
 

 
 

LEARNING MANAGEMENT 

SYSTEMS FINDINGS REPORT 

Georgia Gwinnett College  

Technical Writing and Communication Practices Class Project 

2010 Spring Semester 

 

 

Client:  Linda Gilbert, Ph.D. 

Director of Learning Technology Research  

 

 

 

Presented by: 

Dan Vollaro, Ph.D., Assistant Professor of English 

Noelette Stout, Project Manager 

Michael Lee, Moderator/Presenter 

Megan Lynch, Moderator/Presenter 

Quianna Martinez, Moderator/Presenter 

Stephanie Briarton, Persona Writer 

J. Blair Sanders, Persona Writer 

Jordan Sevier, Persona Writer 

Maria Sukhareva, Persona Writer 

Shannon Foster, Writer/Editor 

Laurie Hudson, Writer/Editor 

 Abby Vaughn, Writer/Editor 

Katelyn Maggio, Writer/Editor 





 

 
 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

Executive Summary ................................................................................................................................................  3 

Introduction ...............................................................................................................................................................  7 

Findings .......................................................................................................................................................................  9 

Major Themes ....................................................................................................................................................  9 

 “Real Time” Chat Capability .................................................................................................................  9 

 User-Friendly and Intuitive Interface ...........................................................................................  11 

 Single Sign-on Portal or “One-Stop-Shop” ..................................................................................  12 

 Functionality and Announcement of Issues ...............................................................................  13 

Minor Themes ................................................................................................................................................  14 

 Instant Notifications Identifying New Activity .........................................................................  14 

 Adding LMS Capability to Mobile Devices ..................................................................................  15 

 Tutorials and User Support ..............................................................................................................  15 

 Customization Options .......................................................................................................................  17 

Personas ...................................................................................................................................................................  19 

Methodology ...........................................................................................................................................................  23  

Recruitment of Participants .....................................................................................................................  23 

Data Collection and Analysis ....................................................................................................................  25 

Anomalies ........................................................................................................................................................  26 

Conclusion ...............................................................................................................................................................  27 

Appendices  





 

 

3 

 

Executive Summary—Learning Management Systems Findings Report 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

Learning Management Systems have become a crucial technological resource in higher 

education. As the “Campus of Tomorrow,” Georgia Gwinnett College (GGC) utilizes these 

LMS platforms to a more extensive degree than other four-year institutions within the 

University System of Georgia (USG). In fact, according to Dr. Linda Gilbert, Director of 

Learning Technology Research at Georgia Gwinnett College, GGC’s use of the LMS 

Blackboard 8, exceeds other four-year USG institutions by almost 33%. However, in 2012, 

Blackboard will discontinue support of Vista 8 in order to convert to its newly released 

version, Learn 9.1. Due to GGC’s extensive use of an LMS, board members from USG have 

allowed GGC’s administration to choose a new LMS specific to the College’s needs, granted 

there is sufficient data to substantiate the decision. Despite the fact that GGC is already 

piloting Blackboard 9 and Moodle as alternative LMS options, decision-makers at the 

College want to survey student opinions on LMSs. For this reason, Dr. Gilbert sought the 

assistance of Assistant Professor of English Dr. Daniel Vollaro and his students in the client-

based Technical Writing and Communication Practices course. 

Using a “service learning” approach to technical writing, Vollaro divided his students, based 

on interest and area of expertise, into three learning tracks: Presenter/Moderators, Persona 

Writers, and Writer/Editors. Together, these tracks gathered and analyzed student 

feedback.  Prior to conducting a study, student researchers individually completed IRB 

training, guaranteeing the protection of participants’ rights. Then, to recruit participants 

from among the GGC student body, researchers used word-of-mouth, a social networking 

site, and campus advertising. The Presenter/Moderators held three separate, hour-long 

focus group sessions between March 31 and April 7, which the participants attended. These 

sessions became the foundation for the class’s data. From the recordings, the students 

created partial transcripts from which the Presenter/Moderators drew eight themes—four 

major and four minor. Taking the themes that developed from the focus group transcripts, 

the Presenter/Moderators further subdivided them into four major themes, which  

appeared in all three of the sessions, and four minor themes that showed in only two of  

the three sessions. 
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Major Themes  
 “Real Time” Chat Capability has the potential to offer busy students a forum for 

“virtual meetings” to discuss collaborative projects, or to question and better 

understand assignments. Chat opportunities could also encourage additional 

interaction among classmates, which may lead to increased student engagement and 

class participation. The option of a chat feature within an LMS would strengthen GGC’s 

student culture much like its commitment to small class sizes.  

 User-Friendly and Intuitive Interface in an LMS would support an easily navigable 

product for students of all technological levels, thus reducing the time spent teaching 

the product to users. In addition, a user-friendly environment would encourage 

students to take advantage of the options an LMS has to offer. 

 Single Sign-on Portal or “One-Stop-Shop” is a convenience that would save students 

time and centralize information concerning all their activities at GGC—email, LMS, 

Banner, and student-driven events. Additionally, it would reduce the need to 

remember multiple login and password identities. 

 Functionality and Announcement of Issues could be especially useful when 

encountering error messages while working on time sensitive assignments. 

Communicating these occurrences to GGC’s entire population is important to the 

continued establishment of trust between faculty and students. Increasing 

functionality and reducing the frequency of errors is necessary for creating user 

confidence in the technology. 

Minor Themes 
 Instant Notifications Identifying New Activity is already a feature students are 

familiar with, having experienced Facebook and Moodle. It allows students instant 

access to new information since their last login. Linking notifications to mobile 

devices would be especially powerful in the event an instructor has to cancel class for 

some unforeseen reason. 

 Adding LMS Capability to Mobile Devices is essential to the “real world” experience 

of having access to information on-the-go in a fast-paced professional environment. A 

mobile application would allow busy students opportunities to access their learning 

no matter where they are. 
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 Tutorials and User Support could be crucial to capitalizing on the benefits of an LMS. 

Furthermore, the different learning needs of students and faculty may be addressed 

via a downloadable PDF training guide, video demonstrations or a FAQ section 

displayed online. A consistent use of basic features will make whatever LMS that is 

ultimately chosen a staple for the “Campus of Tomorrow.” 

 Customization Options would allow students a chance to explore the technology, 

express themselves creatively and organize their LMS accordingly to aid in their time-

management strategies. Customization in an LMS may help students express their 

personality and feel less like a “number.”  

The comments and themes described here reveal how GGC students view LMSs, including 

how they define an LMS and what features they would include and exclude given the 

opportunity. Ultimately, the conclusions drawn from the previous themes are informative 

and useful in understanding what GGC students desire in an LMS. 

Combining the research gathered with participant demographics that were collected 

through surveys, the Persona Writers created four personas to represent the GGC student 

population. These personas are for the aid of web developers to help guide them in 

choosing an LMS, since they give an understandable view of GGC students.    

The personas, combined with the findings themes, represent GGC students’ opinions and 

observations of Learning Management Systems. Together, with the analysis provided in  

this report, these views can be an effective resource in both choosing the next LMS platform 

and validating the decision to the University System of Georgia. If students arrive at a 

favorable consensus regarding LMS features, the LMS has the potential to better assist  

the student body. 
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INTRODUCTION 

In a rapidly developing, technology-centered education system, the Learning Management 

System (LMS) has become a vital resource to higher education. According to Director of 

Learning Technology Dr. Linda Gilbert, these systems have become critical elements in 

education: utilizing coursework documentation, assessment tools, calendars, grades, and 

access to communication features. As the “Campus of Tomorrow,” Georgia Gwinnett College 

(GGC) relies heavily upon its LMS—33% more than other four-year institutions within the 

University System of Georgia (USG).1 Blackboard will discontinue the current LMS, Vista 8, 

used by the College in favor of Learn 9.1. By the end of 2012, support for Vista 8 will no 

longer be available from Blackboard. Given its high usage rate compared to other USG 

institutions, GGC has been given the unique opportunity to research and select a new LMS 

as a replacement to Blackboard 8, provided there is adequate research to support the 

decision.  

GGC has already begun piloting potential replacement LMS options—like Moodle and 

Blackboard 9—in select classes, however, before making a final selection, the GGC 

administration sought input from students. To facilitate this feedback, Gilbert asked 

Assistant Professor of English Dr. Dan Vollaro and his students in the client-based Technical 

Writing and Communication Practices course to conduct an LMS-based research project 

with students. Throughout the spring 2011 semester, students in the class gathered data by 

recruiting student participants and conducting focus group research. This report details the 

methods that were used to gather this data and documents the subsequent findings that 

emerged.  The report also includes four “personas,” research-based fictional profiles of the 

main student user groups identified in the research.

                                                             
1 2010 ECAR data, question 16: “How often do you use course or learning management systems (a 
system that provides tools such as online syllabi, sample exams, and gradebook)?” 
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“I would like a better way to communicate 

with the students who are in the class.” 

FINDINGS 

Focus group research conducted by members of the Technical Writing and Communication 

Practices class led to four major themes emerging from all three sessions. The report 

discusses these themes, as well as four minor themes that emerged in only two of the 

groups. The themes and comments reveal how GGC students view Learning Management 

Systems, including how they define an LMS and what features they would include and 

exclude, if given the opportunity to choose or design and LMS platform. The following 

themes and their subsequent conclusions are informative and useful in understanding what 

GGC students desire in an LMS. 

Major Themes 
Four major themes—defined as ideas, comments, or issues introduced and discussed 

among participants in all three focus group sessions—emerged from the research:  “Real 

Time” Chat Capability, User-Friendly and Intuitive Interface, Single Sign-on Portal or “One 

Stop Shop,” and Functionality and Announcement of Issues.  

“Real Time” Chat Capability 
Whether it is via Facebook chat or text 

messaging on cell phones, students 

constantly contact people in “real time,” 

and the findings reveal that they want to 

bring this feature to their LMS platform. 

Participants discussing their busy schedules mentioned that being able to set up “virtual 

meetings” with classmates to collaborate on group projects would save them time and help 

them in their studies. Participants also said they would like the ability to see classmates 

online when they log in so they can interact and discuss assignments outside of the 

classroom. In addition, participants said an LMS chat feature would afford them 

opportunities to interact more frequently and get to know more of their classmates.  
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Analysis  

The topic of online chat immediately brings to mind students in the classroom who devote 

more attention to their friends on Facebook and less attention to the lesson. Would the 

addition of “real time” chat capabilities add or detract from the learning experience at GGC? 

Many social networking platforms use “real time” chatting, but when used properly, this 

feature could add to the GGC culture by forging connections among students that may not 

otherwise be formed. Improved relations among classmates will likely raise comfort levels 

and increase student engagement in class participation. If small class sizes strengthen GGC’s 

culture, why not an LMS that also supports the GGC learning environment? 

Furthermore, GGC’s educational 

outcomes encourage peer 

collaboration in the fourth 

integrated educational experience 

(IEE) goal: “Demonstrate an ability 

to collaborate in diverse and global 

contexts.” An LMS chat feature will 

help students meet this goal by 

allowing them to easily identify 

fellow collaborators on group 

projects and work effectively with 

them.  Currently, the collaboration 

tools available to GGC students in the LMS do not allow students to limit who has access to 

view the chat sessions. One participant stated the difficulty in collaborating with a group 

competing against other groups in the class: “… everybody sees what your group is talking 

about.” In collaborative situations, students would like the ability to control who has access 

to the conversation.  
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“It’s too many buttons, too much stuff, too 

many places I have to go.… It’s 

information overload.” 

“[In Blackboard 9] nothing’s laid out in a 

way that’s easy to find; not that I can’t 

find it if I want to, but I’m not there to 

hunt for my information.” 

User-Friendly and Intuitive Interface  
The addition of a “real time” chat feature 

in an LMS is only effective if users can 

navigate the system and capitalize on its 

usability. Focus group participants 

discussed many usability problems 

within existing LMSs at GGC. For 

instance, the participants complained 

that the main screen on Blackboard 8 is 

cluttered when it should be clear, 

functional, and intuitive to both the tech 

savvy and infrequent user. Ultimately, 

students conveyed a desire to locate and access what they need easily and immediately. 

Analysis  

An effective LMS should be user-friendly and easily navigable for students of varied skill 

levels. If students do not find it easy to understand the LMS interface, they will likely find 

ways to stop using the system. One such navigational feature, referred to as “breadcrumbs,” 

allows users to see a string of labels that identifies where they are and permits 

backtracking. Five additions suggested by participants include: 

 “search” capabilities to allow users to search for specific posted documents 

 quick-access links to appropriate and frequently used information 

 the capability to open more than one class at a time 

 spell check 

 multiple assignment submission attempts prior to due dates (as demonstrated in 

Moodle) 

These suggested features would allow students to easily navigate the software interface, 

giving them the ability to better utilize the information and tools provided by the LMS.  
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“You could have a little box that gives you 

a snippet of what Zimbra email you have, 

and if you click on it, you don’t have to 

sign in again to get into Zimbra.” 

“Why would I check my Blackboard email 

when I have a separate email?” 

“I’d like the LMS to be integrated with the 

current email system, not to have its 

own.” ”

:

” 

Single Sign-on Portal or “One-Stop-Shop”  

Students participating in this research 

also want an interface that incorporates 

all the systems used by GGC students into 

a single sign-on portal, or “one-stop-

shop,” where everything is integrated 

under one login.  Participants verbalized 

both convenience and saving time as 

benefits that could be derived from the 

establishment of single sign-on ability. 

External systems such as Zimbra, Banner, 

and even club information on 

ggc.collegiatelink.net could be combined 

within an LMS, allowing single login 

access. 

Analysis 

Separate login access to multiple systems at GGC is confusing and hinders easy access to 

specific information. Centralizing access to information keeps students informed about 

clubs, events, and assignments. In addition, GGC clubs and organizations advertising their 

meetings and events would require only one posting instead of the multiple postings 

required under the current system.  

Additionally, participants stressed that 

students should have access to one 

multi-purpose email account that 

would link to their LMS, rather than 

using individual LMS emails for each 

class. Many full-time students enrolled 

in four classes complain that they are 

monitoring up to five accounts—one 

for each class in Blackboard plus 

Zimbra. Easing students’ ability to 

communicate and access information 
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“I’ve had times where I had pulled up one 

of my classes, and then gotten out of it…. 

I’ll go right back to pull it up, and it says, 

‘Session is already running’… I have to 

wait five to ten minutes just to pull it 

back up and check.” 

“It seems like they’re doing maintenance 

a lot—like something’s always wrong.” 

“Professors rely so heavily on our LMS to 

work at all times.” 

“If we’re going to place that much faith 

into a system, it needs to work.” 

will reduce confusion and save time. In addition, the College’s culture benefits when 

students have central access to campus organization activities and educational 

opportunities. 

Functionality and Announcement of Issues  
Participants spoke of functionality issues 

they encountered while working with 

different LMSs at GGC. For example, they 

believe that email messages should be 

communicated to the entire campus 

community when the LMS is not working 

properly. Many complained that teachers 

are not informed when students 

encounter problems. Students also 

mentioned encountering technical 

difficulties while downloading posted 

documents and uploading assignments as 

attachments via Blackboard.  

Analysis  

Encountering frequent errors in any 

technology reduces the user’s confidence. In an LMS, student confidence is diminished by 

functionality problems. Technical difficulties increase the likelihood of missed assignments 

and lower assessment scores, hindering trust between students and faculty. Additionally, 

lowered confidence among faculty has the potential to reduce their use of an LMS, which 

subsequently impedes students. By informing students and faculty about technical errors 

within the LMS, the administration will help students and faculty adjust coursework 

requirements when necessary. Students will benefit from error notification, but fewer 

errors will lead to more confidence in the LMS, which will allow students and staff to use it 

more effectively. An LMS may include all the desired features of GGC’s community members, 

but is useless with frequent errors or maintenance requirements. 
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Minor Themes 
Four minor themes—defined as ideas, comments, or issues introduced and discussed 

among participants in only two of the three focus group sessions—emerged from the 

research: Instant Notifications Identifying New Activity, Adding LMS Capability to Mobile 

Devices, Tutorials and User Support, and Customization Options. 

Instant Notifications Identifying New Activity 
Students who are accustomed to the convenience of an instant and continually updated 

newsfeed in Facebook and Moodle would like to see a similar feature in their LMS. This 

feature would identify new activity each time a user signs on. Additionally, students 

mentioned the value of email notification that announces new assignments, grades, or 

upcoming due dates. 

Analysis  

Facebook’s wide audience base is a testament to its success, and most GGC students easily 

relate to features in Facebook such as its notification and news feed capabilities. Being able 

to instantly identify changes in 

information—like grades, for instance—is a 

convenience that will alleviate students’ need 

to open and close every resource within 

every classroom tab. In addition, news feeds 

containing information, such as test 

reminders or last minute class scheduling 

changes, will likely aid students in managing 

demanding, hectic schedules and assessing 

progress in their classes.  

  



 

 

15 

 

Findings—Learning Management Systems Findings Report 

“I definitely for one would have a mobile 

app that actually works.” 

“I work two jobs and go to school full 

time; it’s really hard for me to be at home 

or sitting down at a computer to work, so 

it would be good if I could access it during 

work and see what I need to do tonight at 

home.” 

“I know a lot of friends that come in as 

freshmen and missed quizzes and got a bad 

grade ‘cause they didn’t understand how to 

use Blackboard.” 

Adding LMS Capability to Mobile Devices 
Participants discussed the value of 

accessing an LMS on their mobile devices, 

such as smart phones like the iPhone or 

Android. Students acknowledged the 

current availability of a mobile 

application but complained that it does 

not meet their needs.  

 

 

 

Analysis  

By encouraging students to access their LMS through a mobile app on a cell phone, GGC will 

be preparing students for “real world” experiences wherein professionals access data and 

communicate with colleagues using mobile devices. Mobility capabilities in an LMS enable 

access to learning no matter where students are, and the addition of syncing calendars 

between an LMS, email platform, and cell phone has the potential to aid not only students, 

but the entire GGC community. 

Tutorials and User Support 
As suggested in other themes, students 

can only access the benefits of an LMS if 

they know how to navigate it. Focus 

group participants suggested including 

tutorials for users to learn how to 

operate the LMS and discover what tools 

are available. Furthermore, students 

believe this should not be a required course, but rather available online for those who have 

never used an LMS. Participants also suggested a FAQ section and video demonstrations so 

that the differing learning needs of students can be addressed.  

Mobile 
App 
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Analysis  

During the focus group sessions, participants introduced ideas for new features that already 

exist in Blackboard 8, a clear indication that many students are not entirely aware of 

existing features. An LMS with integrated tutorials will address this knowledge gap, 

reducing class time spent on 

administrative duties and 

freeing up more time for 

learning. These tutorials might 

include video demonstrations 

and an FAQ that will teach 

students the advantages 

offered in their LMS. The need 

for video demonstrations also 

creates opportunities for 

project learning in classes like 

ITEC or Digital Media, for 

example, and correlates with 

GGC’s educational goals to encourage peer collaboration in the third integrated educational 

experience (IEE) goal: “Demonstrate effective use of information technology.”  

Professor training is another determinant in the success of an LMS. Participants suggested 

that GGC standardize faculty usage of basic LMS features. As an example, students suggested 

that while a downloadable syllabus is a useful option, incorporating important dates using 

the calendar feature is more helpful to students. Faculty may assist in teaching students to 

effectively use LMS technology by their own examples demonstrated during class.  
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“Or it’ll make you feel more comfortable 

just going to Blackboard, like going to the 

site to use it, just ‘cause you know when 

you get there, there’s something about you 

that’s there as opposed to just turning you 

into another student ID number.” 

Customization Options   
Customization also emerged as a minor 

theme in the focus groups. Students 

would like to add a profile image and 

change the layout by reorganizing tabs or 

windows according to priority or 

preference. In addition, they would like 

to customize the look of their LMS by 

selecting templates or changing 

backgrounds, colors, or fonts to 

something they prefer. Customization in an LMS helps students be creative and expressive 

and feel less like a “number.” 

Analysis  

Customization encourages students to learn the layout of any LMS by allowing them to 

explore the technology. Students who are allowed to customize their LMS environment will 

become more efficient users, adapting the LMS to their method of accessing information. 

Furthermore, having the ability to express a sense of style and creativity lends to GGC’s 

culture of encouraging students to become engaged in their studies.
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“I’d like the LMS to be integrated with the 

current email system.” 

PERSONAS 

Combining the research gathered in focus groups with participant demographics that were 

collected through surveys, the Persona Writers created four personas to represent the GGC 

student population. Personas are fictional profiles of user groups; they are created to aid 

developers as they create new computer interfaces and applications. The personas 

presented here are designed to aid decision-makers at GGC as they research the best LMS 

options for students. From the four personas, they will be able to better visualize the daily 

routine of GGC students in an effort to understand them on a more personal level. A 

synopsis of each persona is represented below. Please refer to Appendix A for a more 

detailed portrait. 

Matthew Bishop, Non-Traditional Student 

 27 Years Old 

 Business Major 

 Junior 

 Computer Literate 

 Requires Quick and Efficient Navigation 

 Desires Mobility 

 Passionate Cyclist 
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“…when you go to Blackboard, it’s like looking at dark gray and green tabs. 

Moodle’s…bright, it has…a bland yellow, you have a smiley face yellow icon. 

It’s bright…when you go to Moodle, ohh.” 

“I’d prefer the home page to go straight to 

your classes.” 

Nadia Patel, Inexperienced Freshman 

 19 Years Old 

 Biology Major 

 Not Too Computer Savvy 

 Needs to Learn Socially 

 Wants Customization 

 Loves Shopping and Music 

 

 

 

 

Marianna Ronin, Experienced Junior 

 20 Years Old 

 Psychology Major 

 Junior 

 Computer Literate 

 Desires to be Notified About Technical 

Errors 

 Would Like to see a Social Network Type 

Layout 

 Passionate About Theater 
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“For those that don’t know, I think a tutorial 

would be beneficial.” 

Nathaniel Pena, Experienced Freshman 

 18 Years Old 

 Freshman 

 Undeclared Major 

 Comfort Level 7 

 Wants Clearer Functionality and Tutorials 
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METHODOLOGY 

To find the themes presented in the findings section, the Technical Writing and 

Communication Practices class organized three focus group sessions. These groups offered 

the opportunity to obtain rich qualitative data through session analysis, as opposed to only 

surveying a large group of students to obtain qualitative and quantitative data. However, 

the class did utilize recruitment surveys to obtain demographic and other quantitative data 

that is referenced in both the personas and this report.  

In order to protect the rights and welfare of student participants, Vollaro’s Technical 

Writing and Communication Practices class individually completed the required IRB 

certification, verifying their confidentiality in regard to this data collection process. The 

certification process consisted of having each student review four areas: students in 

research, history and ethical principles, informed consent, and privacy and confidentiality. 

After reviewing each area, the student completed a quiz. Successful completion of the IRB 

certification required that each student receive a score of 80% or higher within each 

section. For validation purposes, each student presented their completion certificate to 

Vollaro. 

Recruitment of 

Participants 
In order to gauge interest and 

availability of prospective 

participants, the researchers 

administered recruitment surveys 

through email and in-person on 

campus (See Appendix B for 

Recruitment Survey). The groups 

consisted of student participants, 

who each had experience using 

Blackboard 8, Blackboard 9, and/or 

Moodle (See Chart for Participant LMS Experience). These surveys supplied the researchers 

with demographic and other basic information regarding LMS use and comfort, offering 

quantitative data for analysis. Furthermore, using the quantitative data, the team 
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formulated several participant data tables, which helped to determine a representative 

sample to develop the personas (See Appendix C for Recruitment Survey Results Table). 

The researchers recruited participants from across the GGC campus using methods that 

included word-of-mouth, social networking, and campus advertising. They recruited friends 

and classmates. In addition, researchers approached students on campus and asked them to 

complete surveys. Word-of-mouth advertising brought about various participants from 

classrooms piloting Blackboard 9 and Moodle. 

Utilizing already familiar social networking techniques, Shannon Foster established a 

Facebook event page specifically advertising the focus group sessions by inviting GGC 

students from other GGC related pages. 

Additionally, Foster and Laurie Hudson collaboratively worked on an ad, which the entire 

class reviewed and revised. Upon approval from the class and the GGC Public Affairs office, 

the ad appeared on the large television screens around campus (See Appendix D for 

Recruitment Ad). 

The client provided a list of professors piloting Blackboard 9 and Moodle to Vollaro. This list 

assisted Vollaro in encouraging his colleagues to announce our need for participants using 

those platforms. Additionally, Vollaro recruited some of his other English composition 

students by offering them extra credit for their classes. We also established eligibility for the 

psychology students enrolled in classes needing to satisfy a focus group research 

component as participants and offered them information to participate in our study. 

In the beginning, the participant responses were low and required more aggressive 

recruiting techniques. Initially, the team anticipated setting up three sessions and 

strategically placing the participants familiar with certain LMSs in the same groups; 

however the groups consisted of a mixed array of people based upon the limited amount of 

student interest and time frame established. The contact person for the researchers, Abby 

Vaughn, grouped participants into specific focus groups primarily based on their 

availability, contrary to initial plans for grouping. She contacted interested participants via 

email and text message to verify their interest and availability. The student researchers 

gathered data through electronic and hard-copy surveys passed out on campus and in the 

focus groups themselves. The demographic information gathered from the surveys was 

crucial in this data collection process. 
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Data Collection and Analysis 
Focus group moderators Michael Lee, Megan Lynch, and Quianna Martinez conducted three 

focus group sessions—taking place March 31, April 5, and April 7—in conference room 

RL3207. Each lasted roughly an hour from 2pm to 3pm. By selecting the conference room 

setup, the researchers intended to make the participants comfortable and encourage a 

conversational setting (See Appendix E for Focus Group Conference Room Setup). This 

setup enabled the researchers to gain access to richer data from a small representative 

sample of GGC students. Using digital video and audio recorders, the researchers recorded 

these sessions for further analysis to determine major and minor themes introduced by 

students. 

After recruiting participants, researchers collected data through focus groups. Researchers 

designed the focus groups with a student moderator and note-taker; a different moderator 

ran each session. Moderators created a script of questions to direct the discussion so that 

the focus groups could be conducted in a conversational manner (See Appendix F for Focus 

Group Moderator Script). To document the conversations, one moderator took notes while 

video and audio recording devices recorded the remainder, leaving a substantial amount of 

data archived. 

Three individual pairs of students were assigned one session each in order to compile 

partial transcripts used for data analysis. Each member of these pairs reviewed the 

recordings individually and then met with their paired teammate to discuss their analysis 

and produce a unified transcript that identified emerging themes. By allowing their views to 

initiate separately and then meeting to reach a consensus about emerging themes, the 

researchers preserved the integrity of the results from each session. While individually 

reviewing these sessions, each student analyst took note of moderator’s questions, recorded 

direct quotes from the participants, and made a list of any prevailing themes—typically any 

general consensus that the participants reached on any given topic. Working together, each 

pair assembled a partial transcript and uploaded it to the Zimbra project briefcase for the 

focus group moderators to further analyze.  

The Moderator/Presenters then examined the transcripts to articulate themes and begin 

their preliminary analysis in a memo. When they met to compare the three partial 

transcripts, they looked for themes that emerged in all three sessions, labeling these as 

“major themes.”  They labeled themes that appeared in only one or two sessions as “minor 

themes.” The Writer/Editors elaborated upon the analysis initiated by the 

Moderator/Presenters, expanding upon the emerging themes for the final findings section 

of this report.  
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Anomalies 
As in many research projects, anomalies in data occurred throughout our process. Such 

discrepancies include, but are not limited to: 

 The video footage from the second focus group session ended prematurely. While the 

first and third sessions were 53 minutes and 38 minutes long respectively, the footage 

for the second session ended 29 minutes into the session before the actual focus 

group ended. For this reason, the pair of students creating the partial transcript relied 

heavily on the notes taken from the session to complete the transcript—not realizing 

that one moderator had already made the audio recordings available for download in 

the designated Zimbra briefcase. However, the Moderator/Presenters are confident 

that the partial transcript did not suffer in any way as the notes from the session were 

more than adequate. 

 In the third session, when the participants were asked a question by the moderator, 

the participants began conversing about a separate, LMS-related topic. More 

specifically, when asked what features they disliked in an LMS, they responded 

instead with a list of features Blackboard 8 lacked. For this reason, some themes 

remained slightly under-developed. 

 The moderators varied the order of their inquiries from session to session. In the first 

two sessions, the first question asked was some variation of, “What features do you 

like in an LMS?” Within the third session, the moderator asked, “How should an LMS 

assist in the learning process?” For this reason, it became more difficult to discern 

commonalities among the sessions because the same order was not followed (See 

Appendix F for Focus Group Moderator Script and Appendix G for Partial Transcripts). 

 In the first two sessions, a social network theme emerged. In the first focus group 

session, the partial transcript noted that, “They valued easy navigation and frequently 

compared their desired system to social networking site layout, though without the 

social aspect.” However, in the third session, the moderator simply asked the 

participants if they wanted their LMS to be “like Facebook.” The variation in the 

wording of the question could have perhaps been misleading, as the third group 

resoundingly agreed that they did not want their LMS to be anything like Facebook—

and even went so far as to disregard the layout being similar to that of a social 

networking site, unlike the previous two groups. 

Despite these minor inconsistencies, the research continued without being compromised, 

leaving sound data. 
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CONCLUSION 

A scenario best sums up the findings and incorporates the features previous discussed at 

length in this report, expanding upon what GGC students would include and exclude in an 

LMS if given the opportunity. Imagine that while helping at the school’s Spring Bash, a 

student receives a text from her classmate suggesting she look at the new assignment 

requirements for their Digital Media project. From her smart phone, she logs onto the LMS 

and accesses the new directions through a notification on the main page. After selecting the 

notification, she takes a moment to look at the updated directions; they require that she 

attach the group’s rough draft submission as a Word document in the drop-box—a function 

she has yet to use. Then it occurs to her that there is a short tutorial video about the tool in 

the LMS, which she quickly watches before returning to the festival.  

Upon returning home, the student logs onto the LMS through the single sign-on portal, 

allowing her to instantly access and switch between Zimbra, Banner, and the LMS to utilize 

her time. When she opens the LMS main page, a personal profile image and her custom 

layout greet her. The instant newsfeed updates with new events happening on campus that 

week, new grades her professors have posted, and updates on assignments. She notices that 

her fellow group members are online, so she sends a CHAT message inquiring about the 

status of the draft. By using this “real time” chat feature, she and her group members may 

converse quickly and easily concerning the assignment. She soon realizes that one group 

members is confused about the drop-box requirements; while keeping the chat up and 

running, she instructs her classmate on how to access the drop-box, attach a file, and if 

necessary, how to view the tutorial. They quickly complete their draft and, while trying to 

submit the copy, encounter a technical error. These errors are infrequent within the 

platform, but in this instance, it requires the group to submit their assignment past the 

deadline. Luckily, the next day, she learns that the professor received an automatic 

notification from the LMS about the error; therefore, her group was not penalized for 

submitting the assignment late. 

This scenario expresses the importance of the themes which emerged as a result of the 

focus groups. Clearly, GGC students prefer an LMS that mimics the functionality of computer 

applications they already understand while encouraging modes of communication they 

have already mastered. An LMS should take these features students value into consideration 

so that GGC graduates get the most from their educational experience and are prepared to 

be contributing citizens in the “real world.”
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