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White Papers:
A usability comparison of Fronter and Moodle Virtual Learning Environments
Developed by Cheryl Luzet
 Shift Learning 2010
What this report covers (and what it doesn’t)
This is an overview usability report comparing some of the features of two of the main VLEs used in secondary schools. A usability review was conducted on the two VLEs, looking at the design, presentation and functionality of the systems from the point of view of teachers. This report will give you an overview of the usability of these two systems, and does not attempt to cover all the functionality available.
A full expert review, or even better usability testing with participants, would be needed to give a complete idea of how usable these two systems are. 
· A usability expert review is a cost-effective and quick method of examining the usability of a website or electronic product. An expert looks at the system against a set of usability principles and forms a series of hypotheses, highlighting potential problems with the system. This sort of test will uncover the biggest problems that users could encounter, but it may not reveal all potential problems
· Testing with real users is the only way to see how people really behave when using a website or online product. People are not as predictable as we often imagine, so observing the behaviour of users engaging with the system is exceptionally important. The results can be very revealing and are often surprising. Customers may struggle with the navigation that was thought to be intuitive or they may not use a product in the way that was originally intended by the project team.

We looked at the VLE from a teacher’s perspective and how easy it would be to incorporate it into their working lives. We have not looked at the systems’ usability from either the administrators’ or students’ perspective.
Both Moodle and Fronter can be customised to some extent to change the design and layout. For the purposes of this report the sites used had very little customisation.
Background

Moodle is highly customisable, both from an administrator’s point of view when the site is initially set up, and at course level by the individual teachers. From a novice user’s perspective this could make Moodle initially more difficult to use. Fronter, on the other hand, has few customisable options from the teacher’s point of view: most customisation takes place by the administrator when the site is set up.
These two systems represent both ends of the spectrum in VLE administration. Moodle is a non-commercial enterprise, run and developed by its community of supporters. Users are requested to make donations to support its development. Fronter, on the other hand, is a commercial business, owned by Pearson, and schools pay a licence fee in order to use its software.
Both systems are open source in that their source code can be downloaded and altered, however for Fronter the code is only available to licenced customers. For Moodle, anyone can download the code from Moodle’s website (http://moodle.org/) and set up their own site, completely free of any licence fee. 
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A note....
Is Moodle really free? The Moodle program is available to download free of charge from the Moodle website. Anyone can set up a Moodle site for their school and there are no licence fees to pay. However, schools need the following resources in order to be able to manage and run a Moodle site, all of which cost money:
· An IT specialist to set up the system, customise, manage and upgrade it when required

· Resources to train staff and promote the site
· A server to host the Moodle site
If you don’t feel like going it alone, Moodle’s Partners offer support, development and hosting for a fee, and will set up and manage a site for you.

Criteria examined

1. User-focussed language 
2. Navigation and Menus
3. Instructions and help menus
4. Editing and uploading content

1. User-focussed Language
In the schools’ market, VLEs have only recently been introduced, and many teachers will take some time to grasp the concept and change their teaching styles accordingly. It is important that the language of the system is focussed on the needs of the end user, rather than mirroring the internal language used by the companies and its developers.

Fronter’s Room Metaphors
Fronter uses metaphors to explain its key features to make the software easily understandable for novice users. The different subject areas/courses are split into rooms, and the rooms are equipped with tools. See figure 1 below for an explanation of these metaphors. 
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Figure 1: The metaphors used by Fronter to explain its system [from Fronter’s website: http://com.fronter.info/mnu1.shtml]
This is an excellent way of introducing a VLE to teachers who may not have used one before as the concept is easy to grasp, however it would require some initial explaining. The down side is that those who are more experienced at using the technology may find these metaphors too simplistic.
This method has its advantages and disadvantages:
	Advantages
	Disadvantages

	For novice users who are having trouble grasping the concept this is a very simple way of transferring their existing experience of a school into the virtual world.
	The metaphors need to be explained before users can begin using the system.

	
	Expert users of other systems may be initially excluded, or irritated, by the use of these metaphors


Moodle’s language

The creators of Moodle have selected terms which are very clear. However, the system is highly customisable, even within individual courses, so there are many options to choose from, and therefore the vocabulary is much wider. Some terms may require some explanation from the documentation. 

· The site is separated into courses
· Courses can separated into categories
· Each course can be separated  into either topics or by week
· Each course can have its own blocks which are boxes which can be added to the right and left hand side of the page and contain additional pieces of information. For example, an RSS feed relevant to the course topic can be added to the course page, a random glossary entry, or a calendar... 
The ability to customise Moodle is its main attraction. However, the sheer number of options (and therefore terms) could be off-putting for first-time users. 
Summary:
	Moodle
	Fronter

	Language used is accessible to most who are using the software. Moodle has so many features and options that clarification will need to be sought from the documentation for some terms
	Room metaphors used to assist novice users. 

	However, for teachers who have never used a VLE before, the terms used are less helpful in explaining the general concept.
	The simplicity of the system means that there are fewer options than in Moodle, making it instantly more comprehensible for novice users.

	
	More experienced users may be excluded.


Full usability testing with users from the target market would reveal which approach is the most effective for both novice and expert users. 

2. Navigation and Menus


The navigation of a VLE should be clear and consistent on every page. Clear navigation is one of the most important aspects of good web design and gives users the confidence to explore, knowing they’ll be able to get back the way that they came. Breadcrumb trails are especially useful as they show you the hierarchy of the page that you are on, and how to get back to previous sections. 
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Figure 2 below shows the main navigational elements of the Fronter VLE. Fronter sticks to a navigational style which web users are familiar with: a toolbar along the top, and (on interior pages) on the left hand side of the page. The top toolbar demonstrates the main features of the site, for example calendar, and is available on every page of the site. Just below this is a drop down box allow users to select a room that they would like to visit (see figure 3).
Figure 2: Fronter Main Navigational Elements
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Users can either select to view all rooms, or select their favourites from a dropdown box.
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Figure  3: Selecting a room in Fronter
The left hand navigation is room specific and allows teachers to view the resources available in each room, obtain a list of members and download work that has been handed in by students. This navigation is fixed for each room and teachers cannot alter it for individual courses.
Figure 4 below shows the main navigational features of a course within the Moodle VLE. The central section presents the main elements of that course in either a weekly or topics format. The resources and activities for that topic or week are listed in this central section. 
The blocks on the left and right hand side of the page are completely customisable by teachers, you can easily add and remove these blocks as required. This allows teachers an enormous amount of freedom in how their course is presented, but could confuse some students who see different navigational elements on every course that they are subscribed to. 
Figure 4: Moodle Main Navigational Elements
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Summary:

	Moodle
	Fronter

	Moodle’s navigation is very customisable; each individual course can have different navigation.
	You cannot customise the navigation to suit each course. This allows less flexibility but does mean that all courses have a consistent presentation.

	This means that students who are subscribed to several courses may become confused as the navigation and presentation will be different on every course.
	The navigation is presented in a style which users are familiar with: a top toolbar and a left-hand toolbar

	The navigation is laid out in a way in which web users are less familiar: links contained in boxes on the left and right of the screen, with the main content in a central panel. So even though the navigation is clear, this sort of presentation is quite disconcerting to new users and may take a little longer to get used to.
	


3. Instructions and help menus

What help does each system offer to users within the system? Clear instructions and topic specific help documentation are useful opportunities to make the system more user-friendly.
Both Fronter and Moodle use tooltips to help users work out the function of a button before they click on it. A tooltip is a little box that appears when a user hovers over a button, offering information on the button’s destination (see figure 5 for an example).However, whereas the Moodle tooltips tend to be just one word descriptions, the Fronter descriptions are more substantial. 
[image: image9.jpg]13 e
[y Calendar My Documents @ See who's

“The Calendar keeps track of your appointments, your
To Dos and you can book resources.





Figure 5: Tooltips offered on the Fronter site offer detailed information on the function of the button being hovered over.
Moodle provides context specific help in many areas of the site. This means that the help offered changes depending on the page or element in use. 
At the bottom of every page there is a link to the Moodle documents on the Moodle website, offering advice on the specific page being viewed. See Figure 6 .
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Figure 6: the link to Moodle Documents (part of the Moodle website) found at the bottom of every page offering advice relevant to the page being reviewed.

Features and tools on the Moodle VLE are accompanied by a help button in the form of a question mark. Clicking on this brings up help documentation specific to that feature. See figure 7.
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Figure 7: The help (?) button which is attached to the VLE’s functionality.
Fronter offers a help button on every page of the site, however the information is not context specific and offers the same content, no matter which page of the site you are viewing.
Summary:

	Moodle
	Fronter

	Tooltips which offer a very brief description of a button’s function.
	Really clear tooltips with substantial explanations of function of the button.

	Context specific help menus relating to each page and each piece of functionality. 
	A help button on every page, but the information offered is not context specific.


Usability testing with real users is required to fully test the usefulness of help menus, and the language used, on the two systems.
4. Editing and uploading content

Editing and uploading content to a VLE is one of the activities that teachers will be performing most often. Useful stimulating content is at the heart of any VLE so it pays to make uploading as simple as possible.
In both Fronter and Moodle there is a button that a teacher clicks in order to begin editing. In both systems this changes the look and feel of the page, and additional icons are added to allow uploading.
In Fronter, teachers can customise the look and feel of the home page of each room by adding pictures, links and videos. Teachers click in the ‘edit’ checkbox at the top of the page. They can then add containers, which are boxes that can be positioned and hold content, such as text, images or video.
There is a usability issue with the button that teachers click to add content to a container: the options are covered up by the tooltip and hand-shaped cursor, as seen in Figure 8 below.
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Figure 8: the editing feature on Fronter, it’s difficult to see the menu options as the tooltip and cursor cover them up

You can move the cursor further down the list and the tooltip goes away, but if you don’t realise this it would be very difficult to use this menu.

Uploading resources involves a slightly different process: you need to click on the resources tab and then select the type of resource that you want to add. The resource is then added as part of the list of resources. However there is no structure to this list, you can reorder it, but it seems to be less suitable for independent study than Moodle which has all the content ordered either by topic or week.
In Moodle, teachers decide whether to organise their course by either week or topic, and then add content and activities to each section. Clicking the editing button adds a series of icons to the screen allowing you to move, hide, delete or edit items. Drop down boxes allow new resources to be created.
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Figure 9: A topic in Moodle with the editing function activated. The icons allow you to move items left or right or up or down, edit the item, delete it, hide it and see groups. The dropdown menus at the bottom allow teachers to add a resource (such as a web page) or an activity (such as a quiz).
Summary:

	Moodle
	Fronter

	The resources, e.g. quizzes and documents to download, are all visible and listed on the home page of the course.
	Resources seem to be quite hidden, they’re not immediately visible from the course’s home page and you have to actively go and look for them.

	The additional content is organised structurally, either by week or by topic. 
	Teachers have a lot of flexibility to create an attractive home page to each room, with videos, web links, polls and images.


Conclusion

This was a brief overview of the usability of the main features of Moodle and Fronter. They are both competent systems with a great deal of functionality, much of which was not explored within this report.
The results of this work reveal that Fronter wins out from a usability perspective in its simplicity: it offers fewer options and is therefore easier to grasp for a novice user. On the other hand, Moodle’s help system scores highly for its comprehensive and content-specific help documentation. 
In order to fully understand the requirements of schools from these two products, and how they are being used in secondary education, further research is required. Full usability testing with participants from the target market would offer more information into how teachers are interacting with these systems, and where they might be struggling with usability.

As far as the secondary school market is concerned, use of a VLE of this type is very new; many schools have not yet had a full year of use out of their systems. Until then, it will be impossible for schools to fully analyse their needs and requirements. Therefore, for now, the simplicity of Fronter, along with its support package, may be more attractive to novice users. However, it lacks the flexibility and scalability of Moodle, which may become even more popular as schools become more demanding in their needs. 
Shift Learning’s Usability Services

"We asked Shift Learning to help us review several aspects of our usability and accessibility to a very tight schedule. Their expert analysis, professional approach, clear advice and above all their understanding of our requirements was very impressive. As a result, their work has been extremely helpful to us and will guide the continuous improvement of our online publishing." 

Chris Fell, Online Systems Director, Cambridge Journals

Our usability services are tailored to your needs depending on your timescale and budget. We test both online websites and resources as well as CD-rom based electronic products.
Expert Review with basic usability testing

This is the ideal option where budget or time is limited. An expert review will identify many of the problems with your website or electronic product by making assumptions on users and their actions. The usability testing allows us to test these assumptions on a small number of real users taken from your target market and offers insight into their behaviour.
We also offer the expert review separately from the usability testing.

Our reports highlight the areas of concern whilst offering practical suggestions for how to improve your site. The problem areas will be prioritised to allow you to make key decisions in the review process.

Full-Scale Usability testing

People are not as predictable as we often imagine, so observing the behaviour of users engaging with your website or electronic product is exceptionally important. Usability testing with users is the only way to identify behaviours and discover how people are actually using your website. The results can be very revealing and are often surprising. Customers may struggle with the navigation that that was thought to be intuitive or they may not use a product in the way that was originally intended by the project team.

We can provide a usability testing programme taking a sample of users from each segment of your target audience. 

Several rounds of testing, with changes made to the system between each round, reveal more usability problems than one single round. Further rounds of testing can reveal completely new problems which were hidden in the first round by bigger issues. The number of rounds depends on your budget and time limitations but we recommend two to three rounds of testing to spot the largest number of usability problems. Employing a small number of participants each time helps keep costs low, and research shows that testing five users at each round reveals 80% of usability problems in the first round, with the remaining problems discovered in the next two rounds [Jacob Nielson http://www.useit.com/alertbox/20000319.html]. 

If you liked this one, read our other white papers...

At Shift Learning we love investigating the issues that affect our clients. Technology in education is moving faster than ever and it can be difficult to understand the implications for your organisation. 
Shift Learning's white papers are here to help to inform our clients about new and fast moving developments. They are written to help you make decisions and to introduce our services.

Our white papers are free of charge and can be found on our website:
http://www.shift-learning.co.uk/downloads.html
Our current white papers:

A Publishers Guide to Search Engine Optimisation (and why it really matters)

Website Usability for Higher Education Publishers

Website Usability for Educational Publishers

About Shift Learning

Shift Learning offers consultancy and agency services in the education and learning sector. The majority of our clients are publishers. Our services include research, online development, training, accessibility and usability testing. Our clients include Hackney Learning Trust, EdExcel, Queen Mary, University of London, BT, the British Computing Society, Pearson Education, Espresso, Heinemann, OUP, Nelson Thornes, BT Education, Dorling Kindersley, McGraw-Hill Education, Collins Education, Sage and Taylor and Francis. 

Want to know more?
Contact us: 
Cheryl Luzet
Shift Learning
18 – 20 St John Street
London EC1M 4NX
T: +44(0)207 253 8959

Email:  Cheryl.luzet@shift-learning.co.uk
FACTSHEET…


Moodle





Number of sites: 46,000 registered sites (there will be many more unregistered sites) with 38 million registered users


Philosophy: promotes ‘social, collaborative learning’ – many of Moodle’s features support this philiosophy, for example peer grading, where students grade each others’ work. 


History: Created by a former WebCT administrator in 2002


Main selling points: highly customisable, flexible and scalable, open source and therefore ‘free’ (see below), lots of additional features as standard, which have to be customised at set up. There are also a wide range of additional plug-ins that can be added.


Support: With Moodle there is no-one at the end of the phone to solve your problem, users look to the Moodle community forums and documentation for help. However Moodle has a large and diverse user community; with nearly 900 000 registered users on its website. The forums are well-supported.


�HYPERLINK "http://moodle.org/"�Moodle website�


�HYPERLINK "http://moodle.org/course/view.php?id=5"�Moodle Community Forums�


�HYPERLINK "http://docs.moodle.org/en/Moodle_manuals"�Moodle manuals� 


�HYPERLINK "http://docs.moodle.org/en/Using_Moodle_book"�How to Moodle book� (available online free) 


�HYPERLINK "http://moodle.com/"�Commercial help from Moodle’s Partners� 

















FACTSHEET…


Fronter





Number of sites: 3,000 European sites in 2007*


Philosophy: ‘easy-to-use tools for learning and collaboration online’


History: Developed in Norway in 1998, was bought by Pearson in 2009


Main selling points: out of the box, hosting and set up can be organised for you; the basic system offers simplicity: add-ons and additional features have to be requested, and paid for, separately 


Support: Full technical and user support available at the end of the phone for administrators, not available for users, plus online forum (�HYPERLINK "http://frontersupport.co.uk"�http://frontersupport.co.uk�)





* figures on the current number of sites unavailable





What’s a Breadcrumb Trail?


A breadcrumb trail is a horizontal list of links usually found on the top left of each web page. They show the position of the page in relation to the other pages on the website, and provide you with links to the sections higher up the hierarchy.
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Utilities menu showing help, search and print functionality





Main top tool bar which is consistent on every page of the site





Breadcrumb trail shows you the section you are in and offers links back to previous sections





Left hand navigation referring to room specific information





Drop down box containing links to the different rooms





FRONTER: Users can add favourites to their dropdown box to display their favourite rooms. It’s not just novice users who need help when navigating a website or learning space, expert users should be provided with accelerators which allow them to achieve their goals more quickly.








Breadcrumb trail





Main course area containing activities and resources





Site administration





Button to turn editing on and allow the teacher to make changes to the course





Blocks on the left and right hand side of the pages which offer additional functionality to each course
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MOODLE: Teachers and Administrators can change roles by clicking a button which allows them to view the page as a student would see it. All the navigational elements specific to the teacher’s role are removed, such as editing and adding resources and activities, allowing teachers to very easily get a feel for how their students would view the resources. This is a very reassuring element particularly for teachers new to using a VLE. 
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