ELCS-MAN02: Information Systems – Dr. Sumedha Makewita
(School of Management):

Issues of Electronic Submission and Website Building
From an interview by Dr. Keir Thorpe (LASS Faculty Learning & Teaching Co-ordinator)

E-Learning Case Studies

The Project Report on E-Learning Practice in the Faculty of LASS produced by Puren Savas Gedikoglu in May 2005 prompted a desire in the Faculty to explore e-learning provision within all of its Schools.  This would not only provide a snapshot of development in this important area of contemporary learning and teaching, but would also enable accurate responses to requests on such issues whether originating from within the University or from outside.  Consequently, a series of interviews has been carried out of those identified as having taken steps to develop e-learning provision and these have formed the basis of short reports each detailing the work of one or two academics.
Background

Sumedha Makewita says he learnt about Blackboard from the former Faculty of Mathematics at the University of Southampton where his wife had been studying an undergraduate course.  From the handouts his wife received, Makewita found out about Jean Renshall’s use of the faculty’s computer suites.  Using a virtual learning environment (VLE) to teach interested Makewita, making him ready when Blackboard was introduced to the School of Management.  Makewita lectures in Information Systems, but being in the management field his work focuses on the social organisation aspects rather than technical ones.
Makewita uses Blackboard like many other colleagues for delivering course materials but he has also made great use of the dropbox feature to eliminate paper from the submission and marking of assignments.  He feels that if a lecturer is not a Blackboard ‘player’, i.e. uses the VLE consistently rather than simply as a supplement, then their students will not use it.  Students need to be encouraged to regularly engage with the VLE by having it fully integrated into their units.
Electronic Submission

Not only does Makewita use Blackboard to alert students to upcoming assignments but students on his units send him their completed essays via Blackboard’s dropbox facility.  They complete a standard coversheet which forms the first page of their assignment and Makewita writes his feedback into this before returning it to the individual student’s dropbox for collection.  Students automatically receive an electronic date stamp from Blackboard when they submit their assignment and another when Makewita returns it, so there is no dispute about submission or turn-around times.  Unlike some people, Makewita has no problem reading material online, which removes the need to print off the assignments, though he could do this if he wished.
For his own benefit Makewita has a summary spreadsheet with all the grades and details of each student’s submitted work.  The spreadsheet is linked to the actual pieces of work so that with one click these can be pulled up at any time for viewing.  This eliminates the need for Makewita to photocopy assignments if he wants to keep a copy of each actual piece of work.  The whole package of spreadsheet and assignments is stored on a CD ROM which goes to the moderator and external examiners.  This approach reduces the need for filing cabinets full of scripts.

Whilst this approach provides convenience for Makewita and security against course work being lost, the biggest saving is in time for secretarial staff.  They now no longer have to spend time checking in submitted work for Makewita’s units, nor do they have to store it, as the whole electronic approach removes the process from them, leaving them just having to store the back-up CD ROMs.
The academic year 2004/5 was the first that Makewita used this approach and it was clear that rules were not in place to handle electronic submission.  However, through common sense and negotiation this has been resolved satisfactorily.  In the first year of use all but one student submitted their work in MS Word, the exception used an MS Works package meaning the assignment had to be converted.  As a result Makewita has introduced a rule that work should be submitted in Word, but if this is not possible then it should come in RTF (Rich Text Format) which is easily usable in Word.
In 2004/5, 71 undergraduate and 101 postgraduate students used Makewita’s system for submitting their work.  For the undergraduates this included submitting their projects through Blackboard.
Submitting Webpages, Spreadsheets and Systems
Though increasingly the average member of the public is creating webpages for the purposes of their hobbies or to share family information, and even school children may do this as an aspect of a project, the bulk of university students have no experience in creating a website.  Though Makewita was keen to encourage students to include website development in their work, not least because it is a useful transferable skill that is likely to be expected by employers, he recognised it would be difficult to compel Management students to do this.  As a result he awards 5-7% above a potential 100% to students who do include such an element.  This means that if they do not wish to participate, they can still receive a top mark.  However, since starting with this approach, 99% of the students on the relevant units have opted to take part.
In the simplest form the students produce an appendix to their electronically-submitted assignments as a webpage and include dynamic links to it from within their essay.  Students usually place these pages on the university server, but part-time students will often store it elsewhere, drawing on free or paid-for server provision.
For Makewita’s unit ‘Decision Support & Expert Systems’ students have to develop a decision support system in Excel.  In addition, they have to produce an expert system.  Over the past few years this was done using software from Exsys which specialises in this kind of product.  Students would submit a diskette containing their system to Makewita.  An old version of the Exsys software was used and it contained bugs.  However, with a licence for newer versions costing £6000, it was not feasible to update the software given that 20 students take the unit each year.  As a result, Makewita has started to use a free Java applet that provides a framework into which students can load their expert system.
Makewita creates a directory using the applet and students fill in the ‘blanks’ with their material.  They load a text file into the knowledge base which then inserts the material into the system.  Everything then works in a consolidated and integrated way.  Students receive additional marks for making their expert system appear ‘professional’.  Similarly the Excel spreadsheet can be loaded into the proper place in the framework and can be opened online to function fully.

The students’ expert systems and spreadsheets are accompanied by a report about their work.  This they convert into HTML (HyperText Mark-up Language) which is put into a Zipfile and loaded into a database.  Makewita unzips this file and puts it into the directory.  Whilst to the uninitiated this may appear complex, it is no more involved, for example, than submitting turns to some online games.  Again, as with the essays, the students complete a standard coversheet and Makewita links from his own spreadsheet to the student’s work and all of this is stored on CD ROM for back up and moderation.
Another variation is used on the ‘Information Systems Management’ course.  For this students have to produce a business plan for an imaginary internet information business.  Again the students can upload their work into the framework Makewita has created allowing both him and them to see it functioning.
Challenges

Only two M.Sc. students have complained about the task of creating a webpage being included in their unit.  However, they were reminded that this is an optional element and they still have the potential to achieve 100% without participating in this activity.  Almost universally the creation of web material is popular with students.

Makewita was keen to make use of these e-learning techniques to provide not only an exciting approach to studying the units but also to develop students’ transferable skills.  Initially Makewita had concerns about reading material on screen, but this has proven not to be difficult and there have been no complaints, including from the moderator, Jonathan Klein.
One concern that has come with submission being made entirely electronic is having the students signing the plagiarism statement.  Some organisations take an email from a recognised personal email address as being the equivalent of a signature.  Makewita is asking ISS (Information Systems Services) to include a plagiarism statement within Blackboard which students can click on in order to register that they have read and acknowledged it.  Makewita has also suggested that it would be easy for the university to operate an electronic certificate system for students as is done increasingly in online business.  The certificate would only be needed for activity within the university, so it would act as the certification authority, issuing each student with one when they register for their course.  Engaging with Blackboard using this certification would be the equivalent to signing statements, with the same penalties for abuse.
Makewita believes strongly in the traditional culture of universities and is keen not to lose the face-to-face tutor-student interaction.  Consequently his use of e-learning does not reduce such contact; it is additional.  He sees the e-learning provision as eliminating bottlenecks in the study process which saves time for secretarial colleagues and thus is of benefit to the School as a whole.
Makewita’s next project is to create an online business simulation.  Students would be able to register an imaginary company and then run it, facing the challenges that a real business would encounter.  Owing to his personal interest in this project Makewita is working on it in his spare time and anticipates that it will not be ready until 2006/7.  Whilst this work is done on his own initiative, it is clear that it will benefit his School once it is complete.
Conclusion
This case study demonstrates how normal the totally electronic submission of assignments can become.  Whilst some colleagues will be averse to reading assignments on screen this does not prevent the electronic submission and return of the material, thus this approach could be used by colleagues right across the university.  This method brings workload gains and provides an efficient, cost effective approach.  It must be noted though that Makewita has benefited from the acceptance of it by colleagues, which may not be forthcoming in other Schools.
Makewita’s units also encompass the building of webpages.  This is an important transferable skill that many employers now anticipate from their staff, even in academia.  Makewita’s facilitated approach is a successful way to develop students’ skills in an unthreatening manner.  Though these elements remain optional, it is clear the vast majority of students who have participated recognise and value the opportunities these approaches offer.
Dr. Keir Thorpe, 8th November 2005.
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