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Introduction to Blackboard and its Tools 
 

 

 The Blackboard (Bb) platform used for online classes here at Southern Miss 

offers instructors and students various communication tools in both synchronous and 

asynchronous settings.  In this first project, group members were each tasked with getting 

familiar with a specific tool and then informing the others.  The individual tools 

examined were Bb Collaborate, Bb Instant Messenger, Voice Board, Voice Email, and 

Voice Podcaster. 

 
 

 
 
 
 

Blackboard Collaborate 
 
 

Blackboard Collaborate is an online collaboration tool.  It can engage everyone, 

every time and everywhere.  It is also supported on mobile devices. It can be applied in 

both K-12 and higher education.  Learning how to use this tool is taught in the course of 

Digital Communications in Education. The course is an online course and the learning 

system is Blackboard.  Through Blackboard Collaborate students/teachers can 

communicate with classmates and attend any online meetings.  The usage of Blackboard 

Collaborate gives a person many options for future learning and teaching.  

 

Functions 

 

Blackboard Collaborate has many functions. Firstly, it is a platform for 

everybody coming in to share their information.  The platform in which group members 

communicate is called a room.  In the room, participants can see their names on the left.  

They can select different ways to communicate with each other, such as audio, video, 

chat (text), or whiteboard.  These functions are hidden in the top menu and participants’ 

option menu.  Participants can also see some quick buttons to access certain function.  

Users can just put the mouse on the button. The function of the button can be shown to 

you.  The following descriptions with images show all the functions of the tool. 

 

 



 
 

When the user gets into one room, he/she can see the interface as shown. 

       At the top menu, users can see file, edit, view, tools, window and help. In view, tools 

and window users can see the main functions there. 

 
 

 

Users can see the participants on the left. As participants, users can show 

different icons to express their emotion. They can step away from the session and raise 

hand to show they have a question or they want to say something. The button for 

responding to poll can also help know all the participants’ decisions.  

 

 

 

 



As participants, click the option menu.  Users can select different methods to 

communicate with other participants. They can select audio, video, chat (text), 

whiteboard and others to communicate with others. 

 
 

 
     

 

 

 

 

There are also quick buttons near the name of the participant to realize different 

ways to communicate. 

 

 



    

 

The main tools that are usually used are the “selection” tool, draw tools, “enter 

text” tool and others as in the following image. 

 

 
        

  

 

There are also quick buttons to show whiteboard, application sharing and web 

tour. 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

At the top right corner, there are two buttons for loading content and recording. 

 

 



 

 
 

Advantages 

 

      Blackboard Collaborate can support a group of people entering the same room. All 

the members in the group can just click the link for the room and get into the online 

meeting room. One of the advantages is that the tool can provide text, audio, video and 

other applications to communicate with each member.  

 

 The availability of video and text exchanges on personal computers, smart 

phones, and social media in the United States has resulted in many American adults 

relying on online videos as an everyday source of information (Percell, 2013). These 

formats can help those who are in different settings to use one of these formats to 

communicate with their group members. In my online course, I needed to coordinate with 

my classmates to complete one project. I was in the library, and I could not speak out 

loud.  I could use the headset to hear their conversations and type in the whiteboard to 

express my thoughts.  Another advantage is that the tool can record the whole online 

meeting.  This means that this tool can support synchronous and asynchronous 

communication. Also in the online course, I missed the first online class. However, I 

could listen to the recorded session to gain all the information I missed. The third 

advantage is the whiteboard. We can use it to type texts or draw some shapes to express 

our ideas and others can see what we type or draw. The final advantage may be the stable 

system. Blackboard Collaborate can support many people to communicate at the same 

time. It can get everyone involved in the platform.  

 

Challenges 

 

However, there are also some challenges for Blackboard Collaborate. The first 

may be the installation. When users receive the link to enter the room, Blackboard 

Collaborate launcher should already be downloaded and installed on the computer.  Then 

the user would run the installer for windows or unzip the download for Mac OS X.   

Java(TM) Platform SE binary may also need to be installed on the user’s computer. The 

final step is to click meeting.collab.  The complex installation process may make those 

who have low-level technological skills give up using the tool. The problem in my online 

course has been discussed for several times. Therefore, it is necessary to create a detailed 

tutorial for new users to install the tool.  

Another challenge is the degree of learners’ involvement. The problem may be a 

common problem among other online communication tools. Although the tool supports 

synchronous and asynchronous communication, synchronous online whole class 

meetings and well-structured small group meetings can help students feel a stronger sense 

of connection to their peers and instructor and stay engaged with course activities 

(Yamagata-Lynch, 2014). Firstly, many group members do not have the same schedule to 

meet online. If the topic they will discuss during the online meeting is not well-

structured, the effect of the meeting is not good, either. The objective of solving problems 

and cooperation cannot be achieved.  To solve the problem, designers need to inform and 



remind every group member to meet at the same time via emails or other communication 

tools. The themes for discussion are also prepared and sent to every member before the 

online meeting.  One leader is also needed who can lead the discussion to be meaningful.  

 

Application in Teaching 

 

       Blackboard Collaborate can serve online learning or training.  Communication 

and interactivity are the weakest factors in online learning or training.  Blackboard 

Collaborate can simulate the face-to-face classroom.  It creates a setting similar to real 

classroom.  The instructor and learners are all in the same location although it is a virtual 

room.  They can see each other via video and hear each other via audio. They can also 

share applications via the whiteboard.  For instance, the teacher’s instructional 

technology training can take advantage of the tool. Generally, teacher training lasts from 

thirty to forty minutes. The time for training always may be the rest time or lunch time 

for teachers. The effect of training is not ideal for they cannot focus on the training and 

follow the steps the trainers demonstrate. If the training for one tool can be directed in an 

online setting, Blackboard Collaborate is a good tool to support the whole training. 

Teachers can be trained just like they were sitting in the classroom. The best way to use 

the tools is via the recording function. Those who cannot attend the training can watch or 

hear the record at their own pace anytime. However, the task-driven method must be 

formulated in advance. With the tasks, trainees can focus on the contents and complete 

their own works.  

Blackboard Collaborate can also be supplementary for face-to-face learning or 

training. Face-to-face learning time may be not enough for some learners or there may be 

some other group projects, learners can use the tool to communicate after class. They can 

exchange their experiences of learning, share their assignments in the platform, and 

complete the projects through group cooperation. For teacher training, they may not fully 

master certain tools during the face-to-face training due to the short training time. They 

can communicate in Blackboard Collaborate to ask questions and gain help from peers 

and trainers. The functions of Blackboard Collaborate can support application sharing 

and whiteboard which serves to demonstrate and answer questions.  

 

Summary 

 

Blackboard Collaborate is a good communication tool for online conferencing. It 

well serves not only online learning or training, but also can be used to supplement face-

to-face learning and training.  Some functions such as the whiteboard, the recording 

capability that other communication tools do not have, can support those who cannot 

speak to others due to the public settings, or help those who cannot attend the online 

meeting. Although the complicated installation process may be the main problem, many 

functions serving for text, audio, and video communications are integrated in the tool. 

Therefore, the tool is the best choice for online communication, especially for users who 

also use the Blackboard learning system. 

 
 

 



Black Board IM 
 

 
 Blackboard Instant Messenger (IM) is the instant messaging tool that 

accompanies Blackboard. It is formerly known as Wimba Pronto. Course members who 

have signed up for Blackboard IM are automatically populated into the Blackboard 

IM screen. When a user logs in to Blackboard IM, they instantly see who is online. It 

provides synchronous communication that is faster than an email. There are many 

resources that provide tutorials to creating an IM account and also how to utilize it.  

 

Some of the things you can do with Blackboard: 

• Text Chat – Converse in real time. 

• Video Chat – Connect to video chat. 

• Screen Sharing – Work collaboratively with classmates. 

• Whiteboard – Share a common whiteboard space. 

• Web Tour – Join or host a web conference. 

• Office Hours – Launch a collaborative office hours session. 

 

 

Findings 

 

Blackboard instant messenger is a free component of Blackboard that allows the 

students and teachers to interact anytime. Since the messenger automatically creates the 

list of the current students, and faculty from the courses enrolled it makes it easier for 

students to collaborate with their classmates and teachers.  

 

It’s a tool that has to be downloaded onto the computer but it can be used outside 

of Blackboard. Even though Blackboard IM is capable of doing the same things as other 

popular instant messengers it is mostly unique because it is a compatible with 

Blackboard. It should be a necessity to have if your school uses Blackboard. It can be 

used for basic chat or you can use the whiteboard in a group, you can participate in the 

instructor’s online office hours, ask the instructor a question, video chat with classmates 

and so much more.  

To set up an account you must download and install the software. Log into 

Blackboard, find the module on the login page to set up the IM, click on the Blackboard 

IM and follow the directions to set up an account. You can also change the setting of the 

account.  

 



 

 

You can modify your profile by personalizing it with a profile picture, adding an 

email address, adding a brief description to introduce yourself to the other members of 

IM and you can also add links to your webpages.  

 

 Once you have downloaded the software and signed in you are ready to learn the 

basic features of IM and how to use them. Chat is one of the basic and the most effective 

features of IM and it is also known as instant messaging. Chat allows you to send a 

message, which is received immediately, to any user currently logged in to Blackboard 

IM. The user can then reply to your message and you can have a conversation via a series 

of instant messages. Numerous conversations can take place at the same time.  

 
Advantages  

 

Blackboard is an excellent tool to just send a quick message to someone or to 

collaborate with a group of classmates. It’s a background application that is running as 

long as you are signed in. Some of the advantages of Blackboard IM are that it is a good 

place to display staff office hours so that students can chat with their teachers doing the 



appropriate hours. It also provides text and voice options. It prepopulates the students in 

the course to make it an easier task of trying to connect classmates. It’s ultimately easy to 

use. It can be used for group conversations or one-on-one conversations.  Finally it is a 

tool that is used to enrich the online experience of collaboration and interaction among 

students.  

 

Challenges and Possible Solutions 

 

Blackboard IM is a strong tool of Blackboard. It compares to Blackboard 

Collaborate because it shares many of the same tools such as text chat, voice and video 

chat, whiteboard, and application sharing. Blackboard IM can be set to save chat 

sessions, but Blackboard IM audio/video sessions cannot be recorded. Although group 

chats are available in Bb IM, audio/video communication is limited to a one-to-one 

format. For any sessions that require audio/video recording or a group audio/video 

interaction, Bb Collaborate must be used.  Another challenge could be that since IM is 

synchronous communication it is best when students are signed it. All of the features are 

not available when no one else is logged in.   

 

Ideas or Teaching Strategies  

 

Blackboard IM is intended to enhance collaboration and interaction among 

classmates. Students could use it to discuss group projects. Teachers could use it for 

polling students or for quick checks. Users can see their peers in Blackboard IM and 

immediately invite them to a web conferencing room. Teachers could also use to provide 

help with work or answer questions.  Of even if a student is logged in and need help with 

a certain assignment they can chat with anyone that’s online for help.  

 

Summary 

 

Blackboard IM is a handy collaboration tool of Blackboard that’s used to keep in 

touch with classmates and instructors. Even though it must be installed, users can install 

it on how many computers they want so that they can have instant access to everyone no 

matter their location. IM includes advanced features such as video chat, screen sharing 

and robust whiteboard. It can provide a wonderful learning experience of collaboration or 

it could be just an additional tool to achieve the student’s goal of academic excellence; 

the choice is up to the user. 

 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 



Voice Board 
 

 
 As presented in the cognitive theory of learning with media (CATLM), including 

an appropriate amount of motivation can improve the learning process (Mayer, 2013).  

Learning objectives could center on the proper use and pronunciation of words.  In an 

article on the science of instruction, Richard Mayer goes on to describe the processing of 

new information into existing data and the benefit of including motivation (Mayer, 2008). 

 

 One aspect of Bb that is particularly well suited for motivating students through 

the use of recorded audio is called Voice Board.  Voice Board basically allows the user 

to enter both text and audio recordings into a message.  Voice Board can be used to 

distribute lessons to the entire class or on a more private level of one on one with 

students.  The “send to” option lets the user choose the destination.  

 

 

 
  

 

 

By simply typing the desired message into the text field and then recording the 

reading of what is written, the message’s author can compose instructional components 

that can be accessed by the intended listener.  An instructor can re-record a message to 

insert a motivational component to a lesson such as voice inflections or even background 

music.  One just needs to click on the “new” option and type in a subject line.  It would 

be a good idea at this point to include a date in this section as well.  Oftentimes, follow 

up messages are sent and having the date here can come in handy later.   Recorded 

messages can be set up for continuous play or playing only by clinking to activate.  To 

send the message, one would just click on “post.”  

 

 



 
Advantages 

 

 This combination of both audio and text works well in an asynchronous setting.  

Perhaps one of the biggest advantages is that once the message is posted, learners can 

retrieve the presented information as needed.  Bb’s Voice Board would be a great 

effective tool when teaching lessons with a heavy verbal component such as language 

courses.   

 

Disadvantages 

 

 As is true in most asynchronous settings, Voice Board has the disadvantage of 

delays in communication when all parties involved are not available at one time.  Should 

a student need more immediate clarification on a lesson, Voice Board would not be the 

best way to communicate that need.  Another potential disadvantage would be that all 

students would need the audio components necessary to record and listen to lessons 

distributed via Voice Board. 

 

Classroom Use 

 

 Voice Board is a great way to get across the proper pronunciation of words in a 

foreign language course for any grade level.  For instance, someone teaching a lesson on 

counting to ten in Japanese could type in the word using Romanji characters (ABC’s) and 

then enter phonetic pronunciation cues.   

 
 

  

 

  

The audio component would contain the instructor’s voice demonstrating the 

words.  Students can listen to the recording over and over until mastery of the spoken 

word and then record a message back to the instructor.  Again, students would be able to 

review what they have recorded before submitting this completed lesson.  Subsequent 

lessons could combine previous postings and allow for longer messages similar to 

learning in a traditional classroom setting.   

 

Summary 

 
 Voice Board is a great tool to get messages out to the intended audience that are 

reinforced by containing both audio and text components.  Lesson clarification such as 

vocabulary building can be enhanced through the use of this Bb tool. 

 

 
 

 
 

Sample text:  
1 = ichi (eechee), 2=ni (nee), 3= san (sahn) 



Voice Email 
 
 

 
 

Voice-email is a tool that is 

incorporated into the Blackboard 

Collaborate suite. It is a tool that 

allows individuals to send and listen 

to emails through voice activation. 

Voice email tool is similar to the 

tool Voice Board instead you are 

able to record your email with the 

embedded message. When using 

voice-email in the class platform 

names were already chosen so this 

project cannot address if one can 

choose groups outside of the class 

but,if so, this would be a great 

feature. 

 

 
 
 
 
 



  
In voice-email not only can you 

use voice but you can also type your 

email as an original text email. 

The way to use this option is to simply 

type information as you would with an 

original. In order to record your message 

you have to click on the red button. The 

platform is as a regular recorder; the play 

button, pause, stop and volume are just as 

any other recorder.  

 

 

 
 
 
 
 

In this image I am displaying the 

audio options that are provided in voice 

email. As anything that uses audio you 

have to have control over your audio. 

You are able to control the audio input, 

output and audio filters.  

 

 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 



Advantages of Voice Email 

 

 When using voice email you can send the information in groups. 

 It allows interactivity for discussion questions making the process of learning 

interesting. 

 The information allows individuals to save information for archive purposes. 

 Most of the time you only have the option to read an email but using voice email 

will allow you to hear the tone of the message. 

 It could be used to connect language barriers; words can be spoken but text will 

facilitate the understanding. 

 Very simple to use 

 

 

 
 
Challenges of Voice Email 

 

 It is a time limit on records, which may not allow you to complete your message 

in one take. 

 You have to have Java to use this tool. This mean if you are using a device that 

doesn’t support java you will not be able to use this feature on that particular 

device. 

 

Summary 

 

 Voice Email is a tool that can be used by instructors and students. This tool 

enables individuals to talk and text, which is a great asset for some. It can be used for 

various reasons in the classroom and online learning which are small group discussions, 

introduction for teacher and a communicating tool. 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

Voice Podcaster 
 

 

Voice podcaster is a tool located in Blackboard that allows for teachers and 

students alike to leave audio messages to be listened to later.  It is simple to use with 

instructions right on the front page.  The very first time someone logs in and tries it out, 

they will have to download and set up the software and make sure their JAVA is up to 

date.  Once everything is good to go, the person will see a screen with a list of pre-

recorded podcast sessions (if they exist).  



 

 

 
 

 
 
 To listen to a podcast, select it (seen above, I have selected my own podcast 

highlighted in blue) and then click the green triangle to play the message. The next two 

buttons are for “pause” and “stop” while the speaker icon is for audio volume. It works 

like any audio/video playing software and the button coding is consistent with what 

people are used to in other software or on other devices (such as iPads or their phones).   

 

To create a new podcast, simply click on “new” and a new window will pop up.  

 

 
 

 



Title the podcast as something coherent that people can find, whether it be a 

lesson title or “Introduction,” if that’s what the content is.  The red circle is for “record,”  
so once all microphones are plugged in and ready to go, a person can record in a snap.  

Once recording is done, simply click “post” at the bottom, and then the podcast is live for 

others to listen to. 

 

Advantages 
 

 Voice Podcast has several advantages.  For teachers, it can be downloaded and the 

podcast emailed out, so students who listen to podcasts on the go don’t have to stay at 

their computer logged in to Blackboard to listen to the podcast in one sitting. They can 

put the audio file on their phones or .mp3 players and listen on the way to school or work 

or while at the gym, grabbing food, or before bed.  Another advantage is that Podcaster, 

as stated above, is very easy to use.  If parents wanted to listen to lessons and help their 

children out, they could easily learn how to do so in just a matter of minutes.  One other 

advantage is that, not only is this an audio tool – it also provides an area to type in notes 

for others to read. In the picture above, this area is located where I have typed “Here is 

where you can type information.”  Whether providing a transcript or just additional notes, 

this tool is handy and versatile while still being easy to operate. 

 

Disadvantages 
 

 While Voice Podcaster has a lot of advantages, it still has a few kinks to work out.  

One thing noticed while trying out podcaster for myself was the low quality feedback.  

Even with a professional microphone, unless people are careful, the playback can have a 

lot of static and therefore be hard to understand.  I would suggest speaking closely to the 

mic, slowly, and very carefully.  It would take some fine-tuning to see what range and 

what setup works for each individual person in order to prevent a lot of static 

interruptions. So, the lack of high quality playback is a disadvantage.  Another, like 

others have said with their tools, is that Voice Podcaster is not instantaneous.  While it is 

handy that it is there for students to listen to on their own time, it is not synchronous 

where everyone is learning and participating at the same time, so podcaster alone cannot 

sustain a “classroom environment.” It’s more “knowledge on the go.”  

 

Summary 

 

To conclude Voice Podcaster, this is a great little tool for simple tasks.  

Sometimes a textbook or a written note doesn’t cut it when trying to explain things. I 

know for myself, it can be hard to word things clearly when I could just show or tell 

someone what to do.  Podcaster allows explanations like that while still having a written 

notes function to help clarify what is being said.  One has to make sure that they are 

speaking slowly and clearly, and even then, the playback will probably not be perfect, but 

since the tool is so simple to use, some static playback is not the biggest disadvantage in 

the world.  It’s a handy tool that can be downloaded and listened to on the go and 

recorded very quickly at one’s computer, and I could see it being implemented in all 

classrooms to some extent.  



 
 

 
 

 

Summary of Bb Tools 
 
 All in all, Blackboard provides both instructors and students with various tools to 

communicate on synchronous and asynchronous levels.  With the increasing demand to 

provide instruction on a more mobile basis, the tools explored as part of this project can 

easily be incorporated into instructional design.  Group members experienced first-hand 

how frustrating it can be to get everyone connected at one time.  Application downloads 

and schedule adjustments should be considered during the planning stage in order to 

utilize these Bb tools in an effective and efficient manner. 

 

Supplemental Section 
 
 
 Group #2’s Bb project also includes an educational scenario described below. 

 

 

 
 
 
 

Potential Application: 
Bb’s Communication Tools 

 
 

 
  
 Ms. Smith is a recent graduate of USM looking to bring some energy to her class 

of first graders.  She wants to infuse her planned curriculum with multimedia tools for 

communication.  Ms. Smith is aware that this has never been done before with such 

young students, but she is determined to take advantage of today’s students being 



technology savvy even at this age.  She is calling her initiative “Room 101” and hopes 

that other elementary educators will follow suit. 

 

 Ms. Smith plans to enlist the help of parents by encouraging them to stay 

connected and involved with what is being taught.  She wants the parents to learn right 

along with the students so that they can provide instructional re-enforcement at home.  

She already knows the basics of Blackboard’s communication tools and has developed 

the following ways to best utilize the technology.  Ms. Smith has high hopes for her class 

of first graders.  She knows how to incorporate motivational factors into her curriculum.  

By keeping parents actively involved through the use of multimedia tools, she feels 

certain that her students will succeed. 

 
 
 
 
 

Infusion of Technology  
 
 

1. Blackboard Collaborate  

 

 Ms. Smith is planning to involve parents in the first graders’ foreign languages 

 learning.  Language learning requires practice in listening, speaking and 

 writing. Blackboard Collaborate is a good way for students learning at home just 

 like they would be in the classroom.  Even adults can benefit by participating 

 while in the comfort of their homes while drinking coffee. The whiteboard can 

 provide space for practicing spelling. The audio and video conversations can help 

 practice speaking. She can set up an online room in Blackboard Collaborate and 

 invite all the students to join in the room with the help of parents. Parents can help 

 students install and connect to the room. They also provide the necessary 

 equipment for  kids to listen and speak in the online classroom while at home. 

 Students communicate with their peers and Ms. Smith. Their mistakes of 

 pronunciation and spelling can be corrected in a timely manner via BB 

 Collaborate.  

 
 



 
 
 

 

2. BB Instant Messenger (IM)     

  

Ms. Smith will use Blackboard Instant Messaging (IM) to keep in touch with 
parents and students. Parents should have IM installed on their computer or 
mobile device. Ms. Smith will use IM to send out homework notices, answer 
questions, chat online with the parents about students’ progress and much 
more. Ms. Smith believes that IM is a good tool to use because she can list her 
office hours and parents can get in touch with her when she is available. It is 
also good because of the valuable convenience it provides. It seems to 
eliminate the problem of distance and time. Not only can Ms. Smith chat with 
parents on IM but also she can utilize some of the same features as 
Blackboard Collaborate such as whiteboard and application sharing. 
 
 
 
 

3. Voice Board    
 

   
 

 

Ms. Smith wants to introduce her first graders to other languages.  She would like 

them to be able to count to ten in at least two languages besides English.  She 

hopes that this will spark interest in learning more and plans to slowly incorporate 

greetings and small phrases into her daily lessons.  Bb Voice Board is the perfect 

venue for her to record short messages that can be played again and again at home 

until the student can recite it on his or her own.  She will ask the parents to use 

these new ways to count in family games or trips as a way of instructional 

engagement at home.  

 

 



 

4. Voice Email         

 

 Ms. Smith will also like to be able to send emails to the students and parents 

 through Blackboard. She will create an account for each of her students so that 

 parents and students will be able to check for emails. Ms. Smith plans to use her 

 voice to send these emails through the blackboard tool, which would provide 

 parents with updates, assignments, and other important messages. With students 

 having an account, parents and students will be able to reply using voice email as 

 well. This process will give parents and students the experience of using different 

 ways of communicating. Ms. Smith felt that this would be a great tool to use 

 because parents may not have the time to read an email but would be able to 

 listen while doing other tasks. 

 
 
 
 

5. Voice Podcaster      

 
 
To help strengthen lessons offered in Blackboard Collaborate, Ms. Smith wants to 

utilize Voice Podcast to create small review podcasts that contain shortened 

review notes to help students see and hear as they review their language 

lessons.  These podcasts are on the go, so parents who drive their students to 

school can play them in the car and review the foreign language concepts taught 

previously to get a jump start on making these languages "stick"! 
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