the CEO of Blackboard since 201ghiattempt
to criticize some of the previous practices witllackboard company and justify the
changes associated with the new leadership.

“Historically, the company’s acquisition strategygeted rivals that had reached
a certain scale in an effort to limit competitiohg adds. In this respect, the company is
described as a big buyer of smaller tech compafuieshe sake of reducing market
competition and not necessarily for improving theduct. Blackboard, Inc. has acquired
companies such as AT&T Campus and CEIl Special TéHdnsard developers) in 2001,
WebCT (education software) in 2005, Angel LearniiigrribyClever Design, LLC,

(iPhone application), Wimba, Inc. and Elluminateg¢.lall in 2010 , iStrategy (a data

’Heussner, K.M. A New Blackboard? https://gigaom.(2013/07/12/a-new-blackboard-4-ways-the-ed-
tech-giants-new-ceo-hopes-to-win-back-market-stRetfieved on 07/20/2013
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analysis system), and Presidium Inc., (administraind academic support service) in
2011. Even though the methods of acquisition arteansubject of this study, related

issues experienced by Blackboard learners came attéation.

Market Changes

The market life of Blackboard software is also anptex indicator of learner’'s
attitudes as well as the politics within higher eation. Figure 1-2 shows a graphic view
of the major players on the LMS market showing gnificant market share for
Blackboard along with others such as Moodle, Sakanvas, Desire2Learn, eCollege, as
well as homegrown systems. Recently, the markéigsfer education LMS has reported
significant changes, showing that Blackboard isngshares market groutfdand one
significant factor may be that Massive Open Onlgmurses (MOOCs) have started to
use their own platforms. A MOOC is a new modeldaline classes characterized by an
extremely large number of students who can attartdal courses from all over the
world. MOOCs have no specific criteria of regismatand offer no academic credits for
students unless they pay a fee and are testedecsutiject. These kinds of courses are,
presumably, based on lecturing and teaching metbobd®ll-known professors from the
so-called elite universitiés Described as a real dream coming true for many who

assumedly cannot afford an eléducation, MOOC technology is described as leatting

Y Hill, Phil: State of Higher Education LMS Market: @raphical View.http://mfeldstein.com/state-of-the-
higher-education-lms-market-a-graphical-view/ Rated on 07/01/2013

™ The online discussions show that there is quiterfusion from how these courses are organized and
with what purpose to what we can learn by attentliegcourse.
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a “further democratization of education,” a discmunlready familiar at least since the
celebration of Blackboard. The attempt remains Reepiticized; MOOC is often
described ineffective as well asddémarcheagainst smaller college professors who may
lose their jobs. Clay Shirky, a best-selling authod a well- recognizedssociate arts
professor from New York University, in an interviayiven to Wired Chronicfé about
MOOC:s states that he MOOCs makes him worried wigethinks that what comes with
MOOC:s is just “the introduction of commercial maiksour academic core,”. Then he

adds, “I can’t think of a single time that this lgame well.”

Changes in Conceptualization

The market changes, as shown in Figure 1-2 arecia$sd with changes of
conceptualization. Instead of product improvemeéime, market competition has led to
product rearrangement; the attention is shiftingmfrtechnology as a product into
technology as a service. For example, Blackboasll@unched the Retention Centerl3
and Instructure has launched Canvas App Centenlthid respect, Retention Center of
Blackboard is an application that allows instrusttr get “analytical insights on learning
and activity gaps” and “help them quickly diagndise students who are falling behind.”

Canvas App Center, in addition, is an applicatioat twill allow Canvas instructors to

2 Shirky, Clay Interview on MOOCs to Wired Chronicketp://chronicle.com/blogs/wiredcampus/clay-
shirky-says-moocs-will-matter-but-worries-aboutporate-
players/45087?cid=wc&utm_source=wc&utm_medium=etriBeed on 07/26/2013

13 "Read more on Ray Henderson's blog: http://wwyhbdog.com/blog/2013/03/big-problem-new-
solution.html?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=gadch _campaign=Feed%3A+RayHenderson+%
28Ray+Henderson%29&utm_content=Google+Reader. @0st®3/13/2013 and retrieved on 06/28/2013
14 See the press announcement on http://www.prnewseim/news-releases/instructure-announces-
canvas-app-center-202711971.html Retrieved on (2008
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easily add applications of their choice without tieed of getting the system involved in

the process. Phil Hill, one of the LMS market astdy considers it a move from an

enterprise LMS market to a Learning Platform markédiere enterprise LMS means a
smaller, academically-facing version of the EntsgRecourse Planning (a model based
on monolithic, full-features software system thatild be hosted on-site or by a managed
hosting provider) and Learning Platform means desysthat does not contain all the

features in itself and is based on cloud computinglti-tenant, software as a service

(SaaSy.
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Figure 1-2: An LMS Market Share

Changes in Regulations: Who has the right to teach?

“Read more to Phil Hill Farewell to Enterprise LM8daWelcome to Learning Platform. Posted on
February 2, 2012. http://mfeldstein.com/farewelthe-enterprise-Ims-greetings-to-the-learning-platf/
Retrieved on 06/26/2013
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None of those developments and changes remaingjistological. Not only do
they prove a market impact in the developmentsiwitiigher education in general and
teaching philosophy specifically, but they alsoi@ade the political side of technological
changes. A discourse metamorphosis — fimple communication tool® powerful
teaching tools- that associates those technological changeslsaa indication that the
eLearning technologies have being used as a p@lifcessure over the teaching
authority. Legitimately, people in the field ask:h@/ has the right to teach? So far,
expensive teaching degrees, licenses, and otheireetents have put restrictions on who
can teach in American colleges. The possibilityeafching without being present, made
possible through elLearning technologies, is agyrelysemployed to create the illusion
that an online course can be taught in a teachbsence.

The move is a multi-facet attempt to gain profieifig) considered the industry of
the century, both education and social learningimneeril of the games of market. As
American institutions of higher education increg$ymnook to different corporations for
products and services, these corporations are nyisto increase their market gains
through the use of technology in education. Thieriret applications are becoming the
new trend in the field. For instance, even Pears@an 18-billion dollar text printing
company — is seeking to regain market through aligdtion and online course

offerings™®.

' The company is going under a deep restructurationsidering online course productions and
replications where professional teams develop entimurses associated with online materials thathene
sold to college students for expensive access codush differently from hard copy texts are disgoke.



19

This boom of new products and services of any kived are presented with the
promises of improving education but have been diethas “it doesn’t work” in more
instances is constantly challenged by millions afueators who get their jobs
downgraded and discarded similarly to what happdoethe industry workers at the
beginning of the last century. When those well-edied workers seek to protect their
constitutional rights through teacher unions, sopaditicians and lawmakers act in
unison with corporate interests by attacking unionsinterestingly, elLearning
developments are associated with changes evereahebries of learning — how people
learn, what constitute a good course, and what geaching looks like — that emphasize
the role of teacher as a facilitator and highliglstudent-centered approach similar to the
customer satisfaction approach. The problem witls thew is that it neglects the
difference between the public interest on sociatrigng and what interests the individual
learnet’. If an individual learner's best interest is gagtithe best grade with the
minimum work, the public interest is to get thetregt outcome of it. The biggest issue is
that many of those new practices associated wehettearning technologies are made
acceptable by using the new teaching philosopley@emise.

In summary, the implementation of eLearning tecbgas, and LMS software
under that umbrella, are prone of a variety ofeésswhich extend the systemic issues of
the known technological systems. Generally speakhage issues express the dynamics

of American culture and how education, technolagyd law are understood in this part

Y Here | am paraphrasing Cass R. Sustain who statesr& is a large difference between the public
interest and what interests the public.” SustéilR. Television and the Public Interest, 88 Ca&l.499
(2000). Available at: http://scholarship.law.bedsekdu/californialawreview/vol88/iss2/9
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of the world. The issues of eLearning technologies intertwined with how freedom,
democracy, and capitalism are understood and eeerén the contemporary American
education. Importantly, this dissertation documettie institutionalized labor and
organization that unrecognizably feed the mark&tesaf those user-friendly tools. The
story of Blackboard software — which discovers gutbit of that picture — is not just a
story from the past. Rather, it is a story in theking as millions of people are involved
in this system daily through their jobs and livBy.telling it, this study aims to expose
the reader to a deeper understanding of the dewelois of Blackboard software in
higher education and especially to the social icanice of what can be described as the

love or hate relationship of the so-called Blacklbaasers.

Main Concepts
The focus on Blackboard software, and its useg, sygecial case for documenting
the expansion of the market philosophy and prastieeceeds technology itself and
requires a unique framework, the main concepts lathvrequire an explanation in the

context of this study.

Social Order

For this study, social order means how Americaniespds rendered at the
beginning of the 21 century, referring to a set of social structuresofomic systems,
law systems, education systems, information systeswcial institutions (American
government, universities, organizations), and $qmiactices (production, consumption,

learning, commons-based peer production). Evengtindbis is not a study on social
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order, the involvement of the concept here satistie holistic approach of the study as
the developments within Blackboard software at @rsity during the 2012-13 school
year were continuously seen, checked, and explantec bigger picture.

Social order, even though the term does not apgeavhere in the study, became
important for understanding the American society aghole and the social place of the
higher education system within the society in aa arglobalization. In this respect, the
implementation of educational technologies andrtthe of educational institutions in the
process are examined as part of the capitalistidevents in the American society at the
end 28" century. In general terms, the concept of theslaogntext became important for
understanding the role of culture and cultural naeitms (set of beliefs, values,

symbols, and rituals) as maintaining the sociaéard
User

In an urban folklore, user is often consideredratividual with a physical touch
with technology. The idea of user remains unqueatite and is largely taken for
granted. However, the high occurrence of other eptsc that associate Internet
technologies and users — such as simple tools, frisedly, or user issues — led to a
closer discursive attention and a problematizatddbnuser. Generally speaking, user
became a total social fatbf the modern times deeply imbued with meaninefstions,

associations, and connections among technologydes and institutions that altogether

18 A thing originating in the institutions or cultuoé a society that affects the behavior or attizidé an
individual member of that society.
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represent a form of social ordering. Yet, the cphad user was constantly seen in a
larger context based on the idea that what wendeveryday life with elLearning
technologies is culturally connected, affected,dpieed, and reproduced by social

structures in a larger scale. (Pfaffenberger 1992)

Networks

For this study, networks are defined as connectiassociations, and relations
among individuals, institutions, and technology demed on purpose, which share
meanings without necessarily fully accepting theand which produce and impose
networking power as a means of pursuing certaiisgddne term became of a special
importance for several reasons: one, it clariffes nature of social order @s making
versusstatic a society of networks with changeable connect@m$ associations; two,
even though the idea of networks may offer an etpealtment for all humans, things,
and ideas alike — which means an abundance of &amtsdetails that fit the holistic
description of the study — it is also associatethwhe concepts of power and power
allocation (Castells 2011); three, it relates ® éimergence of the networked information
economy (Benkler 2003), an economy characterizeddsy-production and non-market
products, both important in clarifying the uniqueerties of software and its political
economy.

Importantly, the idea of networks is not compeétivith the idea of systems well
known in the studies of technology (Hughes 1980allbws instead for showing how

connections, associations, and relations help dkigna system, making it possible to
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recognize systemic issues and intra-systemic atafliFigure 1-3 is an illustration of
messy and complex connections, affiliations, anktims among universities and
professors with companies, venture capitals, angpmofit world in MOOCSs’ design,
implementation, and funding. What the big pictuoesh’t show, however, is how those
connections, affiliations, and relations are estaleld, produced, enforced, and have
effects on each other and on one’s daily life andkwThere are two derivate concepts in
the study -earner networksand user networking Learner networks are connections,
associations, and relations among individuals astitutions, rendered for the purpose of
an institutional learning, that share meanings aithnecessarily fully accepting them
and that produce and impose knowledge power asamsnef pursuing certain goals.
User networks are connections, associations, alafio®s among representatives of
educational institutions, corporate, and technolamdered for the purpose of creating a
culture of use that share meanings without necsdatly accepting them and that
produce and impose power as a means of pursuingdlgpals. A user networking
means the processes of building up or maintaininghibosophy of use and informal
relations driving a culture of use in the field education. User networking became
another important concept for the study as it slibiv@v a corporate agenda penetrated

and became dominant in the network of learning.
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Figure 1-3: The complexity of the connections through eLearning

Learners

Learneris an inclusive term used in regard to a learrtexghnology. It could
mean a student, professor, administrator, desigmesther person. The term is generally
used for people who take a learner’s seat duriogni@ogy processes. From a grouping
perspective, learners appear as a heterogeneoup gfgpeople who usually (but not
necessarily) aim teaching and learning, or helpchie and learning, in higher
education. Most of the individuals in this categdry not have learning technologies in
their agendas unless they are seen as helpfulcessarily for an individual achievement.
Two more clarifications must be made about thiegaty. First,individual technology

acquisition is a cover term for the processes during whichearnler acquires an
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institutionally ascribed role, as well as technglagmpetency and confidence. Secondly,
learners under the professorship sub-category sakmique role in this category. A
technology success or failure may impact studeatkter relationship, which means that
technology functioning can affect their teachingf@enance/evaluations. In addition,
teaching online requires a set of new knowledge skilts, usually different from their
recognized area of expertise; a lack of mastethegtéchnological knowledge and skills
may affect their reputation. Also as the last depslents in the area of education prove,
the eLearning technologies are strategically ssemtaacher replacement by certain neo-
liberal groups, putting teaching jobs and statugapardy'® Yet, a teacher, instructor, or
professor is a preferred source of knowledge wheeraiing an LMS, and a good

connector between students, institution, and teloigyo

Technology (and its Ambiguity)

It is a common mistake in modern human societydentiify technology with a
product and ignore the processes involved. Thisoniseption makes it difficult for how
to understand the nature of technology; Sahlinek@mple, states that, “For the greater
part of human history, labor has been more sigmiftithan tools, the intelligent efforts of
the producer more significant than his simple emapt.”(Pfaffenberger 1992b:497)

Sahlins’ concept, however, challenges a generatepéon, which usually equates

* This is what Wall Street Journal (May 30, 2012pter The Nation and the world are in the early stag
of a historical transformation in how students teaeachers teach, and schools and school systems a
organized. http://online.wsj.com/article/SB10001@22702304019404577416631206583286.html
Retrieved on 07/02/2013
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technology with its materialistic forms and formatseglecting the complexity and
processes of technology. With human knowledge andkvas significant sources of
social transformations, it is feasible to see thair alteration into tools, machineries, and
related human skills has become an object of hueffont and fascination as well. A
glorification of the transformative powers of toodsid machineries, however, goes
beyond any human attraction. It is only during #igecircumstances in human history
that the assemblage — of human knowledge, worlls skools, and machineries, and
much more — labeled @schnology has gained such an unusual property that canreithe
help society as a whole with a better lifestylelyar become a tool of exploitation in

hands of a privileged few.

The culture of Technology Use

This study should be considered within the contéxdn Internet culture, which,
generally speaking, is a learned and shared urahelisg of what people can amline
While the Internet isa cool thingfor many, many others may not even know that the
Internet is the technology that makes possible dglubal system of interconnected
computer networks. Interestingly, the Internetwasknow it, however, became popular
in the mid-1990s, a time corresponding with thé élthe communist bloc. While the
world wide social, political, and economical deysiwents of that time made the world
integration turn from an aspiration to a closeritgamuch of that credit went to the
Internet, which was apprized as a social connedtioat provided for a glorification of

the Internet technologies yet for a strategic reasbe Internet developments were
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associated with a boom of Internet-related teclgieky known as software
application§’. The new products and the new services openegassibility to redefine
the boundaries of the market in fields such as &ttut, banking, or health care. The
myth of the Internet (and its related technologiess strategically involved to build
what is described here as culture of technology uswhich creates a collective
understanding that the Internet technologiesra®ededand their use is perceived as

social value

Institutional Power

Generally speaking, learning is cultural and caétis learning. However, this
study refers tdearning as an institutional learning or the learning tisatecognized by
law and is organized, improved, and sanctioned cbase well-defined criteria. This
brings into the discussion the role of educatiomatitutions that are organized
hierarchically and have decision-making powers.e Tistitutions of American higher
education can be considered learners networks;areewll parts of American education
that appears as a system which is built in perfoces. Not only are performances (as in
“things accomplished” or “working effectiveness”easured by standards (final grades

for students, evaluations for professors), but thé&o generate social and monetary

“application software is a computer programming timetkes a computer useful beyond the operation of
computer itself. If computers have any valuestands to their ability to carry out a set of instians.
Called machine-readable instructions (or softwaseh a set is developed separately from a computer
(hardware). Software, an inclusive term for botkchiae instructionshinary codeor a code understood by

a processor ansburce coder a code that should be rendered into the binadg through an interpreter),
can be further categorized as system software aptication software. System software is the set of
operating instructions, or what makes a computectfan. In this perspective, application softweselie

set of instructions that makes a computer useful.
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statuses for individuals and institutions alikepypding for inequalities and hierarchies
within the system.

The data of this study shows that institutional powas a crucial role in the
transformations of learner and learning. The conoémstitutional power became a key
in understanding the user networking within thetesysof American higher education.
The data shows that under the user networking p@ndrstrategies, not only are the
eLearning technologies institutionally embraced, dstrategic discourse is also utilized
to allow for the imposed technology and politicdlanges to be socially accepted.
Finally, not only are people, energy, work, andamigation involved in maintaining
technologies such as Blackboard, but it also besoare institutional obligation to

produce and maintain a technology user.

Globalization

Globalization, a term that descriptively is referréo as the “network of
interconnections and interdependencies that claraetmodern social life” (Tomlinson
1999:2), is in its kernel an extension of capitalisot only geographically but also in the
public spheres such as education and medical thexe was a twofold phenomenon
happening in the early of 1990s, technically andnemically. Technically, there were
increasing possibilities for connections, inforroati and communication through the
Internet among people all over the world. On theeptand, the need for the capital to
extend the market had become an imperative whiadhwshon the hegemony of

neoliberalism (Harvey, 1995). The changes that tolaice in the political map of the
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world in early 1990s should be also understood ew possibilities for a further
extension of the market philosophy and practicesth® history of connections between
American academia and the corporate world show, mavkets have always been a goal
for capital. The Internet technologies only marledew stage of that endeavor. The
developments of Blackboard software in the field hogher education are a clear
indication of how to understand the extension gfitedism in the field of education

through technological transformations.

Culture and its Characteristics

The concept of culture and its properties remaserigal for the study. If an
exploration of LMSs became a useful tool for untierding the extension of the market
in the field of education, the concept of cultureypded for an adequate understanding of
technology and the construction of technology useaasocial value. Culture is “a
society’s shared and socially transmitted ideakjes and perceptions that are used to
make sense of experience and generate behavioamndeflected in that behavior”
(Haviland et al. 2013:163). Culture is learned asithred; people learn and share
meanings and ideas as members of a certain sowigtyut necessarily accepting them.
The learning and sharing of culture, however, isaaemooth, natural process. Usually,
social norms and beliefs are forcibly imposed inisty; there are rewards for the ones
who comply with the shared beliefs and social pumisnts and sanctions for ones who
do not. In these terms, imposing the use of LMSa ascial value is the beginning of a

long process that aims at a user's commodificatimough a transformation of learner
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into an LMS user. In addition, understanding te¢bgyp as symbolic it opens the door
for a deeper understanding of the discourse sudiagrthose technologies and the social

meanings associated with technology symbolism.
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CHAPTER 2 :LITERATURE DISCUSSION

Figure 2-1: Two contradictory sides of eLearning

Introduction

There is no doubt that the social implicationsdiu@tion caused by an extension
of the market philosophy and practices in the figld highly characterized by learners’
resistance, which mostly shows on the work of doaetivists and academics in
education that aim at a public awareness agaimsar&et fetishism. A unique form of
this resistance, even though often mistaken assigtaece against technology, is the
resistance of LMS users to accept and comply withvhaat appears as technology
innovation and progress in education. In a largentext, the implementation of
eLearning technologies in the field of educatioménounced as a strategic attempt for
profit-making, a tendency that has reached its fppgadeeking a commodification of user.
An exploration of this social resistance requireslemr understanding aflobalization
technology and user such concepts that appear quite complex and coated in

contemporary research, butafiture as well which flexibly links all of the three.
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Globalization: a Broader Context

Introduction

In spite of any differences on what globalizatisnand
how it should be described, there is a large bofly o
literature that regards globalization as an extensif the
capitalistic philosophy and practices geographycdlut

> also into the social domains of education and hezare.

l_'J' The neoliberal theory — responsible for a social

,-I Wumel; ' legitimating of the market extension — holds tr@tone

—

Mr. Frabisher has launched a
frask new interface.

Figure 2-Zhe fresh new interfaacef capitalism

“human well-being can best be advanced by libegatindividual entrepreneurial
freedoms and skills within a framework charactetiby strong private property rights,
free market, and free tradetivo, “[t]he role of the state is to create and presean
institutional framework appropriate to such pragsicandthreg “if markets do not exist
(in areas such as land, water, education...) they ringst be created, by state action if
necessary.” (Harvey 2007:2) Interestingly, the nme¢ technologies (differently
described as the information technologies) are iapgrby the neoliberals as safe
channels for maximizing the market transactions guading decisions in the market
place. In the field of education, however, thossht®logies are valued for maximizing

the market transactions — therefore profit — thioag increase of the number of learners
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who can be reached through technology. AssumedlyLMS implementation, the
educational institutions would expand their numbertherefore profit — with no extra
space and for a shorter time.

The concept of globalization is employed in thedgtdor understanding the
ground provided for the latest developments thateh@ken place — technologically,
economically, and politically — in the contemporakynerican society in general and
specifically in the field of American higher educat It led into an understanding of user
networking, as well as collective effort and pesveuction in software making. It helped
to conceptualize user as a cultural outcome oftutgtnal network that consists 0. The
involvement of concepts such as collective effaor, and deskilling in education (a
field already assumed with a vocabulary differemanf the one used in the field of
production) became a turning point for the studghoosing a globalization literature
resulted, however, difficult and complicated asbglization has become a buzz word in
the American media and literature during the entheflast century with no clear, single

definition yet.

Different Understandings on Globalization

In neutral terms, Noam Chomsky says that glabdbn means international
integratio>. The new word (globalization) wrapping an old oepic (international

integration) has been, however, long claimed bynarfrow segment of power and

2L Chomsky, N. Discussion on Globalization. Posted omutube.com on 10/30/2006

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=AHJPSLgHemM Reteid\on 05/02/2013.
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privileged” who equal international integration lit'the right to invest” globally.
Accordingly, globalization consists of two diffeteperspectives: One perspective that
represents a human dream on the world as a shkres iphabited by humans living in
harmony, and the other one that demands the warld aingle market. Research in
globalization studies (Robinson 2004, Friedman 2008&llerstein 2004a and 2004b,
Robertson 1992, Tomlinson1999, Tsing 2002, Llewell2002, Appadurail996)
describes the world assangle marketaglobal societyor global networks

It should be added that regardless of many desmmgpton globalization, a
semantic overview on how the concept evolved iretshows an affinity of its genesis
with the idea of consumerism and global consumenglwspeaks for an increasing
tendency of viewing the world as a single market gelling an image as social
integration. The earliest usage of the term enaedt during my research it implies
globalization as a vision on prospective globalstoners— an idea beyond that of nation
— unified as a category under the “regime of indalstm”. In Culture Theory and
Industrial Analysis Paul Meadows (1951) elaborates on the “industridture” as
“globalizing”, emphasizing a prominent role of teackogy in a pattern of world changes.
The article theorizes the observation on an expanof industrial products and capitalist
mode of production. Rather than a simple politing¢gration, the globalization is seen as
a cultural integration of consumers that consuneesdime products. Accordingly, every
society develops a “system of meanings” which remdunique” and functions as “a
whole”. Within the system, made of three main ssbmys — technological, sociological,

and ideological — industrialism relates to the @ppece of “a new system of technology”
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which affect the social system profoundly providiog other changes within. In general,
changes in technology oppose “[the] tendency toveattliral localization” and provide
for what Meadows describes as a “cultural univéessdl Meadows wrote that with
industrialization, “a new culture system has evdlueone national society after another;
its global spread is incipient and cuts acrossyelgral ethos”. The industrial culture is
then described as “massively adaptations to lodictechnology”. Meadows uses
globalizing in terms of an extension of industrial technolagyd its cultural logic in
geographical terms only. (1951)

Another article —Communism and Globalization of Politics published by
George Modelski in 1968, speaks in favor of a pallt attempt of capital for an
ideological integration of the world as a “politiac@sponse” to the idea of “the world
communism”; a strategic attempt to resolve politiead ideological issues of an
expanding market. In this respectyarld system of politicaith world organizations and
world politics were seen as keys for resolving @&d War crisis that followed the
WW2. The concept ofglobal system was, interestingly, explained similarly da
understanding of what made Islam a “world fact”,amieg a system, the parts of which
maintain an allegiance to “a body of common doetriwith a “significant amount of
cooperation and exchange”, that functions in tlagestf “decentralization” and “lack of
central directions”. Modelski proposed the develepitof “a global layer of interaction
substatianal dic] enough to support continues and diversified [djrinstitutions”.

Obviously, in Modelski's article, instead of a degtion of natural spreading of
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“industrial culture”, a (worldly) political agendgisplays, an agenda seeking dominance
through a world political system with little saidut culture and technology.

A prominent work preceding the globalization diss®uisThe Modern World-
Systemby Immanuel Wallerstein (1974). Wallerstein elated the concept of the
modern world-system €conomie mondgas rooted in the economical developments of
the 18" century, a time when the crises in European fewyatem stimulated the
important technological innovations of the™éentury and an extending of the market.
Both provided for a geographical division of labavhere industrialized countries,
described as core countries, could control and fiieinem the global market. Others,
described as periphery or semi-periphery countviesjld provide for raw materials and
cheap labor, or “buffer” the process. This explamathelped me in location the
American higher education, and its developments,airglobal map. Interestingly,
Wallerstein states that different groups — stat@wporations, and people — who
differentiate from each other by languages spokehgions practiced, and customs
developed, appear loosely tied to the capitalistdveystem. Accordingly, the system’s
principle is the endless accumulation of capitad #nexists as a structure mechanism
constituted within the system. The ones, Wallenstgiote, “who act with appropriate
motivations are rewarded and if successfully, ¢’ The rest will be “punished” and
eventually “eliminated from the social scene.” Aswill be seen in Chapter V, these
general yet substantive observations have enrithedanalysis of the data collected in

this study.
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Theodore Levitt's contested artidi®obalization of Market1983), one of the
most cited sources on globalization, consists ef bielief that the developments of
technology (transportation, communication, travg@linave already provided for what he
describes as “a new commercial reality”, whichtise"emergence of global markets for
standardized consumer products on a previously agimed scale of magnitude.” From
this perspective, globalization has being seennascanomic possibility preceded by a
modern technology development that would bring teadnd prosperity to all,
corporations and people. Levitt's observations nregpanding commoditization reality
became a reality- only a few years later the wartdild see the fall of the Berlin Wall.
Levitt's article consists of four main assumptiotexhnology as a generator of progress,
standardized consumer, and a satisfied one, ghobatets, and the contested concept of
homogenization. Levitt's article marks the begimniof what could be described as a
profit hegemony language. Regardless any sporadiccism, Levitt's vocabulary
became part in many policy changes.

The above descriptions, based mostly on the Weberisept of exchange and an
active role of agency, encounter two issues: @, are based on an understanding of
globalization as a human/economical phenomenonitoneld by the developments of
technology (Meadows 1951, Levitt 1974) or as aquidjesponse to the political global
structure (Modelski 1968); visions that hide a ficdil agenda for further expanding the
market and a market mentality. Two, even thougmfabfferent perspectives, the work
of Meadows, Modelski, and Levitt describes the mmeenon as significantly “new”:

new industrial technology, new reality, new poBtimew policy, new markets, new
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cultures, and new global relationship, themselvge@l proof that the texts were in one

way or another part of thgtobalizingagenda, which fueled a larger symbolic discourse.

A Theory of Globalization

In the contrary, Robinson describes globalizat®the “unifying the world in the
same capitalist mode of production.” (2004:159)f&#ntly from Wallerstein, who finds
the genesis of globalization on the Weber's conaédpexchange, Robinson considers
globalization as deeply rooted in the process oflpction. It is “the underlying structural
dynamic that drives social, political, economicd amltural-ideological processes around
the world in the twenty-first century and is themef linked to our individual and group
biographies.” (Preface: XV) The essence of cagtalis production undertaken through
a particular form of social interaction...the capiedbor relation...in order to exchange
what is producedccommoditiesin a market for profit.

The position taken in the study is what Robinsonsaers an extension of
capitalism in the domain of social life; it hightitg production versus exchange
(Wallerstein 2004b) and capital-labor relation wsrégdeas (Robertson 1992, Tomlinson
1999) as prominent sources of globalization. Thiaadt to underestimate globalization’s
tendency for homogenizing market or consumer or ggsbally. Instead, highlighting
the mode of production, and capital-labor relatjcas fundamental in determining the
character of globalization means that when suandency for homogenization appears
as logical (global users, as an example) one shopaydclose attention to the mode of

production and the capital-labor relations for attar clarification. As it will be
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explained in the coming paragraphs, this undergtgnoharked a turning point for this
study.

Robinson explains that globalization usifying in the sense that “the vast
majority of peoples around the world had been iratgl into the capitalist market and
brought into the capitalist production relation#f’.is also expansionary “It order to
survive, capitalism requires constant access to sewces of cheap labor, land, raw
materials, and markets. In this sense, there atb bg&tensive enlargements (and
geographically commodification) and intensive egdsments (human activities that
previously were outside the logic of capitalist ¢uotion are bought into this logic).
Globalization ishegemonicit provides “material rewards” and “impose santsibthat
affect groups and individuals alike (2004:vx). Tdexplain the conditions during which

fields such as education and health care becoras fié commodification.

Networks of Power

There are other important concepts under the ideglobalization which, even
though from a perspective not necessarily in falyeement with Robinson’s theory of
globalization, became helpful for the study. Spealfy important became the
Tomlinson’s concept of “network of interconnectioasd interdependencies” as a
characteristic of modern social life. (1999:2) Timtworking concept, already known
from an ANT perspective, became helpful in undeditag the developments within the
American Higher Education that preceded the dewvetops of the elearning

technologies. Additionally, referring to Castellmwer, or the ability to make decisions
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and affect other’s behaviors, has taken new meanmgvhat is described as a digital
age, networked society, or networked informatioroneeny. Considering that the
involvement of eLearning technologies in highereation is an institutional matter, the
idea of power and networking became quintessefdrathe study. Castells states that,
even though social networks are not a new conecepbdiety, the networks that involve
the electronic technologies deserve special atterttecause technology is involved in
exercising power. Importantly, “[p]Jower relationseathe foundations of society, as

institutions and norms are constructed to fulfiietinterests and values of those in

power.” (2011:773)

User vs. Learner

Introduction

IT MusT BE You,
THE ComMPLTER IS .
AcTuALLY VEEY Even though LMS user is often
LSER- FRIENDLY!

mistaken as just a learner in physical

Search.07638805

touch with technology, research focusing

on user proves that technology user is a

Figure 2-3:“It's always users’ fault” complex and sophisticated concept,
imbued with symbolic meanings. The understandingsar requires a holistic approach
with strong ties and explanations in a context ghravides for technology growthkiser
remains probably one of the most popular termsesthe Internet became a household

name and system. As much as the term may sounltidiarthe concept appears complex
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and not without implications. A user is the one algublamed when the Internet
technologies fail. Careful observations find the called user issues much more
complex than simply a user’s fault, a fact that aem obscured within the official
discourse on elLearning technologies. In generaidethe user synthesizes one’s ever-
changing position within the flux of technology thg a given time.

The issue faced by the changes within the learkingscap& goes beyond the
involvement of the elLearning technologies; it relsara demand for using those
technologies to define and categorize learners leathing. Terms such as online
education, online classes, and online learner, comfyrused in both daily discourse and
official documents, not only make a distinction hwuit learning and learners, but also
demand that distinction. For example, some ingbitist have even created a profile for
online learners (Teja and Spannaus 2008). “Is thilee learner a distinct subspecies
among the wider species of learners in generalatewics in education ask (Wisser
2008:25). Obviously not, they answ@rThe educators insist that learning must be
defined by the learning outcomes and not by tedtes. However, “as the processes
and tools evolve, we anticipate further differetadia in the competencies required on the
online and face-to-face learner. Some of those gdgmrwill be in the competencies
concerned with use of the tools.” (Teja and SpaarZ008:206) The problem is not with

the learning of new skills and competencies pelAsethe researchers in education and

* See Learners in a Changing Learning Landscape,2B08Wisser and Muriel Wisser-Walfrey Eds.,
Springer

% New Online Learning Technologies: New Online LesrGompetencies. Really? lleana de la Teja and
Timothy W Spannaus on the same volume.
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the educators warn, the problem is that the newpebemcies are becoming a trend of

their own that often overcome the learning objexgiv
Semiotics of User or User in Context

The meanings associated with tiiger depend on the context of the term. The
concept of auserappears with a social history of its own. Accogdio the Etymology
Online Dictionary?* the worduseris thought to have first been utilized circa 14a0d
then institutionalized agser of narcoticsince 1935user of computersince 1968, and
user-friendlysince 1972. The Internet search, however, shoxts teat date back to the
1800s with auseras a person exercising certain property rightschveuggests that the
concept of a user may have its roots in the Englshmon law generated in the Middle
Age for regulating land ownership and use. Theflash no longer sounds familiar in the
everyday use. Commonly,usertoday is understood as a person or individual wées,
misuses, or consumes something.

Depending on the context,user could be associated with a negative cormaso
in exploiter, drug user, and substance abuser (&igu}), or either a neutral or positive
connation as in wearer, utilizer, usufructuary, -esdr, and consumer (Figure 2-5). In
both cases, a user means an individual, mortatopeisomebody, someone, and a soul.
Interestingly, a person using another person’sepiacexchange for money is usually

called a tenant, but never a user. In addition,iratividual entitled to the First

24 SCOT authors use “relevant groups”. In The Sda8laping of Technology, they use the word “actors”.
(MacKenzie and Wajcamn, 1996:17) http://www.etynio@icom/index.php?l=u&p=17. Retrieved on
04/12/2011.
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Amendment of the American Constitution is usuallyt fia Constitution user,” but a

citizen of the United State of America.

drug user
substance abuser

exploiter

user

uuuuuuuuuuuuuuu

Figure 2-4: User configurationl

utiliser usufructuary

utilizer end user

e . .
wearer @ @
consumer

user

individual

soul

mortal someone
persorsomebody

Figure 2-5: User configuratior?

Another context provides for a user as an operassgciating the concept of user
closely with technology and especially with compsitend the Internet. As stated, a user
as in computeuserhas been used since 1968. A Google image seatbhwger” as the
search key generated 1,150,000,000 links in 0.¢6rsis> At the first sight, excluding a
few, most of the images show strong associatiotis lmternet technology. For example,

lllustration 1 (Appendix 1) shows the colorful s&etof a group of individuals with no

% www.google.com Retrieved on 03/30/11 Note: Thercteaetrieved 6,370,000 000 entries on 0.22
seconds on 07/10/2013.
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physical face features in a metallic gray backgdowinother image is a black box that
states, “USER. Support your habit.”(lllustration Rppendix 1). An interesting figure
shows a whole block filled with rows of words tlsaem mostly like a code (lllustration
3, Appendix 2). One of the pictures (lllustration Appendix 2) is like a whole story
developing the concept of user in the finest detiayl using pictures, arrows, and words
like experience, expectations, applications, or l,goasks, functionality. The
overwhelming number of images with computer-relatidails may suggest théte
computer useform has gained ground over other forms.

A similar assumption is supported by an entry irki&dia.com that states the
following:

A useris an agent, either humaan{d-usel or software, who uses a computer or

network service. A user often hasiger accountand is identified by a username

(alsouser namg, screen name(alsoscreennamejsic]), nickname (alsonick),

or handle, which is derived from the identical Citizen's Blaradio term.

Users are also widely characterized as the clasgeople that use a system

without complete technical expertise required tdaratand the system fulfy.
This definition narrows down, but also challenges previous information. Even though
it is described as “an agent” (loosely assumingotemtial for change), the word is
utilized mostly as an operator who is part of avoek, expanding the notion of a user by
adding non-humans (actants). It also emphasizes thoments: one, usersths class of

people(with “the class” meaning...what? and with the otblass/classes being...what?),

two, users as a group defined withila system,” and three, people who use a

*® http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/User_(computing). Retred on 12/26/10.
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technological systerwithout complete technical expertissuggestively, the definition is
made of terms taken from a technical vocabulary gimdn with no further elaboration
for non-technical readers. Those perceptions aite quportant for the study. First, they
help a general understanding of the place andabtée Internet technology — and its
users — in contemporary society. Second, they tipeloor for understanding the place

of the so-called experts, e perception in favott@¢hnicism.”

A User’s Perspective or User in Academia

The turn to the user is “a feature of broader disses” (Mackay el at., 2000:
737) that continue to grow as the Internet keepsviong and becomes more sophisticated
and as designers and producers are more interestgttlerstanding the functioning of
those technologies, clearly depending on userggpions and actions. There are two
important trends considering users in the acadessearchuser configurationand a
user’'s perspective The first one, originated by the work of Woolgar “user
configuration,” involves ethnographic data to dészrand explain designer vs. user
relations. Imagined user as coined by Woolgar (1@@ined prominence especially with
the concern of how the userasnfigured which is how “to define, enable, and constrain
the user.” (Grint and Woolgar 1997:71)

The concept ofechnology users rooted in the model of Social Construction of
Technology (SCOT), which opened a new window in #tedies of science and
technology by emphasizing the human side of théegde®y process. When SCOT was

criticized as “artifact-centered” (Russell 1986,sBo 1993, Klein and Kleinman 2002)
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and with “almost total disregard for the social sequences of technical choices”
(Winner 1993:368), the focus shifted to “technologser” (vhat people do with a
technology and many authors such as Nelly Oudshoorn, TreRimich, Christina
Lindsay, Ronald Kline, and Anne Sofie Laegran jilsshame a few, began examining
that role. Using ethnographic data, these authbosvshow “the users of technology”
versus “technology” provide for social change. Twiwk also shifted the focus from the
“producers of technology” (Hughes 1989) to the fasef technology” (Kline and Pinch
1996:764).

Studying the effects of technology on people’s divis, however, not a new
subject. Since 1952, Lauriston Shar@teel Axes for Stone-Age Australiaaimed to
explain significant social changes in the Yir Yargnoup’s life and culture associated
with the introduction of the steel ax. CowaitBe Industrial Revolution in the Homie
also a classic example of the unintended conseggeoictechnologies. Cowan claims
that the promises surrounding new technologieshefAmerican home environment at
the beginning of the last century have never felfil(1999:296). Neither Cowan nor
Sharp used the wordser in their writings. Instead, words such as indubiadion,
family, work at home, chores, the housewife, paid anpaid servants, and guilt set the
stage and make the article a true representatias ofvn time. In this context, the term
userwould have been over-generalizing and misleadingould have hidden the drama
of the housewife’s identity and obscured the gendeferlying the drama in a process

during which the “new” technology in the house waslerstood with prestige and value.
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However, differently from any previous attempt, tlea oftechnology usersonstructed
a user as actively and creatively using (and etamging) a technology product.

The work in the field shows that the meanings astieés surrounding users are
quite complex. For example, the User (I am usirggdapital U conventionally) appears
crucial within Rapid Application Development (RAR software that is developed based
on the so called “user’s requirements” (Mackayl&®0). What makes RAD important
in our terms is the peculiar status of the user Wwhygs software (usually tailored based
on a given situation/scenario) in software develepts. In RAD’s case, the user is a
representative of a software buyer who becomes rabme of the team design, present
from the onset of the project. Differently from Wgar's approacH, in which the
designers configureser, in RAD’s approach, the designer-user relationeapp much
more complex. The power of program designers igunnscribed by their own
organizations as well as the user who makes thigrdes feel “disempowered” in their
relationship to customers for the reason that #sgmers must follow the user’'s needs
and explanations. Importantly, the study finds dtiplicity of configurations versus user

configuration as coined by Woolgar and Grint (1991)

The Non-user or User as an Outcome

As discussed here, the teuserchanges meanings based on a described situation.

The intrinsic symbolic nature of a user as a categaggests an analytic and reflexive

27 Configuration approach is criticized by both Magk2000) and Higgins(2007) as adequate for only
certain situations.
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versus descriptive understanding. Unpacking tha teecomes crucial for understanding
related meanings as well as for building a useoriary in the field. Unpacking the
concept of user also becomes important for enaldmgdequate methodology: How to
define user, non-user? Where and when are thess tgplied? So far in this discussion,
the image of user or users has appeared as theofome individual in touch with
technology. As the study proves, users, as weliamsusers, are socially constructed —
produced, legitimated, and delegitimized in practicdepending on specific settings and
occasions. Previous research and analysis (Klinge,1%vaytt 2005, Downey 2008,
Winner 1997) provided interesting yet somehow lediexplanations. Here | will also
discuss how an analysis of the non-user categoeyexp a new line of the inquiry, one
that links the software production with its consuimp in education.

Since early, Kling has already criticized some galmations that focus on user
as part of a design noticing that the idea of ismnetimes is “merely a convenient
linguistic fiction which helps simply syntax and pires a kind of homogeneity and
consensus which makes a system design appeanmmatgti (1977:44) Instead, user
should be understood in a context. The same caulshidl for non-users. Both concepts,
when taken for granted, can be misleading.

Wyatt makes an interesting point when she explares describes the Internet
non-users by focusing on the evidence of non-ugbeofnternet in some countries where
“non-use could be a choice”. In her taxonomy of thiernet non-users — “resisters,”
“rejecters,” “excluded,” and “expelled” — thiesistersare the people who know and who

can use the Internet but they never did and theynatowant to; theejectersare the
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people who were once users and dropped voluntmilgifferent reasons; thexcluded
are the people who never had access to the Intengenever did use it; and te&pelled
include the ones who become non-users involuntg@§05:73)

Further on, Waytt calls for an exploration of thenrusers as a category of its
own and for “what [that] means” for the studies smience and technology. Wyatt
highlights the importance of incorporating non-gserthe technological studies, yet sees
it as problematic. Accordingly, it is hard to logahe formation of people she describes
as “invisible actors” or “incoherent group.” Metiously, Wyatt observed that, “[tlhe use
of information and communication technology ...isdakas the norm, and the non-use is
perceived as a sign of a deficiency to be remedreds a need to be fulfilled”, which
speaks in favor of what can be described as glimpéaculture of usingeinforcement,
the further exploration of which became enlightgriior the study. (74-78)

Wyatt’'s perception of non-users as a group is nasolation. Langdon Winner
also describes the so-callédelevant Social Groupsn his articleUpon Opening the
Black Box and Finding it Empty: Social Construgmi and the Philosophy of
Technology The article came at the time when SCOT was censitlas a school of
thought, describing the shaping of an artifact bfecences in understanding by the so-
called “relevant social groups,” yet failed to rgn@e what Winner describes as “groups
with no representation and groups who remainedtsflar political purposes during a
technological development” (1993:364). Clearly, treuping idea is closely related to
that of relevant social groups. However, iiielevancehere is also described mos#y a

disconnection with technology
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Downey enriches this distinction in terms by whatdescribes as “producing a
user.” InThe Machine In MeDowney states that, “A human’s first step in igettto
know CAD/CAM technology was to become, or, betfgnduces a user.” (2004:145) If
one wanted to use CAD/CAM technology, the firstpsteould be to be able to get
accepted by, and latter connected to, the netwBykproducing a userthe author
emphasizes the human-system interaction as a @aetareng which one becomes a user
(and non-user). Because the concept of user iallysiaken for granted and seen as
equal to a person, the concept of “producing thex"umade a difference. First, as the
words imply, the user is not just any person intaonto technology. Instead, a human
can simultaneously become user and non-user iprieess depending on the person’s
knowledge, skills, and confidence and also on teldgy developments. Second,
observing how a user is produced helps configutirighuman relationship constituted
through technology processes. Producing a userimsnraportant because it implies
process which takes energy, time, and space; it involgatterns of behavior; and it
requires a shared understanding, effort, and dfaalthe process during which people do
something with and through the system that needshdu observations and
understanding.

What remains contested is, however, the concepisefs and non-users as
priori categories. Apparently there are no clear lindg/den a user and a non-user. The
data of this study show that instead of technolalyic users and non-users are socially
produced with non-user, furthermore, not necessaslthe opposite of user. Rather than

consolidated groups, Latour sees users as fornsationegard to a certain technology.
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(2007) It is during technological processes théfaats, people, language, and rules are
transformed and affect each other’s transformagpaomyer is produced and certain human
relations are established.

It may seem that within technology design and comgion, when a user is
configured and produced, a non-user can be at destribed as discrepancyor
systemicperformance failureln reality, user, and non-user, is made in procesl many
times from and into each-other. Blackboard nonsusimscribe a deskilling situation in
the software updating. The borrowing with no furtleéaboration and the static use of
certain categories can lead to an already-crititimaderstanding of technology and
humans as two disassociated categories. Deployobnblogy as such sometimes
obscures the fact that a user should be defineatecklto technology features, or
technology evolution, and not to technology itsedfa static entity. That is what would
distinguish, for example, me, as being an outstapdiser of Blackboard 7.0 from me
becoming a non-user of Blackboard after it was tgutléo version 8.1. This definition of
a non-user also highlights the usually obscurekislithat connect a user with the work

and ideas of many.

Technology: User in Making

Yaly THE TErHYo[e &Y

THE BATTLE wE ALL F AcE

Figure 2-6: Social issues are often seen as technology issues
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By focusing on Blackboard technology, this studyswigsigned as an inquiry on
eLearning technologies as they continue to evolveaihigher education setting. A
discrepancy between descriptions on Blackboard simple tool or user friendly and a
reality filled with learners’ confusion and disapmionents, made both user and user
issues major concepts within technology. In a ampi@rary public discourse, technology
is used as an epithet for artifacts (“things” “gatdj “products”) or processes and
techniques (learning, data monitoring, or browsffig Technology is also used as an
epithet for the devices related to the Internetrdsearch and academia there is still a
discussion on how to define technology; a discussmhich became relevant here
especially in regard with the technology of softevéitat appears with some peculiarities.
First 1 will focus on the concept of artifact aspaoduction of human efforts and

creativity, its social construction as well as syhdnature.

Artifact

An artifact, or technical object, is a purposelyrtam made or shaped object.
Generally speaking, an artifact is a social objéct.artifact is a social object not only
because it involves human energy, work, technignewledge, and materials, but also

because most of these human activities are sodediyned, achieved, and recognized;

*® To get a real sense on how people define technploggogled the word technology and chose three
random articles from Forbes magazine, The Guardiad,Huffington Post as following:

Robert  Glatter  http://www.forbes.com/sites/robeatigr/2014/01/12/technology-in-the-crib-the-smart-
baby-onesie/ Retrieved on 01/12/2014

Derren Brown http://www.theguardian.com/technol@@/4/jan/12/derren-brown-me-and-my-tech
Retrieved on 01/12/2014

Matthew Lynch: http://www.huffingtonpost.com/matthxéynch-edd/the-call-to-teach-the-
rol_b_4583536.html. Retrieved on 01/12/2014
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artifacts are imbued with meanings that can affecial identities and statuses. Artifact
is a material production of what Pfaffenberger déss as “human technology activity”.
It is of a material nature not because it necdgsakes a special location (songs don't),
but because it exists objectively. Technigue iSedfective act” that comes into play in

“the fabrication of material artifacts.” (1992a)

>

Product Sales

Introduction Growth Maturity Denline}

Capture 2-1The software lifespan

In the modern economy artifact is not quite a paptérm. Instead, because most
of the time artifacts are produced for the markiety are usually called products or
goods or commodities. As human made productsaattifpossess both market and social
values. A market destination for technological prd is a widely known and accepted
concept in the modern American society. It showdighlighted that in economics term,
a market value, as explained by Marx, is createthgdyproduction and transportation yet
matured during market exchanges. In other wordenamodity gets its potential market
value when produced and transported yet its rdakvaecomes a reality in the process of

exchange. According to Marx, in a capitalist praduc commodities are objects of
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fetishism: human relations appear as a relationaimpng objects. This implies the deep
symbolic nature of artifacts. For this study, échme important to clarify why and how

software is a special commodity.
The Artifact of Software as a Commaodity

The production of the LMS software appears withtaier characteristics that
derive by the nature of software as a product aé ageits consumption for and in
education. Generally speaking, software is a adiudteodes and algorithms that require
what is recognized as engineering wofls a computer application, the existence of
software is restrained by the developments of thiermet and computers. A software
updating is a known concept not only by the engfise@nd developers but also by the so-
called users. In a personal communication with &a®ajlich, the author oboftware
Engineering The Current Practite | was exposed to the conceptssoftware lifespan
and evolution of softwareas they show on Capture 2-1 and Figure 2- 8, patts of a
Rajlich’s presentation on this topic. Rajlich exptathat similarly to a product lifecycle,
software has a lifespan. During its lifespan, wafe goes through what engineers
consider a software evolution, which involves eegiting changes that aim at the
adaptation of the software application to the esl@nging user, environment, new
features, and the correction of mistakes and messtandings in software production
and consumption. Those changes are in responsatialbveloper and user learning and

to changes in related technologies as well. A sarféwprogram usually grows during the

29 CRC Press. Taylor and Francis Group
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Figure 2-8: The versioned staged model of software

evolution. Technologically, as Rajlitch stated,stboth the software architecture and
software team knowledge that make evolution sofwarssible. The software evolution,
however, would not be successful without usersdlieek. Figure 2-8 shows the so-
called versioned stated model, or a model thatagxplthe engineering changes from the
initial developments to the close-down as softwarelves from one version to another
one. Note that evolution and servicing are two &infichanges within the same software
version. There are however, different kinds of dpdaversions within software. An
interesting software change is the Servicing Patchwsely related to software
maintenance. During this phase, there are no additio a software functionality and the
changes are limited to patches and wrappers.

In a commodity market, the phenomenon is knowa @soduction lifecycle, or
the cycle during which a product gains market valnél because of a decline in its
social value, it diminish way. The lifespan of software, even though appears as

property of the engineering world, is a commoditygerty. The engineering work during

% The term is borrowed with some changes from AppatiuSocial Life of Things
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the evolution phase aims to expand the socialolifsoftware in market. This has a few
implications. First, software is a product in makithe consumption of software appears
as an extension of software production. Duringatyesumption, software keeps evolving
and improving its market value. Second, as Rajliebognizes, the so-called users
become part of those changes regularly through teedback. The so-called users are
also a source of feedback, which leads to improvesnef software. Third, as already
stated, the nature of software allows for a calectvork that requires no physical
presence in a specific location, time, or under m@nagerial directions for that matter.
This has made possible that some software to apgearon-market products or as
common peer-production; products that are diffefearh the market productions known
to dominate a capitalist economdpparently, the properties of software have blurties
boundaries between production and consumption asviknTherefore, the collective
work devoted to the software consumption and wimelolves the work of people who

takes care of software testing and updating isulefecognized.

Technological Systems

According to Hughes (1989) a technologisghktem is a system of changeable
elements incorporated on the same purpose. Thedkdical systems are made of
“messy, complex, problem-solving components” suEiplaysical artifacts, organizations,
scientific artifacts, legislative artifacts and ural resources. In these terms, within an
institution of higher education, Blackboard softev@onstitutes a physical artifact among

other related artifacts such as Internet, computand other software. Some artifacts,
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such as online classes, knowledge database, indidkets are artifacts made by a direct
involvement of Blackboard. In this picture, the snthat Hughes calls “scientific
artifacts” is made of principles of software apptions such as mathematics logarithms

or codes but also of learning theories. (41-42)

The legislative artifacts, on the other hand, uguappear in the format of
contracts. It should be underlined that there ae important entities involved in
Blackboard technology: one is the Blackboard preduwalled Blackboard, Inc. and the
other one is the Blackboard consumer which, hera,higher education institution called
the University. There are contracts between thevéisity and Blackboard, Inc.,
contracts between certain units and individualfiwithe University, as well as contracts
between the University and other companies forisesvthey render to the University.
There are also protocols, procedures, and job gisoris that are officially recognized
by the University. However, Blackboard Inc. alsogurces its own related legal artifacts.
Some of them, made of patents, licenses, etcetdfact the software therefore its
outcome at the University. Natural resources madkamd, buildings, power also get
involved in both settings. Apparently, it would ipepossible to study/discuss an artifact
such as Blackboard software and not consider [&idtkboard Inc. as its designer and

producer and the University as a consumer or chswell as a (re)producer.

System and its Environment

In his explanation, Hughes describes a technolbggatem as a system of

changeable elements; some of which are completelgrucontrol but the rest are not. A
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system is built as such that all the componentsived are adjusted to each other by
their own contribution “to the common system go&lughes states: “If a component is
removed from the system, or its characteristicsxgbhathe other artifacts in the system
will alter their characteristics accordingly.” Ttechnological systems are also associated
with the so-callecenvironmentsr a set of “intractable factors” not under cohtsbthe
system managers. During time, Hughes wrote, syskaws the tendency to “incorporate
the environment into the system” for eliminatingorfes of uncertainty”. This
explanation, however, is not an adequate fit far ttMS software for a variety of

reasons. (52)

Systemic Issues

In this respect, those systems, and into that oageBlackboard LMS too, are
always in peril of what Hughes describesregerse saliencegr systemic issues. Those
are the issues that many times are described ecensially either as user's fault,
ignorance, or laziness or technology’s (miss)fwordlity. According to Hughes (1989),
technological systems are “bounded” by the limftsantrol exercised by both artifactual
[sic] and human operators.” (54) If some of the artfaare somehow manageable, it is
not the same fousers Accordingly, humans are “components of the systgat no
artifacts, as “they have a degree of freedom”. Hgghrites that, “There is a tendency
within the system to bureaucratize, deskill, andtiroze [sic] in order to minimize the
voluntary role” of humans in the system. The issaresquite a bit different with LMSs

such as Blackboard. Blackboard users/consumeralswethe Blackboard operators. The
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problem is that this kind of operators is not undee jurisdiction of Blackboard

producer.

The discrepancy between what is considered a weltaged learner yet unskilled
user becomes problematic and challenging, espgciad the study explain, with
professor-users. As an example, for a learneherathan an individual choice,
Blackboard becomes one of many institutional fesgur things that no one gets officially
penalized for ignoring it, yet associated with eioadl, prestigious, and sometimes
material and monetary incentives for the ones whbigvolved. In addition, Hughes
writes that, “[SJome system builders have desigsgstems that provide labor with an
opportunity to define the labor component of thetegn. The voluntary action does not
come to labor as it functions in the system but dssigns its functions.” (1989:54) Also,
a crucial function of peoplen the systems “to complete the feedback loop between
system performance and system goal and in so-dtngorrect errors in system
performance.” (54) The peculiarity of software, lewer, is such that implementing,
maintaining, updating and troubleshooting the platf depends on the designer partially
only. Once transferred into an institution’s jurn, the duty for maintaining the
software most of the time belongs to the institutrather than Blackboard Company.
Literally, there is no Blackboard without the laboir people who keep the software

working and alive 24/7. This is how LMS softwaradtions and this is unavoidable.

Team Work
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Hughes also wrote that, “Modern system buildersywéwer, have tended to
bureaucratize, deskill, and routinize in order tmimize the voluntary role of workers
and administrative personnel in a system.” (198p&4the University, there is a group
of people who are organized under a technologye@ldivision and who are in charge of
updating, troubleshooting, and maintaining Blackldoao it functions with limited
incidents. Those people, who usually do not writeles and do not teach, bring
altogether knowledge, experience, and skills froheirt own areas of expertise
significantly enough for keeping the system goihlge work they do, and for what they
get paid for, it may look simple: they take caresoftware. In reality, however, their job
is of quintessential for both Blackboard Inc., dhd University: One, by testing, giving
feedback, solving issues, sharing knowledge, amditrg people on how to use software,
they add market value to the software/companyfitgleb improves software based upon
this kind of knowledge/feedback. Two, not only ddleis particular group help on what
can be considered as Blackboard domestication,alsat they maintain the system’s
performance with effects on both individual and \msity’'s performances. A daily
working routine of such team is fulfilled with deian towards both software (their job)
and the image of University (that pays for that)jokt the University, a similar team that
it is called here Blackboard team has taken a meggwi role that visually may be
described as a negotiation between technology aasuyet analytically it concludes as
an institutional negotiation among different levefdearners in the process of becoming

users.



61

As Chapter IV will explain in details, the orgamizeuman labor is an important
yet missing variable in the studies of educatisatware. What has been discussed in
details on other kinds of technologies, it remdiiaglen in the field of LMS software. For
instance, Pfaffenberger considers technology “inceat with social coordination of
labor” and with a “social dimension”. He wrote, ‘@atechnical system...refers to the
distinctive technological activity that stems frdhe linkage of techniques and material
culture to the social coordination of labor.” lddition, he considers the role that “ritual
institutions play in the coordination of labor atite network’s legitimation dic.”
(1992a:500-501) Those observations became veryriamoin understanding the inner

working of LMS.

The Understandings of Technology

From the time of Industrial Revolution, the pearity of the so-called technology
has been elaborated to the point that the humaa efdit, and the processes of
transformation involved, has become blurred, hiddem sometimes misrepresented on
purpose by certain groups with certain interestelmamnneling technology developments
for a profit of their own. The last part is whatg&ighlighted in this study. It has become
an adequate issue with the Internet based techieslaggeneral, and especially with the
elLearning software: First, because an operatioalLefarning technologies (as already
explained) does not require a deep knowledge owatking principles, making it easier
to glorify technology on the eyes of the millior)d then utilize that glorification to

manipulate human technology choices. Secondly,iongdl of people of all ages who
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attend education every year, and operate learmfiggare, get exposed to related issues
and the unknown consequences. Thirdly, being parthe nation’s strategic plans,
developments of eLearning technologies in educaitect society as a whole now and
in the future.

There are different approaches on technology. Gnewhat Pfaffenberger
considers as the standard view of technology, wisclwhen technology developments
are seen as a “social necessity”, “human progressl,“in linear development.”(1992a:
493-495) It is a meta-narrative of technology usedhany scholastic settings that aims
showing the developmental stages in human socletijas taken place in a public
discourse fueling a large misunderstanding thatwvéreis always better”. A second
approach is what Winner (Pfaffenberger 1988a) dansias technology somnambulism
or the approach that ignores technology and tedgyatlevelopments considering them
as natural and with nothing special to offer toialostudies. Sometimes, technology
implementations and developments are wrongfullyhsesean ultimate source of change
which speaks in favor of what is called technicismtechnology determinism; the
approach that underestimates or ignores the styciailitechnology; its symbolic and
reflexive nature; and especially any political imtiens beyond.

A more recent view on technology is the one thatsters a constructivist
approach of technology; or the approach that censidechnology as a human affair
imbued with political meanings and uncertainty Yretadable” and with economic and
social outcomes. This approach that appears aslifigozoo of ideas and methods well

known under different labels such as Technolodiraima (Pfaffenberger 1992b), SCOT
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(Pinch and Bijker 1984), ANT (Latour 2007), usenfiguration (Woolgar 1997), user
perspective (Oudshoorn and Pinch 2003). By focusimghe human side of technology
and on the configuration of human relation throtgthnology, the research under this
big umbrella has achieved important results wittieddoenefits especially in the field of
computer and programming design or in the medaainologies. One, technologies are
inherently symbolic: what looks as “technologicahd natural is an expression of
political affairs. Two, human agency and humantiates have an undistinguished role in
shaping technology. An impact of constructivishiagements on the field of the
eLearning technologies is, however, still to bensee

In opposite of what | would describe inclusivelysagiality of technology, a term
coined by Pfaffenberger (1992a) and by which, atedt technology is understood as an
expression of human life and affair, appears tHeetbthat describes technology as an
ultimate, and even threaten, transformative sop@ber. What can be described as
technology fetishism basically stands for techngldgvelopments described as scientific
therefore unchangeable The group who makes a fetish of technology atersi
technology good and powerful as long as making citpout of it. In these terms,
technology effects are usually described in supedly positive terms until they
“become” completely “horrible”. Technology is alsdescribed with an extreme

transformative power until it is discard as usel@3wse groups refuse to consider the

3L The term is originally coined by Marx as a fetshiof commodity. Similarly, Pfaffenberger discisae
fetishism of technological object.
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human factor in technology work and any unseenas@minsequences associated with
technological changes.

None of those understandings stands on its owtn, fepiresent differences based
on the political views of people who embrace odgttechnology for different purposes.
In both perspectives, technology content fits #n bf nature, creativity, materialistic
forms, as well as it requires specific human knolgée and skills. There is a deep
difference, however, when describing technologgdfarmative powers. The sociality of
technology approach considers an understandinguafah relationship through and
beyond technology; it evaluates technology effécta context simultaneously social,
economic, and cultural, emphasizing political ini@ms. Importantly, sociality of
technology expresses a philosophy that not onlerstdnds technology in its complexity
and as a human affair, but also finds social ceméiton as crucial in a technology
success/failure. In opposite, a fetishism of tetbgy is the philosophy of neo-liberals
who demand an involvement of technology as a méartheir profit yet with no regard
for human consequences. In these terms, a technadogood as long as bringing the
highest profits, but “a failure” when the profit@ks no significant progress.

An exaggeration of the positive technology effentsociety developments is not
a production of any innocent admiration of engisefer technology, even though their
love and enthusiasm for technology innovations inaye been used as a cover for it.
Instead, technology fetishism as a philosophynategic. It further takes advantages of
that public (miss) understanding of “newer is hétéssociated with the standard view of

technology discussed above. The associated largaagshown on the second article in
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this chapter, is tricky: It aims to emphasize spperer by contrasting the so-described
‘magic’ effects of a technology by its simplicity even beauty. This philosophy, and a
related discourse, is in the roots of a neolibastehtegy that aims to channel social
benefits of technology in favor of the privilegedeav, who feel owning the technology,
owning knowledge, making capitalism work. The pheeaon, as described by
Robinson (2004) in his theory of globalization, aito extend the profit-making practices
in the fields such as education and health carextgnding technology services there. It
is also intensely discussed and denounced by @ grbauthors in the field of education
(Apple 2005, Burbules 1999, Torres 2000, Monahabb2®lackmore 2000.) who insist
that the association of elLearning technologies vatltorporate mentality is proven
distracting and not in the same line with the emganyg role and the function as a public

service of education is society.

Technology as an Assemblage

For this study, technology is a human activitgastized for achieving a certain
goal involving certain artifacts and techniqueswedl as a shared body of knowledge
and skills. It is a process that involves work (thaking, modification, usage); it involves
knowledge of tools, machines, programs, and teclasigas well as social skills for
creating and keeping new social connections; it leysp methods and rules of
organization, as well as certain skills. Importanthe activity is highly characterized by
a shared understanding, language and symbols; farced that rather than voluntarily

sharing. Here, technology is defined as an assemlita the following reasons: First, it
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aims to emphasize the heterogeneity of technol8ggond, it aims to highlight human
ability for organizing all the elements for achieyia certain goal. Third, it aims to
provide for a discussion on the collective and sgicb nature of technology.
Importantly, the term allows for sorting out workar important yet forgotten element in
some technologies.

In these terms, the interest of the research&ssbleen multiple facets. Some of
them have been more interested in knowing whatniolved in the processes of
technology and how to understand technology/innomatievelopments on a social
fabric, bringing the idea of social-technologicgstems (Hughes 1989). Some others
have been more interested in understanding hofa@diget shaped in the process (Pinch
& Bijker 1984). Some others have placed value @npalitical roots of technology and
follow a symbolic discourse in technology making mphasizing technology as a
means of a larger social-political discourse (Ffalfferger 1992a, 1992b). Another trend
focuses on the profound social nature of technolgerocesses, considering the equal
role of human actors and actants in the networlasv(L989, Callon 1987, Latour 2007).
Another trend focuses on the so-called technologgrau (Woolgar and Grint 1997,
Akrich 1992, Oudshoorn and Pinch 2003) who consaterartifact and its use with a
focus on how users are impacted by technology amd tihey, in return affect its
changes. They are all united by the idea that thdigurations of the elements of

technology are “readable” and they can be followed “translated”.

The Characteristics of Technology Assemblage
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A technology assemblage — content, human knowleskglls, techniques, as well
as energy, materials, tools, machineries, and thigsget adjusted and re-adjusted for a
shared purpose — is characterized by some feathaesnake the assemblage unique in
terms of its content, place and time. It shoulcebghasized that the configuration of the
technology elements is not given or static, yeés$ mot chaotic either. It evolves under a
particular set of rules that defines the technolagsemblage. A technology assemblage
is holistic; what seems as simply technologicabfi® social and transformative nature.
Also, a technology assemblage is inclusive in tvgpeats. Firstly, the elements of
assemblage are transformed to meet the shared wodds a technology. Secondly, the
developments of a technology assemblage are affégt@ set of rules which permits, or
constrains, production, transformation or manipatabf things% permits, or constrains,
association of meanings, signs, symbols, or sigatibn; determines “conduct of
individuals” and submits them to “certain ends ofrdnation”; permits, or constrains,
individuals to transform themselves in order taaiattwhat is (culturally) defined as
success.

Apparently, to understand a technology and its ldgweents, one should pay
attention to the configuration of the assemblagenehts and especially to the set of rules
that drives it. This vision is built on what Fouttadescribes a¥echnologies of The Self

(1998) and which includes the technologies of potidas, the technologies of signs, the

* This is built on Foucault's definition on “Technglp of production”, which, here is understood as
collective knowledge and skills that permit prodaict transformation or manipulation of things. &ality,
however, permission and constraint are culturahbture and exists in a dichotomy; mastering a et o
skills creates restrictions on different set oflski
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technologies of power, and the technologies of Jéifs structure emphasizes the social
and holistic nature of what may look as simply teslbgical. It also emphasizes the
importance of culture into technological developisess a shared set of rules, beliefs,
and norms that people hold true and which underliend affect — the technological

processes.

The study of Blackboard technology holds truet ttiee set of rules affecting
technological developments of Blackboard softwareofi a capitalistic nature; it puts
value on production for a profit; and the productad signs, power, and self-evolve into
the same capitalistic structures. It is underatwditions of capitalism, when production
is mainly organized for making a profit, that thencept of power becomes significant
and requires further elaboration. Foucault develttyes concept in more fine details,
considering the technology of power (or how alonthwthings” and “signs”, the set of
rules aims to guarantee the production activityjnta&n social order, and establish social
statuses) as one of the four technologies thattekaisocial life.

Organization of production is associated with tlmedpction of power and an
organization of structural powers. For this diss@on, it was important to understand
and document the construction of powers inside a&tiutal system. In the study of
Blackboard, power became a synonym of user netandknetworking, a concept taken
from Castells (2008) and which will be fully devpéal under the globalization part.
Power also became a synonym of institutional poeensidering the conduct of
individuals such as professors, students, and asfrators within institution. As the data

shows, many of the administrators do what theyatdoecause of any individual love or
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hate for Blackboard, but simply because for mahwot all, that is a job they do for a

living. Then it is their job to train others to lmese technology users. It is a job they
mostly do well and with pride, again, because ithathat they are assigned to do within
the system. As the data prove, the role of educatimstitutions and their networking

power remain crucial on what is described as saéigaocial life.

It is also under the capitalistic conditions tithe production of things is
associated with a certain set of meanings, signd,symbols. As an example, it is in
those processes that one of the LMS software gotedaBlackboard, after a simple
hardware traditionally used for teaching and leagni By naming their product
Blackboard, the owners wanted to give their prodioetimage of a simple and easy tool,
similar to the social image of the black board usethe traditional classroom. Not only
are the meanings, signs, and symbols producedhamrddsin the same processes with the
production of things, but also, and quite oftereytlare used manipulatively to socially
accept those things, and by social acceptance hmmedared understanding that certain
“things worlk.”

The fourth technology is what Foucault considertealnology of the self. Most
of the Blackboard and IT Help Desk technicians aiversity achieved their technology
knowledge and skills as part of their jobs. It wasing work that they established certain
relations with each-other, with individuals theyl dierve, with their working space, and

especially with technology. However, the same residrue for faculty and students,

3 Law and Singleton (2000) elaborate in details lmman conscience and stories become part and affect
the success/failure of technology.
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who in the process of teaching and learning transthemselves — their own knowledge,
skills, and the relations with each-other as welbucault’'s vision is important for
understanding how socially shared ideas, beliefd, morms affect our individual lives
and decisions. By elevating the idea of technolfsgyn a simple process of producing
something, into inclusive and transformative prgessthat aims a social cohesion of
society, Foucault's view made it possible to baldystem of linkages with Blackboard

software in center and culture, users, and gloatdin at the other ends.

Culture: The Mapping of User

Introduction
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Figure 2-9: Culture affects technology construction and resista

As state¢lthe contemporaryseris culturally associated with the developments of
the Internet and related technologies. There arergkreasons on why culture along with
its characteristics were utilized in this studyrsEi the concept of culture became
important for understanding the cultural configimat of the emerging social,

technological, and economical conditions associatgith the developments of the
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Internet in the American society (therefore a agunfation of labor, power, and learning).
Second, the concept of culture became importanuhalerstanding the nature of work
and human relations during Blackboard performandésd, a cultural understanding
became an important instrument for decoding a syimblsscourse associated with the
Internet technologies in general and Blackboardganticular. Importantly, a cultural

analysis became crucial in decoding and rebuiltiiegconcept of user.

Culture and its Characteritics

Culture itself appears as a messy concept. To giggy “culture” does not render
any help as culture appears in multiple discounséh, different meanings. For instance,
Pinch and Bijker (1984) consider science and teldgyo‘socially constructed cultures”.
Stephen Kern has titled his boGkilture of Time and Spa¢2006) considering a cultural
construction of time and space. Jeffrey L. Meillsalelves in culture change and uses it
as a strategy when researching for his bdwkerican Plastics: A Cultural History
(1995), realizing that plastic appears to beared#fit connotations during time. In a
public discourse, culture is either related to famts, good education, and well-cultivated
manners or just associated with the idea of “otherkich, generally speaking, conforms
no more than just a popular acceptance of “manyswadliving”. This, however, does
not indicate that culture owns a solid place in todlective human knowledge. An
anthropological perspective understands culturelesply involved on how things are
understood “here” and “now” and with impacts on famnthinking, feelings, and actions.
Culture means diversity and is considerably invdlee how human world is waved, and

changed as well.
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Summarizing culture, and research on culture, i& Raragraphs it remains
sketchy and never an easy task. When there istamptt to exhaust the idea of culture
and cultural forms, this study involves an anthtogmal perspective on elLearning
technologies, learner, and learning; it implicates cultural forms of work, production,
consumption, and policies in understanding thestatievelopments of technologies in
education. In this doctoral study, culture makessential understanding of underlying
human differences on: how human needs are defimed canstructed, how people
produce certain technologies, make them work, aitth what goals in mind, how
different strategies are built for both, helpinteahnology being socially accepted or for
rejecting it, and especially how human relationsd gower, are built in, and how
technologies are understood, implemented, acquigiti, operated and continuously
changed in process.

For this study, culture is “a society’s shared aadially transmitted ideas, values,
and perceptions that are used to make sense ofiexpe and generate behavior and are
reflected in that behavior.” (Haviland et al. 2Q1&8). As a group’s mark, culture
provides its members with a system of evaluatiat tirows unconsciously inside an
individual, furnishing him/her with right and wrondoing perceptions, as well as
reflections. It has been long recognized that alinln societies share some kinds of
traits, institutions, and patterns such as languggmiping, rituals, beliefs etcetera. It is
also cultural on how humans perceive concepts sgctvork, production, or learning,

achievements, success etcetera.
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Generally speaking, culture appears with a setsobwn characteristics — culture
is learned, shared, adaptive, integrated, holatid symbolic — all important within an
anthropological understanding. To say that cultiselearned, or not genetically
transmitted, it means that people learn, sharenoamcate and evaluate ideas, behavior,
situations, and skills as members of certain gralipgg a certain time; which explains
Jenkins’ versus Chubb and Moe’s different visions educational technologies as
differences among groups within education. Evemghoculture is socially transmitted,
it is only in the process of a collective livingdaworking, when change, and adaptation,
takes place. Learning and sharing of culture, all a® its rejection, change, and
adaptation, are never smooth, natural processeasalSwrms and beliefs are forcibly
imposed in society, by certain laws and rules, @nb¥ social sanctions as well. For
individuals, or groups of individuals, who don’troply with the imposed norms there
laws, but social punishments and sanctions as wlh the last ones not necessarily
economic. In addition, the web of culture makedifiticult to address issues when they
are widely presented and accepted as values. Aexample, if education is seen as a
social value, anything assumed to fix any of theogmized issues within it is imposed as
a social value too. This is how joining a sociatla@ that supports the technologies that
“would fix” education can be perceived as a valuken challenging it would mean more
than just an individual bravery act.

Cultures are also integrated and holistic as wsekyanbolic, three characteristics
that proved helpful cues for the study. Being indégd means that a change in some of

the elements of culture may affect changes in itsers elements. Technological
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inventions, as an example, are usually associatéld e@ther cultural changes; the
invention of the Internet makes a good example. éi@x, a closer observation shows
that a culture of Internet is mostly assumed. Them@ no accurate statistics on the
number of people who utilize the Internet in everydoutine versus the ones who don't.
Using a personal email or Facebook for social émtenent may speak in favor of
cultural changes in human mentality, yet doesrmivprthat Internet and its applications
exists as a cultufé This is why a holistic view of technology, asealdy explained,
became handy.

Holistic refers to multiple facets of culture. A mber of society, as an example,
would be taken into account as a total: biologicaBocially, culturally, and as a
communication transmitter/ producer. Accordinglyesige its content, a technology
should be understood as a human relation and wipliical intention; all concepts
helpful in understanding the technology of Blackidbd he last but not the least, is the
symbolic nature of culture and by symbolic refegrio human mediation through signs
and concepts. One of the Internet sources staesitiman culture is mediated through a
system of signs and concepts which are not foutiletately in reality, yet “objectively
exist until they disappear”. Those signs and cotscepsymbols — are tacit agreements
produced, shared, and even manipulated duringcatiodeactivities and understanding.

Not only did this understanding become helpful @calling the discourse associated with

34 The blood feud in the traditional Albanian sociétyan example of how a belief becomes collective
knowledge.
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Blackboard developments, but also, and importahdlgl, to the idea of collective as a

necessity when studying technology.

Cultural Forms of Software

Open Source and Free Source are two (culturapgrties that characterize
software during a certain time in the history offan society, described by Benkler as
networked information economy. (2003) Along withrket products sold for a profit, the
developments of the Internet have made possiblgnt@uction of non-market products,
a condition that could be seen as a premise inrfavdemocracy and social justice. As
the study data prove, the developments of Blackbdave been characterized by
conflicts between proprietary versus open and $mérce products. Before discussing
Free Software and Open Source Software — two fegaids of software — it is important
to emphasize that the tensions are a reflectiocubtérally defined human and business
perspectives: a conflict between the collectivaureabf human work and the individual
nature of profit in a capitalist society. The cdastflbetween humancooperation” and
“profit motive” is described on the FOSS’ official websds following:“[P]eople in the
open source community have been asking whetheotatheir beloved revolution could
survive contact with the profit motiveln other words: Will increasingly successful
human cooperation be able to survive increasinglgllrarganized human self-

interesp”®

% http://freeopensourcesoftware.org/index.php?t#@SS_Philosophy Retrieved on 08/12/2013.
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Generally speaking, the concepts of Free Softwack @pen Source, popular
among people in the field, are used confusedly enynforms asFree and Open
Software or Free Software, Free Source, or Open Source.ri&in concepts of Free
Software and Open Source, even though can be fdogether, are qualitatively

different.
Free Software

In Free Softwargfreeis as in the wordreedomand not as ifiree beerprofessor
Spannaus explained for the class of Learning Mamagé Systems, College of
Education, at WSU Winter 201Zhe concept is mostly rooted the free software
movement, initiated in 1983 by the computer scgrfichard Stallman, who believed
that it should besoftware freedonfor all computer usef8 It was a reaction to a culture
change in selling computer programs between 19d0L880. Before that time, to assure
an increase of the hardware sales, the industhaafware gave away software for free.
As a result, the software industry started ovenpgidts products and made available
binary sources only, a practice that restricted twhias considered users/developers
freedom in knowing and using software. In 1980,l#ve of copyright got extended to the
field of software, marking a war between softwasers/developers and the tendency for
enforcing software proprietary rights. By denyingy dreedom benefits to the so-called
users, the proprietary software, according to tiee Software Foundation (FSF), became

“an unacceptable danger to a free society”.

% As stated, the concept of user has many meariingkis context, software developers could be adgoo
substitute.
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It is worth saying thaESF, a nonprofit organization, was founded in Oetob
1985. In their official website, FSF claims “a wdbalide mission” for promoting
“‘computer user freedom” and “defending the rights atl free software users”.
Accordingly, there are four requirements that datee free softwareWhen users are
free to, use the program for any purpose; exanmaespurce code and see how it works
distribute the program to othem@ndimprove the progranEven though, as we will see
below hereclearly, from four requirements, two imply an ogEurce condition, the fans
of Free Software, insist on keeping the two corcepEree Software and Open Source —
separate from each-other. They proudly claim Fiafen@re to bea successful social and
political movementdriven by a worldwide community of ethical progrmers dedicated
to the case of freedom and sharing”. Instead, tbeysider Open Source to be a

development model only, assuming essential difle@emmong the two.

Open Source Software

The roots of Open Source concept should be sedmei complexity of Internet
software developments and what has been descrise@ l@acker culture which
culminated in 1997 with the publication of Eric Ragnd’s bookThe Cathedral and the
Bazaar Among many, Raymond wrote, “Users are wondeHulgs to have and not just
because they demonstrate that you're serainged that you have done something right.
Properly cultivated, they become co-developers.'t Moly made the long essay a
revolutionary impact in understanding the folk pi@es inside the so describédcker
community but eventually, and mainly, it helped with diseang the value of the so-

called user: the potentialf collective workitself in software improvements. Raymond
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made it clear that users can voluntarily take tbke of the co-developers in code
improving and effective debugging. When code souseavailable, users can be
“effective hackers”, Raymond emphasized. The idea@ned a new, important page in
software developing and capitalist practices ofycigiht and use.

In the contrary with the Free Software Foundatithie Open Source Initiative
(OSI) registered in the state of California in 1988 “a public benefit corporation”
focuses in promoting “awareness and importance af-proprietary software”. The
official website of OSI (www.opensource.org), comfs also an interest on “how Open
Source technologies, licenses, and models of deredats can provideconomicand
strategic advances”. Even though the official wigbsiates that “OSI is not organized for
the private gain of any person”, the statement mloasecessary denies that the co-
developing method can be used for “economic adwsnog groups of individuaf€.
Clearly, Open Source and Free Software are buildifferent sets of values and

principles.
Symbolic Discourse

Recent research suggests a correlation among étteased technology

innovations and the neo-liberal practices in thendim of public services. Yet, little is

37 The main principles include the following: Educake public about the advantages of open source
software; Encourage the software community to pipdie in open source software development; Identif
how software users’ objectives are best servedutirmpen source software; Persuade organizatiaths an
software authors to distribute source softwarelyrdeey otherwise would not distribute; Provideaceses

for sharing information about open source softwamne licenses; Assist attorneys to craft open source
licenses; Manage a program to allow use of one amermarks in association with open source software
licenses; and Advocate for open source principles.



79

shown on what makes those technologies widely @aedepnd even valued. When a
corporate agenda is mostly legitimated and socedlgepted, it is even less known on
how commodification is inflicted through technolodgy remains unclear, for example,
how the idea of Blackboard got involved in highdueation and made many enthusiasts
among the American Higher Education until thingsergly changed and took a different
direction. The interest of this study was to wohings out at the level of individual.
Metaphorically, the study asked how Blackboard wouiring the elephant of
globalization on the tiny screen of laptop when does homework in pajamas from the
comfort of a cozy bedroom. Culture here denotesaaned and shared understanding,
historically evolving in time and space, which hhe tendency to provide and enforce
certain behavioral models, by using culturally defl means.

In another explanation, Pfaffenberger states thabnly is a design constituency
responsible for designing an artifact, but also“&raping the social context and space”
into which a technology “will be projected.” Alowgith designing an artifact, designers/
producers — Blackboard is an example — “try to shdlpe legal and legislative
environment into which they will project their datts” (1992b:290-291). It is the
symbolic discourse of myth and ritual, however thi@cedes and associates those legal
actions and changes not only intending a sociaé@ence of the artifact, but mostly
providing for the interpretation of its affordanagkich is fabricated meanings on how to
understand a technology and on what people willdbg with it. Here are some

explanations on the already discussed concepts, droultural perspective:
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Context

Context is multi-facets. Discussing the conceptafitext under the domain of
culture, should be understood as an attempt forhesiping the ever evolving nature of
the context itself. Context appears with differer@anings in the studies of technology.
In this respect, the discussion developed by Thoidaghes (1986) is of special
relevance. For Hughes, the context of technologgsgbeyond science. It means
primarily the interaction among a “host of actoradainstitutions” within the
system/network itself a seamless web that eliminates categorieh ss political,
ideological, cultural etcetera. As Hughes, howeagrees, technology is shaped by both
interaction and differences in the interpretatidntechnology. The context is closely
related with the idea of culture not only becaugeraction implicates culture, but also
because the differences in technology interpretatitave cultural roots. By emphasizing
the cultural nature of the context, this study atm&mphasize the dynamics of human
interaction in shaping technology. Cultural contete denotes the interactions within an
educational institution during Blackboard upgradwigen differences on how upgrading

is perceived mark the differences on each grougsantability as an example.
Meanings

Differences in meaning are the kernel of ethnog@a@pproaches, especially
when the focus is on technology. Interpretativexiligity which constitutes one of the

key features of SCOT, remains a great tool in wstdading technology. Generally

3 Note that for Hughes the distinction between syst@d network is not significant.
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speaking, differences in meanings are what connaats separates Blackboard from
different groups of the so-called users. It is dasomolding which helps build a model of
social discourse as “the entire fieldsfnifying or “meaningful practicésconsisting of
social interactions — material, institutional, aloguistic — through which reality is
constructed and interpreted (Edwards 1996:34)rpra¢ative flexibility among different
groups (SCOT) provides for differences in meanisgpaiated with an artifact, a central
concept in understanding technology design.

The concept of de-scription of technical objectsprded by Akrich 1992)
expands the idea further by employing the concépdogio-semiotics — the study of
“order building” — which considers meanings beydadguage/signs. Also, meaning
remains important in the Woolgar's user configunativith “technology-as-text”. With
“technological drama”, Pfaffenberger takes the igeatep further drawing upon a
culture’s root paradigms. The concept of technolsggial life employed here attempts
an understanding of Blackboard in its “lively” satvhich, differently from the studies of

artifacts that existed in the past, allows for #imegraphic examination.
Symbols

What can be described as “the social life” of Blawkrd forms another essential
concept for the study. The term is coined by Appaidin the essay collectiohhe Social
Life of Things(1995), who explains there that the real “valuétrongs is symbolic and
socially given to them during the process of ciatioin. Here it aims recognition of the
social nature of values of things/technology bsbaif its functionality. For example, if

the life expectancy of a pair of shoes based ométerial durability shows ten years, it
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means that physically they may be not usable sden that time. In economic terms,
this is consideredise value In a consumer society such as American socieg,use
value of goods is, however, drastically interfebydfashion and advertising. Here, a pair
of shoes that may be “good” for ten years but “cobl” after the first two years, are
usually not quite desirable. Therefore, their mankdue during the “not cool” period
lowers drastically. The materialistic nature dfifacts obscures their social nature, the
latter playing a significant role in understandthgt things have a social life too.

Following Pfaffenberger, who states that artifaz@a be fully understood in their
own “activity system” described as “complex linkagef knowledge, ritual, artifacts,
techniques, and activity” (1992:509), Blackboardoafjualifies as subject of symbolic
discourse with a social life of its own. The twdet categories — myth and ritual — are
also of special interest here. In terms of symboiécourse, LMSs are often described as
technologies of the future, empowering students b successful in a “global
competition”. This creates a vision for what thdsehnologies are, but also for any
potential achievements facilitated or made possibieugh their use.

Both visions are mythic in nature not because afdéalse, which may be the
case, but mainly because they are built on concepssich as *“the future”,
“empowerment”, “success”, “competition” etceteraigvhare proven to bear symbolic
meanings within the American culture (Ortnerl97B)ey appear to be dangerous as
well, because of their inherent nature in mainstrezulture as key symbols. Such
symbols, which are understood and shared by maeypr@sumed to be culturally safe,

taken for granted, and rarely, if ever, questiopast this initial stage. As part of a policy
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language, they, as an example, can provide enfacefar what Blackmore describes as
“regime of the truth” (2000). The related languagpears rich in metaphors such as
Virtual society, The Internet as a highway of commigation, Learning society,
Computer as the Man of the Year. Unpacking the sfimbdiscourse surrounding
Blackboard led to a better understanding of thetecdn in which the elearning
technologies in general and Blackboard technolagyairticular took roots, grew, and got

shaped.

Rituals

Schools are institutions the work of which is buwitt a set of widely known rites
of passages such as registration, the first dascbbol, graduation ceremonies, student
evaluations, student and teacher recognitions,textge all associated with specific
meanings and symbols that culturally mark passtigasone stage of life to another and
help building identities and social statuses. Tetbygy trainings are a newer ritual within
educational institutions that based on the studyenlations, aim a humanization of
technology and a network extension. The Internaheotions have also made possible to
publically and anonymously rate professors andsela®nline based on their “goodness”.

What may look as an innocent entertainment for esttsl who vent their
disappointments online and a good catch for a gradn@ makes money through
advertising there, it also speaks in terms of @ ot passage in the American higher
education. Busch and Tanaka (1996) for example,emade of the case of canola in
Canada to show that “grades” and “standards” stilijeth humans and non-humans

simultaneously to rites of passages that test tlggiodness”. These rituals allow “the
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neoclassical market to be established” and “allgawer among human actors”; by
recognizing the canola grade, the authors recogmiaein reality, the tests passed by
canola are tests for both canola and farmers, fmoman and human subjects). Even
though as the authors explain the criteria for ¢hiests and their interpretation remain a
cultural matter, in reality, grades and standarésite the conditions to make things and
people “uniform, measurable, and controllable”afip making them “available” for the

capitalist market. During the study, was observedenhan once how those rituals were

strategized and strategically involved in the daitgs of people at the University.

Myth

Myth is an important element in the symbolic cutuin this study, myth is
involved as a decoder for the language surrounddterkboard software and the
eLearning technologies in general. An Internetdeérings up an interesting definition
on symbolic culture as a “domain of objective factghose existence depends,
paradoxically, in a collective belief® A simple example would be the combination of
sounds that make the woadt in English ormacein Albanian for the same pet. Both
words are objective facts as their respective nmggnare widely recognized and shared
by their respective speakers, yet mostly unknowndry-speakers. Importantly, they will
continue to exist as such until they will get lostreplaced. Their existences depend on
some tacit collective agreements to call the sastecqt by a group andnaceby the

other. Both words are subjectively created. Howetrery remain objective facts because

* Retrieved from http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Symboliculture on 04/07/2013
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of their cultural endurance; they exist objectivedgardless any individual consciousness
or actions. It is in the process of collective figiand work that cultural symbols get
created, transformed and even manipulated. Onteoggtcultural forms is called myth.

In a public discourse, myth is usually employedhbto show the opposite of a
reality or a false claim. In Western literature,tmys significantly connected with the
name of Roland Barthes. Its history, applicatioasd elaboration, however, are
considerably larger than Barthes’ work. Rather thest a linguistic structure, myth is
closely associated with meaning, discourse, degodind systems. Barthes’ myth adds
there the concept of ideology and invokes attertiotie natural appearance of what can
be described as “contingency”. Myth became sigaificfor the study because it helped
extracting the meanings associated with Blackboard

technology in its context. MA":"

Myth remains a cultural instrument in understancding
social discourse (Lincoln 1989). In a narrow sertke, word
discourse refers to human conversation. Social discour i mus

however, refers to “the entire field oSignifying or |iiissee

DU MANS

“meaningful practicé€s which is social
Figure 2-10:Negro’s French Salute
interactions — material, institutional, and lingids— through which reality is
constructed and interpreted (Edwards 1996:34). Niygn is a way of understanding that
reality; a tool for deconstructing the significatiof those forms and showing how the

reality is expressed and should be interpreted.
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In Barthes' explanations, mythis communication(a type of speech and a
message)system(a semiological system, a sign with a specifierfoand content), and
strategy(signs with political connotations). For Barthasth is perceived through meta-
language, is of naturalized ideology, and is tratteoh usually through collective
representations forms of mass-media and art. Myspears in a natural format,
something that makes common sense and as suchesmma opposition. Thus, myth is
meant to be perceived (note the difference withvibed understoodl with no difficulties
by people; the ones, who, at least, understandatiiguage. To decipher myth, then,
means to deconstruct the history beyond what Isoksids natural, understand the
motivation in which myth was created as a stratemd explain it in context. As an
example, the article of Chubbs and Moe may probatdite sense for people who do not
have any knowledge on the political developmentshiwi American education or the
language used by neo-liberals that aim a politbange in education in favor of the rich
who find the involvement of technology a safe wayfuilding a new empire of profit in
a public domain. The task is never easy, nor speaias. It requires training, skills, and
immersion into the web of meanings as part of whacmyth grows and becomes a

representation.

0 Roland Barthes’ myth as described in Mythologgeasually considered a unified theoretical conéept
understanding a variety of French cultural prod(etg. a car advertisement, wrestling, soap-powadgs,

and etcetera). His concept, the theoretical aggfaghich is the focus of the discussion here, i€miarger

and widely referred by different fields of academia this respect, Barthes’ approach appears multi
faceted’. It is considered being a “structuralist attem(@& Man 1990), “semiotic” (Culler 1997), and part
of “the critical theory” (Edwards 1996). Some bétBarthes’s work is discussed in the same link thi¢
work of Derrida and Foucault known as prominenhatg of the deconstructivism schfo{Noe 2001).
Rather than focusing on any particular theory, f@n focus here remains on the ideas of meaning and
decoding as they appearMyth Today
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By following Saussure’s theory of sign, Barthes sidars myth a sign of “the
second level of meaning” created in a historicalcpss, which itself gets then “frozen”
and appears in a natural, unquestionable, hightpaed form. For Saussure, a sign is a
group of letters/sounds that takes meaning onlywdssociated with an object in nature.
This would be the r-o-s-e group of letters thatt@djether mean the flower we cadise
However, for many people roses mean love, a meanfitigs of the second level, created
into a historical process as a story now sharedkand/n by many. In the process, which
starts linguistically, at the first level floweran( object/thing) are th&gnified (what) the
word rose (learned and shared) is signifier (how),and the rose flower is the sign (by
what). At the second level, the sign (rose flowseromes the signifier of passion/love
which is then signified. The complex process of miag creation is called signification.
The meanings, usually as tacit agreements, ardedreand learned, in and through a
context shared by many.

“Statistically, myth is on the Right’, wrote Baeth (1972:148) For Barthes,
myth on the Left is, however, either “inessentidkactical’, or “at the worst”, of a
deviation. Myth on the Left is “a myth suited t@wanvenience, not to a necessity”. In
contrast, myth on the Right is always strategicdiployed and aims “to keep reality
without keeping the appearance”. In Barthes’ theonyth is naturally “bourgeois”,
“strategic”, and created for the replication ofaldy established forms. Deconstructing it
was exactly discovering “the truth” or demystifyitige myth, and exposing people to
reality. Barthes’ analysis on myth attempts to esgpthe mechanism of collective false

beliefs and ideological abuse. Lincoln (1989), hesve makes some important
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elaborations and modifications on myth. Thus, Bssthreasoning remains threefold:
How this mechanism mediated social problematic; hoyth-consumers interacted with;
and what that meant for mythologists. He describe® role of ideology as one of
transforming “the reality of the world” into amnfage of the world.” (1972:154) By
displacing the concept of the myth toward realignstructivism rather than just
deconstructivism, Lincoln builds myth as a stratggysus myth as a false reality versus
nature. (1989:5-8)

By considering Barthes’ point of view as “somewhatanticized”, Lincoln
argues that, “[clhange comes not when groups oivithehls use “knowledge” to
challenge ideological mystification, but rather wrbey employ thought, including even
myth and ritual, as effective instruments of stteggSecond, Lincoln considers society
as a “synthesis” constructed in the process. mrspect, the discourse along with force
is both “the chief means whereby social bordems;anchies, institutional formations, and
habitual patterns of behavior are both maintained raodified”. Rather than producing
just knowledge, myth aims to produce certain atégl The picture of the Negro’'s
French Salute (Figure 1l-11) was created to givpehthat things were better in the
French Empire as long as the message was percasveithple news and with no further

analysis. This is what Lincoln considers “humantiseents.” (1989:8)
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CHAPTER 3 : METHODOLOGY

Search:73033897

TS WOBRE BOILINS THER in POTS. WEVE SOT
A RAICEOWANE [

Figure 3-1: A native is not always the expert

Introduction
The study is designed as a multi-sited ethnogrdpbtysing on the developments
of Blackboard software from a user’s perspectivairhs to deconstruct the idea of LMS
technology and explain its social significance imeican higher education. The
outcome of the study is based on two full yearsiménsive Internet research on
eLearning technologies in general and Blackboardarrticular; one year of participant
observation at the University, a conventional ndarean American higher educational
setting that had already implemented and contirtoethaintain Blackboard Learn as a
platform for teaching and learning during the 2AR®school year; and my own personal
experiences with online teaching and learning.
By putting Blackboard user at the center of thenetinaphy, the study aims at a

cultural account of the processes and the contexingl which University learners



90

become Blackboard users. The data collection irestwo sets: one based on research
from the Internet and the other collected from ipgrént observations. The first set
includes Internet information on LMS technologibattdates mainly between 1997 and
2013. Although the articles date mostly from thetpgevo decades, they trace the history
of group users in education back as far as the sl9bBe material is collected from
multiple related Internet sites. Such documentseappn the forms of text, pictures,
graphs, screen captures and transcripts from dewéfiaial websites (Blackboard’s
website, Moodle’s website, EDUCAUSE website, theivigrsity official website,
Chronicle of Higher Education, and Wikipedia), doeLiterate and various personal
blogs), online chats from Moodle and Slashdot al aglistserves, news, transcripts of
different videos from YouTube and Blackboard TVtices, and a large amount of
reader comments on these works. The total volumenaferial used in the study
exceeded 500 printed pages.

The other set includes data collected from theigpant observations at the
University: official documents and manuals of usmcedures of operating, daily logs,
observation and interview notes from the team iargé of testing, updating, and
troubleshooting Blackboard — and maintaining itsras- at the University setting during
the 2012-13 school year. Because of the softwacelipgity — an invisible technical
object with no clear boundaries between producéiod consumption and with no clear
definition between users and non-users — the Inde&sign and some of the main

concepts, including the one of natural setting,eygmoblematic and had to be redefined
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during the process. Here, | will discuss some @& tkhlated dilemmas, issues, and

guestions, as well as the methodology of the stuindlyits dynamics.

Dilemmas, Issues, and Questions

The study has been a distinguished learning expezi@as well as a journey of
personal discovery. It started as a concern abbat discrepancy between how
Blackboard was officially described and how facudtyd students felt about it. Early in
the process, | was only curious about why differgmtople had different
perceptions/feelings about Blackboard technologgtet on, when | achieved a better
understanding of the dynamics of technology antuoelin general, Blackboard was no
longer just a matter of curiosity. | felt obligatéd many colleagues and students to
unpack the operating practices of Blackboard teldgyoand to uncover the social
significance of the technology.

| started with a mind full of concepts from the dims and with a good
anthropological training, yet with a limited expErce in ethnographic research. | was
eager to learn this form of research and to usedtscover something beyond the surface
of the operations of Blackboard. From the beginnthgre were three crucial issues to be
solved: how tooperationalizeBlackboard software or, paraphrasing Russell (2d3G2,
how to reduce the complexity of the Blackboard LkSa set of measurable traits; 2)
how to situate the Blackboard user; and 3) whestdd.

For an appropriate design, | began with a two-fakh: | set up a Google alert

with Blackboard as a keyword and also selected afseadings from published work on
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the topic of social constructivism, later addingrsiicant readings on globalization and
social discourse. | received Blackboard-related sngia email every time a new article
appeared on the Internet. Through my readings,sl ade to conduct an analysis of the
published work in the context of this study usiragng well-known models including
SCOT, ANT, user’s perspective, technology dramal, r@spective criticism. The whole
idea of constructivism, as well as related concept$ arguments, set the stage for my
analysis, yet none of them proved completely sattsty for this study. There were three
big questions in my mind the entire time: “What sldtleat mean?”; “How do | know that
things are the way they look like?”; and “So, whalAese questions formed triangle of
self-analysis rather than of self-constraint, imetytdid not allow me to apply any of those
models to Blackboard technology with total satistac

A good research design on technology is never dfcaé. It builds and grows
based on the context of technology. This notioalisady recognized by the researchers
in the STS studies. For example, Russell statesne of his critical comments about
SCOT: “Our approach to understanding a technolaigjydepend on the sphere in which
it is or could be, introduced and developed.” (1988) The concerns of my colleagues
and students with online education made me cons@baut the changes, and the effects,
associated with the involvement of eLearning tetbgies in education. The design of
this study took a different path than the modeldresised above so that it could include
these learners’ perspectives while examining theachthat eLearning technologies may

continue to have in the field of education.

Why Blackboard?
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Blackboard was not chosen just because it meant #lme, although | have
spent quite a bit of my life on Blackboard. Wherddcided to study Blackboard
technology, | wanted an explanation for the congdhat my colleagues in education,
and my students, have expressed about the soft®aree of the discrepancies in the
field (already stated in Chapter 1) further trigggrmy interest. | decided to put
Blackboard in the center of the study because lizezh that Blackboard was in the
middle of a public storm triggered by the movesBtdckboard Inc., an indication that
there was something to gain from an analysis aftéchnology.

As a doctoral student in Anthropology, | realizbd great potential for exercising
my ethnographic skills and knowledge. The problamyever, was on how to study a
technology spread across thousands of universiéied colleges, countries, and
continents; how to find the best ways of surfing telated discourse; how to model the
connections, relations, and associations amongl@ettpngs, and rules involved in the

so called Blackboard LMS; and definitely how to raense of all of this data.

Preparing for the Journey

As an anthropologist, | already knew that | neetieldwork, people skills and
connections, and linguistic knowledge. | soughutalerstand Blackboard through the
eyes of its users, which made a university setdpgropriate and ethnography a good
method. The plan was to go to a school that useplttform of Blackboard, meet with
people there, immerse myself into what can be destras a Blackboard culture, and

find related clues for understanding the softwachmhology.
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Generally speaking, an ethnographic approach has peductive for others in
the field. For example, to answer the question “Whdoes one go to learn what one
needs to know to confidently write about philosopimg technology?” Winner evaluated
the experience of Mostert who “not only [went] toetlibrary to study the history,
engineering, and the economics of supertankeralbat[lived] in a tanker himself during
several voyages.” (1993:363) Latour and Woolgabetated upon this approach even
further by advising a researcher to “follow theaoast’ indicating a fluid, un-rested
setting. (1985) I insisted on the idea of viewinggehnology through the eyes of its users
to emphasize my intention of humanizing LMS tecbggl and understanding its social
consequences, ideas introduced to me through mpatlinner (1993), Russell (1986),
Pfaffenberger (1988), and many others in the field.

Specifically, when | stated in my study proposaltthwanted to ethnographically
study Blackboard, | wanted to emphasize that mynalie aim was people and human
relations beyond technology. The idea of bethgre and observing/interviewing the
users sounded noble until it became problematiev Blmould | defingherein the case of
software? Who is thaserf? On the top of those questions, what is the ndinguage of

software? Mathematic? Electronic? Symbolic?

Stepping Back

| had to rethink my initial set of questions: What Blackboard? What does
Blackboard mean to people? What are people’s coacaout Blackboard? What does

that mean? Rethinking these issues, however, mostBant prioritizing them
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strategically. | also asked: Is there a specifacelin school where | can find answers if
not for all, at least for most of the questions?dBgring my intentions with others in the
University, one group stood out as a key site &arming about the developments of
software, the learner’'s concerns with software,ualloe learner’s feelings and thoughts
about it, and about how the software was organizettie school. This group was one
within the University focused on taking care of apdg and troubleshooting the
Blackboard software while maintaining Blackboarérgs

The next step was a transformative thought frommcéérag to find a Blackboard
native language into the search of a shibbolethotghe language of natives a powerful
tool when exploring a tribe? How should | underdtdne tribe of Blackboard? What
language should | consider? Perhaps under theemfki of some of the Internet
comments that ironically state things like “teashénow nothing about software
anyways..,” | somehow thought, “Fair enough. | can le#lratlanguage...” That is why,
in parallel with some of my graduate courses irhmetogy and culture, capitalism,
globalization, or methods in Anthropology offeregthe Department of Anthropology, |
took a mix of graduate courses in the College afdation. There, | learned a lot on how
to use quite a few programs developed for teachimdj learning online, but was not
taught any specific language. Through these coutdesrned in depth about both the
concerns that educators have related to their {dbazhing and the threat of the impact
of their teaching credentials by the technologigsaeding in education. Along with an

enthusiasm and passion for teaching, | saw confumnal disappointment.
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| always remember Hughes, who once stated that swokl scientists go so
deep with their (social) claims that they forgepaibtechnology content itself. | kept
looking for a language, and skills, that would havade me an expert in the content of
Blackboard. The truth is that each time | wantdktairn a little more abowechnology
the “non-technological” became unavoidable. Thimgse so mixed, ambiguous, and
twisted that there was no other way but to undedsthem as they evolved without
labeling them in advance — something already dissmlidy the STS researchérdor
example, regardless of how Blackboard was descripedhe official documents,
numerous Internet articles or online chats showeatl manyhatedBlackboard. | found
out that compared to similar products, such as MyoBlackboard was considered
“bad,” “junky,” “buggy,” and with a kind of “oldist80s interface.” Technically, | thought
of these LMSs as similar to each other (were thieyod just eLearning tools?) or at least
with no significant differences, once one beconaesiliar with that type of technolod.
The study became more confusing as more data kepeg in. Locating the shibboleth
became crucial. By shibboleth here | mean what wafb998) describes as “what makes
people do things” within a technology: a clue thatuld allow for Blackboard to be

understood as a LMS technology but allow it to bensas unique from the rest. This

*! The Heterogeneous Engineer

*2| do remember driving for more than two hours bank forth to meet with a graduate peer who lived i
Howell, Michigan, to ask her why she described ¢dcBboard as inefficient. She then responded that
Blackboard had an interface that reminded her #ily ®0s face of LMSs. When | asked her honestly if
she saw a problem there, after a short pause,asthéhat probably there were no issues with thadjray

that she was not very familiar with Blackboard dgrthe time of that comment. Just the initial ingsien

of the interface was enough to distance this pitenser.
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notion is similar to what Foucault describes as tdehnologies of the selves: What

makes us do what we do? And why don’t we all dostime?

How to get there?

The idea of locating a shibboleth was more thanbsfim. Not only was my
beloved tribe of users, as | thought of it, jusatsered all over and speaking in many
different languages (which it was), but also eatthe tribe members could potentially
become a technologgombie— another word for non-user —as technology keplatipg.
On the top these issues, | also had to become titamsfator” since taking the
ethnographer’s seat. It became clear that the shatibl was looking for was present; to
find one, | had to be able to first put a rebusetbgr. Obviously, the issues with
Blackboard were much larger and deeper that the exgerienced in online classes.

One summer, for example, | became a trainer folldhersity’s summer program and
shared my experiences with others interested arhitegonline classes. Some had strong
concerns about what would happen with their ownrseal who would be able to
accesses them, how they would know that the stadehb took the test were not
cheating, and other legal and ethical concernsteufew wanted their conditions to be
sealed in a contract with the University, befor@rehaving to teach an online class.
Although | never thought about Blackboard in thésens before, those were real
concerns coming from learners, concerns that wawdd appear if one were only

examining the content of the Blackboard software.
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Besides my own experiences with Blackboard throwogiine teaching, the
designing online courses, and related trainingsoriducted some preliminary work by
screening the official website of Blackboard Imeading related blogs, watching related
videos on YouTube, reading articles from Wikipeara Chronicle of Higher Education,
and keeping track of any news items related tol&laard. | skimmed through all related
news sent to my email by a Google alert for quitieva years. | saved the pieces that
were closely related to Blackboard technology ardanm to immerse myself in what
could be described as a Blackboard discourse. Rtum point, | followed online
comments and websites that, as | will explain ia tlext chapter, helped me draw
connections, find group formations, and find megsin

Additionally, some of my online students felt “ched’ by the publishing
companies that sold them expensive texts with paescthat redirected them from our
Blackboard class to a company’s website or thd¢dddheir computer’s IP address so no
more than a student could use the passcode. “Hirseathing is all about money,” some
of them complained. Each of these episodes, madethn& that there was more
happening with Blackboard than | was able to skat the key to understanding the
technology was not necessarily in its technologocaitent. My search for the shibboleth
extended from the content of the software to thedmu relationships connected to the
technology. | turned my attention to what makeshhman relations beyond Blackboard
technology good enough for the software to be dg@acepted by so many, yet unique

enough to be criticized so fiercely.
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Helpful Models

The study design remains deeply rooted in the coctstism approach, the
understanding that technology is a human endeaitbrogrtain and uncertain effects in
society nevertheless subject to being shaped byahunteractions. The research under
the constructivist umbrella has been proven praodgedn humanizing technology. As
stated, ethnography has already been established sagcessful inquiry method for
understanding the social significance of technolmgys own context. As the technology
of software appears newer and not fully-explorednegraphy seems to be an adequate
model for its study. It still remains common forsaciety to share what Pfaffenberger
(1992) describes as “the standard view of technglag view that identifies technology
in terms of necessity, functionalism, and progredgsich grounds itself in a collective
belief that everything “new” has a purpose, is 8eaey, and is necessarily better. In
these terms, fining a clear path to analyzing Btaekd became difficult. Unfortunately,
the language of policymakers also appears entwwwét this standard view of
technology, making the situation even more compdaAn anthropological approach
gave me the right tools for understanding and amadythis situation, allowing me to
move back and forth between perspectives as neddedsection below explains the
changes from the original design of this study.

Based on preliminary observations of Blackboardnees/designers, | initially
planned to approach Blackboard either as a toplatiorm, or a place. | proposed to
study Blackboard through its changes by consideiigt can be described as a

metamorphic mode and by emphasizing what can beided as Blackboard alternations
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— software, networks, and online classes. The study going to use the following
theoretical models as the framework for analydesntodel of SCOT was to be used for
identifying the social construction of Blackboafte/are as an artifact; ANT was to be
used to understand the Blackboard platform withmversity network; and a user’s

perspective was to be used to understand humandkegy interaction in online classes.

Blackboard as an Artifact

In these terms, SCOT’s main categories — interpvetfiexibility, social relevant
groups, stabilization/closure, and the wider contewere all important for the study in
guestion, even though each had its own weight. 5843 been widely criticized for not
recognizing the groups described as “non-relevamyhely those groups that have no
voice or remain apolitical in the process (Rus$886, Winner 1993), for neglecting the
wider context and the effects of structures (Klaimd Kleinman 2002), and for not
understanding the hybrid nature of elements théineldechnology (Woolgar 1996).
SCOT is also criticized as “artifact-centered” amiih no sensitivity on “what comes
with [it].” (Winner 1993:384)

The weakness in the conceptsaofcial relevant groupsvas to be corrected in this
study by adopting a deep understanding of leawvensususers and allowing for the last
group to be defined in the process. At the begmmhmy research, | thought that an
artifact becomes an object of social interest oiiciss no longer in the designer’s
possession (thinking of an object produced for non#ion). The data, however, proved

that the boundaries between designers and usersotuguite clear; designers are users
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and users can also become designers and all patédn the making of Blackboard. In
addition, a closer look showed that there are pardboundaries between production and
consumption of this software as a product.

SCOT claims to present a “truthful” description a artifact with a special
interest in explaining the social factors that shgrhnology. The idea of an artifact here,
however, grew much larger. Generally speaking, nduriall stages/alternations
Blackboard was to be explored through the perceptieliefs/actions of people who
currently used, or once used, or planned to usetiteology in a daily routine. This, for
example, brought into play the Technological Dramedel of Pfaffenberger with an
emphasis on political actions, yet with a specifitention on myth and ritual.
Pfaffenberger's model triggered the idea of tecbggl and collective work, which
proved essential to the study. This led to questguch about how Blackboard users are
configured, how Blackboard users are engaged, aed dow Blackboard users are
produced/performed, which set the ethnographic winéhe study without displacing
attention from Blackboard transformations. At timel ®f the process, the intent of SCOT

remained, but the study no longer depended updamtbdel for analysis.

Blackboard as an Electronic Platform

As LMS software, Blackboard is a system of itsnowWhen implemented in a
school system, Blackboard also becomes associate@mwestablished network. Schools
are networks of their own. | found it necessaryutwerstand the role of Blackboard

within that network while studying the componentsittare adjusted by and through
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Blackboard’s presence. In this respect, | thouglket model of Actor-Network (Latour
2007) would be useful for translating the comphexit the connections among actors and
actants and the linkages between. In additionptbdel seemed a reliable instrument for
detecting non-users as a formation instead of apyaf its own. Latour’s theory also
considers the global and the local, two conceptsadly important for the study. Latour’'s
Actor-Network model, however, provides for a franoekvin which technology appears
as the developments of the linkages among humatemnta, and rules. Instead, in my
study, Blackboard software developments and udgrank look as almost two different
concepts, until the concept of power gets involved.

As a technical object, the preliminary observatibase shown Blackboard as an
extended (virtual) space of sorts for human intewa¢c but also a kind of virtual
organizer (storage) that becomes existent throaghand only through people-people,
people-technology interactions and performing roldsere, people and technology take
on specific roles and places within the network.ifteraction would be possible without
a fine-tuning between technological properties,Wedge, and set of human skill; the
“invisible” software becomes visible only withinehstructures of networking. In my
proposal, | wrote, “Otherwise Blackboard remaingehea script (literally), which will
be fully understood only when as Akrich (1992) ethitthe configured user confronts the
real user

A network configuration with the involvement of Bkboard software and its
users became fruitful for the study especially e tcontext of networking power

(Castells 2000), expressed as a power of the unistital alliances, connections, and
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affiliations. In this picture, Blackboard technojogppeared as a means of networking
rather than a networking generator. This is whyeitame important to have both an inner
and outer context of Blackboard. In these termiept Hughes’ model of systems, sub-
systems, and reverse salient for explaining therirmontext of software working. Yet

nothing was simply technological (if that existsThus, an analysis of networks and
power became helpful in analyzing the context inclwla technology and the use become

commodities. These new concepts were all checkédeatefined to fit the case.

Blackboard as a Place

In online classes, Blackboard is often addressed place(Go on Blackboard...
Upload your document there Access the test biolicon the link). An analysis of
human-human and human-technology interactions wed to add insight into what goes
on between humans and technology in that tfpelace Blackboard becomes a “place”
when its technological features are made availabteachers/students, which takes place
when they have institutional access or are assignedn online classBlackboard
performing a particular and located enactment or performafi¢echnology knowledge
and practice (Law and Singleton 2000:767), is neefte successful teaching and
learning. It is in the course of this process ttie user (and even the non-user) is
produced and reproduced.

In terms of users, my proposal stated:

“At first sight, Blackboard users seem to includlecategories: administrators, teachers,

and students alike. From a legal perspective, hewea school — which holds the
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contractual power — may also qualify as a usermike a distinction among various
users, | plan to label University as “the big us@n’ absence of a better term), online
classes as “real users,” and class participantsead-users.” Blackboard software
participates in the University’s heterogeneous et and brings together actants of all
types and sizes. Online classes can then be coediad®des of the school network
because school policies, rules, tech support, acaeesl so forth set up a preconditioning.

However, online classes appear heterogeneous, egmuid with a life of their
own, which allows for considering them conditiortgdthe school’'s network, in view of
the fact that each online class has its own pdaljaigles, and specific human-software
dynamics. The students and teacher/teachers thatipate in online classes “bring” to
the table their own past experiences, norms, lsli@hd skills that may support or
constrain the learning activity all at once. Foe thurpose of this study, teachers and
students were seen as end-users. It is there ioniivee class where performances will be
observed and users/non-users will be created.”

Although the study was ambitious, the initial amere unnecessarily large. The
ethnographic data collected during the participzbdervation at the University IT Help
Desk (in all three tiers) shed light on the proessguring which these teams update, test,
and troubleshoot Blackboard and the meanings agsdcwith these acts. During this
processes, the Blackboard user (and even the reshpiagproduced, and maintained, by a
collective effort and through an institutional comment. When this understanding

became clear, and confirmed by the other set ch dallected from Phase 1, the
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participant observation phase ended with no neecbhtinue with the other proposed

steps/stages (although institutional permissioritfese steps/stages was granted).

Helpful Ethnographies

Each of the ethnographies | have read has sometfowned this study. Some of
them stand out because of what they were ablatsitnit to me as a reader. Quite a few
became helpful by reminding me on what not to dani study. Three ethnographies
became especially handful for this studytobalization, Technological Change, and
Public Educatiorby Torin Monahan (2005¥;lobal Technology, Local Babidsy Marcia
M. Inhorn (2003), andslobal Technography: Ethnography in the Age of Mbbiby
Grant Kien (2009).

Monahan’s multi-sited ethnography takes placthéLos Angeles United School
District. From a “globalization on the ground” peestive, Monahan investigated the
implementation of technologies in a public scho@tem. His ethnography displays the
contrast between the global symbolic nature ofieldgies in education as means for
“global connectedness and student empowerment’af®) the practices with those
technologies in the local classroom. Monahan claithat the new technologies
implemented in public education are not keeping gh®mises. Instead, they are pushing
the education down the path of “reproducing valaed social relations that meet the
needs of global capital” (6), a concern of my stagywell. Monahan takes, however, a
“layer-approach,” studying the Nation-State, théyCihe Organization, and the School,

instead of the systemic approach to the dynamicgtforking used in my study.
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Both approaches make it possible to percéieelocalin the frame of the global,
and vice versa, when investigating how neolibetsdology and practices are used
strategically to help capital expanding into thdlpusector, how technology is enforced
in the system through policies at different levalsgd how its implementation is contested
and resisted. Similarly to Monahan, my work focusasthe social life of Blackboard
software and its political economy. However, mydsttakes a different path: It focuses
on the Blackboard LMS as part of the technologies £nable online learning with an
emphasis on the networks that create and suppesethystems. My study emphasizes
the work for implementing, updating, and troublestieg Blackboard and maintaining its
users.

The ethnography of Inhorn places a globalizatioastjon in the context of poor,
non-western Egypt of the mid 1990s, when she okserssues — cultural, social, and
religious — with reproductive technologies expetesh by infertile Egyptian women and
their families. Those technologies, usually consde value-free and inherently
beneficial medical technologies with the ability leéing transferred and implemented
everywhere, appear in reality “subject to challéngehen “local formulations,
perceptions, and actual consumption are taken wgaasideration.” For Inhorn,
reproductive technologies are globally spread. Yet, messages associated with these
technologies are domesticated, being interpretetl iacorporated according to “local
values.” By considering the “new” reproductive teologies as an artifact of
globalization, Inhorn shows that globalization ist rculturally homogenizing. Her

fieldwork in Alexandria, built on the Appadurai'®mcept of “technoscape,” shows that
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even though the medical practices confirm what gedmanuals predicted, women’s
narratives demonstrated that their emotional, o financial sufferings are impacted
by the local values, beliefs, and practices. Intsostudy is more about culture diversity
as a response to a cultural homogeneity assumeglobglization. Even though Inhorn
considers globalization from a different angle, lenphasis on the culturally diverse
understandings and experiences of technology wiagh&aming. From that perspective, |
put a strong emphasis on a local understandinglaxfkBoard, on a work team, and on
the institutional impact on technology success.

Grant Kien poses an interesting question in hiskb@Gtobal Technographies:
Ethnography in the Age of Mobilitie asks: “How can one define a field when thesise
and technologies are constantly in motion and mit#ent, and when the nature of
network itself has changed from the central-semwerdel to distributed networking
dependent on the active involvement of the usesmdelves?(2009:14) Kien develops
a whole new approach that connects what he descrise users, technology, and
networking — three concepts important for my stu@y considering “users and
technology in constantly motion and intermitterdyd “networking dependent on the
active involvement of the users themselves,” Kiesnages to draw the trajectories of
mobility by following what can be described in Dosys terms as “a man with
technology,” Kien manages to show that outside dfuaan-technology dichotomy,
technology itself would make no sense and humansldvoever be the same. The
ethnography shows how the so-called mobile teclyyoldefines a way of living in

modern society. It is the mobility of humans and thobility of the networking in which
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the cell phone and the laptop play an active ra¢edo human sentiments, thoughts, and
feelings — important clues for my study, which atemsiders both the role of networking
and the sentiments, thoughts, and feelings of é&xaras decisive in a technology’s

success or failure.

The Study (Re)-Design

The ultimate version of the study design was feedi during my fieldwork.
Three important findings were consolidated duringag® One: the peculiarities of
Blackboard software and software technology, Blackd as a proprietary product
versus open-source and free software, and a luatgoerspective of the connections,
affiliations, and relationships of intuitions withi American Higher Education,
corporations, and the American government. The datained show the organizational
forms of the networking, which started as netwookasers, yet became networks of
power. The themes were confirmed by an additiatexlture selection that offered clues
to the technical and economical conditions of safevproduction, the nature of work in
the conditions of software production and consuampin education — a missing variable
in my previous design — and the production of potheough networking. In light of the
new findings and sources, the data started tceftebinto my theoretical framework. The
focus shifted from the Blackboard software/techgglto Blackboard as a production of
networking from a systemic perspective, exploring tssues produced by the system’s
inner workings.

| was led by a simple question: What allowed Blazio, a simple software

initiated by two college students with no respextivedentials and aimed at educational
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consumers by two entrepreneurs with no previougmspces, to spread out into the field
of American Higher Education with what can be diésat as a financial bloom over a
decade ago before changing course? This questicamae more than just intriguing,
considering that products similar to Blackboard eveaslready implemented and
functioning within the American higher educatiorstgm.

At that point, | stepped back to reconsider thegtaphies of the Blackboard co-
founders in their own words. | also reexaminedgtess releases and related public news
from the beginning of Blackboard software and fritv@ merger of Blackboard LLC and
Courselnfo LLC. Since Blackboard LLC began asiarifcontracted by the non-profit
IMS Global Learning Consortium,” | followed thamné of connections, leading to a
mapping of links including National Learning Inftagture Initiative of EDUCAUSE,
Cause, and Educom through their own histories. jtusey also led to the IBM 1401
Users Group with IBM as the supporting roots.

Somewhere in this map of connections, the Amergarernment was affiliated
through its generation of funds to support thedfiel followed the connections,
affiliations, and relationships that extended tkexhnology network as previously
discussed. This line of questioning led to a sgiestive link showing how Blackboard
was implemented at University. It should be added & further historical search on the
IBM 1401 Users Group gave me another perspectivethen concept of user as
consumers. With this perspective in mind, | reeatdd the second part of my design by
considering what the Blackboard team at Univerddgs for maintaining Blackboard and

what that means in terms of the users. A new setinks showing connections,
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affiliations, and relationships was captured, dégc, and analyzed within the University
and through a hierarchy of institutional powers.

An important note: the idea of networks did notcdiminate the connections,
associations, and relationships even when theyudgd each other. | followed the
principle of reflexivity (Woolgar 1989) by considieg their co-existence under the same
social order. The differences between Blackboaisame other LMS stand on the fact
that if Blackboard developments were explainedugtofine details, the information on

others, such as MOODLE for example, was limited/dalthat respect.

The Study Techniques
The data collection of the study consisted mostlyegt. The study techniques
and strategies were chosen accordingly. The desigsisted of two big steps, described
by Russell (2002:462-476) as the Exploratory aretdiery Phase and the Confirmatory
Phase. For each phase, a set of techniques weleyeémiming to identify categories
and concepts that emerge from text, link them substantive and formal theories, and
confirm the existence or absence of themes. Thensleghase was built upon the results

attained during the first.

Exploratory and Discovery Phase

Exploratory and Discovery Phase, which is how Blexgkd technology and
Blackboard user are presented, advertised, butatstized and rejected. The main idea
during this phase was to discover patterns of thtsugnd behavior in a set of texts

produced by the collection of related official downts, a set of videos collected from
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the official website of Blackboard, and relatedicées and comments. It should be
emphasized that my focus during that time was @tlloard software; anything related,
regardless if it came from its proponents or opptsméecame part of the collection with
no discrimination and was later sorted. This pheseformed to Grounded Theory.

(Bernard and Ryan 2010:205-286) This was an itexgirocess during which | felt more

and more grounded in the data, which, in this vese the descriptions of Blackboard
software and users as they were suggested by Rlaokldesigners and producers or
described/criticized by its opponents. | started S®arching and collecting a set of
different types of official documents: company’silpsophy, company’s mission and

goal, bios of key people, press releases, howdeosd, and advertisements. Along with
text sources, | produced some respective transaniptook notes while watching videos.
In addition, | completed a graduate degree on @nfiieaching, during which | was

practiced and attained working skills on strategies teaching online learners on

Blackboard and other LMSs such as Moodle.

The first phase involveéhductive coding which for the study means in vivo
coding or a highlighting of actual phrases to nadestify the themes. Although | had
some previous knowledge and skills in using ATLAS.decided against relying upon
this system. After | read the text collection savdimes, | realized that some of it
(especially the comments or the chats in onlinarf) were imbued with meanings. The
comments were panoramic; | was able to draw scegesarios, characters. It felt like |
was participating in a reality show. The informatgathered there was extraordinary and

enjoyable. | felt that using them as “clean text/ATLAS.ti, would “corrupt the site” and
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lose meaning. So | did the in vivo coding by regdine text collection in a hard copy. |

highlighted phrases and words as | read the texnT| sorted out big sections of the
text. Later, when the themes became clear, | remmgd the sections according to their
respective themes. In this process of selectiwhaaganization, | was able to identify a
large number of themes. The ones more relevahietgaal of this study can be described
as: issues and discrepancies, work and organizatiser competency/incompetency,
networks and networking elements, institutional pgweommunity, symbolic discourse,

money making, human moods (feelings, sentimengs).fe

Confirmatory Phase

The second phaser the Confirmatory Phasstempts to show how Blackboard
and Blackboard technology features are perceivélizaa, and experienced by different
learners. During this phase, a new set of dataaestablished from the fieldwork at the
University, the data collected in the process afip@ant observation at the University.
The data, collected through observations and iers; displays learners’ perceptions,
beliefs, and experiences. | then created anotheofstexts from the observations, the
interviews, and official documents, starting withetofficial University philosophy,
mission, goal, policy, student code of conductcdpton of the IT department structure,
details of the main programs, job descriptions,reditations, and other institutional
documentation of postings displayed in public ptatke the Teaching Commons, IT
Help Desk, and other places where | attended @tiemis or faculty trainings). | coded

this new set of texts for the presence or abseh@ready-identified themes. Then, |
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created a unit-of-analysis—by-variable matrix fraime texts and codes used the
relationships among categories to build an adequadelel, which was constantly
checked against the data. Finally, | used exemptprgtes from the interviews and
excerpts from different documents to present tealte of analysis.

The second phase involved the deductive codingskohg for the existence or
absence of the codes/themes already confirmed byetid of the first phase and
displaying that quantitatively. During this phasenew set of texts was deployed for
deductive coding. The positive side of this desigas that the data/codes produced
during the first phase established a secure grdandhe second one, increasing the
researcher’'s confidentiality and saving time. Hogrevat one point, | went over the
whole text and did consider a final coding. Thereravno significant changes noticed
besides considering the level of details for eattlason. Interestingly, there were clear
semiotic connections among all the data; regardidether people were located in New
York, India, Australia, UK or here in Detroit, tlkenversations — online or in person — fit
together nicely. Not only is there no apparent migrstanding among people involved
in the discussions, but also there are vocabulamyjlssities and patterns among

discussions regardless of their virtual or natsedting.

OTHER DESIGN ELEMENTS

Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria

Initially, the study was set to involve people wivere somehow affiliated with

the University (working, teaching, studying there&ho wereover 18 years of age, and
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who currently used Blackboard, had used it at lease in the past, or planned to use
Blackboard in the future. No one was excluded fritv@ study based on race, gender,
religion, ethnicity, social and health status, aekual orientation. The study was
designed not to consider the followingarticipants who speak a language other than
English or any related documents, social media, and infooman a language other than
English, or any related visuals and recordingsrati@n the ones in the public domain or

the ones conducted by the researcher.

Snowball Sampling

| had three goals in my mind during the study: €satibe what | saw, to translate
what | experienced, and especially to maintain adgeoelationship with my study
participants. | used my personal connections fer rcruitment of participants in this
study. After the IRB approval, | emailed one of Bkckboard team members who |
have known through online teaching, told her whats$ doing, and asked for help. From
the readings, | knew that an initial contact wobh&da key in this process. | was anxious
when | received the first email from Cornelia, tupervisor of Blackboard team. To my
pleasure, | felt welcomed. After, | was introducasl “the anthropologist” to all of
Blackboard team members, to two supervisors oftth Desk team, who introduced
me later to the rest of their team, and to theesgsadministrator, | began working in a
cubicle in the area where Blackboard team was docdtwas also given access to their

listserv. | was invited to and participated in difint social events where the number of
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people who | talked with was almost three to fdores larger than the number of the
participants in the study.

| received IRB approval for recruiting up to 30 dtuparticipants including
students, teachers, and administrators. | mairdaoh@se contact with, interviewed, and
observed the whole team of Blackboard support Guervisor, three employees, and
two students), three employees from Help Desk,Blaekboard system administrator,
and a faculty who was a winner of Blackboard ExemplCourse Program in 2012 and
was appointed by University to work closely withetlBlackboard team. All the
informants who decided to participate in the stuegeived an informed consent with
possible risks, benefits, and confidentiality rutesscribed in detail. They also received
the same set of questions by email before we cdedundividual interviews. In all but
one case, the interviews were based on semi-staactyuestions and were completed in
one or two sessions. However, | met with most efhrticipants more than once. In all
other occasions, the questions were part of theogtlaphic design. Mostly, the
interviews were within the University setting. Wlome of the participants, however, |
met outside the University territory in differemicsal occasions.

Generally speaking, | approached each of the maatics individually. If they
agreed, | emailed them the consent, and we setdgy @and time for the interview. The
first interview was always at their working deskherve | also had the opportunity to
observe what they were doing. | usually spent angvo sessions asking the participants
the set of the questions approved by the IRB. Hemnewnce | sat next to them for

observations, we always talked about the work tiare doing and their other
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experiences and opinions about Blackboard. | felcamed by and comfortable with all
of these interviewees. Although | had close refegiops with many of these participants,
| would describe the experience as participant mlagen with limited access. | had
permission to see, hear, and observe everythingtabany of the participants, but | no
access to the work space of the Blackboard admatastfor ethical reasons.
| initially proposed to and was granted permisstoninterview University

students in the libraries. However, | ended myipi@dnt observations after realizing that
all of the main themes of the first phase were tbualring my observations of and

interviews with the Blackboard team.

Avoiding any Potential Coercion

Participation in the study was completely voluntamyd was done with the
promise to keep it confidential to the extent reediby law. The participants always had
the option to not answer some of the questionstane@view what they had said and
remove any specific parts before the notes wererted in the study. This, however,
never happened. There were no recordings duringnteeviews. | always took notes and
typed them in my computer. As promised, | was cotteaito not expose the identities of
the participants or any data that can reveal ibemtities without their permission. | took
careful precaution to protect the participantshidly by using a code made of letters and
numbers for one’s real name. Also, | was the only with access to the rough data that |
kept at home. It was not necessary to use a migsterith names and codes since there

were not a large number of participants and | veasilfar with all and each of them.
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Some of the participants wanted to use their legates in this study. However, none of
the original data that can disclose a participadestity will be ever used without full

consent of that participant after this study.

Data Sources
The body of data in the study was collected fromftlowing sources:

Semi-structured, face-to-face interviews with stdfbm Help Desk: This method

captured the Help Desk staffs’ descriptions anagg@ions of Blackboard, Blackboard’s
performance, and Blackboard’s learners.

Semi-structured, face-to-face interviews with stiaffm the Blackboard team and the

Blackboard system administratdrhis method captured the Blackboard team members’

descriptions and perceptions of Blackboard, Blagkds performance, and Blackboard’s
learners.

Semi-structured, face-to-face interviews with thmning Blackboard course-designer

and professorThis method captured a professor's descriptiond perceptions on

Blackboard, Blackboard’s performance, and Blacktdsdearners.

Ethnographic interviews and observations with Hebsk staff in the Help Desk area:

This method captured the routine work of staff a¢lgHd Desk and allowed for
clarifications from the observed staff.

Ethnographic interviews and observations with Bbazkd team members in the OTL

area:This method helped to capture the routine worBlatkboard team members in the

OTL area and allowed for clarifications from thesebved staff.
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Observations of student orientation (Blackboardsiees This method allowed me to

capture the institutional power in exposing leatoeeBlackboard technology.

Observations of faculty Blackboard traininghis method allowed me to capture the

institutional power in expanding the network of ngs@nd in maintaining users in
technology changes.

Observations in different meetings with Blackbotgdm:By this method, | was able to

recognize the organization and work of the Blackbdaam in updating, testing, and
troubleshooting Blackboard and maintaining Blackdassers.

Observations in the Blackboard updating sessidms method helped with capturing the

work, organization, and procedures of updating.

Screening of information from the Blackboard Inc. ffiolal website

(www.blackboard.com)This method captured the official descriptionsha Blackboard

software, the Blackboard Company, and some ofaysgeople.

Screening of information from the University’s affll website.This method captured
the official descriptions of the University profilehe Blackboard team profile and
working principles, and Blackboard’s University aladse of questions, answers, how-to-
do videos, and information.

Screening of information from the official websitd Moodle (http://Moodle.org). |

specifically used Moodle forums in the Lounge toess the online discussions regarding
two particular events: Blackboard patents and lawsgainst Desire2Learn and

Blackboard purchasing Moodlerooms and NetSpot.
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Screening of information from the official websit8lashdot (slashdot.org)The

information of this website was used in particufar understanding Blackboard
software/technology from the perspective of othesighers/users.

Screening Wikipedia for related articles on Bladkioh online education, higher
education, art prior Blackboard (which is similaoftavare or similar features),
Blackboard patents. The information of this websias used for two reasons: for a
general understanding of the above topics and fodirfg out any additional
connections/information.

Screening the Chronicle of Higher Education foated articles on Blackboard, online

education, and higher educatiorhe information from this website was used toiatta

more information on the related topics from fa@adtand staff in higher education. It was
especially used for the sake of the diversity efcbmments.

Screening the official website of EDUCAUSAttp://www.educause.edu): The official

website of EDUCAUSE became a good source for utalelsg the developments of
American Higher Education that led to ideas suchB&sckboard from a historical

perspective in both roots: Educom and Cause.

Screening of the official website of the Open Seultitiative (www.opensource.org):
The information from this website was used for e understanding of the concept of
open source software.

Screening the official website of Free Softw&®undation (http://www.fsf.org)The

information from this website was used for a deepeterstanding of the concept of free

software.
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Screening and transcribing Youtube.com for Blackbaealated videosThe website has

a large number of Blackboard-related videos foriningg and advertising. The
information was used for semantic clues in buildingnections.
Text screening of the official University documepteduced to ensure the processes of

operating Blackboard software and maintaining @ @&s user by a variety of teams.

Fieldwork

The Interviewing Process

Of a special value for the study became the mometesvsiewing the participants
of the study. | interviewed in length a total oéwetn key participants as following: the
Blackboard System Administrator (one participanthe Blackboard team (six
participants), and the Help Desk team (two paréioip). | also interviewed one of the
professors who was rewarded by Blackboard for drieeponline courses as Blackboard
Catalyst Course and who, during my fieldwork, wasking closely with the Blackboard
team at the University. | also had deliberate cosations with two supervisors at the
Help Desk. Some of the interviews were in an ethmolgic format. Since some of the
participants were interviewed as they were beingeoked, the questions did not
necessarily follow the approved format, although dpproved set of the questions was
always the kernel of the interview.

Additionally, | conducted observations that lastemin 45-90 minutes, attended
meetings that were 1-2 hours long, attended trgisgssions and workshops that were 2-

5 hours long, and went to different social eveh#t tvere 30-60 minutes long. At each of
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these events, | introduced myself as or was intteduas a doctoral researcher, which
gave me opportunity to expand my knowledge by asBlackboard-related questions to
other people who happened to be around for theitigs, meetings, or socializing. Even
though | have not included any of our conversationghe data, they did help my
understanding by posing new questions or new itetswere later developed. It was in
one of those meetings, for example, that | leartved new terms (power users and
crucial users) as part of the taxonomy of usersiriig my fieldwork, | also exchanged
numerous individual emails with the participantstire study, clarifying answers or

asking supplemental questions.

Online Discussions and Comments

An extraordinary amount of information about Blackbd came from online
discussions. At the beginning, | was unsure if ¢hieexts would be considered eligible
material. As | have already stated, the more | réael more helpful | found the online
discussions posted in blogs and forums. | am awéréne perspectives that consider
online discussions as “non-authentic.” Some of théividuals online commented
anonymously, especially in websites with high pulitaffic such as the Chronicle of
Higher Education. However, the comments proved lfiigtiormative for the study were
even eligible for the nature of the study itsele tstudy was open to all who had a
perspective based on experience with the Blackbterlinology and the study had no

intention of discussing gender, age, ethnicity, otiner demographic information in
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relation with technology, culture, or globalizatiohhe diversity of sources was way
more important than those categories per se.

The more | immersed myself into the collection ekts and visuals, more |
understood about how people felt about eLearningnelogies, about online education,
about LMSs, and about Blackboard. Behind thoseudsons were people, or what
Latour considers “spokesmen on behalf of certaiougrformations.” This reading
presented people’s concerns about technology audaddout their own social statuses,
financial means, human relationships, and ethidthofigh this data is different from
what is usually described under the observatioegmal, each of those experiences
remained unique. My observations of these comnmeatte me feel as if | were invisibly
witnessing another world. In each case — besideotlr or five times when | made brief
comments — | was a silent reader, which made mleetbecally uncomfortable. | was,
however, doing my job similarly to an anthropolagabserving in a mall, and that
thought gave me some confidence. In addition, lagbkvhad the opportunity to

communicate with people behind those commentsdakd few times.

Beyond Clichés

One of the questions of the study was: With the lefeto be defined, how will
globalization be viewed? In these terms, the stwdyg initially designed based on the
thinking of Blackboard software as being in thenetrof a global networking and of
online classes as the political space where culttoans of negotiation between

technology, users, and knowledge can be performddabserved locallyAlthough these
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assumptions were somehow accurate, the picturelaafkBoard technology was much
larger and complicatedit required a deeper, multi-level analysis. The lygsia of
globalization, as already stated, is largely disedsin education by a group of authors
such as Apple, Torres, Burbules, and Monahan. Matier researchers have done
studies of globalization, including authors suchHadl, Friedman, Lewellen, Robinson,
Robertson. Friedman especially considers globabzatto be a framework of
understanding: what happens here and now shouldyallwe examined within larger
processes, which means that what happens herecandgsrwhat globalization is. “The
world is localized [now] to living rooms, to telewon sets, and to computer screens”
(2006:119). According to Lewellen, “any study d¢aoorporate a bit of global analysis”
because “no culture or community is completely asadl from...world capitalism”
(2002:30).

In this respect, | put the mapping of globalizatenhold and left it as part of an
analytical discussion. Using the concept of gldagion as an extension of capitalism, |
started looking for any patterns of a capitalistitture, which, in the case of Blackboard,
were not difficult to find. Things started clickirajtogether when what | was observing
became connected to what | have learned theoigticalerall, technology means work
and organization. This concept was not new. Wiiadn't know until my observations at
the University was the amount of work and the leoklorganization needed to turn
Blackboard from invisible software to a lively amthabited virtual space. There would

be no Blackboard without collective work and ingimnal effort.
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My attention then turned to labor, value, propeegd power. Wittel describes
these variables as “particularly relevant for apdaaderstanding of phenomena such as
non-market production, peer-production, digital cooms...” (2011) These variables are
also quite relevant and a good fit for Blackboargi®prietary profile, its market
struggles, and its marketing strategies. The diffee between the objects of Wittel's
study and Blackboard is that in open-source so#waany people devote and share their
experiences and work voluntarily, while in propast products that openness never
exists Within the idea of Chubb and Moe to makecatlan as “a new industry,” not only
does work become a crucial variable, but it alseob®es a strong indication of
globalization as an expansion of human labor f@nemic gain geographically and into
the public domains. In these terms, analyzing disa@on is more than just symbolic.
This study demonstrates the extension of capitalisnthe field of higher education

through LMSs developments.

Immersing Oneself into it

This study has been challenging mostly becausequires multi-disciplinary
knowledge. Doing fieldwork in a familiar environnmeproved more difficult than |
originally thought. It was hard to tear down tloetine habits and thinking, to question
things that appear normal or even unquestionalmémber reading and coding in vivo
the history of Cause and Educom. | read, “Cause gté of a users’ group at CUMREC,
which was then an annual College and UniversityoR#s Conference. In 1962, 22 data

processing directors in colleges and universitigaimized as an IBM 1401 Users Group
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at a CUMREC meeting in Chicago. They represented finst real users of
computers...and their objective was to share infolonadbout the new administrative
information system they were to develop.”

Something clicked on me when | saw the waittks first real userso close with
other words such as computers, IBM, directors,alyje. | read it again and | highlighted
those words. It did make sense to have a conferehagsers of the so-called new
administrative information system. Considering egéaterritory as the United States
where those “users” were/are located, no doubtdheth a conference would have meant
high effort and organization. At first it appeartitht IBM might have sponsored this
conference in an attempt to make the right adjustsn® connect their products with the
skills and knowledge of the 1401 users. Howeveavas confused as to why these were
not conferences for operators — those who mighd tiee training — but for the directors.
Why they were discussing the systems they “werdeteelop” instead of the issues with
the current system? Was IBM educating the decisiakers on the IBM goals? In
disbelief, | highlighted the whole paragraph andtcued to read. One paragraph after
another, it became clear that the activities of G&Jand Educom were networking
activities. People who met as representativesaf tswn institutions received the power
and legitimacy to have their respective institusi@ngaged in a network of users; the
computer technology became one of the networkiragesiies.

The activities of CAUSE and Educom over time suggesexercise of that power
through the inclusion and exclusion of other ingiiins as part of user networking. It was

interesting to identify the patterns of what Cdstelonsiders networked power and
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network-making power along with networking strag=gi The business expansion by
putting the LMS software in the market became adpetion of that networking
technology became just a means to an end. | neuadfa single document, or fact, not
stating that those (prestigious, as matter of faganizations, alliances, and networks in
the American higher education aimed anything bubé#ter education,” “education for
all,” “technology for a better education,” or oth&atements of high social ambitions. |
never found a single document, or fact, statingj thh@se networks were conducted under
IBM supervision or a specific corporation’s ageraither. Instead, as the data suggest,
those networks in higher education similarly toogoorate agenda are rooted in the same
capitalist system; not only is money- making sesmaavalue, but it defines the entire
system of values.

The IBM 1401 users group is probably one of thstfirecognized forms of
affiliation between corporate and some of the tngtins of American higher education
that aimed an extension of the market of IBM prdduisto the field of higher education.
| call this a user phenomenon, or networks genérategulated, and extended for
increasing profit. The networks described in thisdg are not technological and not
neutral; they are also not naturally grown andbemtause “there is no other way around”,
as implied in the article of Chubb and Moe. Instetbse networks are politically
imbued: they attempt to create a culture of usdeman a culture of profit. In this
context, a user remains one of the most ambiguonsepts in contemporary life. For
many, it means an innocent individual dealing vébhnology. For some others, a user

simply means profit as more users means more ptodsmld. A deeper analysis,
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however, shows that a user is just another termafocommodity. Through user
networking, using is described as a value and é&rarmre institutionally trained to
become users. On the top of this, users work fee;ftheir own experiences, ideas, and

even failures are deployed for making a produdebeind ready for resale.

Validity, Realibility, and Limitations
An ethnographic approach can be thought as soméhuoting the findings to a
certain setting and a certain time; what is desdriim the study mainly counts for what
was observed with Blackboard technology at Univerduring the 2012-13 school year.
| strongly believe, however, that both a historicpérspective of Blackboard
developments and especially an analysis of Blaakbtechnology in the context of user
networking enlarged the scope of the study to thmtpthat generalizations of the
developments of LMSs were made possible. Alsoc#tegories and themes found in the
data from the observations/interviews confirmed wtha literature has suggested in the
case of eLearning technologies, higher educatiot giobalization. However, in order to
extend the conclusions, a study would perhaps bet#ér insight on how Blackboard
software is produced and should attempt to undeiséay struggles or intentions from
that perspective. Although | do have personal egpees on both sides of online classes,
a complete study should also consider a diverdigxperiences from both students and

faculty.
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CHAPTER 4 : FINDINGS

"I'm learning toymaking to Bring in some extra
maney for the holidays.”

Figure 4-JeLearning technologies are a new toy for moneyingpk

Introduction

Blackboardattempts to present a new way of teaching andilegrbut for many
people in the field that technology underminesftélel of public education in the name
of corporate interests. With educational improvetses the stated goal, Blackboard has
become an exemplary model for the transformativesibdities within the field of
education. Yet, a deeper look shows that the softwlavelopments have been intensely
affected by the already-known capitalistic trent@isis is most evident in Blackboard’s
neoliberal drive toward education, the way it shithe teaching and learning model
toward gains for a corporate interest. In this eespBlackboard users surface as a
representation of the network-making powers produbeough the cultural conjunction

of technology and learning.
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Blackboard has become a signifier of the capitalestivancements in the field of
education. It should be noted that the field of Agan higher education is socially
recognized for its high expertise in science actinelogy. American society also values
its academia for its historic leadership role ieelom and social justice. For decades,
however, social developments have brought togetieetain elite institutions within
American higher education, corporate representstisad American government who,
through official policies and public discourse, rre¢o have helped build a fertile
environment within which eLearning technologies embedded as social values. Thus,
becoming an LMS user is a social production of mstitutional power and collective
effort rather than a matter of choice by an indinabd

There is a discrepancy, however, between a sogdistl infrastructure built in
large-scale for implementations of elLearning tedbgies in education and the issues
and dilemmas faced by the learners who operateN& technologies. The connections,
associations, and relations among learning innstiocorporations, and government
agencies officially aim at efficient social leargjrbut that is not always the outcome.
Similar to the history of capitalist developments industry, the implementation of
eLearning technologies in the field of educatioal® associated with changes in social
status, labor issues, and deskilling of learnetse difference between the associated
social changes known and documented from technalogiementations in the past and
those related to the implementation of the LMSshia field of higher education seem
noteworthy. First, the implementation of an LMSarschool setting is associated with

involuntarily exposing learners to those technadsgi Considering that elLearning
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technologies are not necessarily a part of then&& agenda, the use of these
technologies complicates the situation once thent&s performances are affected by
involuntary skilling and deskilling. The tensionsdaconflicts among different groups
involved in the use of eLearning technologies ardomger seen as issues between labor
and capital; when these terms appear in this cortey are frequently used rhetorically
with little analysis of the issue.

In contradistinction to the hopes raised by tlesv rtechnical and economical
conditions associated with the production and congion of software, the LMS market
developments show that little has changed fronotgractices of capital. It is the same
history of acquisition of rivals in the field, kilig rival’s products, using tricks to prevent
a migration of customers and other practices df lature, except from the fact that the
old known capitalistic forms appear much more cax@nd sophisticated now. Not only
has most of American culture settled to accepteheshnologies as a social value, but
also, through the cultural mechanisms of socialarel& and punishments, the decisions
made at either institutional or individual levelntain deeply affected by how those
technologies are perceived and evaluated by theagtneaam. It remains difficult to
challenge the discourse that points at elearninthni@ogies as expanding the
effectiveness of institutions and the access taca&hn with no extra cost for students,
even though tuition in higher education has showrumaprecedented increase in recent
years. Importantly, the capitalistic trends affegtithe developments of Blackboard
software are no longer sporadic; they have no ggtgcal boundaries, neither are they

isolated to the developments of Blackboard softvoag.
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The Power of Symbolism

The fetishism of Blackboard is deeply rooted to ideaspread glorification of
computers and the Internet in the human societshef 20" century. As a business,
Blackboard flourished from a reality where profrtdaindividual freedom — two social
values often seen as complementary to each-otlaee -both considered as engines of
American prosperity. In order to understand theiadosignificance of Blackboard
technology in American higher education and in aotiuman relations beyond the
technology, this section will chart the developnsetttat led to, or got associated with,
the transformations of Blackboard. The traces gaptthrough the everyday routine are
full of subtle messages that not only affect huraaderstanding, but also affect human
moods, feelings, and actions. Decoding those messaguld mean to be able to trace
the human connections, associations, and relatmm®nd them. It also means to
understand the agendas that drive those connectassociations, and relations in
society: not only is technology a human affair, buis also one of the most utilized
cultural symbols of the modern life. This definteheans to be able to reconstruct an

animated technological reality that makes senseg@ublic.

Two Discourses

Despite the fact that a neoliberal language ainangjorification of eLearning
technologies is wide spread in the contemporary gae society, the professionals in
academia have established another discourse. Wioile address the existence of

networks and institutional power involved in thecheological developments, each
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describes a situation in which decisions for emibaa learning platform in a college or

university often reflect the leadership dynamicgha upper circles of higher education
rather than a drive to directly improve learningtbe learner’'s life. The differences

associated with each discourse give glimpses oh hbe questionable nature of

transformations attempted through elLearning teadgies and their uncertain effects in

learners’ lives. Substantially, terms such asnetdygy, labor, cost, and education as a
new field of industry employed in these articlepyide for an analogy between the

transformations attempted through elLearning teadgies in education (a public service)

with the ones in industry (a profit sector known its rigid capitalistic developments).

The analogy speaks toward a neoliberal strategycaded with the involvement
of technology in education. These terms make iarctbat the understanding of those
technologies, and the human relations establishedugh them, should follow an
“industrial model” involving concepts such as labpower, production, consumption,
and commodity. Even though the developments in @&tlut are not usually analyzed in
this manner, the choice of these terms proves tedpecially useful when analyzing
explanations of the political intentions associatgith the eLearning developments.

The following short articles have the value of tWiaguistic artifacts in
representation of those differences. The first-el¢ho is Driving the Online Locomotive
— with author Rob Jenkins, an associate profes$denglish at Georgia Perimeter
College published in the Chronicle in Higher Ediwara(July 24, 2013) wrote:
Proponents of online learning often use train mweepto describe its growing impact on
the educational landscape. Those of us who teatWwayear colleges, especially, are

constantly encouraged, prodded, hectored, cajoledi-sametimes even ordered—to get
on board. Otherwise, we're told, we're likely torbe over.
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As one who is skeptical regarding the long-termebiénof online learning, | would attest
that the train metaphor is pretty apt. | sometirfeed as though I'm standing on the
tracks, signaling "proceed with caution,” while thrdine locomotive bears down on me,
air horn reverberating.

| suspect others share that vivid nightmare. Buatwhakes it especially sobering now is
that, with the advent of MOOC:Ss, the train is pickunp steam and we're no longer alone
in its destructive path. These days entire depantsnealisciplines, and even institutions
potentially stand in the way, at risk of being parized along with the rest of us.

Thinking about that phenomenon has led me to wondily, just who is at the throttle.

| think that's a question well worth asking, and #mswer ought to inform our response
as faculty members. It seems to me that thererdyeachandful of possibilities:

Students. Supposedly everything we do in highecatton is for the students, and we
tend to be especially insistent on that point whrenave fear people might question our
motives. Online learning is a perfect example. Té@son we keep offering more and
more classes online is that students are dematitémg. Right?

Well, maybe. It's true that during the past decdde,number of students enrolled in
online courses grew at a significant rate. But etiog to a recent study, that growth

started leveling off in the fall of 2010, when ab@&1 percent of all postsecondary
students were taking at least one online classd&elsers concluded that "the slower rate
of growth ... compared to previous years may befitisé sign that the upward rise in

online enrollments is approaching a plateau.”

Moreover, a survey conducted this year by the ComiyCollege Research Center at
Columbia University found that students at two-yeampuses, in particular, prefer face-
to-face over online instruction, especially for csms they deem difficult.

So while some students want, need, and benefit salme classes, the argument that
students in general are clamoring for them doeswittly hold up.

Faculty members. Are they driving the train by dediag to teach more and more
classes online? After all, faculty members are roffaulted for putting their own
scheduling preferences ahead of students' needdemnes. Is this simply another case
of professorial self-centeredness?

| don't think so. Speaking anecdotally for a moméne talked to literally scores of
people who teach online, at my institution and mthelardly any of them prefer it. Oh,
they might prefer it in the sense that teachingnenbllows them more flexibility or
reduces their commute. But the overwhelming majaoit them tell me that, all things
being equal, they would much prefer to teach imaaditional classroom, because they
enjoy the personal interaction with students.
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According to a 2009 report by the Association oblRuand Land-Grant Universities,
only about 36 percent of faculty members have apeeence developing or teaching an
online course—a number that conforms closely torthughly one-third of students who
take classes online. Moreover, according to TheoGhle's report, the study also found
that professors' general attitude toward onlinesesiremains unfavorable—even among
those who teach online: "70 percent of all facatigmbers believe the learning outcomes
of online courses to be either inferior or somewhétrior, compared with face-to-face
instruction.”

When it comes to MOOCs, even fewer faculty membeeson board. In fact, as we saw
during the recent exchange between San Jose Stayerslty's philosophy department
and the Harvard professor Michael Sandel, for evaoulty member developing a
MOOC, there appear to be dozens who object to usirmdp courses in lieu of more
traditional offerings.

More telling, perhaps, is the recent Chronicle syrthat found that 72 percent of faculty
members who teach MOOCs don't believe their stsdembuld receive college credit. In
other words, even supporters of MOOCs don't thidkyte as good as face-to-face
instruction.

So it's not our colleagues at the throttle of thenstrous locomotive threatening to
squash the rest of us.

Employers. Maybe it's the end users, the compdh#tshire our graduates, who insist on
more and more—and bigger and bigger—online offexir@@ertainly, if you listen to the
administrators and politicians (and yes, I'll gethhem in a moment), that would seem to
be the case.

Unfortunately, that theory doesn't wash, eitherother recent survey conducted for The
Chronicle found that employers have a favorabler@sgion of all types of colleges and
universities—except for online institutions. And iNehthere's certainly a difference

between students who complete their entire degrelize and those who just take a few
online courses, the findings clearly suggest thgtleyers don't trust online instruction as
much as traditional methods.

Just a few weeks ago, in "Giving Employers WhatyTben't Really Want," Robert J.
Sternberg, president of the University of Wyomitagkled this issue directly. He noted
that most of the employers surveyed by The Chrergaid they were looking to hire
people with "a demonstrated capacity to think caity, communicate clearly, and solve
complex problems" as well as having "ethical judgtrend integrity; intercultural skills;
and the capacity for continued new learning." Thabjem, Sternberg said, is that "those
are not skills optimally developed through pas$@zening ... including MOOCs."
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Whatever we've been told, | don't believe employes demanding that students take
more online classes or sign up for MOOCs. Whichgsius to ...

Administrators. Since the "online revolution" begarthe mid-1990s, I've taught at three
different two-year colleges, visited many othensd &at through countless conference
presentations trumpeting the latest technologicabkthrough. My observation is that
administrators, along with a handful of true befissyamong the faculty, have always
been the primary proponents of online learning. @mpus, at least, they're the ones
driving the train.

Why? The main reason, | believe, is money. Onlioarges enable colleges to enroll

students and "deliver content" inexpensively, sithesy don't require classrooms, parking

spaces, restrooms, or, in some cases, even fauftiltes. I've heard people argue that,

done well, online courses can cost just as mudhesace-to-face variety. That may be

true, but | dare say that at most two-year colletfesy are offered as cheaply as possible,
and that is one of the reasons, if not the maisareafor their existence.

California's higher-education leaders basically iidh as much when they considered, a
few months ago, the possibility of "outsourcinghreo of their course offerings. The
problem as they saw it was that they couldn't dfftr offer all the classes students
wanted; and the solution, they thought, might hestMOOCs, which would enable them
to provide those courses (in a manner of speakiig)comparatively low cost.
Fortunately, that idea fell through.

Another reason that campus leaders—especially @year colleges—seem so anxious
to embrace online learning is that it's "innovatiMéthere's one thing every community-
college president wants carved on his or her toomestit's that he or she was "an
innovator." (That, and maybe a "transformationaldker.”) Ironically, for many of those

presidents, being innovative seems to mean doiagtlgxwhat everybody else is doing,
only more of it.

Clearly, the online train that threatens to rofjhti over us has an administrator at the
throttle, gleefully pushing the handle toward "fptwer."

Politicians. On the other hand, administratorsreotalone. Joining them in driving the
train is a politician (or two, or a dozen) shoutamgrouragement, or perhaps threats.
Administrators, after all, especially at public tingions (which nearly all community
colleges are), serve at the pleasure of politiciamsl what is it that pleases politicians?
Apparently, it's for as many students as possibléake as many online classes as
possible.

Exhibit A is an opinion essay by Jeb Bush, the frmovernor of Florida, and Randy
Best that ran in Inside Higher Ed back in May. #adi "Higher Ed in 2018," the essay
foresees an educational landscape in which "mane 8 percent of professional degree
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programs [sic] ... will be earned online." Why? Bese "rising tuition, declining
government subsidies, stagnant endowments, andased competition are challenging
higher education like never before."

In other words, it's all about the cost. As theerfid who sent me that essay noted,
nowhere does it say anything about the qualitychfcation people will be receiving in
this brave new world. That's because all too ofieliticians, like administrators, aren't
concerned with quality; they're more interestedthe bottom line. And it's not just
Republican politicians, like Jeb Bush, who fallarthat category: The state senator in
California who originally proposed outsourcing t@®@Cs is a Democrat.

| understand that politicians have a duty to bedgstewards of public money, as do
college administrators; and | certainly don't hamg objection to cutting costs where we
can. But when our primary objective becomes makdegrees as cheap as possible,
rather than providing the best education possiviEre missing the mark as educators
and doing no good for the future of our studentswornation.

That's why it's so important for us as faculty menstto realize who's driving the online
locomotive. It's not students, only about a thifdvbom take any online classes. It's not
our colleagues, the vast majority of whom stillrérréully on board with online learning
in general, much less with MOOCs. And it's certaimbt employers, who over all seem
to prefer that students take most of their courskviro traditional classrooms. It's the
administrators and the politicians, whose priositidet's be honest—are not the same as
ours.

| sometimes wonder if the train is so big, and mgwo fast, that it's just going to derail
itself due to basic physics. But unless that happand until it does, the only way to slow
it down is for enough of us to refuse to get onrdand instead line the tracks, signaling
"proceed with caution" with all our might.”

In summary, Jenkins’ perspective (which, as a mattdact, remains a widely-
shared perspective within academic press) makeg gufew important points. First,
rather than being demanded by students, professmd, future employers, online
education is embraced by higher-education leadeissasupported by some politicians
who, regardless of their respective political mersbips, claim that online teaching is
cheaper than traditional education. Second, insteédany clear progress and

improvements, the developments within online edonaare deeply mixed with the
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uncertainty and fear of professors and staff whal, fas Jenkins states, that “entire
departments, disciplines, and even institutionemlly stand in the way [of online
learning and are thusly] at risk of being pulvediZeThird, these issues are only
heightened by the fact that some colleges, acogrtiinthe article, are considering the
possibility of outsourcing some of their courseeafigs, language that reminds the
reader of some of the latest trends in economyligukcriticized for their negative
effects on the social life of the citizens.

Interestingly, when stating that some college leaderefer online learning
because of what can be described as innovativesallas community college presidents
seek to have “an innovator” or “transformationalder” as their epitaph — Jenkins paints
a background of competition, a setting where leadepitted against leader and one
institution of higher education faces another. Jesik generalization may sound
confusing if considering that for the public thasstitutions are recognized individually
and assumedly with ties with their own communitidswever, as the data of this study
shows, there is a reality in which the educationstitutions appear with networking ties.
Finally, Jenkins states that faculty members arastamtly “encouraged, prodded,
hectored, cajoled — and sometimes even orderedgetton board. Otherwise we’re told
we’'re likely to be run over.” The article demonstisithat institutional power is enforcing
the movement to LMSs instead of any innovative esses of these elearning
technologies. The reader is led to question themeleof cost-effectiveness of these

technologies, especially considering the ever-asireg rates of tuition.
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A second, diametric discourse, also from think t&akls of academia, comes
from Higher Education’s Online Revolutiom Wall Street online article by John E.
Chubb, described as a distinguished visiting fellaivStanford University’'s Hoover
Institution and interim CEO of Education Sector {adependent think tanf)and Terri
M. Moe, described as a professor of political soeeat Stanford and a senior fellow at
Hoover, co-authors of “Liberating Learning: Teclowy, Politics, and the Future of
American Educatiof. They write:

At the recent news conference announcing edX, an§iéion Harvard-MIT partnership

in online education, university leaders spoke afchéng millions of new students in
India, China and around the globe. They talkechef'tevolutionary" potential of online
learning, hailing it as the "single biggest chaimgeducation since the printing press."
Heady talk indeed, but they are right. The natanrd the world, are in the early stages of
a historic transformation in how students learackers teach, and schools and school
systems are organized.

These same university leaders mentioned the liohieslX itself. Its online courses would
not lead to Harvard or MIT degrees, they noted, &watk no substitute for the centuries-
old residential education of their hallowed indtdns. They also acknowledged that the
initiative, which offers free online courses preggthrby some of the nation's top
professors, is paid for by university funds—anc tiiiere is no revenue stream and no
business plan to sustain it.

In short, while they want to be part of the chatiggy know is coming, they are uncertain
about how to proceed. And in this Harvard and Mi& ot alone. Stanford, for instance,
offers a free online course on artificial intellige that enrolls more than 150,000
students world-wide—but the university's path famvis similarly unclear. How can free

online course content be paid for and sustained® ¢ém elite institutions maintain their

selectivity, and be rewarded for it, when anyone te&ke their courses?

This challenge can be met. Over the long term,nentechnology promises historic
improvements in the quality of and access to higdtkrcation. The fact is, students do
not need to be on campus at Harvard or MIT to egpee some of the key benefits of an

*3 Harvey states that “...the advocates of the nealibermy now occupy positions of considerable
influence in education (the universities and mahink tanks’)...” (2005:3)
4 John Wiley & Sons 2009
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elite education. Moreover, colleges and universjtihatever their status, do not need to
put a professor in every classroom. One Nobel &arean literally teach a million
students, and for a very reasonable tuition pr@aline education will lead to the
substitution of technology (which is cheap) for dawhich is expensive)—as has
happened in every other industry—making schoolshhmare productive.

And lectures just scratch the surface of what issfbe. Online technology lets course
content be presented in many engaging formatsydinad simulations, video and games.
It lets students move through material at their opate, day or night. It permits
continuing assessment, individual tutoring onlir@ystomized reteachingsif] of
unlearned material, and the systematic collectibdata on each student's progress. In
many ways, technology extends an elite-caliber atiloie to the masses who would not
otherwise have access to anything close.

Skeptics worry that online learning will destroyettcollege experience," which requires
that students be at a geographical place (schioédracting with one another and their
professors. But such a disconnect isn't going tppba. The coming revolution is

essentially about finding a new balance in the wedycation is organized—a balance in
which students still go to school and have facét® interactions within a community

of scholars, but also do a portion of their workiros

In this blended educational world, the Harvards &fds will not be stuck charging
tuition for on-campus education while they give gwaurse materials online. They and
other elite institutions employ world-renowned leedin every discipline. They have
inherent advantages in the creation of high-quaditline content—which hundreds of
other colleges and universities would be willingoty for.

In this way, college X might have its students takéeulus, computer science and many
other lecture courses online from MIT-Harvard (they suppliers), and have them take
other classes with their own local professors fdrjects that are better taught in small
seminars. College X can thus offer stellar lectdires the best professors in the world—
and do locally what it does best, person to person.

Don't dismiss the for-profit colleges and univeest either. Institutions such as the
University of Phoenix—and it is hardly alone—hawvebeaced technology aggressively.
By integrating online courses into their curricalad charging less-than-elite prices for
them, for-profit institutions have doubled theiash of the U.S. higher education market
in the last decade, now topping 10%. In time, tmegy do amazing things with
computerized instruction—imagine equivalents of Wppr Microsoft, with the right
incentives to work in higher education—and they mgaAg elite nonprofits some healthy
competition in providing innovative, high-qualitgmtent.

For now, policy makers, educators and entrepreraikes need to recognize that this is a
revolution, but also a complicated process thattranfold over time before its benefits
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are realized. The MITs and Harvards still don'tlygenow what they are doing, but that
is normal at this early stage of massive changdy Baumbles and missteps (which edX
may or may not be) will show the way toward whatkgo and what is the right balance
between online and traditional learning.
But like countless industries before it, higher @ation will be transformed by
technology—and for the better. Elite players andtans, not-for-profits and for-profits,
will compete for students, government funds aneéstment in pursuit of the future blend
of service that works for their respective instdns and for the students each aims to
serve®

Apparently, what Jenkins describes as a “vivghimare” is presented by Chubb
and Moe as both a historic change and a revolutioeducation. Interestingly, even
though both of the articles are written by indivatkiin the field of education, Jenkins
paints a technology-victimizing image and Chubb &hde portray one of salvation
through this technology If Jenkins’ article ex@mes an educator’s concerns on official
decisions that show preferences for online learrbaged on a low-cost (or market-
driven) assumption, Chubb and Moe’s article appsaisnline education for assumedly
providing an elite-quality education to more conswsnby using the same, already
guestioned, low-cost argument. The last vision edsewhat Rob Kling described as
“technologically utopian visions” more than two ddes ago. (1991:323)

What may sound like either technological enthusiasrpositivistic exaggeration
in Chubb and Moe’s article turns, however, quitebpematic in one of their statements:
“The substitution of technology (which is cheap) tabor (which is expensive) can

vastly increase access to an elite-caliber edutétithey later add that, “like countless

industries before it, higher education will be sfoimmed by technology — and for the

> Chubb and Moe, Wall Street Journal. Published @y BD, 2012. Retrieved on 07/01/2013
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better.” Different from Jenkins, Chubb and Moefetoric is sharply suggestive in a
different direction. They write, “In short, whilesljte schools] want to be part of the
change they know is coming, they are uncertain tbow to proceed.”

It is the philosophy hid by this neoliberal rhtonvhich proves the social impact
of eLearning technologies which exceeds learnisglfit Instead, certain groups in
American society consciously count on these s@dadlearning technologies as a social
transformative mechanism for allocating the teaghpower outside school — and not
necessarily in order to improve the quality of eatiom. This phenomenon is not
unknown in the studies that focus on technologg asiman affair. The question here is
not whether there are any political implicationtaeled to the eLearning technologies,
because technology is “politics constructed by netbgical means.” (Pfaffenberger
1992h:282) In these terms, it became imperativauriderstand the politics enacted
through LMS technologies. The study, as alreadtedfaconsiders users as a crucial
factor of LMSs; to understanthe politics constructed by those technological msea
requires using the learner as the primary focuamaing the processes that catalyze the
transformation of learner into an LMS user, andl@&xing a user’s resistance in its

context.

The Man of the Year

Socially, Blackboard is not much different fromther software applications.
Generally speaking, the Internet technologies Haeen transmitted as social values by

media far before the Internet and computers beajeets of American household. The
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myth of technology in contemporary American socies become sophisticated to the
point that it is difficult to detect it without aedp, intentional analysis. Exaggerations in
presenting products and services are widely acdaptéhe American culture, based on
the consumerism idea that one has the right toraseeor best-selling results. In the
case of mass communication technologies, advegtlsis been so intense that computers
and computer technologies are perceived as anithudivheed.

The phenomenon is especially true in the field dbcation where they are
heralded as lowering the cost of schooling, as ptorg better student accessibility, and
as allowing for a student-centered education. A leshayth is propagated either by
giving mysterious properties to computers or bycdbsg them in a friendly yet
sophisticated relationship with human beings. this mythic approach that provided for
the computer to become a celebrated household fiermillions rather than just the
widely spread assumption that the computers becarmeusehold object when they
became affordable.

Two selections of Time magazine’'s Man of the Yeaaggest the importance of
public discourse in preparing a fertile social eowment for an ever expanding
relationship between human and technology: thecBefes of the computer in 1982 and
of YOU in 2006°. As often, the preparation was developed throughildip discourse

transmitted by established institutions. From Beastlperspective, the discourse is a mix

46 Through my Internet searches | learned that whemeTinagazine showed computer as the Man of the
Year, the title was promised to Steve Jobs. A edlairticle by Philip ElImer DeWitt Steve Jobs cnigtken

he read Time's 1982 Man of the Year published omoli®r 24, 2011:8:00AM ET can be found at
http://tech.fortune.cnn.com/tag/machine-of-the-yeRetrieved on 01/02/2014.
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of new objects and meanings within an already mgssystem of signs and meanings
that aims at the creation of certain affiliatiomsang new objects and the existing social
system of values. For instance, for the first tisiece theMan of the Yearubric
appeared in 1927ime magazine selected something other than a humés &®n in
1982, choosing the computer (Figure 4Man of the Years a sign of a social prestige.
Selecting this specific machine as tan of the Yeaspeaks of a deliberate strategy that
signifies the social prestige of computers and rietdgy in contemporary American
society. Selecting computer as lan of the Yeacreates a fictive kinship metapHdra
creative imprecision by which the idiom of relateds
is used to strengthen an image or feeling
identification between human and computers. T
myth creates both associative and transmuta
modes.

The cover of the 1982 Man of the Year isslie

attempts to create an association between computerigyre 4-2: Man of the Year, 1982

and man, an association clearly shown as both @@ and the computer are the only
silver objects in a colorful cover. The cover statdhe Computer Moves In,” creating a

domestic relationship between man and machine.dtso transmutative in the sense that
similarly as in the playful association betweenngi@arents and grandchildren who play

house or spouses, it compartmentalizes and makeselfitionship intimate as between

* The Dictionary of Anthropology defines the term ‘@seative imprecision by which an idiom of
relatedness is used to strengthen an image ondeef identification between two or more persons or
beings.” (2000: 186)
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man and (wo)man (two humans) and not as betweeramdmachine, which would lose
the intimacy between the two. Through both its eisdive and trasmutative properties,
the cover provides for a well-calculated politicdtion that promotes computer as a
household item. The myth here does not report rilfeeassociation or the transmutation.
Instead, it indulges them: computer is a man’s s&te

The 2006 announcement ¥bu. (read asYou-period as the Man of the Year

(Figure 4-3) by the same magazine provides ano

example of the mythic construction of the comput@r.
The human-computer relationship is writ large oa
cover; the image of the computer dominates the p@ge

and shows only a single word on its silver scre

st L

“You.” (written in bold and starting with a capit:

Yes, you.
You control the Information Age.
Welcome to your world.

letter). The text beneath the image underscores Figyre 4-3: Man of the Year, 2006
intimacy of the human-computer relationship: “Yes,

you. You control the Information AgeYou-periodis the Man of the Year because of
this special influence and powéfou-periodcontrols the Information Age. The last line
of text, “Welcome to your world,” is the ironic iitation that welcome¥ ou-periodinto
the world of computers, the world thatou-period was already shown to control.
Interestingly, in the magazine cover of 2006, thenhn is symbolized only by the letters
on the page: you have no nhame, no ethnicity, ngioal or sex preferences because YOU

is the consumer and basically every-you can mataaumer.
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These two covers represent a sequential form dhtdogy signification. On the
1982 cover, the signifier was the title “Man of thiear” and the signified was computer,
a machine with such a social prestige. On the 208&r, when the computer had
become a sign of the society future, it becamesidpaifier of “You.”: computers, and the
computer technology, will define human beings tigltowomputer skills and knowledge
and the level of use. The myth here is somethirtg which the contemporary American
society lives every day: a human being is as gaoth@ computer user she or he makes.
Although the computer has become commonplace inteogworary American
households, this was not the case when computefirsaannounced as Man of the Year
by Time magazine. It may be hard to trace the specific eotons, associations, and
relationships that moved American households intmraputer’'s world, especially now
that computers are largely felt as a household ss#tye However, such examples are
significant for explaining how the individual usEa@mputers was culturally constructed
as a social value at large paving the road forviddal users to inhabit the computer

technologies in the fields of education or headthec

Sara

Quite often the public discourse affects our thasigind actions by creating a
standard for then.People, with no particular knowledge can chat ajl dn the Internet
and use Facebook, but [they] find it difficult teeuBlackboard for online classes... How
do you feel about that?” The words made me antieipa intelligent conversation until |

realized that the trainer had no intension for degp discussion. It was just one of those
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ordinary, catchy questions that usually open agmadion. Right after she said this, she
moved on to show the audience a video of Saraj andirst grade from Fairfax County,
VA“® using Blackboard to “read the books the teachés pn Blackboard, to write [her]
friend, watch videos...” Then, from the screen, Saia that she wanted to show us (in
the audience) how she accessed Blackboard and ‘smok websites that her teacher
puts on Blackboard and where kids learn stuff likew to wash their hands”, “how
to...”. In the end, the video showed the followingtte‘Are you smarter than a first
grader?”

In a short moment, | saw people around me movingheir chairs, murmuring,
and kind of laughing. A man who looked in his sstiand who later on introduced
himself as a chemistry professor, murmured somettike, “Well, not... enough since...
here...” Then several of us who heard him laughedha@ara ended her speech with a
cliché that sounded like if a first grader couldigdhen everybody else carit’s really
easy, Sara said. The trainer turned on the lights added exactly what | was afraid to
hear, ‘Isn't she cute? She is a real student from KingskPaTlhe trainer got the
auditorium’s attention. A sarcastic voice somewhmkind me said,Now we are ready
to learn and this is when fun stdrt$ couldn’t turn around to see who said it angist
laughed. Shshshh..that’s...cheesy Then another “shshsh...” People were there for a
certain reason and just wanted to get into thed traainess”. | remember thinking, “Who

made this video®o they want us to feel confident or guiltyBut, who are they? That

“ When | started to write the dissertation, | fourthie video of Sara on YouTube:
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zNZmG31gBIs. Retedwon 10/18/2013.
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day, the audience had perhaps 40-45 facultiesgrionlearn about some of the new
features of Blackboard. The session started byhwajcthe video of Sara, a first grader,

saying, ‘1f I can do it, then YOU can da’it

Culture, Technology, and Human Dilemmas

The power of a mythic fabric stands to its appeegaas a system of facts. The
existence of LMSs in education is never questioriegtead, any related discussions
usually address how to improve such technologiehak become commonplace in
academia or public discourse to say things likelhure of Internet”, or “the culture of
PC,” or “the software culture.” It seems that tkisd of merely symbolic discourse can
lead to further assumptions and misunderstandirtgie wlso setting the ground for the
market strategic intentions. Generally speaking,éril of identifying a culture with an
object means underestimating the processing nafuexhnology, neglecting the role of
humans in those processes, and assuming the akillknowledge required for a positive
outcome when operating technology. This kind of understanding, even though
innocent at an individual level, can make a fergileund for strategic corporate decisions

that come with social consequences.

The Thing and the Engineer

The engineer, who happens to be working in thel fadl software applications,
loves his job to the point that he thinks abouwtvien when he is away from the office.
There are days that he calls me as soon as hesleark to share stories about socoel

stuff he does at work. He says things likdjan, | love my job. [When you are an



148

engineer], you always do stuff. It is so cbéle also believes that his jodding stuff is

a real job. When | shared with him that my dissertationuldobe on Blackboard, he
seemed surprised, laughed politely, and s&dme on now...Blackboard... So...what'’s
your point?...Aren’t you still an anthropologist?.He seemed confused on the idea of
me being an anthropologist and choosing Blackbd@chnology) as a subject for my
study. We had a discussion on what technology & \ahy anthropologists can and
should study technology. For him, concepts cantioge important than things. He said,
“... Like, why would one need to know that? Whenayewan engineer, it matters what
you do, not how you call it. You know what | meahki®’ may be correct: One can live a
whole life with no need for certain definitions. tYéhe way we define the world is the
way we perceive it, which, furthermore, shapesamions.

Somehow we share the same physical world, but ndenstandings derive from
and are deeply affected by how we are situatedoaiety: what group or groups we
belong to, what we do for living, what type of edtion we have, and what beliefs we
share. Being an engineer and feeling attached tat véhrandomly described a&®ol
things is mostly perceived as completely different frominyg an anthropologist, even
though as an anthropologist, one may be able twodes the unseen parts thfe cool
stuff The difference in how people view our world beesnproblematic when the
material world gains social value and becomesHetigl; the producers not only take

power to define and index things, but also to aféesociety’s decision-making.

The Assemblage of Online Technology
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There is more than one wrong perception about erdiasses which are described
as self-taught and with minimal faculty supervisioim contrast, from my own
experiences and based on my discussions with golésa the teaching faculty believes
that there is much more work involved when teacluniine than face-to-face. There is a
tendency to routinize or computerize the procesdesnline teaching, neglecting the
social significance of human relationship beyondt Nnly is the human negotiation in
education long recognized, but it is also instinélized through different mechanisms,
as it will be explained further in the followingagraphs.

In contrast, the routine of online classes invelwhat, generally speaking, can
be described by the known terms of technology, negie human skills, knowledge,
memory, and much more. | will describe online gngdas an illustration. The process
means a completion of a series of tasks: get ftepa turn it on, log in using an ID and
password, go to My Favorite Places, click on thédmurecognized as the University,
insert my ID and password in a designated areagckchmail, read email, send and/or
reply to others, go to the Blackboard Tab, clickome of the current courses’ links, go to
the Grade Center, look over the assignments sudmirity students, and click on the ones
that are ready to be graded. If the assignmentcsuese paper, download the document
first. Then, read and insert comments. Add thetsoBubmit. Move to the next student.

None of the steps described in this process islynegehnology or merely skills
or merely knowledge, for that matter. Grading atinenpaper needs every one of the
steps, which requires one to have an institutiacakss to my class, to have a computer,

but also to have access to the Internet, Blackhqaoaer, etc. As already stated, even
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though online grading is built into such a techgatal framework, in reality, the whole
process is especially characterized by human reggots. Adding points automatically
online for the completion of tasks is not the tityadf the grading process: online grading
remains a process of human negotiation. Even whenpbints show right away on
Blackboard, as in the case of tests or quizzemutating the questions, adjusting each
guestion and possible answer, and shaping theeeaggessment, including the time each
group of learners would need in testing, remaingaae of human judgment and
subjectivity.

Grades themselves remain a matter of human negatiaven though there are
SO0 many institutional rules in this area. The Am&ni educational system considers
grades sacred and merit-based. The system is dmikkthecks and balances, which
involves a student evaluation of the instructothat end of the semester. It is obvious to
many faculty members and administrators that tlessduations are also subjective and
greatly affected by a consumer satisfaction modda lgood or even easy grade is
expected, the chances for a good student evaluat®migh. Or, the evaluation can be
problematic if the grades received during the séenege not satisfactory to the student.
The system of grading and evaluation is very cocapdéid especially for online classes.
Even though grading is not within the scope of shely, the argument here is on the
complexity of technological processes in gradinginenbut also on the undistinguishable

role of the human factor in the process of grading.

Human Issues and Dilemmas
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As already discussed, using Internet technologregdaching and learning can
make education more difficult for learners. Thectkpancy between the official
discourse of Blackboard and the reality of its issenly a small part of the confusion. A
large part of it has to do with the learner’s cotepey: skills, knowledge, and habits for
operating those technologies. Although elLearnirtdirtelogies continue to be used by
more and more universities and although these tdabies are continually updating and
changing, little attention is given to building tBkills and knowledge of learners, who
are usually assumed to be fully capable of selirieg. Ignored is the human capital
especially when those technologies are switchedalrghould start from the beginning.
This situation can create conflicting images anehesan make it difficult to detect issues
faced by learners. Online classes offer ample eweleof this issue. Sometimes | get
emails that read,

“...1just posted my discussion on the Discussion Baadirealized that a green

sign appeared on that column seen from the GradedeCePlease let me know

what is wrong there so | can fix it. Just don’t wémlose any points since | am
working hard. Thnfsic].”*°

A green square with a white exclamation mark insgda Blackboard sign that
shows automatically after a submitted assignmentoisplete and ready for grading
(Capture 4-1). The sign appears differently whemkwsubmitted does not meet certain
criteria. When these criteria are not met, as showiCapture 4-2, the sign is gray with

what looks like a small piece of paper and penthose are all new, clever clues to help

the Internet communication. By knowing the mearohghose signs, a student can avoid

* From individual communication at my WSU account.
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unnecessary related communication with faculty @erp. A lack of a shared
understanding is an indication of the inner cotslibetween an official language of the
technology and an institutional attempt for builylea culture of use where the technology
use is considered a social value without providorgways that a deep understanding of
the technology can reach all learners. At thisllelearning the technology is left to be

achieved occasionally through contact with oth@rsi®r through an individual trial and

error.
Duu ..
o U (B7.50%) 6.0 (67.92%) 25.00 a 473.00 (95.94%;
31.00 (¥7.50%) %400 (64.15%) -- -- 406.00 (82.35%) ‘
22.00 (55.00%) %2300 (43.40%) -- -- 37700 (76.47%)
10 200 (70.00%) 12.00 (24.53%) 25.00 = 407.00 (82.56%)
0o 32.00 (80.00%) %700 (69.81%) = 381.00 (77.28%)
10 35.00 (87.50%) F44.00 (83.02%) = 477.00 (96.75%)
25.00 (5.40%)
35.00 (7.81%)

Capture 4-1: The LMS language is often confusing

In sum, this section briefly describes the assegwlaf elLearning technologies
highlighting the differences of the assemblage eleisithat include but are not limited to
artifacts, laws and rules, human competency, astiattitudes, language, and procedures.
An important aspect of Blackboard is the discowsserounding the technology that
speaks of human negotiation, organization, anditutisinal power involved in the
technological processes. The next section is ailelétalescription of Blackboard

assemblage in its own context.
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Blackboard Assemblage
In general termsBlackboardis used in reference to a software package mainly

designed for educational purposes. For this stBthckboardis defined as a technology
that involves the Internet for teaching and leagniimat is produced by Blackboard, Inc.
from 1998 until the company was sold. Simply pugdBboard is a software application
that allows online communication and exchanges dducational purposes. The
technology is known for supporting fully online st@s and providing space for face-to-
face supplementation. At different points, Blackttb has been known as a Learning
Management System (LMS), a Course Management Sy$@wS), and a Virtual

Learning Environment (VLE).

The Software

From the first version of the product, when Blackitb was just an “idea for
making college applications onlin&until now, when Blackboard is mostly identified
with online education, the product has greatly gea@hin how it is conceptualized,
produced, implemented, transferred, organized &ncepred. For this study, Blackboard
refers to the software package under the popuflan Blackboardwidely known and
used in the field of education mainly between tkearg 2000 and 2013, a period under
the focus for my study. The Blackboard software liad many developments during this

time; some of its features have changed, some teived, and some others have been

0 Interview with Michael Chasen, the CEO of the ye&r2006. www.smartceo.com May 2006 Issue.
Retrieved on 06/11/2013



154

created and added. However, there is still a Blaakth architecture that makes the
product recognizable among its users.

As of the end of 2013, according to the officialbsiée of Blackboard, LLC, the
Blackboard software package includes a varietyotif\@re and services that extends the
idea of teaching and learning through online comication. It includes the following
platforms:

Blackboardlearn (symbol +) is a popular software that enablesnenlieaching. It is
described as making “teaching effective, and legymnore exciting-in and beyond the
traditional wall.”

Blackboardconnect(symbol )) ) is a software that enables commurocatiia Internet.

It is described as a tool for reaching an “entwenmunity in seconds with personalized
messages, updates, and alerts.”

Blackboardanalytics (symbolv ) s is a software that enables a database inf@mand
results. It is described as helpful for getting itdg) self-service access to accurate

information so [one] can make more informed deadisibd

Blackboardcollaborate (symbol » ) is a software that offers a “more abanteractive
learning experience that keeps everyone engaged.”

Blackboardtransact is a software that enables financial transactiéns. described as
making “life on and off campus more secure, conmehiand prosperous for everyone.”

Blackboardmobile is a software that enables connections throughllapbene. It is
described as giving a “community access to all etspef educational experience and
campus services in their mobile devices.”

Blackboardengageis a software that provides “a solution that trolgets the website
and communication needs of every K-12 stakeholder.”

Blackboard also offers a packagesefvicessuch as the following:

Developmental Educationis a comprehensive program of blended instructoiwl
online remedial courses designed to improve stuaemevement level cost-effectively.

Managed Hostingis a program that aims to help the achievemetiteahighest levels of
uptime, availability, and peace of mind 24/7.
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Strategic Solutionsis an expert guidance that aims to get the mosbbtechnology,
build new programs or improve existing ones.

Student Servicedss a program for deliver easy access to servicesm-assistance with
financial aid and registration to technical support

Education Open Source Services a full range of services added recently thapsut
the use of open source technologies in educatgiyding Moodle, Sakai and others.

Online Program Managementis support for developing a program that extelodal
capabilities,meshes with the uniqueness of institution, andlialéne’s online learning
vision.

A Business Model

In 1996, Mathew Pittinsky, a KPM®& employer, focused his attention on
“education as an industry,” using that mantra agoal for his future business plans.
Describing the moment that sparkled “Genesis,” @fAfge business plan document that
initiated the Blackboard Inc. Pittinsky wrote:

“One day | just got this idea for Blackboard. | renieer | was jogging along the

Charles River and it dawned on me that at diffepdates around the Harvard

University campus the faculty was starting to useWeb. | wondered if they

were using the Web in their class wérk

Soon after the creation of “Genesis,” he and Mitl@&tesen, another co-worker
from KPMG, embraced the idea of an Internet teabglthat would offer online

applications for a fee to the students in highercation. The concept of the Internet as a

provider for sharing information in higher educatibecame quintessential in their

> KPMG, LLC an audit, tax, and advisory firm is orfetie largest professional services companiesen th
world and one of the Big Four auditors, along witgloitte, Ernst & Young and PricewaterhouseCoopers.
Its global headquarters is located in Amstelvelea,Netherlands.

2 Chasen the CEO of Year 2006. www. Smartceo.com Mép Pg.47. Retrieved on 06/11/2013
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business model. As stated during the same interciead above, they decided to call it
Blackboard, because “Blackboards have been viuwdbsys of the way we have learned
for generations.”

From a variety of public interviews given by theaBkboard co-founders, and
also based on Blackboard technology developmenés bme as | have experienced
them, it has become obvious that the business dealsme the central motivating factor
for the product rather than the educational outcoofdearners. As Chasen explained in
his interview as CEO of the year 2006 , he wantetusiness model” that will allow him
to do what he loved, work with his friends, makmtaof money and change the world.
Even though they describe themselves as “computes,gboth Chasen and Pittinsky
lack either computer or educational backgroundstebd, they shared a business dream
and vision to involve the Internet in their busime$hey founded Blackboard LLC in
June 1997 as a business that could use the Intergain a foothold in higher education.
Based on Chasen'’s interview as the CEO of the 3@@8, the main goal of the company
during that time was to provide “technical standdia online learning applications”.

Blackboard LLC, at that point a prospective bass) started its life as a
contractor of Instructional Management System Globasarning Consortium (IMS
GLC), a non-profit organization described as a glphon-profit, member organization
that aims to enable “the growth and impact of legyriechnology in the education and
corporate learning sector worldwid& As it will be further explained in the next sectjo

this situated Blackboard into what is describeceras a user network within American

> \www.educause.edu
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higher education. IMS GLC is a project within thetMnal Learning Infrastructure
Initiative (NLII) of EDUCAUSE™ designed “to establish the critical aspects of
interoperability in the learning market.” These gections help trace the developments
of Blackboard, demonstrating how this technologinga access to the main players in
the educational field, how the main goals of theasortium influenced the expansion of
Blackboard, and how these early relationships plexifor the future business of

Blackboard.

A Public Promise: Just Click and Read

The official website of Blackboard, Inc., stateat Courselnfo LLC — the other
major part of what became known as Blackboard —feasded at Cornell University, a
few months later than Blackboard, LLC., in Augu881. Courselnfo’s official plan was
to develop a technology to create easy tools fofegsors who wanted to have useful
materials online for their classes.

Daniel Cane, who co-founded Courselnfo with StepBédfus, describes himself
as a sophomore at Cornell University in Ithaca, Néwk, when he realized that there
were “a lot of deficiencies around the [universitgmpus.® In the late 90s even though
the Internet was not as popular as it is today,ddwens at Cornell were all wired and

connected. This made it possible for some of theewsity professors to use their own

> http://www.educause.edu/about/mission-and-orgaioizétistory/educom-history.  Retrieved  on

09/12/2013

5 Interview with Daniel Cane. The success story aini@l Cane: Serial entrepreneur and founder of
Blackboard. http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SIblWFCg. Uploaded on October 28, 2011. Retrieved
on 09/30/2012.
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websites to put course materials online for théidents. Cane, a student with good
computer skills, helped a senior lecturer in hatistics course in improving a website to
facilitate communication with her 300 students.his interview, Cane describes the
initial idea as very simple: it consisted of howget a copy of the course notes into an
existing network so students in the classroom cspkhd more class time learning than
in just “scrambling notes.”

Figure 4-4 shows an excerpt taken from Cornell @Giacte (1998), the university
newspapef Courselnfo is described as a software that allpasfessors to build
websites on their own without any deep knowledgeriogramming. Interestingly, it
seems that there is not any significant changeha goftware architecture: course
announcements, course documents, staff informadienalso widely used by current
Blackboard and other LMSs. Within a year, Cane @&ilfus founded Courselnfo, “a
service company to help professors building webdite their courses” (Interview 2011).
Soon after, the process, and the goal itself, esthiftom building websites into building
tools that would help the creation of websites. Tigh demand for websites and the
burdensome amount of work, as Cane explains imtesview, led the group to the idea
of building a generic do-it-yourself modél

With this background and within a year, Cane anéu&ifounded Courselnfo, “a

service company to help professors building webdite their courses” (Interview 2011).

>® As | am writing the dissertation and get prepawgdlie new semester, | realized that the confignmadf
Blackboard has no changes as all the items deschibiee are the major items | work with.

" It should be noted that business and entreprehipuare supported in many ways in American
Universities that provide their students with kneddge and sometimes even funding for starting their
businesses.
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Soon after, the process, and the goal itself, esthiftom building websites into building
tools that would help the creation of websites. Tigh demand for websites and the
burdensome amount of work, as Cane explains imtesview, led the group to the idea
of building a generic do-it-yourself model. Courdel became a software product for
education aiming at “easy use” by faculty. Witkieir first year of service, Courselnfo

had twelve universities as clierfts

After much development, the Courselnfo software [allpws to create a Webside
that includes a general front page for course amecements, with links to pages
such as “Course Documents”, “Staff Information”, s#ignments” ang
“Communications”. An educator can choose to put iafiyrmation on these pages,
making materials such as syllabi, course rostempte exams and links to other
relevant Websites available to students. Also, grquoject chat rooms anfd
discussion boards are available through Course#rfd,students can link their own
personal e-mail accounts on Web pages. Educatss @n post surveys arnd
quizzes, which can be quickly graded and analyzed.

A major goal of Course Info is to keep programmionga minimum for faculty|
members. No knowledge of html, the technical lagguior creating Web pages, |s
necessary.

Figure 4-4: Excerpt from Cornell Chronicle

E-venture

After the merger of Blackboard and Courselnfo,dkecutives began to seek new
streams of capital. Chasen describes that timamgra when venture capitalists seemed
to invest in just about any company with a loweec®s in front or ‘.com’ at the end®®

Thus, on the same day as the press release annguheimerger of the two companies,

%8 http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SIblJ7cbFCg

%9 Michael Chasen, Small Business Award 2009. KeySmteaker. Part 1 and 2. Uploaded Aug. 8, 2009.
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XbtiCnVW204 Retrieven 09/01/2013.
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a second press release announced the “successhpletmn” of a private equity
financing with Ching-Ho Fung, introduced adeading (the emphasize is mine) local
entrepreneur with a successful experience in grgvwintech companies. However, it
seems that the new Blackboard team took the fesbss step towards capitalizing on
their new business model with the release of thes peoduct called Blackboard
Courselnfo 3.0 on July 26, 1999. On the press seléd@m Blackboard, the software is
described as “designed for helping faculty to de&licourses fully online.” The team
announced a triple goal: to build on the indusewdership; to create the “absolute
easiest” and effective education platform; and &y pack investors. The Blackboard
Courselnfo technology became available at a spe®dah00 annual license fee for
academic institutions (for unlimited courses anersiswith a $500 fee for a basic annual
support package that could be purchased with theaddicense.

After making their product available, it was ne@gdo establish a user base and
a market of users. As a matter of fact, establghgonod users would soon become a
routine for the Blackboard produce@ood usersare outstanding clients: universities that
would purchase the software, accept the criteriasef cooperate in further changes and
updates, and be committed to keeping a user stahish would mean offering a fertile
environment for the implementation of software, ntgintenance, and its training for
troubleshooting. Being a good user also meant lga&iocommitment to creating a culture
of Blackboard use within an institution: professavbo would use Blackboard for
teaching, students who would want to take onliress#s, and administrators who would

commit to synchronizing the needs and desires ef dther groups while making
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technology work. The preparation of a socially-gtce environment became crucial for
the use of this technology. Right after the mexfdBlackboard and Courselnfo the new
company started to publish different press releaseb videos with examples of real
students, professors, and administrators descriBlagkboard as “a simple yet needed
tool,” “enhancing education,” “freeing the studém@m the regime of the past,” “freeing
professors from exhaustion,” and “giving adminigira opportunities to lower the

cost.”®°

Expanding Education Opportunity

Even though there is no direct correlation found tlus study, it seems that
businesses such as Blackboard and Courselnfo lesttlaped during a time when the
American government was convinced to make educdti@chnologies a priority of its
own. The government’s initiatives helped promotedain discourse around educational
technologies which along with the related laws bélthese technologies to be viewed as
social values.

Al Gore®?, the 45th Vice President of the US, is known ia flublic eyes for his
prominent role in envisioning the infrastructureliofernet in entire education system in
America and becoming a spokesman for this developmé\s stated on the official

website of organization called the Internet Hall kdme, Gore was one of the first

8 A collection of 60 videos shown on http://www.yohe.com/user/BlackboardTV Retrieved between
06/01/2012 and 04/02/2013.

®1 http://clinton5.nara.gov/WH/Accomplishments/eigrdys-05.html Retrieved on 10/04/2013

%2 http://www.internethalloffame.org/inductees/al-gdretrieved on 10/01/2012
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government officials to recognize that “the Intdrimepact could reach beyond academia
to fuel educational and economic growth as wells’@ Congressman, he did create the
High-Performance Computing and Communication Act@1 (the so-called Gore Bill),
which allocated $600 million for high-performancenguting. This helped in the
creation of National Research and Educational N&tw(NREN) and National
Information Infrastructure (NII), known also as fidormation Superhighway. It became
Gore’s personal mission to connect “every classrémthe Internet by the year 2000”.
Figure 4-5 shows an excetptaken from The White House’s official website
(Clinton-Gore Administration: A Record of Progrestipws the changes associated with
the government initiative — significant studentess for using computers and exploring
the Internet as well as teacher technology trairimad the funds for making educational
technology a high priority:
With the Vice President's leadership, the Clintar&sAdministration has made
increasing access to technology a top priority. Phesident and Vice President
created the Technology Literacy Challenge Fundelp ksonnect every school to
the Internet, increase the number of multimedia maers in the classroom and
provide technology training for teachers. They @ased overall investments in
educational technology from $23 million in 19934669 million in FY 2000, and
tripled funding for Community Technology Centersréach at least 120 low-
income communities. Through the E-rate program,y tlsecured low-cost
connections to the Internet for schools, librarresal health clinics and hospitals,
benefiting more than 80 percent of America's pubticools. They also increased
investment in education research to ensure altaml benefit from educational
technology. In 1999, 95 percent of public schooésernconnected to the Internet -

up fromjust 35 percent in 1994.

Figure 4-5: Clinton-Gore administration: A Record of Progress

®3 Fy 2000 Budget, p. 67; National Center for Eduaatfiatistics, Stats in Brief NCES 2000-086, 2/00.
Retrieved on 11/02/2013.
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Beyond Technology and Business

In the press release of April 29 18§98Blackboard announced that it was in the
process of merging with Courselnfo and as a resuti,new products €lassroomand
Campus— were in the process of development. Classroors defined as a server
software that allowed universities to “host statmha courses,” including online syllabi,
full collaboration tools, authoring tools, assesstmevizards, student and course
webpages, and many other features. Campus wastinasidered as a “scalable version”
of Classroom aimed for an organization or instiatio host numerous classes with some
additional features like a virtual center and if#ees into existing administrative
systems.

In the press release, Classroom and Campus arkilbatreghlighted as “IMS-
based Course Delivery Tools” and Blackboard Indefined as a&ignificant source of
expertisein designing the IMS standards. The same presagselrecognizes Courselnfo
as a fteading web-based course management system” utilized byestdeading
universities.” Blackboard Inc. is also described*ti®e primarytechnical contractor to
IMS” and “a leading provider of technologies that make the Internetrenaseful for
teaching and learning.” Another paragraph emphasiB&ackboard as aléading

participant” in the IMS standards, which was ddsmili as “a project sponsored by

®Blackboard Press Release Archive: http://www.blaekl.com/news-and-events/press-releases.aspx
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Educom, a nonprofit consortium of over 600 highéuaation institutions, universities,
and others.” (All emphasis is mine.)

The Blackboard press releases during 1997-1998 steaitegically crafted. Not
only was the recently-merged Blackboard-Courseldf@ eager to publically show its
connections with organizations such as IMS and Buugaffiliations with an already-
existing powerful network within American higherusation). An almost need for being
recognized as a key player within these existirtgvaiks is notable. The high density of
the words IMS and Educom in the early Blackboaekpreleases and the way that those
connections were described made the exploratidhosle linkages suitable for this study.
What is the significance of affiliations with graiguch as IMS and Educom in the new
field of eLearning technologies? Why it became spartant for a new educational
software company such as Blackboard to highlightdnnections with IMS? In search
for answering these questions, some new patteresgeh at a macro level; patterns that
may show no direct connections to Blackboard deureknts but which are of a strong

relevance with the context that provided for thdeeelopments.

The Network Configuration
Networkis an inclusive yet analytic category for the stildat resulted from a
historical overview of Blackboard developments fromaltiple sources that will be cited
in this chapterNetwork as it will be described and explained in thigisec is result of a
discourse and a comparative analysis among whatoasdered as parts of the network.
For example, as the names imply, there is a semtoinection between the Michigan

Blackboard Users Group (miBUG) annual conferenae tae IBM 1041 User Group of
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1962, the group meetings that mark the genesisDIEAUSE, the association for
information technology in higher education. Thetdng of EDUCAUSE — the merger of
CAUSE (College and University Machine Records Cmeriee) and Educom
(Interuniversity Communication Council, Inc.) — sV that the idea of elLearning
technologies in American higher education grew dwam the gatherings of
representatives among higher educational settimgisaperated IBM 1041 machine and
became a movement of its own

This section describes the dynamics within usewokding and its growth
through connections, associations, and relationsated and established among
representative groups within the American institms of higher education, corporations,
and government agencies as they emerged in tledidhigher education soon after the
end of World War II. It documents in details theeakning technology dynamics from
the early compassion of educators for educatia@@inologies to the interest and vision

of corporate that saw them as a new field for profi

Early Technology Compassion and Interests

Figure 4-6: The Pressey Machine
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A picture of the Pressey Testing Machine, patemddte 1920s documents that
the idea of hardware in education does not statth Wie computers, as the idea of
distance learning also does not start with thertretieand Internet applications. There is
no doubt that both of them are rooted in a sincE®ire for improving teaching and
learning as an important human activity. It is, é@ample, a teacher’s dream to provide
students with visuals or hands-on activities on heaopic. A freely human
communication with no constraints in place and fimkat may seem quite ordinary for
the contemporary American society, has also beeaveays educator’s dream.

According to A History of Virtual Learning Envirorent$”, it shows that as early
as March 20, 1840, the Boston Gazette advertised istdescribed as the “New method
of Short Hand” by Caleb Phillips statintPersons in the country desirous to Learn this
Art, may be having the several Lessons sent wéekhem, be as perfectly instructed as
those that live in BostohThis is maybe one of the first recognized attesrtptovercome
the geographic constraints in the field of educatiblowever, the idea of distance
learning has been found in the official documeritsha lIllinois Wesleyan University
circa 1872. For the first time, however, the comtdsgfound in use in a University of
Wisconsin-Madison catalog for the 1892-93 schoalry8ix years later, the first distance
learning institution called University of Wiscondiixtension was creat&t

In terms of hardware, even though the teaching mactigure 4-6 ) of Sidney

Pressey, an Ohio State University professor of IRdpgy, seems rare for its time, the

85 A History of Virtual Learning Environments.
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/History of virtual_leaing_environments. Retrieved on 10/12/2013.
% A History of Virtual Learning Environments
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way that Pressey described it, provides for an mapb theme on how to understand the
developments to come many years later. The mactheeiirst of its kind known, was
developed to provide “drill and practice items” students. It was programmed as a
typewriter carriage with a window that revealed w@esfion with four answers. The
student pressed the key that corresponded to thect@nswer allowing so the results to
be tracked by the machine simultaneously. This maclvas an attempt to eliminate the
grading time of professors. Pressey wrote thatnashine would mark “the industrial
revolution in education.”

Those sporadic attempts to industrialize educabecame consistent especially
after World War Il, when more attention and capitaére placed in technology
developments. Norbert WieneiGybernetic§{MIT Press), a book about human-machine
communication in which cybernetics is defined dse“scientific study of control and
communication of the animals and the machinesa islear indication of what has
captured society’s minds and interests duringtihe. Soon after, such attempts became
projects. For example, KUHT, an American publicet&sion station aired the first
televised college classes for the University of tdosn 1953. By the mid-1960s, more
than one hundred thousand semester hours weret tdwghgh this medium. KUHT also
made Harvey White’s physics lessons available aushnds of American public school
classrooms. The total enrollment for these lessexreeded one hundred thousand

student¥’.

*” A History of Virtual Learning Environments
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While the modern history of technology developmeant&merican education is
full of similar advancements, there are two culitioves that paved the path for the
eLearning technologies we know today: one was Rrgred Logic for Automated
Teaching Operations (PLATO) and the second one Adisanced Research Projects
Agency Network (ARPANET). PLATO was a system thedttired multiple roles online,
including students, instructors, authors and a caked multiple, which was brought into
play for different demonstrations. The program weisated by the University of lllinois
in the 1960s and run there for about four decagdsré its final termination in 2006.
ARPANET, a program commissioned by the US Departroémefense in 1969 is the
Internet as we know it.

While it makes sense that such large projects a&TPLor ARPANET were
projects of publically well-recognized actors suah University of lllinois or the US
Department of Defense, it remains unclear how Gxofs or Blackboard LLC managed
to overcome the reputation and maturity of PLAT@ &ecome important players in the
market of educational technologies. It should beleasized, however, that the political,
technological, and economical dynamics within theekican Higher Education have
provided for a variety of new companies or prodsmitware, all with the promise to
make the American education better yet with diffees (as we will further see in the
next paragraphs) in how those companies were agdnin their working philosophy

and relationship with others. Before discussingdéails, it is important to start with the
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data that marks the institutionally birth of theeirest on the eLearning technologies to

become®
IBM 1401 Users Group

In 1962, under IBM (The International Business Maek Corporation)
sponsorship, 22 data processing directors from Aaer universities and colleges
organized as an IBM 1401 Users Group in an annegitimg in Chicago. IBM 1401 was
a computer for processing data stored in the pwachs. Those 22 individuals were
representatives of “the first real users” of thenpaoters for processing administrative
data in the institutions of higher educatfS-he group, who called itself the College and
University Systems Exchange or CAUSE and had asbgective to share information
about the new administrative systems “they weranmggg to develop”, marks the first
recognized connection of that kind between reptesers of higher education and the
corporate sector. The meeting marked the beginainghat would become a powerful
network within American higher education.

From the corporations’ perspective that always hseen the field of education as
a “source of innovative ideas” and a mechanism g&in market acceptanc@” this
meeting was announced as an effort for maintaiairtgchnology transfer (knowledge

and skills) as well as getting users’ feedbacktifesdevelopments show, these kinds of

® A History of American Learning Environments

® Unless otherwise stated, the source of the infaonain the developments of technologies on thel fiel
of education for this chapter is taken from theoidf website of EDUCAUSE: www.educause.org

© The EDUCOM history by Robert. C. Heterick Jr. Hfigww.educause.edu/about/mission-and-
organization/history/educom-history Retrieved 00812 014
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meetings mark the roots of a large network, anmastfucture culturally constructed to
support the use of technologies in education. Whmerican colleges, universities, and
libraries were open for accepting new organizatidnals and especially looking for
additional funding, the producers of those toolseMeoking to expand the market for
their products. These corporations had money desticéo the expansion of their
business and the expansion of the market. As mechiproducers moved toward
offering a larger variety of their products (fromneh cards to computers and programs),
they were careful to maintain their ties in edumatby establishing connections with
steady users for their products, by expanding thaber of users, and by extending the
user capacity through offering new products. Inheaase, offering grant money for
research and sponsoring user gatherings becamilgstdor network advancement to
create diversity in products and to develop newaise

Among themselves, representatives from the Amerncdieges, universities, and
libraries began to be sorted, organized, and reaxgd in a variety of groups and
alliances under a variety of goals: first for thagose of “sharing information on new
administrative system” or “new administrative opienas” (early 1960s), then “on the
provision of information to support decision makKir{girca 1975), to later arrive at the
idea of using computer technology for “improvingathing and learning” (in 1990s). In
each case, a variety of sponsors from the corpevatl played a distinguished role in
those processes. Beside CAUSE, another good exarhfiie way colleges, universities,
and libraries became organized is the history af bther parallel associations created

within the American higher education system: Edncand Online Computer Library
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Centers, Inc. Thus, while CAUSE was formally crdate 1970 as a non-profit
organization, Educom (officially known as Interuaisity Communication Council, Inc.
in 1966) was initiated as an organization that dina¢ sharing information among
medical schools of some of the elite American ursi¥es that had been working
together on a five-year grant for administrativemgpions. In addition, Online Computer

Library Centers, Inc. was created three years (&ee Capture 4-2).

e — e

) p—— ‘..\
.fThlLty;[QLJﬂ_eg?s%ﬂ, a group of medical school deans and vice presidents from Duke, Harvard, SUNY, the "\.\

|' universities of California, Ilinois, Michigan, Pittsburgh and Virginia met in Ann Arbor, Michigan, to found an A\

Iu" organization dedicated to the idea that digital computers offered an incredible opportunity for sharing amang ! \
institutions of higher education. The organization they founded was the Interuniversity Communications Councll, Inc., |
better known by its trade name--Educom. Those must have been halcyon days for visionaries, as the Online Computer |

| Library Center, Inc. was formed just three years later and CAUSE, Inc.--originally devoted to administrative computing /

, issues--another four years after that. All three were created in response to a dimly perceived, but fervently believed,/
"{uture made possible by the digital computer. A

Capture 4-2Technology as a means of sharing in education

Even though all and each of these three assocsatvene incorporated and started
working closely with the American government onaaiety of issues such as copyright
and the law for a fair online use, a part of theneyosupporting their growth came from
the business world. Thus, the W.K. Kellogg Fouratatienewed the initial $650,000
grant for Educom with another for $600,000 in 19691973, the John and Mary Markle
Foundation awarded grants to study the involvenoérdable TV in education, and the
Exxon Education Foundation granted $66,000 to ststdye agencies and centralized
computing services for colleges and universitigs. the following years, Educom
received significant amounts of grant money, thigdst single grant being the million-

dollar grant plus the equipment for startup of BIENET information center given by
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IBM. The BITNET information center became the pd®n for e-mail connectivity for
most of the institutions of higher education in th® and abroad.

It should be emphasized that donations and chithain respected traditions in
American life, where individuals take pride by grees of sharing or giving back to the
community. A similar tradition with both religiowsd philosophical roots is well known
in other parts and cultures of the world. It isoaks tradition for big corporate and
powerful individuals to establish foundations tlzaintinuously support programs and
activities that assumedly add value to communitgg American society. Well-known
foundations have been a great support especiallgcfmols and educational institutions.

Besides being widely recognized and celebratedetlgg gifts are used to also
show wealth, prestige, and to leave legacy. Theafis, gspecially in the field of
education, allow individuals and corporations ali@ebuild up their public images. In a
more sophisticated way, they also create persaralactions with institutions and their
officials. There are instances when such giftsgawen in exchange for certain services
that usually remain unknown for the public. In eertcases, grant money is given to
institutions and individuals in higher educatiorsupport of research in certain fields and
with certain products (or what Robert C. Heteridk,calls it “advancing market”). In the
United States, the grant money given by corporatemd individuals is recognized, and
encouraged, by law.

Although the analysis of the amount of profit gainéhrough technology
investment in education compared to the grant m@reyided by those corporations

exceeds the scope of this study, it shows thatthesnections allowed the corporations
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to strategically develop networks that would previdr their own products. The years
after World War Il were characterized by intensredationships between corporations
and institutions of higher education that gave e¢hesrporations an entry point into
higher education through mutual research projectd #echnology developments.
Interestingly, by 1975, terms such as “managemgsiems” and “information systems”
were often used interchangeably with “administetdata processing.” For many, this
was a signal for the transition “from a focus oa tise of computers to process data to a
focus on the provision of information to supportid®n making.” Later on, the trend
switched to technologies that would “enhance lewyfiia term that has become quite
popular when speaking about technologies in edutati

The expansion of technologies in education occuseequickly that the network
soon involved a plethora of technology produceid publishers. American government
agencies also became a larger part of this netvesd though their status was different.
Not only was the American government involved ia firocess through the funding of
technology projects in education, but it also sufgmb these projects publically and
politically by crafting legislation to support grtwin the field. The network started
expanding the ties abroad as well.

This network growth, and the corporate influencat thuided its developments,
did not happen in unnoticed. Many feared the infaee of the profitable corporate
approaches in the field of education. For examplethe Sciencemagazine issue of
October 1966, James Grier Miller, one of the eparlysidents of EDUCAUSE network,

elaborated his rationale for the founding of thevoek stating the following:
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The dilemma of the information explosion affectsaalpects of higher education,
the primary function of which may be viewed aomfiation processing broadly
conceived, including the creation of new inforroat(research), transmission of
information (teaching), learning of information stdents, and storage and
retrieval of information in libraries. Administiah and management of
universities also involve many sorts of informatgrocessing...Emphasis must
remain on the human goals of educational institistj rather than the gaddeéts
The developments of Blackboard, however, do noessarily confirm that the emphasis
remained on the human goals of educational ingiitat A reconstruction of power was
involved and intertwined along with the developnsertf the user network and

technology.

Learning Technologies as a Social Value

The connections, associations, and relations antbegrepresentatives within
American higher education, corporations, and gawemt agencies are foremost social
constructions of powers already recognized as pa#exclusion, power of inclusion,
hierarchical power, and power to program specifitworks’? In general terms, the
associations within the American higher educati@meaproducts of a power to program
user networks, networks aiming at a culture of nebbgy use in education. Which of the
technologies — Blackboard or Moodle or MOOCs — gginominence matters not, as
technology could not change the nature of the @stsmc. Not only were associations

such as CAUSE and Educom developed to gain poweasohtinuing to program user

T www.educause.edu

"2 The categories of power here, with slight differesy meet Castells’ categories on A Network Thedry
Power (2011). https://www.google.com/webhp?soureareh_app#qg=network+power+castells Retrieved
on 12/12/2013.
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networks within education, but the powers and pyestf these associations were legally
recognized. For example, in October 2001, the Depart of Commerce awarded the
management of the edu domain to the EDUCAUSE menggking the networking
power of inclusion and exclusion a realifyln these terms, to be recognized as an
educational institution one needs to have a cehtsiérnet address under the edu domain.
In contrast, any institution or organization whaosternet address is not within the edu
domain has not sufficient credentials to be publiceecognized as an educational
institution.

Apparently, CAUSE and Educom used their own squiaktige and knowledge
to first become organized on their own, and themésge to continue networking by the
same set of cultural means. Those processes wastrocted as extensions of the user
network originated in the IBM users groups. Eaththese associations, before and after
their merger, established institutional powerfullatiens through publications,
memberships, monetary support, educational servared mutual recognitions among
educational institutions, corporations, and govesntragencies. The following sections
describe some of the specific forms of powers tiefped make eLearning technologies a

social value and that helped promote the growtihefuser network.
Publications

The networking developments during the years wese@ated with an increase

in the number of new publications which emergecinithe field of higher education

3 http://net.educause.edu/edudomain/ Retrieved ({2014
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devoted exclusively to the new communication tetbgies. Not only were the
publications suggestively sharing the latest infation in technology developments in
education, but they also became a tribune of ratiognfor individuals, groups, and
institutions for the so-called achievements in fib&l of new technologies, planting the
social-value seed of eLearning technologies witha system. Each of the associations
maintained its own publications. For example, teedf prominent publications includes
Cause Informatiomewsletter (1972 ducom Bulletin1966) (replaced later by Educom
Review), CASUE/EFFECTmagazine (1978)Member Institution Profilg1979),Cause
Monographs SeriegsCause Annual Repor{1980), Educom Networking(1983), or
Campus Computing Strategi€$983). The bimonthly newslettdlanage ITaddressed
the so-called global trans-campus issues, includiederal legislation related to
technology matters in higher education (1990). Sofmbe publications took interesting
suggestive names such Ahat Presidents Need to Know publication of the Higher

Education Information Resources Alliance (HEIRalta), published first in 1992.
Recognitions

Each of the associations developed its own recognflystem that also involved
accepting and exchanging recognitions with membxrdhe corporate world. For
example, CAUSE began to recognize the so-callediézements within the profession”
in 1980. These were awards established with spshgnfrom the so-called Information

associates that aimed to identify both “exemplagadership and professional
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experience.” An example of one of these awards is the CAUSEEEEF Contributor of
the Year, a recognition award for Exemplary Lealigrand Information Technology
Excellence (ELIITE Award). Beginning in 1995, Educ@awarded four to six medals per
year to interdisciplinary societies. In additiorhet Best Practices in Professional
Development, Service, and Applications, an awarth whe sponsorship of PeopleSoft,
was announced in 1994.

Recognitions by the corporate world became alsontonplace, once again
illustrating that the user networks in higher ediscadid not grow in isolation. As an
example, CAUSE was given an award for the bestadlvdesktop publishing program
given by Communication Section of the American 8tciof Association Executives.
Also, this society recognized CAUSE'’s leadership iia “Associations Advance
America” competition. In 1996, CAUSE received “Elence in Campus Networking”
sponsored by Novell and the Keystore Award for Hest membership technology

association.
Membership

Membership in associations is a prominent form @ivg@r especially when the
members are prominent institutions with recognizecial power. Membership expresses
power of both exclusion and inclusion as assoaatgeparate those to accept from those
who are not accepted and those who do not showraenrest in being members of the

association. Membership means power to share, peppote, make collective decisions,

" http://Iwww.educause.edu/about/mission-and-orgaioizAtistory/cause-history Retrieved on 07/09/2013
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and work in a collective direction. Most of all, mkership is a form of what can be
described as shared spirit and obligation. It git®snembers a totemistic power or the
symbolic power of association.

Network power of an association is usually measusgdthe number of its

members and on their pOWGI’ for makir EDUCAUSE helps those who lead, manage, and use information

technology to shape strategic IT decisions at every level within higher
education.

deC|S|OnS and inﬂuenCing the deC|S|OnS IT is more than technology to EDUCAUSE members. ltis a system of

people, processes, organizations, and challenges that are constantly
evolving.

others. The rapid growth in associatio

Learn more about our mission =

focused on eLearning denotes the increas our Programs and Services
EDUCAUSE programs and services focus on analysis, advocacy,
community building, professional development, and knowledge creation

importance of these teChn0|OgIeS and allo] to supportthe transformative rale that IT can play in higher education.

for stronger connections within USe€Capture 4-3:1T as a cultural system

networking. According to the Roots of EDUCAUSE simoan its official website, in
1970, CAUSE meeting in Denver counted 28 individualat represented 25 university
members. By 1972, however, the membership hadasereto 150 institutions and 300
people. By 1995, the organization counted 1000ngotepresentatives and more than
1300 campuses and by 1997, the number of partisdaecame 3200. Since then, the
organization has been characterized by a strongh®eship involvement.

It should be emphasized that the network of ass8onm is a formal powerful
infrastructure on its own: in order to achieve tiedwork goals and maintain powers, the
members are actively involved in academic and puddtivities. Subnetworks in the
form of committees are an indication of those veeianized activities. For example,
CAUSE created such committees as CAUSE Professibmabe, National Issues

Committee (1997), and CAUSE Consistent Groups. F19Bducom also created
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respective groups such as HEIRAIlliance, aiming fovige “a single voice on higher
education information technology issues.” The GQmadifor Networked Information was
created later, aiming to “advance scholarship amellectual productivity through the
development of a rich array of networked informatiesources.” All these different
forms of subnetworks demonstrate how associatigesthieir connections, affiliations,
and relations to maintain and expand their netwigyliowers.

The official website of EDUCAUSE states: “As Intetrgrowth surged, CAUSE
joined Educom’s Networking and Telecommunicatiorskl &orce to encourage federal
support for a National Research and Education NdétWdhe development speaks in
favor of a few interesting facts: First, the thieg networks within the American higher
education (CAUSE, Educom, and the Association bfaries) were created one after the
other somewhere between late 1960s until they ndeirgéate 1980s. Initiated as simple
gatherings of authorized executive individuals froemtain institutions within the higher
education and under the financial support of irstiere corporate outside academia, those

groups developed into quite active networks stgrim late 1980s. Second, as shown on

DISCOVER MEMBERSHIP

Explore how to empower your institution or organization through
EDUCAUSE membership

WELCOME ABOUT MEMBERSHIP APPLICATION MANAGE YOUR
MERBERSHIP TYPES T MEMBERSHIP

Becoming a Member

Become a member of the foremost cammunity of IT leaders and professionals committed ta advancing
higher education

EDUCAUSE helps those who le
every level. A com

availanle to all inte
EDUCAUSE Progr

=P

Capture 4-4: The power of membership
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as shown on Capture 4-3 and 4-4 the activity ofnibigvork has increased tremendously
after officially embraced the idea of the Interragiplications asa needfor a better
education. It would not be accurate, however, tofto the Internet developments as the
solely catalyst of the networking in higher edugati In contrary, the Internet
developments gave a legitimate motive to make #tevark powerful. The Internet just
became a totem for a further networking.

In the mid of 1990s the idea of computers, Interaat Internet applications in
education became a goal of networking rather thaetaorking means. Individuals with
careers and high reputation in the American higlulercation gave up their appointments
to pursue executive positions within the netwotk. dffices moved in the DC area to
fulfill the role of negotiators between the Amenc@overnment and corporate affecting
the law in favor of an implementation of the Inttrriechnologies in the American
education. It may seem as those affiliations gaipewver when they managed to
incorporate in their structures members from thate, from the government, as well
as by enlarging their membership globally. In tgalihe role of the user network in the
higher education is to provide others with stansasd the technologies can be
compatible. Considering that the networking povgethe power of making decisions and
building the right institutional structures to dostieate eLearning technologies in the
American higher education, it becomes clear thatpibwer belongs to the big players in

the market of eLearning technologies.

The Internet totem
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Starting from the mid of 1980s, not only were thmekican higher education
institutions engaged in research about effectiveraéscomputer technologies, but they
also initiated their own products and put them twkysometimes for a profit. A serial of
projects ended up with their first products for eational use. For example, projects like
EDUNET, where a small number of research univesitiontributed $10,000 per year to
explore the “viability of national computing resoarsharing”, came up with products
such as Educom Financial Planning Model, used irentloan 50 institutions by 1987.
BITNET’® Information Center became the major source forilecamnectivity not only
among American universities but abroad as well. dé&snthe Educational Uses of
Information Technology (previously called Educonft®&are Initiative) there were quite
a few accomplishments: Educom Code (1985-1987) hwhaddressed the use of
intellectual property in electronic formats, Thetierking and Telecommunication Task
Force (NTTF) created in 1984 as a response toafhiel evolution of computer networks
on Educom member campuses, and Equal Access tavaeftfor Instructions that
addressed the needs of people with disabilities.

In the debates that associated the growth of therrlat with a national
telecommunications policy, NTTF assumed the rola tdcilitator between government,

corporate, and higher education. As officially sthtthe new focus required “rethinking

5 According to the history of EDUCAUSE, in 1983, Edm convinced IBM to provide a grant for
creation of the BITNET (Because It's Time NETwohkjormation Center. For nearly a decade, BITNET
provided the major source of e-mail connectivity foost of higher education, both in the United &tat
and abroad. At about the same time, the Educome8tes Series monographs were launched with
publication of Campus Computing Strategies, editgdhen-president Jack McCredie. Coupled with the
growth of campus networking and personal computiEdiicom was launched into a period of explosive
growth.
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in light of the ubiquity of personal computers agansion of broadband networking.”
From then on, the main focus would extend to asfamation of teaching and learning.
As stated in the history of EDUCAUSE, “In concerittw publishers, technology
companies, and several university groups, Natidregrning Infrastructure Initiative
(NLII) began working on the Instructional Managem@&ystem (IMS) to provide the
fabric that would tie together efforts to make hagrality instructional materials
available on the Internet.” The project, under \mhigtackboard, LLC. was contracted to
assure operability standards operatedaasentrepreneurial effor{my emphasis) to
define a set of specifications for computer-mediateterials. According to Robert C.
Heterick, Jr. 8 president of Educom:
In the earlier mainframe and minicomputer perioainputer vendors had used
higher education as a source of innovative ideasstargain market acceptance.
With widespread adoption of the personal compueshnology strayed away
from a small priesthood of experts and toward tteatter populace of everyday
professionals. The Educom Corporate Associatesr@m@CAP) was started in
1984 with a rudimentary vendor exhibit at the coafee that year in Boston and
CAP membership rapidly grew t0o100. Educom's menhigerfsvent up] to 600,
and under the guidance of Director of Conference® Ellen Anderson,
conference attendance rose quickly to 3,000. By9198ndors were spending

millions at the EDUCOM annual conference to showdhsir product$®

E-learning: A Way of Life

With the Internet developments and funding avadaBl-learning became “a way

n 17

of life”** in many higher education institutions. The pulgioject A History of Virtual

Learning Environments in 1990s published in Wikigl@ecom indicates hundreds of

8 www.educause.edu
7| am paraphrasing here Don McIntosh on Trimeritus (See www.trimeritus.com/vendors). Retrieved
on 10/14/2013
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related projects (small and big), many events, guite a commitment of academia to e-
Learning®. There are multiple trends in those developme®ise, even though many
individuals put their ideas, skills, and ambitiottsvard E-learning technologies and
distance learning, the ones that succeeded wemgelbcto some of the American
university centers recognized for close ties witt hetwork. Two, similar developments
occurred in parallel in multiple centers that wouddlude, but are not limited to, those in
the US, UK, Europe, and Australia. Some of the gsoand institutions used funding
from the European Union or from their own governtseiihree, sharing knowledge and
experiences through national and internationalgasibnal gatherings became a fertile
ground for expanding the networking connectionssgeetively, there were also new
related academic work (courses and programs) deeeéldn the institutions of higher
education in all fifty states. These developmentkenone think that the ground was
finally set for what Pressey has called once “titustrial revolution in education”. What
Pressey could not foresee, however, was that exarmgh education grounded the new
fuel for the information industry, it also got gkig projected as a “new field” of industry
and started facing the consequences.

The following are some important projects developeer time: Athena, a project
which started around 1983 at MIT and which aimedcanpus-wide computing
environment for educational purposes, evolved dutime into a system of shared

services including features such as “printing amlimaterials, electronic email and

8 History of Virtual Learning Environments in thed(®
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/History _of virtual_leaing_environments_in_the_1990s. Retrieved on
01/12/2012.
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messaging, bulletin board conferencing, on-linesoitimg, online teaching assistant, on-
line help, assignment change, access to systerariBbr authentication for system
security, naming-for linking system components tbge and a service management
system”. This contributed on the development obaalled “Assessment Management
System” introduced by Formal Systems Inc. of Ptimgein 1990. At University of
Maryland, Kent Norman created HyperCourseware Jectrenic classroom that included
online syllabus, online lecture notes and readiags¢chronous chat rooms, asynchronous
discussion boards, online student profiles withtyss, online assignments, exams,
grading and a seating chart. Also, Soft Arc laudck&stClass, made for Macintosh
platform. Over 50,000 k-12 students in classrooresewconnected by Online Learning
Circles offered on the AT& T Learning Network.

In Sydney, Australia, Webster & Associates reledbedirst of several graphical
course systems with LMS included. Similar systeorsanline classes were released in
the following years in other countries such as &@M from Danish State Center for
Computing in Education, FirstClass on a Mac Seatédpen University (UK), and NKI
Distance Education in Norway. In 1995, European @dsgsion establishes the European
Multimedia Task Force aiming to “analyze the stabfisducational media in Europe”
including all cultural services and products thah ®e accessed via TVs or computers.
University of Southern Queensland, Australia sthits fully online program using a
system that linked together online discussionsysmmaterials, and online submissions
of student work. WSB (World Wide Satellite Broadoag Inc.) developed a satellite-

based distance learning using synchronized videloaanlio courseware. The content is
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delivered by a so-called content distribution systeo Windows PCs and covered
countries such as Malaysia, Thailand, and Indizhm#on South Africa (TSA) merged
with the University of South Africa (Unisa) and eaked the first version of their in-
house developed online learning environment (TSAiM@h in 1996. DigitalBrain

founded in 1997, is described as “the most heaisbd learning platform in the UK”. In
October 1996, the Fern Universitat Hagen (Germarn @ddcribed its web-based virtual

campus as user friendly and with powerful commuiocaability.

Expanding Connections

Three other forms of organization — Sharing, Stesidation, and Unification —
have helped the extension of network connectionsutih the power of inclusion. As
already shown, a large number of LMS projects vbetiag created at the same time from
many directions and in many world locations. Witta@emic gatherings as a networking
catalyst, standards and unification prove the er# of network and also fuel the
networking power. The U.S. Department of EducasorOffice of Educational
Technology assisted this process by commissioniegrig&s of white papers on various
aspects of elLearning technologies and by hostingkshops to discuss the issues.
Blackboard is a social production of this user metsince the company was initially
hired by EDUCAUSE to maintain the standards of IM®Is. The following are a
number of examples that show how the networkingaegpd its connections.

With the developments of communication technolagisual meetings became

available, extending the boundaries of an exchaofyedeas and experiences by
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expanding the number of the participants. Theeks tased for holding meetings remain
essentially similar to the tools used in distandacation as they provided for a similar
experience. The first net-based “virtual conferémeas held in conjunction with the 16
World Congress of the International Counsel fort@nse Education in 1991. The project
used email lists and Usenet groups — similar tooties used in online classes today — for
communication for the first time. Today, these oealimeetings, conferences, and
presentations are a regular networking occurrence.

Two other projects show how those organizationam& help a networking in
favor of a technology expansion. Murray Goldebdog, example, started the WebCT
project at the University of British Columbia in Maouver, Canada, in 1995. The project
was funded by a $45,000 grant from UBC'’s Teachimg) bearning Enhancement Fund.
In May 1996, Goldberg introduced WebCT at tffeVBorld Wide Web conference held
in Paris. Based on what is described as a “posieaetion” from the conference, the
company started to give away free licenses to thaftware raising the number of the
institutions using WebCT to nearly one hundred initkix monthsWebCT is described
as “the world’s most widely used VLE” operated bjlions of students in 80 countries.

In addition, Cisco has embarked on an initiative digsign “practical, cost-
effective (technology) networks” for schools sind®93. By considering network
maintenance, one of Cisco’s senior consulting esggm initiated training for teachers
and staff for maintenance of school networks. I87L¢hese trainings led to the creation
of the Cisco Networking Academy, which teaches onekimg and other information

technology-related skills, preparing students fartufe learning and careers in
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engineering, computer science, and other relagddsfi Since its launch, the program has
grown in all U.S. states and expanded to more @& h countries, using a curriculum
taught in nine different languages. An expandingber of students participate in these
academies in high schools, colleges and univessitgshnical schools, community-based
organizations, and other educational programs arths world.

At a fall 1995 meeting of the "Partnership for Distited Learning” (a consortium
of US schools organized by University of North Gisva, Chapel Hill), a group of people
from Virginia Commonwealth University (VCU) propas¢he development of a web-
based course management system nariéeb"Course in a BdxThey described the
basic system features and proposed that interesteabls work together to develop a
working prototype of this system. The VCU group &egvork on the prototype with
input from the consortium. The first beta versidriWweb Course in a Box was presented
to the group in spring 1996. The idea for Web Ceumsa Box grew out of work towards
creating a web-based interface for delivery of seumaterials to support VCU's
Executive Masters in Health Administration.

The late 1990s can be described as an active p&rodeveloping elLearning
ideas and programs from many different directiddsing corporate and government
funding and through sharing, unification, and stadiation, the user network within
American higher education institutions managedemgitimate eLearning technologies
and create an adequate infrastructure involving prdars, programs, and human
knowledge. The developments of EDUCAUSE itself aregood illustration of the

significant role of the networking powers in the@gess of eLearning technologies. It is
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during those processes that the associations,iatiffiis, and relations among

representatives of educational institutions, caapons, and government agencies
established themselves and expanded their tiesvall the world, defining the social

profile and outcome of products, such as Blackboardl those associated with the
products.

Currently, the largest LMSs in the field of eduoatiare Blackboard, Desire
2Learn, Moodle, and Instructure Canvas. A recet iowever, includes 172 proprietary
and 66 open source LMSs that are considered aatiwstitutions of higher education in
English-speaking countrié§The next sections are dedicated to the construaifoa
hierarchy of users and an analysis of how theicgg@rons, values, and actions shape a

technology in return.

LOCAL USERS

Introduction

When | insisted to describe Blackboard softwarenftbe lens of its users, | was
influenced by the work of others on technology franuser’s perspective. Otherwise, |
didn’t know exactly what to expect. | never thougat without a focus on users, the
study would have been close to impossible. Teclyiesosuch as Blackboard software
are technology of users. They exist through usacsivity and are organized as such.

Their intensive developments and updating is aasettiwith an intense human work and

¥ Don Mcintosh, Trimeritus.com (www.trimeritus.corahdors). Retrieved on 10/14/2013
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organization to maintain related skills and knowjedIt took thousands of years for the
Mesopotamian plow to become an important tool incagiure work; it took less than 15
years for the social profile of Blackboard to resel then fade. Arguably described as one
of the most efficient LMSs in higher education, ttezhnical developments of this
Internet platform for teaching and learning werexedi with, and deeply affected by,
capitalistic practices, mentalities, and polititelttles between corporations and other
groups. Blackboard software stands as a quinteaakerample of the tremendous impact
of institutionalized power and collective work idueational technology developments.
By documenting the user’s involvement into the pss; and user’s transformation, this
section highlights the links between technology Badhan work as a crucial factor in the

software developments.

From User Networks to Local Users

What began almost fifty years ago as the IBM 14@&rd Group, a small group
of 22 individuals, has already grown into a largd ateady network of users that extend
even beyond the boundaries of the United State&nudérica. The emergence of these
powerful user networks in higher education sigsifiee industrial developments, early
business interests in education, and a neoliberltality extended especially in the
public domain of education. Those user networksabye powerful, because: they
appeared with a social prestige associated witllean@a’'s name; they are made of

educational institutions that have an institutiopaler over millions of people such as
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students, professors, and employees; and theyvestenfluential support from the
corporate world and gained great legal powers fitoergovernment.

These network actions, in return, have been adsdciavith certain social
outcomes. As an example, institutional networksdhble power of creating a cultural
landscape that would provide for the technologbp¢oome an educational value within.
Through networking power, not only is a landscap&ohnology acceptance projected,
but also the structures for domesticating technplagstablished and enforced.
Eventually the networked institutions have the power, resesir and organizational
ability to produce and maintain technology users.

The power, cannot, however, minimize the issues d@nge within the cultural
ambivalence of elLearning technologies. By dometstigasuch technologies, the
institutions of higher education are exposed taasshat would appear almost foreign to
educational institutions. Addressing these iss@eglires certain technical knowledge,
skills, and organization and necessitates the w&roént of practices and procedures that
need training separate from the traditional insbnhal teaching and learning. The
domestication of those technologies into educatiomstitutions creates a whole new
division of technicians, administrators, and mamnagého are imbued with new decision-
making powers. The problem, however, is not with tlecision-making capabilities of
these employees, as they are usually well traineldgaite capable in their positions, but
with the fact that their decisions are based ordahbjes that do not necessarily meet the

socially recognized goals of institutional learnifignis dissonance provides for a dualism
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of practices and mentalities within a higher edweatnstitution, laying the foundation
for misunderstandings and conflicts.

In general terms, the technology of Blackboard &smternet users to visualize
and organize learning on a computer screen in @ylimanner through connections
among humans, machines, and installed programs|lygiescribed by the concept of
network. The terrmetworkis described in this dissertation as such conoestihat share
purpose Locally, those connections of human-machine-prograsecome an
institutionalized realitywhich means that they are programmed to adhesntbchannel
toward, an institution’'s existing network (underethmpression of helping with
educational goals); that human actions and interatthrough those connections are
traceable and should cause recognizable outconiesnfase, human attempts would be
ignored and the network would produce a null outepnand that people are held
institutionally accountable to technological prezs based on how they are situated
within the system.

Making a technology work within an institutional@zereality requires the
production and maintenance of users. This becomsserative especially during
technology failures. Technology failures are assed with undesirable outcomes and
learner dissatisfaction. Yet, they are valuableerms of software learning, feedback, and
improvement. Although modeling the variety of hum&ehavior seems nearly
impossible, technological outcomes are correctedhaping that model. This process is
circular: based on contractual terms, the produtakes the product and its terms of use

available to the institution; the institution, whiaeccepts the product and the terms of use
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accordingly, builds the appropriate structures biath producing and maintaining the
users (student orientation, faculty training, peogs, workshops, online classes) and for
making the technology work, an effort that is bpanecognized. The following sections
explain how the technology of Blackboard becamelwved in the structures of a specific

institution of higher education, the University.

Big Users

After almost 150 years in service and with almd@ Years of accreditation, the
University is a nationally-recognized research puinistitution that serves nearly 30,000
students in more than 370 academic programs thrd3gkchools and colleges. It has
seven centers in different locations. Its main casnglone comprises 100 buildings. As
stated on its official website, the Univer§ftyvorks to “create knowledge and prepare a
diverse body of students to excel in an increagirmgimplex and global society.” Its
vision is “to become the model public research ersity engaged in the urban

community.” The University is also well known foaving a very diverse student body. It

also maintains
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Capture 4-5: Blackboard idea shows only insignificant changes

8 The information shown on here is taken from théveirsity’s official website.
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of the known “technology needs” that are usuallgadéed with the developments of
LMSs. It is a known fact, however, that the Univigrss home to many non-traditional
students who work full time and many who are paefnline education seems a
desirable choice for many at the University.

Publications from nearly fifteen years ago provetene insight into the process
for selecting the Blackboard LMS for use at the udnsity. One of the institutional
publication from that time (Capture 4-5) seemsuggest that the decision was made by
a small group rather than through any institutiogldy or consultation. It is also
noteworthy that the new application was not testecexamined based on results in
teaching or learning; the decision seems to be rhaded mostly on how “easy” it was to
use and how “excited” some students and faculteds dbout it, two terms already
familiar from the advertising campaign of Blackksaihis same focus on ease and
excitement over functions and results can be seanaterials published for everyday
use.

For exampleTeaching Matterspublished by the University’s Office of Teaching
and Learning orOctober 1999 (Volume 3, Number 5), describes ttliavaoe as one of
the applications that “are now reaching a matuagesbf sophistication and reliability.” It
adds that “[tlhe most popular feature of Courselsfits ease-of-use” and that the faculty
members reported that “they could make a good statheir course Web sites in just a
couple of hours.”

It would seem that a public institution with a ¢pteaching tradition, and well-

established union rights would have not made suchmgortant decision as the use of
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technology for teaching and learning without siguaifit faculty involvement in the
process. As the OTL article suggests, a group hinteer faculty members from most of
the University’s departments helped the institutiorevaluate WebCT, WebCourse in a
Box, and Courselnfo. However, articles from thatdido not provide clear information
on the way these faculty members were involved. Wiguestions remain unanswered:
How many people participated in the study? Or, floow many schools and for how
long? Were participants exposed to at least two £MiSnot? How did participants learn
to operate the software?

The article states that the volunteer faculty memsbéoverwhelmingly”
recommended Courselnfo, from Blackboard, Inc., the “product of choice” for the
school. Based on that decision, the University pased a “one-year campus site license
for [Blackboard's] Courselnfo” and installed it @ancentral server for faculty use. The
institution also agreed to provide “hands-on tragnin Courselnfo.”

A similar suggestive discourse can be recognizetlachnology in Learning,”
another Blackboard-related article on the secorge paf the same newsletter. In this
instance, one of the University’s professors isctisaying that she used the software as
both a teacher and a student in another schoolaiging that “Blackboard was
addicting.” After using Blackboard.com in teachiag IT course, the professor is states
that the reaction from her students was overwhajimpositive. The article notes,
“When asked what she would say to those who claemh dnline learning can be passive
and isolating, [the professor] answered that tis¢riictor must do two things: design the

course to facilitate participation, and require caumication from students.” Even though
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both of the details are crucial for online teachiitgs clear by now that this is only an
optimistic yet superficial view. Teaching online tsaching with new and sometimes

uneasy tools not to mention an unskilled audience.

U-Net

The University network (I will call it her&-Nef) is a complex and sophisticated
network of computers, programs, people, rules, protedures under the University’s
jurisdiction. At the University, the Blackboard smére program is a part of the
University’s Pipeline, a single sign-on portal dahbie to students, faculty, and staff that
as an important element of U-Net provides freeyuseaccess to other University systems
and services.

Pipeline allows a member of the University to ascéliversity Connect (the
email system offered by the University), OneCargdégment system), the University’s
online self-services (a system of services suctegsstration, paying money, checking
graduation requirements etc.), Application Statasd much more. The University
Pipeline seems built on an image that would renond of a university campus: the
interface is designed to look like a college campushat the categorization within the
University Pipeline follows the logic of organizati in the University’s campus.

The connections among tabs, buttons, and linkssyrabolize buildings, people,
and services seem to follow the same organizatiogat. All Anthropology courses, for

example, along with the profiles of the anthropglqgofessors and students appear
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under the Anthropology Department’s tab. Yet, thferimation shows respectively under
courses tab or under the University directory.

The architectural idea of U-Net seems as old as athgr human efforts for
conserving a nature snapshot — trees, buildings,ssk, and even birds — on a piece of
paper. Compared to a painting, picture, or blugptime U-Net images created by the
Internet technology, however, have some notablerackexistics. First, by using
computers, computer programs, and Internet cororestithe design involves text,
symbols, and animation. Second, the design reflacid provides for an already-
established institutional structure. It should alstiow and provide for easy
communication among the University’s schools/membend help facilitate financial
exchanges that include tuition payments, paychdécksmployees, and other similar
transactions. A significant difference betweensthéwo conceptions of using U-Net is
that if an “image on paper” remains static in frofta viewer, an “image on screen” is
designed to actively involve “the viewer” as hunaations are part of the design.

U-Net is a virtual, non-stop set of connectionstbe Internet that allows and
provides for, the University's administrators, flgu students, and guests to
communicate and conduct related transactions atigites at any time. Through
symbols, text, and visuals, U-Net appears on scasesm animated matrix with multiple
tabs, the clicking of which allows for differentreen appearances, each of which shows
different possibilities for transactions. When coatthg business there, it seems that one
needs to virtually locate a building, and thenuaity go from one floor to another until

finding the right room. This process remains protdéc for some users. Sometimes, one
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may need to click every single tab to find the dbsiinformation or activity; no one is

“there” to answer any questions about the use detl- As some of the University

Computer and Instructional Technology (C&IT) teachans have explained to me,

“searching locations” on U-Net should be consideaecegular task with the Internet

technologies; they don’t really understand why pedpel frustrated by these kinds of
virtual activities. Mostly, the technicians belietreat a user’'s lack of understanding and
skills may be the largest reason why users arérfitesl with the U-Net system.

The portal has two access levels: the first makesin information accessible by
everyone who can reach the website and the seedndh requires institutional access
ID and password. As a general rule, however, thenmation available to these second-
level users, the authorized users, is differerdiéte their actual status as student, faculty,
or administrator. There are differences in access emong people within the same
category. A common example would be the differéatlaaccess among faculty
members; although all of the University’'s facultyembers may potentially have the
same institutional status, only the faculty memijer members) assigned by the
University to teach a particular course would hagial access to that course. The same
is true for the students: only the students whastegfor a course can have access into it.
Everybody else, including all levels of administvat would need the assigned faculty
member’s permission to access the course legally.

| have been using this portal for many years, basha student and as an
instructor. There are tabs shown in the portal thetve never used; | do not know how

these tabs are used. The portal looks like a mirgatersion of a university’'s campus — a
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virtual campus uses tabs, layers, buttons, linkd,leypertext instead of buildings, floors,
offices, and classrooms. The difference is not amlythe virtual appearance shown on a
screen vs. their real locations in a campus. Nawigdhis interface is only a part of the
routine with the other, the most important onefilfulg a transaction. For example,
finding the building of Anthropology on the screemay not be the problem. The
transactions completed there (filling out an amilan, making a request, or simply
finding some information) may be more difficult the is in reality. The other difference
easily perceived, but quite significant: using UtNdlows one to explore the virtual
campus and conduct business virtually with miniptajsical movement; things are done
just by clicking.

Generally speaking, not only are learning actisiteend servicefranslatedinto
hyperlinks and buttons that appear on a single coenpscreen, but they are also
semantically linked to and organized based on knowsttutional functions. Under the
University’'s jurisdiction, which involves a few cguses in different locations, the
computers, servers, application software, powerd #me Internet are connected,
organized, and established as a whole system aiwts The system is continuously
under control, maintenance, and work. The peoplelued at different capacities are an
active, or the most active, part of the system.

Obviously, the involvement of humans in the progesme of the peculiarities of

the Internet technologies: the success of softwkeeBlackboard seems to depend on
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what is described as usabilfyyThe value of the software’s visuals — the setufinid,
buttons, and images — is not just aesthetic. Evesugh the colors, fonts, and
configuration play an aesthetic role, their redlueastands on their usability: activities
and services are get done {oressed up,” as Ben, one of the Blackboard analgsigs)
by just clicking. The degree of human involvementhose processes requires a degree
of usability: software’s success is often measusgdthe number of actors and their
satisfaction while operating the software contirslpu

In order to keep users satisfied with their operabf technology, the University
has created an entire department called Computetrdarmation Technology (C&IT),
which provides technological services and resautbat support teaching, learning,
research, and administrative activities. As showrCapture 4-6, the goal of this division
of the University is to “make it easy and convehifem everyone to use technology. The
C&IT division is a team of people (conventionallglled the Blackboard team) in charge
of maintaining, testing, updating, and troubleshaptthe Blackboard LMS. At the
University, the work of this team, whose job alsoludes faculty training and support, is

of same importance as the Blackboard design andtepd

8L An easy use and learnability of human made ohjects
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Mission Statement

CA&IT provides services and resources that support and enhance . University's teaching, learning,
research, and administrative activities. C&IT's primary goal is to provide technology services that enable our
students, faculty, and staff to be successfulat ~ ~- C&IT strives to provide excellent customer semice,
respond to the changing needs of the University community, and make it easy and convenient for everyone to
use technology at

C&IT management empowers employees, treats them with respect, and encourages innovation and open
communication. The division continually seeks out and tries new ideas and employees are recognized for these
efforts. C&IT also ensures that those in management not only have the technical qualifications for their roles, but
also have excellent skills for motivating and warking with people.

Capture 4-6: C&IT mission: easy and convenient use of technology

Blackboard on U-Net

The results attained through a single computer ecenglled server, appear
simultaneously and at different levels. Users’ustas determine how they can affect the
system and how those results are displayed. Fangbea a student no longer has to
follow the traditional path of registering for awse: finding the course in the school’s
catalogue, going to the registration office, wajtim line, letting a clerk know the
information, and getting registered, a procedusd thould result in recording multiple
entries: student’s account, course roster, andstragi This entire process can now be
done through the Internet with a few clicks front@mputer at home. A student can
access the University’s website, click on the b$tcourses, and, when user’'s status
allows, complete the registration for an availableurse. As a result, an entry is
automatically recorded to the student’s Blackboardount, the university account, and

the so-called Stars account. The entry is assaciatieh financial changes (a bill
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automatically shows on the student’s online accpamd the student would then become
eligible for a grade and credit for that courséhatend of the semester.

Only people who still remember the old processea®gistration know how much
time is saved and how much headache is avoideaing dhis work online. The change,
however, has two significant implications: the waifte is configured based on the
processes and connections already establishedeaUniversity (student registration,
class roster, billing services, registrar's marks samilar tasks), and this software
implementation is associated with changes in praeedand roles inside institution. For
example, there are no more long lines in the regisnh office and perhaps fewer people
work there. Yet, there is also a new need for lyighhctional and secure servers and
software. A relatively large number of people aseded to take care of software and
hardware, and new work must be done to instrucersetho operate the software and
hardware. The outcome of all of those processesrikpon how people, technology, and
knowledge are organized on a certain place andgwricertain time which is how this
assemblage is settled to work at the University.

In this respect, if Blackboard is a software paekaged to administer many
courses to many learners. The University’s Blackthas an application of that software
based on the premises that as the company releh§esent software features or
versions, people in charge of Blackboard at thevéhsity may adopt and implement
certain versions or certain features. The UnivssiBlackboard software is installed in
four of the University servers. New versions or rfeatures of the software are chosen,

tested, and retired by a group of people who worktlie University; virtual connections
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are available only for people and positions witlthatized access from the University.

Therefore, as much as the University software dépesn the Blackboard software

developments, the organization and implementatiche software — and the people and
knowledge associated with the implementation — rerfucal. The associated issues are
mainly detected locally; any related solutions dedisions are also locally made.

Blackboard is a web-based system enabling teoggdbr “anytime, anywhere”
access to learning content, delivering content, athchinistrating content. In general
terms, Blackboard allows learners to authentichtmselves, register themselves for
courses, add and change learner’'s personal déeachwith course-content and course-
participants, take assessments, and personalizetéintace. The University’s Blackboard
is a server-based, enterprise level LMS,; it is usadanage and deliver different types of
learning environments through the web browser, uthicly asynchronous learning
environments. It also has full capability of traw reporting, and managing many kinds
of learner data, especially that of learner peréoroe.

The University’'s Blackboard is structured so thdt learning functions are
centralized and organized into a single systemblema efficient access to these
functions via layered interface navigation funciohVhile it seems reasonable to have
everything online, it is also difficult to navigate especially under the conditions of
unfamiliarity. As shown on Figure V-7, the infortian blocks on the Welcome page (as
seen on October 18, 2013) are organized into tokenns and six rows, each presenting

a hyperlink that leads to other pages. For exampleglick My Coursesit shows the
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the courses | teach that semeéter.

How to use the Facult

resource tab

yAnnouncements

My Organizations Plus

Report a problem

Echo 360 Personal Captu

re My esurs

Tools and resources

Internships and job seart

siCourses you are teaching

Browser test

Copyright notice to studen

t

Prepare yourself

Blackboard Catalyst Awzi

aidourses you are enrolled

Winner No specific courses
Search in the LibraryMy calendar Blackboard basis for
Catalog students

Figure 4-7: Blackboard on my screen

The second page is divided into three columns adgh with one single block:

Course Search, Course List, and Course Catalogs€@&earch has a window antGa

button. Course List has a small button, Manage s§ourst Module Setting, on its upper

right corner. Course Catalog has a similar butt®pen Course Catalog in a New

Window. Another button at the end of the block med&towse Course Catalog

Horizontally, there are six tabMy Blackboard, Content Collection, Archived Courses

Faculty Resources, Student Resourcasd My Career Apparently, My Blackboard

¥ This is the multi-user role, one of the featurebligly discussed on Blackboard patent.
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Content Collectionand Faculty Resourcesre based on the individual activities of a
user. Faculty Resources contain the following aainteformation: Blackboard Latest
Features (Summary, Global Navigation, Item AnalykiBne Grading, Fill in the Blank,
and Retention Center). Next column’s nameNmsed Help?It contains resources for
immediate support. Echo 360 Personal Capture apaegin in this page. Then Browser
Bugs (Mozilla Firefox). Another tallRestore Course Raldlifty Notes(How to do stuff).
The curreniNitfy Notescontain two notestHow to hide my courseendHow do | set up
Extra Credit in the Grad€enter TRC Faculty Teaching Travel Grants: $1200 (Let th
World know what You're Doing! Suggestions block.ficé for Teaching and Learning
Resources. Blackboard Basics for Students. (I wa&esrolled just by one click!
10/18/2013 11:53 am). Calendar is one of the tdbkt has not been working
satisfactorily. The marks | have put there for nmydents, do not show properly on their
sides. It states, however: “The Calendar is a tioal instructors use to provide students
with dates of courses related events. ...Not evesyrustor uses the Calendar, but it
proves to be very useful when they do...” The tecbgplglitches are not unexpected.
The University’s Blackboard displays some widewn functionality features of
the LMSs, such as security, registration, delivangeraction, assessment, tracking,
reporting, record keeping, Iintegration, person#iiza and administration. The
University’'s Blackboard has a centralized managenwoénall of the above functions
called Administration. While University Blackboardssures protection from any
unauthorized access to courses, student recordd, administrative functions,

Administration is designed to manage the functibyabf these features. As stated,
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access IDs and passwords are institutionally pemiidsome of the features, such as
online registration, delivery, and interaction, eet be taken for granted as the only
components of online education. However, theredgfarence between online education
for a single course and online education for maourges. For example, building
assessments, administering assessments, and tleetioal tracking, and storing of
assessment data are complex and challenging tfagiesyiare not well planned. Equally
challenging ate the tracking of learner data, reepgr(extraction of the tracking results),
and record keeping. Some later features as fambtaeuse (searching and recombining
courses), personalization (configuration at differievels of LMS functions, interfaces,
and features by administrators and learners), atebration (exchange of data with
external systems to facilitate enterprise-widekirag of learner performance and transfer
of user-data) have been added over time to maksystem as a whole more functional

and integrated.

Blackboard Babies

The term Blackboard Babiess used symbolically for online classes. Online
classes are sometimes described in terms of Anmefast food production and of the
work done on a Ford assembly line. Other timesinentlasses are perceived as self-
taught classes. In reality, online classes are ntolgical spaces of human
communication and negotiation that aim at providingtitutionalized learning. The
social and cultural construction of online classkews how the learning materials are

organized online, how the channels and clues ofnconication are deployed, and how
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an evaluation system is negotiated for gradingesitid work. One must recognize both
that Blackboard classes are not provided, but m&ed by the instructors, and that there
are layers of access and different perceptionsaf kechnological features can be
deployed differently to design online classes. Bteard is in charge of designing the
features, yet the Big User is in charge of allowimgtitutional access to certain features.
Additionally, faculty or course designers have fhemd to design a course the way they
want based on the technological features they camsa. Here is how a local Blackboard
administrator explains the process:
Email from the System Administrafr
As far as the new features for Blackboard, yesetla@e many! | especially like
the new cloud-enabled features that allow studentgeate a social profile and
share it with other institutions. Unfortunately,edto FERPA privacy laws, we
may not be able to turn on this feature dependmgloat student data ends up on
Blackboard's servers. We have to be able to enthatewe protect student's
privacy especially as required by law. We are mitiitial planning phases of our
next upgrade, if it does not get implemented by-suthmer we will have to wait
until | return from maternity leave to upgrade hat unless [the University]
wants to pay for someone from Blackboard Inc. tothe upgrade.
In general terms, American higher education is oicged around recognized areas
of knowledge. Individuals who want to gain certakills and knowledge have the
opportunity to choose among different programseratt the classes offered by an

institution, and, if successful, attain an officratognition as a proof for their education.

As a rule, an institution of higher education ispensible for offering appropriate space

8 personal email.
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during appropriate times for the meetings duringciwha professor is institutionally
appointed to lead a group of students in a courkaawvledge and skills in that area.

Within LMS software such as Blackboard, such pcastiare somehow different.
At the University, an online class offered for edtiegnal credits is still an academic
course with specific, approved academic goalsgassi to a specific faculty member
(who agrees to teach it) during a specific seme&ienerally speaking, a course is a
mutual agreement between the University administtand a department. Once an
online course is approved and appears in the Usityerourse catalogue, it also appears
on the Blackboard site. If there are no institugibprrecognized academic restrictions,
any of the University’'s students can register anlirAn online class is solely
administrated by the assigned faculty member or bees) who can change the virtual
environment to fit the way they want to run the rseu

The virtual environment of a class is made of a$édbs, usually including a tab
for announcements, syllabus, content, and contdotmation. The faculty member or
members in charge of the course can use a seblsf tiwm change and personalize these
tabs that and to fill an vast amount of space as#n@ virtual class with different levels of
content, assessments, tests, interactions, noidinsa presentations, and other course
materials. Within Blackboard, there are other catilppa technologies such as Wimba,
Respondus, Echo 360 inserted to enhance onlineatien (Wimba and Echo 360) and
online testing (Respondus). At the University, thésatures are usually available at the

request of a faculty member.
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For my online classes, | prefer to get most, if @gtmaterials online long before
the first day of the semester. | usually teachoohtictory Anthropology courses and have
been able to find an Anthropology text that comék & cartridge, which is an electronic
material relevant to a certain text. This has sawedtime with Respondus, the program
that enables online testing, as | can carry theidge from one semester to another and
can modify the testing materials from there. | liguzegin designing a course by looking
at the course description published by the Uniwgrgiccordingly, | have a set of course
and learning objectives. All readings and assessragpend on the course objectives.
The course work is structured into a weekly framdvam that there is at least a couple of
online activities for each week. Course activitieslude readings articles, watching
movie clips, participating in online discussionsdaompleting tests and quizzes, as well
as activities that require research and work ddfl{field observations, for example).
PowerPoint presentations are an interesting tool gieesenting work online. Safe
Assignment is also a good tool for making studemtare of important issues — such as

plagiarism — in academic work.

The Social Construction of Blackboard

Blackboard babies support technological activityaabther level: Blackboard
becomes a virtual social space of communicationeoidied with social and cultural
meanings through its online classes. There canobBlackboard without those virtual
spaces filled with human activities and communaraiiin writing, images and symbols).

Those virtual spaces, designed as an imitation exinsion of the established
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educational social spaces, employ some
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Figure 4-8: Virtual spaces filled with meanings

differemtnconication tools and clues for
achieving the same goals. For example, if

a PowerPoint presentation is a good way

for presenting in a classroom, a

PowerPoint presentation with a recorded

voice has also proven efficient in my

online classes. However, because

software and software operations are not

always taught in advance, some of the

are not widely

electronic  signs

understood and at some levels, a learner’s

misunderstanding and confusion seem to

associate some of those activities. The work

in a virtual classroom has mostly the same institial goals and objectives as the work

in the traditional classrooms, yet the social megsiand practices can be different as the

Internet technologies for teaching and learning reoewidely shared and mastered by

learners.

The Online Grade Center: As an online student, | loved the ability to goionaland

check my grades. It gave me a whole picture of hass doing in class. Seeing the class

averages allowed me to compare and understand ogygss in a larger context. When |

started using Blackboard for teaching, | initidibyed the idea that Blackboard could be

setup to instantly show the grades as a letter arnukrcentage. As useful as this
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calculation by Blackboard may sound, grades reraaansitive social matter and cannot
be left only to Blackboard’s “discretion.”

Ben also likes the Grade Center, but appreciates tdol from a different
perspective. He believes that Grade Center is tmeisting tool in Blackboard because,
“you really can do stuff there. Actually,” Ben addis can be fun.”

Points for all of the assignments (discussionsisteguizzes, papers, and
PowerPoint presentations) will show in the Gradent@eonce they are created; the
instructor also has the option to show studentsrook for deadlines and points (assigned
and received). The most interesting part of thed&r@enter for both Ben and me is that
columns can be categorized and a final grade caralselated instantly based on given
formulas. This instant change has a helps to maiat@ositive and professional relation
among faculty and students. For example, | givgllalsus quiz at the beginning of the
semester. | believe that reading a syllabus isxdividual task that should not be graded,
yet must be done. As my past experiences showe trer students who are uninterested
in reading the syllabus, which can foster practisslies for these students. In my course,
| found it helpful to enforce a shared knowledgetiodé course’s practical rules by
creating the assignment of a syllabus questionnBuwehow many points would be good
enough to satisfy a student’s perception of “worgonts” and a faculty’s “guilt” for
giving points of “no worth”? Blackboard has thewgan: grades can be calculated by
categories that have different weights in the tptahts of the final grade.

Date of Last AccessBlackboard has features that may appear as oetyhtiological” at

the first sight. For example, why is there a colusowing learners’ last access of the
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site? Although these technological details may appaperfluous, they can be helpful in
record keeping and in administering an online ceuFor example, sometimes | may

receive emails that look like:

Dear Ms. Gelki $id],

| am writing in regards to student and Montgomerk 8ill recipient [...]
concerning the Spring/Summer 2010 semester.[...Jveden 'F' grade for ANT
3150 901. Please help us determine if the fatiragie was earned or if it was
due to an unofficial withdrawal (i.e. the studetaipped attending the class). If
this is the case, pleaswicate the last date of attendancéor the student. If
necessary, the date of last assignment or examletedpby the student may be
utilized.

This information is required for reporting to thetéran Benefits Administration
(VBA) in compliance with regulations under the Mgotery G.I. Bill, Chapter
30 of Title 38 U.S. Code.

More importantly, submission of this information yrassist in limiting the debt
the student incurs with the VBA for withdrawal frdiis course.

A signed Release of Information form is on file hvdur office. The student is
also receiving a CC of this email.

If you have any questions concerning this matt&m be reached by replying to
this email or via phone @t..].

NOTE TO STUDENT: Please be advised that if nodiasé of attendance is
reported to our office within two weeks from theilimg of this notice the
Department of Veterans Affairs will use the begnindate of the semester as
your last date of attendance and therefore mayecseaoverpayment for any and
all funds paid to you for this course.

Thank you for assistance in this matter

[..]

When issues like this arise, | can log into Blackioband check the student’s attendance

and progress one more time. By law, the last dagcoess is the last day of a student’s

84 personal email.
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attendance. For instance, Capture 4-8 shows tleabbthe students had submitted zero
assignments. Yet, the last day shown on the acugssnn indicates that legally the
student was attending class until November 10, 20h8re are students who may be in
this kind of attendance until the end of the seare3they would fail the class, yet would
receive any financial benefits based on an attgnitia class.

DropBox: The Digital DropBox has been an issue in the pgdst. DropBox was a virtual
area where students dropped/uploaded assignmemsisfues seemed to arise at all
points in the process of using this tool. Thereenmemes when the uploaded document
was corrupted. There were other times when an rasggt would be saved in the
DropBox as a draft, which prevented a faculty menilmm seeing it. If an assignment
showed in the DropBox, a faculty member had to doachthe document to a computer,
save the file, leave comments, save it again, aplbodack with comments, and then
record the grade. The elimination of DropBox hasrban important step in the process
of Blackboard improvements. Once an assignmentiigectly uploaded to Blackboard,
the document is accessible by a faculty memberoaitkthe need to downloading or save
the document. The script allows for comments to ibeerted into the text, for
highlighting words or phrases, and for feedbacktter student. The grade is recorded on
the same pag®.The new method is more reliable than the use opBox, an example

of a technological modification that has helpedittsgructor-user.

% Only the last week (01/29/2014) | realized a chaing@e grade recording. The new version requihed t
grade to be recorded twice. They have that fixed.no
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Extra-Credit: It is a common practice in the United States fadshts to ask for extra
assignments or extra points when they are unsadisfith their level of accomplishment
in a certain course. The issue with online classe®t how to offer extra assignments,
but how to record the extra points so they do nadrfere with other students’ grades.
Blackboard developers have recently resolved tlemana by creating Extra Credit as
one of the grading categories, allowing instructmrsgive students no points in that
category without affecting their grade.

Anthro-Blog: Online learning allows for greater anonymity, a aition that may be
either off-putting or comforting for those in théass. | was attending one of the
University workshops and stopped at a table to smynname. Two girls stood at the
table greeting everyone. When one of the girls gegting my tag ready, she smiled and
said, “Hi Mrs. Gellci. | took an Anthropology coarsnline with you.” | smiled back, but
felt guilty at the same time. Shouldn’t | be alderécognize the students of my online
classes when | see them?

Since that time, Anthro-Blog, an individual intradion by students with a
picture and greetings, has become one of the onlass activities. Many students have
resisted placing their image in the virtual classng they email me saying that they do
not feel comfortable putting their pictures “ouéetb.” One semester | had a student who
said that her job didn't allow her to “expose” hefn the Internet. | have had students
who also claim religion reasons for not puttingietyre on Blackboard. | also see that

students love using pictures of their loved oneds(@nd dogs included). | realized that
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regardless of my specific intention, people considegs as personal spots and they want

them to be filled as they see fit. These are glseas of negotiations.

Power Users

Power users are employees hired by the Universitiake care of Blackboard
software and in this regard, to take care of thacHboard users. They work in
Computing & Information Technology (C&IT), which e University’s central IT
organization in the Division of Academic AffairsaBed on their job descriptions, power
users can be members of the Blackboard system guigaon, which is the group who
upload, maintain, and troubleshoot the Blackboastiware for an institutional use.
Power users can also be members of the C&IT HekkDeam, who are employees hired
by the University to respond to questions, issaesl concerns that University learners
have in regard to technology. The main task fa group is customer service. Its contact
number is advertised at a variety of locations nnatempt to make that help desk the
initial point of contact for all learners with teublogy issues. The Blackboard system
administrator is also one of power users with aigphelesignation; this position serves as
a connector between the University and the Blackb@ompany. Although these three
clusters are situated in three different locatiaithin the University and although each
has different supervision, both of the teams (H2#sk and Blackboard Support) and the
Blackboard System Administrator (S.A.) belong te teame large division within
University, work under the same higher supervisi@and exchange job-related

information on a regular basis. Among each othewgy users address the help desk as
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Tier 1, the Blackboard cluster as Tier 2, and thecEooard S.A. simply as the system
administrator. The exchanges among the three grdated by and enforced through a
set of rules and procedures that after being aggrdy the supervisors of each group,
gains institutional power and become rules.

Power users are an analytical term that attengptdescribe a group of people
based on both the kind of job they do for the Ursitg and their social position relating
to Blackboard technology. The term was articulateda meeting when one of the
attendees used it to address a group of people fiem2 who were working to update
Blackboard. As it will be explained, it also illuates the power of decision-making
about and changing use of Blackboard within thevErsity. Power users can include
people of various job descriptions, covering syst&malysts, system technicians, and
system administrators. Close supervisors are mesrdseheir respective teams. It should
be added that based on their positions within ehaster, these people have knowledge
and skills on how the software works, but usualgvér no deep knowledge, or no
knowledge at all, about software coding. Power sjsgepending on their positions, can,
potentially, articulate their opinions and makeiffecence regarding software use within
an institution. However, only some of the powerrasespecially those in the role of the
system administrator, can transmit the opiniongsicems, or issues to Blackboard Inc.
and actually make a difference in the overall safev System administrators are usually
considered as connectors between Blackboard lacuser institutions.

During my fieldwork, | spent long hours observingdanterviewing power users.

| sat next to them, watched them navigating on dtreens of their computers, asked
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them questions, heard them helping others on tbeghand saw their conversations on
the University online chat. | attended meetingsrksbops, and training sections with
these power users and other employees interestBthakboard. | also socialized with

some of those people in different social occasions.

It is difficult to clearly delineate the work doihy each cluster of power users at
the university, because regardless of what thepdiwidually at their desks, the process
usually involves the work of more than one persod #he outcome is considered
collectively achieved. By attending different megs, training sessions, and software
update discussions | came &alize that the groups of attendees were inclusitenbver
static. Software testing was done individually the tS.A. or the members of the
Blackboard team, but people from Help Desk parditgd in testing on different
occasions.

In order to create a picture of how Blackboard tetbgy works and what this
means for Blackboard users, | will describe différevents and conversations in detail as
they happened. Instead of describing the dynanfibsiman relationships, | have chosen
certain data from my long ethnographic conversiaitt some of the power users to

show how they understand, define, and see therelsgionships.

Meeting Exceptions

The power users at the University have a high vathikc. Their jobs place them
in charge of avoiding technology issues or solvthgm in a timely manner. Once

notifications of issues are received and recognittezte are procedures on how they are
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treated. Chloe, another Blackboard senior anatysteaUniversity, explains to me that if
an issue arises, the solution usually comes fraamtéam member who receives it. The
information may come by phone or can be described chat, sent by email, or even
mentioned in following conversation:

We have the obligation to solve issues as sooroasilge. However, officially,

we have a 48 hours bridge to respond. As soon age@aive something that we
can't solve it, we let the caller know that we wathntact him or her back. We,
then, make the issue known to the rest of the t&enmake it a priority and we
keep contact with the individual who experienced tbsue. The obligation is
even stronger especially if the complaint comeanfra faculty. An issue

experienced by a faculty can be like a false alajost lack of understanding on
what can be described as inner workings of a systdnmgs that remain

unknown for regular users... And that is normal. W@w how to use a cell
phone but we don’t necessarily know how a cell ghworks. There are times
though when what is described as “this is whaitalized...” can be a real issue,
kind of a bug. We would love to hear about them..dam we don't like bugs,
true...We just know that there are bugs, so it isebatthen we recognize them
and then fix them. Sooner is better than laterw&owork together to fix them.

Diana:Are there times when you can't fix a bug or havewolatior?

Chloe:Yeah, there are times like that

Diana:So, what happens then

Chloe: There are procedures. This is how it works: if issue is received by the
Help Desk and not resolved there, we receive tlbkdt] and we work to solve it.
If we can’t, we do escalate the issue to the syahministrator

Diana:Are there [any] consequences for being unable teesan issue?
Chloe:As a rule, we should be able to understand thereatfi an issue, but we
know that we are not always fully capable of s@vanbug issue, for example.
Only the company can do that.

Diana: So, if you guys report an issue, how long it takeget a solution from
them?

Chloe: Sometimes it can be fast. [S.A] would go and cheltéat others say or
do...like if others have experienced similar issuad found any solutions. That
would be a happy ending for all. If not, she nesfiBlackboard. Then, it
depends...It can be quick. Sometimes, it can be weedgen months...Yeah, |
know...

Diana:What about user?

Chloe:User...We do the best we can to meet a user’s exipectd/e try to offer
solutions... like temporary solutions. We are happgn if we were able to avoid
confusion or chaos...you know? Because we are disgusbout individual
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issues, but many times those issues affect larggpgrof people...students...even
departments. Those issues can affect people’satpuns. When technology fails,
usually students describe it as “my professor syckkcetera, etcetera It also
affects a student-teacher relation. It can go tee’snevaluation...lt becomes
emotional sometimes. People will yell on the phofidey will send
emails...Dramas...

Diana:How do you feel about it?

Chloe: There are times when it becomes stressful. Goot) tisi that we know
how it works and our boss knows...Our big boss atewk. So, what we can do
[beside of getting a solution] is avoid coercion .feofstrategies that can avoid
some of the existing issues.

Diana:At different occasions, | have been able to sekeytba guys produce some
small how-to-do articles explaining certain thingd/hen do you do that? Or,
what makes you understand that a certain articleusth be produced?

Chloe: It's part of the job. When we see that an issueotmss persistent...like
more than one person calls about it, then we knosv shiould share the
information with each other. We try to eliminatenfigsion and frustration at the
origin...

When the Blackboard analysts believe that the probis significantly important, they
write a description and post it on the Q&A Database

Diana:ls that helpfuP

Chloe: We hope it is. If people would do what we do whepegencing an
issue...like we search for it first...then yeah, itudtide helpful. And it is good
for us as well. It's like you expand your own krexge and skills and help
others. If we hired someone new, then [knowledgehére. It's like training. It
saves time.

Diana: ...but most of us call here first instead... True. Aachlwondering why...
Chloe:We ask the same. Like it is there, literally, wop'dyou check it first?
Diana: Good question— Both laugh. 4+ mean, for real. Like why do | call you
first? | am thinking that there are more thingsofwed, yeah?

Chloe:Culture? Would that satisfy your question®e laugh again.

From time to time during our exchange, Chloe mdwasbig, expressive eyes to
the two computer screens in front of her. Our cosatton would stop for a few seconds
or minutes, during which | rush to complete my sotiake the time to admire her, or

look at the pictures of her beautiful girls. | hatben people talk and | am limited to
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writing things down; that disconnect seems to t®khe mutual trust and honesty put in
a conversation.

| turn to her, Gosh, Chloe, | don’'t even know how many times elaaled you
guys here... | have been like...Frustrated? Anxiouglyndégprobably have annoyed you
like... I'm truly sorry.” We hug each-other. As nice as she is, she wardsnort me.
She states,l“just remember good stuff from you. You alwaysilkebaek and say thank
you. You put smiling faces sometimes. | liked yafarb we met. Isn’'t that cool{That
day, | put a note on my notebook: “I know | am gpio miss these people.”)

Chloe is a part of the Blackboard Support teamhat Wniversity. The official
documents that regulate the flow of work among Tigefier 2, and the S.A emphasize
that those teams take care of technology conceithgwthe University. | could not find a
single document stating that people, and their Emsf also matter. From my
observations, conversations, and personal exp&sernle so-called technology support
teams have taken an unrecognized, unofficial, aravaidable role as negotiators. They
negotiate between people and technology by tryingvbid coercion, to solve issues, or
to educate learners at all levels. They also natgotietween learners and the University
by offering their suggestions oeven taking the blaméor issues, as Chloe said.

Their job makes social sense. By solving issuessulgting and sharing
information, and giving feedback to the developefsBlackboard, the software gets
better and better and gains more market value x&hange of emails between Chloe and
| long before this study, shows another aspedi®idb of power users:

----- Original Message -----
From: bbadmin@ XXX
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To: "Diana Gellci"
Sent: FridayQctober 30, 20091:04:37 AM GMT -05:00 US/Canada Eastern
Subject: ANT 3150 section 200

Hi Diana,

Our department received a trouble ticket from ohgoar students, XXX who is
desperately searching for the comments you proviolekis paper. After taking a look at
your course site it appears that the student'sogeddwas placed in the "Instructor Notes"
section, which can only be viewed by you. Studgsit} can't see anything that's placed
in the Instructor Notes section as it's a placeyfar to store your own comments about a
student/assignment. The attached file containsesesshot that has a red circle around
the portion used to provide feedback to the stusleBhould you require additional
assistance, please let us know.

~[Chloe]

----- Original Message -----

From: "Diana Gellci"

To: bbadmin@XXX

Sent: Friday, October 30, 2009 12:08:50 PM GMT 003JS/Canada Eastern
Subject: Re: ANT 3150 section 200

Dear [Chloe],

thank you. | am DEEPLY upset about all the troukin the new Bb and | don't even
feel | want to talk about it, sorry:-(

Diana
PS: May god bless our IT, LOL.

Dearest Diana,

We sincerely apologize for all the frustration tieav version of Blackboard has caused.
We completely understand this particular versios wat the most intuitive. Hopefully in
the near future, when you're ready to talk, wewark together to see what we can
personally do to help make this version work bdtteryou. I'm also copying my boss on
this message so she's also aware of the troubleeyencountered. We're more than
willing to do anything that we can to help.

Just let us know:-)
~[Chloe]

bbadmin@ XXXX
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Software Updating

E-Mail from The System Administrator (April 25, 2013): As you are well
aware, software is never perfect. There are alwétehes that require fixing, and
this requires some kind of intervention on the pafrtanyone who has that
software installed. Also, people who use the saiwand to want new features,
or try and use the software in ways that the cregiaka developers) never even
thought of. For these reasons, software is corigtaptated by the developers to
address these things. If it doesn't evolve, somexse will come up with a
new/better/more attractive solution and people withp ship and use the new
software.

Because (in general) software is constantly updatihe software provider
usually has limits on how many software versionsythvill support. Support is
very important because if and when we do have sueisve can't solve ourselves
it is good to be able to contact the vendor ancaget. However, if we are not up
to date, that support will either be severely leditor non-existent. In the
Blackboard sphere, we try and install as many lixgsfand security updates as
possible to make sure that our system is securehataur end users can have a
better experience using the software. Blackboaehses patches and small bug
fixes fairly often, so we can fix many of thesentis without significant outage or
downtime. However, many of the bug fixes and ségyatches are rolled up into
what Blackboard calls a "Service Pack". These aleased quarterly. The odd
numbered service packs are largely bug fixes aedetren numbered service
packs introduce new features. We take great paitesst service packs before we
make them live so we can fix a lot of the probldymafore our end users encounter
them in the live system. We also have to make thaewe've revised training
documents and videos as well as other support rabéerd job aids to match the
features and workflows of the new version.

Software Testing
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The University auditorium located inside the gradu#rary has large windows
with horizontal blinds that barely allow a glimpsethe outside if one sits closer to the
windows. The large books inside the shelves beblasisy doors seem almost ancient. |
have never seen anybody touching or referencing floe as long as | remember coming
to this room for trainings or meetings. Lilly andcdb will present some of the new
Blackboard features they have been testing. Ldlinia black suit. She is a student who
works part time for the Blackboard team. With a famplexion, soft eyes, and heavy
hair, Lilly's face looks like the face of the gimh The Flower Girl painting of Henri
Guillaume Schlesinger. | wish Schlesinger met Lahd corrected his painting by adding
Lilly’s intelligence and ambition to his work.

Jacob is wearing jeans and a grey pullover. Hdss a student who works part
time for the Blackboard team. | remember him froome of my previous experiences
with Blackboard. The weather is still cold outsitheit that does not stop Susan, one of
the Ph.D. candidates, from wearing short sleevesnember her from other Blackboard
training sessions. She is loud and humorous. Dela, works in distance learning, holds
a doctoral degree in Instructional Technology. Wekta graduate course together a
couple of years ago. With a soft voice and weaardac sweater and white shirt, Delia
remains the icon of classic style. Both Susan amtiaDteach online and work as
Blackboard trainers. Chloe and Cornelia (or theskladghe Blackboard team, as they call
her occasionally with full of respect) are sitticigse to each other. | am sitting closer to

the windows so | can watch the presentation ancuidénce.
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Everybody looks at the big screen. Jacob and lolbk at their laptops and take
turns explaining the last changes they have bestimge(see some of them identified on
Capture 4-7). Blackboard version 9.1 has 25 changetiding a Global Navigation
menu, Log Out, Test Tab, and others. The changeshawn in columns and sections
Content Collection, Content area, Evaluation, Ceursols... Are these new features or

revised versions of previous tools? Who is affeetEderyone? Professors? Is any

Bes P

Tool /Feature Status Description Notes Affected Training OTL Training Documentatior,
f User Required | Recommendations Required ',‘
[ (Yes/No) (Yes/Na) |
| 1. Global Navigation {User | New Main Menuis divided | My Blackboard All Yes Yes |
| Menu) into three sections; Posts—Aggregates f
Courses, Links, and postsand
Settings. commentsfrom /
\ Menu navigation blogs, journals,
"\ includes: wikis, S
X A) Posts and discussion £
B) Updates boardsin courses.
C} MyGrades
D) Retention My Blackboard
Center Updates— ¥
E} Settings Aggregatesall i
o notifications that —_
i =l users have elected )
S 5 toreceive. ] oI =

Capture 4-7: Blackboard version 9.1 changes

training required? Once Jacob and Lilly start exyg the details, | understand how
long it took to develop some simple, yet very inpot, tool such as the button that
instantly changes the interface of Blackboard gjuime course instructor the opportunity
to see what shows on the student’s side. (Susa ey&lited: Yay!!) | have already

described the issues with the Digital DropBox; mariythese issues could have been
solved with this added functionality. Obvioushettremendous work of testing and
getting feedback from people who maintain Blackdaarpaying back; there can be no
doubt that the software is getting much better.sEh@bservations about Blackboard led

me to two different thoughts: that the softwareBtdckboard is continuously changing
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and that there is much more collective work invdlwe the Blackboard software that is
usually perceived.

Delia: So Blackboard hasn’t changed that much
Lilly: Yeah, kind aof.
Delia: Which is good.
Lilly, who is explaining the Retention Center, donoes...so | can choose to
observe/monitor a student...
SusanWhat does it mean to monitor a student?
Lilly: Everything | need to know as an instructor [abowgtadent] is here...And
here is the RC. That one in the corner...
DeliaWhere?
Lilly:... Under the navigation center... then we can selectlidwgs from there
SusanThat's nice
Delia suddenly asks the same question that hasibelay mind since we started:
Who decides which of the features will $tay
Cloe: The system administrator perhaps...
Cornelia: Well, with some limitations...| mean, she always makerational
decision so...But if there is place for suggestidesl, free... What’s the thinking
of that...?
Jacob: ..Now Blackboard will bring Blackboard Help.
Cornelia:lt looks that they have made a good change there
Delia: Is this going to work with all browse?s.
SusanThis looks all pretty
Lilly: Under Audio...there are changes. This is importamtifgtructors who
have students with disabilities....also image hasescimanges. Some are just
renamed. For example, Email is called Course Messamv. This was so much
confusing before.
Jacobiltem analytics it breaks down statistics ...espegitit tests
Delia: 1 use Respondus, so how should | do if I wantedchhange a
guestion?...When you change the answer, do you baeegrade it or it..
Jacobit will be graded [accordingly] automatically
SusansSo, let's do it
Cornelia:Yeah. Let’s try that
Delia: It does well, so...
Lilly: It changes automatically
SusanYeah..
Delia: Well, that’s nice.
Susan: And colors are good...
Cloe: Well, [the administrator] will decide if weilhkeep them.
Lilly: Let’'s move on.
Susan: So, how we decide what tools?
Lilly : The tools are there..She clicks and show all the tool buttons.
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Delia: So who decides on the tools? The faculty?

Jacob: A lot of tools will be there already...

Cornelia:...So, if there is a function, feature, tigatised, we will not turn it off
until there is a legitimate concern or if it is ,offfe will not turn it on unless
someone will make a request. You know what | meaRause. All keep looking
at the big screen.

Delia: Yeah. Thank you.

Chloe: Have you been using that Wimba Copy?

Delia: I did try but it did not work because | dilhave the advanced Wimba.
Chloe: So, basically, there are two service packihvfixes are relevant for us.
From that, we will start to incorporate them...Thea will notify the rest for the
new features or fixes.

Susan to Jacob: Will you do some more cool videos?

Jacob: Yeah, once we decide [what new featuresilvkeep].

Delia: What do you think guys? You are the powerus

Jacob: Some professors will be mad, but...

Cornelia: You, what do you think? Because you d&re s$uper user so your
opinion matters...

Susan: BbQ? — (For Blackboard questions) Laughs Ber is so funny with
those acronyms. It makes me feel like we will bengdo a party.

Cornelia: So all good to go? — Everybody shows agdr — Then we will let you
know. Thank you.

A few minutes later, as she and | have a little-chat:

Diana: | want to document how a software like Blaa&rd comes into life and |
guess | am getting it...You guys get together, chedkat is new from
Blackboard, discuss it, test it, discuss it agasmare with others...Get
feedback...You know what | mean?

Cornelia Yes.

Diana: So, | am thinking that it depends on whérs &ll takes place...like
University of Phoenix, as an example, may havdfardnt perspective, correct?
Cornelia: Yes. But this is not the university. Thasus.

Diana: Yes. But | mean you comply with the univigrgiolicy...

Cornelia: We do. If something doesn’t work, evethéy say “Do it”, we will tell
them that this doesn’t work...

Diana: OK. So they will change [their request] then

Cornelia: Yes. | believe they will. Mostly they do.

Diana: So, if all of you guys are gone and 10 offewple will replace you, then
what is going to happen?

Cornelia: Good question. It is quite possible ttrahgs may be different. How
much different? That is that | don’t know. We ddhis way because this is how
we think it works. No one told us.
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Cornelia leaves in rush. There are always so maastings for her to attend. | stayed a
little longer, finishing my notes from the meetiagd making a list of the tasks that

power users conduct.

Killing Emails & Writing Tickets

Writing emails and filling complaints is a largerpaf the job for those who work
at the Help Desk. In both cases, their fingers mygwiekly on the board and they write
and write and then click; write and write and tratick again. Many times during my
observations, | came to think of the nature oflttiernet and software technology. There
are people who have a passion for doing cool sasffthe engineer said. | can imagine
them struggling to find solutions as well as enaythis work. However, that enjoyment
would be never complete if there are not people wbold accept the product that makes
them excited and get involved in using them. Thisreno doubt that the Internet
technologies have been beneficial to society. Hanawt everyone seems to have been
able to recognize that the users are the othangstralf of technology’s success; users are
constantly working to improve technology when thegll a help desk because they
“don’t know” or because they are “frustrated” amdaht to yell” at somebody or because
they “want somebody do something” for them. In eaabe, the users trigger the system,
shake it, and help to change a technology for bete in society. Then, there are the
system connectors — people like Ann, Chris, Berd @mloe — who, through their
knowledge, skills, and work allow the information be circulated, software to be

improved, and people to be continuously connected.
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Diana: What do you mean by “writing a ticket”? ¢tusds like a police job...

Ann: | know... — She laughs. — It's an email. Whemsthing doesn’t work... —
She laughs. -l just said, “Something does not wdrkFunny. But
yeah...Something is not working properly with Respsdght now. Hold on a
minute. | am sorry.

She read the received email on the screen, todktare of it, typed something
fast (I could read the word “patron” again), addleel picture and ...sent!

Later on | asked her how that works. She explainsné that as a Help Desk
technician her job is to take phone calls, listencéllers and help them solve
issues. However, there are certain issues thatrgtyenot be able to help. In a
case like that, shissuesa ticket. A ticket is usually a small report tlokgtscribes
an issue, recognizes the user, the time of isigename of the technician who
received the phone call or email and a short detson on what the technician
did. This is always quick.

Diana: Then?

Ann: They [Blackboard analysts] receive it and tafee of it.

Diana: How long it takes to solve an issue usually?

Ann: We say 48 hours. It's much quicker. If theyotnhow to fix it, it's like in a
few hours.

Diana: So there are things that don’t work...

Ann: There are glitches or bugs...yeah. They carnxeel f

Diana: If they don’t?

Ann:...not sure. | believe they address it to theaministrator.

After the conversation with Ann, | asked Chloe, Band Cornelia in separate
conversations about the processes of receiving leamig and writing tickets. They
confirmed that a ticket is a written form in recdagm of a technology issue experienced
by an individual or group of individuals when opérg Blackboard. It is a written
document that usually circulates by email. As & rtihere are no tickets created if the
issues is solved at the time that a phone calir@ilas received. If the issue is not solved
at this first step, the ticket is moved to the Biad the Blackboard team email. Any of
the Blackboard team members who check the Bbadmail @nd read the email are able

to investigate the issue and follow up with it Uitiis resolved. Usually an issue gets

solved within one or two days. If that happens, dniginal user is notified by emalil
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quickly. If a solution is not available even aftairo or more Blackboard team members
discuss and work on the issue, then the ticket eiveted to the Blackboard
administrator. The Blackboard administrator is motcharge of solving issues on her
own, even though she always tries. If a ticket msakéo her computer screen, her job is
to notify the Blackboard developers of the issué &aits for their response.

My conversations with the Blackboard Support tdanced me to consider the
various influences on our individual perceptions tethnology. What affects this
perception? Education? Ethnicity? Personality? Kedge? Experience? Although
technology is designed to function the same waynfi@ny users, there are still vast
differences in perceptions of a single technoldfpyen though this would be a good idea
for a future study, the data gathered in this stadggest that there is a correlation
between how people find themselves situated withirtechnology and how they
ultimately understand and feel about that technolddne following conversation with

Ben is just the tip of that iceberg.

Different Bubbles

While trying to understand why my laptop and aj@ctor no longer work
together, Ben said:Click here...The page shows that...Then you click h&hen.
another page appear¥ou see?’My laptop, a cheap Pavilion dv6 that Kris bouglet as
a Christmas present, had suddenly stopped coopgrattith my projector, a

MovieProjector that | use for my class presentatiddne of the two, the laptop or the
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projector, is nobehavingand Ben willmakethem change theminds,as he claims. | am
not enthusiastic.

Ben: First, we need to understand what makes thesatuo each-other. It should
be something there, right? So let’s click here. ¥ea the page here?

Diana: Page? Page...

Ben: Page...It is called page...See... You click herel #ren the email box
appears on the screen...We opened that page... Thenligiithere...You see?
Blackboard. Then you click here...You get the Gradet€r. It is like you open a
book’s page after page and then paragraph aftegpgyh. It is like a virtual
book...Ok. So we see them, but the projector is hotving anything... Deeply
upset...

Diana: Mmmm, | agree... Nice metaphor.

Ben: Isn’t that funny? It is exactly like a book..ybu click here, you know
exactly what you will see~ Ben laughs. His book metaphor probably comes
from ‘pages’, a professional vocabulary in compugience. — Of course, if you
know that much...

Diana: Yeah, if you know that much...yeah...It makessse You need to know
THAT much though in order for YOU to get there...tetgo open the right
page...otherwise...you would be lost, like | do somesm can go there, but that
doesn’t mean | know what | am doing. It’s like i@ city when you want to go
to a theater building and you pass by but, bectuse are no signs and you
never been there before, you just drive around wnattuck unless you just find it
accidentally.

Ben: That's right. That's right. You need to knowWAT much to get to open a
book either...It is not a matter of curiosity ifsét is a matter of what you will
get from THAT book...So, | guess, it is kind of siarilstill. — Ben keeps
checking on something. The projector still showsigmal.

Diana: Yeah, kind of...| mean, until you know that chuyou just go and
click...kuturu...

Ben.... Kuku?...Yeah, one can go kuku with thid.aughs.

Diana: Kuku?..Aa...No....no. | said kuturu...not kuku...Kwt is an Albanian
word. It means wandering...So until one learns, @aregp...click...kuturu.

Ben: Yeah...Yeah...Kuturu and even kuku sometimes...ugha. — Never heard
of that word before but it makes sense... As an ex@anypur laptop seems fine
to me but still doesn’t get engaged with the prigecl know what | am doing,
yet... So, I am not going... kuruku... kukuru... —Bendhas again.

Diana: Kuturu...

Ben: Yeah...But we can surely say that it is driving kuku...| mean, literally
kuku...Like only technology knows how to...

Diana: Unfortunately, yes...So, | am thinking thatduldn’t be able to fix issues
like that on my own.
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Ben: Probably not. It's like a car, or a house. 8atuff you know [how to fix it],
mostly you don't.

Diana: And if this happened in the classroom?

Ben: Then you know where to call...

Diana: Yeah...Abracadabra...

As Ben says, people should understand that ttiewstechnologies (don’t) work
Ben likes to play with words. He has a compassandchnology and languages. Born
on a refugee camp, Ben has no official ethnicitg.igislightly more than six feet tall, has
a brownish complexion, and speaks perfect Englidfou can’'t claim you are from
Blackboard either, nd?l ask him. He laughs,Apparently not. That place is not known
from the UN yet. Sometimes it feels like you asenfthere, you know? Especially when
people say bad stuff about Blackboard...It’s likepmem...It is not that bad, you know?”
These comments ring true; often technologies seemetome part of our identities.
Especially when technologies become challengingwkng how to operate them it feels
like conquering them; it builds a social status.

While Ben is working to find the broken connectipng/ eyes wander around his
cubicle. One of many pictures in his cubicle shdwesbeautiful baby sleeping. Another
one shows his wife. We keep working with no luck.

Ben: “[The Internet] technology is getting so deemur lives, that now we truly

need to know more about computers than math itgédf.will get there at one

point. We are somehow becoming familiar [with tkised of technology], don’t

you think? There is some kind of logic into it. @ngou get used to that logic,
you kind of know where to go and check. It's likba@ok...or like a city. We call

it Blackboard.” — Ben gave up finally. — “Unsuccedly done. It may need

another kind of mind. At least we know now that taptop works fine and the
projector itself works fine too. That is an achiesant for now.”

Diana: It doesn’t help me with my class tomorrowpot to give a presentation.

Ben: Unless you want to update your equipment...apthce them...

Diana: What?? | can’t believe what you just said..cOfirse | am not going to.
Thanks for the advice maestro.
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Ben: Welcome. We are here to help you. — He smilgs his own jokes.

End User: What is it?

During my routine observations at the Universitjhdard the IT Help Desk
technicians addressing the callers and emailerspragessors, faculty members,
administrators, bosses, librarians, or studentghénrelated documentation created by
University, these users were addressed as “patrahg;h does not sound adequate. At
the beginning of my study, it just made sense taorgear those terms coming out from
the mouths of the technicians or read it througdrtemails. | questioned the absence of
the termauserandend-user both popular in discourse surrounding technolegy the
process of describing issues and concerns as they tnansmitted from the learners to
the technicians and from the technicians to théesysl was hoping that someone would
tell me that the wordsermade no sense at all, that they would show mdehaterwas
a better termUserandlearner seemed like the same term until | realized thatpgbwer
users did not view them as interchangeable. Powersuin general terms, described
users as people with good knowledge and skills udwally do not contact Help Desk;

users already have sufficient knowledge of howstystem works.

It's Like Blank

At the C&IT Help Desk, Chris, one of the part tirBéackboard technicians in
charge of the customer service team that afternaas, writing an email. He had just

received a phone call from a professor, who repodiéiculties in playing a movie in
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Blackboard. After checking Blackboard from the gissfor’'s account and finding himself

unable to help, Chris addressed the issue in anl émasent to Bbadmin, the Tier 2

account. From the corner of my eye, | noticed th@da“patron” among lines and

repeated the term loudly, “....patron?” Chris prolyatitin’t understand whether that was

a question or an invitation for him to continuecéese he just saidy¢€ah...l have to

address the issue to Bbadmin so they can furtherstigate it. So | fill out an incident

form”

Diana: The ticket?

Chris: Yeah...

Diana: So instead of saying user.He just looked at me. - How would you
define user? - | asked quickly.

Chris: Well, user is like blank...Everybody can besar. | don’t know. It doesn’t
mean much [sense] to me.

Diana: At what point would you consider someonagei Blackboard user?
Chris: Good question. Potentially, everybody atugrsity can be a user once you
have an ID and passcode. It's like obvious. Yet ywa not... You need to
register for a class so you can get on Blackbadodastuff. And yet, you need your
professor to make the course link available to yéever thought before about
it...People who call here are people who are at grg keginning of that process
though...when they start of being a user...a kind -efChris seemed surprised
rather than confused. | felt as he was thinkingedlR/? Are you wasting my time
now?”

Diana: ...What do you mean?

Chris: You probably realized that we receive plesitphone calls from students,
sometimes even [from] professors, but studentsntlest, who want to reset
passcodes .- He smiled- Good sign that they never been a ugert then, user of
what? Blackboard? Banner? Stars? Technology usert?aps this is why we
don’t say ‘user’ that often. We like to be specific

Diana: Is patron more specific... kind of?

Chris: It's just another of those...blank words. No one wdulow why [we use
it]. You see? He pointed a template pinned on the cubicle wakalized then
that they just copied the template. There wereeqaifew templates shown there.
Perhaps one for each of the possible situations.

Diana: How would you describe the issues with tedbgy here?
Chris: There are many types of issues...can’t evareneber all of them. If you
asked me, many of them are not even real issues. like lack of
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knowledge...skills... You name it! You understand tlag¢une of “the issue” right
way when one calls here but doesn’t know how taides it... Most of what you
hear is something like, “It's not working”...Then ygust access their account
and see it for yourself.

Diana: So, basically, you think that things [witlBrackboard] work?

Chris: Basically things work, it's just the user..wie would call that...So they
say, “This stopped working” or they say, “Blackbda@oesn’t even work...” You
barely hear people describing the issue clearlyw8&ask them to allow us to see
what they see by using their access ID. Even wherell them like, “Oh, | see
what the problem is. You made the course availablg until today so this is
why your course disappeared... | am going to putsmarailability by default so
everything should be fine.” mostly, they are nopfya Instead of saying like,
“Well, explain me more about it.”, there are twantys, they would probably say.
They would say, “I never did that. | don’t even knwhat that is...” Well, no one
else did it for you, duh! They just clicked theamdomly perhaps... | don’t know.
It just shows to me that the caller is not a useatdeast not a good user. Or, they
would ask, “Did you fix it?” or “Is it fine now?” is type of conversations,
basically, is clues that someone is not a user kypow what | mean? User means
you know how to do it, or you learn how to do it. slzally you find a way to do
it. So...

Diana: Then user is a status? — Chris nodes hifoeges. —Where did you learn
how to use Blackboard?

Chris: Probably here. | don’t remember it exacBut | have been involved with
technology since early in life...When | started phayivideo games perhaps...?
I’'m not sure. There is logic there. Right? Andeeds curiosity...A person should
be curious and should be eager to learn. Thengdlangeasy for all of us, | guess.

Like Lilly and Jacob, Chris also is still a studentthe University. In a few days,
he will travel to Germany for an internship. Rigtiter he told me of his travel plans, |
noticed his blond hair, blue eyes, and fairly lighkin. | wanted to ask if he was of a
German background, but | kept quiet instead. Aarghropologist, you gain a sixth sense
that tells you when to stop a certain line of gisestg. My sixth sense seemed to betray
me that time, since Chris, without even lookingna¢, added, IYknow what you are
thinking...Yeah...| remember when | went to visit tbéoehust Museum in third grade
and all the Nazis there looked like my cousins...dist't know where to hide myself...—

He laughed.— It gave me such a hard time in front of otheogle. No one said
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anything...It was just me thinking...Isn’t that funr3@ [in Germany] | am probably
going to be [seen as] just one of the millions ofekicans...”

Diana: ..Would you consider introducing yourself by sayimmething like “I

work for Blackboard”? — Laughs.

Chris: I'd rather not. [1] [d]Jon’t think Blackboartheans anything to many people.

| usually say | work for University. That's all.

Many of people at the University do not necessadntify themselves with
Blackboard, even though they may work with the tetbgy as an essential component
of their job. During my observations, | have seeamgnobjects with the University logos
and colors, yet | have barely found any signs iregato Blackboard. Surprisingly, not
only was there a lack of information about Blackiobeeadily apparent, but also many
people within the University showed no interest wheshared any Blackboard-related
news. With the exception of the S.A, with whom bsdd plenty of information and

comments, the rest of the employees seemed torggpectfully listen until my own

enthusiasm of sharing Blackboard news startedde. fa

O My God...Can't They Just Google it?

This conversation happened when the Help Desk arasvstill located within the
Student Center. It was a Saturday in early Decentheroutside was cold, but the sky
was clear and blue. Ann, one of the Help Desk tietdms during that time, sent one of
the girls who worked during that shift to open tth@or downstairs for me. This act
created a shortcut, a secretive way to get upswatieout walking for minutes through

the Student Center. We took the elevator to the IBelsk.



235

The Help Desk of the University occupies a largeaafThe ceiling is made of
some cheap, small tiles; two or three of them vmeissing. An old carpet, the corners of
which were full of dust, covers the floor. There #inree or four computer screens close
to one wall and that many phones next to the coerpufAnn was helping someone to set
up her University account on an iPhone. Ann wasringablack jeans and a dark grey
top. Her face looked sweet. Her hair somehow mahagestay on the top of her head,
but | could not see what kept it there. She wamgion her foot and kept swinging her
chair comfortably. After she finished helping thedent with her phone, Ann was able to
talk to me about her position.

Ann: Ninety percent of the phone calls here aré susdents who want to set up

their accounts. We help them do so in like 2-3 nesuEasy.

Diana: What about the rest?

Ann: Any types of problems. Most of the people wtall here are like my

parents... [My parents] do wrong stuff and they cak saying, “This is not

working...” | mean, always. So, it’s like you freaktoOMG, what did they do? |
am a kind of a technology-girl, you know? They acaé on everything.- Ann
laughed.- They don’t explain...They just complain.n@one people! It is you.

The thing works. —Ann has a beautiful smile.
While we talk, Ann takes another phone call. Shpesya long sentence on Google and
clicks Enter. She clicks on one of the links and reads quit&lyerself. Then, “Ahal”
She stops moving her chair and stat&€3k.”.so here is something that can help you
there” She reads it from the screen. | could not hehatwhe person on the other side
said, but it seemed as if they understood eaclr.dfmeally, she said,You are welcome.
It was a pleasuré

Diana: That was quick.

Ann: | know. It was not difficult. I can’t believie. They know that much...they

are university professors, so of course they kndet.a However, when it comes
to Blackboard, they call us...Common! | would prolyafalil his class, right? But
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he calls me. | google everything. It is there. like, “You can google it too!”
correct?

Diana: You are probably right. | call here too. Hink of you guys as
experts...You understand the nature of the problesonit. | mean, sometimes |
do, but then I don't call here. And we are somesimreistrated...l know | am
sometimes...even though | am never mad at you.

Ann: True. So many people are already frustratednathey call here. And you
better be careful and quick with them, becausenpt] then you are in
trouble...big time! | know | am in trouble a lot. lugss | don’t sound very
friendly on the phone...

Diana: Nooo... That's not true.

Ann: Yeah...I know | have been in trouble many tim&gell...| am getting
better, | guess. — She laughs.

Diana: The callers...l mean people who call here tlaeg Blackboard users you
believe?

Ann: Well, technically... They may be kind of users..vknow? It depends.
Diana: Are you a Blackboard user?

Ann: You can say that. Not that | know everythibgf | know quite a big of a
deal about Blackboard. | just like it when thereaighallenge there for me. It
makes me feel good about myself when | solve 8he lowers her voice. — | wish
| had that feeling when taking a class... Hey, tedl about Anthropology...

| told Ann what we do in the Anthropology courskattl teach.

She told me about her family and their new lifeathey came in the US. While
she speaks, her eyes are focused on the screenmé.&ill a few emails now...” she
said. | said, “OK,” and focused on my notebook. Wieo for observations, | sit taking
notes until someone has the time to have a comi@rs&ometimes if an employee does

not seem to be busy, | would go around and startdimversation.

You Just Know it

| am sitting with Cornelia in her office, a placathvplenty of flowers and
pictures. She is wearing a nice, light brown jadkett makes her smiling warmer. She

drinks a lot of water. After we finished our initisemi-structured interview (perhaps a
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few months before this conversation), our conveysatabout Blackboard technology
remain mostly spontaneous.

Diana: So, when people call or email about somgthilo you consider it as an
issue or as a complaint?

Cornelia: Usually they call or email because thegdhelp...It's an issue.

Diana: Are there complaints?

Cornelia: Sure...There are complaints. Yeah. You bet...

Diana: So, how would you know when there is a camp? Are people specific?
Cornelia: No, but you know it right way-.She laughs. - Trust me, you know it.
If they call, you would hear it. If they email, yman see that your supervisor is
copied there...Sometimes people feel that if thereeveay issues, it is because
we here don’t do our jobs. It may sound funny, ibig true.

Diana: So any issues we experience with Blackbdaasically, has nothing to do
with you guys in here?

Cornelia: Things work...They are made to work. Welaee to help people who
may experience issues...

Diana: What about bugs?

Cornelia: Yeah, there are bugs. We can identifynthgsually it is Blackboard
people who solve [the issues with] them. | am happyen we catch a bug not
because |1 like bugs but because then we know wWisissue was, so we can
address it.

Diana: What do you mean by “we can address it”,twdoayou do?

Cornelia: |1 can have the guys (as she calls hen te@mbers) describe the issue,
add the solution and post it on the Q&A system. &immes they would make a
video...the cool videos you see there?

Diana: Do they work? | mean, how people find oudnfissue has been already
addressed and it shows somewhere.

Cornelia: | am not sure how many people visit theAsite before they call in
regard to a specific issue. It is still helpful tigh, because we know about it. The
guys know when something like this has been createdhey are quick with
solutions.

At that moment, | started thinking of all the coatiens involved in this process.
The network of people, computers, programs, rudiedls, knowledge, and lack of skills
and knowledge started to take shape in my mindardtedd understanding that these
connections existed under a shared goal and conemitnBy following this train of

thought, | may have forgotten to keep up with camwersation. Cornelia looked at me.
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Cornelia:What?

Diana: It seems that things are quite organizedratdhere. Most of the people
have no idea how things work with the LMS techn@eg | always tried to avoid
my comments. That time | couldn’t help, but be haine It is a lot of work...
Cornelia:..team work!...Yes...l am proud of my team.

The Blackboard system administrator, a young wortteat describes herself as a
“technology cheerleader” also talks how tense thimgcome sometimes

S.A: You can get a heart attack, when you get a@loall in the middle of the
night when you are literally in the deepest slead the voice on the other side -
your boss usually- tells you that things must be i the morning...You are like,
huh? You don’t even say that...It'’s just in your miridstead, you say, “Sure...”
And you better believe it when you say it. Thisow it is.”

Diana: Otherwise?

S.A:Trouble...

Diana: But as | understand, mostly, issues havieimgpto do with you guys.

S.A: Kind of true. There are issues and issuesghosome of them can be
described as system dysfunctions. We are heredjp tkee system working. | wish
people were more understandable, but we can finless it is not fixable.

Diana: They don’'t?

S.A: Well, it depends. Sometimes they do, sometithey don’t. When they
don’t, it is not that they don’t want to. Therenmich more involved. Technology
issues can affect people’s work, evaluation, lifeouYare giving a test to fifty
students when there is an Internet disconnectiaenclassroom...It takes just
one minute for that to ruin the test..and many iothangs. The students would
freak out. For them, it is their professor’s fadlbe professor would freak out.
For him or her, it is our fault. Or Blackboard'sufa There are professors who
understand the situation and don’t make a big @éa. Many of them don't. It is
not their job to know, nor are they responsibleniake it work. So...Things end
up on us..

Diana: And your boss?

S.A: Multiple supervisors...Yeah, they do understariet, the way things work
or don’t, they can get affected too. Sometimes [geopmplain to the [University]
president’s office, you know? Nothing good comed those stories. So,
basically, they want things done and done quickhat's the bottom line of our
working philosophy here. Things happen? OK, fine. them. You can’t? Help
the user understand the situation so they doné loterest. It's a matter of trust
and reputation between the school and the peopée Wee get paid to keep things
working...and | guess that should apply to people too

Diana: Who calls here mostly? Would you say jusirs®
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S.A: | am not sure. Since | am not here, | wouldmibw. People who call here

are mostly professors that have issues. You knoa? ¢an be a good professor

but you still can experience technology issues. Oviferent worlds...

Diana: How much should one know in order to be gadd Blackboard?

S.A: It is not difficult. Once people get it, thaynderstand the situation.

Troubleshooting... Usually the professors are noy\ggod with that. Some of

them are, mostly... don’t. They may teach Englishin@ral Justice... you know?

Little they know about technology, unless theyfapen that field.

Diana: Do you get upset a lot because of this?

S.A: Not really. Things are as they are. [They aj@}e complicated as a matter

of fact. | just wish they knew better, you know? Bbsolutely, | don’t want their

reputation to suffer. Then, do you want to ruin @#n

Chloe also describes her job in similar terms; maingower users are constantly
in contact with their work even after they leave thniversity. They take email and voice
messages through their personal cell phoives; | do respond to emails from home,
especially if they are important.. Chloe said When | asked her how she sorts all of
these messages, she said that after so many ye#rs job, her mind is self-trained to
prioritize. “You can feel when there is a problem there...A probigth people, not just
technology... They are nervous...They are disappoiniéey.may be in trouble too...I
mean, people work here. They have their lives @fflec The students don’t think that
much what the issues are...They just say, “Her ctas&s...”, and who wants that? So,
we feel it is not fair to allow technology to irfiere... That is why we try the best to be
helpful...We even accept the blameChioe corrects herself. Fguess we accept to be

blamed in front of the students. It would be déférin front of our supervisors..She

smiles — That would be... a lot! Good thing is they knaw things work...”
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Crucial User

On different occasions, | heard or read that fgcatlembers were considered
important userssuper usersor crucial users.In online chats, they are addressed as
ignorant lazy, or expensive laborFrom these observations and from other related
conversations during my fieldwork, it became clgmat those descriptions have much to
do with how individuals are positioned within thieustures of educational technology.
Those who feel that they know “the tricks” of teoctogy, but who know nothing about
teaching, feel that technology is “easy” and teexlfmust master it.” Those thoughts
appear as different from the neoliberal ideas aadtjges that see teachers as “expensive
labor” and that want to replace these with techgpl&tudents and the members of the
IT community know, however, both the important rofethe usersvho teach and their
impact on the learning technology developmentsh@dlgh a software may state-of-the-
art, it will be useless and unpleasant for learifemsprofessor does not have the skills to
make it work. As Dr. G., a University professor awdthner of the 2012 Blackboard

Catalyst Awards for Exemplary Course saiddé the teaching, Blackboard doesh’t

A Strategic Connector

Crucial users can become strategic connectors wiegotiating technology
within an institution; professors are naturally rsegs the first source of the LMS
information and troubleshooting by online studeaculty members are the real users
(for lack of a better word) since they legally hathé power of teaching and of designing

that teaching. Even though the power of choosirdyiarplementing an LMS may have
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been left in the hands of the so-called technokexperts, their expertise will be as good
as accepted by the crucial users. As demonstratélteitwo articles shown on Chapter
lll, the implications of using an LMS are politicaind not without professional
consequences. There, Chubb and Moe state that ‘0ll¢Gés and universities, whatever
their status, do not need to put a professor imeetassroom. One Nobel laureate can
literally teach a million students, and for a vesasonable tuition price.”In contrast to
this utopian vision of eLearning technology, aniwlal who has taken at least one
online class knows there are essential differebeéween virtual and actual education. It
is clear that an LMS can provide for new spacesonofimunication and learning, yet the
learning that takes place cannot be defined byn@olyy.

During my fieldwork, | came across of some intargstdata from a Blackboard
Student Support Survey organized by the Learninghdgament System Support in
winter 2011. From a sample size of 232 Universitydents who took the survey, two-
thirds have not needed any specific help using Klaard. When they had a question
about the software, 80% of the responders clainmad they were able to find the
answers. Responding to a question that stated théshelp sources by starting from the
most helpful,” students listed course instructsstee number one source, followed by
other students as the second source, and then &=k as the last source on the list.
Although the results of the survey do not indicatey instructors made it at the top of the
list, my speculation implicates culture as the nfactor. Professors are seen as the class
authority; in this role, they are assumed to knomatis going on in class, including the

dynamics of technology. Although distance mattess Ithrough Internet connections, a
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teacher or a friend are assumedly seen as thestleserces of information for students;
their cluster of relationships does not necessanlyplve the Help Desk. Finally, the
culture surrounding higher education presents entiasses and their technology as the
responsibility of faculty members.

Participants in the survey suggested that live amat a help hotline may be
helpful for the students who experience technolegyes. Some of the responses also
suggested that in-person and hands-on sessionsd wamil helpful for learning the
technology. Other suggestions were quite simplekenthe help icon bigger on
Blackboard and find ways to direct students toehesources within the technology. By
another speculation, student suggestions on efee¢diacher-student communication in
regard to technological issues is perceived asegtdbutcome of the survey design. It has
become routine to consider a teacher-student conmation during technology
incidents, a cultural assumption that demonstrétesperspective that faculty members
remain as the main source of information in thesr@aom, even in regard to technology —
all in contrast to the neoliberal project of indiadizing education by undermining the
popular vision of teacher-as-leader to strengtherrale technology.

Writing emails and filling complaints takes a calesiable time of people who
work at Help Desk. In both cases, their fingers enquickly on the board and they write
and write and then click; write and write and tretick again. Many times during my
observations, | came to think on the nature ofitbernet and software technology. There
are people who have a passion for doing cool sa#fKris, my son would say. | can

imagine them struggling to find solutions as well enjoying the work. However, that
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enjoyment would be never complete if there arepeoiple who would accept the product
that makes them excited and get involved in ushrggmt There is no doubt that the
Internet technologies have proven beneficial toedgcl am sure no one has missed that,
especially in the U.S., where more and more peopteluct personal business online.
However, not all people have been able to recogthieefact that users are the other
strong half of the technology success; either wihery call because they “don’t know”,
because they are “frustrated” and “want to yell’smmebody, or because they “want
somebody do something” for them. In each case @heyhe ones who trigger the system,
shake it, and help to change into a socially likeection, supposedly. Then, there are
the system connectors — people like Ann, Chris,, Berd Chloe — who, through their
knowledge, skills, and work allow the informatioa be circulated, software to be
improved, and people to be continuously connected.

Diana: What do you mean by “writing a ticket”? ¢tusds like a police job...

Ann: | know... — She laughs. — It's an email. Whemsthing doesn’t work... —
She laughs. -l just said, “Something does not wdrkFunny. But
yeah...Something is not working properly with Respsdght now. Hold on a
minute. | am sorry.

She read the received email on the screen, todktare of it, typed something
fast (I could read the word “patron” again), addleel picture and ...sent!

Later on | asked her how that works. She explainsné that as a Help Desk
technician her job is to take phone calls, listencéllers and help them solve
issues. However, there are certain issues thatrglyenot be able to help. In a
case like that, shissuesa ticket. A ticket is usually a small report tlokgtscribes
an issue, recognizes the user, the time of isigename of the technician who
received the phone call or email and a short detson on what the technician
did. This is always quick.

Diana: Then?

Ann: They [Blackboard analysts] receive it and tafee of it.

Diana: How long it takes to solve an issue usually?

Ann: We say 48 hours. It's much quicker. If theyotnhow to fix it, it's like in a
few hours.

Diana: So there are things that don’t work...



244

Ann: There are glitches or bugs...yeah. They carnxXeel f

Diana: If they don’t?

Ann:...not sure. | believe they address it to theaministrator.

Later on | did ask Chloe, Ben, and Cornelia in safea conversations. They did
confirm that a ticket is a written form in recogdoit of a technology issue experienced by
an individual or group of individuals when operatiBlackboard. It is a written document
that usually circulates by email. As a rule, thare no tickets created if the issues are
solved during the time that a phone call or ensarkiceived. If not, the ticket is moved to
the Bbadmin (which identifies the Blackboard teama#). Any of the Blackboard team
members who happens to check the Bbadmin emaiteattithe email, should check the
issue and follow up with it until solved. Usually &ssue gets solved by the next day or
so. If that happens, the original user is notifigdemail quickly. If a solution seems not
to be found even after two or more Blackboard teaembers talk and try, the ticket is
delivered to the Blackboard administrator. The Blaxard administrator is not in charge
of solving issues on her own, even though she aviags. If a ticket makes it on her
computer screen, her job is to notify the Blackidgamoviders and waits an answer from
them.

| started thinking on what affects individual peptions in general and the
technology ones specifically: Education? EthnicityRersonality? Knowledge?
Experience? It is a well-known fact that technolagyks the way it does, what affects
the differences in perceptions? Even though thigldvbe a good idea for a future study,

the data suggest that there is a correlation betwegs people find themselves situated
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within a technology and how they understand it, feel about it. The following

conversation with Ben is just the tip of that icepe
Blackboard Exemplary Course

Through the lens of the user network and throughconwersations with power
users, | analyzed the evaluation rubrics for thecBboard Exemplary Course, the winner
of the so-called Blackboard Catalyst Award, whitierapts to recognize instructors and
course designers (from licensed users) whose couls@onstrate best practi¢&sThe
program considers the following categories: Desigrigraction and Collaboration,
Assessment, and Learner Support. Each categowmaisated by a set of subcategories.

Course Design is evaluated in the following foulbaategories: Goals and
Objectives, Content Presentation, Learner Engageraed Technology Use. Among all
four of these subcategories, only one — Technoldgg — is clearly related to the LMS
technology; the rest are of a pedagogical contelea goals and objectives, clear and
relevant presentation of course materials, highedero thinking, individualized
processes). Even the subcategory defined as Texndlse is evaluated according to
the following “best practices”: a wide variety oflitvery media are incorporated into the
course; an effort has been made to use low-costoerost materials; tools available
within the LMS are used to facilitate learning; LM&ls are used to reduce the labor-
intensity of learning (e.g. providing links to neeldresources where they will be used in

the course, integrating publisher resources, anoviging streamlined access to

% www.Blackboard.edu/exemplary Retrieved on 01/124201
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supplementary materials); and technologies are useatively in ways that transcend
traditional-centered instructions.
Learner support: Orientation to Course and LMS,®ufive Software, Instructor

Role and Information Course/Institutional Policessd Support, Technical Accessibility
issues, Accommodations for disabilities, Feedbadure 4-9 shows that the four rubrics
can be grouped in the following conditions: Pedacalgtechnological, and ambiguous,
for the ones that can’t be clearly defined. Asdheph shows, the pedagogical component
is significantly present to all four rubrics, whitee technological component shows
significantly present in one of the rubric elemefiésrner support), almost significantly

present in course design, but almost insignificanhe rest of the rubric elements.

6 —

|

14 + I

B Pedagogical
M Technical

Ambiguous

Interaction

Design
and Collab. Assessment

Learner
Support

Figure 4-9: The chart based on the Blackboard Exemplary Cauitsgc

Dr. G.’s Fears
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| met with Dr. G. in an arranged 45-minute intewieHer enthusiastic and

friendly voice made the time fly by quickly. | kneler from an earlier presentation,
during which she demonstrated why her online cobexewon the Blackboard Catalyst
Award, evaluating the course according to the wibsed in the competition. During my
fieldwork she and the Blackboard team, who workedether, were located in the
Faculty Resources area inside of the Universityadgate library. Because the new
office was only a temporary office, its space dmt have many decorations, making
Dr.G.’s voice even more acoustic. | wanted to knlogr perspective on Blackboard
courses and teaching. Her opinion was especialpprtant since Dr. G., as a Blackboard
Catalyst winner, was given the role of consultamt Blackboard courses by the
University.

Diana: How would you describe your Blackboard eiqreres so far?

Dr.G.: | do like Blackboard. Its’ convenient; itdgs me busy doing stuff for my
classes. It's kind of a challenge and a discovemgetimes. It is good.

Diana: Where did you learn how to operate Blackti®ar

Dr. G.: | learned about Blackboard for the firshéi in 1998 during a pilot study
and fell in love right way. Back then, | thoughtwvias an interesting turn in
learning and | feel still the same.

Diana: How would you describe your experiences wvattine classes? What
would you consider a good online class?

Dr.G.: Online classes are a way of teaching/legrnihey must be very
structured and organized. Students want to seastense. Professors need to be
creative [on how to use technology]. You will us#eésassignment, OK, but what
for? You will use Discussion Board, OK, but what*drou see? They are there
but it is you who can make a good use of it or yuirself in trouble. — She
smiles. — It is easy to get trouble if you don'oknwhat you are doing. Always
think in terms of teaching, not in terms of teclogyl. Technology is dead. It does
not keep you connected. It does not teach youodsdot! The students want to
see you, to feel that you are there. A good teasheuld keep in touch with her
students by comments, emails, fairness, humor..ladl s$tuff that keep us
connected in real life.

Diana: Based on your opinion, how would you descthe purpose and function
of Blackboard in higher education.
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Dr. G.: Itis atool... Dr. G’s helper. Sometimes@ublemaker...Can Blackboard
teaches? Nooo!

Diana: Describe two things that you love/hate aliglatkboard.

Dr.G.:l don't think there is anything in particultvat | love about Blackboard. |
just try to maximize its features. It's a lot of o Not that | hate it, but it is
unpredictable, you know?

Diana: In what sense?

Dr.G.: It can crash...It can cause conflicts...It casrupt a test...your class.
There is no guarantee... | know what they say, bualdo know what
happens...you know?

Diana: Tell me anything else you would like me tmW about Blackboard.

Dr. G.: Blackboard is a vendor. It is there nowcdn change. It can go...It can
mess my life... —Laughs. — True though. | am afraichstimes that | may lose all
my stuff there, or | may lose all what | know...s&ilioo... and start over again
with a new platform. | mean, learning to operatadgRboard at the point | am
right now, it has been quite a challenge. But | fige | have it in my hands now
and | don’t want to lose it, period.

Diana: | attended one of your presentations whem tatked about standards,
what did you mean by that?

Dr. G.: It needs some kind of standardization sapfee[will] know what is what
and where is what. [Blackboard] means a habit. dlem logic...it has a logic.
Platform users should share that logic. Colors domatter. How you design
things online matters a lot. Their functionalitynaamake your life easy or difficult.
Diana: How would you describe a good online class?

Dr.G.: A class that would keep the students engaljézihard to teach online but
only a few people — usually the ones who teachnent would know that. | do
enjoy teaching online. There are online teachingtegies that a teacher should
learn and master [to become successful].

Diana: What do you think about online educatiogemeral?

Dr. G.: In terms of how it is organized and pereeiwvnow, | would consider it
very, very new. There is no good plethora of mogets| am sure it will.

Diana: How would you consider professional develepta when it comes to
online classes?

Dr. G.: It's a good way to expand the idea of omlolasses. We teach but also we
learn from each-other. We share what works and wloassn’t. For example,
when you teach you learn that options don’t workhvatudents so things should
be mandatory. Well, it takes time to come into thahclusion. You may be
thinking, “What is going on? Why is that happentogne?...” It is different when
you share experiences. Then you know right way...Alhig,is what is going on.
Now | know...The same with Blackboard. You share. tTisahow education
works. For me, Blackboard should be no more thwokthat helps me to teach a
class. | do the teaching. Blackboard is there tp,l@nd another time to mess up
my teaching...She laughs. — Blackboard does not étetirning, remember that.
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Diana: So, would you consider Blackboard just apéentool?

Dr. G.: A tool for me, yes. | don’'t consider it dhing more than that...you

know?

During my fieldwork, | occasionally participated i variety of Blackboard
training sessions. In these sessions, | was ablealto about issues surrounding
Blackboard with a number of faculty members. Tlohiallenges and experiences seem to
depend on the length of time they have been uslagkBoard for teaching and learning.
However, they all seemed to have a common sensetbifisiasm for using technology to
teach. However, outside those circles | have nailfia members who do not believe in
online learning and do not feel any urge to comrrsadgine teaching. Dr. G.’s interview,
however, remains of a special value for the stbégause it illustrates that the concerns
of the teaching staff had little to do with theibildies and knowledge about using
technology and more to do with their social stand deskilling. It appears that concerns

outlined in Jenkins’s article are also shared vaten highly skilled members of the

University.

New User: Congratulations! Now You Are Part Of Unversity...

In order to understand Blackboard users, one rueyze the processes during
which learners become Blackboard users. Along thighsocial and cultural construction
of virtual spaces, there is the social and cultw@hstruction of a user. The social
construction of virtual space occurs at many levblg the construction of a user is
mostly an institutional task made possible by auently-collective effort and through
freely-shared ideas. The process of creating amag feel spontaneous, and the learner

usually feels in an individual relationship withetlsystem of technology. When the
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visuals, symbols, and hyperlinks that appear owraptter screen can be described as
“obvious” (learners can register, pay tuition, wgmoa document, check grades, and
complete other online classes without any deep keabye or skills), the well-organized

work that works to the transform a learner intolacBboard user usually remains hidden.

The Meanings of Access ID

The first step in the institutional process of tirgp a Blackboard user is
providing a learner with institutional access. Whah be seen as a simple and ordinary
task has a deeply symbolic (it involves meaningsumptions, and feelings of the
learners) and ritualistic nature.

Email from the System Administrator (April 17, 2Q13\ccessIDs are all two
letters and four numbers and they are generatedengéglly. They started
with aa0000Q aa0001 ...,aa999%nd then increased #&p000Qab000]1 etc..
When you get through az then you increment thet fiester, so you get
AccessIDs$ha0006ba9999 We are going to be skipping 'fu’ because it can b
interpreted as offensive and are looking for ottven letter combinations that
might create a fuss. We have had one parent rgcesuest that her child's
AccessID be changed because it contained the nurodebination '666'.

AccessIDs are generated by our automated syst&rsoine process attached to
Banner | believe. The AccessID allows users toitag [University] systems and
acts as a user ID. This is why we provide all of customers with the ability to
generate their own custom "Email name" so that tay personalize a bit. We
also automatically generate an e-mail alias in thérmat

of FirstName.LastName@wayne.edutwo people have the same First and Last
names, the first person with that name gets treNf@/ime.LastName combination
and everyone else has a number at the end. Forpéxd@wo people named John
Smith would haveJohn.Smith@wayne.edndJohn.Smith2@wayne.edu

If 1 am doing my math properly, that means there &;760,000 possible
AccessIDs. Each range we skip reduces this nump&0000. Even if we skip 4-
5 ranges, we still won't run out of IDs for quitange time.

Everyone who has a record in Banner gets an Adoessl former students as
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well as current students and applicants, faculttiraes, staff, guests, and even
dependents on employee health insurance gets adsagnAccessiID.

A student ID is a nine-digit number generated imm= as the ID number for
every student. Many processes rely on this numbdrret the AccessID. So,
nomenclature is pretty important!...
Access ID is an institutional permission for usitigg U-net under verifiable
circumstances yet in a private manner. A doubleecedccess ID and Password
— maintains both (system) security and (user) psivdhere is a set of procedures
that regulate the process. First, only the Unitgremployees and students are
eligible to have technology access eligible (a goasa get limited access only if
there is a host who supports the guest). Receamupdividual ID and password
is a routine yet marks the beginning of a knownalit Along with a learner
recognition, the ritual aims at an institution-lear bond and identity.

While a routine, in reality, being assigned an IDmber and email address is as

purposeful as symbolic. Those ritualistic acts grsdearners becoming another part of

user network. Symbolically, they want learnersdaomit on those technologies and keep

the networking of users alive.

The Ritual of Student Orientation

The University organizes several student oriémtatduring the year in order to
welcome the newly-admitted students. | attendeddivimose orientation sessions. Each
of the gatherings consisted of a few hundred stisd@arents, and University employees.
Both of the sessions | attended were held on Sayardone in April and the other in
October. University volunteers in uniforms helpdtk tparticipants get around the
campus. Many information stations and directiomgihs placed around the main campus
and near the surrounding streets. | did not attmgl of the tours, but went to two

informal sessions in the General Lecture Buildingrig my April orientation.
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The informational session seemed almost like aygartthe many 17- or 18-year-
old students, who, unless in a tour, just walkexiad in groups of two and three. Many
of the newly-admitted students were accompaniearsy or both parents. A few had
brought their entire family, so some younger wengag of the overall crowd. | took a
few notes when the stage was offered to S., ortheofepresentatives from the C&IT
Help Desk. He took the microphone and started peesh by making some cheerful
comments that | could not hear. However, the audito (with a capacity for 250 but
only half full for that session) burst into laughtén a few seconds, the participants
became quiet, and some of them even started takites.

S: ...Bye high school days, | am a college studemt. ieedom! Right? | know
how you all feel and that is right. You will be comg here in a couple of months
and this is a great opportunity to meet with eaitteiobut also to understand how
college works. Did you all get your IDs and passsid — Many students
answered by saying “Yeees!"— Good start. If not) gbould get it today. It is the
first step, after you get admitted, that makes fgall as a student...connected with
the school and other students around you. Heréakesgood care of you. In your
folder, you will find a green piece of paper with the numbers for the C&IT
department. Don’t throw it away; those numbersiemgortant for you. You have
a problem with your computer? You call the numbeareh (he read the
number)...A problem with your passcode? Call the nemsihowing here (he read
the number). Blackboard issues? Are you guys famvlith Blackboard? Yeah,
not that blackboard... the one we all hated... whenwate with chalk...right?
No one does that now, correct. Blackboard is tlertelogy that helps you stay
connected with your peers and professors 24/7.r A&ving from here, | am
going to meet with some of my classmates, becataesiclasses too. However, |
am going home. | will meet with them by stayingmy own kitchen! Because of
Blackboard, literally you can take a class in ypajamas, isn’t that cool? It is no
longer high school when your mom made sure youthedt house early in the
morning, otherwise... — A student said something andrge group around him
laughed. S. heard him, | couldn’t. — That is rigtw you are the master of your
fate...Now, two very important things: One, you neeser, ever, share your
password... Otherwise, you can be in a big troubieo,Thever ever download
stuff that you are not supposed to. | am sorryy thél get you and no one can
help...It's illegal. Keep that in mind: It is illegal
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S. talked for about 15 minutes. He emphasized moportant technology is for a
college student, a line that may be expected frben IT department. However, as |
thought later that day, the books are extremelyom@mt for a student’s success, but no
one talked about them during the orientation. Thevérsity did not offer any orientation
sessions to share strategies on how and where texde for cheaper prices. It seemed
that the purpose of S.’s presentation was to makethat everybody received the ID and
had the password setup. After his first announcérabout these IDs, he took out his
cellphone and explained that the University als® $@mecool mobile applications that a
student can download for a little money. | realizédt some students were already
checking their cell phones. At the end of his pnésteon, he reminded the attendees one
more time about student IDs and passwords. He esigdth the importance of this
institutional access:Y'ou need to activate them. Do not leave this gldiefore you get
it done...”

Right after S. left the stage, one of the polidecefs went on stage and a student
volunteer adjusted the microphone for him. | le#fdve the other presentation started.
There were tables and stands with materials eversaviin the hall. Many of the
University employees stood there or sat in fronthefr computers ready for help.

School rituals like this one, regardless of howytlee organized, play an
important role in shaping newcomers’ perceptionghe United States, where attending
a college is usually a based on a student’s chomentations are designed to grab the
attention and interest of the students and familidsese orientations are a tradition;

institutions work to have prospective students @il parents leave the orientation with
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the most positive impressions. The orientationstli@ prospective students are usually
associated with campus tours as well. There amests, alumni, professors and even
deans who show up occasionally in the tours, welegnithe newly accepted and
cheering them up. These orientations are full @ice] but also focus on personal stories.
Although the people who share their stories magdbtheir exact words, these stories
tend to stick with the younger students, those af®just developing their expectations
for life at the University. The words they hear idgrthose sessions have an effect on
how they consider as a new, college life.

The information presented through stories in therdoand through informal
conversation is not simple information for the ng@atcepted students. Instead, these
stories shape students’ perceptions and attitudesrestingly, those rituals and stories
have recently begun to involve technologies as .wleldon’t think S. was at the
orientation to “sell” Blackboard. If one were tocase him of this, | am sure he would
honestly deny it. He would have perhaps added libahates Blackboard. By talking
about technology in general, and Blackboard inipagr, S. just did his job, a job he
probably likes and wants to do it well.

Although S. may not have intentionally worked tontuhese new learners into
Blackboard users, his stories during the sessiork i@ orient the newly admitted
students toward having a friendly relationship whie technology. | am sure he learned
that the presentation should be “cool” or at |éast boring”, so he did what he believes

he is expected to do by making jokes and telliogies.
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It should be added that these kinds of rituals #nedlanguage associated with
them are present everywhere: orientations, reg¢isti®y teachings, trainings, testing,
updating. These terms seem to dominate the instiiit language of the University.
They appear like an endless institutional endeafayr connecting learners with

technology.

The Other User

Introduction

In general terms, the inclusive nature of softwatews for the involvement of
many people, who can share work and ideas witheagmphical, cultural, and linguistic
boundaries. This condition of recent technologdavelopments has contributed to an
expansion of secondary groups and imaginary commesninstead of any nationalistic,
ethnic, or religious affiliations, those communrstieknown for their worldwide
dimensions, are quite often mistaken for what cardéscribed as technological or just
virtual communities. As the observations show, ¢biective work and shared interests
of these communities hold them together and diffiéaée them from other online
communities, described by Turkle (1997) and Rhdmh@@000). When collecting data
for the dissertation, | became a regular visitoisome of these virtual communities of
developers through my involvement in discussionswabsites such as Moddle.org,
Chronicle.com, Splashdot.com.

From a narrow perspective, the online discussionthose virtual sites became of

a special importance for this study because theyiged tremendous information about
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Blackboard technology and its dynamics. Howevegldo came to realize that the
members of those communities shared common inteegst knowledge that exceeded
the common ground of the software. | observed Hmvmembers of those communities
discussed the acquisition of Moodlerooms and Nét@pm open source supporters) by
Blackboard and how they, altogether, made sensbadfreality as they redefined their
individual positions accordingly. Not only did tllesommunities share information about
Blackboard, they also and discussed the law regagrdine Blackboard patent, for
example, and the implications of the company’'s latvagainst Desire2Learn LMS.
These communities also organized themselves toaetkens to affect the outcome of the
case®’ Their actions became sharply political when thegided to take side in the
Blackboard v. Desire2Learfawsuit by providing “tons of prior art” (used asmain
source of information for this dissertation), pshing the information online, creating
websites like boycotblackboard.com, and even aftemoney for the cause.

Reading the posts and comments in these online cmoities helped me to clarify
how the capitalistic practices and mentality of dlaoard affected the image and
reputation of the Blackboard product. It also beeacear how those developments
affected people’'s lives, attitudes, and actions.en&sally speaking, those online
discussions became a great source for understatitengeal impact of technology, how
people create and maintain technologies and how dexelop relationships through
those technologies. In situations embedded withhcome and dominance, people in these

communities became involved and extended their opatsconnections by sharing

87 See the History of Virtual Environments: Wikipediay
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personal experiences and expertise, showing silidard acceptance, as well as simply
maintaining personal relationships. It became alwithat virtual communities are just
another form of human communities. The means aacthiies of communication were
different, but the results were largely the same: &xample, people displayed their
attitudes by inserting certain pictures and sketéheheir postings , or by using symbolic
screen names (Don Quiouxe, Mr. Splashypans), byerdiitiating the fonts to
intentionally emphasize ideas or attitudes (“THATigeresting”), and by inserting
emoticon icons®). Some of the discussion forums were built toggktitional feedback
from users by allowing the posts to be categori@odnymously asool, very coo) not
very cool | am sure that some of these relationships eetdralitside of the website
through the use of email or phones, although myitéidn participation in these
communities kept me from being involved in this way

These communities forced me to consider a legiemgiestions about my
research categories: Should the people who knowkBtzard bugs, have the skills to
operate Blackboard, understand “the evil of sofemaatents” and its political economy,
yet do not operate Blackboard be considered Blaamkbasers? Do their separation from
Blackboard, their disappointments, and their pmditiactions against the technology
classify this group as non-users? If they are tedesidered as Blackboard users, should
the termuserbe redefined?

These kinds of users seem to be categorically rdifte from those in the
University. In contrast to the criteria used toidefusers at the University, members of

these online communities possess a high level o5LdKills and knowledge, are not
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involuntarily exposed to the technology, are mosiby under the pressure of a specific
institutional power, and associate with each ottwely through collective work and
shared ideas. Unless we accept thatsar is defined by a political position toward
technology — not just a human being in physicatbowith a technology — the concept of
userremains open for debate. The teother userss used for this group similarly to the
concept ofthe others an anthropological term that uniquely express$es ihclusive-
exclusive nature of human diversity. Through tleein words, this part of the findings
describes the virtual community of the other usershape themselves in contrast to and
through the technological, political, social, andltural developments of Blackboard

software.

Cool Kids

Collin Matheson wrot®:...| sure hope the halcyon view becomes a reality,
because like many members of the Moodle communitpot only have a
professional history with Moodle, | also have atpair my personal identity
wrapped into the Moodle story. To me Moodle is ma$t software, it is
community that thinks deeply and cares about edutaBlackboard can’t buy
that and may not be able to effectively particifatthat community eithéet’

Chris Murad: Like Colin, this is much more thanta@re to me, this is close
community and | am proud to have some part of it.

Stuart Mealor, Managing Director of one specific ddte Partner, and Moodle
Certification Manager: | wouldn’t sell our Moodl@Rner company for any price,
because our Moodle is much more about communitgl doing something
wonderful with open source software and educatiothe world. If money was
the highest priority for HRDNZ we would be invesggim property, or maybe new
oil wells [smiling face[*

8  Blackboard acquires Moodlerooms and NetSpot (Fro@8/27/2012 to 05/12/2012)
https://moodle.org/mod/forum/discuss.php?d=1992d8i&ed on 06/29/2012

8 Colin Matheson’s posting received 6 Very coolngti

% The posting received 5 Coolest thing ever!
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Saner: Moodle has a large community of users, tntrs and developers who

will not tolerate attempts by any large companyinfiluence or change the

direction of the project in ways that are contraryhe original vision and mission
of the Moodle project.

These excerpts, taken from a chat in the Moodlengewirtual community, show
that for many, software has become more than justriéfact. People feel connected with
these technologies in many ways. When people d#femselves through software, they
allow the collective work and freely-shared idedstlee technology to affect their
production, social statuses, and relationshipsMagheson emphasizetl,not only have
a professional history with Moodle, | also have atpof my personal identity wrapped
into the Moodle story.'Software, considered by some as a bunch of coatpticcodes,
is also a story written by many, a story filled wgmotions ranging from frustration to
excitement.

Those who work with a specific technology rememhb#rof its details and
meanings as a writer in his own poem. In the cdsgen source software, the product is
often the result of collaborative labor. Such saftsvappears as a non-market product
because its production is not meant necessarilyncoease profit.“To me; stated
Matheson “Moodle is not just software, it is community thiainks deeply and cares
about education.”"Matheson, and many others, associate themselvésanitmage of
software as working toward something other tharbthiteom line.

Thesecool kidshave no issue in involving themselves in workda@oftware even

if they do not receive pay or economic benefitstfagir work as long as they perceive

themselves as working toward a beneficial goalsnoup is pained when they come to
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realize that the work they considered as enjoyablas for a good cause is taken away
and being sold. Corporations seem to be frequdrahgefitting from the collective work
of these cool kids. The pain for these cool kidshia virtual communities comes from a
certain culture clash: a set of values developdtiizvithe community is broken, or at

least questioned, by the work of the corporate avorl
Cool Kids Versus Cool Technology

Is open source software necessarily better thaprietary software? If so, what
criteria would legitimate the answer? Theoreticallased on the Albanian saying that
shumé mendje jané mé miré se njé mefmj@ny minds work better than just one), it
makes sense that the involvement of many peoplezate a better product. From my
personal and teaching perspective, | have foundsigaificant difference between
Blackboard (proprietary) and Moodle (developed pesmesource software) besides my
familiarity working with Blackboard. Here is how I8weider similarly describes his own
experiences.

Daniel K. Schneider: | can't resist adding some fanthis debate. Found out
about this debate by reading Slashdot. | both iBam Moodle in a very similar
way.

Moodle (variant one). Create a class, add 9 as®gtsiike this

assignment 1

assignment 2

Each assignment only links to a grading rubric.tBt, no forum, nothing else.

My whole learning environment is a MediaWiki (coarsnaterials, students

productions, forums plus two traditional websersggecial purpose files, student
productions). In other words: | just use Moodle t¢oeate and publish

grades........ Moodle variant 2 ( because | am co-teacthie class)

A technical support forum

A few links to documents
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A button that will open a LAMS sequence

BB. Way more sophisticated use since | work asdumat faculty in a teaching
college and BB is a “standard” there. Add 8 linki®ithe Wiki programXXX

Add 8 assignments for student production uploadaated with a grading rubric
In other words, why would one use LMS for teachaisgopposed to evaluating?
Most good teachers | have heard of, create their maching environments with
whatever tools are appropriate. These have to delwdifferent with respect to
learning goals. Do you need Moodle for learningteats (word files or IMS
CPs)? Why do you want to cope with creating anaaniihg files for each class
when you just could make your own stuff availalliean environment that you
own? Are hooked on quizzing? Any LMS can do thatother words, what is the
difference between Moodle, BB or any of these LMiBds?

To put it more bluntly: Moodle started off with sawnstructivism and other
modern pedagogies in mind, got there half way &ed stopped. | got a Moodle
server since its beginning and except for hundreidsew control options |

frankly can’t figure out the difference betweensren 1 and 2.2 (except for the
grading rubrics for which |1 am quite glad). So, wdg you need Moodle as
opposed to just any random LMS?

Sorry | couldn't resist... (ducking my hedt)

Don Hinkelman: It's the community, Dan. A collabtiva, open group of
innovators who love education. Not only that, ftlace where all the women are
strong, and men are good looking and the kids langeaaverage.

If you moved the community to a “random LMS”, yésyould follow. There are
better wikis, better blogs, and better quizzes laeck there. But there is no place
with better beer, literally. | sit down in an izgka(Japanese pub) regularly with a
bunch of folks who talk about what new module argoh they are creating. We
do conferences and workshops together. | conndhbtteachers across the world
who co-design courses with me. | work at a scholoéne we have a question
bank of 2000+ growing, improving questions to builesh quiz exercises from.
We have a repository where we write textbooks dvadesthem (on Moodle).
Finally, the music here is pretty good. Martin @apme mean rhythm®

Daniel K. Schneider: Don, | take this communitywargnt (smiling face). But if
it exists as strongly as you seem to imply, thebody should be afraid of
Blackboard (smiling face).”

L The posting received 2 Not very cool
%2 The posting received 3 Very cool ratings.
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The conversation seemed unusual, not just becauise cites sometimes tend to
habituate uniform thinking. This conversation make<lear that the real concerns
(regardless of how appear) go beyond technologyenof the technologies can be
described as inherently good or evil. Generallyakpey, groups are formed and
developed based on some tacit agreements thaedsdimicular perceptions and interest;
all less to do with just technology. What may sesentove for or hate against software, it

is rooted in a social-political situation and hogople relate to it.

Cool Kids And Evils

Capture 1V-8 shows the posting of Martin Dougiamate owner of Moodle, an
open source software registered in Australia andsm of many educational institutions
all over the world — in Moddle Lounge on July 2008. The short text in the body reads,
“Isn’t ridiculous what the patent office alloysic] companies to patefit and then P.S.
Software Patents are Eviland “P.P.S. I'm not worried as | think there is plenfypoior

art.”%3

E: Blackboard Patents

ai Martin Dougiamas - Thursday, July 27, 2008, 6:35 AN

Isn'tit ridiculous what the patent offices allows companies to patent?

htp:/ /www.blackboard.com/ patent

P.S. Software Patents are Evil.

P.P.5. I'm not worried as | think there is plenty of prior art,

Reply

Capture 4-8: Software meanings

% www.Moodle.org/moodlelounge/Blackboardpatents iRe&d on 08/12/2012
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The situation appeared quite alarming for many hen forum; a large group of
readers replied to his short posting quickly anptkbe thread growing for quite a while.
In less than three hours, Schwartz replieMofe than evil; they don’'t make any
intellectual sensé Later on that day, Green stated that the biggesblem with patents
is that the small players in the market find itdearto defend any “infringement” legally
due to their budget issues. This situation cre&elsig discouragement for open source
development when the budget for the legal depattiess to be somewhat mininial
Churchward, a little later, wrote Moodle is the only ‘real’ threat they have at the
moment. This whole thing shows exactly why pateat® become almost ridiculalis
The situation is &lmost equivalent to Microsoft trying to patent gwncept of browsér
added Crosslin.

In 2006, Blackboard announced that the US PatidfiteDhas awarded it “a
patent for technology used for internet-based dtlutaupport system and methods.”
Well-known concepts and processes were coverebermpatent, including client-server
online courses with users defined as either stgdeninstructors, the use of an online
drop box in an instructional setting, the use direngrade books, and the use of online
assignments. The patent became an issue in mamjyogevs’ circles because many (if
not all) of the patented features were being usddgher education way before June 30,
2000, the filing date of Blackboard’s patent reques

The patent was seen as a sign of what could bedswed ‘the monopoly of the

eLearning environmerit.Within Moodle circles, that patent was viewed asthreat
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against open source LMS. These developers wereialpdrustrated by the fact that
Blackboard patented what could have been descabéprior art,” demanding loyalties
from those who used the common elements of thenpa@n the same day that the patent
was awarded, Blackboard filed a patent infringemsuit against Desire2Learn, a
successful eLearning software provider and Blackbgeampetitor. Here is a short recap
by Paul Nijbakker posted in the Moodle Lounge oA 2006:

BlackBoard Inc. (the dominant provider of e-leaghsoftware in the online-education
market, after they acquired two other educatiotmtetogy companies, Prometheus and
WebCT) was granted a very broad US patent in Jgr2@6, covering pretty much all
the aspects of a common virtual learning environimemey are trying to get the patent
accepted world wides|c]. If they get away with it, it means that BlackBda[sic]will
have the monopoly of the eLearning market.

Nobody seemed to have noticed the patenting prpeesa during the 6 month period in
which people or organizations (sic) can protestresjdhe patent (naturally, BlackBoard
kept it under wraps). However, as soon as the mgpfieriod was over, BlackBoard
announced that they now had the patent and wodddamit retroactively (I believe until
1997, the year the company was founded).

The very same day BlackBoard filed a patent inkemgnt suit against the Canadian
eLearning provider Desire2Learn, which presentlgleckBoard's major competitor in
North America. The suit was filed in a rural Texasirt (one can assume that
BlackBoard figures that it will be easier to gegithway with a bunch of nationalist
hayseeds on the jury, no offence intended).

Reaction

The outcome of this law suit will have an importanpact on eLearning. It is therefore
of interest to us all to follow the procedure aodake action against the monopolisation
[sic] of eLearning by one US commercial giant.
http://www.boycottblackboard.org/index.php

The open source community is gathering evidengeiof art, so as to prove that
BlackBoard did not invent most of the functionalitey have now patented

This litigation once again shows that software p&t@re not conducive to the
development of fair and open standards in eLearantEuropean Moodlers should
support the European Parliament in its oppositosuich patents.
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With regards,

Paul Nijbakker

The loci of the online discussion was quickly ebshied: Blackboard announced
a patent, the action was evaluated as threatepetigthe participants were encouraged
each other to not panic. A strong sense of commupiickly arose. This sense of
community became clear through the words that geopbse for defining themselves
(“Surely, there got to be some places where we, asildaommunity can file complaints
for this patenit), but also through the collective actions theygided to take, especially
after the news that “Blackboard filed a lawsuitiagaDesire2Learn”.

“1 suspect that Blackboard is sueing [sic] Desire2ireas an easy victitnwrote
Low on August 2, 2006.Do we think the open source Moodle is driving thtticg edge
trends? Which suggest that the mega corp [sic] wided to catch up to rear end us.
There is always the copyright counter attack.

“My experience has been that the bad guys will canaebite you in the bum if
you are not looking under every rock for théresponded Crosslin.

“Interesting” wrote Miller, “if they come after Moodle- who do they sue?
Everybody using it? The developers of the individhita they object to? Mart?¥

No one answered these questions. The initial pgstirhowever, give the
impression that members of this virtual communitgrevboth panicked and confused.
The language of “we” and the definition of the “Mid® community” took a strong
meaning. These characterizations reminded me ot Whekheim describes as human

solidarity during crime occurrences in society. Towline discussion felt as if the
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community were preparing for a real war; commumtgmbers talked about victims,
Blackboard’s strategies, and plans for attackingkbalhey reacted and organized
quickly. “Do something,wrote Nijbakker as he posted a link for Boycotaé&kboard,
which on 06/29/2012 showed only the logo of an eexisting organization.

People within the community were highly occupiedhwplanning actions to “get
things done.” Moodlers in the Lounge asked for aerarganized action. Capture IV-10
shows an anonymous posting that insisted on sonre (nadical) actions. The patent
developments become a persistent topic of conversaand more people became
involved in this to discussion by bringing in infieation from other organizations, media,
and institutions.
Here are some very interesting postings of thag¢tim

Blackboard Patents - UK IMS meeting between CETI& Blackboard, send Qs
by Aug 31st

by Steve Wright' - Wednesday, August 16, 2006, 10:17 PM

Received this by email - Sheila is collecting qioest to be put to blackboard
from those involved in HE/FE in the UK:

To quote:

As you are all no doubt aware there has been cmiteit of controversy
surrounding the recent Blackboard patent announcent the next IMS
meeting

in September (being held at Blackboard officesyehis going to be a Q&A
session between Blackboard representatives andnigi@bers. IMS are already
collecting common issues from their members - bsudpect that at the moment
they will be quite US focused. As CETIS represdhts UK HE/FE in IMS, |
would

be happy to collate our common issues and feed thak to IMS for inclusion
in this session (and of course in turn pass baskamses). Apparently the
session is going to be recorded but I'm not surhef recording will be made

% Some of the postings shown are made copy-and-paspeeserve their interface; pictures and other
visuals are included.
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publicly available - or if  someone will patent

it irstés

Fe: Blackboard Fatents
by Don Quixote - Monday, August 7, 2006, 6:21 AM

After a long time of absence at moodle.org | have stumbled by coincidence on this thread.

Well, I was shocked to see that it is now going towards the patent stuff (5 On the other hand... probably it's one more of those
"cases” that are needed to finally crash the whole patent industry worldwide and send all those patenting bastards to hell!

Why are still so many of us cowardly passive against a system that allows people to externalize costs, privatize earnings,
monopolize knowledge (even if it is produced by others or doesn't "belong” to anyone), squeeze every buck out of others, etc.
How dumb are we?

Are some of us, even speculating to become suddenly also winners on their sides? Are some just quiet in order to not put at risk
their job, not to get in troubles? Most of us are living in democracies, so WE define how the world looks like in which we are

living...

Btw, one of their strongest weapons is, that people tend to rather like to solve an "isolated problem” (let's say: Moodle isn't
threatened by Blackboard patents) than to consider the entire problem.

Off again for another year or so (&)
Don Quixote

"the name is programme”

Capture 4-9: The name is “programme”

by Tony Hursh - Friday, August 18, 2006, 5:29 AMak8i Project Retention
Center ....
http://www.sakaiproject.org/index.php?option=comntemt&task=view&id=442
&ltemid=312

In the wake of recent efforts to limit the free asjen sharing of innovation for
online learning, the Sakai Foundation has retaitied Software Freedom Law
Centef® (SFLC), an organization directed by Eben Moglen aedicated to
providing advice and legal services to protect addance free and open source
software, to evaluate the recent Blackboard patentmpact on the educational
community, and to advise on legal matters regardittte patent.
There's more on the site.

% The Software Freedom Law Center filed a requesh whe US Patent Office to re-examine the
Blackboard patent, a request which was approveedbas the so called “previous art”.
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Re: Blackboard Patents
by Richard Treves - Friday, September 15, 2006/ &8l
Thanks Jon,

INOL but the crux of the defent [sic](or at least the defencsif] that is not
written in complete jargoi® ) seems to be that BB did not inform the patent
office of prior art and, if this is proved, it inNdates the patent.

"...18. Matthew Small, the General Counsel for Rkaxard, stated to the
Association of Learning Technology (“ALT”) on Augua3, 2006, either
verbatim or in substance, that “Blackboard peadplduding Mathew Pittinsky
and Michael Chasen worked as consultants to IM#iddhe late 1990s. This
was before Blackboard LLC acquired Courselnfo amthed Blackboard, Inc.
and became a vendor. The dates can easily be chec&arselnfo 1.0 as a
system, and Blackboard’s acquisition of it, preddbe patent application.”...

...20. For example, the IMS Specification discloasdr profiles that allowed for
a user to be assigned multiple predetermined o$es.r
7...

...21. Page 19 of the IMS Specification stategart, “An IMS Profile for a user
may include both learner-specific and author speiformation since an
individual can be both a teacher in one contextalehrner in another.”

22. The IMS Specification further discloses thast user roles are used to allow
various levels of access to and control of variousse files.

23. Page 21 of the IMS Specification states, in, par

In the IMS, as in many groupware products todagrsiparticipate in a group in
the context of a particular role. For example hia Biology 101 group, Mary
Clark may be playing the role of a student. In tieispect, she will only have
access to those items that are granted to studeraddition, students are an
identifiable group of people, so the teacher cand s e-mail to all of the
students without having to address them one-by-orthe Biology Study Group
contained in the Biology 101 group, Mary plays tbke of Group Leader. As
such, she is able to invite new users into themgradd resources to the group,
and otherwise manage the group.”

Interesting developments.

% British in original
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Rich

Re: Blackboard Patents

by Chris Collman - Tuesday, October 17, 2006, @14

Wow,

Local daily newspaper(Caledonian Record VT, est718Bculation 10K) picked up
something about the blackboard patents. Beliewenot, it was part of my eye doctor's
reading tesi

Looks like it was syndicated. Good quarter paggkneention Moodle once. Followed
by a quote attributed to BB CEO saying he was worfaf open source software and BB
had an open source module etc. Reporter also omeatithe blogging going on and the
very long Wikipedia page which had history goinglo#o 1945 (a very good year that
was).

Anyone interested | can scan it.

Chris

4.

Re: Blackboard Patents

by Gareth Watkins - Tuesday, January 23, 2007, PNI6

Hi All,

Are there any updates on this issue? There akendl$ of rumors and hearsay flying
around my institution about the fate of Moodle.

I'd obviously hope that no news is good news!

Cheers,

G

Drop Patent

To understand the impact of the Blackboard patedtlawsuit, one should read
the letter sent to Chasen, CEO of Blackboard fnem Brian L. Hawkins, the President
of EDUCAUSE, on behalf of the EDUCAUSE Board of &utors. The origin of
Blackboard is inherently tied to EDUCASUE becaudackBboard as a business was

initially a contractor of IMS (one of EDUCASUE irmatives) and Blackboard press
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releases were careful to emphasize that Blackbsapported and complied with the
EDUCAUSE standards.

October 9, 2006

Mr. Michael Chasen
Chief Executive Officer
Blackboard, Inc.

1899 L Street, 11th Floor
Washington, DC 20036

Dear Mr. Chasen,

| am writing you on behalf of the higher educatibh community, the
EDUCAUSE Board of Directors, and our executive terexpress in writing
what we have conveyed in prior conversations. Oomraunity is deeply
concerned by Blackboard's patent and its recent $ant claiming patent
infringement against Desire2Learn. Our communigldehese actions go beyond
competition to challenging the core values andré@stis of higher education.

One of our concerns is that you may not fully apjae the depth of the
consternation this action has caused for key mesnileour community. Among
those who have been most directly involved in teeetbpment and evolution of
course management systems—customers whom Blackibaardelied upon for
ideas and advice—these concerns are most pronaufikent anger over the law
suit is so intense that many are simply not comeatitig with Blackboard. We
have seen this intensity of anger only a few tirhefore. In those cases, the
corporations involved were unaware of what was bapy outside their official
channels. Please do not underestimate this coastmmmwhich we believe will
impact Blackboard in both the short- and the |oggmt

We are sure you are aware of the many blog postirsgsissing the law suit. Web
sites have been established to gather evidenceiaf gt to refute the patent
claims. The expressions we hear range from thé&cation of Blackboard, to
stories about the cold reception Blackboard isivaug at presentations, to the
embarrassment of your employees who are askedplaiexhis corporate action.
Even those members of the community who counsahdak wait-and-see
approach are not necessarily less concerned, jost¢ fiocused on what they
might have to lose by speaking out against the dantivendor in the CMS
market. The fact that these perceptions exist idikely to lead to greater market
share or profitability for Blackboard.

EDUCAUSE is a non-profit association dedicatedenrimg its 2000 college and
university members, as well as its 200 corporatenbes. We do not endorse
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products or take the side of one company over ano@ur corporate guidelines,
established in 1998, are very clear that EDUCAUSIprimarily accountable to
its institutional members. In the event of a catfloetween corporate and
institutional member objectives, we must support iostitutional members. Let
me clearly state that we are not siding with D&disarn at the expense of
Blackboard. Our discussions and actions are baséslyson the collective

interests of our institutional members.

There are two core tenets behind the community exoncOne deals with co-
creation and ownership; the other deals with intioma Course management
systems were developed by the higher education aontyy which includes
academics, organizations, and corporations. ldease wreely exchanged,
prototypes developed, and refinements continue & rbade. The new
EDUCAUSE Catalyst Award, given to course managensgstems this year,
celebrates that course management systems "wereeigced and developed
among faculty in pockets of innovation throughoue tworld. They originated
simultaneously at a number of institutions, asestah the award announcement.
One of the reasons course management systems iwgledsout for this award is
because of the "fluid movement of ideas and invtest between academia and the
commercial sector as individual limited-use effagi®lved into enterprise-wide
systems.” Our community has participated in thetora of course management
systems. A claim that implies this community creatcan be patented by one
organization is anathema to our culture.

We realize that what one believes is not necegsiaglally binding. As a result,

EDUCAUSE engaged the services of a highly reputabteependent law firm to

review the patent. The preliminary conclusion igttthe patent was very broadly
defined and was inappropriately approved by the. P&ent and Trademark
Office. That is certainly the view of the higheruedtion community, many of

whom are contributing evidence of prior art.

The other core tenet is to promote innovation. ffee exchange of ideas fosters
innovation. The open sharing of ideas does notlydeccommercialization or
profiting from ideas. Innovation is critical to thégher education community and
it is critical to corporations. Blackboard has asged the importance of listening
to customers as its source of innovation. This kit will certainly have a
chilling effect on the open sharing of ideas in community.

We believe that Blackboard should disclaim the tsgestablished under your
recently-awarded patent, placing the patent irptifdic domain and withdrawing
the claim of infringement against Desire2Learn. Wééeve this action would be
in the best business interests of Blackboard anthenbest interests of higher
education. We do not make this request lightly ndarestimate the courage it
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will take to implement. However, we believe it isetright action for your
corporation and our community.

As EDUCAUSE members convene this week, this paadtits implications for
innovation in education will be discussed more dhpaNow is the time for
Blackboard to demonstrate why it is a leader inreeumanagement systems and
listen to the marketplace that has been a primawyce of collaboration and
innovation. I, along with members of my executigarh, are willing to meet with

you at any time.
Sincerely,

The letter, in powerful words, expresses the desgern of the IT community in
higher education caused by Blackboard's legal asti@his letter also demonstrates the
existence of what this dissertation describes agepfal networks in higher education.
The desperate response of Chasen demonstratesritteversy surrounding the patent
situation: ‘Blackboard has been (and remains) a long suppaté&EDUCAUSE and the
important role it plays for the academic communibyt we are disappointed that

EDUCAUSE, an industry organizatigthe emphasis is mines taking public positions

on its members’ intellectual property and enforcetredforts’”

A

3

y
Re: Blackboard Patents

by Marcus Green - Saturday, January 27, 2007, RN87

™

Looks like the US patent office is going to re-exaethe Blackboard patent.

http://www.theinquirer.net/default.aspx?article=332

Re: Blackboard Patents - Good news
by Udi Ben-Haim - Thursday, February 1, 2007, 11P28
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The Blackboard Patent Pledge

The intense pressure on Blackboard forced theelsa consider other options
besides using legal actions to enforce common eitsme their patents. As a response to
the pressure, Blackboard leaders come up with dgpl¢éo the development community
in February 2007. Here is one of the related pgston this matter:

Blackboard is making today patent pledge to thengmeirce and home-grown course
management community. announcing a legally-bindimgyocable, world-wide pledge
not to assert any of our issued or pending patefdsed to course management systems
or transaction systems against the use, developonesipport of any open source or
home-grown course management systems.

See Click Here

Congratulations to all!

udi

The solution, however, was not accepted by alteHewhat Wyatt posted on

February 2, 2007:

Re: Blackboard Patents - [not] Good news
by A. T. Wyatt - Friday, February 2, 2007, 1:15 AM

Also see here:
http://www.blackboard.com/patent/FAQ_013107.htm

Moodle is mentioned specifically quite a few times.

| think that this pledge is a poor solution. To miégoks like a masterful "spin”
campaign that, in the end, leaves the patent icgks a potent tool for the future. The
patent should be revoked based on clear documentafiprior art.

Quote:

Blackboard hereby commits not to assert any ofkl& patents listed below, as well as
all counterparts of these patents issued in otloemtries, against the development, use
or distribution of Open Source Software or Home\@andystems to the extent that such
Open Source Software and Home-Grown Systems aiumoliled with proprietary
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software.

Quote:

Blackboard hereby commits not to assert any ofll& patents listed below, as well as
all counterparts of these patents issued in othentties, against the development, use or
distribution of Open Source Software or Home-Gr@wystems to the extent that such
Open Source Software and Home-Grown Systems arBuratled with proprietary
software.

The language about "Open Source Software and HormesGSystems are not Bundled
with proprietary software." could easily stifle seimnovation in the future. It seems to
me that BB is actually giving up very little here.

(lam a jaded cynidl@i? Feel free to disagree!)
atw

Obviously, the actions of people changed the coof&iackboard patents.The
individuals, organizations, and businesses thatameled a review of the patent pushed
Blackboard to first make a pledge not to assertantg patents against the development,
use, or distribution of open source software or égrown systems. Although the pledge
was viewed by many as a victory, the languagehaw/s through the postings, left some
people quite skeptical about Blackboard and otbarré developments. Sometime after
the Moodle Lounge celebrated Blackboard’s pledgetteer development shattered the

virtual community.

o7 Wikipedia states that in February 2008, a fedamg} jn Texas ruled in favor of Blackboard Inc. t8 i
patent infringement suit against Desire2Learn, ifigdthe rival company liable for infringing on its
patent. One month later, in March 2008, the U.S$emaDffice issued a preliminary decision followiitg
re-examination of Blackboard's patent applicatishich rejected the 44 claims made by the compahg. T
Patent Office stated that it would give a final id&m following a review of the patent.
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Cool Kids and The Story of Little Red Riding Hood

An article posted by Josh Coatéon March 27, 201Blackboard Calls it
Quits®, left me quite puzzled and not with may clues.aswot sure how to understand
the developments within Blackboard this time, na dquite understand the article’s
discourse, which instead of clarifying the situatishowed an open irony and a
competitive spirit:
Yesterday Blackboardnnouncedhat it has officially gotten out of the LMS bussse
They are now an education software and service locorggate. They now "own" the

legacy LMS market by supporting 5 different LMS gwaets (6 if you include the D2L
cross-licensing agreement.)

Figure 4-10: The fence line just shifted again. (Title in origin

In other words, they don't care what LMS you pitkey will gladly take your

money for whatever flavor of LMS you choose, asgl@s they can bill you for
generic IT software and services. In a lot of walgsy are becoming IBM (minus
the research labs) which is known as the IT supp@vider of last resort - the
shop to go to when your institution relies on otedatechnology (yes, they still
happily support COBOL and mainframes). Blackboasdnow a full service

company supporting thgate majority" and the "laggards".

% Josh Coates is the CEO of Instructure, a competitMS based on Salt Lake City, Utah.
% Josh Coates Instructure http://voice.instructune/blog/bid/147398/Blackboard-Calls-it-Quits Tuegda
March 27, 2012. Retrieved on March 28, 2012.
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But what about open source? Yes Ray Henderson dal&s about open source,
but clearly it'seyewashBlackboard hasn't changed, but hope springsatern

And what about ANGEL? Yes, they gave ANGEL a terappreprieve from life
support. Give it a year or two, and it will be bamk the chopping block. In the
meantime, I'm sure they will do the absolute mimmrequired to keep ANGEL
alive until they feel they can afford to cut it B® They have 5 different systems
they need to support and develop - when resoureesgipt, which LMS do you
think will get the short end of the stick?

So, what's going to happen now? Expect more carriusidon't think it requires
much imagination to suppose that the Moodle andiSakmmunity will become
even more jumbled and Blackboard will shove innmraeven further back on
the burner.

And what about Instructure? Most of our customems rmer Blackboard
schools. We rarely see Moodle or Sakai make ih#oshort list of any education
institution. We launched only 13 months ago andehpist closed our 128th
school. Why did Alamo Colleges, Auburn Universitigrown University,
Maricopa Community Colleges and The Wharton Scladothe University of
Pennsylvania pick us? Because Canvas ipies, full featured LMS platform
built on modern technology, native to the cloudtiacture is about innovation.
And no, Blackboard can't buy u#t's not all about the moneyYes, that's my
2011 W-2.)

Keep learning,
-josh

Not an Early April Fool's Joke

On the same day as Coates’s announcement, argthation loaded by fear,

humor, and irony shattered the Moodle Lounde sense of tension,

disappointment, and conflict became present invittaal room since the first postings

appeared that day. Although previous discussiomnfigr show that Moodlers were

familiar with Blackboard practices of technology gatsition, the acquisition of

Moodlerooms and Netspot crossed what many in ticosemunities considered a clear
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boundary between proprietary and open source ptedlibe acquisition of these virtual
communities also violated the code of a mutualttaasong members of a community

who continuously volunteered and shared their iddizl work and ideas, working

mostly because of their shared belief in a betleication.

timothy posted more than

crumley writes
"Blackboard, the proprietary giant In the learning management software markel. has purchased two companies
Moodlerooms and Netspot, that sell support for iheir open source competitor Moodle. Blackboard said that they
plan o allow Moodlerooms and Netspot to continue operating with their current leadership. It will be interesting
fo see if this move |eads to an exodus from Moodierooms and Metspot, since many of their clients were
intentionally frying to avoid doing business with Blackboard "

Capture 4-10: Love or hate for technology and software market

Some of the members felt betrayed by an organizdtiey worked so hard to support.
The highly valued principles of community, mutualg and support, were strongly
shaken by the acquisition.

On March 27, 2012 Blackboard announced thetioreaf “Open Source Service
group” headed by Charles Severance, who was longidered an open source advocate
and was founding chief of the Sakai project, annog@urce software project initiated by
the University of Michigan. In a press release @it@d on his personal blog the same
day, Ray Henderson, the CEO and President of Acadelatforms at Blackboard, stated
that, ‘Both Moodlerooms and NetSpot have built a strorutaion for high quality

service and support, which aligns with our deepusotn these areas and our overall
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commitment to providing LMS services and hostirabally.” Importantly, Henderson
emphasized that this new direction would allow Rbszard ‘to provide the choice of an
open source alternative with the benefit of a teafmeaders from the open source
community to guide [their] sustained contributicared citizenship in that communit}?°

Many members of various virtual communities expedstheir shock at this shift
within Blackboard. Tom Murdock, in his posting ofnet Blackboard acquires
Moodleroom and NetSpotonsidered the news a®xtraordinarily surprising [for
many]. Lindsay Klein also statedl.ike many of us here, | was quite shocked by this
news” In one post, Stuart Mealor stated th#ts*easy for people to feel disempowered
by this [news].” In addition, Bryan Williams, the Chairmasf Remote Learner (an
authorized Moodle Partner company that operaté$SnCanada, and UK,) wroteThe
acquisition of Moodle Partner companies is in kegpiwith Blackboards market
disruption strategy, which began some time.ago

“Is this good or bad?asked Christopher Dawson rhetorically to a pastan
ZDNetEducation on March 26, 2012. Then he addedpotks like Blackboard is giving
up on innovation and instead is focused on comnzadit (sic) the LMS. Moodle, Sakai,
Angel, BB 9.1 — it is all the same to them nowyMaant to make their money by offering
generic IT service and software. Given Blackboarmdkxline in LMS market share, |
suppose it’s the only option they haHven though the move appeared to be “a real shift

in mindset of Blackboard,” Coates observed tha thevelopment was still focused on

1% Ray Henderson. Evolution Unbound: Blackboard Em#saopen source. Posted on Roy’s Blog on
03/26/2012. Retrieved on 03/29/2012.
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marketing (“Blackboard is in the business of making money’Although the
development was an extension of Blackboard’s mavkattices, many considered these

acquisitions as a new stage for the technology.

Openwashing or Cool Kids with Shibboleth

Capture 4-11 shows a quote of Audrey Watterstibaame favorite for 39 people

and it was re-tweeted 11. o —_— S
. i 7 ~ Aud Watt o ‘\\.
times. The tweet is & Bl /.udrey Vattors ollow b

Openwashing: n., having an appearance of \
open-source and open-licensing for |

) ‘ marketing purposes, while continuing
B|aCkboard’S praCtICGS 01| proprietar}? practices_ |

sophisticated criticism of;'!

J
L I'.\ 4 Reply T Retweet W Favorite  *®® Jlare I."'l
acquisition. The amount o = = e 4
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sharing is an indication of N 211 P28 Mar 1
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strong  approval  anCcapture 4-11: A diversity of meanings associates eLearning

agreement against
Blackboard capitalistic practices.

Floyd Saner’s posting about the acquisitions bycBb@ard shows an attempt to
understand the situation through conversation highcommunity. Those who respond to
his posting are perplexed and disgusted, demaratisgers while seeking solidarity.
by Floyd Saner - Tuesday, 27 March 2012, 5:51 AM
I'm baffled! Today Blackboard announced the adtjars of Moodlerooms and NetSpot,
Cpiglr'lus.omeone help me understand this? What arelyoughts?

Not very cool (3)

by Art Lader - Tuesday, 27 March 2012, 6:25 AM
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Now THAT'S pretty interesting. Have to wait and sdet it really means, right?
Art

by Frances Bell - Tuesday, 27 March 2012, 1:51 PM
| am curious to see how community support evolvesg and at their own community
space).

by Visvanath Ratnaweera - Tuesday, 27 March 2022, BM

Interesting? Depressing | would say. Go throughhiiseory of open source acquisitions
[sic] by the "enterprise” to see why.

Cool (1)

by Matt Bury - Tuesday, 27 March 2012, 6:32 AM

™
T L
Blackboard

Capture 4-12: A mixture of signs and meanings

The path of evolution is clear... isn't it?

It looks to me like they're finally accepting whatany Blackboard users have been

saying all along. Everyone I've met in educatiorovias to use Blackboard hasn't had a
good word to say about it. I've often watched asrtuand researchers hang their heads
and "admit" that their institution uses Blackboard.

The question is, can they make amends to rescue¢petation?

Cool (4)

Dave Willmore: This purchase by Blackboard of Maydbms feels like a slap in the
face emotionally. Yes, | know that business must tde best possible for their
shareholders and | am not privy to all that infotiora that led to Moodlerooms selling
out. Intellectually I understand, but emotionallgrh angry and | feel betrayed.

Saner: The risk posed by this acquisition is nootfe itself, but to Moodlerooms and
NetSpot. | say this sympathetically. Moodleroomsaisgood company dedicated to
Moodle; | know many of the people there. | belieeey want to see continued
development of Moodle as an open source projece fitk to Moodlerooms and
NetSpot? They now have to answer to ‘higher powBlatkboard and Providence
Equity- whose bottom line interests may conflictwthe spirit of open source. That will
not be a small task.

Willmore: “...Moodle HQ and Moodlerooms have operatbyg offering improved

product and services at a good price offering gvaaie to their customers.”, however,
“[t]his is not Blackboard’s or providence Equityhilosophical mode to increase their
bottom line. Both have shown in recent years thaly twill buy and terminate rivals



281

eliminating or limiting intellectual invention indecational technology in an effort to

force others into their product sets. Those prodets are built to make it very hard for
the customer to divest themselves to turn to ofiteducts. Blackboard has used the
courts in an attempt to stifle all competition. YHeave shown no interest in the care or
nurturing in their user base. Moodle core will beef Change and innovation may slow,
or others may step up to void that may be lefthey eéxit of Moodlerooms and NetSpot

from the free (as in freedom) community. No matthiat those companies say, they are
now part of ‘them’ and not of us...

We are Busy Here, too

P4-D.H: As a co-owner of Moodle, | welcome this radecause it affirms the value of a
collaborative community of open source developéeschers, and learners is more
powerful than a proprietary , close source finanerdity for promoting good education
across the world.

It will be good for the community in the short riirNetspot and Moodleroom increase
their contributions to the Moodle Trust. If they dot, | will be puzzled and skeptical. |
am also skeptical in the long run, as M. implieecduse Blackboard has a long
reputation of being financially motivated and dnvby legal shinanigans. Moodle is
more driven by a spirit of collaboration. Can Blaokrd change?

By the way, Blackboard has long expressed interedtecoming a Moodle Partner
directly, but their offers were rather self-centei@ perhaps out of desperation. This
acquisition shows they were truly serious or tredyv the end of a commercially-viable
proprietary system.

| am curious who benefited from the financial wialtifof the acquisition. Presumably,
the Moodle Trust did not and as a co-owner of Meg@mong millions of co-owners)
we did not directly benefit. 1 hope those who rgedi millions of dollars realize that
much of the value of their enterprise was creatgdthousands of teachers who
enthusiastically sharing with another teacher howake a forum or a quiz in this lovely
LMS.

(1Very cool)

P5-M.G: ...This affirms little or nothing. Blackboand about making money and
protecting its market share, and it has moved timats segment with that in mind. In
fact, one could argue that with the sudden andeasing success of [Clanvas as
contrasted with Moodle that Bb is simply looking taying to offer an open source
alternative to Canvas. (1 Cool)
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P6-DC: SAKAI as well..Bb has a little bit of credibility to win back fene personally,
having sullied my reputation with the WebCT> (s migration | did training for,
where it was a case of “Shoot the messenger” asdle trust with the shift of Moodle”
My firmware has quite a lot to be changed....How murckhe way of stuff transplants
and blood transfusions can shift a culture?

P6-M.B: Blackboard was bought out by ProvidenceiggBartners venture (vulture?)
capitalists, who specialisesif] in leveraged buyouts, last year. Presumably they
borrowed the 1.64 billion they paid and need tossgeificant return to that ASAP.

P8-M.D. (My note: M.D is the owner of Moodle): | bvpost more fully later once the
dust settles (very busy here too!) by | wantedd @ new facts here to add to the mix:

| was not involved in their deal at all (I foundtaanly days ago myself) and have not
been paid anything to support their deal.

| think it's prudent to wait and see how it workstoThere are a lot of strong Moodle
supporters involved inside Moodlerooms and Netgpaotthey have the best of intentions
towards the software and the community...

Moodle itself has not, and will not, be purchasgabyone.

We still have a lot of other Moodle Partners!

Finally, I ‘m finding it really useful to read ewarne’s analysis and options to help shape
my own actions- thank you so much everyone for yumport.

... (17 Very cool)

Mr.Splashing Pants or Angry Kids

P13: Mr. Splashing Pants:

“I was not involved in their deal at all (I founditoonly days ago myself) and have not
been paid anything to support their deal.”

Threading the needle Martin? Technically, you wérerolved in the specifics of deal
in that you didn’t negotiate it, and technicallyuyfmund out only days ago that the deal
actually went through (but you’ve known about tHe#M8oodlerooms talks for a while
now) and technically you weren’t paid to supparbiit you made millions off this
Moodlerooms buyout.

Getting your personal buyoff and support on thd des a key part of Chasen and
Henderson’s decision to pay for Moodlerooms. Yaiasignificant Shareholder in
Moodlerroms. Blackboard required your support betbe deal was closed. You made
millions off this deal. Don’t feign financial digi@rest in the transaction.

“...Finally, I ‘m finding it really useful to read @ryone’s analysis and options to help
shape my own actions”
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You owe the community full disclosure of the fin&lenterest you had in this deal
happening.

(15 Not cool)

P.14- M.D: This is completely false and an uttelitit doesn’t even make sense. Grow
some balls and step out from behind your pseudstyhcan sue you for defamation. |
could use the money.

by Mr. SplashyPants - Wednesday, 28 March 2013, ANl

Martin - it makes perfect sense. It's very simple:

What we want to know is do you have, or have yaer éad, any stock, stock options or
any form of equity in Moodlerooms? YES OR NO? (Eagized in original)

Not cool (4)

Cool Kids, Bad Memories

By following the Internet discussions on Blackbdardurchase of Moodleroom
and Netspot 95, | came to read the comments mad8lashdot, a technology news
website self-described adNéws for Nerds. Stuff that Mattérsn contrast to the
discussion of the topic in Moodle Lounge, the dsston of the acquisition on Splashdot,
a virtual community of developers known for therea source preferences, evolved as a
series of personal stories about Blackboard's telcigical features and users’
experiences with that technology. However, by negdihe conversations it becomes
clear that capitalistic practices of Blackboardtéasl of technical issues are the real
reason why so many people in the field are disagpdiwith Blackboard.

Posted by timothy on Tuesday March 27, @10:44AM
Blackboard, the proprietary giant in the learningnagement software market, has
purchased two companies, Moodleroom and Netstotill be interesting to see if this

move leads to an exodus from Moodlerooms and Ngetspae many of their clients
were intentionally trying to avoid doing businessimBlackboard.

MoonBuggy (611105): [...] | can say without any exaggion that Blackboard is
probably the worst piece of modern software I'verdvad to use. Moodle’s certainly not
perfect, but | have found it absolutely fine in gead day-to-day use: Blackboard is slow,
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buggy, and has a web interface which manages éableisuch revolutionary new
browser features as ‘the back button’, and ‘miduilkek’.

Pavon (30274): Blackboard is one of those prodwbisre the idea is great but the
execution is horrible. Compared to having to maméwebsite themselves, it is a huge
step forward for teachers and students. It endbbss to do things that most education It
departments didn’t support before, like discus$tyoms and per-student access
permission (for grades, feedback etc). Comparayother popular webapp [sic]
however, it is complete shit. It’s like all thoserhble intranet applications sold to
business that are completely dependent on plugsidg serve static content, require 7
clicks to do something that should require 2, haeer browser support, break when you
do normal things like click the back button, andras to get worse with each new
release.

Toadlife (301863): One of the things | rememberutiglackboard is the regular re-
introduction of old bugs. Blackboard would fix agoand the bug would come back a
couple of releases later, at which we would haveréee to Blackboard support that the
bug had come back; because of course they hadheinhand that they had fixed it. And
of course, Blackboard would take several montHstany bug that had any kind of
workaround, even though many times the workarouvete completely unreasonable,
like IE7 compatibility workaround: ‘disable evergaurity feature of Internet Explorer 7°.

ngg (193578): break when you do normal things tilkek the back button, and seems to
get worse with each new release. Yes, but aftex (hany years?) the latest release fixes
the race condition that would delete an entirest$aworth of grades if two teaching
assistants (who teach, say, different lab secfi@mna single lecture section) dared to
upload grades at the same time! The same releasesfgou to triple-click on a cell to
enter a grade, but hey, we've almost advanced 80'¢%®ra databases!

But in all seriousness, | don’'t know a single pssfa in the department who use
Blackboard if it weren't mandated for all coursestie university administration.

Toadlife (301863): Using Blackboard is bad enoumit,to get full effect, you should try
administering it (Emphasized in original.)

Canazza (1428553): Or developing it.

It's the opposite of intuitive, | had to have somedake me through how to upload a
simple SCORM course first time. It's buried abodtreenus, half of which tend to be
un-lat-tagged generic icons. Needless to say thatalater when we had to do it again |
had completely forgotten how to do it.

It's *really* clunky, and everyone I've seen useames like they're going out of fashion.

Datavirtue (1104259): Right now there is shit stdmewing because | added a bunch of
wait-listed students to a course. The only thind deleted them after adding them.
Guess what, wait-listed students are logging in.acBboard admin, oh the fun.
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Toadlife (301863): Manual additions and enrollmes@gsed a bit of grief and confusion
to us too. We solved the issue by banning the mameation and enrollment of students.
The only way a student could be added or enrotiemglass was through the snapshot
process. We only ran it twice a day, so studentsldvbave to wait up to 12 hours to get
into their class, but it eliminated a common sowfteonfusion.

| talk in the past tense because we've moved amdthar LMS.

Anonymous Coward (#39487773): [Blackboard is] ngnainic, single platform, buggy
software is meant for the 90s, the only reason #reystill in business is because people
are too lazy to switch off them.

Jmerlin (1011064): ...Even something as simple asitmamng their service was a
nightmare. The tools they provided almost alwaysgwhen opened. | had to reverse
engineer the protocol they were using and writagmthat would detect when a service
was having problems and auto-restart it. One semwiguld just kill itself if it got too
many errors ( as | was told by one of the engineensaintains a count of failed actions,
if that counts gets too high, the process eithagbar exists0, and these errors were
internal, not really “errors” and happened at ayvapid rate. | just can’t comprehend
that level of bad.

Toadlife (301863): For awhile they shipped a bugegssion of tomcat that could not
close the threads it opened. This resulted in tos@aing after a week or so being up.
| spent two weeks troubleshooting this and wasdilg advised to “RTFM” by
Blackboard support when | contacted them for help.

The kicker? Blackboard was never aware of the miif thhey accidentally fixed it by
shipping an updated tomcat binary with a new reeas

MisterSquid (231834): This is 2012. | understanad@mnia moves slowly but | certainly
expect more of services provider for education thamendous table-based layout from
1997.

Anonymous Coward (#39484531): ...We have to almgstt fiith [their technical
support] to get things done sometimes and the thintg they can manage to do with
reasonable turnaround time is notify you of outageasised the majority of the time, at
least for us, by their mistakes).

Superflippy (442879): It's been almost a year sinkest worked at a university. | had
almost forgotten about all the “Blackboard outagéae” emails that used to fill my
inbox. Thanks for the memories, AC.

Seta (934439): Sorry to dig up bad memories. éichil some of the latest issues we've
had with them...they like to add servers to our sepe®|s without notification or coping
customizations. They also occasionally try to mejgresent the amount of used disk
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space, sometimes by tens of gigabytes, to try tagéo renegotiate our contract. Bug
reports generally go unanswered for days and sorastcan span for weeks at a time
only to be closed with “it’'s not a bug, it's a fasg that can sometimes be used
maliciously to compromise the integrity of your alaése” (obviously paraphrasing a
bit...

Betterunixthanunix (980855): To be honest, | haze better experiences with home-
grown systems than with prepackaged software. Mhaahater got rid of their home
grown system in favor of Banner (by Sungard) arvdais a complete disaster, after
having flirted with Blackboard (which was less afliaaster but still terribly annoying).
My current school uses Sakai, and it is just awéuhpared to the CGI scripts that
professors sometimes write.

Fallen (230220): I'd be willing to bet my last dmilthat Blackboard getting adopted by
schools can be summed up in one word-kickbacks...

Hectomaner (2604741): I'm sitting in my office hagilunch and | got really excited
because the company | work for (Blackboard) madst&lot! And then | started reading
the comments...| have read a few extremely negatiwentents directed towards the
company that | think do a wonderful job at pointmg some severe flaws, which | will
be forwarding to several people. Thanks for those.

Cwgmpl (853876): You work at Blackboard and areydnlow* becoming aware of the
terrible reputation you guys have developed in sthover the last ten years. Just how
out of touch are you?
Kalriath (849904): You guys should really get ouirey and remove the Outlook rule
you clearly have to delete every email from youwstomers. And check your voicemail
and clear the letterbox sometime, because | card@gine there’s any contact method that
hasn’'t been used to tell you that Blackboard suickskey balls.”
Hanging with the Cool Kids?!

On his personal blog, Roy Hender§8nadded the following note about

Blackboard’s acquisition of the open source pragjet©ver the past two years we've

updated our vision for education and our changiatgmwithin it. We've added a range of

both software and services products to our porfotiat reflect a broadened focus—on

191 Ray Henderson from Ray Henderson blog http://wayhblog.com/blog/2012/03/evolution-unbound-
blackboard-embraces-open-source.html
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the whole student lifecycle within the institutiong serve, rather than just online
homework and related watkAs usual, the changes in Blackboard are expthiag a
process of reflection, as working toward a bettiroation, and as improving upon past
practices. It should be added that even though ditgation within Blackboard
developments has escalated from complex to sophistl, people have been able to
make sense of the developments, often working hegdab develop a critical analysis.
These understandings demonstrate that even thivegboftware technology is new, the
capitalistic practices surrounding the technologe®sain familiar; people already have
the tools to situate Blackboard in a critical framoek.

Matt Bury: Blackboard was bought out by Providekggiity Partners venture (vulture?)
capitalists, who specialize in leveraged buyouist, year. Presumably they borrowed the
1,64 [sic] billion they paid and need to see aificant return on that ASAP. Leveraged
buyouts are usually about a fast turnaround andtbaxtract the biggest possible return
in the shortest possible time regardless of thg-lenm outcome. If they destroy Moodle
and/or Blackboard in the process, that’s just besst’ Generally speaking, I, however,
found the expression synthesizing the forum peegsrs, worries, and
disappointments.

As Saner commented later on, what made he worrgdfinst, that Blackboard is now
owned by Providence Equity Partners who “has tombelved in a decision of this
magnitude” because “[t]he bottom line with conglaoates is mega $£€¥.” Second,
Blackboard does not have any good track record aintaining acquired products. Those
products are mostlydiscounted, proprietarized [sic] or morphed into Btoducts”

Third, based on Saner’s opinion, the real dangénede transactions is th&lackboard
will pressure Moodlerroms into developing MR’s Powaed Jaule products into more
proprietary products [...] to an extent that esselhtiprevents users from moving back to
Moodle core. This is a key issuEor Saner, it is unfortunate thalackboard makes
major strikes behind the scenes, without warnimgl lay keeping many people in the
dark [...]. That is the big corporate model; it is’Blmodel. It is driven by profit and
domination” “1 really, really want to believe Ray Henderson, batso grew up with the
story of Little Red Riding Hoad

“I'm very familiar with Providence Equity. | waslang time client of one of the
companies when merged Schoolfusion, TeacherwebSeandolworld into Edline. | will
not say which one but let’s just say that | watctielcompany grow from 3 people to
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40", PE approached the majority owner and preseartedfer. The offer was accepted
and PE sold the owners on the idea of creatingardelatform with all 3 companies.
Little did they know they only wanted technologydahe clients. The goal entire time
was to roll everything under the Edline name aradfpim. | don’t feel bad for the
owners because they walked away with millions Bsitthe business ethics of PE which
is the concern. Schoolfusion and Schoolworld areonger sold and all those clients are
being forced into Edline. Such a shame...The Edlladggm is junk code built upon
junk code. Edline is inferior to Schoolfusion anth8olword. The goal the entire time
was suck up 2 major players which leaves only Siéhision and Echack left in the WMS
market. Edline is now free to overcharge and dadferap product.”

Willmore: What do | see happening: 1. Hosting pigeing through the roof. 2.
Moodlerooms Moodle development slowing down anchauéy [sic|] ending.

Jeremy W.: I'd like to think that Blackboard feétseatened by Moodle and tries to use
Microsoft’s old strategy via Embrace->Extend->Egtiish.

Matt Bury: The main source of worry is for emploged Moodleroom and Netspot.
There is a lot of valuable expertise in those camgsa(their main value?) and I think
they could easily find work elsewhere if that sltbever become a necessity. Let’'s hope
not. | think they're in a strong negotiating pasitiand if they haven't already done so,
now’s a good time to get unionizesiq.

Stuart Mealor: Bury stated that corporations hawaebfg bag of tricks” to prevent
migration from their products and services. [l]'s@e strategy for all of them to make
their products and services “sticky”, i.e. diffitth change or get rid of it. Obvious
examples, Bury wrote, are “proprietary formats,guretary customizations, spreading
FUD about switching issues, pushing long term @mt$rthat are difficult and/or
expensive to get out of, contracts that requirgdalownpayments on expiry so that they
can offer to waive the downpayment if you renewdbstract (so called “balloon”
contracts), etc.”

David Colucci: ...Blackboard only stands to do onadton this deal and that is driving
the price up of Moodlerooms... [Blackboard] just mak85% of the market share of
LMS’s and it's own by a corporation uninterestedhia Open-Source
concept...Corporate rich guys better take a long walkn the alley and hand out with
the Open-Source environment to get an idea of fians.

Guido Gautch: Hi David, Im not sure if it's as sit@r as that. Bb has a terrible track
record. | agree, but to me this seems to be a siatpgmpt at diversifying and hanging
with the cool kids, smoking open-source cigarefsesiling face)...Large corporations
have one objective: making more money. Since #wttonal model of buy-starve-Kill
doesn’t work with Moodle being at large, strong coumity that it is, PE/Bb has to join
them rather than fight them...
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Don Hinkelman: ...Well now, Guido. Read that bookWglter Isaacson and compare
Apple philosophy under Jobs and with the Hewlettkided philosophy under Leo
Apotheker. Under Leo, a finance guy, HP talked aloarket shares return on
investiment §ic], and even quitting their core business (PCsbtui$ on “greater
margins”. Jobs on the other hand, was a productayuy said things like, “we love
music” or “this is insanely great”. The engineensl @esigners ruled Apple and Steve
insisted that profits were always second prioitdell, Apple made great profits but only
because they did their core mission with such pasand singularity. So, | would
say...The best corporations have one objective: ngatieat products and services.
Anne Krijger: So what is all the fuss about?... §lyess is that BB-do-indeed want to
expand their services in the Open Source arenadpyirang these two companies they
can now claim: ‘Company (BB) Now One of the Worltiargest Education Open
Source Service Providers'.

It may seem logical to stop telling the Blackboatdry here, after Blackboard
Inc. was sold. Shortly after the company was sibld leadership was replaced and much
of its mission and perhaps its philosophy was chdn&ather than operating as a single
LMS, Blackboard Inc. currently provides a packesefvices for teaching and learning.
For many of us who still use Blackboard for onlieaching, the technology remains
essentially the same. The technology may even lkingpbetter now, but no one speaks
of the product in laudatory terms anymore.

Although the contract between the University andcRboard is due for renewal,
many within the faculty feel indifferent about theure of this technology at the school
while many others simply feel disappointed by thgtians in LMSs:®* We are not

connected to Blackboard through any nostalgia,thigugh our work: our knowledge,

skills, and memories. This ethnographic accounBlatkboard, would, however, have

92.0n March 22, 2013 | attended an online discussio MOOCs as a new trend on online teaching
organized by the Office of Teaching and Learningn Ghe 532 minute of the recording,
(https://www.anymeeting.com/WebConference-beta/RingDefault.aspx?c_psrid=ED55DA87814F)

one of the attendees repeated the same train noetajpeady known from the Jenkin’s article.
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limited value if it were not linked to the largeevelopment of Internet platforms for
teaching and learning, situating Blackboard withinlarger capitalistic narrative and
demonstrating how different groups in society dffegach other through the

developments of technology.
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CHAPTER 5 : CONCLUSIONS
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Figure 5-sers, even after life

At the beginning of the Zicentury American higher education continues toenak
important contributions in the fields of sciencalaachnology. However, developments
in the use of instructional technology demonssain institutional shift from decisions
made with a focus on the public interest in leagrioward a fetishization of technology
use for educational purposes. The rapid involvemehtLMSs, and elearning
technologies in general, in this domain has prodo&iepublic debate over what value
these technologies are creating: are these teafiesl@dvancing the quality of higher
education by focusing on learners’ needs, or sgrttn commodify the learning and
learner by marketing these technologies as a soaiaé?

This dissertation argues that this debate cannatdeguately comprehended nor
resolved by focusing on the technology in isolatfoom the social contexts where it
emerges; technology does not in itself commodify [darner or determine the outcome

of learning. To show how commaodification is at wankhe global education market, this
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study investigates the developments of Blackboaftvare in its context by analyzing
the discourse surrounding those developments, denabing how these technologies
work on the ground and how the educational institg become intermediaries among
the market, technology, and learner through theilopophies and practices, and showing
how learners resist the market idea by transforramdjresisting the use of technology.

The study focuses on the culturally constituted dionof user phenomenonhe
complicated cultural processes of producing a usbigh links the societal institutions,
the technology, and the market in the field of ediwn. In American higher education,
the use of Internet applications for teaching aedrding is an outcome of long
networking processes involving corporations, edooat institutions, and government
agencies. The implementation of these technolagieslucation has never come directly
from a single, centralized national or politicalndate. Instead, the concept of eLearning
technologies and their involvement in the field eation is an outcome of a long process
strategically designed to create a social envirorinme which these technologies were
promoted as both institutional and individual meahsmproving education. The idea
was culturally constructed as a social need antiegied by law. In this process, the use
of Blackboard LMS, for example, was culturally coosted as a social value.

This situation, still infused with ambiguity and aamtainty, allows for
considerable discretion in the local technologycpcas. Educational institutions have
become mediators among learners, market, and tegwoacting as the de facto
interpreters of the public interest in learning asidearning technologies. Although

institutional practices must be understood as mashes through which
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commodification or education are achieved througltective work, learners themselves
also appear as active actors whose beliefs, umaelisgs, and practices resist
commodification at various levels.

This dissertation considered the commodificationthimi higher education by
going beyond an analysis of the technology andsystems of deployment itself by
examining the historical-political conditions thgdive rise to Blackboard LMS and the
contradictions embedded in this technology. Thelystwas designed to investigate
related micro- and macro-level organizational pati¢hat have developed in the context
of political, economic, and technological changesoaiated with the Internet culture. By
examining both these practices and the discounsewswding them, the study considered
how they impact learning and learners. The analyses examples drawn from
ethnographic data collected from the everyday difeactors involved in Blackboard
technology at both macro and micro level. This apph to the analysis does not take the
discourse (official and public) surrounding elLeagitechnologies just at face value
when considering the experiences of learners witlse¢ technologies on the ground. It
draws attention to the specific mechanisms througiich commodification is both
enabled and resisted. The study suggests thattisttleconditions, particularly those
associated with LMSs, have influenced patterns mafcire, indirectly advancing a

neoliberal project of learner commodification.

Technology
This study advances an understanding of how matk&isophy and practices are

expanding into the field of education by buildingser’'s culture a whole system built to
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advance a neoliberal project of learner commodibca and in which the use of
elLearning technologies is promoted as a socialev&ather than considering eLearning
technologies (and Blackboard LMS in particular) arseér as two separate entities, this
study embraces the idea that technology is a saff@l that can be read and analyzed
through the surrounding discourse. By emphasiznegcultural patterns that link human
work and organization with user production and usetworking within Blackboard
technology, the study demonstrates the strengtano&nthropological approach in the
research on technology, globalization, and edueatio

Generally speaking, technology remains one of rtfust transformed human
universals, a transformation, which is closely tedato the changes at the level of
knowledge and skills accumulated by human endeavbrsugh time. These
transformations are also closely related both @ haman work is organized and to the
political and technological conditions of that workVithout this understanding,
Blackboard software and other eLearning technotogieuld remain a difficult object of
research for multiple reasons. First, there isck laf a shared understanding on the
general definition of technology. Second, the Im¢rtechnologies with a pre-condition
that provides for the development of non-marketdpotions have also allowed for a
further social confusion on what these technologies a fact used by the corporate
strategically for a further glorification of techogy in the eyes of the public. Third, it is
difficult to approach technologies in educatioriiedd long recognized by the public as a
social domain separate from a corporate agendagexplaining the extension of

capitalistic mentality and practices that accomptiueyn.
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It is also necessary for new basic research toigeoa clearer understanding on
the context of a technology behind the surroundirsgourse. It is simply difficult to
reach beyond the aureoles surrounding software ascBlackboard which are widely
accepted by the public upon their promises for #ebeeducation and on which,
mistakenly, there is a shared understanding ttetntdogy failures are always user’s
issues. Similar to trends associated in technoldgyelopments during the time of
Industrial Revolution, we are witnessing and imradrsn an intensification and
extension of the glorification of Internet techmgiles. Corporations during the Industrial
Revolution sought to domesticate industrial techg@s by attracting industry workers
through the glorification of the new technologye titmain goal of corporations in the so-
called Internet era is to transform each membehwhan society into an Internet
technologyuser.

In this context and through these analytical lentigs study refuses to accept the
idea of technology as “mere tools.” Instead, it destrates how a working concept of
technology should highlight (1) human work, knedge, and skills organized under
certain rules and under a single purpose and @)ntture of technology itself as a
repeated process or set of processes. Only threugh recognition can the working
concept of technology (as the organization of logfeneous elements from natural to
social) become inclusive enough to allow a researttboth depart from the focus on a
“mere tool” and seek explanations beyond it.

Contemporary technology allows for organization leiman work under

capitalistic trends and philosophy. In these terthg Internet technology becomes
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significantly different from any pre-capitalistiedhnological attempts to satisfy basic
needs. In contemporary times, there are no techiwalbactivities that are not involved
in political purposes. Thus, there can be no wtdading of technological trends in the
modern American education system without a deepenstanding of the context that
provides for the organization of human work wheplementing and maintaining LMSs
application.

The technological impact of the Internet has itstsan the historical and socio-
cultural fabric of contemporary life. The Internahd its applications, social tools
assumedly devoted to human interconnections withiouts on time and space, are
products of a worldwide infrastructure built cailgfuand purposefully for increasing
profit in fields other than industry such as erstgnnent, communication, health care, and
education. We have learned that a technology doesgypically succeed by serving the
(human) purpose better, rather its success is oftea determined by rapid acquisition
of users, maintaining a user network, and contrglthe user's mood and identification
with its use to the point that each user feels allag to continue using the technology
despite extra work that must be done in this ggec We see elLearning technologies
become entrenched within educational institutiohghese institutions work to build an
adequate infrastructure for supporting those teldgnes, which includes producing and
maintaining the users.

In this respect, calling a technology a “simpleltay “user friendly” masks the
reality of commaodification along with the hard woakd resistance to that technology.

Creating a picture of technology within educatiequires a holistic understanding. The
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eLearning technologies are not material produds dhe individually consumed. Internet
applications such as LMSs exist through users’ camaation. Therefore, it is an
institutional necessity to organize an infrastruetthat would provide for this type of
communication, a development that additionally mnegufrequent software updates and
an adjustment of users’ skills and knowledge. Tstitutional infrastructure is, however,
not an entity of its own. Instead, an institutiomdfastructure exists as an extension of a
large-scale communication infrastructure involvihg Internet and Internet technologies.
An institutional infrastructure is mainly a direekpression of the user networking
through which the institutions learn how use pragugnd share how to provide for
technologies and their users. The network is sd arglnized that an institution must
apply for, pay for, and receive an address throtigh edu domain administered by
EDUCAUSE, an ever-expanding network among corponati educational institutions,
and government agencies. It should be understamtdi¢bhnologies such as Blackboard

LMS are products of networking rather than the oeks being a product of Blackboard.

Networks
While the history of modern capitalism and cdpgte philosophy in American
society is already in its third century, the figimpses of the market dominance
mentality in the field of education developed ire tineetings of the IBM 1401 user
groups following World War II. Through these IBM@apsored meetings, educational
technologies were gradually transformed from sintptdinologies of recording data into
technologies of managing data. This developmentidedLearning technologies as we

know them. Fueled by a neoliberal philosophy — kndar its fetishization of the market
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and for a strategic discourse that aims at theifiglation of technology — elLearning
technology developments are preceded by the inerihduilding a network that
includes, but is not limited to, corporations, ealimnal institutions, and governmental
agencies. The network, symbolically called “thetwork of users” in this study, is a
network in the making. It increasingly aims at dtue of use, a culture that glorifies
technology and makes its use appear as a sociad.val

Corporations have expanded their market goals gdacation through the
development of specific networks, by sharing ideawards, and powers: the network of
users in education appears as a network of powaesnetwork appears with the social
prestige that education has gained in society dutive years when education proved
itself as an important social value. It is throulgis influence that the network becomes a
source of information and expertise affecting ldwattlegitimates the involvement of
technologies in education. This action has a difece it paves the path for greater
involvement of technology in education and, at$hee time, gives more powers to the
network, the powers which are exercised througlugiaen and exclusion.

The study demonstrates that the expansion anccagiph of the IBM 1401 user
group into hundreds of similar groups within higheducation occurred through the
strategic practices of standardizing, sharing, eswlarding. Through the connections,
affiliations, and relationships among represengatiin academia, the corporate world,
and American government agencies, the user netaork at a consolidation of what can
be described as a “culture of use,” a shared utatetimg that views technology use as a

cultural value. As it became clear from the marficiai documents collected through the
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study, the corporate world has been strengthetsngrésence within higher education in
numerous ways. The developments of the Interne2 weyood opportunity for businesses
such as IBM to explore and penetrate the fielddafcation as a larger source of profit.
While no one can deny the benefits of Internet eations in the field of education,
making those technologies a learning goal goesnagdine profile of education as a
public domain dedicated to social learning.

The situation appears bi-folded. Noticeably, thenswnity of higher education in
American society has a respected reputation imtaters of learning, technology, and
science, but also for its leadership in democraty faeedom. As various sources have
showrt®® the professors and some of decision-makers witlircommunity of American
higher education have often expressed their cosaarhow the education system and its
learning is appraised against educational techmedogControversially, the practices
followed by powerful associations such as Educoth@ause are not without capitalistic
reminiscences. For a while, each of them workedheir own by exercising a power of
both inclusion and exclusion through membershipheangs, and recognition. Each of
them, until they merged into one association urdsingle leadership, created their own
specific connections with the corporate world, oftassociated with financial and
material support and through mutual benefits. Thidemce suggests that both of those
networks also possessed a networking power or a&power their respective member-
institutions. The most significant power, in thisspect, is the power to program new

networks.

103 Jenkins’ article is only one of hundreds simileicées published in the Chronicle of Higher Edicat
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A different picture appears on the ground where ¢decational institutions
become in charge of building an appropriate teampplinfrastructure and maintaining
technology user. Both of these actions requireméndous effort, organizational power,
and collective work, activities hided by the distsruthat describes these technologies as
merely tools and user friendly. Interestingly, #yestemic issues — a normal, expected
occurrence when operating large technological syste are often described as user

issues, leaving learners quite confused and ufisdtis

Users

In this study, the term user, unless differenthtex, has been specifically related
to the LMS of Blackboard. In general terms, a userst be seen more broadly as
representing a complex and sophisticated phenoméndrigher education, one that
works toward the commodification of learner. Thewwking seeks to increase the
number of learners involved in eLearning technasgibut this process is filled with
human learning, struggling, and resistance. To mgprgse, during my fieldwork
observations, | discerned that the term user waelyp used in the everyday
conversations or work of the people at the Univgrsdnly in certain situations would
some workers use the term end-users; only oneeoivtitkers at the University used the
terms power-users and crucial-users in our contiersa Although the definitions given
for each case were quite ambiguous (“students;stoidents and professors,” or “all the
people who use Blackboard for teaching and learhiimpn-experts” for end-users and
“experts” or “people who work with Blackboard” fgpower-users; and “faculty,”

“professors,” or “teachers” for crucial users), tpeneral indexing of these terms made
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me aware of the unevenness within user categoheR#han describing an individual
who simply physically used or manipulated technglothe category of the user
represents the dynamics of a multi-faceted humelma@ogy relationship.

Importantly, it was the “natives’ talk” about endaus, power-users, and crucial-
users that prompted me to analyze the related sermamd to discover that Blackboard
users were categorized based on an imagined individvel of knowledge and expertise
on Blackboard software. This assumption about titkvidual knowledge and skills of
the users caused many categories of users to lem gnultiple terms; in the case of
professor-users, some of the people listed theendsausers and others considered them
crucial-users. Interestingly, the institution wast tonsidered a user at all in any of the
conversations | had with members of the Universliye confusion cleared up after a
careful examination of Blackboard software in it8noprocesses both locally and in a
wider context.

| started my analysis of the user by listing thdS. users as they identified
themselves when they called the Help Desk: an LBES gould be a student, a professor,
a technician, or even an administrator. These umgpeared similar based on a single
criterion: each was somehow involved in the systgraration of Blackboard. A further
analysis discovered that, although it was qualigdyi different from the users calling the
Help Desk, the University also met the criterion lifing a user, one with special
decision-making powers. After an analysis of thiéahset of Blackboard users at the

University, the criteria of being a Blackboard uses extended to include: one somehow
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involved by work in the system operations, one fiagses certain skills and knowledge

to operate the system, and one that can affecystem developments.

Student-users

Based on this set of criteria, the study obsemat®uggest that the student-users
(also assumed as end-users) are quite interestexktBlackboard as long as they believe
the system provides them with what they need feirtaducation. A student-user who
becomes exposed to the idea of online classesile=lit, may continue to operate the
system and may even use their individual efforinprove the technology when the
student feels it is worthwhile. If a student-useesl not feel that the technology meets
their educational need, then the student-user mayithout regret; a student-user does
not necessarily have technology operating for hikey own educational agenda. Some
student-users are forced to use technology even wisy would prefer not to, especially
when a required course is offered online only. Fragnobservations, the student-user’s
impact on software developments within an instittis unintentional, indirect, and quite
limited; this kind of user often only affects thgsgeem through feedback when reporting,

“Blackboard doesn’t work,” and by looking for tenrpoy solutions.

Professor-user

A professor-user, or the so-called crucial-usera ikind of user that deserves
further attention for its crucial role within thgsséem activity. As Jenkins states it in his

article, many times professors are left with neraatives but take the seat of a user or
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get left behind. From my observations, the feelingshe faculty towards Blackboard
LMS do not appear so dramatic. At the Universityg online teaching is not result of any
contractual agreements, which may give the impoestiat teaching online is a matter of
individual choice and enthusiasm. Those who wonkth® LMS support team at the
University are often confused as why the profes¢the smart people”) call them for
help with technology (“shouldn’t they Google it?fhistakenly assuming that a faculty
member should also be a technology expert. My @atliobservations on this matter
suggest that in spite of a number of professors wdach online teaching and who
consider this process beneficial, the rest of Hduilty show no particular enthusiasm for
using this technology and do not truly believe te#ective teaching happens online.
From this group, many consider online teaching @enaporary trend that could not
change the value of “real teaching” anytime soomeylfeel no guilt or regret for not
involving Blackboard in their teaching methods. ®oaf them even excuse themselves
with statements like “my course can’t be taughtrent

Even though there are different reasons why psofssmay decide to teach
online, the observations suggest that some ofdhsons are related to the open market
for the non-tenured faculty, to a matter of overognnew challenges, or to the
possibility of being rewarded with future professb references. The professors who
decide to become Blackboard users, however, acepextra responsibility to their
teaching role, one that is not articulated in afficial contract. By doing this work, they
become social connectors among the institutionMoich they teach, the students they

teach, and the producers of software they decide/tive in the teaching.
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This process of becoming an online educator fofaeslty members to take on
additional roles and responsibilities. First, tmefpssors must acquire the knowledge and
skills needed to run a certain product such askBlaard, work usually done voluntarily
without compensation. Second, these faculty memtades on the obligation to share
technology knowledge and skills with the studehtsytteach, becoming troubleshooters
for their courses. Third, these faculty membersetak the pointer role by giving
feedback about what is working properly with softgyaby giving advice on how
something can work better, and even by requestew features. There is however a
limited institutional recognition on the role andet impact of professors in the
developments of LMSs or other software applicatiomghin institution, a fact
demonstrated by the limited number of teachingltgco the decision-making bodies on
topics surrounding technology use. This exclus®rusually justified by saying, “the
professors don’t come” or “they don’t care.” Yetavhconsidering the neoliberal project
presented by these technologies, the exclusionrafegsors in these bodies may be
rooted in the political landscape of struggles bwching unions, a redefinition of
teaching rights, and administrative attempts tda@p teachers by technology, as Moe

and Chubb stated in their article.

Technician-user

It seems that an LMS technician or administratar useferred to as power-user,
should be counted as a separate category fromrdtude professors; these users work

directly with the technology and other users inh&me for a salary and other rewards.
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In terms of skills, knowledge, and work dedicatedie system, Blackboard technicians
or administrators are quite active users. They iooausly learn, test technology,
improve their skills, share their work, and eveacte others. People in this category are
also able to modify technology features based dahay believe “it is going to work for
us.” Their supervisors have strong voices in tistitutional decision-making in regard to
LMSs, but the technicians also have to follow tmdeos of their superiors and “make
technology work” according to the institutional ndates. The data | collected my
fieldwork at the University suggests that thesesibecome important connectors among
institutions, technology, and other users not ohly giving feedback but by also
becoming actively engaged in product modificatioAlong with their troubleshooting
skills and knowledge, their services impact usdeg€lings and moods as well as
influencing the institution’s reputation. Represgivies of this group possess the
institutional power for technology transformatioasd alternations by being given the
ability to make changes to the technology basediuat they judge would work the best
for their institutional situation. Although they snaot be able to perfect an elLearning
technology like Blackboard, they are the ones kegphe technology running for the

other users within the institution.

Big-user

Three other subcategories of users deserve fuattartion: the institution-user or
the so-called big-user, the software developersi®jically called the user group of

others or just the Other), and the non-user. Beysusre institutions with contractual
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powers relating to the LMS. This is an analyticegatry. When asked whether the
University should be considered a Blackboard useme of the participants looked
confused, a confusion caused by the commonly-shameession of users as individuals.
As a matter of fact, some official Blackboard doems make a distinction between
users as thend-user(a term they use mostly for students and occalyofwa professor)
andusersused in plural to denote the clients of the sofewa

Big-users both affect the developments of eLearm@afpnologies and create the
specific context of use for the other users ofitistitution. As the creators and enforcers
of local technology policies and procedures, edanat institutions take on a many
responsibilities for the LMS: building and maintaig the technology infrastructure,
choosing certain technologies to be used at the#utien, providing for an adjustment of
user’s skills and knowledge, selecting the usenaf giving feedback on LMS features,
and also ensuring the so-called user-satisfactiooughout the process. The research
from the University suggests that the decisions enad technology developments are
deeply rooted on an institution’s culture and pcdit landscape, which both affect how a
technology is perceived and how systemic issuesreselved. Big-users cannot be
considered passive users. Even though they maydnebers of large networks such as
EDUCAUSE, their technology decisions also dependhow they, or their leaders, are

situated into the network structures.

The Other-user
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The category of the other-user or the Other iskaratnalytic category developed
during the course of the fieldwork. Originally, shgroup of users was under a question
mark: a group of software developers who are famwiith Blackboard, know a lot about
it, but “hate” it. Based on their skills and knoatge, this group could qualify as users;
based on their lack of activity on Blackboard, tmegy qualify as non-users. Separation
from the teaching and learning processes of Blaakbtechnology makes the Other-user
qualitatively different from the rest of users wisually work and are organized under a
certain institutional umbrellas. These users inflieethe public discourse surrounding the
use of eLearning technologies even though they meayhave to use those technologies.
The observations show that the interest of thisugrof users on Blackboard appears
quite sporadic; these potential users appear agviiormations created during a certain
time and in regard to certain Blackboard developmearcognized in this study as
Blackboard patent, the lawsuit against Desire2Learnthe purchase of Moodlerooms
and NetSpot.

The other of other-user is a term borrowed from anthropalabidiscourse,
aiming to show how this group-formation is similey other user categories, yet
significantly different from the rest. By the tinhdad to label this group, | realized that |
had significantly less direct observations of téer group than the other groups outlined
in this dissertation. | had a close contact with lilg-users, student-users, and professor-
users, but my contact with the formation of the LMvelopers was limited to observing

their live interactions online without participagiin those interactions through questions
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or discussions. The term the other-user, howeseanianalytical label with no semantic
equivalent among the participants at my fieldsite.

One of the characteristics of the other-user gragpstated, is that the activity of
its members is not necessarily under any instimaligurisdiction. Usually, this user
works independently from a remote area and is fblmeother developers with whom he
or she shares the same interest. Interestinglypl@eonder this category describe
themselves as “cool kids” or the “cool communitgdme members used “Don Quixote”,
or “Mr. Splashing pants” as individual pseudonyrm¥som their postings, it can be
speculated that these usernames were employed grosgu for emphasizing an
individual’'s emotional state.

Members of this user group often used symbolic $eno describe their
interpretation of the issues surrounding elearniaghnologies. They would state,
“patents are devils,” or would create descriptisnsh as “Openwashing: n., having an
appearance of open-source and open-licensing fdkatag purposes, while continuing
proprietary practices.” A deeper analysis suggtstssymbolic nature of “hate” of this
group against Blackboard software. The resistacdBlackboard goes beyond any
concerns with the functionality of the product;, aeder insight shows significant
connections between the other-users resistanceéhangbolitical actions and practices of
the Blackboard corporation. The activities of tigioup became well organized and
publicly recognized especially with their websit®oycott Blackboard” and Wikipedia

entry “Previous art” that served to document thsitiaof Blackboard patent later on.

Non-user
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The concept of non-user is also analytical; rathan just a group of individuals
that never operated Blackboard and never achievededated skills or knowledge, in the
context of this study, non-user represents theillingkprocess during software updating
or software migration. As already explained in Gbkap4, software updating
technologically is a normal occurrence. Howevengnfrmy own experiences with
Blackboard, and from what | have learned duringabgervations, the updating has been
so drastic sometimes, that user’s confusion deafidgted Blackboard normal operation.
Another issue is even more complicated. It hasotavith what is called “data migration”
during a software replacement. Beside any othepgsties, as an example, Blackboard
software serves also as a virtual storage of dihennformation used for all online
classes held in the platform during time. While téstoration of the data during software
replacement may look as a technical issue onlyptbeess itself requires new skills and
knowledge. The issue is not whether software shapltate or not. The issue stands on
the teaching of the new skills themselves: areriée technological skills needed, at
what level, and who should teach them with no eost stress to users. In the hierarchy
of users, non-user is perhaps the most significatggory that connects technology with
the market and user commodification and contestsidiea of learning software as

“simple tools” and “user friendly”.

From a Learning Signifier to a Globalization Sign
Understanding the developments of technologieslutation is a necessary step
in analyzing how this field is reacting to incre®gipressures of globalization. The

Blackboard LLC, the media, the advertising, and Bleckboard team at the University
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all repeatedly called Blackboard “just a tool,” Sanple tool,” or “that tool.” Instead, a

mess behind the software became obvious and eatingi It became essential for this
study to not only emphasize the software compleaityl sophistication, but also to
understand the related semantics: Although thentdoyy was described as new, the
dynamics beyond its developments looked quite famib many people, some of whom
were able to even predict certain situations amdiiwences in its business trajectory.

As the observations show, Blackboard technologjyudes the software, work,
business, organization, semantics, education,tutistn, philosophy, law, and much
more. Trying to understand the complexity of thecdurse surrounding Blackboard led
me to analyze the developments of Blackboard Ind¢he- producer of Blackboard
software — its business plan, philosophy, and somés public activities, including
acquisitions, patents, lawsuits, and the sale efabmpany. By tracing this historical
path, | realized that there were discrepancies dmtwBlackboard as software,
Blackboard as business, and Blackboard as pubdidgussed. Blackboard was often
described and discussed as a successful busingss \wioor product; Blackboard was
characterized as a leader in the field of eLearngngharacterization that seemed to go
beyond its advertising.

Following Blackboard linkages back in time, thetpre of anetworkcame to
light and the concept afietworkingbecame crucial for the study. As the leaders of
Blackboard’s business decided to channel their nessi plan toward learning
technologies, they worked diligently both to becopeet of the powerful network of

EDUCAUSE and then to take an important place witmetwork until their capitalistic
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practices, as it was said, violated the valueshef community beyond the network.
Blackboard software, originally created by two egk students, managed to become a
synthesis of many freely-shared ideas and a tremendollective work conducted by
many people (educators, academics, developers,tutists, corporations, and
government agencies) who involved their own effarexchange for mutual benefits.
The feedback from millions of users, who operageplatform for teaching, learning, and
administrative tasks and whose ideas, concerns,faiholes can be a great source of
information and improvements, even though a vergartant part in the technological
process, is almost never recognized.

The product that was designed and widely advertésed technology that would
connect millions of learners in America and acrthes globe became the epicenter of
public attention and criticism for the capitalistfractices; this criticism became
associated with the developments of the softwaréid midst of those developments, the
company was sold, its leadership was replaced,itsnchission was shifted from the
production of an educational software to a sertiwe# can help teaching and learning
online. Blackboard, once a pioneer in the fieldBIS, lost reputation after its leadership
was accused for extending its political activityatgnt, lawsuit, acquisition of other
companies) based on principles that positionecctimepany against its own community
which raised criticism and revolt as well.

The cultural mapping of Blackboard practices — fraraignifier of learning to a
sign of globalization — documents how the old cjgtic forms are penetrating the field

of education through the Internet technologies. Thaga collected during this study
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confirm that technology is a human affair, and thgact of technology must be

understood in its complex context. As stated onpfdra4, Chasen and Pittinsky chose
the name Blackboard for their new company to symbly emphasize the educational
intent of the new technology. Similarly to a roes word that signifies a flower became
the sign of love, Blackboard has become a signaieglobalization.

During the short lifespan of Blackboard softwatee tompany, which started a
business without any products while its main prédade, being built separately
elsewhere, was designed to enforce capitalisticcstres further into higher education.
Blackboard defined its product as proprietary,defined itself as the LMS pioneer with
some elite universities as clients; it purchasedilar products to get more clients, and
then discontinued those products; it demanded tenpanany features of the LMSs that
were developed collectively by many educators, pers, and engineers who worked
together from different corners of the world; itedusimilar companies for developing
their own products with the same popular featuiteapologized for these actions and
publicly announced a pledge to not interfere wiplero source and home grown software;
it changed its self-definition from proprietary seére to a diversified portfolio including
open source products and strategically attemptirtgade services instead of products; it
finalized its profitable strategies by purchasingotopen-source partners, an act
described as unprecedented that left many confasetl large sections of the IT
community distressed. Each of these developmenmysliints the capitalistic drive of

Blackboard and the impact of it on learning andriess.
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From a theoretical perspective, the cultural swirBlackboard documents how
the developments of a new technology — one thaesaiopes for strengthening collective
work and facilitating freely-exchanged ideas — banlegitimately associated with some
old tricks of capitalism. This time the developmesitin the field of education, one
appraised for its collective spirit, democracy, deedom. Paraphrasing Friednmdh,
globalization is not the answer for the developreerit Blackboard technology in the
field of higher education. Instead, the documeatatof cultural practices within
Blackboard software describes and explains whabeatlescribed as globalization in the
field of education.

The story of Blackboard also proves the falsitywdfat can be described as a
neoliberal appreciation of technology as the sotutior many of the issues faced in
education. This neoliberal philosophy is that nolfyas a technology as good as the profit
associated with it, but also that technology isdyomly when the profit continues to
increase. Otherwise, that technology will be didedr with no regrets. This opens a
discussion on the second fallacy associated withtwsh “widely shared” about LMS
technologies: that they lower the cost of tuitiomd give access to the so-called elite
education. As the experts in the field continuditghlight, LMS technologies can come
with “a bag of old tricks” to prevent a client magion from one LMS to another. With
these conditions of LMS technology, it seems thate are only limited concerns about
what will happen in terms of organizational cultutlee human skills, knowledge, and

rules already established for a smooth operaticeainology. What is going to happen

194 5ee his quotes on globalization on Chapter 2.
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with the Dr. Gs in the world and their commitmeata better education? What does
“Once upon a time, there was Blackboard...” meanstrsifor whom Blackboard always

meant hard work, skills, and knowledge?

Fiat Lux or The Epilogue

The cultural roadmap of Blackboard is only one ofanp ways how
commodification functions and how the market extend the field of education.
However, this extension in American higher educatemntinues to happen through
various technologies. The Massive Online Open Ga(MOOCS) is the new trend in
American higher education. Starting in 2007-08 athbUtah University and the
University of Regina, the MOOCs have attracted mednd public attention. An
Artificial Intelligence MOOC in 2012 had an enrobmt of 160,000 students from all
over the world. It should be noted that the MOQ@amise unlimited participation and
open access via the Internet. They also promisnkance the community of students,
professors, and assistants. As in the past, it iremanclear how social learning will
benefit from the MOOCs and how the so-called shéeacthing would benefit learner’s
educational achievemenits.

More and more corporations and universities are ingovtoward the
implementation and use of eLearning technologies. |bhg time ago, a small group of
professors involved in this new movement foundedr€era. Soon afterward, MIT and

Harvard announced the creation of edX and theirriion investment in the project. In

105 After his experience teaching the Atrtificial Intgénce course, Professor Thrun, the instructorttier
course, resigned from Stanford and created Udasityg venture capital
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the summer of 2012, the University of CaliforniarHey announced that it was joining
the edX initiative; Chancellor Robert J. Birgenatatad: “We are committed to

excellence in online education with the dual gamdlslistributing higher education more
broadly and enriching the quality of campus-bashkdation. We share the vision of MIT
and Harvard leadership and believe that collabogatvith the not-for-profit model of

edX is the best way to do this. Fiat LUX® This ritualistic and symbolic discourse
exceeds one’s simple enthusiasm. Although it mayobesoon to predict the future of
MOOCs and these other new eLearning technolodgmessiirrounding discourse already

hints that the fate of Blackboard software will ggeplicating.

Future Trends

A future direction for anthropology of technologggucation and culture would be
to expand the understanding of user phenomenoundimg a larger range of LMSs and
their respective users. To fully understand howdbemodification of user takes place
in the global education market it also requireseapegr understanding of open and free
source LMSs such as Moodle and its users. As sdrtfeesources shown in Chapter 4
state technically, the differences between Blackib@nd Moddle are not significant to
teaching or learning, then why are there differenoa preferring one software over
another? Also, how do the educational institutionake their own decisions when
choosing or replacing LMS software? Do they consigey gains of loss on human

capital (knowledge, skills, organization)? | homttthis dissertation may open more

198 phil Hill’ article Online Educational Delivery Mats: A Descriptive View. Published on 11/25/2012
http://mfeldstein.com/online-educational-deliverpaels-a-descriptive-view/ Retrieved on 01/12/2014.
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doors in understanding eLearning technologies endbntemporary context. Hopefully,
the emphasis of collective work and organizatiocrasial in the developments of LMSs

can help the decision-makers on where to focus #tention when evaluation software.
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Appendix 1

[llustration 1: Internet users

Support your habit.

lllustration 2: User. Support your habit.
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Appendix 2
<ldap key="ldapRepasitory” name="LDAP Repositon
<host=ldap.example.com</host=
<port>389</part>

<secuntyPrincipal>cn=admin,dc =atlassian,dc=prv
=securityCredential> secret </securityCredential>
<securityProtocol>plain</secuntyProtocols
ssecuntyAuthentication=simple</securityAuthen'
<baseContext>do=atlassian,do=private</baseCor
<basellserMamespace>do=staff domperftest,do=a
<haseGroupMamespaces>do=groups,de=perftest,d
<usernamedttributescne/usemamedttributes
<ysersearchFilter={objectClass=inetorgperson </
<firstnameAttribute>givenname</ firstnameAttrk

Illustration 3:User as text

The Importance of User Experience
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NETWORKS OF USERS AND POWERS: BLACKBOARD
SOFTWARE ROADMAP AS CULTURAL PRACTICE

by
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Advisor: Dr. Mark Luborsky
Major: Anthropology (Cultural)
Degree:Doctor of Philosophy
With the rapid growth of eLearning applications he tsoftware providing for

learning through the Internet — it has become conplawe to describe those
technologies as both simple tools and user-friendilyese two vague yet suggestive
terms make the operating of the technology appeapaial value and any related issues
as a user’s problem. Interested neo-liberal graaks a step further when considering
eLearning technologies as the solution for the lerob faced in the field. STS studies
recognize that technology fetishism is strategycaimployed to justify the latest
developments of capitalism as technological anac&lg
This doctoral study examines the complexity of S software, a widely used
platform in higher education, from a learner's pextive by both problematizing the
term user and highlighting the systemic naturesgfris issues. Becoming an LMS user is
viewed as a social process of sense-making in wiiehsystem is transformed to the
point that learner feels in a personal relationshigh the system. The surrounding

fetishistic discourse represents a capitalistidgsbphy not only associated with the
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industrial production of software but also aimedtla® commodification of learner,
contradicting the social image/function of eduaatio

This study draws mainly from an ethnographic daitection on the experiences and
perspectives of a team in charge of updating amdbteshooting Blackboard software in
an American higher education setting during the2203 school year, from a selection of
hundreds of Internet related documents, and frompergonal experience with online
teaching. The study first outlines the origin ansitdrical rise and expansion of LMS
technologies; it describes how the system was Bpcr@constructed for fitting
technology and situating learner within consumeucttires; and it explains the social
processes through which a learner becomes a Blaokhser. By using Blackboard as a
case study, this dissertation attempts to narrogv ghp between similar studies in
education that often take technology/user for grareind the valuable insights achieved

by STS studies in surrounding areas to LMS.
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