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EVALUATION: A LINK IN THE CHAIN OF 

SUSTAINABILITY 

ABSTRACT 

Our emphasis in this chapter is on the sustainability of online educational communities, 

particularly the role that evaluation has to play in promoting sustainability.  From the 

literature on online communities and evaluation of technology, we select and extend models 

of online community and technology acceptance that inform and enable the design and 

evaluation of sustainable online educational communities. Sustainability is a key issue that 

highlights the sociotechnical nature of these communities.  Collaboration Across Borders is 

an online learning community that has received EU Socrates-Minerva funding to establish 

international collaboration between tutors and students and investigate sustainability of 

online learning communities. 

We present a case study of the development of the CAB community and its associated  portal 

http://moodle.cabweb.net as a chronology of significant events.  We then chart the evaluation 

process, using examples of tools and data to highlight the role of evaluation in the 

development of CABWEB and the sustainability of the CAB Community.  Finally, we offer 

practical advice to those who wish to develop online learning communities, either small-scale 

collaborations between two groups of students or international networks of students and 

tutors. 

KEYWORDS 

Computer Mediated Communication, Networked Learning, Online Learning Community, 

Sustainability of Virtual Communities, Collaboration Technologies, Collaborative Learning, 

Summative Evaluations. 

INTRODUCTION 

Despite the hyperbole that has surrounded the growth and spread of the Internet, we can see 

that, year by year, more people - young and old - in countries across the Americas, Europe 

and the rest of the world are using the Internet in their everyday lives for work, play and 

education.  It is easy to imagine the educational opportunities presented by cheap and easy 

communication between people in different countries.  More challenging questions are: 

How can we turn those opportunities into viable and satisfying educational experiences?  

How can we manage the social, technical, linguistic and pedagogical challenges in realizing 

these opportunities? 

Evaluation makes an important contribution to understanding learners’ and tutors’ 

experiences in online learning communities, which can help to improve the social and 

technical aspects of those communities.  In this chapter, we link theory with practice by 

exploring the relationship between evaluation and sustainability in a case study on the process 

of development of an online community over the period of a two year funded project.  Of 

particular interest is the use of an Open Source Software (OSS)
i
 package in the development 

of an online educational community. We extend two existing models of online community 

sustainability, both firmly grounded in the literature, to explore the sociability and usability 

aspects of online learning communities in an educational setting. 

http://moodle.cabweb.net/


 

 

THE ROLE OF EVALUATION IN THE SUSTAINABILITY OF ONLINE 

LEARNING COMMUNITIES  

What is an Online Learning Community? 

Goodyear et al define ‘networked learning’ as  

 

“learning in which information and communications technology (ICT) is used to promote 

connections: between one learner and other learners, between learners and tutors; between 

a learning community and its learning resources” (Goodyear, 2001). 

Based on these ideas of connections and the conceptions of community developed later in the 

section on Planning for sociability in an Online Learning Community, we define an online 

learning community as: 

 a group of people who join together, usually at an identifiable online space, to engage 

in networked learning, guided by policies that are developed by the community. 

Sociability and usability are key factors in the sustainability of the online learning 

community. 

In the recent past, online communities used discrete software tools, sometimes linked through 

a web site, to share resources and communicate online.  Increasingly, package software is 

used instead where the implementation involves configuration and possible customisation 
ii
  

of packages, rather than creating bespoke software or web sites.  This puts the initial emphasis 

on requirements for choice of package rather than on requirements for software development. 

Evaluation of Software 

Evaluation of processes and products is undertaken to maximize learning from experience, 

and to support decision-making in many fields, including the implementation of online 

learning communities. Generic software evaluation can be published as reviews in magazines 

or online by relevant organisations, a good example in the education domain being the 

comparison of course management systems offered by Edutools as a decision-making tool, 

see http://www.edutools.info/course/compare/index.jsp.  Specific evaluations are undertaken 

for particular implementations that use such generic evaluations and previous experience to 

decide on the best fit between requirements, constraints (such as time and cost) and the 

attributes of the software package.   

Ongoing Evaluation in Online Learning Communities 

Online learning communities exhibit two key features: they are sociotechnical and they are 

organic in nature.  An online learning community is sociotechnical, not only because its 

development involves both technical artefacts and social processes and policies, but also 

because these are intertwined and should be understood holistically.  Evolutionary design, 

participatory design and member involvement in the community evolution are seen as key 

design principles for community design. Preece recommends adaptive structuration with a 

reflexive relationship between design (designing usability and planning for sociability) and 

use (Preece, 2000), as illustrated in  

Figure 1.  Preece highlights evaluation as the assessment (and re-assessment) of community 

needs. 

A range of evaluation approaches that identify the ‘fit’ of the software implementation and the 

social plans with community needs can be used to generate quantitative and qualitative data to 

inform community design decisions at various points in its evolution.  Evaluation can inform 

the choice of software package, the initial and ongoing configuration/ customization of the 

http://www.edutools.info/course/compare/index.jsp


 

 

software package, the resources provided, and social activities offered, all with the goal of 

ensuring the sustainability of the community.  When a software package for an online  

 

Figure 1 - Usability and Sociability based on a diagram by (Preece, 2000, p. 27) 

community is chosen and implemented, the decision on whether and when to customize the 

software is an important one for the developers and community owners, since changes to the 

software (as occurs in customization) have to be re-applied when the package is upgraded. 

Planning for sociability is also an ongoing process.  Kim elaborates a clear etiquette cycle of 

‘create, enforce, evolve’ for social policies and procedures.  Wenger, though generally 

favouring a top-down approach to community-building aligned with pre-existing strategy, 

recognizes that the approach to community development should reflect the degree of 

definition of the domain and the professional culture, and may therefore be bottom-up (for 

example for poorly defined domains) or a hybrid of the two approaches (Wenger, McDermott, 

& Snyder, 2002).   

PLANNING FOR SOCIABILITY IN AN ONLINE LEARNING COMMUNITY 

Understanding Online Community 

Tonnies identified community in two ways, family or neighbourhood where community 

members have strong ties and society or state where community members have weaker ties 

but may be united by shared purpose or national identity(Tonnies, 1957).  Originally intended 

to aid understanding of 19
th

 century  social change during the Industrial Revolution, Tonnies’ 

concepts have been re-interpreted in the context of the Internet where millions of people have 

formed themselves into groups online, some of which perceive themselves as online 

communities.  Rather than agreeing on a definition of community, commentators agree on the 

uncertainty of the meaning of community, (Cherny, 1999).  

Our literature review has revealed a broad agreement on the factors important in the 

sociability of online communities, namely membership – which people join and which 

participate, purposes – why they join, and policies – the explicit and implicit norms, see 

(Kim, 2000; Preece, 2000; Steinmueller, 2002).  Preece also includes usability factors, 

building on previous work in human-computer interaction and web-site design.  We prefer to 

include these factors within the broader concept of sustainability.  Of the many online 

communities that have been launched, a significant proportion of which are ghost towns, with 

few or no recent postings. We have adapted Steinmueller’s economic model of Virtual 

Assess community 
needs  

Design usability: 
 

(examples) 
Navigation  

Registration forms 
Feedback 

Representations of users 
Message forums 

Archives 

Support tools 

Plan sociability: 
 

Membership policies 
Codes of Conduct 

Security 
Privacy 

Copyright 
Free Speech 

Moderators 

Support evolving community 
(may involve frequently reassessing community 

needs 



 

 

(Online) Community to use in network development within the CAB project, since it resists a 

normative view and allows us to examine online communities empirically.   

 

Membership 

Boundaries are defined by who is a member of that community and who is not.  This may be 

realised concretely with user ids and passwords, and also symbolically, with boundaries 

existing in the minds of members (and non-members).  Community members may include 

moderators who help to modify behaviour and guide activity within the group, active 

participants who post and reply to messages, and lurkers, the silent observers in online 

communities.  

Purpose 

In online learning communities the purpose is related to learning, directly in communities 

where students learn, or indirectly where teachers share their experiences in creating and 

sustaining online learning communities (and thereby learn). Tradition and Practice definitions 

stress the importance of purpose (Kim, 2000; Lipnack & Stamps, 2000; Preece, 2000; Wenger 

et al., 2002).  The concept of situated action emerges from a strong body of ethnographic 

research into organizational life (Suchman, 2000), and the cognitive and learning aspects of 

this have been further developed (Brown & Duguid, 1998). 

The concept of Community of Practice (CoP) was developed initially in the analysis of 

learning within a variety of social and work settings (Lave & Wenger, 1991), and has recently 

been defined as  “… group(s) of people who share a concern, a set of problems, or a passion 

about a topic, and who deepen their knowledge and expertise in this area by interacting on an 

ongoing basis" (Wenger et al., 2002).  Shared interest or work groups, such as virtual teams, 

can also unite around a common purpose.  Shared purpose can lead to stability and a 

reduction in hostile postings (Preece, 2000).   

Policies 

Policies express expected behaviours within a community, ultimately how the community 

chooses to define and enforce its boundaries.  When it is perceived that current or potential 

members devalue the collective by their behaviours, the collective can take action to deter or 

modify unacceptable behaviours, formally by enforcing known sanctions, or informally by 

example or group pressure. Governance is the processes and systems by which a community 

operates, and the governance of educational communities that are organised by a college or 

university should be understood in the institutional setting (Bell & Heinze, 2004).   

Sustainability 

When a social group is voluntary, its persistence relies on the perceived value it offers to its 

members, and there are many examples of deserted online ‘communities’ (Steinmueller, 

2002).  Steinmueller focuses on the issue of sustainability by characterizing it as something 

that can be lost either when there is a coordination failure or when, for enough individuals, the 

costs of participation exceed the perceived benefits. Costs of participation include 

membership fees, costs of computer hardware and software, Internet connection charges, time 

spent in communicating. Benefits can be seen as social where participants enjoy discussion 

and forming relationships online; functional related to information seeking and gathering; 

psychological where participants can develop and express their identity, experience a sense of 

belonging and affiliation; and hedonic where they enjoy themselves (Wang & Fesenmaier, 



 

 

2004).  In the case of educational communities, functional benefits extend beyond information 

gathering to learning. 

EVALUATION FOR DESIGNING USABILITY – THE ROLE OF THE TAM MODEL  

Defining Usability 

Usability was defined in an ISO standard as follows: 

“Usability is the effectiveness, efficiency and satisfaction with which specified users 

can achieve specified goals in particular environments” (ISO CD 9241-11.3, version 

8.8, May 1993). 

We can think of usability as the feature that decides how the specified goals are achieved and 

it may be defined as “ the capacity of an object to be easy to use by a given person to carry 

out the task, for which it has been designed” (Nogier, 2005). For software and web sites, 

usability seems to be one of the most significant factors influencing their success. There exist 

many elements that affect the usability of web sites like front page layout, navigation, 

supporting tools etc., but the user’s experience is the indicator of usability. Marsico & 

Levialdi presented web sites design issues with all the factors that influence on web site 

usability (De Marsico & Levialdi, 2004). They describe user satisfaction as a measure of 

perceived quality of the interface and the most significant issue for system usability. The most 

important design categories and ones that should be evaluated by users are: information 

representation and appearance; access, navigation, and orientation; and the informative 

content architecture of web sites. Especially the last one of these categories means that 

usability may be measured by users’ satisfaction with content and amount of information, 

access policies and type of communication channels, that significantly depend on the type and 

amount of information, and the cohesiveness of information organization assigned to 

participants, the features that Teo at. al. (2003), in their model for online learning community 

sustainability defined as information accessibility.  

Technology Acceptance Model 

The Technology Acceptance Model was introduced by Davis to explain the intention of usage 

of an information system and has been used widely since 1989, more recently developed into 

a Web site acceptance model by Lin & Lu, and extended by Teo et al. for the sustainability of 

online learning communities (Davis, 1989; Lin & Lu, 2000; Teo, Chan, Wei, & Zhang, 2003). 

Davis presented two main factors influencing the intention of usage of the information 

system: perceived usefulness (PU) and perceived ease of use (PEU), as strongly dependent on 

the external variables that may differ in different circumstances. Lin & Lu concluded that a 

user’s perceived usefulness of a Web site is significantly affected by the quality of 

information provided by the Web site, the response time and system accessibility.  Though 

usefulness is seen as more important than ease of use, the latter can have an indirect effect on 

the former. 

These usability features may be considered as elements of information accessibility which 

together with community adaptivity affect PU and PEU in this extended TAM .  Teo et al. 

indicated that information content, access policies, communication channels and information 

organization, all influence the sustainability of online learning communities. They also 

emphasized the significance of users’ ability to adapt the system according to their 

expectations. One way of achieving this is by usability evaluation which supports the process 

of designing the system; another is by enhancing the system with the ability to change the 

rules, structure and content, and thus obtaining information accessibility and PEU, as is 

presented in Figure 2.   



 

 

What is more, information accessibility together with social and pedagogical benefits may 

increase PU feature that in the case of online learning communities signifies the belief that 

portal could enhance the teaching and learning process. 

 

 
 

 

CAB COMMUNITY CASE STUDY  

The origins of the Collaboration Across Borders (CAB) community can be traced back to 

2001 when a small network of tutors from three European countries organised student 

collaborations. In 2003, a two year project funded by the Socrates-Minerva program started, 

whose particular focus was on practicing and researching into the educational benefits of 

international collaboration between staff and students. The extended project partnership 

comprised lecturers and researchers from higher education institutions in Poland, the 

Netherlands, Spain, Germany and the United Kingdom. Project partners were able to 

collaborate online and meet face to face but they realized that, if the benefits to tutors and 

students were to extend beyond the partnership, then an online educational community, 

comprising different sub-communities, would have to be developed.  

In order to provide readers with better understanding of the evaluation process that took place, 

we shall describe the chronological process and milestones of the community development in 

three phases.  Phase One was where the technology was evaluated, piloted, selected and 

configured; and a strong conceptual view of the portal and the community in general took 

shape.  Phase Two was where the CABWEB portal was launched and used by users beyond 

the project partnership.  Phase Three is where the lessons learned are being incorporated into 

the sociotechnical enterprise that is the CAB community. 

Phase One –Community building (December 2003-October 2004) 

 
Usability evaluation:  

Information representation 
Access, navigation, orientation 

Informative content 

 
Adapting the system according to users 

expectations and enhancing it with ability to 
change, the rules, structure and contents 

Achieving the belief that using the system would be 
possible without too much effort (PEU) 

Achieving information accessibility 

Figure 2 - The role of usability evaluation in achieving PEU 



 

 

The project plan anticipated a choice of tools and platform to be made within the first three 

months but this choice took much longer. The first seven months of the Phase One  

(December 2003 – June 2004) was a period of experimentation, with student collaborations 

taking place on a variety of discussion boards, before the requirements were elaborated and a 

clear vision of the collaboration platform was shared across the project partnership.  This 

experience of collaborations within project partnership demonstrated that separate discussion 

tools and information resources were not suitable for the purposes of the project because of 

their limited educational and user management functionality, and that we should consider an 

integrated platform as an alternative. In June 2004 we proceeded to a pilot implementation 

and test of the Microsoft Sharepoint portal, recommended by one of the project partners.  

CAB

Project 

Partners 

Area

Collaboration

Spaces

Tutors’

Planning

Space for

Collaboration

CABWEB

Portal

Student 

Social

Space for

Collaboration

HELP

Network
Student

Network

Tutors came in via CAB portal, and 
create collaboration spaces

Students come via collaboration

space and  may move into 

Student Network

 
Figure 3 - Conceptual Model of CABWEB Portal 

By April 2004, although a firm decision on the tools and platform for CAB collaborations had 

not yet been made, a clear conceptual model of the portal had emerged, see Figure 3 and 

Table 1.  The CABWEB portal was envisaged as a place that would host the student 

collaborations, the tutor network called HELP (Higher Education Learning Professionals), 

and a fledgling Student Network. Networks and Collaboration Spaces are the two main 

metaphors for the organisation of collaborative learning on the portal.  The HELP and Student 

Networks are voluntary associations where members are free to join or leave, whereas the 

collaboration spaces are usually prescribed by the tutors as part of the course of study, and 

participation may be further influenced by assessment of student interactions.  HELP 

corresponds to a Community of Practice. 

As shown in Figure 3, tutors are expected to enter the portal via the HELP network, possibly 

going on to ask for a collaboration space, configure it together with partner tutor(s), and to 

carry out the activity. The collaboration tools include asynchronous discussion forums, 

synchronous chat, collaborative building of web pages (WIKI) and glossaries. Students will 

be directed to a collaboration space by their tutors, and may venture out into the Student 

network. 

The basic concepts of Membership, Purpose and Policies for each sub-community, as shown 

in Table 1, were agreed in April 2004, based on the literature and evaluation conducted 



 

 

between December 2003 and April 2004.  An understanding of sustainability for each sub-

community and the CAB community as a whole has developed over time. 

Table 1 - CABWEB Sub-Communities 

Community Membership Purpose (stated in 

portal) 

Policies Sustainability 

HELP 

Network 

Open to guests; users 

must self-enrol 

before joining 

discussions; overtly 

aimed at tutors in 

Higher Education 

For tutors to share 

experiences and 

resources for planning 

and running 

collaborative activities 

for students, and to 

meet other tutors with 

whom they can organise 

a collaborative activity. 

CAB Policies 

developed 

iteratively with 

user feedback, and 

customs based on 

interests of sub-

community. 

Mutually dependent on 

sustainability of CAB 

community 

Student 

Network 

Open to guests but 

students must self-

enrol before joining 

discussions 

For students to meet 

and socialise in the 

CAB Cafe, to find out 

about collaborative 

activities and how to get 
the most from them 

CAB Policies 

developed 

iteratively with 

user feedback, and 

customs based on 

interests of sub-

community. 

Problematic because of  

short-term collaborations, 

high expectations of students  

Collaboration 

Spaces 

Private spaces 

(usually) open only 

to students doing the 

short term 

collaborative activity 

as part of a course of 

study. 

To host collaborative 

activities and social 

interaction between 

students taking part in 

the collaborative 

activity. 

Although subject 

to CAB Policies, 

guided by tutors 

who organise 

collaboration 

space. 

Depends on HELP network 

or existing tutor contacts to 

come into being. 

Focus on tutor-assigned 

tasks and activity, good 

pedagogy makes for 

successful collaborative 

activity. 

Project 

Partners Area 

Private to project 

partners 

Shared workspace and 

communication focus 
for project partners. 

Primary source of 

CAB Policies 

developed 

iteratively with 

user feedback. 

Lasts for duration of project, 

driven by project milestones 

and deliverables.  Core 

group will migrate to HELP 

network and undertake 

community leadership. 

 

The realization that license costs could prove a hurdle to long term sustainability prompted 

the project partnership to question the adoption of the commercial product, Microsoft 

Sharepoint.  The limited evaluation possible before the evaluation license expired also 

revealed the community’s dependence on the Dutch students who had been tasked to 

configure the portal, and were available for only a limited period.  Since Open Source 

Software (OSS), with no license costs and with support available from a community of users 

and developers, was an attractive solution, supplementary software evaluation focused on a 

range of OSS community software.  Moodle (an Open Source Course Management System) 

emerged as the clear leader, mainly because of its range of tools for collaboration and multi-

lingual user interface. In July 2004 Moodle was configured on a free test server using 

requirements already identified from the work done over the preceding six months. The 

configuration and initial testing showed that it was possible to have the CABWEB portal 

ready for use in the academic year, commencing September 2004.   

During the period August - October 2004, detailed evaluations of the test installation were 

done by tutors and students (mainly from partners’ institutions). Positive user feedback and 

better understanding of necessary improvements in usability, sociability and educational 

settings strengthened partners’ decision to stay with Moodle, but to move to a permanent 

hosting and launch the CAB network more widely in Europe and beyond. 

 



 

 

 

Phase Two – Beyond the Partnership (November 2004-June 2005) 

The rapid growth in the number of collaboration spaces and registered users from October 

2004 meant that migration to a properly resourced and supported server became a matter of 

urgency.  The portal was moved to a hosting service used by one of the partner institutions. 

Migration whilst collaborative activities were taking place caused some problems but these 

were resolved during November 2004.  We became aware that different groups of portal users 

were experiencing the CABWEB portal in different ways, depending on many factors 

including technical environment, level of IT literacy, language skills, and most importantly, 

the activity and support established by their tutors.  As the CAB community started to grow 

rapidly, exceeding 1000 users early in 2005 (the majority of which were students participating 

in collaborations), the importance of ongoing evaluation done by different groups became 

obvious. During the period December 2004 to August 2005 evaluation improved 

understanding of the needs of the different sub-communities; informed the realization that the 

growing CABWEB portal required a new hosting service experienced in Moodle; and 

confirmed the importance of securing the technical sustainability of CAB community after the 

end of the project.   

Phase Three – Beyond the Project (July 2005 onwards) 

This consolidation phase, in progress at the time of writing, is aimed at maximizing the 

benefit obtained from the partnership and project funding in order to leave the CAB 

community and its online presence (the CABWEB portal) in as robust a state as possible to 

optimize its sustainability. The evaluation undertaken throughout Phase Two has generated 

valuable data, not all of which could be acted on during the academic year.  Our experience 

has shown that the summer period, when no collaborative activities occur, is a good time to 

make changes to the information representation, access, navigation, orientation and 

informative content, identified by usability and other evaluations.  Hosting is secured until 

July 2006, and funding is being sought for the extension of CABWEB and continuity of 

service beyond that date.  Sustainability is a sociotechnical issue for the CAB community, 

which seeks to avoid coordination failure and to increase portal usability for community 

members. 

EVALUATION PROCESS  

Evaluation Tools  

During all phases of the CABWEB development, a broad range of evaluation tools was used. 

These tools provide data and user feedback on different aspects of pedagogy, sociability and 

usability, however they are often specific to one sub-community, e.g. different questionnaires 

for students and tutors. Qualitative and quantitative data generated by the tools supported 

decisions on improvements to the portal, its interface and organization. The detailed roles of 

the tools in the evaluation process and their distinctive features are reflected in Table 2.  

CAB community research has generated an extensive volume of data that has and is being 

analysed by partners and other community members in several research papers. In this section 

we present a selection of results to highlight the roles and outcomes of the different types of 

evaluations at different phases in the development of the CAB community 



 

 

 

Table 2- Evaluation Tool Roles and Features 

N Type of  tools Role Special features 
1 Student Online Post 

Collaborative 

Questionnaire  (SQ) 

Distributed to all students and covers 

all main aspects of evaluation 

(educational, social and usability)  (see 

Appendix 1) 

Generates qualitative and quantitative 

data  across specific and general 

collaborative activities during lifetime of 

the project  

2 Tutor Post  Collaborative 

Questionnaire (TQ) 

Distributed to all tutors who 

completed collaborative activity 

(provides complementary data to SQ)  

Qualitative data  on collaboration 

efficiency in a particular educational 

context (course, module) 

3  Focus Group 

(students)  (FG) 

Allows in-depth exploration of issues 

raised during collaboration activity  

Needs local facilitator (not tutor)  

Effective for getting less formal feedback 

and students’ personal feelings about 

experience gained 

4  Usability Evaluation 

(all groups of users, 

including partners’)       

(UE) 

Evaluation of user interface,   

information representation 

access, navigation and   

informative content  

Needs resources to undertake  and report 

this evaluation   (some groups might be 

“external” – not taking part in the 

collaborations) 

5 Reflective discussion 

threads (all groups of 

users, including partners’)         

(RT) 

Encourage reflective dialogue which 

may generate new ideas 

Give valuable insights into user 

experiences  

Can change what CABWEB offers and 

what teachers and students do in 

collaborative activities 

Other methods:  accessibility evaluation,  marketing workshops, peer review, polls, face-to-face meetings, feedback via 

helpdesk (emergency), “hands-on” evaluation  

 

Evaluation in Phase One 

Student and Tutor questionnaires (SQ, TQ) were the first tools created for evaluation 

purposes. Since collaborations took place on the different institutional discussion boards 

during first few months (December 2003 - April 2004), users’ feedback was the most 

important source of evaluation data. These detailed evaluations of discussion tools in use 

complemented the software evaluation of alternative platforms done by one of the partners 

(Shaylor & Cookson, 2004).  This evaluation data clarified understanding of the functional 

requirements for the collaborative platform software as well as generating research findings.  

Each discussion tool trialled for evaluation was hosted on a different partner institution’s 

server. Results of SQ demonstrated that there was a discrepancy in PEU between students in 

the host institution and those from other institutions.  Usually (generally) students from the 

host institutions had fewer problems with access, registration and stability of the server work 

than “external” participants (Table 3). 

Table 3 - Access problems in collaboration hosted by a UK institution (SQ) 

Access 

problems 

Country Total 

Australia Germany Netherlands Spain 

United 

Kingdom 

 

yes 0% 36.4% 20.0% 53.1% 9.5% 35.1% 

no 100.0% 63.6% 80.0% 46.9% 90.5% 64.9% 

 

While reflecting on the usability and sociability of their institutions’ discussions boards (RT) 

tutors from partners institutions identified the needs for a general social area where students 

can communicate off-topic; and a resources area for students to use during collaboration.  The 

importance of trying other collaboration tools, for example WIKI and video conferences, as a 

valuable addition to the discussion forum, was also reflected in tutors’ evaluation on this 



 

 

stage.  The emphasis moved away from the choice of discussion board to the consideration of 

a common integrated platform for the development of the CABWEB portal. 

Though a ‘neutral’ CAB discussion forum was developed as a temporary solution, and several 

collaborations took place there, this was not without its problems.  The subsequent 

experimental configuration of the MS Sharepoint portal was subject to only limited evaluation 

for technology acceptance factors PEU and PU, and was rejected on the grounds of 

sustainability, because of license and support cost issues, by means of online and face to face 

discussion by project partners.  

Evaluation of test Moodle installation  

As described in the Case study, the decision to adopt Moodle rather than MS Sharepoint did 

not follow the planned evaluation process, but was in response to what was learned about 

online community sustainability requirements through a combination of literature review and 

experience. Usability Evaluation (UE) done by partners contributed to that decision, and 

informed both the configuration and choice of resources.  

SQ also allowed us to compare users’ perceptions of ease of use (PEU) across platforms. 

Table 4 compares students’ responses to Moodle and two of the discussion tools previously 

used, showing that many aspects of usability were improved in the test installation, as well as  

there being a reduction in reports of problems with portal access.   

Table 4 - Usability evaluation: comparative data across collaboration platforms 

(SQ) 

Question An institution’s 

discussion 

board (01.2004) 

CAB temporary 

discussion board 

(06.2004) 

Moodle Test 

Installation 

(10.2004)  

yes no  Yes no yes no 

Did you have any technical 

problems accessing the web-

site/discussion board/portal on 

which collaboration took place? 

33.0% 61.0%* 6.5% 93.5% 5.0% 95.0% 

Did the functionality and practical 

use of the platform motivate you 

to use it? 

57.0% 37.0% 60.9% 39.1% 70.0% 30.0% 

Did the interface design of the 

platform motivate you to use it? 

59.0% 35.0% 63.0% 37.0% 56.3% 43.8% 

* There were a few missing cases. 

 

Even though users perceived Moodle to be generally easier to use in terms of technical 

problems functionality, the interface design was rated slightly lower than on two other 

discussion boards used (see Table 4).  Despite the reduction in technical problems with 

Moodle, some problems were reported, in particular “the problem with the speed of access to 

the web page (dial-up connection)”. This data was influential in the consideration of moving 

the server to a permanent hosting, closer to the Internet backbone.  

Partners’ usability evaluation (UE) examined information representation and access, 

navigation, orientation and informative content as indicated in the TAM .  Partners have paid 

special attention to organization of the portal front page, the HELP Network and the Students 

Network; clarity of the portal and the networks’ purpose/mission; quality and accessibility of 

users’ guidance and information resources, and performance of available collaborative tools. 

As a result the portal configuration and front page content were changed to improve usability 

and appearance. For example: instructions for the first time users were improved, and made 



 

 

more accessible; the number of information blocks on the front page was reduced and they 

were re-arranged to make users’ orientation easier. Text of the introductory message on the 

front page was shortened, since it slowed down uploading.  In case of informative content, 

purpose of the Tutor (HELP) Network was clarified and new resources were added: Tutors’ 

check list, tutor guide and links to external resources. 

TQ revealed that while tutors welcomed the more sophisticated functionality of collaboration 

spaces compared with the earlier simple discussion tools, they needed additional support in 

organising and optimal use of these spaces. As well as the data from planned evaluation tools 

such TQ, SQ, evaluation data can be obtained from unsolicited user responses that can require 

immediate response. An example of this was overloading and blocking of students’ university 

mailboxes, caused by automatic subscription, which means that every student was getting 

copies of forum postings  not only from his/her own thread, but also from other threads. The 

response was to include recommended forum settings for tutors and to alert students to the 

possibility to unsubscribe from forums. 

Evaluation in Phase Two  

As described in the case study, the beginning of the second phase was marked by the 

migration of the portal to a permanent server.  At the same time, the launch of CAB 

community more widely in Europe and beyond brought in new users with even more diverse 

language and cultural backgrounds and experiences in IT. Using SQ established at the start of 

the project we were able to enrich the longitudinal data by virtue of a broader user base alone. 

We still use focus groups for collaborative activities involving partners but we could not 

extend these across the breadth of the new user base, for practical and resource reasons. 

Discussion of the CAB Ethos statement (ethical/moral foundations of online discussion and 

social interaction on the portal) on HELP and Student Networks via reflective discussions was 

an important part of sociability evaluation.  One of the interesting results of a multicultural 

discussion, for example, was the realization that attitude to privacy and confidentiality differs 

in different cultural groups. Some users were reluctant to have their personal information 

available via Google search; there were also preferences to communicate in a ‘closed for 

guests’ environment expressed by certain cultural groups. Based on users’ feedback, 

CABWEB Discussion Guidelines were reviewed and a template of an Informed Consent 

Form, for obtaining users’ permission to use data from discussion transcripts for research 

purposes was created.    

In the situation of having a great number of non-native English speakers on the portal, 

language emerged as an important issue during the evaluation process. Focus Groups (FG) 

showed that students would like to have online translation tools in their collaboration spaces, 

and prefer collaboration instructions written also in their native languages. Students’ feedback 

also demonstrated that Moodle HTML editor has a number of bugs and cannot reproduce 

some language-specific symbols. 

To help tutors/teachers less experienced in IT with the organization of collaboration spaces 

and selection of the tools, two templates of collaboration spaces, including instructions on 

how to edit the templates, were developed.  Tutors’ feedback has shown that this was helpful 

and saved time at preparatory stage.  

FG also demonstrated that students from a non-IT background are reluctant to explore 

collaboration environment and tools functionality on their own initiative, and therefore need 

more time to get used to the interface, to try out the platform and its tools under their tutor’s 

supervision.  Recommendations on this were included in the tutors’ instructions.  

SQ and FG also provided us with a feedback on the educational efficiency and organizational 

aspects of collaborations.  For example students pointed out, that them responding as a group 

in a peer evaluation activity is not the best way to collaborate, since it made the collaboration 



 

 

less personal and seemed to stress the negative points. Mismatch in level of technical ability 

was also stressed by students as a negative factor:  “I… want to make collaboration more 

equal - with mutual interest, and similar level of technical ability, even better if the exercise 

can be reciprocal.” 

Students’ feedback helped to reconsider collaboration instructions, and tutors were advised 

about better matching of authors and evaluators in peer evaluation activities, writing clearer 

collaboration instructions/guidelines and evaluation criteria. The role and reciprocity of 

assessment, timing and other organizational issues raised by students became the subject of 

additional research.  

Phase Three- Reflection and Re-design for the Future 

A community will survive only if new members, which mean tutors as well as students, will 

join it. As the portal stabilises, it is time for reflection on which features of the portal attract 

which may repel users, from data gathered in Phase Two. In contrast to incremental small 

changes made to the portal in Phase Two, Phase Three is an opportunity to make more radical 

changes based on outstanding issues and problems from previous evaluation, using the 

summer, a dormant period for collaborative activities. 

In this phase, the evaluation process is concentrated on: 

 consolidation and efficient use of available resources to conduct further evaluation and 

research  

  prioritising important implementation tasks, based on evaluation results, that will 

improve the portal operation after the end of  the project  

  making best use of the evaluations done in Phase Two    

Two of these evaluations gave findings very relevant for Phase Three: the first was a usability 

evaluation done by Polish students who were not involved in a collaborative activity; and the 

second was a portal design exercise, by a different group of Polish students.  These forms of 

evaluations have the advantage of combining an educational opportunity for students with the 

generation of useful evaluation data for the CABWEB leaders and facilitators. 

The usability evaluation was a detailed non-participant observation based on criteria provided 

by their tutor.  This evaluation exercise gave a valuable perspective from a set of surrogate 

‘guest’ or first time users.  Table 5 presents results from selected questions aimed at usability 

evaluation (done by non-participant Polish students.)  

Table 5 - Usability evaluation by external students 

Question  Yes No Not sure 

Do you find CABWEB portal user friendly? 81.25% 8.33% 10.42% 

Do you like the portal outlook? 20.83% 56.25% 22.92% 

Do you think the portal is usable? 41.67% 20.83% 37.50% 

Do you find the navigation easy? 54.17% 43.75% 2.08% 

Do you find the graphics attractive? 52.08% 10.42% 37.50% 

 

This usability evaluation (UE) identified specific elements that can be improved like interface 

and navigation changes, adding more interactive elements and enhancing the graphics. The 

results in Table 5 show although most of them (81.25%) found it to be user friendly, the non-

participant evaluators expressed significant dissatisfaction with the appearance, usability and 

navigation of the portal.  Evaluators made a number of useful suggestions such as introducing 

a ‘search’ function to be able to find information on the forum as it is difficult to find 

something at the moment”. Other suggestions included creation of interactive map of the 

portal, more access to data for people with ‘guest’ login, improvement of graphics, etc.  These 



 

 

suggestions are currently being considered with respect to other classes of users, and some of 

them will be incorporated into the next version of the portal, currently under development. 

Specific improvements identified to improve perceived usefulness included: 

1) make the portal more educationally valuable (where to find the answer to difficult 

questions, materials which can be helpful to learn something,  links to good courses, 

especially to courses which described  techniques that are used while making projects) 

2) enlarge variety of the collaborations, including collaborations  in languages  other 

than English  

3) provide more information about participants of the forums 

4) introduce elements of competition, “… for example the ranking of people who take 

part in collaboration, the points for everyone who give comments on the forum” and 

others. 

These suggestions were thought-provoking and even though not all were within the scope of 

CABWEB (for example course materials may be better hosted on institutional spaces), they 

enriched the reflection and re-design activities.  Not only did this evaluation identify areas for 

improvement, it also highlighted benefits, educational and social, that should be retained. 

They emphasised the portal role in improving assessing skills, exchanging knowledge and 

opinions as well as making progress in language skills for non-native English speakers.  

Moodle’s open source code made it possible to implement another evaluation strategy - 

student portal design projects. Using a test Moodle installation on their institutional server, 

students were able to develop their own portal graphic themes and front page layout, taking 

into account usability (see Figure 4, Figure 5). Although the designs will not be used as they 

stand, the best ideas from them will be combined into a design that can be established and 

maintained within available resources.   

Figure 4 - Sample Moodle Front Page and Theme Design 1 

 



 

 

Figure 5 - Sample Moodle Theme and Front Page Design 2 

 

From these and other user evaluation data, CABWEB leaders and facilitators have been able 

to identify a set of improvements for usability, sociability and educational effectiveness, 

including. 

 Enhanced language support:  implement spell checkers for different  languages, make 

HTML editor more suitable/stable for different languages 

 Improve usability: Change the forum settings (?) (possibility to see all the postings in 

the thread when you reply) 

 Incorporate new tools: possibility to create a built-in questionnaire for tutors (for 

educational and evaluation purposes). 

The results of evaluation – practical advice 

Evaluation and Change  

The sustainability of an online learning community depends not only on the attractiveness of 

the initial concept but also on how successfully the community can negotiate change.  

Through its leaders and facilitators, the community should identify the important socio-

cultural, educational and usability issues that need to be addressed in the process of 

community building and development.  How effectively can the community negotiate and 

implement the procedures of community operation? The community, composed of 

individuals, needs  

“ ….  a strong sense of open-mindedness, and a willingness to listen to ideas and respond to 

change” (Smith, 2000) 

We agree with de Souza and Preece that policies and software supporting a new community 

may need to be changed as the community becomes established (de Souza & Preece, 2004). In 

case of CAB, which is relatively new, but has undergone different phases of development, we 

regard evaluation as phase-based, multidimensional process, where a wide range of 

methodologies and tools could be applied. Our experience shows that the organisation of 



 

 

evaluation process of such a complex community is a challenge; its results can contain quite 

discrepant points of view that cannot all be satisfied.  Hence, although the software package 

offers some opportunity for users to personalise their view of the portal, not all sub-groups of 

users will be satisfied with how their requirements were interpreted.  Balanced responses to 

interpretive evaluations, aimed at incorporating appropriate changes informed by different 

users’ feedback is what we are trying to achieve.  

Though vital to online community growth, evaluation and development consume community 

and individual resources, the supply of which resources may vary at different stages of the 

community’s life cycle.  CAB project funding provided researcher effort to construct research 

and evaluation instruments; to conduct detailed evaluations such as student focus groups, 

interviews; to analyse data generated by these and from system logs and other data; and to 

implement changes to the portal and community based on these evaluations.  CAB project 

partners were also able to combine evaluation with meaningful educational activities a source 

of data and new ideas. These intensive evaluations have informed both the recent re-

development of the portal from a usability perspective and the planning of HELP network 

events and CABWEB participation guidelines, from a sociability perspective. Figure 6 is an 

adaptation of Preece’s model (see Figure 1) that maps features of Moodle and our 

configuration of it on to Preece’s examples for usability; and social roles and events on to 

sociability.  Informational resources such as statements of purpose and ethos, discussion 

guidelines, tutor guidelines and collaboration space templates impact on usability, sociability 

and pedagogic aspects, and thus are open to change by and for users. 

Sustainability 

The future challenge is to achieve a balance between evaluation and development on the one 

hand, and on the other hand the resources available for these activities in the longer term, 

when evaluation and development may be done by community members.  During the lifetime 

of the project, we have discovered repeatedly that improvements we desired would become 

available in forthcoming versions of Moodle.  This is a great benefit of widely-adopted OSS – 

the user-developer community both generates and satisfies software requirements and shares 

knowledge of the software in use.   

Sustainability is clearly a challenge for online learning communities, and CAB is no 

exception.  However, community can be sustained in different ways: CAB may survive 

through a combination of institutional support, external funding and the enthusiasm of 

members; student collaborative activities may move to another online space; or CAB may 

become unsustainable if groups of members or whole sub-communities such as HELP or 

JILID moved on to other online communities.  Staying and moving on are both normal 

responses by individuals in an evolving community.  An ongoing cycle of evaluation that 

informs re-design for usability and re-planning for sociability can improve the technology and 

social practices, and thereby improve members’ experiences within the community.  The 

experienced-based learning that was situated within one online community – how to ‘do’ 

online community – belongs to the individual as well as to the community, and thus goes with 

members who move between online communities over time.  Such learning is promoted by 

reflection and dialogue about the process of community interactions, such as sharing 

resources, discussion. 

 



 

 

Support evolving CABWEB

(may involve frequently reassessing CABWEB needs

Assess community needs 

Design usability:
‘Look and feel’ – image, 

front page layout

Registration form

Feedback threads, polls

User Profiles

Discussion forums, chats

Collaborative tools 

e.g. WIKI, Glossaries

Archives

Collab.Space templates

Plan sociability:
Ethos Statement

Ethical Guidelines, incl.

Copyright, privacy

Discussion Guidelines

Events Schedule

Security

Moderators

 
Figure 6 Usability and Sociability adapted from Preece 2001 for CAB 

Community 

Advice to Online Learning Community Developers 

 

 Time spent on evaluating community software packages is a good investment if it 

finds one that satisfies the functional requirements, facilitates adaptation of 

community support, supplies usage data and satisfies sustainability criteria.   

 

 Social, educational and usability aspects are all important, and evaluation should take 

all of these into consideration.  Questions raised about any of these aspects by 

questionnaire responses may be explored via other evaluation tools, e.g. focus groups 

or dialogic approaches. 

 

 Evaluation associated with software package choice may be relatively rare within a 

community life cycle, happening when the community is established or when it has 

‘outgrown’ the software package in use.  In contrast, evaluation that identifies changes 

to information content, social roles, events and pedagogical aspects will proceed in 

parallel with the development of the portal and the collaborative activities.  Such 

evaluation can be embedded into community activities, particularly if a culture of 

open and reflective communication is established.  If community leaders and 

developers are flexible and responsive, able to make manageable changes, this can 

contribute to the sustainability of the community.  

 

 The Using Moodle community at http://moodle.org demonstrates the use of Moodle 

for community as well as course management.  One year’s use of Moodle on CAB has 

not given us any regrets about our choice to date.  An advantage of OS Software is 

that there is usually an associated user/developer community (albeit enthusiasts) who 

can provide rich examples of the software in use, and answer technical queries without 

charge.  We have benefited from this on CAB.  Whilst the freedom from license costs 

has been welcome, we have come to realise the importance of a stable and experienced 

hosting service that can offer data backup, recovery and security.  Using Open Source 

is not ‘free’; it is a different distribution of resources.  In our case, with limited 

http://moodle.org/


 

 

resources for development, our focus is on configuring, rather than customizing (that 

has to be re-done when software upgrades are applied), with effort applied to effective 

use of existing functionality, feeding requirements into the OSS community, and 

publishing support resources for tutors and students. 

Summary and Conclusions 

In this section, we explore what differentiates CAB from other online learning communities 

and summarise what we have contributed to knowledge of the role of evaluation in achieving 

sustainability. 

What is special about CAB community?  

 the explicit interdependence of the CAB sub-communities, where the healthy 

functioning of the HELP network is a basis for stable/steady functioning of the 

collaboration spaces.  A vibrant, active HELP network leads to a growth in the number 

of collaborative spaces with new tutors learning from the student activities who will 

then be able to contribute to the HELP network. 

  it is a heterogeneous community,  where different users (teachers, students, 

researchers) work together towards a common goal, improving the quality of student 

learning  These users nevertheless have their own interests in and expectations of the 

collaborative environment. 

  it is an international community, whose members came from different educational 

traditions, possess different level of shared language proficiency (usually English) and 

have various communication styles. 

 : it is developing from a formal partnership of several institutions pursuing project-

determined goals to an informal community with voluntary involvement, based on 

intrinsic motivation (at least for the tutors). 

Evaluation and Sustainability 

Evaluation and sustainability are inextricably linked.  Whilst good evaluation and effective 

action on the results of that evaluation cannot guarantee that an online learning community 

will survive, previous research on online communities reveals the importance of a learning 

and adaptation cycle.  Our experience in CAB confirms this: and further, we have shown the 

variety of ways in which evaluation can be designed, resourced and used in order to inform 

the ongoing community development of an international community of tutors and students.  

Evaluation and concomitant changes improves usability (perceived ease of use) and perceived 

usefulness.  Perceptions of usefulness vary across different groups of users.   

We used two metaphors for community on CAB, networks and collaborations.  The network 

of tutors that is HELP corresponds to a Community of Practice whose members share an 

interest in international student collaboration online.  There is no clear focus for the Student 

Network on CABWEB, and not surprisingly there has been limited activity to date.  

Collaboration Spaces are cross-institutional in that they involve students from more than one 

institution yet they tend to be strongly linked to the modules within the institutions to which 

the groups of students belong.  Modules last for an academic year at most, and it seems 

unlikely that students or tutors would wish an online learning community associated with 

collaborative activities within modules to persist beyond the lifetime of a particular cohort of 

students for those modules, though student connections may persist through shared interest or 

experiences.   

Evaluation is resource-intensive yet vital to the promotion of the sustainability, or the sensible 

decision to abandon, an online learning community.  We learn and sometimes move on. 
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i Open Source Software is written so that programmers can read, redistribute, and modify the source code for a 

piece of software, with the result that the software evolves rapidly, usually within a community, see 
http://www.opensource.org/docs/definition.php  

ii
 In this chapter, configuration refers to the ‘switching on and off’ of functionality that comes with the software; 

and customization is meant to describe changes or additions to the functionality available in the standard 
software package by software modification.  In general, configuration is preserved when a software package is 
upgraded to a new version, unlike customization where software modifications have to be re-applied, incurring 
a significant maintenance overhead. 

http://www.opensource.org/docs/definition.php


 

 

Appendix 1.  Examples of questions from student questionnaire and purposeful 

evaluations  

Educational 

I consider the opportunity to participate in a collaborative activity as beneficial (strongly 

agree-strongly disagree) 

The collaborative activity was actively discussed in my group (strongly agree-strongly 

disagree) 

Did the collaboration increase /strengthen your interest in the topic of your 

project/assignment? (yes, no)  

Social 

Were your messages answered in reasonable time? (yes, no) 

Please give up to three reasons why you did or didn’t communicate on different topics (open) 

Did you use any non-verbal symbols, for example "emoticons" (winks, smiley faces and 

others) during the communication process? (yes, no) 

Accessibility/Usability 

Did you have any technical problems accessing the web-site/portal? (yes, no) 

If yes, please say what kind of problems (open)  

Did you communicate with your partner by any (other) means that the web-site/platform 

doesn’t provide? Please, choose one or more from the list (no, e-mail, chat/other IMT, phone, 

other) 

Did the functionality and practical use of the platform motivate you to use it? (yes, no)  

What is your opinion of the registration procedure? 

Do you like interface of CABWEB/What would you change in the interface and in the 

navigation? 

What language tools would you like to have for supporting your communication? 

What kind of information you find necessary, not useful and missing? 

General 

What were the three best / worst things about being involved in the collaboration? (open) 

What things could be changed to improve future peer-evaluation exercises (open?) 

Do you find Student Network useful? 
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