Activity 3.1 LMS Tools

1.  Define the following tools found in the LMS:

Learning Management Systems (LMS) such as Moodle and Blackboard are integrated digital platforms that enable the user (teacher or an institution) to host the teaching and learning material and thus allowing the end users (students) to acquire them. Digital tools such as the ones listed hereunder are used to enhance the teaching and learning experience and can be integrated within the LMS and or available on general web-based platforms. Each of these tools will be defined hereunder;

Announcements
‘Announcements’ is a tool found in the LMS. Announcements provide non-threaded one way information for all site participants to read. Announcements communicates important information that reflect new developments occurring during the semester such as school almanac and the related changes, university / school opening and closing dates, face to face meeting dates, examination timetables and the related venues, change of university /management and any other new development(s) including important online documents guiding students operations under the online programe. Most of these announcements are communicated in the home page of the LMS and are one way i.e. from the management / the system administrator. Thus students are restricted to comment on the posted news.
For example, when the University of Dar es Salaam releases an announcement, all online students regardless of their programmes gets similar information. Email notification can also help to circulate the same announcement. Thus announcements are more of general information for students of all academic programmes and the related courses in an institution.
Assignments
The assignment tool enables a teacher to communicate tasks, collect work and provide grades and feedback to online students. The tool also enables students to submit assignments in any digital content (files) such as word-processed documents, spreadsheets, images, audios and video clips. Students can also type text directly into the text editor. Assignments can also be done offline thus requiring no any digital content. Students’ works can be submitted individually or as a member of a group. Once submissions are done, instructors grade the assignments and comment on students' submissions.
In reviewing the assignments, teachers can provide feedback comments by upload files such as marked-up student submissions; communicate documents with comments and /or spoken audio feedback. Assignments can also be graded using a numerical scale and / or using rubrics as covered in the first module. Students’ grades are thus recorded in the grade book.

Chat

Chat as an LMS tool enables for a real-time text based discussion between students and teachers. Chat time between students and teachers can be a one-time activity at an agreed time or it may be repeated at the same time each day or each week. For our institution for example now that we offer online programme, the chat time is 3 hrs for all course from 17:00 – 20:00hrs. Thus each course has three hours per week allocated for the chat session and students have to be there during this session. The chat sessions are saved and can be made available for everyone to view or restricted to users with the capability to view chat session logs.

Advantages of the chats are that they replace the face-to-face sessions in the virtual environment. Students get an opportunity to discuss their experiences with each other and their teacher online. Since the conversations are saved, the ones who missed the session can revisit them for their own reference and noting what transpired during the chat session. This will enable them to catch up the work done during the session. Chat sessions provide also for regular meetings among students enabling them to share experiences with others in the same course now that they are located geographically in different places.

Chat sessions extend individuals ability to network socially. In other instances, a question and answer session with an invited speaker in a different location can add value to the chat session. Students can also pose test sample questions for discussions during the chat sessions enabling them to get prepared with examinations as they get some guidance and assistance from teachers. 

Forums

 A forum is one of the tools found in a LMS. Forum enables the online class to hold online text conversations and discussions on a certain topic as may be posted by the facilitator or a student. The discussions can take place over an extended period of time.

 Forums can be set to be used for different purposes. They do have features that provide for one way (only the instructor posts into the forum) or two ways (where interactions occur at an individual level and at a group level). Under the setting aspect, there is a standard forum where users may participate in an ongoing discussion and anyone can start a new discussion or topic at any time and others reply. In other settings, a forum focuses only on one topic and students are allowed to post exactly one discussion i.e. same topic. Other forums enable each student to see only their own posts (private journals) while in other forums student can read other students' posts and comment by writing only on their own page (open journals). Another setting of a forum is a question and answer where students must first post before being able to view other students' posts.

For the group discussions, forum also enables the students to read another group’s discussion but limit students to post to the discussion. In other instances, it is only the instructor who can post to the course News Forum limiting students’ replies (one way forum conversation). Forums can also be graded by teachers or students (peer evaluation). This can be done by rating and scoring student’s posts.  The ratings can be aggregated to form a final grade which is recorded in the grade book.

Forums also allow teachers to attach files and images to the forum posts. Participants can subscribe to a forum to receive notifications of new forum posts. Forums can enable teachers to allow or prevent subscription of students to the forum posts and even the number of postings per forum.

Other uses of forums include; it being a social platform for students to get to know each other. It can be used for course announcements, for discussing course content or reading materials; extending discussions for the issues raised previously in a face-to-face session or chat sessions, forums also act as a help centre where tutors and students can give advice and support needed and finally, forums can be used for other suggestions and comments outside the online teaching and the learning process.
Grade book

Contain information about students’ grades and enable students to view only their own scores. The grades are obtained from students work done during the online course as reflected in the LMS platform. A grade book therefore summarizes all of the assignments submitted (via forums and assignment tools) per student and the score assigned. A grade book can enable a teacher to obtain an average score for each assignment given. It also contains students’ email addresses, thus a teacher can send an email or a text message to a student about the scores and/ or grade obtained.

Messages
This is the information sent to students either from the system administrator or the teacher for students to note or to work upon. The message can be about the programme almanac, course calendar, and examination timetable. The messages can also be of a course or programme evaluation and so forth. Most of the messages are one way and in other instances they can communicate information for students to act upon, like the course evaluation which enable students to evaluate the course. 
News
The ‘news’ tool allows site participants to view new feeds from external sources. For example the University of Dar es Salaam LMS platform can allow students to view information from TCU and other related networks.
Calendar

This is the online course calendar. Like any other calendar information related to the course activities such as beginning date, face to face session’s dates, examination dates are communicated to students. At DUCE for example, the course calendar is provided at the beginning of the 15 weeks semester. This enables students to plan on their own for the semester activities. The objective is to ensure that students become conversant with the semester’s event and that they should not miss any of these important events like examinations, face to face session etc. 
Syllabus

It is a tool used by Instructors to post their syllabus as HTML or an attachment. Like any other course, a syllabus states what students are required to cover in terms of topics and sub-topics in a particular course over duration of a semester or in a particular programme. Course outline breaks down the syllabus into realizable learning outcomes stating the teaching methods, assessment techniques and the distribution of scores for the final examination and the assignments. 
2. Categorize each of the tools defined above in terms of whether they support materials management or interactive teaching and learning

Tools that support materials management enable the programme provider to manage information about the course in terms of content, delivery, recording students’ progress / grades and other important information that students need to implement during the programme / course. Most of the students’ important information comes from the University management such as calendar, major announcements and news. This information is communicated by System administrator via online to the students. Teachers’ role in such important information is to remind students to effect and or act on the directives given. Teachers also manage student’s grades in the grade book. 
Of the mentioned tools; the following support materials management 

1. Syllabus

2. Calendar

3. News

4. Grade book 

5. Announcements

For the interactive teaching and learning tools, these enable for the interaction between teacher and students both at an individual and group level. 
Based on the discussions above; the following tools enable for interactive teaching and learning.
1. Forums

2. Assignments
3. Chats

4. And Grade books too. 
