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Course Introduction

The course considered during the 2012-2013 academic year was the freshman-level Information Systems Essentials (CIS-185). It is a technology requirement of all business majors. As a result, it includes a mix of all business majors, but can include some liberal arts majors. Grades in my class were calculated as follows:
· Attendance:
5.0%

· Projects: 
45.0% (majority from textbook)

· Exam #1:
25.0% (computer concepts and spreadsheets using MS Excel)

· Exam #2:
25.0% (databases using MS Access
Issues Related to Student Learning and Teaching Strategies
The main problem is, and probably always will be, how to instill and evaluate a deeper understanding of the material, rather than have student do hands-on work in spreadsheet (using Excel) and database (using Access) design by just going through the motions. My original plan was to conduct the in-class hands-on textbook-based projects in the manner that I usually do; that is, to work with the class, explaining as we progress, offering tips, shortcuts and relevant business context, while occasionally referring to specific pages in the book. Concurrently, I would teach another section of the same class, where I would introduce the project to the class, get them started and then have the class work through the projects using the instructions provided in the book. I was then going to compare the quality of the work between the sections, as well as the respective project and exam grades.
In the end, I did not do much ‘letting go’ of the class while they worked through their projects. Working closely with the class just seems to come naturally to me. However, my department is evaluating the use of a self-paced, Web-based product through our book publisher. It simulates the Excel and Access environment, supporting the students as they work through not only the mail chapter projects, but the case problems at the end of each chapter. Students are provided context-sensitive help if they have any difficulty as they work through projects/cases. The systems is also self-grading at a granular level, so instructors are able to evaluate how students are able to complete their work at a higher level of detail than would be possible by simply looking at a finished project or case. (The system generates a spreadsheet detailing how successful students were in completing important steps.)

I did strengthen my exams, through the following:

· The number of matching questions was increased.

· Additional multiple-choice questions were developed and used in the exam that covered Excel. Specifically, these related to the often misunderstood concept of cell references. I paid more attention to how I was explaining relative, mixed and absolute cell references in class, which assisted in re-framing my thought process and ultimately in writing new questions. For example, in describing relative cell references, I used statements such as “reference the cell one column to the right and one (1) row above” (specifically not mentioning a particular column or row). Mixed cell references were described in terms such as “reference the cell in Column C and one (1) row above” (specifically mentioning Column C, but not mentioning a particular row); or “reference the cell one column to the right in Row 1 (specifically not mentioning a particular column, but mentioning Row 1). Absolute cell references, which reference a particular cell, were described in ‘absolute’ terms: reference the cell in Column C and Row 1 (both a particular column and row are mentioned).
· The concepts of the relative, mixed and absolute nature of the cell references referred to above were tested through a series of multiple-choice questions that provided the students with the “English” description of each type of cell reference, and then asking them to choose the cell reference that matched that description. For example, students were asked the following:
Refer to the figure below…
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In cell B2, the formula ___ is best described as: “Reference the cell one column to the right, one (1) row above”.
A.
=C1

B.
=$C1

C.
=C$1

D.
=$C$1

In addition, students were also presented with the complementary version: provide a cell reference and then ask them to choose the “English” description that matched that reference. For example:
In cell B2, the formula, =C1, is best described as ___.

A.
“reference the cell one (1) column to the right, one (1) row above”
B.
“reference the cell in Column C, one (1) row above”
C.
“reference the cell one (1) column to the right, Row 1”
D.
“reference Column C, Row 1 (cell C1)”
Lastly, in order to assist with evaluating the ‘take-away’ business knowledge from the course, each exam included a new open-ended, short answer question. The exam that included Excel and spreadsheet design 
asked, “In one sentence, describe how you would use Excel. In other words, spreadsheets are useful for what type of work/problems?” Similarly, the exam that included Access and database design asked, “In one or two sentence, describe how you would use Access. In other words, relational databases are useful for what type of work/problems?” Results from one section of this course from this semester (spring 2013) are attached to this summary.
Related to spreadsheets and databases, the goals for this course remain consistent, namely:
· Design and implement Microsoft Excel applications including a variety of complex functions and formulas.

· Design and query a basic Microsoft Access database application.
My challenge will be continue to be how to most effectively and efficiently accomplish these stated goals.

Classroom Assessment Techniques Utilized

The following CATs were utilized during this academic year:

· #13: One-Sentence Summary was used as an Excel-based extra credit question within the midterm exam of fall 2012. And as referred to previously in this summary, the following short-answer questions where included relating to  Excel and Access in spring 2012 exams:

· “In one sentence, describe how you would use Excel. In other words, spreadsheets are useful for what type of work/problems?” [see attach examples from midterm exam)
· “In one or two sentence, describe how you would use Access. In other words, relational databases are useful for what type of work/problems?” [see attach examples from final exam)
· #44: Group Instructional Feedback Technique was employed during both the fall and spring semesters after spreadsheet-related instruction and work was completed. Student comments were largely positive. However, several students did suggest that I slow down when working through various projects with the class. Several also noted that the book should be utilized in the course more extensively. This might be more of a reflection of the high cost of the book, as opposed to any academic motivation. This technique will prove more valuable if my department incorporates the self-grading, self-paced simulations previously mentioned.
What theories or debates about learning frame or illuminate my inquiry?

The hands-on work and exam questions included in the course are designed, and hopefully continuing to evolve, to support deeper student understanding and retention of the material. Referring to Bloom’s Taxonomy, my hope is to move students through Remembering ( Understanding ( Application ( Analysis.
Also, the article, “How Experts Differ From Novices” and its discussion of pattern recognition came to mind this semester, as I referred to the recognition of patterns during class when working with the students, specifically in regard to spreadsheet design (recognizing when particular cell references and the formulas that contain them could be copied and pasted elsewhere in a spreadsheet, thereby saving time).
What have I learned (or what new hypotheses have I developed) so far?

I learned that I have much to learn about teaching and student understanding. Students do not know what we know. As a consequence of that, we, as experts, cannot take student understanding for granted and must constantly evaluate what they know if we are to impart the deep level of understanding that we all seek.
Where will I go from here?

BRIDGE has encouraged me to re-think my classroom procedures (including how to incorporate the textbook) and, to some extent, exam writing thanks to the insights and thoughtful comments of the colleagues in my cohort. This all reinforces my belief that one of the major outcome of being an educated person is one begins to gain an understanding of how much one still doesn’t know.
