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1 Introduction

The eLearning platform of the FernUniversität in Hagen (FeU) is being developed further towards the vision of a virtual university, which means to find purely internet-based forms for all student-related processes of a real university; the corresponding eLearning portal is called LVU (“Lernraum virtuelle Universität”; learning-space virtual university).  Some processes like enrolment or final examination are not yet included because there are still basically unresolved problems with personal authentication over the internet.  Nevertheless, the efforts in developing and testing the platform during the past 8 years now allow the FeU to offer its first study programme that is studied solely via the internet, i.e. the ‘bachelor of information and communication engineering’.  
There are four main areas of internet-based processes and services that have been realised up to now:

· related to provision of information, 

· related to course content, e.g. content delivery, search for additional material, 
· related to communication, e.g. between student to tutor, student to student, and student to administration
· related to exercises and testing, e.g. 

2 Services related to provision of information

These services can be sub-divided into two areas: the general or publicly available information services, which typically aren’t included in the learning portal software, and the specific or confidential information services, which typically are part of the learning portal software, because the kind of information given is subject to data privacy or copyright laws, for example.
2.1 Web pages or front-ends
The general information services typically are concerned with the provision of information on the organisational aspects of the FernUniversität and its faculties, the focus of research at the different faculties or chairs, the study programmes at the different faculties and even maps which show how to reach the FeU or its study centres for the face-to-face final examination, e.g.  The general information services are typically provided on the publicly accessible website of the organisational unit being responsible for the content, via the central newsgroups portal of the FeU or using the ‘search’ procedure provided on the home page.  The latter is the most efficient method for information retrieval if the keywords are known…
The specific information services typically are concerned with delivering confidential information about the study record, about the admission to a restricted study offer etc.  As this kind of information is related to very personal study situations, the corresponding services are typically implemented in the LMS and are accessible only for the persons involved, i.e. students, tutors, and administrators.  The services can be accessed via a web front-end through which a password-protected and personalised web page is delivered to the querying person.
2.2 Newsgroups

[image: image14.png]Netscape 6.1

i
Datum: 13.02.2002 19:18

Diskussionsfore

@amxde>

fewuni-anline

Hallo an alle,

kennt sich irgendjewand mit der Benutzung des "Instand Hessenger” von
Netscape 6.1 aus?

Ich habe jetzt ewig versucht die Newsgroups damit sbzufragen, klappt
aber nicht.

Bitte Hilfe!!

¥ Betreff: Re: Netscape 6.1

von: = @FermniHagen.de>
Datum: 14.02.2002 0106

Diskussionsforen: _feuuni-online

kennt sich irgendjemand mit der Benutzung des "Instand Hessenger”
von Netscape 6.1 aus? Ich hebe jetzt ewig versucht die
Nevsgroups dawit abzufragen, klappt aber micht.

Klar klappt das nicht! Der Instant Nessenger ist - wie der Neme schon
sagt - ein Instant Messenger und kein Newsreader. Damit kamnst Du keine
Newsgroups sbfragen.

Um mit Netscape § Newsgroups zu sbonnieren, mubt Du auf das Nailsynbol
unten Links gehen (bzw. fhers Menit: Aufgeben->Nail und da dann unter
Bearbeiten->Hail/Foren-Konto-Einstellungen mit "Neues Konto” ein
"Newsgroup-Kento" einrichten. Z. B. news.fernuni-hagen.de

Danach hast Du dann in Haupt-Nailfenster den neuen Server und kannst mit
der rechten Maustaste darauf klicken und dann iber "ibonnieren” einzelne
Newsgroups des soeben eingerichteten Servers abomnieren.

Ciaa,

¥ Betreff: Re: Netscape 6.1
vor

Datum: 14.022002 16:24
Diskussionsforen: _feuuni-anline

@qmyde>

Hallo .
sei bedankt, da ware ich nie drauf gekommen.

Grus

wrot

kennt sich irgendjemand mit der Benutzung des "Instand Hessenger”
von Netscape 6.1 aus? Ich hebe jetzt ewig versucht die
Nevsgroups dawit abzufragen, klappt aber micht.

Klar klappt das nicht! Der Instant Nessenger ist - wie der Neme schon



There is a discussion whether course related newsgroups should be regarded as a general or specific information service.  At present, these newsgroups are publicly accessible and meant for general discussions related to a course or other subjects mentioned in the title of the newsgroup.  Some students feel uncomfortable this way because they think of being observed all the time.  And we’ve read some postings of tutors who seem to be angry that the subject of a posting wasn’t discussed in a non-public email exchange.  But we think that if all participants use the newsgroups only for postings of a more general interest, is does make sense that they are public.  As an example for a short but publicly important thread in is given in figure 2-1.
The text is in German and essentially deals with help for a person that does not know how to access the newsgroups at all with a local software but only using a web front​-end.  This example shows why archived postings are generally a valuable source for creating an FAQ.
Additionally, it reveals the importance of conditioning the students on first using the help function of any software, if this fails then read through an FAQ page, if this fails, too, then post in a newsgroup and only when this still does not lead to a solution for their problem they should contact a tutor.   The next example shows a long thread in another newsgroup related to a public information service of the library.  They have signed a contract which allows students to access some books relevant for their studies on-line.  This seems a very good service, as it considerably shortens the period of time between finding a book and being able to read it; via surface-mail request this period may easily reach some weeks.
[image: image1.png]< Betreff:
von:

Datum: 24.02.2003 1145

Diskussionsforen: _feu.informati.diskussion, feu.elekirotechnik.diskussion

Informatik Biicher im Volltext
fermuni-hagen.de>

Guten Tag

die Unibibliothek hietet - im Rahwen einer Testphase his Ende Narz -
Zugang zu ca. 1100 Titeln der Verlage Addison Uesley Professional, Alpha
Backs, Cisca Press, Microsoft Press, New Riders, O'Reilly, Peachpit
Press, Prentice Hall, Que wnd Sam's Publishing.

Bitte beachten Sie, dass der Supplier (Safari Tech Books) den
systematischen Download der Texte untersagt!

Weitere Informationen unter
/wuy.ub. fernuni-hagen. de/direct/datenbankenintest . htw

Die Idee ist super. Nur, wie komme ich an die Bicher heran? huf den
Seiten von Safari Texh Books muss ich ein Login duchfihren. Woher
bekomme ich die entsprechenden Login-Daten?

Grus

Halla,

also bei funktioniert der Zugriff uber die VPN-Verbindung jedesmal.
Eine Verbindung iber denm Proxy-Server funktioniert (mit IE 5 und IE 6) nur
b und zu (17), es fehlt dann die

Navigationsleiste auf der linken Seite.

Hacht der Proxy da irgendvelche Probleme?

Hi,

der Zugang funktioniert bei wir anscheinend, ich kamn die Bicher online
lesen.

Allerdings finde ich das Angebot micht so toll wit Nodem und 1,2 Cent
die

Minute.

Und runterladen soll ich ja micht (und ist unkonfortabel].

dper fur Leute mit mer Flatrate und ISDN/DSL sicher netc.

Also sag ich mal Danke

Hoin,
| sorey tur aie Problene - das dngebor Laufe Ja nicht so gut an @)
also bei mir gent es jetst wit Proxy. Ich find dss Angehot supsrgeil. Sind

echt ne Menge gute Bucher dabei.
Was passiert denn, venn die Testphase erfolgreich ist?

| bekomme ich die entsprechenden Login-Daten?

Klappte bei wir auch erst, nachdem ich den IE eingesetzt habe. Mit dem
kriegst du links eine Auswahlleiste der Bicherkategorien, die ich mit
dem Nozilla vorher nicht hatte.

| bekomme ich die entsprechenden Login-Daten?

Das Login unterliegt der IP-basierten Kontrolle, d.h. nur IP-idressen
*.fernuni-hagen.de verden zugelassen.

Jut
Bttp://uww. ub. fernuni-hagen. de/databases/ data/ shoudatabase . phtml i

ist der Zugangsurl ja bei einem Zugriff aus 132.176.7.% angezeigt.
insonsten
die Hinveise, wie man in das Hochschulnetz komut.

Bis dann

| *.fernuni-hagen.de verden zugelassen.

Ich habe die TP aus dem Fernuni-Bereich (via Proxy). Ich bekomoe auch
auf den Seiten von Safari Tech Books in der Kopfzeile "Fernuniversitat
Hagen” angezeigt.

hus verstandlichen Grinden begebe ich mich aber unter Linux mit Opera,
Mozilla usw. ins Internet. Kann es sein, dass, vie Thomas Brock es in
der anderen Antwort schreibt, diese Firma Infos nur fir
Microsoft-invender anbietet? Dabei bieten die auf ihrer Demo-Seite
doch auch LInux-Bicher von O'Reilly an?!?

Steckt dort die Ibsicht dahinter, das offene Scheunentor IE mit
Aetive-X zu nutzen, uwn dem Benutzer auf die Finger zu schauen (damit
dieser ja nicht zu viel herunterladt)? Oder ist es einfach nur
Durmheit und mal wieder der Einsatz von HTHL-"Experten” unter den
Veb-Programuierern bei Safari Tech Books?

Grus

| mit dem Mozilla vorher nicht hatte.

Pustekuchen, klappt doch nicht. Nachdem ich mich jetzt eimmal
ausgeloggt habe, komme ich auch nicht mehr rein, ohwohl die UB-Seite
der Uni aussagt, ich hétte dir richtige IP ther den Proxy.

Funkccioniert bei mir leider micht, trovs einer VPN Verbindung
(132.176.%. %)

und Internet Sxplorer.

B vird mur Loginautforderung angeseizt ()

Weitere Informationen unter
Bttp://uww. ub. fernuni-hagen.de/direct/ datenbankenintest . htn

funktioniert hier (Netscape vom bonsai.fernuni-hagen.de aus) leider
nicht, ich erhalte nur einen Verbetext und die Login-lbfrage.

Ven muf man darauf hinveisen, damit die Startseite iberarbeitet wird?

was versteht der Supplier denn unter einem "systematischen Download"?
Nur den Download mit Tools wie HITP Weazel oder auch das MOffline
verfuegbar wachen” in IE?

da ich den IE im Standardfall eigentlich nie benutze, gehe ich wal davon
aus, da eine Aktivierung der Option Download -> Downloadinmhalt das
Problem sein wird, da in diesem Fall ein sutomatisches Retrieval
weiterfihrender Links erfolgt ("automated retrieval mechanisms”), das
dann vow Anbieter als Verletzung des Lizenzvertrages gevertet verden
kann/ wird.

Spacestens bei der ersten Sperre verden wir es vissen @)

| Was passierc denn, vemn die Testphase erfolgreich isc?

Solite die Testphase erfolgreich sein, missen wir - auch in
Zusemmenarbeit mit

den Fachhersichen - schauen, in velchem Umfang eine Lizenz ervorben
werden

s0ll: es besteht die Moglichkeit, souchl komplette Verlagsangsbote als
auch

einzelne Titel zu lizensieren

Billig vird es in ketnem Fail @

danke !
Ich denke, dab ein dezenter Hinveis auf htep://validator.us.oro/
geniigen sollte - wir vervenden ja alle keine exotischen Browser, die
am Standard vorbeiprogrammiert wurden.

Ich frage mal beim Inbieter nach und melde mich wieder, scbald ich eine
Rckmeldung habe,

Ein erste Reaktion ist da: Bekommt man beim Einstieg lediglich die
Bufforderung fir username und Passvord (cbuohl wan iber den Link auf der
Datenbankseite der UB gegangen ist), wird die Fehlermeldung dann klar,
man auf

"To connect to Safari as part of an academic license (no user login
required), click here.”

klickt. Zu viele Nutzer aus 132.176.7.% waren gerade eingeloggt.
"To connect to Safari as part of an academic license (no user login
required), click here.”

Selbst diese Meldung sehe ich nmicht. Ich habe keinerlei Moglichkeiten,
etas zu machen.

Zugang: DSL mit VPN-Client
05t Linux 2.4.10

Brovser: Opera 6.x
mit und chne Proxy: wwwoffle/iib

| mic una ohne Proxy: wewortie/ism
Bicte wal

/. progquest . con/ whoami

M1so ich komme zwar auf die Seite, aber was mub ich als
Username/Passuort.

eingeben? Ich straube mich etvas dagegen auf einer fremden Seite mein
Uni

Login auszuprobieren

aufrufen. Vas wird angezeigt?
ein Nachtrag: ich habe auf der zugehdrigen Datenbankseite der UB (oder
direk: http://afaik.fernuni-hagen.de/components/safari.htnl) eine - auf
die Schnelle (ist im Noment noch fur eine 1280x1024er Auflsung optimiert,
eine geringere Auflosung stellt mein TFT Display nicht so gut dar)
erstellte inleitung fir das Login iber den Proxy eingestellc.

Hallo
sorry fur aie Probleme - dss Angekot lauft Ja nichc so gt an @)

Bei mir funktionierte es gerade ohne Probleme (sowohl tber eine proxy
Verbindung als auch iber das VPN Gateway) .

Ich frage mal beim Inbieter nach und melde mich wieder, sobald ich
Ruckmeldung habe,

Wenn nach Username und Password gepromptet wird, hat das IP-basierte Login
des Suppliers schon versagt.

Der Login URL http://proguest.safaribooksonline.com/2uicodesHagen ist an den
IP-Bereich 132.176.%.% "gebunden”, d.h. Username/Passvord von Hagen
funktioniert eh' nicht.

| heep://vww. proguest. com/vhoani
ont

80.132.226.203

Das ist falsch. Das sehe ich. Also nochwal ven vnrn/

Hatte mich die letzte Neldung stutzig machen missen? Huss ich vas anders
machen?

I Hatte mich die letzte Neldung stutzig machen missen? Muss ich vas anders
wachen?

Tia, bein VPN Client ist die UB auch mur Kunde des URZ @)
Am besten mal in feu.urz.® nachfragen. (oder den Proxy der UB benutzen)




Figure 2‑2: Long and nested thread solving a sophisticated problem
The example in fig. 2-2 deals with solving a very sophisticated problem occurring when trying to use the on-line book service.  It develops from the poor communication in the first posting which does not mention all the prerequisites necessary for using this service.  The company offering this service has implemented two hidden access-restricting mechanisms, an IP-based general access control and additionally a traffic (maximum users at a specific time) restriction.  The IP-based control forces nearly all of the students to set-up a VPN to the VPN gateway of the FeU, because otherwise they are not identified as FeU students as their IP does not belong to the FeU domain.  We think that this hurdle is not easily cleared even by students of a technical study programme (on the FeU web pages concerned with the VPN subject it is mentioned that only the VPN client from the manufacturer of the FeU hardware is known to work properly but that there is no chance to use a firewall at the same time…).  Moreover, the hidden traffic control frustrates those people having managed to use a correct IP-address.  
This example shows how a valuable service can be screwed up by a bad user interface.  It is surprising that large companies or even public institutions still launch software which is in clear contradiction to at least ISO standards but sometimes even laws.  Relevant for the wide subject of electronic student support services are the international norms ISO 9241, ISO/IEC 12119, ISO 13407 , and additionally in Germany the “Bildschirmarbeitsplatzverordnung”.  All these documents deal with usability, software ergonomics and testing procedures to assure ‘smart’ interactions between the humans on the one hand and hard- and software on the other hand.
These aspects become even more important for the services related to course content, as self-developed software is widely used for that purpose at the FeU.
3 Services related to course content

Currently, there are basically two different LMSs in use at the FeU, i.e. LVU and ET-Online.  These two use other self-developed components, such as WebAssign® for testing (introduced in chap. 4) and an off-line navigator (introduced in this chap.) for administrator-controlled download and usage of the course content.  The two LMSs will be integrated into the next version of the LVU which will be based on the so-called PLATTFORM 2003.
The decision of using self-made software can only be understood from the tradition of German universities obeying the principle of ‘unity of research and teaching’.  In practise, this means every generation of students and post-graduates of the faculty of information sciences develops programs that are used in research and teaching, e.g.  This procedure seems useful from an academic and financial point of view, but it bears the danger of turning into an ‘academic flow heater’.  At least, concerning large and thus long projects, it might well happen that the usually few people starting a project do not stay at the university until the project is finished.  And because the development is relatively slow as compared to the fast changes in the ‘real world’ IT environment, some kind of re-design may become necessary besides the main implementation process.
3.1 LVU and Plattform 2003®
The PLATTFORM 2003 is designed to comprise web-based realisations of all relations between students, research and teaching, and the administration.  Thus, it has to connect the client computer of a student of to the confidential databases of the administration, e.g.  In order not to compromise security and to provide a maximum of flexibility to the typically different developers for different tasks, a five layer model shown in the following figure was developed that allows a relatively free ‘horizontal’ exchange of information on each layer but heavily restricts the ‘vertical’ exchange.  The model is briefly shown in the following table.
	‘Owner’
	Label
	Functionality
	Programs, e.g.

	[image: image2.png]



	Client
	Connect users to the presentation layer
and handle all related data exchange
	Web browsers,
Java REs

	[image: image3.emf]


	Presentation
	Edit data necessary for clients and applications
to provide a smart user interface
	Web server,
Java servlets

	[image: image4.emf]


	Application
	Main layer, comprises all services
implemented in the LVU
	Java 2

	[image: image5.emf]


	Imparting
	FeU data model (OO),
input: different data structures of database layer,
output: unified data structure for application layer
	Java 2

	[image: image6.emf]


	Database
	Storage of all data in traditional manner
	Oracle,
Informix


Table 3‑1: The 5-layer model for the LVU
All different kinds of users of the LVU are described by a very strict role model (student, tutor, corrector, author, course administrator, enrolment administrator etc.) that assures data privacy where necessary.  Authentication for a specific LVU service is usually achieved by requesting a username and password, but to circumvent some problems experienced due to the strict role model, a certification authority was set-up to create a second authentication method basically independent from the role model.  A ‘nice’ example shall illustrate why this is necessary: in the strict model, course authors may upload exercises but they can’t view ‘their’ page (cf. fig. 4-1) until the course administrator has created a ‘dummy’ student that is registered for the course, but now this student appears in the main database and …

Many of the problems could be solved if quite a different approach for billing would be used: provide all courseware publicly accessible and charge students only when demanding services that require interaction with staff, e.g. administrators, tutors, correctors.  If the point of view is right that self-study is very much inferior to guided study, there should be no fear that these services won’t be demanded.  But at the moment, the implemented content-delivery services and proposals for their further development point just in the opposite direction: let a student access a course only during the time he is assigned to it.  We think this is worse than learning from a book and will discourage students using the LVU.
Another problem is how to make sure that students download all the courseware that is meant for download and is essential for success in the study programme and that they download it at the proper time.  For that purpose, an off-line navigator was developed.
3.2 Off-line navigator
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The off-line navigator is a client-server application that keeps track of all material a student has to work through and automates the process of download and local installation of those software that is meant for off-line work.  This seams an easy task for a student, but reality proved it was not.  This may be due to the very complicated structure of the study material.  Usually, a student is assigned to approximately 5 courses and the courseware of all courses is delivered in pieces meant for a workload of two weeks.  These pieces usually comprise several course units and exercises which have to be sent in every two weeks.  Thus, a tool that keeps track of all tightly scheduled operations is a valuable service for the students.  The sketch gives a brief introduction to the off-line navigator. 
3.3 Remarks on the content-providing services

As can be seen from the following figure, students generally feel a great need for a paper copy of those parts of the courseware that a made of lengthy text passages.  And they try very hard to clear any hurdles set out by the providers of the course that shall prevent students from downloading the course, as can be seen from the following discussion in a newsgroup. 
[image: image7.png]< Betreff: Kurs zum runterladen?
von: e

Datum: 17.12.2002 07:52

Diskussionsforen: _feuice-bachelor kurs. 20022 diskussion

Quni-dortmund.de>

Halla.
Ich wollte mal fragen, ob es den gesamten Kurs auch zun runterladen gibt.
Ich hebe es lieher, mir die Kurse auszudrucken und dann durchzuarbeiten,
da

kenn wan dann

veinigstens Bemerkungen an den Rand oder direkt in den Text schreiben.
solite es den kurs zun Runterladen geben, dann wére ich sehr froh, venn
dann auch der Pfad angegehen wird.

mit freundlichem Gruss

¥ Betreff: Kurs-Download, andere Angebote.
von:
Riickantwort
Datum: 20,122002 1528
kussionsforen: _feuice-bachelor kurs. 20022 diskussion

o -

Hallo Hitstreiter!

Ich vollte mit HTTrack eine Kopie des Kurses auf meine Festplatte
zichen.

HTTrack bricht allerding mit einer Reihe von Fehlermeldungen b, dab der
die zugangsgeschitzten Seiten micht laden kamn.

Was Mitzt mich nun HTTrack?

In einem FAQ zu HTTrack ist als Loésung beschrisben, der URL Benutzername
und Passvort anzuhingen.
Wie macht man das??

Do Forun habe ich gelesen, dab Herr Heinrichmeyer dieses Verfahren
verbietet. Uelche andere Moglichkeiten hat man?

Zu Java gibt es dbrigens eine sehr gute Online - Vorlesung von der Uni
Trier

/teleteaching. uni-trier.de/

/teleteaching. uni-trier.de/teilnahne. htul
/teleteaching. uni-trier.de/aufzeichnungen. htnl
/wuy. informatik.uni-trier.de/PST/infol wsDZ 03.htnl
Dieses kngehot steht allen Interessierten (nicht mur den Uni -
Angehorigen) offen!!!

leider habe ich einige problme mit dem Trierer Teleteaching Teol in
Verbindung wmit Eluel. Welchen Vorteil hat denn Blued im Vergleich zum
Sun JAVAC? Missen wir Blued vervenden?

Grise

[—————

¥ Betreff: Re: Kurs-Downioad, andere Angebote..

von: < @FermuniHagen.de>
Datum: 23.12.2002 16:07

Diskussionsforen: _feuice-bachelor kurs. 20022 diskussion

Hallo

Nach einigem Suchen hebe ich die folgende Vorgehensveise
gefunden, die £ur mich als Neuling auch nicht
selbstversténdlich ist. So sieht die URL Tir das
HTT-Programn aus

Bttp://q123456: gehe inespassuorthuvy. ice-bachelor . fernuni-hagen. de/ lehre/k2)

viel Erfolg

¥ Betreff: Re: Kurs zum runterladen?
von: <
Datum: 23.12.2002 23:52
Diskussionsforen: feu.ice-bachelor kurs.20022.diskussion

ferrunihagen.de>

T aenn auoh der Prad angegepen vird.

Ich méchte schlicht eine lokale Kopie haben, da ich spater durchaus
mal etvas nachgucken méchte.

Da sind reine Hypertext Dokumente lastig, da man nicht einfach
eine Datei kopieren muss, sondern ein Program henoetigt, welches
alle referenzierten HTHL Seiten und Graphiken ladt und das ganze
rekursiv macht.

HTTrack scheint so ein Toal fir Windows zu sein.
Ich persénlich vervende lieber wget oder manchmal auch curl.

Das wget Toal ist unter allen bekannten Unix Systemen
ihersetzhar, chenso kann man es unter Vindows uebersetzen,
wenn wan bei sich die Cygwin Suite installiert hat - kbmnte
sogar bei den meuesten Cyguin Versionen direkt installierbar
sein. Hier einfach mal die "wirror” Option nachlesen.

Mirroring, alse das spiegeln einer anderen Quelle, ist ja das,
was man eigentlich will. Das Programm soll nur den Krem

aus dem Netz laden, der sich in Bezug auf die lokal vorhandene
Version gesndert hat.

Grisse,

< Betreff: Re: Kurs zum runterladen?
von: =
Datum: 30.12.2002 12:16
iskussionsforen: _feu.ice-bachelor kurs, 20022, diskussion

@frnuni-hagen.de>

Hallo Herr .

dieser Rurs ist grundsétzlich als Online-Kurs konzipiert und nicht als
Linearer Text fir ein Lehrbuch. Eine Linearisierung und Aufbereitung
einer Druckversion wére nur mit sehr sehr grossem Arbeitsaufvand
méglich.

Ich hebe auch schon mal eine Version des Rurses als PDF-Datei angehoten,
vas sber auch keinen grosseren Nutzen als eine lokale Spiegelung des
Rurses (z. B. mit HTTrack] hatte.

Ich hoffe, dass Sie, trotz dieser etwas ungevshnlicheren Form der
Lehrmaterialien, Spass an dem Kurs haben und aus diesen Ihren Nutzen
ziehen kénnen.

viele Grisse,




Figure 3‑1: Newsgroup excerpt concerned with download and print-out of courseware vs. on-line access
From all newsgroup postings we have read it is obvious that the students want a paper copy of their course material whenever possible.  This may be due to the fact that the electronic document provision is relatively new at the FeU and thus students are not used to it, but there seems to be evidence for a general dislike of reading from a screen and a lack of interactive document formats that allow for personalisation of the material.  Therefore using HTML documents is often rated as being worse than reading a booklet.  The ability to search through an HTML document or to simply follow links seems to be less important than the ability to add remarks, sketches, stand-outs etc.  The LVU project group has therefore decided to use the flexibility of the new XML standard to provide versions of the courseware suitable for on-line work as well as for print-out.
3.4 Brief evaluation of course-related newsgroups

The thee most frequently visited newsgroups in the faculties corresponding to the authors’ skills were chosen for a first, brief evaluation.  Some characteristic numbers of these newsgroups are shown in tab. 3-2 and some graphics is shown in fig. 3-2.

	Kurs
	no. students
	no. news-active students
	ratio no. news-active studts. / no. students
	no. postings
	no. tutor postings
	no. student postings
	ratio no. stud. postings / no. students
	ratio no. stud. postings / no. news-active students
	Fig. 3-2

	20022
	73   
	17    
	23,3%   
	145   
	42   
	103    
	1,4    
	6,1 (median 4)
	     a

	2110
	617   
	24    
	3,9%   
	178   
	35   
	143    
	0,2    
	6,0 (median 3)
	     b

	4751
	1238   
	37    
	3,0%   
	86   
	0   
	86    
	0,1    
	2,3 (median 1)
	     c


Table 3‑2: Characteristic numbers of the selected newsgroups

Comparing the different newsgroups leads to some important findings.  The course corresponding to the newsgroup from which fig. 3-2a is derived belongs to first study programme of the FeU that only is offered via the internet.  The choice of such a study programme obviously corresponds to the proportion of assigned students that actively take part in the newsgroup; the proportion is 6 to 8 times higher than for the two newsgroups accompanying paper-based courses (cf. tab. 3-2).  The presence or absence of a tutor in the latter two newsgroups does not remarkably influence this proportion (cf.tab.3-2).

But the presence of a tutor does matter for the average number of postings an active student writes; if a tutor is present, the average number of postings an active students writes is 3 to 4 times larger than in the un-moderated newsgroup, regardless of the way the course is taught, i.e. paper- or internet-based.  This effect can be attributed to the observed correlation between the level of activity of a tutor and the number of students posting only once.  In the newsgroup where no tutor shows up (fig. 3-2c)more than half of the students (54%) post only once; this means they get no answer if they posted a question.  In the two newsgroups where a tutor is active an activity ratio of tutor postings to total postings of approx. 30% (fig. 3-2a) resp. 20% (fig. 3-2b) corresponds to a proportion of approx. 18% resp. 38% of students posting only once.  The same trend holds for the proportions of three relatively loosely defined groups of students, the highly active students (H.A.), the medium active students (M.A.) and the less active students (L.A.).  The same trend is found for the number of students as well as for the number of their postings; the latter is shown in the right column of fig. 3-2.
As only three newsgroups are evaluated so far, this findings cannot be claimed to be statistically significant, but they clearly indicate a trend which is well worth to be examined in detail in order to get sound recommendations for good practises for this part of tutoring.

Another problem for a tutor is how frequently the newsgroup should be visited by him.  Fig. 3-3 shows the normalised, cumulated number of postings as a function of the normalised time.  Normalising the number of postings is simply achieved by dividing all accumulated numbers by the overall number of postings, normalising the time is achieved by referencing the time stamp of all postings to the difference between the first and the last posting.  This yields the following figure, in which the postings of all three newsgroups displayed in fig. 3-2 are compared.
All three newsgroups show a ‘tough’ start, but after that phase the dominating effect is whether the students have to send in assignments or not.  From fig. 3-2 it is evident that the number of postings per time is highest shortly before the assignments have to be sent in, in fact, even the proportions of postings observed before the assignments is nearly identical in both courses, the graphs only differ because of the different time-line for the assignments.  In the newsgroup corresponding to the course without ‘forced’ assignments the final exam takes the role of a single assignment in the other courses, i.e. it shows a nearly exponential growth towards the end of the assignment period.  Indeed, the graphs corresponding to the ‘forced’-assignments newsgroups seem to be built of reduced and linked pictures of the graph corresponding to the no-assignments newsgroup.
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Figure 3‑2: Number of postings in the newsgroups sorted by frequency         Proportions of grouped postings
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Thus, a tutor has to choose a different strategy when assigned to a newsgroup accompanying a course with ‘forced’ assignments or not.  If there are ‘forced’ assignment, it is sufficient to implement a script that notifies the tutor if a certain amount of new postings has been published, because the time span between a posting and a possibly required answer is short enough.  On the other hand, if there are no ‘forced’ assignments, a tutor has to regularly look into the newsgroup because otherwise questions might remain un-answered and students might get frustrated.  We think this effect is the main cause for the large number of students posting only once in the un-moderated newsgroup.  Thus, assigning tutors to newsgroups is recommended.  And students should be encouraged to use newsgroups to put forward questions instead of mailing them directly to the tutor.  This is not only because it is more efficient for the tutor but also because the shy and only reading students may become aware of problems they otherwise might not have realised.  Approximately a quarter of the postings we have read through is concerned with real or suspected errors in the courseware which are most probably added when creating an on-line course from its paper-based version.

3.5 Conversion problems
[image: image17.emf]

Because the FeU traditionally sent out booklets, the on-line versions of the courseware often are converted from this material.  But adding hyperlinks and re-typing formulae is likely to add more errors than can be removed from the old script.  Authors and tutors became aware of this problem and decided to implement a student rewarding scheme.  But obviously, there are students who are much ‘smarter’ than expected.
                                                                                    Figure 3‑4: Student rewarding services
4 Services related to exercises and testing
Traditionally, students sent in the exercises to the FeU as paperwork via mail, within the FeU these work was distributed to the correctors’ internal PO boxes, eventually sent out to external correctors, hopefully corrected, sent back to the chair teaching the course, the grades were submitted to a central department responsible for the students’ records and finally hopefully sent back to the students.  When the FeU looked for ways to find proper representations of these complex correction procedure in the internet, large simplification for all involved parties should be achieved.  Finally, a pilot corrections system called WebAssign was set up.

4.1 WebAssign

WebAssign is a large, integrated web and Java server and database application.  Three groups of users are defined, i.e. students, tutors and administrators, and graders.  For each user group a specific web front-end was developed which focuses on their needs.  The WebAssign system as it is delivered can process three different kinds of corrections: yes/no questions, single and multiple choice questions, and exercises with a numeric answer.  It is possible and intended to extend this basic system so that it can process more complicated questions-answer schemes, but then the corresponding modules have to implemented in Java 2.  The faculties of information technology implemented modules for automatic correction of programming language code, e.g.  Three modes of automatic correction are provided, an instant correction procedure which allows the students to use some trial and error scheme to find the solution, and correction after the due date of the assignment, and a combination of both.  

There is some ‘funny’ experience with the instant correction procedure: a problem which had proven to be tough for the students in examinations (usually 90% failed) was prepared for this method.  In the exercises, now all students finally solved the problem.  But in the final examination, again 90% failed.  This indicates that trial and error is not the optimal learning principle for all problems.  Thus, the author of the exercises has to judge whether to use it or not.  But the system can also handle manual correction, which is obviously not done as paper-pencil work but by adding remarks to the students’ work which is submitted as HTML file via email.  Thus, the graders must have some skills in using this meta-language.  Very sophisticated methods for distributing the work to be corrected on the graders can be specified. 

The authors of the exercises have to obey a relatively strict syntax when creating the corresponding HTML pages, e.g. there are rules for the names of the files, the directories in which they have to be uploaded, the variable names etc.  And due to the strict role model, an author may not be able to view ‘his’ page for some specific courses, as can be seen from the following newsgroup posting.  We find it an interesting fact that in all documents related to the LVU the role of the students, tutors, administrators, and authors is discussed in detail, whereas the correctors seem to have much less focus.  But if it is true that people have difficulties reading longer text passages from a PC monitor, what about the difficulties a corrector experiences?  And how can a corrector get a feeling for the grading of different errors if the whole spectrum of errors is unkonown to him because only a fraction of exercises is sent to him? And should all exercises of a certain student be corrected by the same corrector or not?  
[image: image18.png]o
[}

o
[2)

o
~

0,2

normalised No. of Postings

Normalised Cumulative Distribution of Postings

-1 assignments, medium active tutor
/v assignments; highly active tutor
-O-no assignments, no tutor

0,2 04 06 0,8
normalised time





                                                            Figure 4‑1: Consequences of a (too) strict role model in WebAssign
The next chapter focuses on the aim of student support services, i.e. to minimise the drop-outs.
5 Contrasting Distance education drop out experience
by Helmut Fritsch
There have been long discussions about the use of media in education. Many reports during the sixties of the last century dealt with the question of aptitude-treatment- interaction. Until the eighties many projects proposed the instalment of new media for education.
It seems that the times of academic discussions in the field of instructional technology had reached their end when it became possible to realize all dreams having defined learning goals operationally, having developed assessment procedures, being able to prove that learning had happened.
For distance educators it was clear that learning takes place in the central nervous system of the learner and not within the medium, neither book nor TV. And distance educators knew that help in optimizing, individualizing the path to learning needs personal communication.
Yet distance education until this period still seemed to be something out of norm, something secondary, specialized for people with disabilities either in time or place, the distance educators worked in a sort of ivory tower: only when the peer group of academics came into closer contact with these people they found that their didactic credo made sense also for the "normal" education. Then they all came, universities trying to find their way for better instructional design, for using media in universities.
Lots of money has been put into such projects in many universities with the effect that many a project died exactly the moment when it should have been transformed into the normal system. Nowadays the project workforce, at least in Germany, turned into a second labour market attached like a planet to university structures.
The ease with which distance education institutions could cope with new media resulted from the consciousness that such new efforts did not imply a structural necessity to change the theory. Media, for a long time, belonged to the structural setup of distance education and had been under consideration for a long time. It seems that many universities were shocked with the necessity to re-think media and their roles in university teaching and had to think about the basics of didactical use of media in university teaching. Distance education institutions did not have this transition problem because of the definition of distance education:
Distance Education is an organizational form of education where
· instructional provisions, 
· tutorial interactions, 
· monitoring of practice as well as 
· individual control of learning
may take place via media making the simultaneous personal presence avoidable. 
Sir John Daniel of the British Open University referred to "Mega-Universities" - , the institutions enrolling regularly more than 100.000 students a year, such institutions growing in the far East more than in Europe. Without the continuing Education branch Europe hardly could present such numbers. Such "mega-universities" depend on the use of media. And there is not a hint to an inferiority complex of distance education compared with traditional education: on the contrary 

· instructional "design", 

· structured instances for communication 

· regular assessment of individual progress 

· continuous evaluation,

all belong to the standard procedures and constitute the success of distance education institutions, also for mega-universities. 

5.1 Success story for distance education

If it wasn't for the drop-out rates: Up to 85% drop outs from the initial enrolment figures! Whenever institutions have to report this, they will indicate similar figures in the case of competing distance education institutions. It seems to be a worldwide phenomenon.
This phenomenon is based in the heterogenity of the adressees. "Students" in DE often are studying parallel to a job, have social obligations and a family and are attracted by distance education because of the possibility to participate in a continuing education program otherwise not possible. The question is now: what can we do, that drop-out does not question the whole system of distance education?
Sometimes definitions help: Not in the way the Open University introduced a so called "preliminary enrolment" and this way got rid of the dramatic drop-out of the first year. No, on the contrary, it is necessary to take a closer look at the individual biographies of the students enrolled. In 1988 we studied this at FernUniversität using the learning biographies of a compulsory regular course (mathematics for busines adminitration). The figures read like this:
Non-starters : of the 1900 enrolled students 650 stopped reacting after they received the material.
Draw-backs: of th 1240 "starters" (at least one assignment turned in) 420 stopped after that
drop-outs: of the 833 "active students" (more assignments) 314 dropped out or failed
no-shows: of the 519 "admitted students" (prerequisites fulfilled to sit the exam) 248 did’nt show up
failures : of the 269 students sitting the exam 90 failed and 179 passed 

We tried to find the motif to stop and found for the first group, the "non-starters", that the 34% of the original enrolments just were interested in obtaining the material for individual autonomous reference or for the bookshelves because many thought that it represents the "state of the art" presented in a didactically comfortable way. Most of these have been quite happy with it. Of the second group (22%) we learned that many of them wanted to "keep up" with the development in their profession, tried to really work but found out that it is more work than they wanted to invest: Most of these took the decision not to continue without bad feelings. 
Then we found 16.5% of drop-outs: these people sent in more than two assignments, wanted feedback, got feedback and stopped working with the material, either frustrated or not- they indicated that they meant to do the course and found that their time or effort was not enough. A fairly large group of students fulfilled all prerequisites to sit the exam but did not show up: These no-shows terminated their study mostly because they felt no need to sit an exam, travel there etc., because many of them already took the same exam many years ago or have the degree to which the course curriculum belongs. It is in this group where we also have to look for students with a manifest test anxiety- more research is still needed. Anyhow, after the exam we find a pass-fail ratio of 2:1.
Roughly speaking 10% of the original cohort passed and 5% failed the final exam. 

5.2 Solving the problem

Success-rates of 15% of the the originally enrolled cohort are not very seldom in the difficult courses of FernUniversität: the course curriculum is not different from many normal university course curricula. But when we see in another course of the FernUniversität a success rate of 85% over several years we must look for explanations. The course now under consideration is a course in special education for teachers working already in schools for the handicapped but not yet having had a special training for their job. The curriculum is specialized but roughly the same in normal universities for on-campus-students being trained in special education. 
The description of this enrolled group gives the hints for all differences in comparing them with the normal students. This course is meant for training on the job. The course design does not differ much from all the other courses but the cohort is homogenuous: all are school teachers (they know how to learn) , all are in-service, regionally put together into regional study groups (many of them know each other: either they are from the same school or neighbouring schools), so there is a certain infrastructure among them, and, I think the most important feature is that their work is not aside from their study, what they learn today can be practised tomorrow, evaluated by practice and colleagues, and what they do is officially recognized by the authorities in that they receive a reduction of workload to a certain amount. All these characteristics seem to have favoured the results. So if distance education or in future the so called e-learning meets the following structures in recruiting students, drop-out seems to be a phenomenon of history: 

· students should be used to systematic learning 

· in a course there should be a homogenous student body 

· there should be at least the offer of regionally organised seminars 

· there must be regular assessment 

· the curriculum should be job related as close as possible 

· acceptance by the employer is favourable 

· If these characteristics are given, you can expect a high ratio of success.
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7 Appendix: the ‘grid’ filled with answers from Helmut Fritsch
	Items relevant for phase of study
	sub-items
	Comments on Items
	Standard of service at FeU

	Information Phase 
	
	A pre-registration phase. The principal activity conducted during this phase is exploration and examination of the available student material. Information is typically gained through an examination of material issued in support of the course.
	Series of material

	 
	
	
	

	Information relating to course. 
	
	The presence of information for each course relating to course content, duration, target audience etc.
	Course descriptions

	
	
	
	

	Information relating to the program to which the course belongs
	
	The presence of information relating to the larger program of which the course is a part. 
	Curricula available

	
	
	
	

	Information relating to pricing 
	
	Information relating to the cost of the course ( may include payment options). 
	Hard to calculate

	
	
	
	

	Vendor contact capability 
	
	A facility for the student to contact the vendor / course administrator for further course or program information
	possible

	
	
	
	

	FAQ Section 
	
	A list of commonly asked questions, together with solutions to those questions. 
	n.a.

	
	
	
	

	Guidance Phase
	
	A pre-course registration phase. This phase typically involves human  intervention, to give the student guidance / direction on what courses / programs to study and what courses / programs are not applicable. 
	possible

	 
	 
	 
	 

	Student specific information concerning choices of courses and / or programs. 
	
	Guidance to the student, typically by an institutional representative, on what course(s) most accurately meet his / her specific requirements.
	possible

	
	
	
	

	Optional Extras 
	
	These include any services that the student may purchase that are additional to the basic course / program material. 
	free

	
	
	
	

	Software Version 
	
	The student is given guidance on any software or hardware requirements that must be met to run the course material. This will typically only be applicable in the case of commercial implementations.
	Version support

	
	
	
	

	Financial questions regarding loans and grants 
	
	Questions that allow the student to determine if he or she is eligible for financial assistance such as government grants, scholarships etc. 
	none

	
	
	
	

	Costs 
	
	The student is offered a price for the course / program selected for him / her. 
	no

	
	
	
	

	Registration Phase 
	
	The student is enrolled in the course / program. The  typical elements of this phase involve processing course payments and  issuing the student with a course / program access etc. 
	

	 
	
	
	

	Guidance on practical matters
	
	This might include Guidance on how to complete the registration form, campus facilities, directions to campus, when 'live' / real-time components have been scheduled for. 
	newsgroups

	
	
	
	

	Registration information user identity and passwords 
	
	A facility to issue the student with a user identity and or password to allow him / her to enter their courses programs and if applicable services.
	official

	
	
	
	

	Integration Phase 
	
	This phase involves giving the students technical information relating to the possibility of physically placing the learning material on the customers learning infrastructure. Typically, this phase would be performed in the case of a commercial organisation providing online learning.
	

	
	
	
	

	Technical Recommendations
	
	Might include recommendations on  the Client Browser Required, database requirements, windows platform etc. 
	Often outdated

	
	
	Information on compatibility with standards such as SCORM may also be included. 
	n.a.

	
	
	
	

	Help Desk 
	
	The activities associated with this phase are likely to be performed during all phases. The activities typically relate to resolving problems with passwords, error messages, problems resolving URL's, general technical queries etc. 
	

	
	
	
	

	Technical Support
	
	The facility to receive live support in the event of students being unable to satisfactorily access the content and services for which they have paid.
	e-mail

	 
	
	
	

	Student Self Tracking 
	
	The facility for user to map his / her progress and / or check progress against the objectives set for the course / program.
	possible

	
	
	
	

	Learning Phase 
	
	This phase facilitates online learning. Online learning typically occurs via access to eLearning content, discussion fora, bulletin boards, email queries, telephone support, group work etc. These support both student to student and student to instructor interaction. 
	

	
	
	
	

	Dispatch of printed and other physical learning materials 
	
	A facility for students to check on the status of the hard copies of their course material 
	given

	 
	
	
	

	Instruction on Online Learning techniques
	
	User instructions / demonstrations on how to use the eLearning material / services they have access to. 
	missing

	
	
	
	

	Student Learning Support 
	Bulletin Boards 
	Online discussion rooms for all users to post comments, questions, learning support documents etc. 
	given

	
	
	
	

	
	email
	The facility to contact tutors and / or peers.  
	given

	
	
	
	

	
	online tutorials
	Online tutorials to support students in meeting their learning objectives. 
	newsgroup

	
	
	
	

	
	face to face tutorials 
	The facility to arrange online, face to face tutorials that support the students in meeting their learning objectives. 
	offered

	
	
	
	

	Resources / Library 
	
	Online access to additional material to support student learning. 
	supported

	
	
	
	

	Student - Self Assessment 
	
	The online facility to check learning progress during the course. The results of these tests are not usually recorded towards the final result. 
	regularly

	
	
	
	

	Automated Assessment 
	
	Typically occurs at the end of a course, produces a result which may count towards certification.
	given

	
	
	
	

	Tutor Assessment
	
	The facility to send work to a tutor / teacher for correction and evaluation. 
	given

	
	
	
	

	Assessment Feedback - electronic
	
	Electronic method of giving students feedback on their work. The results may include guidelines on what areas the student needs to repeat. 
	given

	
	
	
	

	Assessment Feedback - manual
	
	Instructions on how to submit work for analysis and correction. Results may include guidelines on what material needs to be repeated. 
	Still possible

	
	
	
	

	Student Portfolios
	
	A personal home-page per student to allow them to introduce themselves to online colleagues, showcase their work. Provide alternative sources of course information to  colleagues etc.
	possible

	
	
	
	

	Final Results Phase 
	
	Post study phase where the student is given his / her course / program result. 
	

	 
	
	
	

	Accreditation 
	
	Here the student is issued his / her results. These results will have an influence on what further courses / programs are to be taken. 
	difficult

	
	
	
	

	Guidance on further study
	
	The facility to get additional information on what other courses / programs are available 
	difficult


Figure � STYLEREF 1 \s �2��� SEQ Figure \* ARABIC \s 1 �1�: Short thread solving a basic problem








Figure � STYLEREF 1 \s �3��� SEQ Figure \* ARABIC \s 1 �3�: Cumulative distribution function of postings













