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This is an evaluation of the use of WordPress as an LMS for a fictional grade eight classroom in Vancouver, British Columbia. Using this organizational standpoint in our assessment, we considered the organization-wide mission, efficiency and sustainability when implementing WordPress.
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Working in an affluent neighborhood in Vancouver, British Columbia, the teachers and administrators in our school take pride in being at the forefront in educational technology. Since our school attracts some of the “best and brightest” students in the district, we want to do everything in our power to help our students succeed academically in a Web 2.0 environment. Because the integration of learning management systems (LMS) has had an enormous impact on education, we have been wondering how we could integrate a LMS into our Grade 8 classrooms. Although there are many systems from which to choose, we have decided to evaluate the most prevalent: WordPress.
WordPress has many features and functions that fit our needs and resources. We are aware that WordPress is relatively easy to use and does not require vast technical knowledge. Because WordPress provides several levels of password protection, our students and staff will always feel safe and confident when using it.
Our hope is to integrate WordPress into our Grade 8 classrooms in order to create a dynamic, blended learning experience that will appeal to every student. Our WordPress website will ideally allow our students to access notes, information from the day, instructional videos, assignments, answer keys, or simply seek help from their peers or teachers. Student-created content, such as reflection via blogging and daily class scribes, will be an integral component within our WordPress LMS.  As this LMS will be “public,” the classroom walls will vanish as we will be on the world stage.  Students will ideally take more ownership of their learning, and will (we hope) feel empowered because they are using WordPress.  But what does the research say about our desired shift in educational delivery and pedagogy?
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Over the last two decades, students’ passively reading online (Web 1.0) has evolved into students’ actively constructing their own content (Web 2.0).  For example, since YouTube users are presently uploading over 400 hours of content every minute (Robertson, 2015), such user-created, online content is in effect a new literacy that educators would be remiss to ignore.
Moreover, researchers agree that student blogging potentially facilitates a multitude of Web 2.0 affordances such as these:
· Promotion of reflective thinking;
· Collaboration and sharing of content;
· Interactions with wider audiences;
· Integration of multimedia such as video, images, links and audio;
· Differentiation of instruction;
· Providing a mechanism for “silent” students to be heard;
· Increased opportunities for student feedback;
· Increased quality of work resulting from perceived external accountability (Absalom & de Saint Léger, 2011; Brownstein & Klein, 2006; Luehmann & Fink, 2009; MacBride & Luehmann, 2008; Morgan, 2014; Sawmiller, 2010).
When done well, website design and the blogging process should fall directly under the umbrella of a constructivist framework.  Liu and Chen (2010) describe Vygotsky’s constructivist classroom as one that sanctions “constructing, creating, inventing, and developing one’s own knowledge and meaning” (p. 65). Moreover, constructivist students are not empty jars that eagerly await being filled with knowledge from their teachers; instead, they are responsible for filling their own jars and the jars of their peers. In a 2009 study, Lundstrom and Baker discovered that learners who provided feedback surpassed their classmates in their writing skills, a finding that possibly indicates that their critical thinking skills flourished through their fully embracing the blogging tasks (as cited in Domalewska, 2014).  Colombo and Colombo (2007) argue that educators should use blogging as a conduit to extend class time in order to reinforce the formal learning outcomes and to introduce new material.
Although WordPress itself is by far the most dominant content management system on the web (W3Tech, 2016), merely initiating an LMS in one’s classroom environment is not without its challenges. Educators who have specifically engaged in blogging often report having been disappointed by the results, a phenomenon that indicates that successful implementation is not automatic, and that classroom blogging is filled with potential pedagogical hazards (Luehmann & Fink, 2009).
Current research is largely focused on post-secondary institutions, with a little attention on students in the high school years, so that the middle school years are ripe for future research endeavours. In one post-secondary study, WordPress was implemented in upper level advertising courses at Temple University in Philadelphia.  Two out of three students in those courses reported that using WordPress as part of their coursework
· helped them feel more engaged in learning;
· helped with practical application of theory;
· enhanced their understanding of the course material;
· enhanced their communication skills; and
· improved their skills using Web technologies (Quesenberry, K. A., Saewitz, D., & Kantrowitz, S. (2014).).
Negative comments by students included in this study indicate that some students perceived that the WordPress blogging was a “make-work, add-on” activity and not central to their studies.  Some students also reported that they felt that their work would not be actually read, a feeling which negatively impacted upon their enthusiasm to participate.  The researchers concluded that it was paramount for educators to integrate the WordPress LMS fully into the course, since doing so will allow students’ voices to be heard and valued.
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In adopting an LMS platform, one must consider the impact that it will have both on teaching and learning. WordPress offers a flexible and customizable “content management system” that teachers can use for a particular unit, semester, or entire year, depending on what kind of function(s) they have in mind. WordPress is relatively user friendly; this is an important factor in adopting any LMS, as many teachers may not have the time or resources to learn more complex systems that are far less intuitive (Jones, 2013). WordPress offers an effective starting point from which teachers can assess their own comfort level before adding any one of thousands of plugins and creating a more complex site. The simplicity of the design can allow even those teachers who consider themselves novices in the information technology field to set up and maintain a classroom website or online course with little or no technical support.
Accessibility issues are also mitigated with WordPress since teachers and students can log into the website from any computer or mobile device with an internet connection; and posting from the WordPress app, available on Android and iOS operating systems, is as simple as posting online.  Additionally, teams of teachers could work together to create a course on WordPress as this platform allows for multiple users to log in and contribute to the site (Jones, 2013).
To encourage organization, participation, and accountability within the class, teachers can use their WordPress site as a place to combine announcements, assignments, and daily activities, and to have the students take an active role in contributing to these three features. Having such a site helps to connect students who may be away from class on a certain day, and facilitates teachers’ easily keeping parents up to date with what their children are doing in class at any given time.
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Student motivation is something that we are aware is lacking within our Grade 8 population; indeed, students often report being bored in class (Gillispie, Martin & Parker, 2009).  Using a badge plugin is a way to encourage student participation and heighten their motivation. Teachers establish predetermined criteria; once a student has completed these, a badge will automatically show up for that student (Scott, 2012).  Similar to the idea of a gold star for younger students, badges can be great motivators for students who need an extra push, as badges are visual reminders of their accomplishments.   
Perhaps one of the most notable impacts on student learning in using WordPress is the possibility of increased participation. Students who are reluctant to speak in class may feel more comfortable expressing themselves and sharing their work. Plugins such as bbPress, which add a discussion board, will be an essential component of our LMS (Scott, 2012).  The BuddyPress plugin also facilitates classroom discussion and enables a teacher to turn WordPress into a social network with discussion boards and teacher- created groups to facilitate student communication on projects.  Unlike other forms of social media, BuddyPress allows the teacher to oversee and to moderate all groups as well as control who registers for the platform (Scott, 2012).  Furthermore, through this plugin teachers can post assignments and grades, and students can submit assignments. Although a WordPress site itself does not allow the same collaborative editing as Google Classroom, there are additional options through plugins.
Through WordPress, students can blog, an activity which can encourage them to take ownership of their work and become increasingly mindful of their wider audience. The reflective act of blogging is one that allows a student and teacher to see how a given student’s writing has progressed over time. With the Multisite plugin, teachers can create individual user blogs that are housed under their initial WordPress site (Scott, 2012).  Students can use these individual sites as a way to ‘publish’ their assignments or create collection of assignments scanned in and uploaded onto their site.   This ability to publish changes the simple act of handing in an assignment or reflection to the teacher, and transforms the work into an ongoing piece that is published, read, and critiqued by peers, with the result that the process of submission may be categorized as a constructivist learning pedagogy. For teachers, continuous blogging creates opportunities for formative assessment and immediate feedback as well. The plugin called Anthologize enables students to ‘publish’ their blogs to PDF, allowing them to hold onto their portfolios even if a teacher were to remove old student websites.
All courses require some form of assessment.  There are several plugins in WordPress that allow for the meaningful assessment of students.  The Grader plugin, for example, allows teachers to comment on a student’s post that would only be visible to the individual student (Scott, 2012).   With the survey tool and quiz plugin teachers can create and administer quizzes (Scott, 2012).   A drop box can also be embedded into WordPress in order to enable students to submit assignments directly to the teacher.  
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When a teacher is considering sustainability, the first item that he or she should look at should be currency and reliability: since WordPress was launched in 2003, and is a widely used platform, there is little threat of its going out of business.  As a result of strict FIPPA security restrictions over access and privacy, our district requires WordPress to be hosted on our servers.  Therefore, initial setup to host on the District intranet will require support from the technology team.  Decisions will need to be made regarding permissions and security in setting up access for both students and teachers.  
Although the basic WordPress account is free, many of the additional plug-ins that morph WordPress from a simple blogging platform into a fully operational LMS come at an additional charge. There is also a cost for hosting, and choosing a personalized domain name and/or premium theme.  Administration may need to authorize the use of these premium features, should costs be involved.  On the other hand, the cost benefits due to reducing use of paper, and improvements to efficiencies related to  tracking of assignments may justify these optional yet critical, additional costs.
Moreover, when teachers are considering implementation costs, is it even possible to put a price tag on the value of not having Grade 8 students lose their work or “forget” that an assignment is due? In reviewing the impact on the learning and teaching practices, we must ultimately consider the flexibility WordPress affords both students and educators.  The easy access to materials and additional help for the students will allow them to get help at any time from both the teacher and their fellow learners.  With the system’s effectively extending the hours of classroom access, the need for educators to establish personal boundaries regarding the number of hours they allow themselves to be available to their students becomes imperative.  
Whereas many educators consider WordPress to be user-friendly, there will still be some training required for teachers and students, particularly during the initial stages of launching the LMS.  While there is no formal customer support for WordPress, there are numerous sources of assistance via YouTube channels, forums, and websites dedicated exclusively to WordPress.  Moreover, in many districts, there are dedicated educational technologists who can provide roaming, personalized support to the schools they service.
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As with most technologies, teachers will encounter in WordPress a plethora of promises and perils not only to consider, but to evaluate. Although avid users appreciate WordPress’s versatility, the coding requirement for certain functions may be too advanced for some of our middle school learners.  Is WordPress as easy to use as “drag and drop” platforms such as Weebly?  Arguably, the answer is no. However, in comparison, it is much more user-friendly than the Moodle LMS, for example.   With the ubiquitous nature of WordPress’s on-line presence, combined with the relatively easy operating system and a vast array of not only functional but well-tested plug-ins, most educators will find that WordPress is a worthy technology for investing their resources -- at least, we believe that WordPress is the most effective LMS on the market today!
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