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ABSTRACT This study investigated enablers of and constraints to students’ use of Blackboard. It used Archer’s
social realist perspective to explore structural, cultural, and agential influences that bear on students’ use of
Blackboard, a Learning Management System. A qualitative approach using  a survey design informed the investigation.
Data were sourced through an online open-ended questionnaire obtained from a group of 100 students who were
selected purposively. The content analyses of students’ narrative responses involved the extraction of themes.
Culturally, the study revealed that not all lecturers across the levels of the qualifications made courses available
online, even though students keep appealing for the use of Blackboard for all courses. Structural issues uncovered
related to network failure, compatibility with other devices, and the maintenance of computer hardware. It also
emerged that some of the students exercised their agency in making Blackboard usable on their own gadgets,
overcoming personal fears, in acquiring proficiency in the use of Blackboard. This paper concludes that the
students’ voice and perspective in the sustained use of technology is necessary to mitigate teaching and learning
challenges for the benefit of learning. It is recommended that lecturers give students opportunities to exercise their
agency to confront structural and cultural challenges they experience in the use of Blackboard.
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INTRODUCTION

The use of online learning platforms is ap-
praised for ensuring, amongst other things, col-
laboration, student-centredness, fostering a
sense of community, the sharing of knowledge,
multi-sensory experience, interactivity, and en-
gagement (Selwyn 2007; Warburton 2010; Moule
2012). Contrary to the belief by some lecturers
that online learning systems lead to a decrease
in attendance and superficial learning, Gunu and
Kuzu (2014) found that online learning platforms
lead to the achievement of class engagement,
improvement of attendance, and enable students
to meet course requirements in terms of grades,
whilst infusing the students with a sense of re-
sponsibility, enthusiasm, and willingness. Lonn
and Teasley (2009) also found that students val-
ue the teaching and learning tools within the
Learning Management System (LMS). The ben-
efits that accrue as a result of their use include a
change in how class time is used, interactivity,
and an engaging instruction. Pendry and Salva-

tore (2015) argue that there can be underappre-
ciated benefits to engagement in online plat-
forms considering users’ well-being and identi-
ty can play a major role in this regard.

Although positive sentiments are expressed
about the use of technology in teaching and
learning, there are  negative context related com-
ments and concerns raised by some. For exam-
ple, Mafuna and Wadesango (2012) report low
levels of usage of the LMS by students owing
to their apparent lack of awareness, and distrust
that the LMS as a resource that could improve
their academic performance. The above authors
also reported students’ lack of confidence in their
competency levels on the computer, resulting in
fears of their inadequacies being exposed by
other students and lecturers. These factors are
seen as militating against the use of the LMS
resulting in its  low usage by students. This is
aptly described by Selwyn (2007) as the “mar-
ginalisation of ICT within the lived student ex-
perience”. Other challenges faced by the stu-
dents’ include limited access to the internet, de-
tachment from other students and the lecturers,
as well as the added costs to students that come
with the use of the online platforms (Makura
2014). Another study by Smrithi and Venkatapa-
thy (2015) reveals that discussion forums done
through online platforms discourage some stu-
dents from participating, especially if they are
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just question and answer sessions, so most stu-
dents go to the forum to find solutions to their
problems not to be active participants.

The achievement of student engagement
through technology enhanced learning plat-
forms such as Blackboard is influenced by
amongst other things: the technology infrastruc-
ture of classes, the use of technology in campus
activities, lecturers’ competence and effective-
ness in the integration of technological tools,
the use of social media as a support to classes,
and technology use in assessment (Gunu and
Kuzu  2014). Van der Westhuizen in Gravett and
Geyser (2004) observe that investment in online
technologies for teaching and learning is under-
mined by the cultures in institutions that do not
support the online technologies. He points to
the dispositional and action tendencies of se-
nior academics that do not encourage and sup-
port the use of LMS and other Web-based Learn-
ing (WBL) tools. He notes that some of these
academics are not technologically informed
themselves, and that their lecturer-room activi-
ties sometimes undermine the use of WBL. The
lack of pedagogical skills and technological skills
on the part of the lecturers prevents both lectur-
ers and students from engaging in online teach-
ing and learning technologies (Makura 2014).
Similarly, Blin and Munro (2008) found that e-
Learning is marginalised in the lives of most ac-
ademics, and that where it exists, usage is at a
low level, is sporadic, and uneven.

With respect to research that considers stu-
dents at the delivery point of online teaching
and learning technologies, Towndrow and Fa-
reed (2014) argue that, even though most con-
temporary university students are digital na-
tives, it does not necessarily translate into stu-
dents’ engagement, and improved academic
achievement. They also maintain that students’
use of computers when dealing with lecturers’
instructional agendas is not effective and effi-
cient. Instead, the above authors contend that it
is the students’ digital wisdom journey to digital
maturity that explains students’ engagement and
productivity. Related to this notion of digital
maturity is students’ readiness to engage with
LMSs, and other WBL tools.  Van der Westhui-
zen in Gravett and Gesyer (2004) argues that the
use of LMS in educationally productive ways is
related to students’ readiness. He maintains that
the issue of access to computers, and whether
students have the necessary skills and compe-

tencies to engage in interactive, multi-media-
based learning materials, bears on their engage-
ment with the technologies. Also, students’ per-
ceptions of the learning processes that involve
WBL and LMSs in particular, determine the ex-
tent of their use of Blackboard.

Harris et al. (2009) argue that it is important
to consider stakeholders’ perspectives, that is,
institutions, teachers and students, in the de-
velopment and the implementation of
eLearning.Therefore, this research is warranted,
because there is limited research that looks at
LMSs from the vintage point of the students.
This paper sought to look at how structural,
cultural and agential influences/factors enable
and/or constrain students’ sustained use of
Blackboard in a historically disadvantaged high-
er education institution. The study specifically
sought to answer the following questions:

 • How do structural influences enable and/or
constrain students’ use of Blackboard in a
historically disadvantaged institution?

 • How do cultural influences enable and/or
impede students’ use of Blackboard in a his-
torically disadvantaged institution?

 •  How does students’ agency enable and /or
constrain students’ use of Blackboard in a
historically disadvantaged institution?

The above questions are informed and
framed within the social realist perspective of
Margaret Archer.

Theoretical Framework

Social Realism

Social realists argue that social reality is com-
posed of three elements, namely: structure, cul-
ture, and agency. Structures and cultures are
mediated to the agency of individuals and col-
lectives (Archer 1995, 1996).  Though these ele-
ments are studied separately for analytic pur-
poses, the interplay and confluence between
them is what maintains or brings about changes
in the social system. This paper considered the
structural and cultural influences that students
perceive as enabling and/or constraining their
use of Blackboard, and how these students use
their agency to deal with these influences.

Structural Mechanisms

The structure refers to forms of social or-
ganisation and the relations that constitute them,
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namely: institutional practices, roles, rules, po-
sitions, power, distribution of resources, et cet-
era (Archer 1995). The structure has autonomous
existence, in that it pre-dates people, and can be
seen as a given that exerts a causal influence on
people’s actions since it conditions people’s
actions. Archer (1995) argues that where social
structures are reproduced, internal and neces-
sary relations between social structures are main-
tained. She further argues that structures require
the activity of agents to be reproduced or
changed (Vorster 2010). This paper considered
how structural influences enable and/or con-
strain students’ use of Blackboard in a histori-
cally disadvantaged university.

Agency

With regard to agency, Archer (1996) argues
that people are not passive but active and pur-
poseful beings. This is because people rationa-
lise, since they are reflective, creative, and inno-
vative beings. Agents exercise their personal
emergent powers in the choices and the deci-
sions they make which either reinforce existing
structures and cultures (morphostasis) or trans-
form them (morphogenesis). Thus, people
choose to adapt or find their way around struc-
tural and cultural impositions. She argues that
agents possess generative powers of constraint
and enablement which produce courses of ac-
tion in relation to people’s circumstances. This
research sought to look at how students use
their agency to negotiate their way around struc-
tural and cultural influences around the use of
Blackboard.

Culture

Culture, according to Archer (1996), is made
up of ideas, values, and beliefs existing in a par-
ticular context. She argues that cultural proposi-
tions or truth claims influence agents’ actions.
Because culture is anterior, it exerts influence on
the structure. Specifically, Archer (1996) argues
that culture conditions people’s actions. With
respect to the influence of culture on agency,
Pereira (2012) argues that thought processes
influence behaviour since they can provoke any
kind of behaviour, leading to behavioural con-
formity or outright rejection of the culture im-
posed. Included in the realm of culture are those
beliefs that are held as true or false, people’s

practices, the things talked about in their daily
discourses, and propositional statements. Thus,
the paper interrogated students’ discourses and
how these condition students’ use of Black-
board.

RESEARCH  METHODOLOGY

Research Design

A qualitative survey or alternative diversity
survey was used. Jansen (2010) maintains that a
qualitative survey is used to determine diversi-
ty or relevant dimensions in a topic of interest
with a given population. He states that a quali-
tative survey explores the views of a number of
participants as expressed in their own words.
He further asserts that this type of design al-
lows for a switch from a qualitative procedure to
a quantitative procedure, especially when there
are a large number of cases in the data. The qual-
itative survey design was therefore deemed ap-
propriate for this study since it solicited the view-
points of a number of students who use Black-
board.

Sampling

The responses of 100 out of 322 students
were analysed, from a purposive selection of
courses that use Blackboard in varying degrees.
In order to achieve maximum variation, a further
selection of data thus acquired involved the sift-
ing of data on the basis of the strength and rich-
ness of the data (Cohen et al. 2007).  Therefore,
crisp responses were not included in the analy-
sis since the idea was to get meaningful units of
information that would provide meaningful and
relevant dimensions (Jansen 2010). A deliberate
effort was, therefore, made to include students
who differed in their familiarity and experience
with Blackboard since Debski and Gruba (1999)
advocate for the inclusion of a wide variety of
voices in a data set.

Data Collection

This research canvassed students’ perspec-
tives on the use of Blackboard in a selected his-
torically disadvantaged higher education insti-
tution. The online Blackboard survey, which was
administered to all students on Blackboard, con-
sisted of questions on access (where and how
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often), features usage (purpose and extent of
usage) and the use-value of Blackboard in self-
management and regulation of their own learn-
ing. The open-ended question which formed the
basis for this paper asked a question on the is-
sues and challenges in the use of Blackboard.

Data Analysis

Content analysis was used to make sense of
the data. Meaning units and emerging themes
were allotted to the predetermined analytic cate-
gories suggested by the theoretical framework,
namely: structure, culture and agency. Thus, the
analysis was organised by research questions
(Cohen et al. 2007) since the formulation of these
questions was guided by the theoretical frame-
work.

RESULTS

Structural Influences

Most of these structural influences are pow-
er and resource related. They involve rules and
roles related to access and compatibility, and
roles of different stakeholders related to the dis-
tribution of resources, and the maintenance of
those resources. These structural influences can
avail themselves as enabling and/or constrain-
ing. The results show that the majority of stu-
dents find it difficult to access Blackboard. One
of the students mentions “A few incidents with
me and blackboard happened, not being able
to access blackboard and/or the assessments,
and some assessments that I had expected to be
available long before or prior expire date would
have expired already when I access it.” This
can be identified as a constraining structural in-
fluence. The student does not mention why he/
she was not able to access Blackboard but does
mention that not being able to access it did af-
fect the submission of assessments.

Another structural constraint mentioned by
the majority of students involved network fail-
ure and/or Blackboard down time. One of the
responses was: “All relatively fine, but Black-
board is down too often”. This frustrates stu-
dents as some missed their assessment due
dates.  Another student lamented: “…frequent
disconnects/website down cost me lots of marks
because of tests managed through blackboard.”
The above situations both suggest resource and

power issues. Students feel powerless, as the
powers at play, that is, the system or administra-
tors of Blackboard have cost the students the
loss of assessment marks. Another constrain-
ing factor regarding access involved students
forgetting their password or Personal Identifi-
cation Number (PIN) for accessing the system.
One student mentioned that “...Blackboard
should not be difficult to access. It must not
have a pin because students forget those pins
and end up not doing the work”. Though there
is a helpdesk, there is a possibility that students
fear and fret about disclosing that they have
forgotten their pins. This again becomes a pow-
er and a role issue.

Maintenance of Computer Hardware is a cru-
cial access issue which pertains to structural
influences. Computers that do not work and are
not properly and timorously maintained consti-
tute another constraint that was highlighted by
most respondents. One of the students opined:
“I do not have challenges in terms of accessing
or using Blackboard, the only issue I can raise
is the lack of effective working computers in
our computer laboratories such as the Great
Hall.”With the already existing shortage of com-
puter resources, this becomes very frustrating
for students.

Other issues highlighted related to the use
of students’ own devices  in class and on cam-
pus, which gives them flexibility to access class
materials from anywhere, any time. For example,
there are reported challenges, such as the one
experienced by the following student: “Black-
board would be a lot more useful if it was ac-
cessible more often. The chance of being able
to connect to blackboard via your private lap-
top is zero to none. It hardly ever logs in and if
it does log in, it takes ages for the course docu-
ments to load. If one needs to access black-
board it is normally done at the labs as this is
where it seems to work more often.” This is a
constraining influence, the reason students
bring their own devices is also because comput-
er facilities on campus are scarce and it’s on a
first-come first-serve basis, which means that
students who do not have their own devices,
will have to wait for long periods of time to have
computer access.

The devices students use range from lap-
tops, smart cell phones and androids, which
sometimes need to be configured to be able to
access the University network and Blackboard.
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This speaks to compatibility issues. Some have
mentioned both enabling and constraining fac-
tors with the use of own devices: For example,
one of the students remarked that”Blackboard
has been helpful to me as I am getting used to it
more and more. The only challenge is that some-
times I do not get WIFI at home to access it”.
This becomes a resource issue. Another respon-
dent mentions compatibility issues with the use
of different browsers: “Compatibility issues
arose especially with the browser I was
using”.Some of these constraining factors es-
pecially compatibility issues are attributable to
capacity issues in the institution’s technical sup-
port centre or division.

Cultural Influences

Cultural issues are manifested in different
forms, namely: through practices, ideas, values
and beliefs systems. Making courses available
online, it would seem, is not a practice that all
the lecturers across all levels of the programme
or curriculum subscribe to. A suggestion that all
courses should be made available online as well,
as expressed by this sentiment from a student:
“I wish every course would be available on
Blackboard”,  is an indication that the practice
of using Blackboard as part of course delivery is
not across all programmes, courses and lectur-
ers. This might pose a constraint for the stu-
dent, who would have like to have access to all
courses through Blackboard. Some of the re-
spondents have challenges relating to the use
of Blackboard as they feel they are not compe-
tent enough. This suggests that some of the
students find Blackboard more complex in the
beginning. The response that highlights the is-
sue of capacity is, “At first it was so difficult for
me to log on to blackboard and hardly knew
what is Blackboard exactly. The challenges that
I experience is that I find it very difficult to sub-
mit some assignments online and it [Black-
board] is quite confusing sometimes”. This point
was highlighted by the majority of students and
relates to the persistence of the constraint expe-
rienced. Though students undergo training on
the use of Blackboard and have a helpdesk where
they can call for assistance, the challenge is
seemingly recurring. The problem of all lectur-
ers in faculties and departments and across pro-
grammes not using Blackboard manifests in stu-
dents’ operations of the Blackboard platform

resulting in students who are competent in the
operation of the Blackboard platform. One of
the students opined that “…I struggle on how
to operate the blackboard properly”.

Some aspects mentioned relate to tensions
within value systems. Students expressed frus-
tration with missing due dates without exten-
sions. One the students’ distaste with some of
the practices around Blackboard is expressed
thus: “Due dates [have] no extension. If you
miss the due time there is no way to submit. To
me that is not fair.” Blackboard’s minimisation
of face-to-face contact with the lecturer was also
observed as bearing on the feedback on tasks
given to students. For example, one of the stu-
dents commented that “Feedback is not de-
tailed and there is not interaction with the lec-
turer.” In this case the student might have need-
ed more explanation on the feedback and now
feels that with Blackboard the interaction with
the lecturer is no longer available. Another stu-
dent responded by saying “I have a major issue
with the person in charge of blackboard! I still
do not have my second semester subjects on
blackboard and this is unacceptable. I do not
see why we need to email the person in charge
to ask them to upload our subjects; Because of
this I have not been able to check on my
progress, announcements nor my lecture slides.
Please sort this problem out as it is really un-
professional.”  The above response is very crit-
ical to the department that supports and admin-
isters Blackboard as it indicates a crucial con-
straining issue pertaining to the online helpdesk.
These constraints may be seen as gibberish but
they showcase the diverse needs of the stu-
dents and question the practices of those whose
task it is to service and support students with
the use of Blackboard.

Agential Influences

An aspect of agency that enables students’
use of Blackboard in a programme involves de-
liberate and conscious efforts to know and un-
derstand how the LMS works. One of the stu-
dents remarked,  “Once I got the hang of how it
[Blackboard] works…[I]found it was very sim-
ple in using”. Related to this issue of knowing
and understanding the system is the issue of
proficiency in the use of the Blackboard plat-
form which requires practice so that one gets
used to it. One of the students mentioned, “I am
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getting used to it more and more”. Through
exercising their personal agency, students come
to find on their own, ways of making the LMS to
work for them by finding out about ways of mak-
ing Blackboard usable on their own gadgets,
and also about ways of getting around compat-
ibility issues that might hinder their use of the
platform. As one of the students remarked, “I
had to find and install a new browser that was
more compliant”. Another issue that calls for
personal agency is fear of using the LMS. One
of the students reported, “It was scary...as time
went on I really enjoyed it”. Overcoming fear of
the LMS is indicative of an individual’s agency
and shows that the person’s emergent power is
mobilised and ushered in to deal with the medi-
um of interacting and engaging with the content
materials, peers and lecturers.

The anywhere, any place, and any time so
characteristic of virtual reality is realised once
the students use their agential powers to over-
come the challenges of using Blackboard. This
is illustrated in the experiences of one of the
students who opined, “The first time of using
Blackboard it was very challenging but now I
can access Blackboard using my phone at
home”. The role of training or capacitation of
students to use Blackboard contributes a great
deal to their personal agency. One of the stu-
dents remarked that “...because the training of
Blackboard was given before using it” he was
able to use Blackboard. Agential influences are
also manifested differently. Although there are a
lot of constraining factors in the use of Black-
board, there are equally a lot of enablers. Agen-
cy can also be negative unintentionally. The stu-
dents’ responses suggest a lot of agential chal-
lenges on the part of the students, Thefollow-
ing quote give evidence of this: “At first I found
it very tricky and confusing but once I got the
hang of how it works and found it was very
simple in using.” The student took charge of
getting past the difficulty. This is also illustrat-
ed by another respondent “At first it was scary
because am a first year student but as time goes
on I really enjoyed it”. This indicates agency
on the part of students getting past the stum-
bling blocks. Again this is indicative of agency
by overcoming fear. Agency is very evident in
most of the students’ responses, even though
they experienced constraining influences in us-
ing the Blackboard they overcame those con-
straints through their own personal agency.

DISCUSSION

The use-value of Blackboard in the manage-
ment and regulation of students learning con-
firms Towndown and Fareed’s (2014) observa-
tion that performance is militated by the stu-
dents’ and lecturers’ inability to use the LMS
effectively and efficiently. The personal agency
of the students still needs to be mobilised so
that they are able to confront personal fears
around the use of Blackboard, whilst at the same
time finding ways of addressing gaps and com-
petency levels on the computer. The lecturers’
non-use of Blackboard in the delivery of cours-
es is a cultural issue that is maintained by their
agency in the form of choices and decisions
around the modes of instruction. Similarly, Blin
et al. (2008) in  Gravett and Geyser (2004) ob-
served the refusal by particularly senior academ-
ics to use the LMS in the delivery of course
contents. These findings are similar to Mafuna
and Wadesango (2012) and Makura (2014) on
the challenges faced by students in the use of
LMS’s and other web-based learning tools. This
may also be associated with Pendry and Salva-
tore’s (2015) argument in identification as a
means of gaining access and the under-appreci-
ated benefits of engagement with online plat-
forms considering users well-being. When us-
ers join online platforms and engage, they get a
certain level of identification which gives them
agency to further engage. This paper argues that
in order to address access, compatibility, navi-
gation, and proficiency problems, students’ per-
sonal and collective agency needs to be har-
nessed and mobilised by Blackboard adminis-
trators and lecturers. Students are expected to
struggle at first with the LMS as observed in the
findings of this study. But, as some of the stu-
dents surveyed alluded, it takes practice to get
used to the Blackboard system. This is a cultur-
al matter that can realised by the agency of the
students concerned.

The results have implications for Blackboard
administrators and technical support services.
For instance, many students have come to rely
on accessing Blackboard through their own de-
vices, which comes with compatibility and in-
stability issues. Also, the findings of this re-
search on the structural issues pertained to com-
puter resources and their allocation, compatibil-
ity issues, the roles of the lecturers, Blackboard
administrators, technical support systems, as
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well as the rules that govern the enlisting of
courses and students on Blackboard. These is-
sues have the potential to constrain and/or even
curtail the use of Blackboard by some lecturers
and students. These findings concur with Selw-
yn (2007) and Makura (2014) who also found
that computer access and compatibility issues
were some of the challenges that undermine the
uptake and usage of eLearning tools. This pa-
per argues that some of these challenges can be
mediated by the agency of the parties involved,
particularly that of the students.

CONCLUSION

Margaret Archer’s social realist mechanisms
of structure, culture and agency are evident and
at play in the use of Blackboard in the selected
historically disadvantaged university. Structur-
al issues uncovered related to network failure
and the Blackboard system being down; com-
patibility with other devices and browsers; and
the maintenance of computer hardware in com-
puter laboratories. It emerged that some of the
students exercised their agency in making Black-
board usable on their own gadgets, overcoming
personal fear of acquiring proficiency in the use
of Blackboard. The study concludes that stu-
dents’ use agency in making their lecturers use
Blackboard for their courses is a cultural aspect
of the reality of Blackboard usage. This paper
also concludes that the students’ voice and per-
spective in the use of technology is necessary
to mitigate teaching and learning challenges, and
for the maximisation of learning.

This means that some of the ways that are
used to assist students with the use of Black-
board are not entirely effective or reaching out
to the entire student body, and hence this pa-
per’s contention that students’ perspective
should be canvassed and bargained for in the
use of Blackboard, since students have the po-
tential, through their agency, to mitigate the
structural and cultural impediments identified in
this particular paper and those of others.

RECOMMENDATIONS

It is recommended that lecturers give stu-
dents opportunities to exercise their agency to
confront structural and cultural challenges they
experience in the use of Blackboard. There should
be on-going awareness and training programmes

for both students and lecturers in the use of
Blackboard. Students who know their way
around Blackboard could be assigned as men-
tors to those who are beginners and/or strug-
gling with Blackboard.

Technical support services could take the
initiative to inform students about compatibility
issues, and other technical glitches that they
are likely to encounter when accessing Black-
board on their personal devices, and how to get
by these. In mitigating issues of network failure,
it is recommended that students be made aware
of such issues before hand, through announce-
ments about the network and Blackboard down
time. If the university is making technology a
part of its teaching and learning culture, then
provision and maintenance of computer facili-
ties should be a priority. There is need for flexi-
bility on the part of the Blackboard administra-
tors in the registration of courses and the enlist-
ing of students on Blackboard, as well as in at-
tending to students’ requests and queries. This
paper suggests that the online system should
be complemented by face to face consultations.
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