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Abstract

The final project is a comparison of a teacher built class site for online learning and a company built Learning Management System (LMS). This paper is a written account of that comparison. The pros and cons, user observations, ease of design, ease of navigation, scalability and cost are the variables explored and compared in this paper. 
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Introduction

Today’s educational services have moved into the area of online teaching. Many institutions are now offering online courses for degrees in a variety of fields. For example: AIU Online is the web-based virtual campus of American InterContinental University, an international university with residential campuses located in Atlanta, Georgia; Los Angeles, California; Ft. Lauderdale, Florida: London, England; and Dubai, United Arab Emirates (History & Mission, 2003). AIU offers several Master Degrees in a variety programs. A quick Internet search will produce about sixty to eighty different online institutions that offer various degrees. 

This project compares two different class sites for online learning; a teacher built site and a class site built using a company’s Learning Management System (LMS). The paper will begin with a look at the pros and cons of each site, followed by ease of design. Next, a comparison of ease of navigation, scalability and cost will follow. Finally, this paper will provide observations from several peers.

Pros and Cons

The ability of a teacher to create an online learning environment is priceless. The following pros (advantages) and cons (disadvantages) were observed during the project phase of this report. In the case of Middle School Science web site (the project part of this learning experience), the advantages are: the ability to control the design, the appearance, the control of cost and the flow of information/materials of the web site. 

The advantages of the eCollege LMS are: 

1. No need to design an environment

2. The availability of templates for entering data

3. The ease of peer to peer or teacher to student collaboration (posting) areas

4.  In the LMS environment, teachers need not worry about cost

5.  Finally the time variable seemed to be an asset for the eCollege LMS.

 The LMS, already designed, with templates for easy information entry and the posting area, gives the teacher more time to educate. 

One main disadvantage of a teacher built learning environment is time. Building an online teaching site is time consuming, the constant up dating, maintenance and lesson creation leaves the teacher little time for real education. In this case, real education means: the ability to analyze a student’s educational weaknesses and strengths, and then the ability to facilitate the proper educational information/materials for that student to grow. In order for this type of learning to take place a teacher needs time and the teacher built site takes time away from that goal of real education. Although there are always exceptions to the rule, for most teachers (unless they have web creation savvy), time to learn how to build an online learning environment is a disadvantage. 

For the company built LMS the main disadvantage is the doubled edged sword of control. When building a LMS there is a lack of true creativity. The unchangeable design, templates and prearranged post areas can begin to “feel” controlling, especially for teachers with web building savvy.   

Ease of Design

Ease of design for the teacher built site depends on the web mastery of the teacher. The more the teacher knows about web building the greater the chance of a highly successful site. For the LMS, ease of design is not a question. The LMS is pre-designed for the teacher.

Ease of Navigation, Scalability and Cost

Ease of navigation for a web site is the ability of the viewer to move throughout that site seamlessly. For the teacher built site, the navigation ability is adjustable. What this means is the navigational tools used within the teacher created web site (links, button) can be changed by the web site creator. However, for the LMS navigation is not adjustable. Where the teacher created web site can be adjusted from student feedback, students using the LMS have to learn how to navigate that system. 

Scalability in terms of technology means the ability to expand. For example, if you have a five-computer network and need more computers, you need to look at the scalability of your network. In the case of the teacher built learning site, its scalability is very small for a number of reasons. The main reason is management of the teacher built site. Management of the same teacher site calls for the site creator to handle all technology problems, reproducing the same site for other instructors to use for their courses would mean that each teacher would have to be web creation savvy. Unfortunately this is not the case. However, for the LMS platform, independence allows the LMS to have an open Internet platform, preventing the system limitations by any proprietary models, thus allowing unlimited scalability (Learning Management, 2001). Since the teacher who teaches using the LMS does not have to worry about technology management, scalability is not a problem for them. Company programmers build their LMS with scalability in mind. 

Cost concerns for the teacher are based on those of the LMS. Cost for the teacher built web site is easily controlled by the teacher, however the company that built the LMS controls the cost for the LMS. For example the cost for an LMS called Brainvisa is $10,000 for 500 users for the first year, and $230,000 for three years for 25,000 users (Truth in E-learning, unknown). 

Peer Review

The following are three peer review comments from fellow students that viewed both the teacher built site and the LMS site.

Quote from observer one:

 “Hello Anthony, wow, real neat and cool site with a very well put together project. Wish I could do the same”. 

Quote from observer two:

“Did you use eCollege as your course platform? Anthony, this is beautiful, I think you did an outstanding job”. 

Quote from observer three:

“Anthony, I like your project topic. I never thought to do a comparison and analysis, but I'm sure you are going to benefit greatly from doing this. It will also give you an idea of what platform you would prefer for future use”.

Conclusion

This project compared a teacher built web site for online learning to a company built LMS. The pros of the teacher built web site were: 

1. The ability for a teacher to possess Webmaster skills is priceless

2.  The ability to control the design

3. The ability to control appearance

4.  The control of cost 

5. The control of flow of information/materials.

 The main con result for the teacher built web site was time and   the management of that time. 

As for the pro results for the LMS: 

1. The ability not to have to design an environment

2. Templates for entering data

3. The ease of peer to peer or teacher to student collaboration (posting) areas and cost to the course teacher. 

The con result for the LMS was found to be control over design. 

The open Internet platform of the LMS provides a major advantage over the teacher built web site when it comes to scalability. Finally this report found cost for the teacher built web site to be small, where the LMS cost where expensive.   
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