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INTRODUCTION 

 

Those of us who have been teaching for many years are at a threshold of new era in higher 

education. The infusion of technology in every aspect of our students’ young lives has produced 

new challenges for many faculty members. The fact that information can be instantly acquired 

from a multitude of sources, and with relative ease, has made it even more difficult to continue 

with traditional methods of teaching. One of the main challenges is to what extent should we 

incorporate the internet tools and applications into our courses. What is meant here is not simply 

using the internet as a research tool and/or creating web-based course material, rather using the 

internet’s Web 2.0 features such as RSS, Wiki, Podcast, Twitter, Blogs, You Tube and alike as a 

means to deliver course material and to get students actively engaged. Obviously, how such tools 

are utilized would depend not only on the particular discipline but the level of instructors’ 

understanding of such tools. I have selected my Information Systems course in which to 

implement these tools primarily because it is naturally more conducive to using innovative 

technologies, and also because students’ can readily access computers in lab and school’s 

network.  

 

The question is therefore twofold; first to what extent should these new tools become a part of 

delivery of material; and more importantly how effective would these methods be as compared to 

traditional methods of instruction delivery.  In other words, would using such techniques be a 

true innovation in the classroom or is it simply another gimmick.  In addition, it would be 

interesting to observe the extent to which students would reject or embrace such methodologies.  

 

Experiment Design  

 

To answer these questions, I have developed an experimental course in which many of the 

aforementioned tools are utilized. For this, the course material and lesson plans for an existing 

course has been redesigned to incorporate several internet-based tools. The course will be taught 

during summer 2009 session and results are reported in this paper in the Observations and 

Recommendations section. To set up such a course several factors were taken into account. 

These include:  

 

 Course Content  

 Communications Methods  

 Collaboration  



 Evaluation and Outcomes Assessment  

 IT Access and Support  

 

 

 

Course Content  

 

One of the main reasons for this experiment was to see if we can eliminate the textbook for the 

entire or at least part of the course.  The idea here is to let students develop the course material.  

This especially important for IS courses were textbook material becomes quickly outdated.  The 

attempt was made to make part of the course material available in digital form and have students 

collaborate on other material. Therefore reading material came from two sources. Since a portion 

of the course deals with hands-on microcomputer applications, the original intent was to use my 

existing set of notes make them available in PDF format.  Unfortunately, I could not update and 

modify them in time for the summer course and had to use the textbooks that I had picked for the 

course.  I intend to make them available for the fall term.  In addition to the regular content, the 

notes contain a series of links that will be interwoven into the document and will point the 

student to the appropriate websites and/or RSS feeds.  The following shows an example for 

portion one of these documents with embedded link. 

   

 



These documents would be available on BlackBoard or other internet-based sources such as 

Google Reader. All students will be required to create an account on Google in order to have 

access to all Google tools.   

 

The second part of the course material covers the Information Systems Concepts or what I call 

the nuts and bolts of computing.  In past, a textbook was assigned as reading material for this 

portion but it became progressively more difficult to keep up with the newer technologies as 

these text where at least one to two years behind the curve.  This presented an opportunity to see 

if the content can be kept fresh and be generated through existing web-based sources.  To 

accomplish this, a series of Wiki topics were started.  These would usually contain several 

images and a brief description of the topic. The following is an example of one of these wikis. 

 

 
 

As a part their assignments, students were asked to provide additional information about the 

topic by adding to the wiki’s content through comments. Part of the assignment grade was the 

extent to which each student contributed to the topic. This was made possible through the use of 

Wiki Tool available on BlackBoard. This tool allows for version control and can be set up so that 

students are able to add to the content but not be able to delete the comments. It was set up for a 

specific timeframe providing a built-in deadline for assignments an each comment was 

automatically date stamped.  To make sure that students did not receive credit after the deadline, 



a copy of each wiki was made.  This particular wiki received 7 comments that are presented in 

the Appendix A. 

 

There were 10 wikis for the course and following image shows how they appear on Wiki Tool.  

Note that the “Processing Hardware” wiki was selected. 

 

 
 

At the beginning students were a bit confused about what was actually required but quickly 

caught on.  For example, one criterion for adding comments to wikis was not to repeat what 

others have already contributed so the earlier a student contributed the easier the assignment 

would be. Unfortunately, for the first assignment, a student answered all the questions in the wiki 

and left nothing for other students to contribute.  Just to make it more interesting, after all 

students made comments on the wiki they were quizzed on the content.  This created an 

unintended consequence for both instructor and students.  Students soon realized that to get 

better grade, they needed to make their comment more substantive.  This, however, created more 

material for quizzes as the comments accumulated.  Students eventually started tempering their 

comments and do less copying and pasting.  The instructor faced a similar dilemma.  On one 

hand, it was good to get students involved but at the same time, on occasions, the amount of 

material become unbearable.  

 



Wikis were managed by the instructor throughout the semester and simple stats were available 

easily.  The following show the portion of BlackBoard’s Wiki Tool that allows for updating the 

wiki and keeping track of comments. 

 

 
 

In addition to contributing to wikis, each student had to start and maintain a blog throughout the 

term.  To research topic was left to students but all had to focus on the impact of technology on 

our lives. Students are asked to provide information including images, video and audio files 

about the particular topic.   The image in the following page shows a portion of one of the 

student’s blog. 

 

At the end of the course, the blog information was consolidated into a research paper and an 

eight minute presentation.  One difference between this method and traditional paper 

assignments was that other students could comment on the blogs and could help their fellow 

students with reference sources and relevant information. BlackBoad Blog Tool allows for 

keeping track of comments was set up to keep comments from being deleted.  This only 

happened in one occasion as the students were pressed for time 

 



 
 

Communication Methods  

 

Since the course relates to information technology, classes usually met in the PC lab. This 

allowed students to have an opportunity to work on their assignments under instructor’s 

supervision. In the next iteration of this course, I intend to use several other ways to 

communicate with the students such as BlackBoard’s Collaboration Session and Discussion 

Board. I am also working on several short lecture audio recordings that can be Podcasted and 

downloaded to any cell phone or MP3 player. For example, syllabus and course outline 

information and some of the course requirements will be available as an audio file. I also 

maintain FaceBook and Twitter accounts but have not decided how to incorporate them in this 

course.  The following image shows BlackBoard’s communication tools that were (will be) 

utilized in the course. 



 

 

Collaboration 

  

The course was designed to make collaborative efforts easier for students. The fact that students 

could comment on each other’s work and contribute to their fellow students’ research creates a 

new paradigm for collaborative learning.  Also, there are two group projects in which students 

were required to work in teams. BlackBoard allows for setting up Group Pages in which students 

can exchange files and work on the projects. For real-time collaboration students are encouraged 

to use Collaboration Session on BlackBoard or use free online programs such as Google’s Knol 

and Orkut.  Following image shows some of the collaborations tools that are available to 

students. 

 

 



  

Evaluation and Outcomes Assessment  

 

It was anticipated that this part of the course to be most challenging.  This turned out to be easier 

than anticipated.  One fear was that the collaborative nature of the course and cross-pollination in 

research efforts and team projects would create communal effect when grading assignments.  

This did not happen as students were too busy with their own material to help others.  Also, there 

was enough variation in comments that very few if any of them repeated the same material.  One 

difficulty was trying to quantify students’ contribution to Wiki pages and Blogs.  This was 

accomplished by comparing comments and assigning points based on amount of contribution, 

quality of what was added to wiki and how recent was the information provided.  Tests and 

quizzes were used as usual to measure of students’ comprehension of material. Quizzes were 

administered using BlackBoard’s Test Manager.  One of the objectives of this experiment was to 

see whether or not these methods are effective as compared to the traditional techniques. This 

was done by comparing student grades for this course with those of the similar course taught last 

summer.  The average grades for this course was 5% higher than that of a similar course last 

year.  The quiz average that tested students knowledge of wikis was actually 7% lower than last 

year’s.  This was probably because they had to read more material.  Students, however, did not 

mind not having a text and most managed to get the information they needed from online 

sources. 

  

IT Access and Support  

 

This course has always been taught in a computer lab so students have always had a hands-on 

experience. What makes this new approach different is that students are now required to 

contribute to the course content and aid each other’s learning. They can also access course 

material through multiple media and at any time. The institution has provided a very effective IT 

infrastructure for doing this and has encouraged faculty to utilize new technologies in the 

classroom. I am a member of a group of faculty who is selected to investigate the use of touch 

PDAs for instructional technologies.  I intend to use this opportunity to get feedback from other 

group members on the most effective ways to utilize mobile devices in higher education.  

 

Expected Outcomes 

  

The purpose of this experiment was to establish whether or not the new internet-based 

technologies can enhance or replace the traditional teaching methods. Four basic outcomes were 

expected:  

 

1. Students will embrace this method and the course will be popular.  

 



This actually happened for two reasons.  First it was a very unique way of engaging them 

in the course and to get them to contribute.  The other reason was that students invariably 

appreciate going on line and searching for relevant information.  They also appreciated 

seeing other students’ contributions and comparing them with their own contribution. 

 

2. Students will learn about and will become proficient in utilize new information system 

technologies.  

 

This happened to a certain extent.  Students did not have any difficulty accessing and 

adding to the course content but it is not clear whether or not they learned how it works 

or they will continue utilizing the technologies outside the class. 

 

3. Students will gain a deeper understanding of information systems through collaboration. 

 

If this happened, it surly was not apparent.  The collaboration efforts were kept to a 

minimum and students did not seem to have time to help each other.  This could be a 

function of teaching the course during summer term.  The course was condensed and met 

every day.  One notable item here is the fact that students tended to find highly up-to-date 

material and in that respect you may claim that they gained a better understanding of 

information system. 

 

4. These methods would be more effective than traditional instructional methods in 

students’ comprehension of course material.  

 

I based my comparison on two areas; one was how students performed in quizzes and 

assignments and the other was on their research project.  This is a highly unscientific way 

of assessing the effectiveness of the new methods since many other factors could have 

contributed to grade fluctuation. However, it does provide a preliminary indication of the 

impact of the new methodology on student learning.  As was mentioned before, students’ 

grades in quizzes decline by 7% while the grade for the projects increased by 19% 

compared to similar class last year.  The average grade for the course increased by 5% 

compared to last year’s class.   

The better indication was how good the research topics were and the quality of blogs.  I 

noticed that students were a bit more diligent in their research and in writing things up as 

they go.  This was mainly due to the fact that all blogs were public and instructor and 

other students could see each others’ progress. 

Observations and Recommendations 

Even though this experiment was limited in nature, few observations were made.  These include 

the following: 



1. The time commitment for setting up the course by far exceeded my expectations. 

2. At the beginning of the course, the new approach was a bit confusing for students. 

3. Students seemed to enjoy playing with some new tools. 

4. Collaborative efforts were non-existent. 

5. Students let wiki contribution and blog entries drift and rush to complete them at the last 

minute. 

6. The number of wiki entries grew rapidly even though the class size was small.  

7. Quality of research papers and presentation increased dramatically. 

Based on these observations, the following recommendations can be made: 

1. Allow ample time for course design. 

2. Get familiar with all Web 2.0 tools prior to start of the course. 

3. The requirements and expectations have to be clarified early in the semester. 

4. Tight timelines are required to keep student on task. 

5. The amount of material generated has to be managed. 

6. Create situations that forces students to collaborate on projects. 

7. Must be careful with larger classes since the wiki entries can get out of and quickly. 

  



Appendix A – Comments on Wiki #5: Processing Hardware 

 

 



 

 

 


