
COMMUNICATION TOOLS 

Whoôs Online  

Whoôs Online is an instant messaging utility that lets members ñseeò and ñchatò with others who 
are logged in to a course at the same time. Members can determine their visibility and 
availability to chat with others. 
 

Note: Whoôs Online can be disabled when an assessment is in progress. To do this, click 
Manage Course under the Designer or Instructor tools, then select Tools. Deselect Whoôs 
Online and click Save to disable the tool. 

 
Student View of Whoôs Online 

 

× TERMS TO KNOW 

Status You can set your status to one of the following: 

 Visible/Available 

 Visible/Unavailable 

 Invisible 

Chat 
Invitations 

If you want to instant message with another user, you must send them 
an invitation to chat. 

 

Whoôs Online by Tab 

 
 

 

From both the Build and Teach tabs, you can:  

 see whoôs online. 

 change your status. 

 send chat invitations to others who are visible and available 
online. 

Users can invite other 

available members to chat 



Setting Your Status 

All members can set whether they are visible and/or available to chat with others.  

 To set your status: 

1. Under Course Tools, click Whoôs Online. The Whoôs Online screen appears. 

2. Select My Status and click Update. 
 

 
 

My Settings 

Users can access their personal user information using the My Settings link in the right corner of 
the My Courses screen. 

 My Profile allows you to manage elements of your personal profile, which displays in the 
class Roster. You can also update your password from My Profile. 

 

 

 My Tool Options allows you to specify default settings for certain tools. For example, 
you can select whether you want the default Calendar view to be daily, weekly, or 
monthly. 

 My Roles identifies your role in each course in which you are enrolled. 



ANNOUNCEMENTS 

You can use the Announcements tool to create and send course-wide notices to students 
and other section members. Section members can access announcements from the Course 
Menu. You can also deliver announcements as pop-up messages that appear when 
students log in to a course.  

The Announcements tool is often used by instructors to communicate important, time-
sensitive information. For instance, as an instructor, you may use announcements to 
provide: 

 corrections and clarifications of materials 

 assignment due dates or exam schedules 

 reminder of required class meeting in Chat 

 reminders or helpful tips for success 

 

 
Student View of an Announcement 

 

Announcements Tool By Tab 

 
 

 

From both the Build and Teach tabs, you can: 

 create announcements. 

 edit announcements that havenôt been sent. 

 preview announcements. 

 delete announcements.  



 

Creating Announcements 

When you create an announcement, you select roles that will receive the announcement, 
the delivery date, and whether the announcement will appear as a pop-up message.  

 To create an announcement: 

1. Under Course Tools, click Announcements. The Announcements screen appears. 

2. Click Create Announcement. The Create Announcement screen appears. 

3. Enter a title that identifies and summarizes the announcement. 

4. In the Message text box, enter the body of the announcement. 

5. Under Recipients, select each role you want to receive the announcement. 

6. Under Delivery Dates, select a date and time to start and end displaying the 
announcement.  

7. If you want the announcement to appear as a pop-up message when individuals log 
in to the course, select Also deliver as a pop-up message. 

8. Click Send. The announcement is created and delivered to the selected roles on the 
delivery dates. 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

You can edit 
announcements that 

have not been sent 



Mail  

Mail allows you to communicate privately with other users who are enrolled in the same 
courses in which you are enrolled. Mail includes features common to most standard email 
programs such as: 

 send, receive, and forward messages, in plain text or HTML. 

 attach files. 

 carbon copy or blind carbon copy message recipients.  

 print, search, compile, and organize messages into folders.  

Accessing Mail 

You can access all mail for all your courses from My Blackboard. Accessing Mail within a 
course will display Mail only for that particular course.   

 

1. To access Mail from My Blackboard: 

2. From the Toolbar, click the Mail icon. The global view of mail appears, listing all the 
courses in which you are enrolled.  

 

3. Click the hyperlinked name of the course. The main Mail screen appears, displaying Mail 
for the selected course.  



The Mail Interface 

 

On the Mail screen: 

Folders are listed in the left frame. The number in parentheses is the total number of 
messages in the folder; the number outside the parentheses is the number unread. The 
open folderôs messages are displayed in the right frame. 

Messages are listed in the right frame. Unread mail is indicated by the closed mail icon to 
the left of the message title. 

To read a message, click its hyperlinked subject title.  

Creating a Message 

You can send messages to users enrolled in your course. When you create a message, you 
can enter plain text or use the HTML Creator to create content in HTML without entering 
HTML tags.  

Note: You cannot use the Mail tool to send email messages to external email accounts. 



1. To create a 
mail message: 

2. Click Create 
Message. 

3. Click Browse 
for Recipients 
and select 
them.  

4. Complete the 
Subject field.  

 

 

5. To create the message in plain text format, enter it in the Message text box. The 
message will appear exactly as you have typed it. To hand code the HTML, select Use 
HTML and enter the HTML code into the Message text box. 

 Note: To create the message in HTML format, you can also use the HTML Creator. 
Depending on administrator settings, the HTML Creator may not be available or it may 
appear by default. 

6. Click Add Attachments to add files to your message. The Content Browser pop-up 
window appears. 

 

 

You can choose to attach files 
stored in one of your folders or 
on your local computer. Select 
the file and click OK. The 
Create Message screen 
appears with the selected files 
listed under Add Attachments. 

7. Click Preview to view the message as it will appear to the recipient. 

8. Click Send. The Messages screen appears and your message is moved to the 
Sent Mail folder. 



 

  

 

Inviting Members to Chat 

When you invite members to chat, an invitation message appears on each selected memberôs  

screen with the request and a text box to respond. If they accept your invitation, a message  

screen appears. 

About HTML Creator  

The HTML Creator is an HTML editing tool that allows you to create content in HTML 
without entering HTML tags. The HTML Creator automatically generates the underlying 
HTML source code.  

Similar to a word processor, you can: 

 enter text and format it using a toolbar 

 insert an image by browsing for a file 

 spell check your text 

 

The HTML Creator is available from the following tools:  

 Assessments 

 Assignments 

 Calendar 

 Course Content  

 Discussions  

 File Manager 

 Mail  

 Media Library 
 



To invite members to a chat session: 

1. From the Whoôs Online screen, select the member you want to chat with and click 
Send Chat Invitation. The Chat Invitation pop-up screen appears. 

2. Enter an invitation message and click Send. The request appears on the selected 
memberôs desktop as a pop-up screen. If member accepts, a Chat screen appears. 

 

Moving or Copying Items 

You can move a message by selecting the checkbox next the message, selecting the folder to move 
the message to, and then clicking the Go icon. This same process can be used for move and copy 
functions throughout.  

 To move a message: 

1. From the Messages screen, under Subject, select the checkbox next to each message you 
want to move.  

2. From the Move to drop-down list, select a folder to move the message to and click the Go 

icon.  

 

Paging  

Whenever there are lists of items, you can choose how many items are displayed per page.   

 To select the number of mail messages to display per page: 

1. Click the Paging Preferences icon. 

 

2. In the Configure Paging Options window, enter the number of items to display per page. Click 

OK. 

Paging 
Preferences icon 

Go icon 



GETTING STARTED WITH DISCUSSIONS 
 

The Discussions tool provides an ideal forum for interpersonal interaction between students and 
with the instructor. Instructors, teaching assistants, and students can post messages about a 
topic in a public forum, at their own leisure, benefiting from each otherôs opinions and input. 

You can use the Discussions tool to post important messages to the entire class, generate class 
discussions, facilitate peer review, and evaluate students based on their responses to open-
ended questions. 

× TERMS TO KNOW 

Categories Categories can be used to group discussion topics. Categories are 
optional. 

Topics Topics are used to group messages. A topic may be a question or the 
introduction of a new concept. 

Messages The individual posts to a topic. 

Thread A series of replies to the same message. A message thread consists of 
the original message and any replies to either the original message or 
to a posted reply. Messages can be viewed as threaded or unthreaded. 

 

The Discussions Tool by Tab 

 
From the Build tab, you can add Discussion links to folders, the Home 
Page, and learning modules. 

 
 

 

From both the Build and Teach tabs, you can create and manage 
discussion categories, topics, and messages. 

 
From the Teach tab, you can grade discussions. 



Planning the Discussion 

The primary goal of online discussion is to promote the skill of thinking - "to use the 
mind to arrive at a conclusion, make a decision, draw inferences, to reflect, to reason, 
to solve problems."1 These goals are more easily attained when students are provided 
with a comfortable online space, clear expectations, and creative questioning. 

Planning is key to having an effective online discussion. Identify your learning 
outcomes and outline your plan for each discussion ahead of time, also know how you 
will determine when these learning outcomes have been achieved. Identify the key 
concepts and content material to be covered in each discussion, and formulate 
questions appropriate to your learning outcomes. Lastly, provide learners with 
guidelines for online behavior (often referred to as ñnetiquetteò). Consider the following 
when planning the discussion: 

Á How many posts per week are required for participation? 
Á How long should a post be? 
Á When are the posts due? 
Á What percentage of the grade will be determined by participation in the 

discussion? 
Á How would you like learners to respond to each other's posts? 
Á How will you evaluate the quality of the posts? 
Á How will you enforce the rules for student behavior on-line? 

 
1
ñA Framework for Designing Questions for Online Learning.ò Welcome to eModerators

®
. 

Online. 9 September 2006. <http://www.emoderators.com/moderators/muilenburg.html> 

 



The Discussions Screen 

 To access the Discussions screen to view all discussion categories and topics, under 
Course Tools, click Discussions.  

 

Categories allow you to 
group related topics 

 

Topics allow you to 

group related messages 

View all the messages posted 
to a topic or only the new ones 

 



Discussion Types 

The Discussions tool allows asynchronous conversation, which means the writer and reader do 
not need to be online at the same time to communicate. It allows users to take the time to 
reflect, research, or survey opinions before they post a message. In addition, users can include 
attachments with their messages, to provide further details or resources.  

Discussion messages are organized into categories and topics. Categories can be created to 
group topics. Topics contain the messages. There are three topic types: 

 Threaded: Use this topic type for a structured discussion, or when the discussion might 
take different directions. In threaded topics only message subjects are displayed on the 
main screen. All replies to the same message are grouped together, creating message 
threads.  

 

EXAMPLE Threaded discussions could be used when you want students to debate 
a topic. For example, in a Political Science course, students could 
debate the use of smear campaigns. 

 



 Blog. Use this topic type for a more casual discussion, or when you want students to be 
able to quickly see all messages. In blog (web log), topics messages are displayed on 
the main screen as a chronological series of entries. Participants can comment on 
messages; comments appear on a separate screen. 

 

EXAMPLE Use a blog for group projects. For example, in an Anthropology course, 
a group of students could research and present on an indigenous group 
from the East Indies. 

 



 Journal. Create a journal topic to give each student a place for their writing samples or 
to record their thoughts on course topics or lectures. Journals can be private (for student 
and instructor only) or public (accessible by the class). You can access students' 
journals via a list on the left of the screen. 

 

 

 

 

EXAMPLE Journals are ideal for individual projects. For example, in a Creative 
Writing course, you could see the draft progression and thought process 
of a written piece. 



 

Creating Discussion Topics and Questions 

After you have the type of discussion decided upon, create the discussion topics. 

Creating Topics 

 To create topics: 

1. From the Discussions screen, click Create Topic. The Create Topic screen 
appears. 

2. Select the type of discussion topic you would like to create. 

3. Note: The following steps to create a topic are the same no matter the type of 
topic. 

4. Enter a Title, Description, and select if you want to Show or Hide the topic. 

5. To add a topic to a category, choose one or create one from the drop-down 
menu. 

6. Select the desired grading option (not gradable, numeric, alphanumeric, or by 
Grading Form).  

 

Note: Grading creates a column in the Grade Book, allowing you to mark studentsô 
contributions to the topic. You can choose to release the grade to students. If you make 
a topic gradable, you cannot revert back to non-gradable.  

 Select the options desired: 

1. Peer Review ï allow students to review and evaluate messages posted by their 
peers using a simple rating scale or grading form. 

2. Student Posting Rules ï define the limits of studentsô participation in a topic. 

For numeric grades, 
you must enter the 

maximum grade 



3. Author Identification ï indicate whether posts to this topic will exclude the 
authorôs name.  

4. Journal Privacy ï determine if the journal entries will be shared with the entire 
class. 

5. Click Save. The Discussions screen appears and the topic is created. 

 

Posting Messages 

You can post a message to an existing threaded or blog topic. Entering a unique subject title 
creates a new thread. Every message is associated with a topic. 

 To create a new message: 

1. Click Create Message. The Create Message pop-up screen appears.  

2. Enter a unique subject title. 

3. Enter a Message and click Post. The message is posted and the new thread is 
started. 
 

Note: Journals are a personal space, therefore, only the owner of each journal may create 
an entry. As such, you as an instructor may only add comments to a studentôs journal. Click 
Comments. 

 To reply to a message, click the linked message subject and click Reply.  

 
 

1. To edit a message, click the linked message subject to display the message and 
click Edit Message. Only instructors have this capability unless it is specifically 
granted to students. 

2. Note: For students to be able to edit discussion messages, the topic must first be set 
to allow editable posts. From a topicôs ActionLinks menu, choose Edit Properties and 
select Editable Posts. 



Set the Tone 

Your efforts to establish rapport with students early in the course will benefit them during 
online discussions. Just as it is important to set the tone at the beginning of the course 
as a whole, online discussions also need to get started on the "right foot." 

 Use discussions consistently as part of the course design. List it as a 
requirement in the syllabus and post reminders about ongoing discussions to 
keep students cognizant of the need to regularly check for new messages and to 
participate. 

 State the goals or purpose for every formal discussion. 

 Reinforce the behavior you want to see with public recognition. 

 Make expectations known by stating them directly and modeling the desired 
behavior.  

o You - how involved will you be in discussions? Will you lead discussions, 
only occasionally provide insights?  

o Students - will they take turns leading small group discussions, be 
required to post summaries?  

Get their feet wet with an ungraded discussion that allows students to gain confidence 
conversing online. You may even want to evaluate their postings, but not record the 
results in the Grade Book. 

 



Viewing Messages 

 
The Threaded Messages Screen 

a. To view all messages in a threaded topic, click Expand All. All of the threads are 
expanded. 

b. To view all message titles in a single thread, click the Expand icon.  
c. To read a message, click the linked message title. The message appears in a pop-up 

screen. 
 

 To view all messages in a thread: 

1. Click the subject for the first message in the thread. The Message pop-up screen 
appears. 

2. Click Display Complete Thread. All messages appear in the Compiled Messages 
pop-up screen. 

 To print or save all messages in a thread for viewing: 

1. Select the messages you want to compile and click Create Printable View. The 
Compiled Messages pop-up screen appears. 

2. Click Print. 

Expand icon 

Linked message title 


