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July 28, 2014: The memo sent to Provost Sabah Randhawa recommending 
Canvas follows. Contractual details included in the original memo have been 
redacted to honor the requirements of the RFP process. 
 
 
June 9, 2014 
 
To: Sabah Randhawa 
From: Lois Brooks & Dave King 
Re: Learning management selection 
 
Faculty and students have completed a quarter-long intensive evaluation of Blackboard v. 14 and 
Canvas. The results show a preference for Canvas from both faculty and students, identifying pros and 
cons with each system, and noting that either would be an acceptable solution. The outcomes of this 
evaluation are: 

● The evaluation team offered a comprehensive analysis but did not make a recommendation for 
a particular product, but recommend without hesitation that OSU move away from our 
current version of Blackboard to one of these two solutions. No matter which system is 
selected, the evaluation team strongly recommends sufficient faculty support to assure a 
successful transition. Excerpts from the evaluation follow at the end of this memo. 

● The Instructional Technology Governance committee recommends adopting Unizin with a 5-1 
vote, and one additional vote for Unizin offered under the condition that sufficient resources 
are allocated to a transition. 

● The Faculty Senate Executive Committee has been briefed on Unizin, and expressed particular 
emphasis on the need for analytics to inform student success. 

 
This evaluation focused just on the faculty and students experience with the systems. At a leadership 
level, we should consider strategic factors as well to position OSU competitively and achieve the goals 
set in SP3. These factors include: 

● We will continue to innovate in course delivery options, well beyond the traditional 
face-to-face and distance options for degree seeking students. We anticipate growth in areas 
that provide greater learner success and multiple access points to education, including 
self-directed personalized learning pathways, full and micro-credentials, augmentation 
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programs like START that have non-credit learning components, and open education 
offerings.  

● Oregon State will have to approach innovation in learning, taking into account our land-grant 
mission and the expectation for synergy, by linking non-credit, Extension, professional and 
continuing education as well as other open educational resources to our extensive credit-based 
offerings in a way that will meet the needs of the post-traditional learners—who are becoming 
the majority of our student body.  

● Students and faculty will increasingly demand more flexibility in learning options, choosing 
their own devices, and moving through learning interactions across OSU campuses and virtual 
spaces at their convenience. They will expect the learning systems to keep pace with their 
technology and desired experience with OSU. 

● Performance and predictive metrics are essential to our ability to compete and achieve strategic 
goals.  

● Cost predictability, and ideally, the ability to innovate without continual incremental 
investment in technology require that we have a scalable and flexible solution. 

The analysis below highlights areas of difference between the products that merit consideration as they 
related to achieving OSU’s goals. 

Analytics: Both products have inline analytics for courses that offer more data that we have today. 
Should we choose to make an additional investment, Blackboard offers a second product, Blackboard 
Analytics, for a license fee. It has fairly extensive capability. Canvas does not have a secondary analytics 
product so we would need to undertake this work separately, or more likely in collaboration with 
like-minded universities such as the Unizin partners. 

User delight: This is described more fully in the comments at the end. Canvas has a modern, student 
centric interface. Blackboard has a more mature feature set but with a sometimes confusing and 
cumbersome interface. For our faculty and students, ease of use gave Canvas the edge. 

Migration: Whether we select Blackboard or Canvas, instructors will undergo a learning curve and 
should expect to spend a few hours becoming familiar with the new system. From a technical 
perspective, moving from Blackboard 13 (local version) to Blackboard 14 is fairly seamless. Moving 
from Blackboard to Canvas will require more behind-the-scenes work. 

Recommendation part 1: Select Canvas as OSU’s learning platform. All things considered, Canvas is 
better positioned to support learning across all forms of engagement, scale both in terms of technology 
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and cost management, and offers a more delightful experience for our users. The additional one-time 
complexity of the migration is more than balanced by having a solution that best meets OSU’s needs. 

Recommendation part 2: Unizin 

The Unizin consortium is a higher education owned service to provide a full suite of learning tools 
based on Canvas, content integration and support for open content, and shared effort to develop an 
analytics platform. If successful, participation in the Unizin consortium will deliver to OSU much more 
functionality and analytical capability than we can achieve on our own, and it will include open 
educational resources, professional and continuing educational learning opportunities as well as all 
digital Extension programming. Because the consortium is negotiating for IPEDS numbers greater that 
500,000, the license and maintenance costs are substantially lower than OSU has been quoted in the 
RFP. This price discount helps mitigate the risk of upfront capital investments. OSU will have a seat on 
the board of directors. 

Notes from the evaluation. While both products have similar features and functions, the evaluation 
team notes a difference in philosophy: 

“Blackboard is a mature product intentionally designed to offer instructors many resources and options 
for displaying content and shaping the learning experience. It’s an instructor-centric platform that 
requires a relatively high level of competency to configure and optimize the various tools. Instructors 
and instructional designers have a lot of control to determine when and how content and grading 
details will be accessible to students. The grade center and test functionality in particular accommodate 
a wide variety of teaching and assessment needs. However, all of these features come with a price: 
Blackboard’s click-heavy, sometimes confusing interface. While experienced users benefit from the rich 
feature set, there is currently a relatively steep learning curve for instructors who are new to 
Blackboard, and a potential disadvantage for students using poorly designed course sites.” In addition, 
Blackboard as a mature product has still not responded to requests for addressing learners needs 
associated with Extension learning opportunities. Any assumption that they might address our 
non-credit needs in the future is speculation. 

“Canvas is a much newer product, and its user interface resembles current social media programs like 
Facebook. From its inception Canvas has been designed to be simple and student/learner-centric. 
Canvas course sites offer a consistent structure that makes it more likely students can find course 
material and track upcoming work as the term progresses. Instructors who are accustomed to 
Blackboard’s multiple options for configuring grading schemas and displaying specific content at 
specific times will need to find workarounds in Canvas. The Canvas platform is maturing, but 
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Instructure has made it clear they review feature requests with an eye toward maintaining a clean, 
simple user interface. Canvas’ “true-cloud”’ platform means that upgrades are pushed out every three 
weeks, generally with no system downtime.” 


