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To drive the digital teaching and learning transformation strategy, UAEU sought 
to attract and engage instructors to deliver relevant training to improve course 
engagement. The institution also recognised it needed greater visibility in how 
students engaged with online course materials to encourage their participation.

The Center for Excellence in Teaching and Learning at UAEU used Blackboard Analytics 
for Learn to identify areas of weakness in the learning experience across all its courses. 
The institution supported instructors with professional development programs to 
meet blended learning demands while using the data to improve student participation 
and performance.

Academic administrators at UAEU including department chairs, assistant and 
associate deans, provosts, and chancellors required access to how instructors 
and students utilized the university’s Virtual Learning Environment. This would 
allow them to make data-informed decisions requiring access to real-time data analytics.

Dashboards, as well as standard and customized reports provided by Blackboard 
Analytics for Learn, supported operational, tactical, and strategic decisions taken 
by course instructors all the way to the provost.  

CHALLENGES:

SOLUTIONS:

Professor Hassan Selim
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“Upskilling and developing higher education instructors today needs to 
have the right mindset and attitude, giving more control and agency to 
students while providing adaptive and personalized teaching and learning. 
This isn’t about cloning traditional courses to the online platform, but 
about taking a more efficient and effective approach to rethinking and 
transforming the delivery of education and learning.” 

– Prof. Hassan Selim

UAEU has utilized online educational technologies since 2000, with data analytics 
playing a key role in understanding the levels of engagement and interaction with 
digital learning tools. Analytics for Learn was implemented in 2015 to enable UAEU’s 
CETL and academic administrators to better understand the performance of instructors 
and students in a blended teaching and learning environment. It also allows them to 
see how the utilization of digital tools impacts student engagement.

UAEU is currently undertaking a digital learning transformation, moving courses and 
full academic programs online. As such, the institution is paying particular attention to 
the delivery of online education through three core aspects: 1) key learning outcomes 
of the course, referred to as knowledge blocks, 2) interactive learning elements, and 
3) blended-learning opportunities. The institution also considers what teaching pedagogy, 
modality, and tools can be used to support this. 

Instructors are encouraged to explore more data when reviewing course performance. 
CETL publishes the top ten most engaged courses and instructors to motivate teaching 
community members. This list highlights the possibilities and success in digitalisation, 
achieved by “Blackboardians”, UAEU’s term for early adopters of the platform. This 
enables CETL to communicate the key drivers for full digital adoption, and helps 
deans make informed decisions.

UAEU is also introducing a new professional development framework to gauge instructors’ 
online teaching readiness to ensure greater adoption of digital teaching and learning methods 
and tools.

The biggest challenge for UAEU is to attract professional development participation 
from instructors working to improve online courses and content provisions. 2020 drove 
fast adoption of remote teaching and learning, with a large number of instructors simply 
cloning existing teaching methods online, often by just uploading PowerPoint slides. 

UAEU – Transforming teaching delivery

Driving digital transformation

Engaging and supporting instructors
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To overcome this problem, CETL recognised the importance of providing the right support 
to their instructors. By running a series of standard and customized reports on instructors’ 
engagement and performance in Analytics for Learn, CETL now identifies course content 
strengths and weaknesses, plus under-utilised features in Blackboard Ultra.

Each year, UAEU runs Blackboard October, a series of professional development training 
workshops, to fill the skill and knowledge gaps of its instructors. The program addresses 
challenges, with sessions to demonstrate “best practices” and Blackboard features by 
example and guest speakers to discuss blended learning.

The Blackboard October initiative achieves noticeable differences in the type of content 
instructors share, as well as increased student interaction. Following the event in 2020, 
instructors began using new features in their online delivery to support student 
engagement. These included: replacing static content libraries with systemized content 
releases using Blackboard’s adaptive release function; the application of a new UAEU 
grading rubric for assessing student assignments; and, more frequent testing with 
summative quizzes.

“Courses that were taught in blended format actually benefited from 
increased student engagement and performance. Our instructors are 
seeing things differently now.” 

– Prof. Hassan Selim

UAEU measures engagement between courses, compared by semester, to track the level 
of digital adoption by its instructors. Different course designs for presenting material 
are constantly trialled and tested using a range of digital tools, including interactive 
videos, wikis, blogs, and discussion forums. 

Instructors are encouraged to engage in online dialogue and continually feed content 
into discussion forums to further facilitate interest and explore different perspectives. 
Instructors are now adapting their teaching delivery with a more student-led approach 
by responding to what drives student engagement from the data presented. This also 
enables instructors to address different forms of pedagogy such as flipped classroom, 
case-based teaching, and active learning.

By showing instructors the type of customisation and course design that is possible, 
and how content can be displayed, CETL has now successfully transformed a number 
of courses to a fully blended delivery format, with more to follow.

Analytics for Learn enables UAEU to track students’ learning participation at a more 
personalized level. Instructors review student engagement with course materials, which 
can be used as part of a formative assessment, as well as to identify h igh- and low-performing 
students in order to provide better support and a closer teaching relationship.

Improving course engagement

Managing student participation



Prof. Hassan Selim and colleagues use the data to identify students struggling to interact 
within the teaching and learning environment. This allows them to encourage students to 
engage in mixed classes and discussion forums, thereby enabling greater social cohesion 
in online education.

UAEU can track each individual to easily identify students at risk. CETL showcases 
courses to demonstrate to instructors how these reports work to make a real impact. 
While it’s gradual, the dashboards and reports are helping guide their approach.

RECOMMENDATION:

       Before introducing any business intelligence and analytic solution, it’s 
essential to build data practice within the institution and entrench a culture of 
decisions based on data. We look at data from different perspectives to deliv-
er relevant insights to instructors and academic administrators. Blackboard 
Analytics has a good set of standard reports, with customized reporting giving us 
even deeper access to data.”   

– Prof. Hassan Selim

“Currently we are focusing on student activity and performance of courses. 
We need to develop our own KPIs for interactive courses, and we will begin 
customizing these for the future to be suitable for real online learning. We currently 
share the reports, but, in [the] future, deans, department chairs, and advisors will 
generate their own reports and feel the true value of Blackboard Analytics.    

– Mohammad Qatrawi
UAE University Campus
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