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Background

MyCourse@UNSW is a single integrated access point to a database. This database provides customized, course-specific information and resources to students and staff at the University of New South Wales.  MyCourse@UNSW is a work in progress and was initiated when, as is often the case, several events occurred at the "right" time.  These were in the Library, in the Educational Development and Technology Centre (EDTeC), and in Student Administration (New South Student). 

For several years, the UNSW Library had been investigating subject, and course portals with a view to providing access to reserve materials, full text digitised information, databases, e-journal articles and links to other course-specific Library resources. The Copyright Agency Limited (CAL) agreement signed by UNSW in March 2000 provided even more impetus to this project as it allowed the digitisation of works under the conditions of the Copyright Act 1968.

The other two drivers that contributed to the idea and development of MyCourse were the introduction of WebCT as the University-wide on-line teaching platform (administered by EDTeC) and the prototype Student@UNSW portal being developed by our Student Administration section, New South Student (NSS).

At the request of the General Education Committee, the Library in 2000 was also responsible for the development of a database of General Education subjects.  This database, known as GED (http://www.library.unsw.edu.au/gened/ ), provides detailed current information about General Education courses including not only course descriptions, venue and timetable but also links to on-line material included in existing course home pages.

The new Pro-Vice-Chancellor (Education), Professor Adrian Lee, added impetus to the project by endorsing the GED database at its launch in June 2000, and by encouraging the Library and EDTeC to work together to create a similar product which would create a Web presence for every course at UNSW. 

Collaboration

Hence there were three main collaborators. First, the University of New South Wales Library, wished to provide a course gateway to customised full text material supporting teaching and learning research resources as well as a gateway to on-line information on the Internet.  Second, the Educational Development and Technology Centre wished to provide access to WebCT and the U21 Learning Resources Catalogue, and third, NSS wanted students to have access to course information.

 The developers of the NSS database and Student web page were included in the collaboration process to ensure the MyCourse concept was viable and could be integrated into any future University-wide student portal. 

In July 2000 the University Library's web coordinator used the GED model to build MyCourse using DBMan software. A file containing UNSW course information, including the course number, the short title, faculty and school was obtained from the NSS database and loaded into DBMan. The course number is the pivotal field of the MyCourse design. Links to other existing on-line information (handbooks, course and faculty homepages), and to the WebCT and U21 Learning Resources Catalogue were established.

Library resources, which are identified in the Web Catalogue by either course codes or school codes, can be pulled into the database. No information is created for MyCourse. The concept is one of linking to existing information from a variety of sources that is useful to students undertaking or thinking of undertaking courses at UNSW.  
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 Figure 1. Course specific aggregated information following a course search

Description

Access is via the UNSW Homepage, New South Student On-line, the Library web pages, the WebCT course home page and some Faculty web pages. The student selects a course from the search screen and the aggregated information is displayed as shown in Figure 1.

Course Materials and Information

Library resources, on the left of Figure 1, are drawn from a search of the Library catalogue using the course code as the search element. In this way, course reading lists submitted to Reserve are displayed, as are any study kits or course packs. Students wishing to access full text articles authenticate themselves using the Unipass system. Previous examination papers can also be viewed. Students can also access Library subject guides relevant to their course. These provide an aggregation of reference and research resources plus on-line databases, e-journals and Internet sites of particular relevance.

The right side of the screen (Figure 1) takes the student to other resources information about the course. If a course has its own home page this is where a link would be made. The default is the Faculty home page. Other resources found here include links to WebCT and the UNSW and Universitas 21 Learning Resource Catalogue.

WebCT

WebCT is the UNSW platform for implementing online teaching and learning. Providing that a course exists in WebCT, MyCourse@UNSW enables convenient access to that course. The usual WebCT password entry is required once the course has been located.  

The Learning Resource Catalogue

Introduction

MyCourse@UNSW provides access to the UNSW and Universitas 21 Learning Resource Catalogue.

The value to a teaching and learning institution of an online Learning Resource Catalogue (LRC) that utilises learning object metadata (IMS: http://www.imsproject.org/) has been described and illustrated elsewhere (Koppi et al., 2000). A necessary addition to the IMS metadata system has been a classification of learning objects (Koppi and Hodgson, 2001). Such an online catalogue, utilising both a classification of learning objects and IMS metadata, is used by a consortium of universities (Universitas 21). There are other examples of database systems using the concept of learning objects such as ARIADNE (2001) and MERLOT (2001).

Learning objects have been defined simply by the IEEE’s Learning and Technology Standards Committee as: “any entity, digital or non digital, which can be used, reused or referenced during technology supported learning” (http://ltsc.ieee.org). This simple definition means that there is a very wide range of learning objects that have been created by many different people. The size (granularity) of these learning objects may vary greatly; an observation that was also noted by Wiley et al. (1999). Learning objects may range in size from a simple image to an entire curriculum. As a general rule, the smaller the object, the more reusable it is, and the larger the object, the more limited is its reusability. 

Learning material developed as assemblages of small, discrete learning modules or 'chunks', may be considered to be composed of 'learning objects'. Discrete learning objects may be re-used in conjunction with other learning objects in different contexts. The concept and practice of developing digital learning resources as learning objects necessitated the development of the LRC.

.

Access to learning objects lessens the time and expense involved in the development of learning materials and facilitates the sharing of expertise and knowledge between academics and scholars. This is a vital process, perhaps even a matter of survival, in the ever-increasing globalisation of education.

Making and enabling learning objects to be reused by others provides benefits to the creator of the object. Such benefits include: the prestige of having made a popular and useful resource; peer acknowledgement of teaching quality; contribution to promotion prospects; financial gain if the learning objects compete in a market economy; and a route to publication (measured by citations) outside the formal publications system (Koppi et al., 2000).

Apart from the benefits of saving time and money in the utilisation of learning objects made by others, other advantages include: gaining teaching expertise and insights from peers; having the ability to select teaching resources from several sources; and the ability to benchmark one’s own work.

Structure and function

An essential role of the Learning Resource Catalogue (LRC) is to facilitate the identification, accessibility, sharing and reuse of learning objects to make efficient use of existing resources and to minimize replicating the creation of costly learning materials. At its most basic, the LRC is a searchable database of metadata that describes learning objects. The learning object remains under the control of the owner in an appropriate location (i.e., in a distributed system) and  it is only the metadata record that other teaching staff and students are free to access from the database (unless the owner makes it freely available through the database).    

The LRC has 4 main functions:

1. The generation of IMS-compliant learning object metadata (LOM) for learning objects.

2. The submission of the learning object metadata to a database. Through a web-displayed form, the owner can describe the general, educational, technical and relationship characteristics of the learning object.

3. Ability to search the database to find and retrieve the information (records) pertaining to relevant learning objects that match the users search criteria.

4. Provide a means of enabling collaboration between creators and users of learning objects within a local institution and/or between Universitas 21 partners.

The LRC enables institutional members to privately catalogue their own resources and to submit to the U21 group only the metadata (records) of those learning objects that they choose. This process is concerned with quality as well as the protection of intellectual capital. 

A feature of this globally replicated U21 LRC (institutional catalogues are not replicated) is the inclusion of different levels of required administration within the browser-based application. For example, within a local institution, there may be Discipline Administrators, and a Local Administration Master under the guidance and support provided by the Global Administrator. Depending on their administrative level, administrators manage the user access accounts, veracity of discipline records and the approval process for submission to the U21 component of the LRC, and provide support and training for local teaching staff, library staff and students. 

Support for teaching staff
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Figure 2. Library Support for Academics page

MyCourse provides teaching staff with a point of interaction with the Library and a place to request input to the database through the Library Support for Academics page (Figure 2). Academic staff can alert the MyCourse coordinator to additional online course resources that need to be linked with the database, they can request inclusion of material in Reserve, request digitisation of material, and request purchases and interlibrary loans.

Future and Issues

The UNSW Strategic Priorities Fund 2001 Educational Initiatives Project 2 “Infrastructure for MyCourse – the Student Portal for all Courseware” will ensure that the concept continues to be viable and is embraced by the entire University Community. To quote from the Pro-Vice-Chancellor’s document:

“The library, EDTeC and NSS are currently working on an exciting project that not only will be of major benefit to both students and staff but also will facilitate a greater use of ET in all teaching at UNSW. Every course in the University will have a web page, which becomes the link to any of the activities the staff member has created as part of the learning activities for the course. This will include digitised readings, useful web links, links to the ET platform for that course eg WebCT, links to the U21 resources catalogue, CISCO video archives etc. For the student, this will be the one-stop shop for all their activities at UNSW. The portal will be linked to NSS such that once logged on via UDUS, the student clicks “MyCourse” and automatically the links to the front page of all the courses for which the student is enrolled will be revealed. No need for passwords for all courses, thus they can go straight to their teaching in that course. When a staff member logs on and clicks “MyCourse”, all the courses over which they have control are revealed. When they go to the course front page they have the opportunity to change any of the material included. If they want it, a WebCT portal is available to them. This will encourage use of ET even if staff members only try one facility i.e., a Bulletin Board to start with. Obviously this will be a first layer on the web (study@unsw) where limited information will be available for prospective students.”

The future of MyCourse@UNSW looks bright but issues of authentication need to be addressed. At the moment there is no same sign-on let alone a single sign-on for enrolled students and staff who wish to proceed from one protected part of MyCourse to another. Separate sign-ons are required for full text Library resources and for WebCT and LRC. This issue is exercising the minds and resources of our Communications Unit. Once this is addressed the student can, as Professor Lee states in the document above,

“…click “MyCourse” and automatically the links to the front page of the all courses for which the student is enrolled will be revealed. No need for passwords for all courses, thus they can go straight to their teaching in that course.”

A further development could be a personalized portal providing further services to the student. This may include Library borrowing information and Course and University administration information of particular personal interest to the student logging on to MyCourse. 
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