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Abstract: eCollege is one of a number of interesting alternatives to Blackboard. eCollege appears on the computer screen to be very similar to Blackboard.  However, one of the more promising aspects of eCollege, as compared to Blackboard, is their turn-key package.  eCollege provides the hardware and the technical support, as well as the software.

As an alternative to our current educational software provider, I have chosen to  investigate eCollege.  It has been three years since we chose Blackboard for our campus-wide program.  Many of our faculty, myself included, have adopted the use of Blackboard in our on-campus courses for our traditional face to face (FTF) classroom courses.  We use Blackboard to post course documents such as syllabi and lecture notes.  Some of us put up our Power Point presentations for the convenience of our students.  Some use the Discussion Board and/or the Digital Drop Box.  I may be the only one to give quizzes online, but they are only multiple choice questions about the homework for a very small amount of course credit.  We have  also set up Departmental, Faculty Advisor, and union sites where we can use the Discussion Board and Document features with access restricted to the members.  However,  in spite of all this use, none of us are offering our Blackboard courses to distance students who are not enrolled in on-campus programs.

I believe we should offer distance education courses to a market composed primarily of our own campus graduates who are working in industry.  These graduates need upgrades to their licenses; OSHA, EPA, Coast Guard, and other government-required training; and, many of them would like courses in skills that will help them increase their earnings.  So, we need a distance learning program that will work well not only here on campus, but off-campus, at great distances, as well, and for a price the school can afford.  While we are now well aware of the capabilities of Blackboard, it has been three years since we last looked closely at other programs, and our awareness of the importance of the various characteristics of the vendors software has been increased. It is time to look around again and make some comparisons.

eCollege appears on the computer screen to be very similar to Blackboard.  In fact, loading a course into it takes many of the same steps, and the organization of content, communications, announcements, and resources is similar.  However, one of the more promising aspects of eCollege, as compared to Blackboard, is their turn-key package.  Unlike Blackboard, which leaves us to our own devices for setting up our server and providing support, eCollege provides the hardware and the technical support as well as the software:            

eCollege solutions help institutions meet their academic, enrollment and financial goals for their online programs. While supporting the individual needs of administrators, faculty, students and IT staff, eCollege is the only provider to offer single-point assurance that the program will be up and running, and one-call accountability to meet any support needs.(eCollege, Copyright 1999-2003, About eCollege)

The fully hosted environment sounds all the more inviting considering our recent tribulations in upgrading to the new version of Blackboard:

This year, we launched the next generation of our leading teaching platform, eCollege AUSM, in January, followed by a second major product launch, eCollege AU+SM, in August. Because we offer a fully hosted solution, the AU and AU+ releases were seamless, enabling all of our customers to immediately begin using the most current versions with no additional purchase, migration or installation required.(eCollege, Copyright 1999-2003, Product News)

eCollege appears to be number three among the providers of online, internet-based distance learning programs for educational institutions.  eCollege, Blackboard, and WebCT all saw profits for the first time in 2002.  From 2000 to 2001, eCollege saw an increase of 80 per cent in sales to its top 30 customers.  Blackboard had $15 million revenue for the third quarter of 2001, while eCollege posted $5.5 million. WebCT is not a publicly owned company, and has not published their earnings, but they are presumably the largest (Arnone, 2001, p. A40).  Revenue, however, is not the entire picture.  eCollege has been offering some of their services for free, and Blackboard’s prices may be considerably lower than WebCT, although it is hard to draw comparisons because each customer purchases different levels of services. 

Products

eCollege offers a variety of services which may be purchased to a greater or lesser degree depending on the needs of the institution.  They list those services as described below (eCollege, copyright 1999-2003, Products and Services):

a.  Teaching Solutions - Faculty-directed products and services that support the development of quality online courses, confident and qualified online instructors, and provide for efficient online course management.   Products include AU+ Course Management System, Content Solutions, Course Development and Support, Instructor Training, and Instructional Design Consulting.

b.  Program Administrative Solutions - Administrator-inspired products and services that provide personal assistance and tools for overall program quality and efficient administration.   Products include Program Management, Portal System, Program Reporting, and Evaluation Solutions.

c.  Technology Infrastructure - Technology and services that support a highly reliable, scalable, accessible and secure online environment that facilitates user satisfaction essential for student course completion, program retention, and overall program growth.  Products include ASP Services, Help Desk, Technical Consulting, Product Advancement, and Accessibility. 

Pricing

The competition for distance education markets reached its peak a couple of years ago, and slowed considerably  with the decline with of the dot.coms who were a huge market for online training.  In 2001, Martin wrote that despite corporate enthusiasm for online education, for example,  there has been a precipitous decline in the growth rate of the distance education industry concurrent with the crash of the dot.coms and the decline of the U.S. economy (Martin, 2001, p.77).  Although that does not mean the market has been in decline, it does mean that the speculation in distance education investing has declined as venture capital has dried up, the economy has tightened, and the promise of virtually free educational services funded by advertising on Web portals has not become a reality.  

While Blackboard and WebCT have been raising their prices, eCollege is still providing services at a low cost, and even some free services to entice customers who might otherwise be reluctant to make the large initial cost of getting into online education.  “The company recently announced that it is offering free on-campus learning systems to customers that commit to enrolling large numbers of students in their distance learning programs.”(Fulton, 2002, p. 21)  As eCollege explains it:

Pay-as-You-Grow Pricing Structure Covers all TCO. A predictable per student price covers all of an institution's total-cost-of-ownership or TCO for the technology and support needs of their online program. There are relatively less upfront costs, lower financial risk and a faster path to profitability (eCollege, copyright 1999-2003, Products and Services).

Of course there are always strings attached.  One of the questions which seems unanswered by all these companies is what their prices are going to be after they have hooked an institution and a huge amount of work has been put into getting courses into the online system.  eCollege is particularly crafty in this area: “No fixed pricing model; contract must be negotiated after end of free trial.” (Fulton, 2002, p. 21)

Blackboard and WebCT base their prices on the customer’s volume of users.  It is difficult to compare prices because even when prices are given as examples in the press, the level of services is generally not clear.  We know from an interview with our Web Administrator that Maine Maritime Academy (MMA) paid $6,000 this year for 800 students enrolled in on-campus courses. MMA provides its own servers, our Web Administrator is our only technical support, and there is no portal.  Seton Hall University (NJ) pays $90,000 for 6,000 enrollees in Blackboard courses, presumably they also provide their own servers and technical support, since these are not offered services with Blackboard, and it was not stated if there was portal service.    The University of South Dakota pays $275,000 to serve 25,000 students using WebCT, but the level of services was not stated.  eCollege is free on-campus for institutions having at least 600 distance education students who will be enrolled for $100 each, and this would include all hardware and technical support, but what other services, such as a portal, might cost is not clear. (Angelo, 2002, p. 13). 

Purpose and Functionality 

eCollege is a Web-based service that provides a software packages on their servers in Florida.  They provide a turn key package that includes all the services an institution will need to take their courses online.  It is, “An e-learning solution designed for academics to develop and distribute online courses” (Fulton, 2002, p. 20).  At an administrative level, they offer important solutions to integrating their program with the administrative programs on campus:

The Open Platform Program is directed at ensuring eCollege solutions are flexible, customizable, and standards-oriented to effectively work with other critical technologies within the educational framework. eCollege is a leader in providing interoperability with an institution's back-office student information system so important to the operation of an online program. eCollege is partnered with Microsoft on several fronts in a commitment to .NET as the enabling technology for ever increasing interoperability in the future (eCollege, copyright 1999-2003, Products and Services).

Features

eCollege, Blackboard, and many other vendors provide for imbedding of multimedia, text, and other formats directly in their software, so the user does not have to download a file and open another application to see or here content in a different format.  Both Blackboard and eCollege are web-based, with user data entered in text and html, which has its limitations when an instructor needs to present a graph, a picture, a video, or a recording.  (Blackboard is actually programmed in PERL, which leads to some technical issues according to an instructor in a recent training session.)  Since even text formatting is easier in a word-processing program than in html, there are advantages to imbedding for the instructor faced with converting a course to the online format:  “…you may incorporate text elements, audio and video clips, threaded discussions or Power Point or Word Documents.”(Fulton, 2002, p. 20)  “The degree of course interactivity in a technological environment has also been enhanced in the new template (eCollege) through the introduction of devices such as embedded power point slide presentations, threaded discussions, instant grading of on-line quizzes, and enhanced tracking by the faculty of student progress.” (Education, 2002, p. 444)  “One particularly nice feature is the test-generation tool to create true/false, matching, multiple choice, fill-in-the-blank, and essay questions.” (Fulton, 2002, p. 21)

The largest expense of going online, if it could be measured, would certainly be the conversion of existing courses to the online format, and the creation of multimedia presentations, illustrations, lectures, and other course elements to specifically suit online presentation and encourage interactivity.  One way around some of that cost and effort is to buy content from education professionals.  “…eCollege has developed strategic relationships with Harvard Business School Publishing, Cognito Learning Media, and Intelligent Education Inc. to provide content for use in eCourses.”(Fulton, 2002, p. 21).

Analysis 

In course building, eCollege and Blackboard are very similar in that they both have the advantage of allowing faculty with a minimum of proprietary training to create courses and fill them with content.  “The ability to quickly and cost effectively build and deliver highly interactive courses…” (Fulton, 2002, p. 20) is preferable for a small institution such as ours, where it would not be reasonable to consider hiring professional education consultants or staff to convert courses to offer online.

As to its fiscal health, eCollege appears to have good financial stamina.  They have a long list of customers (Fulton, 2002, p. 21), which is growing rapidly, and many of their customers are featured in success stories in the various journals.  One of those success stories is the United States Sports Academy, a graduate program which has specialized in distance education since the seventies.  In the estimation of the United States Sports Academy, the institution can focus its resources on content because eCollege is “…an educational technology company whose responsibility would be to remain current with computer technology (e.g. hardware, and software for educational program delivery).” (Education, 2002, p. 443)

A very thorough examination of three successful programs using the eCollege platform was conducted by Sean Gallagher (Gallagher, 2002, pp. 16 - 26)  He examined the programs at Bismarck State College, the University of Wyoming, and Strayer University, using a rigorous standard to examine all of the elements listed in Figure 1.  These are all rapidly growing success stories in distance education.  Bismarck and UW are small institutions: Bismarck is a two-year community college, while UW, with 11,500 students is still small as state colleges go.  Strayer serves 14,000 working adults on 20 campuses in Maryland, Virginia, Washington, D.C., and North Carolina.  All of three of the institutions serve students worldwide through their online eCollege courses.

Another advantage that eCollege would have for us is that not only does it provide the servers, it provides the physical plant to support them and it maintains them.  MMA is not at the end of the world, but we can see it from here.  This also puts us at the tiny end of the “pipes” that connect the world of the Internet.  Installing and continually upgrading and maintaining those broadband “pipes” for MMA’s use here in Maine would involve tremendous expenses not incurred by those who are nearer the hubs of communication.  We have already gone through several upgrades to our Internet access lines, which have had to come long distances, and even with only 800 students we are still experiencing  sluggish performance.  (Some might argue that could be changed by changing the policy about downloading of mpeg and video files, but that takes enforcement.)  eCollege provides the access for all the off-campus students through its server farm, so MMA could grow its international online program as fast as possible without having to provide those “bigger pipes.” 

There are a few perceived disadvantages to eCollege when compared to their competition.  They are number three, not second or first place in revenues, which might put them at a disadvantage in a narrowing market.  The market for online education, however, appears to be growing, and eCollege has found a niche with its turn-key, all-in-one package that will appeal to smaller organizations or those with smaller and less experienced technology departments.  For those familiar with the technology, the resources to afford the hardware, the tech support staff, the instructional designers, and a desire to control all or most aspects of their online program in-house, eCollege would probably not be the best choice.  One of the advantages of keeping an online program in-house might be more freedom to change elements of the program as the institutional needs change, not as a vendor sees fit to provide changes, and perhaps greater leverage in negotiating to keep prices down, although it is pretty difficult to change software once the data has been entered without having to incur much of that cost all over again.

Best Use

The eCollege platform would be equally at home as Blackboard for on-campus use, as we now use it.  eCollege offers many of the same features within the courses, as well as the off-campus library and portal resources that we don’t currently offer through Blackboard (which also offers those services).   We could use eCollege as we are now using Blackboard, to supplement our on-campus courses for credit, as well as offering non-credit training in skills such as office software training, sensitivity training, alcohol and drug awareness, etc.  Our courses are offered on-campus, according to the traditional academic semester system, and are led by an instructor.  Online content is primarily supplemental documents and multimedia, with some asynchronous use of the discussion boards, and a digital drop box for submitting assignments.  These are what are often called “hybrid” courses, because there are both face-to-face and online elements in the same course.  There really is no reason why we couldn’t use Blackboard for truly asynchronous online distance education without an on-campus element, we just have not chosen to do so yet.

eCollege can also be asynchronous, transformational, and computer mediated if it is used as it is by the United States Sports Academy,  “Students enroll and learn at their chosen time not dictated by institutional structure.” (Education, 2002, p. 439)  eCollege’s turn-key package of hardware, technical support, and regular software upgrades to keep up with technology and education demands would have a distinct advantage for a smaller institution such as ours.  The program could grow as fast as necessary without having to develop those resources on our campus.  Given our isolation here in Maine, attracting competent personnel in tech support, providing sufficient broadband communications, and keeping up with the intricacies of online educational technology would all be stumbling blocks to becoming an international player in distance education.

Free Trial

I set up a free trial course on the e-College web site http://elearning.ecollege.com/ .  The course was called EG442 Advanced Welding, and was just a fictional course I filled with elements from my Blackboard courses at MMA to see how conversion and entry compares with Blackboard, and to see how the online interface works.  Of course, if you wish, you can also arrange to build an eCollege course yourself by simply signing up on their web site.

Conclusion

eCollege is one of a number of interesting alternatives to our current educational software package. Several Blackboard users I have spoken with recently here at Maine Maritime Academy have expressed some dissatisfaction with the technical support, as has our web administrator. The price for Blackboard is rising rapidly. I would not advocate jumping to eCollege without examining other options as well, or without opening negotiations with Blackboard to resolve our current issues with their package. But, I would recommend that we look further into what is now available, and see what the current market has to offer.
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(Gallagher, 2002, p. 15)

(ed. note: you may have to click on this page to get the illustration

 to come up if you are viewing this electronically.)
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