Division of Information Technology Addendum to the final report of the UNCP Blackboard/Open Source Committee

The Division of Information Technology is in full support of the most effective means for teaching and learning and has no preference on what Course Management System (CMS) is used to facilitate the process.  We concur that a CMS should enhance teaching and learning, and our hope is to work with a product that provides the highest level of user satisfaction with the most minimal requirement of resources.   However, specific issues are of concern to DoIT when a decision is made to change from one CMS to another.  As any change should be made based on the collective needs of the users, DoIT assumes that the final recommendation will be the result of an informed decision by the campus community.  Consistent and effective communications to the campus community about the needs and changes before and during the decision process are imperative.  This includes comparisons regarding the similarities and differences between the two CMS products and the opportunities for learning, both in training workshops and peer-to-peer venues.  Assumptions regarding the ease of the transition for the users, both faculty and students, should become a personal reflection as there continues to be a great divide across our campus community in our knowledge, skills, and abilities with present technologies.  DoIT is ready to facilitate any change in the way we deliver our courses online. However, we want to verify that the proposed change addresses our users’ needs, is communicated effectively, and is prepared for properly.

Overview
To assist in the decision process the Committee Report offers much comparison information concerning Blackboard/Moodle.  The data in the Committee Report comes from a scan of the literature, from UNC projects and from private experiences.  This Addendum is to personalize and localize the Committee’s recommendations to the UNCP environment and speaks specifically to the infrastructure, support and related costs of a move to Moodle.  

A move to a different course management system is similar in scale and nature to the campus migration to Banner, which occurred a few years ago. This move to Banner caused issues and concerns for some as they first experienced new interfaces and functionality.  Some were surprised as they discovered that additional resources or additional work were needed or worse, additional funding.  Some saw these changes and wanted to stop the migration.  However, once the campus took the Banner path, that path had no exits, detours, or space for a U-turn.  The same is true for a CMS migration. We collectivity must reach the end of the path before choices present themselves again.  There will be no turning back and no chance for opting out to stay with the former system if we choose to engage Moodle.
The desire in this Addendum is to provide clear and precise local information about a move to Moodle to best inform individuals, their organizations and our administration.  A migration to Moodle will impact most of UNCP’s faculty, staff and students regardless if they use a CMS.  Existing campus resources must flow to this project, and given finite resources, these resources will come at the expense of other projects or on-going support.  This too is the reason there is no turning back once we begin.  The campus can only afford to support one CMS. Some would suggest we are struggling to support the one.  The decision to move to Moodle or stay with Blackboard is an important one for faculty, staff and students which suggests a thoughtful and informed approach.
Implementation considerations

Successful practices for implementing a new CMS call for a migration period to allow faculty time and space to move course information from the old system and redesign/shape the information to match the new system’s requirements.  Typical migration timeframes are from eighteen to twenty-four months.  Our current license agreement with Blackboard ends June, 2011.  Thus a campus decision is needed by May, 2009 in order for preparation work to begin if Moodle is the chosen CMS.

If UNCP chooses to implement Moodle, the campus will need to maintain both systems during the migration period.  This leads to a call for extra resources at the beginning of the project as Blackboard support must be maintained at its current level while additional efforts are needed to place Moodle into operational status.  This includes installation and more importantly the integration of Moodle with existing systems.  
The integration piece is the most laborious and of the highest importance as the data must come from Banner to automatically create and populate the 800+ course sections currently within our CMS. The second integration is with the campus’s identity system so users may log into the system using existing usernames and passwords.  

This integration piece for Moodle requires local programming efforts to develop program scripts for automating the processes.  While pieces of the integration scripts are available as part of the open source nature of Moodle, each integration is unique to the campus so as to match the varied technology infrastructure.  Integration between Moodle and other applications is accomplished by submitting Extensible Markup Language (XML) files to Moodle.  This provides a well-defined and flexible method of programmatic interaction with Moodle.  This technique is emerging as a standard for web-based applications.
Appalachian State is used as an example of Moodle integration with Banner in the Committee Report.  Appalachian has done excellent work in integrating Moodle, and there is much to be learned and shared.  For UNCP, however, this interface will not be quite so easy to implement.  In the case of Appalachian State University, these XML files were produced through a module of the Luminis portal called Luminis Data Integration (LDI).  Both Banner and Luminis are products of SunGard Higher Education.  SunGard provides an interface which captures events in Banner, such as creation of a new course section or registration of a student in a section, and transfers those events into Luminis in real time.  From there, Appalachian was able to use software developed by Oakland University to create the XML files needed by Moodle.  Luminis has proven to be fairly inflexible and has some reliability issues.  Due to these issues, SunGard has announced a significant change in the future direction of the product, and intends to drop much of the portal functionality.  Instead, SunGard will rely on third party portal products.  As a consequence, UNCP has not implemented this $80,000 software piece and is focusing on alternatives.  In order to interface with Moodle, UNCP will have to develop the software to capture events in Banner and transfer them to Moodle. Another consideration is that DoIT staffing does not have a wealth of PHP programming language skill sets.  Staffing with this expertise will need to be hired.  

DoIT’s opinion is the integration piece can be completed for less than the $80,000 software cost, but there will be costs connected to adapting and developing necessary integration programming.  There will also be staffing costs associated with retaining a staff member with PHP programming skills to sustain the Moodle operation.  Each upgrade, modification, or additional integration piece for Moodle will require local programming efforts as these changes must be integrated within our local infrastructure framework. This staffing cost will offset the savings in license costs now being paid to Blackboard and will require additional dollars as our current license fee is approximately $33,000 per year. This amount is not enough to pay the salary and benefits of a programmer.  However, a second recommendation to reduce the Blackboard helpdesk services to regular office hours only would provide additional dollars to support the programmer’s salary and benefits.  

Moodle is an open source CMS which means that resources may not be as readily available as those provided by a company’s toll-free support number. There is a large Moodle community, supported by programmers worldwide who are willing to share information, but it requires individual inquiry and searching, and the support one finds does not guarantee a particular solution will match one’s unique system parameters.  This is another justification for adding PHP programming expertise to the CMS support team within DoIT.  A programmer is needed to manipulate the open source code to work for the local instance.

An important consideration is that while the Moodle system is needed in the fall of 2009 for early adopters, these cost savings will not be fully realized until the migration to Moodle is accomplished in June, 2011.  DoIT’s support costs for UNCP’s CMS would essentially double during the migration period.  As course sections are moved, support needs for one system lessen as support for the other system increases.   Nevertheless, support for both systems, along with the associated costs will be ongoing regardless of the scale of use of the system.  Support needs and costs will continue for both systems and will remain until the old system is discontinued.  The potential does exist that following the migration completion, coupled with a reduced need for expanded helpdesk support as suggested in the Committee report, UNCP’s CMS costs may be reduced thus freeing dollars for other teaching and learning technologies.  A PHP programmer must be recruited and hired as soon as a decision is made in order to have Moodle ready for fall 2009.
Infrastructure Considerations

As UNCP continues with the evaluation of Blackboard and Moodle, it is important that one considers infrastructure requirements of such a critical system.  Realizing the University's reputation relies upon its ability to deliver online courses in a consistent and reliable manner, it is imperative that UNCP maintains a technology environment to fully support the goals of the University.  

The Division of Information Technology supports these goals by maintaining a redundant system for our Blackboard environment. Although this system does not employ automatic failover, if any hardware component fails within the Blackboard system, including a total server failure, within minutes DoIT staff members can manually failover to a secondary system to restore services.  This redundancy is achieved by housing servers and storage in a primary machine room with matching equipment in a secondary campus location.  The data for Blackboard is mirrored on both systems so either system can provide Blackboard services.  
If UNCP chooses to migrate to Moodle, new hardware is needed to support the software.  Keeping in mind the need for dual systems during the migration period, best practice dictates avoiding having both systems on the same hardware.  This approach is not supported by Blackboard and would void our software support agreement.  In keeping with standard practices to provide a secure, scalable, and robust system, the Moodle PHP application and database would be installed on separate servers.  As course content is migrated to the new system, content will remain on both systems for a period of time.  This effectively doubles the amount of storage needed.  Further complicating the issue, our redundant installation dictates mirroring all data between primary and secondary locations, thus forcing additional storage needs.  
Taking into account the above needs, the opinion of others based on experiences, and our current Blackboard environment, DoIT anticipates that a minimum of four new servers, an upgrade of our current storage system, and a few additional network components will be needed to build a quality Moodle infrastructure consistent with campus needs.  Redundant systems as outlined above are expensive and essentially double the cost of any computing platform.  

Realizing these costs, the Committee mentions the option of centralized hosting facilities.   While centralized hosting facilities does remain a possibility in the future, DoIT does not feel developments within the University system have progressed to a point where this is a viable option.  Discussions are now occurring among interested campuses.  

Past efforts at centralized hosting of WebCT proved unsustainable for WCU, UNCC and UNCW.  Remote Blackboard hosting for seven UNC campuses of the Blackboard system has proven less than cost effective with an over six figure yearly cost for each campus.  Needless to say these campuses are seeking alternatives.  The best approach at this time is to provide the hosting of Moodle in-house which is also consistent with the Appalachian model.  Appalachian originally engaged a hosted Moodle solution but has recently begun efforts to bring Moodle services in-house.
UNCP's current Blackboard infrastructure was procured in the summer of 2008, thus this hardware should sustain the current environment for the next three to four years and would be available to support other applications if Blackboard is discontinued at the end of the migration period.  
Blackboard to Moodle training considerations
Migrating from the Blackboard course management system to Moodle would require training for faculty and possibly some training for students.  Training for the support staff would be a first priority as support resources are currently focused solely on Blackboard.  These staff would need time to learn the inner-workings of Moodle in such a manner so they can teach and appropriately support faculty.  Once support staff members are familiar with the new environment, additional time and costs will be needed for developing faculty and student training and support resources.  While helping faculty become familiar with Moodle, this may also facilitate the offering of best practices sessions from the Instructional Design Team in the Teaching and Learning Center.  Workshops and one-on-one sessions, scheduled at the convenience of faculty members, are anticipated.  These two-hour sessions would provide training at the basic and advanced levels.   An estimated 10 group sessions at each level will be needed at varying times and dates to accommodate everyone. 

If training is needed for students, due to our student population numbers, participation from many areas on campus will be necessary. This might consist of Distance and Continuing Education, the Teaching and Learning Center, and the Division of Information Technology.  The Committee Report suggests that student training will not be needed so the assumption is that web-based tutorials and other self-help materials will suffice.
Creation/migration of course content
The content areas and conceptual framework of Blackboard and Moodle differ.  Blackboard is designed to be course centric while Moodle is assignment or learning centric.   Because of these fundamental differences, a course cannot be exported “as is” from Blackboard and imported “as is” into Moodle.  Some manipulation/reorganization of course content is required.  Being an open source product,  Moodle tools are “home grown” and while there are Blackboard to Moodle converters available from individual universities these converters capture only parts of the content in a Blackboard course and prepare it to be imported into Moodle.  The course as a whole cannot be pulled from Blackboard and placed into Moodle without some adjustments to the content. Test banks are handled with a different export/convert/import method. Therefore, moving a course from Blackboard to Moodle does not retain all of the original content and the content that is moved requires a multiple step process. 

In regards to publishers’ course cartridges, which are popular at UNCP, most publishers cater to the commercial CMS companies such as Blackboard and currently limited ones are available for Moodle.  However, with Moodle’s growing popularity, publishers are beginning to produce course cartridges. For example, a search of McGraw Hill’s Higher Education website shows 36 Online Course Moodle Access Cards. Their representative states that they will take requests to produce a course cartridge in Moodle format for any book.  Faculty who consistently use course cartridges in Blackboard will need to research their continued availability for Moodle.
To explore Moodle’s features a demo course is available at http://uncp.optimizedlearn.com/ 

Enter uncp in both the username and password boxes. Then choose Moodle Features Demo under My courses.

Conclusion
To restate, the Division of Information Technology has no preference on the choice of CMS and feels the choice should be driven by teaching and learning needs.  However, the implementation of a Moodle recommendation must be tempered by the availability of resources to ensure success.  There is too much at stake for the institution, for our students and for us as individuals to attempt to make a CMS migration of this scale without a full understanding of the implications.  Furthermore, a decision to take a migration path requires identification of necessary resources to ensure our destination can be successfully reached.  The DoIT team has its hiking shoes and backpacks at the ready, and we await a campus direction and the supplies for our backpacks to ensure a successful climb.
