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A student Case study

Andrew (computing)
This case study summarises key points from interviews undertaken during 2008 with one student on The Open University course Software Requirements for Business Systems, one of the courses included in the JISC-funded research project PB-LXP. Project documents are available from the OU Knowledge Network http://kn.open.ac.uk/public/workspace.cfm?wpid=8255 and the JISC website http://mw.brookes.ac.uk/display/JISCle2/Project+websites. 

This case study provides an overview of the student’s interviews aligned with the key issues arising from this student’s experience of ICT for study on a course closely related to his working practice. Software Requirements for Business Systems is a 15-point postgraduate course that can be part of a number of programmes. The course covers the process of requirements engineering (RE), which involves analysing a business problem and developing a requirements specification to solve it. This involves fully specifying the elements necessary to reach a goal point, such as the development of a computer based system, though the procedure is not limited to computers. Students are allocated to groups of about 14 students per tutor and there are three tutor marked assignments (TMA) and an examination. The usual OU on-line forum is provided for the course as a group. There is no residential school for further student interaction; however, the course provides students with the opportunity to engage in small group-collaboration in a wiki environment in order to emulate RE practice in industry. IT use is centred on the Moodle wiki and the provided software requirements tool. 

The design of the online study environment closely follows the chapters of the set book and so adopts a linear approach to the study of information and processes. Students are engaged in an active learning process involving reading, working through the use of the Wiki and the requirements tools. 
Student background and identity

This male student is in the 35 to 40 age range. He has already completed a graduate certificate in computing. He works as a consultant programme analyst for the civil service and has in his own words “been a software engineer for ever”  
I am an analyst on … inter-governmental systems. The job more or less entails analysis and not a lot of design; maybe user permits specification. In fact a lot of things [the course] is providing a more formal approach. 
The course is not necessary for his job, but it does seem to be useful and helps formalise his knowledge.

Necessary – no, but they are very definitely applicable – a great many things that would be of benefit for the roles I have at the moment the course extols. 

 I chose the course, as it is very relevant to the work I do and I would like to formalise the knowledge I have by doing it. It is generally more comprehensive than the types of three-day courses – at the end of the day I also think the piece of paper may be of value, although that is a small consideration at the end of it.

This student has a high level of computer literacy and experience with technology and the course seems to fit in with his professional identity and his work goals. However, perhaps because of his extensive experience he does not feel he will learn new technologies from taking the course, but rather will learn different approaches to using that technology.
Interviewer: Do you expect to learn to use new technologies on this course?

Student: No, not in a specific way in fact, because it is not about technology, it is about methods and approaches, it’s requirements engineering, precisely.
ICT and Learning effectiveness

The main ICT elements in this course are the requirements recording tool, the Wiki for collaborative work, forums (FirstClass), e-TMA’s (electronic tutor marked assignments), a learning journal and the on-line course materials. There is a set book and the online course mainly follows the set book chapters, operating within the Moodle environment that the OU uses for its VLE.
Wiki

One of the most interesting elements of ICT on the course is the Moodle Wiki. This is used to create a group document that produces a fully specified requirements set in collaboration with the other students of that tutor group. This student had used a wiki at his previous job and  identified two potential shortfalls of the wiki in relation to this task. First the structure of a page on the wiki does not fit the level of detail required for developing requirements and second, only one person can edit at a time. Students relied on phone and the chat function in FirstClass forums to coordinate their work.
I would say that there are a number of aspects, a number of shortfalls with the wiki.  One is that because it is a coarse grained tool you can broadly see what people need and the alterations, but because you are dealing with, how can I describe it?  The wiki is one field.  You have got one …page with all the requirements on it. Therefore your history on that page is very coarse.  While when you look at the syntax for example of a requirement presented in the course you have got a great many individual fields, even for the requirements that you are presenting and there maybe 5 or 6 attributes to each requirement… 
…The other aspect of it is one person edits at a time, and then the question is how do you carry on the conversation to determine what edits should be taking place because then you have more than one person trying to access it to make the odd alteration but you need to co-ordinate that immediacy, that collaboration .. .It actually provided a forum where you could publish something, but the difference between publication and collaboration is very, very clear with the wiki.  It is good at one and bad at the other.  It's good at publication, it’s bad at collaboration.
Requirements tool

The other interesting piece of ICT in use on the course is the software requirements recording tool. In essence this is a set of templates that help to formalise the requirements needed to reach the specified application goal.

…I think there were two things prohibiting the tool during the course in this respect.  One was that we didn't have time to go into any depth and the second was that the tool didn’t really support it…In requirements engineering you generally keep an eye across all requirements and so you need to be able to cross trend so if you change a requirement button round you may have an impact on others so there is a relationship between the requirements and the tool didn't really express this to any great degree.  
…the course presents the Valere method and the Valere method has got a template essentially for requirements, well in fact for specification and for individual requirements and that has impacted on my work…Interviewer: 
Right.  The method itself is useful?

Student:
Yes, but the tool was not
The method the tool was based on was important to the student and he has taken this into his work life. Using his work experience this student could judge the effectiveness of the tool and expresses an example suggesting that it does not have the full functionality he would expect. This was the lack of any cross referencing between requirements, meaning that the impact of changing one on the others was not part of the tool function. Students with less experience might not realise these sorts of shortfall in functionality.

Forums
FirstClass software is provided for all students to view emails and participate in course and tutor group forums. There is also a chat or ‘café’ area for discussion not specifically to do with the course.

Interviewer:
Did you use the forums any more as the course went on?

Student:
Not really.  It's, I know that there are a lot of tools available with First Class as well but given time I found it very difficult to go on and participate in those sorts of things.  I would go on and read the messages periodically but that was just to keep an eye on things.  ..I used them as an observer rather than a participant. In general you go to see the same names cropping up over and over again so you got the impression that more people were observing than were participating but the people who were participating participated quite freely.

However, he did use the chat function within FirstClass to discuss the use of the wiki with other students to schedule postings and editing of the wiki content. 
ICT and work/practice relationship

Working as a consultant means that there is little study time at work and some elements of the course will need to be rushed to meet deadlines. Time pressure has also meant that this student has taken an unconventional route through the provided course materials.

.. because I had to approach the course in a slightly hurried way, particularly for TMA 2 and 3, this meant that whenever I could spend the time to study I would do it…This generally meant that I studied all the study guides and then I did the book, and in fact I don't on reflection… think this was actually too bad, mainly because it meant I did the study guide, which then prepared me for reading the material, in a much broader way.  This meant I was in some ways I was getting to join more dots more quickly because I was reading across chapters all in one go rather than one on one between the study guide and the book.  

For the second assignment he described how he crammed most of the study required into the two weeks before the deadline.

…I read all the course work over the weekend so that was more or less two 8 or 9 hour days and then I started doing the TMA on the Wednesday of that week if I remember correctly. Then followed  by completing the TMA or getting as much done in the following weekend which was the 8th and 9th and finishing it and polishing it and finishing the last questions and so on and so forth.  I was lucky to get it posted on the 14th.  As I say there was nothing that I would call a typical week but that is because things have been crazy.

This concentration of study a week or two prior to an assignment is familiar to many students and illustrates a less systematic approach overall to hours of study than the course design would encourage. It does also though indicate the level of commitment this student has to getting the work done and submitted on time.

Whilst not strictly necessary for his work, the course does seem to be providing knowledge that is highly work relevant and there is already some carry-over of the approaches to requirements engineering he has learned into his professional practice. The amount of work experience this student has means that he is analytical about aspects of ICT he encounters in the course.

…because I have a certain amount of experience in these areas I think that that experience - I might come across something that is naff or is really quite good, I tend to remember it, because I have actually something to benchmark it against.  
By the last interview there had been changes at work, with a new boss and a particular approach to requirements engineering. However, this enhanced the links he could make between his work context and the course approach to requirements engineering: 
… I have a new boss now and we are applying architectural frameworks in my job………. many of the aspects that are taught inside the  requirements process in the OU course are reflected inside the architectural framework that we are using.  ……….the way you would want to do your context models and your high level user cases and so on……. this situation is common to both the architectural approach and to the course so in that respect there is a lot of cross over between the two of them.

As can be seen from the case so far, studying the course has proved beneficial to this student’s work practices in the use of requirements technologies and approaches and he provides evidence of how he is applying what he has learned at work.

Interviewer: You use requirements at work so has the course changed the way you are doing that?

Student: Absolutely it has changed the way I am doing that…What the course has done it has given me a formal process…But I would say that aspect of the course, essentially the context model for the user case taxonomy has, is a very useful approach.  It is one that I will actually - I am happy thinking I will use it and I will be using it in earnest, probably starting tomorrow in fact.  I have a collection of work to do as part of one of the framework components that we are using and I am intending on using (it) as a context model in one of our architectural framework components and user case taxonomy that that generates in another architectural framework component.

This is not suggesting that the technology of the provided requirements recording software tool is used, rather it is the approach that this is based on is employed. Asked whether he had achieved the course learning outcomes of communicating a set of requirements to others, he responded as follows:
… the recognition that there are many stakeholders, all of whom have requirements and importantly many of these requirements may not necessarily be harmonious with each other …and as requirement engineer you can have the responsibility to weigh up the pros and cons and come to a conclusion as to which takes precedence and then try and run that by the appropriate stake holders.  That aspect of the course was very valuable but the ICT was not.  
Personal ICT choices and novel uses of ICT

One novel use of the software available to the student was the general ‘chat’ area of the FirstClass software which was used to support the missing functionality of the Moodle wiki. It seems they did as a group also use MSN and that did have some advantages over ‘Chat’ in the forums.

We did use the Chat.  It was very useful but it lacks some of the facilities you have in the Microsoft instant messenger,  I would say, is better than First Class because it provides information as to when people are, become active, when they become available…You get the list of people in your group and you can actually see exactly what the status of each individual is, whether or not they are there or not and so forth.  

This particular student does have a novel use of the on-line materials that makes the course not only fit in with his ways of working, but makes finding relevant sections easier. He regularly downloaded all the course PDFs, all of the study guides and additional reading.

…I would then have all the materials essentially on a memory stick. ..I have found this useful in a number of different ways.  I found it useful because it didn't really matter where I was because even if I didn't have a paper copy I could quickly review the material and I also found that very beneficial when I was doing the TMAs because I would remember that I had read something, perhaps in one of the study guides, but couldn't find it straight off but I would go and do a (Word) search.  So I would know in advance what I was looking for but finding the exact paragraph maybe more difficult, but I could search through the document.  …I found being able to search through the documents, particularly for the TMAs, when you are having to digest a lot of material and summarise it, being able to go and find specific pieces of text was very useful.
Summary

The student is a software analyst and has a great deal of ICT knowledge including familiarity with tools used in the course. He viewed any technology with a critical eye. The course described focuses on requirements engineering (RE), an approach used to fully specify the elements needed to reach a goal in any number of domains, but often used for software and computer application design. While he finds the course approaches to RE valuable and useful in his work, he is critical of the two main types of technology embedded in the course – the requirements recording tool and the wiki. He did make use of MSN and the chat function with FIrstClass to increase collaboration with other students and make up for the wiki shortfall. He also valued the ease of access created by having on-line materials which he downloaded onto a memory stick and used for word searches using the standard function in Microsoft Word. This suits his learning style, particularly when he faces personal and work limitations on his study time. He valued the concepts and approaches introduced by the course, rather than particular tools.
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