ELCS-MAN05: Finance –Professor Lyn Thomas

(School of Management):

Issues of Online Simulations

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

Lyn Thomas came to the University of Southampton in 2000 to take up the post of professor of management science, having lectured at the University of Edinburgh for 15 years.  His interests are in credit risk and scoring and in game theory, all aspects which have informed his e-learning developments.  He teaches on the BSc. Management Analysis, MSc. in Management Science & Finance and MSc. Operational Research & Finance.

The Inclusion of Electronic Provision

The MSc. in Management Science & Finance, which has, on average 30 students per year, has pilot support funding under the Colloborative Training Account (CTA) initiative to encourage part-time students to take the programme.  Part of the agreement was that new units would be accessible electronically.  The University’s Blackboard VLE (Virtual Learning Environment) was used to provide this and in Thomas’s experience this has worked.  The pages are primarily a place from where students can download resources such as Powerpoint slides and exercises and their solutions.  Students tend to print out the exercises to work on them.

Thomas does not use online asynchronous conferencing.  He feels that it is something that staff find challenging to grasp properly.  He uses email for correspondence whether to individual students or to groups of them.  The students receive an email list so that they contact their staff and fellow students on the programme.

Support for Game Theory

One unit that Thomas teaches is ‘Game Theory’.  The unit focuses on games against others and involves gaming problems with more than one decision maker.  There are three internet games that Thomas uses to enable students to compete against each other.  They input the information and subsequently receive the result of their choices, impinged upon by those of the other participants.

The first is the Prisoner’s Dilemma.  This is based on two suspects being interrogated separately about the same crime.  Students need to decide what is the best course of action for an individual in such a situation, for example whether one should stay quiet, confess, blame the other, etc.  Such considerations are similar to those that occur during nuclear disarmament negotiations, in labour relations and in the setting of prices.  The students play one round and see what the consequences are for the action they chose, then, play again.

The second example is a game setting prices for energy provided by power stations.  Students put in a bid to generate one unit of electricity.  Then the ‘Grid’ sees how many units it needs and accepts as many bids to fill that demand, starting at the lowest priced ones first.  All the providers accepted, however, are paid at the level of the highest priced unit that the Grid buys.  Initially students often put in bids of cost plus a profit  before realising that they can generate more income by using different strategies, such as putting in bids of £0.
Benefits for Teaching and Research

Another use of the internet for involving students in teaching is in the 1st Year undergraduate course on Management Analysis.  One of Thomas’s interests is in consumer borrowing and in its customisation.  The project focuses on options in the customisation of bank accounts, for example the creation of ‘student’ accounts.  Banks may impose limits on what such an account holder may do, but in turn they often give incentives such as free CDs or travel passes, free foreign exchange facilities or pay interest on the account when it is in credit.

Soon after many of the 1st Years have applied for their own bank accounts, on having come to university, Thomas has them complete an online form which makes them various offers representing particular sorts of bank accounts.  Using the form, the students indicate whether they would accept or reject the different facilities offered to them.  The data comes through a webpage with ASP behind it and is then fed into an Excel spreadsheet in which it is analysed.

Feedback is given to the 1st Years about the patterns of supply and demand of accounts demonstrated by the exercise.  The data is then used as one of the assessed projects.  Thomas likes to use this information as students can see where it originated.  It also generates research data that can be used in Thomas’s work and by masters students.
The programme was set up using funds from a research grant that allowed a programmer to be employed to produce it.  The key problem is that webpages tend to be relocated within the University on almost annual basis and Thomas has to request most years for the game to be shifted along with them.  The main problem is this hampers updating which tends to come at certain times of the year.

Motives for Increasing E-Learning

Thomas is currently working on introducing e-learning to a number of his MSc. units.  His aim is ultimately to have them all including a sizeable amount of e-learning provision so permitting students to study at a distance.  This is a welcome development for the School as many of its potential students are likely to already be in work.  E-learning provides opportunities for interaction that distance students might otherwise miss.  Beyond this Thomas would like to provide modules for PhD. Students online too, feeling that it would show that the University is serious in attracting part-time and overseas students at this level.  If they come to Southampton for 2-3 months for training they would benefit from having access to resources before they arrived and to be able to access them easily later on in their thesis writing.  However, in the current system at the University there is little reward for staff doing such developmental work.  As has been noted in other reports, much development of e-learning has been sustained by staff working in their free time and using their own money,
 or, as in this case, through research funding to provide facilities that serve both for teaching and for research.

Conclusion

This case study demonstrates that the development of e-learning, whilst often focusing on the increased potential for communication between students and students and staff also can provide different facilities.  The ability to provide a system that responds to the choices that students make and gathers data for subsequent scrutiny opens up many avenues for using e-learning for problem solving and analysis rather than the passive, content approaches that seem so common.  Again, though, it shows that the prevailing structure at the University depends on staff expending their own time and money to push forward developments in e-learning, with little recognition, bar that of the students, for the gains they are bringing to teaching and learning in their units.

Dr. Keir Thorpe, 18th August 2006.
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