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Abstract  
Absent from the structure of traditional classroom instruction, many students are unaware of 
navigation, technical, and system requirements necessary to successfully complete formal coursework 
in an online environment. The purpose of the study is to develop and assess a student e-orientation 
module (SOM) that can be adopted by faculty to reduce the amount of time spent responding to 
content management system (CMS) inquires and offered to students to better prepare them for the 
online environment and expectations. Currently the project is in progress in a large state university in 
California, USA and we will share the progress in this conference presentation. This project took the 
processes that entail identifying a problem, investigating and researching, designing possible 
solutions, developing prototype and implementing it, and evaluating and reiterating based on a design-
based research (DBR), or design experiments approach. We identified common themes from the 
interview and students and created key content structure of the SOM. It includes Online Learning 
Expectation, Netiquette Guidelines, Assess Your Readiness for Online Learning, Online Student Tips 
for Success, Time Management Tips, Minimum Technical Knowledge Base, Blackboard System 
Requirement, Using the Discussion Board, Submitting an Assignment, Taking a Test, Checking Your 
Grades, Navigation Structure.  

Keywords: e-Orientation, online students’ orientation, online learning, design-based research, 
development project, content management system. 

1 INTRODUCTION  
Absent from the structure of traditional classroom instruction, many students are unaware of 
navigation, technical, and system requirements necessary to successfully complete formal coursework 
in an online environment. The purpose of the study is to develop and assess a student e-orientation 
module (SOM) that can be adopted by faculty to reduce the amount of time spent responding to 
content management system (CMS) inquires and offered to students to better prepare them for the 
online environment and expectations. Currently the project is in progress in a large state university in 
California, USA and we will share the progress in this conference presentation. 

Typically, in the first week of online instruction and with a limited amount of time, students are faced 
with having to learn the Blackboard system while beginning their formal studies. This can prove to be 
challenging and at times overwhelming for students. Such frustration, can potentially contribute to a 
student’s lack of motivation and hinder their ability to successfully achieve coursework requirements. 
Properly orienting students to the Blackboard system and online environment, in the first week of 
online instruction, may help mitigate these types of problems. Research on using student e-
orientations, within higher education, to mitigate these issues is limited. While the few existing studies 
extol the virtues of using online student orientations (Bergmann & Raleigh 2000; Cho, 2012), there is 
not enough literature on the topic.  

2 METHODOLOGY 
This project has been conducted a large state university located in the southern California, USA. 
Currently a little over 20,000 students are enrolled in the university. The university is a Hispanic 
serving university and over 12,000 (60%) of the students are Hispanic. The majority of the students 
are from neighboring counties and states and about 7% are international students.  
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The methodology chosen to develop a student e-orientation module (SOM) was a design-based 
research (DBR), or design experiments, which was introduced in 1992 by Ann Brown (1992). DBR is a 
practical research methodology is to study theoretical questions and learning phenomena in context 
through formative evaluation (Collins, Joseph, & Bielaczyc, 2004). DBR aims to “improve educational 
practices through iterative analysis, design, development, and implementation, based on collaboration 
among researchers and practitioners in real-world settings, and leading to contextually-sensitive 
design principles and theories” (Wang & Hannfin, 2005, p. 6).  

The characteristic of DBR was recaptured by Anderson and Shattuck (2011) through the analysis of 
most cited DBR articles last decade:  

− Being Situated in a Real Educational Context 
− Focusing on the Design and Testing of a Significant Intervention 
− Using Mixed Methods 
− Involving Multiple Iterations 
− Involving a Collaborative Partnership Between Researchers and Practitioners 
− Evolution of Design Principles 
− Practical Impact on Practice (pp. 16-18).  

Unlike traditional educational research where variables are controlled, DBR optimize design of an 
intervention to observe how, when and why the educational innovation work in practice (Barab & 
Squire, 2004; Wong, Boticki, Sun, & Chee-Kit Looi, 2011). Following the iterative process helps 
ensure that the SOM offers users an engaging, interactive, and realistic experience in a risk-free 
environment. With this methodology, we took the processes that entail identifying a problem, 
investigating and researching, designing possible solutions, developing prototype and implementing it, 
and evaluating and reiterating. 

3 RESULTS 

3.1 Identifying a Problem Stage 
In the Identifying a Problem stage, we sought to determine what topics the SOM should address in 
order to be most helpful to students and instructors via interviews, surveys, and document analysis. 
We collaborated with practitioners, i.e., the university instructional designers, faculty members, and 
students to understand what topics they believe to be important. We also used aggregated 
demographic information about students, based on existing Institutional Research at the university, 
especially online students. Currently, we have started interviewing practitioners and plan to work with 
five instructional designers, five faculty who teach online courses, and five students who have taken 
online course. The university utilizes Blackboard, a Content Management System, to deliver online 
instruction to students. The following questions asked in the interviews with students. Similar 
questions were asked to the university instructional designers, faculty members customizing the 
questions to fit them.  

• What are the most common questions you have about how to use Blackboard? 

• What skills do students commonly lack that impair their ability to be successful in a course 
(especially online)? 

• What advice would you give other students using Blackboard for the first time? 

• What aspects of Blackboard are the most important to be familiar with to be able to do your 
coursework? 

• What aspects of Blackboard are the most frustrating for you and other students? 

We identified common Blackboard related themes based on needs based on the surveys and 
interviews with the faculty and students of diverse disciplines and status. For example, 88% 
participating faculty indicated that students most common Blackboard related questions are about 
submitting assignment, while 75% of participating students indicated that there most common 
Blackboard questions are about submitting assignments. In addition, the data also revealed that 
minimum technical knowledge and skills, system requirements and tech support, and course 
navigation are important themes to include to the SOM. A component of the SOM includes information 
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on submitting assignments; a brief description on how they can be used and a curated video showing 
course participants how to access assignment, download and edit an assignment file, and upload it to 
Blackboard. 

3.2 Investigating and Researching stage 
In the Investigating and Researching stage, we also examined the literature base and looked at what 
topics other universities cover in their student orientation. In addition, we conducted literature review 
on what learning and teaching theories and design theories to be employed to design and develop the 
SOM. With this information, we investigated whether or not particular groups (i.e. traditional students 
v. returning students) have different needs regarding technical, organization, etc. skills. Finally, based 
on the data gathered, a report was compiled to include SOM student learning outcomes and SOM 
content areas. 

3.3 Designing Possible Solutions stage 
In the Designing Possible Solutions stage, we designed the SOM based on the data from the earlier 
phases. First, we created key content structure of the SOM that includes Online Learning Expectation, 
Netiquette Guidelines, Assess Your Readiness for Online Learning, Online Student Tips for Success, 
Time Management Tips, Minimum Technical Knowledge Base, Blackboard System Requirement, 
Using the Discussion Board, Submitting an Assignment, Taking a Test, Checking Your Grades, 
Navigation Structure.  

Next, we created storyboard the SOM in Figure 1., ensuring that all the content aligned with the 
student learning outcomes as defined in the earlier stages. The storyboard is under development and 
additional components will be added and reorganization will be considered based on further review of 
data to ensure a logical follow of information from a student’s perspective.	  

 

 
Figure 1. Main navigation structure of the SOM. 

After the SOM has been designed, we will conduct an alpha test with a small group of instructional 
designers, faculty, and students. Based on feedback received from the alpha tests, we will make 
appropriate modifications to the SOM.  
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3.4 Developing Prototype and Implementing stage 
In the Developing Prototype and Implementing stage, we will use the campus’s content management 
system, Blackboard, to build the SOM. Throughout the development process, we will beta test and 
seek opinions/feedback from various stakeholders and make any appropriate modifications to the 
SOM. We will deploy the SOM in Blackboard courses that vary in discipline and are offered to 1st year 
students or student entering a degree program. Within the deployed SOM’s, we will administer a 
pre/post assessment to students measuring learning. In addition, we will engage in face-to-face follow-
up interviews with willing instructors and students. We will extrapolate, in aggregate, SOM usage data 
from Blackboard and collect any questions students had throughout the quarter on topics covered by 
the SOM.  

3.5 Evaluation and Reiterating stage 
In the Evaluation and Reiterating stage, we will assess the effectiveness of the SOM. We will attempt 
to determine if students’ knowledge of the SOM topics has increased, if students sent fewer help 
requests, and if students feel better prepared for the online environment. 

4 CONCLUSIONS 
This project is to develop and assess a student e-orientation module (SOM) that can be adopted by 
faculty to reduce the amount of time spent responding to content management system (CMS) inquires 
and offered to students to better prepare them for the online environment and expectations. We have 
used a designed based approach and completed an initial interviews and surveys at a large university. 
It revealed that the area students most needed help was how to submit assignments. Including the 
topic, we created a total of eleven key topics to be included to the SOM. This project is still in progress 
and we will keep developing a prototype and implement and evaluate it. 
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