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“WebCT CE 6 Migration: A Pilot Program Post Mortem”
Mary Dziorny, Technical Trainer/WebCT support, The University of Texas at Dallas

Introduction
In June 2005, The University of Texas at Dallas began contemplating migrating the campus from WebCT Campus Edition 4.1 to WebCT Campus Edition 6.  This is a challenge for any school, but UTD faced additional challenges.  There had been no staff dedicated to supporting faculty on WebCT for over a year.  There had been no faculty training on WebCT for even longer.  The server administrator had been helping faculty as he had time.  However, some support calls went unanswered for 18 months.  Additionally, the server administrator did not support WebCT fulltime.  He had a full compliment of other job duties in addition to WebCT.  Faculty had simply stopped reporting problems and many had refused to use WebCT at all.

In late June 2005, the staff trainer at UTD began to assume customer support responsibilities.  However, no money was available for training so the support effort was long and arduous.  The staff trainer and the server administrator finally convinced the university to send them to the !mpact conference in July of that year.  This conference proved invaluable as both a source of training and networking opportunities.  Both staff members returned to the university better able to support WebCT and the faculty.  

While at the conference, the WebCT staff had learned much more about the newest version of WebCT.  They had also learned that it was completely different in almost every way from the version they were currently using.  It offered many new features and options, but the migration was not going to be easy.  Given the very tenuous trust they had recently regained from the faculty, they knew they would have to proceed with great caution.  Consequently, they began trying to develop a migration plan.  They spoke with many schools around the state and the country who were either beta testers for the new version or who were using a similar version of WebCT.  Quickly, they realized the migration would be an enormous undertaking.  They also realized they needed to test the system thoroughly throughout the migration to ensure the smoothest transition possible, which was essential to maintaining the fragile trust they had built with the faculty.  WebCT strongly recommended that schools planning to migrate plan and conduct a pilot test first.  UTD decided to heed that advice.

Pilot Program
The WebCT support staff at UTD decided to conduct the pilot program in the spring of 2006.  They asked for faculty volunteers who had experience teaching with the old version of WebCT.  The staff felt that putting inexperienced faculty into the pilot program would be too frustrating for the faculty members.  Originally, faculty volunteers were asked to teach only one section in the pilot program and continue to teach the rest of their courses in the older version of WebCT.  However, the faculty protested that they did not want to keep track of two different versions of WebCT, so the staff decided to allow them to teach as many classes as they wished in the pilot program.  This resulted in 10 faculty members teaching 15 courses with approximately 530 students enrolled.  Because the hardware necessary for the new version of WebCT was two months late arriving, no training was available to pilot program participants before the start of the program.  The new version was demonstrated for them, and they received basic support materials in an introductory meeting at the start of the program.

Because of the extreme time crunch, the support staff migrated the pilot users’ courses for them.  They also helped the faculty get their courses set up.  To help the pilot users, the staff made an online faculty tutorial available to all faculty pilot users.  The tutorial also contained copies of the documentation the users received at the start of the program.  Additionally, discussion threads were set up to allow the pilot users to communicate with each other.  An email list was also set up to help the staff communicate quickly with the pilot users.  A separate list was established to allow the users to communicate with each other.  This communication became very important to the pilot users as they began trying to learn the new interface.  They often posted questions and answered each other more quickly than the support staff could answer.  A similar online tutorial was also set up for the students with similar results.  The students used the discussion posts to help each other and express their opinions about the new version of WebCT.
Results
Overall, the pilot program participants were positive about their experiences with WebCT CE 6.  The faculty did have a much sharper learning curve than was originally expected.  However, the students did not.  They had little trouble adapting to the new interface.  A couple of students expressed frustration with the new version, but only approximately five (out of 530) registered complaints.  The most significant issues seen by students and faculty are Java Runtime Environment and browser configuration issues.  WebCT CE 6 requires that all pop up blockers be disabled, the site be added as trusted site, and that one and only one version of JRE is properly installed and enabled.  If these conditions are not met, the user will experience errors ranging from difficulty logging into the system to inability to access course tools such as chat and mail to inability to upload and submit assignment files.
Lessons Learned
· A pilot program is a necessity for a successful migration.  Without this essential test period, the campus wide migration could be riddled with technical issues and user difficulties.

· Pilot users need to be required to attend at least a planning meeting before the start of the test.  User documentation and program information can be disseminated at this time.  Support staff can also use this time to address any questions or concerns the pilot users have before they start the program.

· Plan at least one training class for the pilot users before the start of the pilot program.

· Limit the number of courses and students in the pilot program.  

· Remember that both versions of WebCT will require simultaneous support and plan accordingly.

· Support staff must be prepared to support browser and JRE configuration issues across platforms and browsers.

· Establish clear communication methods between the pilot users and the support staff.

· Before migrating the campus, purchase and use training materials from WebCT.  This will save time and will also help ensure better training sessions for faculty.

· If possible, ensure that at least one support staff member is a certified WebCT trainer.
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