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Abstract

Saint Mary’s students use a self assessment tool to benchmark their current level of information
fluency during their first two weeks on campus. This assessment is not as useful as it could be
without resources which allow students to develop their information fluency. Saint Mary’s rec-
ognized that the College had few resources to meet the needs of those students who will do re-
search in a networked environment but never program a computer. A research librarian and a
member of the computer science faculty collaborated to develop a course for these students enti-
tled “Research and Resources in a Networked Environment.” This paper discusses the history of
the course as well as the goals, content and assignments. The problems faced in implementing
the course will also be addressed.

I ntroduction

When the Teaching and Learning Technology Roundtable (TLTR) was established at Saint
Mary’s, the steering committee recognized that defining and developing student information flu-
ency (IT fluency) should be a priority. Many hours of work by a subcommittee chaired by Prof.
Emeritus Peter Smith led to the development of a self assessment tool which students could use
to establish their current level of IT fluency and to plan for enhancement of their IT fluency.

This work was discussed in Prof. Smith's paper “Assessing Student Fluency in Information
Technology.” [4, pp. 222-233] This assessment tool was first used in thefall of 2001, when all
first year students were asked to consider their current level of IT fluency. The steering commit-
tee of the TLTR, however, recognized that the opportunities available for students who wished to
improve their level of fluency were limited. Saint Mary’s offers substantial courses in computer
science; the Department of Information Technology regularly offers no credit workshops to help
members of the community develop skills. In addition, there are work study opportunities for
those who wish to work more deeply with technology. However, opportunities for the typical

humanities student seemed to be lacking. Such students are usually not interested in taking pro-
gramming courses nor in working for Information Technology. If they do enroll in a workshop,
it isjust so that they can learn the skills needed to word process a paper or produce slides for a
presentation. This hardly prepares them to be information and technology literate citizens. It
seemed clear that Saint Mary’s was not meeting the needs of the student who will use a net-
worked environment for her work but never program a computer.

At the same time the discussion on student I T fluency was taking place, reference librarians were
indicating that the typical Saint Mary’s student was lacking in research skills. There are virtually
no first year courses in which students are expected to do extensive research projects. More
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typically, these projects are required in the junior or senior years. Students arrive in the library
looking for help, with no good idea of how to identify and evaluate printed materials, much less
those found in electronic form. While our students are indeed proficient in email and ordering
items on line, they have received little training in how to efficiently find information in a net-
worked environment, how to evaluate this information and how to incorporate it in a research
project.

The TLTR steering committee saw a golden opportunity to develop a course which would ex-
plore the nature of research in a networked environment and help humanities students develop
their IT fluency in appropriate ways. Julie Long, a reference librarian who serves on the TLTR
steering committee, and Mary Connolly, from the computer science faculty, joined together to
develop the course, supported by an internal COSTAR (Collaborative Study and Research) grant
from Saint Mary’s.

Course Content

The course is intended to be a project-based one, consisting of lectures and demonstrations cul-
minating in a web-based portfolio exploring one of the themes of the course. It includes: a study
of the evolution of the networked environment; a study of the ethical issues involved in being
part of a networked environment; searching, accessing and critically evaluating resources, are-
view of copyright and citation issues; and publishing on the Internet. The course carries one
credit; classes meet once aweek. Classtime is not devoted to building skills. Students develop
the necessary skills, such as learning how to use the required software packages, outside of class
time, with the help of specially selected student tutors.

The first class is devoted to computer basics, making sure that students know the essential vo-
cabulary. Studentswork through an activity in which they find the answers to questions such as:

How is computer memory measured?

What kind of files consume more memory, on average, than graphics files?
What is meant by bandwidth?

How isthe clock speed of acomputer measured and what does it mean?
What is the typical memory requirement for one small drawing?

What is the typical memory requirement for one three minute music file?
Which might speed up your computer - more RAM or alarger hard drive?
What is a ping value?

What does it mean to download afile?

While we assume that the students have been using computers for years, our experience shows
that many do not really understand why their computer might be slow, why they should know
something about the operating system on their machine or even what they should look for in pur-
chasing acomputer. Thisfirst classisdesigned to help answer these questions.

The second class is devoted to Internet basics. Students learn how a DNS address is constructed.
The client/server software model is explored, and the World Wide Web is discussed. Students,
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of course, have been on the Web for years, but we try to give them some hints to make their
browsing more efficient. Another activity is introduced in which students answer questions such
as.

Why isthe heterarchical structure of the Internet a better organization structure than a
hierarchical structure?

What is the difference between an | P address and a DNS address?

What isthe first thing you should try when you see a 404 Not Found error message?

What is the College’ s Computer Usage Policy? Note: Thisrequires studentsto find it on
the Web.

What is the term of the day on www.webopedia.com?

Students are assigned readings on information to prepare for the next class. [3, pp.3-20],
[5,pp.31-50], [6,pp.27-29] In addition, the semester long project isbegun. The project isdivided
into seven milestones; the first, due at the beginning of the third class, requires that students se-
lect a topic for an essay. Guidelines are given so that the essay will be in keeping with the
themes of the course.

The third class explores the nature of information. Working through an activity, the class devel-
ops a shared definition of information and explores the differences between data, information
and knowledge. The information cycle is presented, and students are asked to keep a journal of
their information needs over the coming week and how they solved them.

The next class fully explores the need to evaluate information found on Web sites. Students ook
at educational sites, commercia sites, governmental sites, organizational sites, biased sites and
bogus sites. An evaluation check list is used to rank the usefulness of five sites in finding bio-
graphical information on Shakespeare. Search engines are explored, and students must find four
Web sites related to the topic of their essay using at least two different search engines. To com-
plete the second milestone of the project, students must evaluate the four sites, using the evalua-
tion check list.

By the next class, students should be able to present some of their Web site evaluations. The
class then explores the various types of electronic resources and differentiates between these
types, i.e. Web sites versus Web-based databases, periodical indexes versus online catalogs, etc.

Students become acquainted with electronic journal indexes and learn how to classify sources as
primary or secondary. They aso classify periodicals as scholarly or popular; our experience has
been that we need to do this. Students do not necessarily understand the difference. Online cata-
logs are also considered. A succession of activities helps students understand these concepts;

they categorize a variety of publications and defend their decisions. Other activities help stu-
dents learn how to structure an effective query. The activities are spread over two class periods.
For the third milestone, students are required to use at least two different periodical indexes to
find four articles related to their essay topic, at least two of which must come from scholarly
journals.

The next two classes are devoted to copyright laws, fair use and proper citations. An interesting
class activity at this point explores identifying plagiarized texts. For the fourth milestone, stu-
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dents are required to prepare an annotated bibliography of the articles they will use for their es-
says. Thefifth milestone consists of the written essay.

The next part of the course introduces students to the principles of visua communication. Stu-
dents will eventually create a Web page for their project (milestone 6), but first we want them to
be introduced to good design principles. At this point we consider symmetry and balance, proper
utilization of space, texture, color, unity and variety, etc. Classtimeis spent looking at a variety
of Web sites, some well designed and some which need help! The basics of HTML are intro-
duced before students learn to use Dreamweaver. All of this takes about three class periods, with
additional help from the student tutors outside of class. A fourth classis devoted to graphics and
animation. The last class is devoted to the final milestone — presentation of each student’s pro-
ject.

Problems

Although it is clear to the reference librarians and the faculty that many humanities students
really do need to work through the material of this course, students do not necessarily feel they
need to, until that senior project is upon them. At that point, the librarians are giving a good ded
of one-on-one help. We were first given permission to offer this course in the fall of 2002. We
initially felt that the course should be restricted to first year students, since those students would
probably not have other research projects during the semester. Since the course is a one credit
course, we decided to start it just after the two session introduction to information technol ogy
which isrequired of all first year students and takes the first two weeks of classes. The problem
was that by the third week of class, no first year students felt like adding another credit hour to
their schedule; they were sufficiently overwhelmed at that point! Hence, we did not get to teach
the course.

For the spring semester we opened the course to students of all four years. However, we did not
do a good job of making this new course known. Although several advanced computer science
students noticed the offering and asked questions, the humanities students ignored it. Once
again, we did not have enough students to run the course.

For the fall, 2003 semester we are advertising the course in a number of ways; as of early March
we aready had interest. This time we do expect to teach the course. At this stage, it is still con-
sidered an experimental course. Should we be successful at attracting the numbers of students
we hope to attract, we have several problems ahead of us. Since this is a collaborative course,
both instructors are essentially carrying the course as an overload. There currently is no formal
way for areference librarian to teach a course; while such work is entirely appropriate and has
been done in the pagt, it does put a burden on the person involved. One credit hour courses are
difficult to fit into the standard faculty load at Saint Mary’s, since the usual load is three 3 credit
hour courses one semester and four 3 credit hour courses the other semester. We recognize that
over the long term, we can not expect the same people to fit this in every semester as an over
load. Also, we would love to get to the point where we needed more than one section. Another
unresolved issue is which department should claim the course. We have been reluctant to list
this as a computer science course since the intended audience is definitely not computer science
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students. Currently, itislisted as a special course; however, if it isto be made permanent, it will
need to go through areview process and be claimed by a specific department.

L ooking Ahead

In many ways, our studentswill help uswith IT fluency. Each class comesto Saint Mary’s more
computer literate than their predecessors. However, most do not understand the implications of
working in a networked environment. Although most students have spent a good deal of com-
puter time surfing the Web, shopping, sending messages, etc., they still need help in learning
how to use technology for the real work of an academic. While the content of this course may
change in yearsto come, it seems clear that the need for such a course will remain.
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