Course Web: A Report On
Converting Course Notes To Web
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Matt Melchert

The Waikato Polytechnic This paper provides the results of a survey which
Hamilton, New Zealand Was given to the students in 1999 on the general
. effectiveness of CourseWeb. In addition, the paper will
itmpm@twp.ac.nz report the results of a survey given to the students in 2000
which assesses the effectiveness of the notes using
WebCT with its extra features, as well as the author’s
experience using WebCT.
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The author has been supplying course notes t9 . |[NTRODUCTION AND
students on the computer network for many years. These ORGANISATION

were usually developed using a word processor, but in
1999 the course notes were converted to web pages so
they could be viewed by a web browser. This system, The experience of the author in making course notes
referred to a€ourseWepallowed the use of hyperlinks available to students is described in this paper.
to definitions and other resources available on the World ~ The paper is divided into the following sections:
Wide Web, which (hopefully) provided a richer source of Section 1 is this introduction.
course material as well as making the notes more enjoyale Section 2 gives a historical background, giving the
for the students to use. author’s experience in making course notes available
One disadvantage of the 1999 version of the on computer systems through several versions.
author’s notes was that they were stored as files on tge section 3 describes CourseWeb 1, which was the first
local network, which means they were inaccessible from ¢t of notes which were organised as web pages. The

outside The Waikato Polytechnic (TWP),' This year, the yaneral structure of the notes, problems encountered
notes have been incorporated into TWP’s WebCT server, ;, producing CourseWeb 1, and the results of a student

which in addition to making them available outside the survey are presented.
Polytechnic also provides a bulletin board where studen‘s Section 4 describes CourseWeb 2. which consists of

can post queries to the tutor and share ideas. CourseWeb reorganised and presented to the students
using WebC¥*. As before, the general structure,
problems encountered, and the results of a student
survey are presented.

¢ Section 5 provides a conclusion.

¢ Section 6 presents references consisting of websites
that can be accessed to provide material supporting
this paper.
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Note: an earlier version of this paper was submitted  As the web became more and more ubiquitous, more
as a report for credit towards the Certificate in Tertiargnd more of the teaching here at the Polytechnic involved
Teaching. the use of the web for course and resource materials. A

natural step for me, then, was to convert my MS Word
2. HISTORICAL BACKGROUND notes into web pages so the students could view them
with a web browser. Not only did students have the notes

Since his early days teaching at the University vailable on line, but links to pertinent websites can also

Waikato, the author has used a word processor to prep ?emclut_jed right in the notes. _—
slides for course notes. Students then began requesting. a This process was begun at the beg_lnmng of 199.9'
copy of the notes prepared as a handout. This seeme ce then the guthor has been systematl_cally conyertmg
good idea, as they could scribble their own notes in i e Word notes into HTML format, assembllng,them |_ntoa
margins and gaps of the text. Later, the author startéHuc_ture referrc_ed to :ﬁourseWeb_T_he students’ reaction
distributing the notes files he created to students, thoubchth'S has again been very positive.
because of technicalities the author had to translate the
files from MS Word format to text. 3. COURSEWEB 1
The students’ reaction to this was generally positive.
A downside was they started taking this for granted, and  This section describes the organisation, creation,
complained if the notes were not made available to therand student reaction to the first implementation of
When the author took a job at Waikato PolytechnicCourseWeb.
he continued this practice of using a word processor to
prepare notes. As both the students and the author hgdl. CourseWeb 1 Organisation
access to the IT3 server (and MS Word), a natural step
was to make a copy of the files available to the students on | the first version of the author’s online notes, the

the network. The students’ reaction to this has also begs were translated from Microsoft Word to HTML. The
generally positive. They can now make their own copy @éxt of the Word notes was copied and pasted into a public

the file and modify it during class time if they wish. domain web editor callefirachnophilia™.
Courseweb
Homepage
Wwhat's MNew | ASsignments

Weelkly MNotes

Figure 1- Course Web Organisation




This package was chosen not just because of its  This problem had been solved in Word by defining
price, but because it is effectively a text editor with special second document template which duplicated all the
HTML tools added, plus an internal web page vieweparagraph styles in the slide template, but in a smaller font.
Because the HTML text itself is edited, this gives the creatdhe page breaks were then removed as appropriate and

complete control of the result. this version was made available to students on the network.
All of the course notes use the same format. Thereis  The problem of large, sparse text for slides and small,

a home page containing the following features: dense text for online notes was present in the HTML

¢ Coursetitle. version of the notes. To solve this a cascading style

sheet was used to redefine the standard HTML styles in a
larger font on the lecturer’s machine when using Internet
Explorer (but not Netscape, which allows the students’
) version to be viewed). The style sheet is not present on
¢ Lecturer’s name, office number, phone number, angle network, so the text appears in the standard size in the
email (including a link to send email directly from thestdents’ version.
page). The problem of page breaks not being available in
4 Texts used in the course. web pages is solved by selecting the text in page-sized
¢ A syllabus for the course, including topics covere®locks and printing each selection separately on a slide.
each week, links to web pages for the notes for th&his is somewhat problematic because it's easy to miss
week, and links to assignment pages with due date§ome of the notes or forget to click the “Selection” button

¢ A description of the method of assessment used in tRA the Print dialog box, in which case the entire document
course and the assignments given is printed by accident. At present no better way has been

. . . ... found.
4 Other information pertaining to course organisation. u

¢ Alink to a “What's New” page (which may contain
links to other pages in the courseweb).
4 The purpose of the course.

Each web page may contain links to other pages in th%'?" The First Survey

courseweb or to WWW links. . :
A survey was drawn up and given to the students in

class. The survey consisted of a web page with a form for
guestions. Answers were generally in the form of a number,

. . . . le.1-disagree, 5 - agree, etc. There was also text boxes for
One of the main problems with this approach is thﬁ] ding long answers

S lu
sheer amount of time it takes to create a web page. Thougﬁ Some of the notes supplied to the students were
in the main the task consists of merely copying angeveral pages long. Conventional wisdom has it that web

m_od_lfylng notes which have been previously written, eve ages shouldn't be more than two pages long, although
this is an arduous process. The text must be reformatte

i5 doesn’t always apply if the topic is interesting enough
HTML, which often needs to be done line by line. Furthe%nd/or can't bg ee?spil)g/ comp?essed or br(?ken ugp

if th_ere are any images in the notes these must be COpJ@@cordingly, the survey also included a count of people
to bitmap format, then converted to GIF or JPEG format ®ho thought the pages were 0o long
be included in the web notes. Even more time-consuming £~ \was sent to students in.the courses | am

Is the process .Of trolling through the we_b se_ar_ching_ f%rurrently teaching. They were told the URL and invited to
. L ?)articipate in the survey. After the online form was filled
are frequently relied upon for definition of terms (FOLD*OCOm, students’ answers were submitted to an ASP document

and whatis.cor). . . . and inserted as a record in an Access database.
One problem with the original notes was font size.

To make them readable as an overhead a large font size .

was used, which kept the amount of text per page to %‘4' First Survey Results
minimum. This proved troublesome for the students’ . L
version, as the large font was ponderous to read on a A simple Access database application was
screen and took up a lot of paper if they tried to print it Oug_eveloped to assess the responses. The application

Students frequently spent (or wasted) a fair amount Bfodgced ? rep?]rt of StaF'St'ICS on the survey, r:ja;nely thi
time or paper reformatting or printing the document. numboer of each humerical response _entere or eac
guestion, the percentage of ticks indicating the notes were

3.2. Problems with developing CourseWeb 1
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too long, and a list of the written responses. Each rep@tiestion Answer Author’s comments

was generated in turn and converted to a web page. How would you rate the usefulness of the course notes
The response to the survey was generally positivear your study? 4.1 — Useful

Approximately 40% of the students responded, which gavdave used the notes for preparation for class@d.—

some feedback on CourseWeb and the courses I've tau@liten Students may have been somewhat hampered by

as a whole. The results are summarised in Figure 2.  the notes sometimes not being made available until just

before class.
| oSl | have used the notes to catch up on missed classes.
. 3.88-Alot
s | have used the notes for review. 3.76 —Alot
g o : | have followed the weblinks provided in the notes.
Epeciic lopics 3.41 — sometimes to a lot
1 I have found the notes helpful. ~ 3.29 —agree

'4—..,”.5...m.¢ 4. COURSEWEB 2

One major disadvantage to CourseWeb 1 was that it
was not available outside The Waikato Polytechnic. The
student had to be onsite and logged in to the student

. i server.
Figure 2. Responses from the first survey.

#72 Onlinc

The Waikato Polytechnic Online Courses

Welcome to Matt's courses for Year 2000!

© %

contents bulleting

Course Content Eulletin Board

(D
calendar

Calendar of

Crourse Events

A good place to start is the Course Guide

REMEMEER TO CLOSE VOUR BROWSER TO LG YOURSELF OUT

This page has been accessed | OO 7 9 3 times.

Figure 3. CourseWeb'’s WebCT welcome screen.




Partly to rectify this, it was decided to integrate¢ Creating command line programs The first few
CourseWeb into TWP’s WebCTsystem, which is  programs in PR204 and 1T230 required students to
maintained by the POlyteChniC,S Innovation Centre. generate acommand line program using Borland's C++

During the integration the notes were reorganised, Builder development tool. This was a link to the
with material presented either by course or by topic as instructions to do this.

appropriate.
Using WebCT has the following advantages: Thus, CourseWeb 2 using WebCT has the following
4 The notes could be accessed from outside thgructure:
Polytechnic. At the time of writing, the WebCT implementation of
4 The new structure allows any course to access genekg@urseWeb has been accessed 816 times so far this
notes more easily. semester. Subtracting perhaps 200 accesses by the lecturer

¢ WebCT also includes a bulletin board. wherdor maintenance, this averages to around three or four

information can be dispersed by the lecturer angccesses per week per student.

guestions can be raised by students and answered in a ) .
timely manner. 4.2. Problems with Developing CourseWeb 2

4.1. CourseWeb 2 Organisation Compared with translating the course notes from
Microsoft Word format to HTML, adapting them to WebCT

s easily done. Most of the work consisted of pulling

a browser to get to the WebCT website. This takes you matt_ar_|al f_or Z%ec'f_'c t(_)plc?/\;)L;)tC(:)_T_the cours ? notes and
the screen shown in Figure 4: reorganising it. Adapting itto We was mainly a matter

The URL for CourseWeb's WebCT site is given inOf copying files to the WebCT server, then creating a front
end (see Figure 3 above) for the students to access the

In CourseWeb 2, students access the notes by usﬁ{6

the references.

There are three areas the student can accessrkﬁ);}eSHeaS”y' ber of brobl d with th
clicking on the links: owever, a number of problems occurred with the

¢ Course Content This is the area where the cours setup and maintenance pf Cour;eWeb 2 0on WebCT. Fir_stly,
Shere were problems with the file names, many of which
notes are stored. contained space characters. These are allowed in Windows
¢ Bulletin Board. Thisis an area where the lecturer ands pt hecause WebCT is implemented on a Linux server,
students can share information and raise questionghe Windows 95 file names with spaces could not be
¢ Calendar of Course Events This is an online calendar accessed properly. This meant changing not just the file
where students can record important events relatedrtames, but the links in the web pages to the file names,

their coursework. which was a tiresome task.
There are bugs in WebCT. Most notable perhaps is
4.1.1.Course Content Organisation the fact that WebCT had difficulty presenting web pages

with a combination of frames and cascading style sheet

Clicking on the “Course Content” link takes you to dil€ references when Netscape was used.
screen with a menu. The menu contains the following: This meant that Internet Explorer had to be used

& Matt's Home Page This is a general page describing‘"’h?” vieyving the specific topic pages, which_ consist of
the information which is available on CourseWeb. &N index in one frame and the page contents in another.

. Many people, including both the author and the
¢ [55220(114 home page Information on the BIT course students, found WebCT'’s interface confusing. This is

] particularly true of the Bulletin Board, the web links of
¢ IT230 Notes Information on the BIT course IT230.  \yhich are not clearly marked as to function. For the lecturer,
¢ C++ Programming notes Reference notes on C++ it was difficult to find tools which had been used previously,

programming. as again the hierarchy of buttons can be misleading and
¢ Prototyping Framework. Reference notes on the buttons labeled in a way that is not terribly helpful.
prototyping methodologies. However, this became less of a problem when familiarity

¢ Operating Systems Framework Notes on operating With the system was gained.

systems.
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Welcome to Matt's courses for Year 2000!
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contents bulletins
Clourse Cruide : Private I ail
—(Hidden) Course Content Bulletin Board —(Hidden)
.I‘lﬂ ::
B L D
cxlendar quiz tanls
: : Comthunication
Calendar of Di.t;es?mw‘f:ez Student Su;gglr;n Tools
Course Events —L(I-Iiddenj (HiFen) (Hiddes) |

A good place to start is the Course Guide

Custamize Page | Organize lcons | Course Settings Course Management |

CluickStart | YWelcome Fage || File Manacer | Update Student Wiew

Figure 4: Course Web 2 Structure

One exasperating problem experienced by the Further, web pages are cachgd at sever_al levels:
lecturer is the problem of updating files. This can be dor® the server machine, on the client machine, and
in two ways: additionally the author uses a web accellerator called

¢ Edit the file using the WebCT editor. This is rathefNetsonic which maintains its own cache. Therefore, it

unpleasant, as the editing tools provided are distinctii possible for the student's view to be updated, even
unfriendly. though it doesn't look like it from the instructor’s

¢ FTP an updated file to the WebCT site. The preferréﬂa.Ch'ng' These var_|ed_ compllca_tlons can make
. maintaining a WebCT site like wandering through a hall
method, as it allows the author to use morg. . ors

sophisticated tools for editing. However, if the files -

, : Lo At the beginning of the year, the lecturer carefully
are not FTP’d correctly, it can prove embarassing in . .
class recorded all important dates such as assignment due dates,

. - L test dates, etc. on the WebCT calendar. Unfortunately,
However, editing and/or FTP'ing the files is Onlythethis information did not show up on the students’y

first step! The lecturer must also remember to click the
) . ' .~ calendars, as unbeknownst to the lecturer each WebCT
Update Student Viewbutton. Confusingly, the files which o L
. . . account comes with its own individual calendar. Another
are in the lecturer's WebCT directory are not the pages ; .
. . ell*?barassmg moment in class.
which the students see. It is therefore necessary to clic
the afore-mentioned button to update the files which make
up the student's view. If the student’s view is not updatedt-3.  The Second Survey
it is still possible for the instructor’'s view to show the S
updated version even though the students can't see it. A second survey, similar in style and content to the
first, was prepared and given to the class online as a web

page. The questions on this survey centred mainly on the




WebCT implementation of CourseWeb. This time, Seven questions were asked to be answered on a
students were told of the survey in class and by using theale from one to five. The results of these questions is
WeDbCT bulletin board. As before, an online form wasas in the table below.

filled out by the students and submitted to an ASP In addition to the quantitative questions, two
document. The survey answers were inserted as a recqudhlitative questions were asked regarding general

in an Access database as before. comments and suggestions for improvements. To
summarize briefly, one student liked the course overview
4.4, Second Survey Results page (see Figure 3) because it helped with navigation.

Another student complained that a lot of hunting was still

Rather disappointing|y, the response rate to tl’f@qulred to find what they were |00king for and that the
survey was even poorer than the first, with 3 studengser interface “leaves a lot to be desired”, though whether
(around 8% of the classes) answering the survey. Thidls referred to WebCT or the author’s notes is not clear.
perhaps an indication of how often students checked th&e third student declined to answer the qualitative
bulletin board. The number of postings to the bulletifuestions.
board was quite high in the first week or two, but dropped
off dramatically after that. Perhaps the novelty wore off,
or students found it was quicker and easier to ask the
lecturer or other students in person than it was to post a
guestion on the bulletin board.

Question Answer Interpretation

How would you rate the usefulness

of the WebCT notes for your study? 3.3 —"Sort of useful” to "Useful” Students found CourseWeb
rather useful

| have used the web links included

in the notes... 3.3 —"“Sometimes” to “Often” Links to other sites were
followed from time to time

For the Web links | have used,

in terms of helping my understanding

| would rate them... 3.0-“OK” The web links were reasonably
helpful

Compared with last year, | have found

the WebCT implementation of the

course notes... 4.0 - “Somewhat better” Students regarded WebCT as
something of an improvement
over HTML files on the local
network

The WebCT bulletin board feature is... 3.0-"0OK” Students were lukewarm about
the bulletin board

| found accessing the WebCT notes offsite...2.7 —“OK" One student never tried, the
others found it reasonably
helpful

How much trouble | had accessing the

notes offsite: 1.7 — “Never tried” to “No trouble” One student never tried, the
others had no trouble
accessing the notes from offsite

Figure 5. Table of Quantitative Responses
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5. CONCLUSION

To summarise:

4 Students like having course notes provided.

¢ The WebCT implementation was generally regarded
as an improvement because of the greater integration
and cohesiveness it provides to CourseWeb. Also,
offsite access was appreciated by students able to take
advantage of it.

¢ WeDbCT is not perfect. It can be rather awkward to
maintain and use.

¢ The bulletin board was, surprisingly, not as popular as
the author expected.

Some work on the user interface needs to be done,
though more feedback from students is required to
ascertain what needs to be improved.
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