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The introductory psychology course at one western university has eschewed publisher based online resources and employed its own comprehensive course web resources to complement classroom instruction. Since 1996, over 15,000 students have had the opportunity to use the resources, and during the last formal evaluation of the course resources, almost 95% of the students reported using the web resources (with 63% heavy users) and 86% rated the web resources as “very helpful” (n=1683)
.

What is striking about this extremely high use and positive evaluation is that these web resources are optional and not a course requirement.  Students are told on the first day of class that they can do well in the course by reading the textbook assignments, filling out learning objectives contained in the course syllabus, coming to class, and taking good notes.  The web resources are described as a complement to the course.  The high use and positive evaluations are also striking in that these web resources were designed and constructed by a classroom teacher whose technical skill level hovers at programming a home vcr.  This suggests that the success of the web resources is not due to technical glitz but to developing a course tool that students quickly find useful.

The purpose of this paper is to review the principles that have guided the development of the web resources (Educational Technology Resources, ETR) and which might be helpful to both individual instructors and publishers who are developing a new generation of web resources.

The course web resources (ETR) have two separate components (text and lecture) that are typically accessed through an interactive course syllabus.  The text book component corresponds closely to the actual textbook.  While the resource parallels the text, it is not a simple regurgitation of the text.  It includes concept synopses within each chapter section, chapter outlines, graphs and figures, definitions of key terms, learning objective linked material, links to related concepts in other chapters, sample test questions, internet sites that pertain to specific topics, and additional commentary.   The lecture component contains lecture outlines, sample exams, the instructor’s own added material and relevant internet links. Students can seamlessly navigate from the lecture resources to the supporting textbook resources. This platform also allows for the smooth integration of additional components, e.g. streaming video clips, and “psychology in the news” links as they become available.

Several guiding principles shaped the development of the course web resources. First, it was recognized that the students’ main goal is to master the course so they can do well on the exams.  The web resources needed to be organized so that it was obvious from the students’ perspective that the resources would help them achieve their goal.  The original version of the ETR was moderated by a “web wizard” character who would make comments about the difficulty of a concept and offer additional commentary to clarify the material. As might be expected, students rated those activities most closely related to exam preparation as most useful (e.g. sample exams and learning objectives with links to relevant concept synopses).

The students’ emphasis on mastering test worthy content meant that important enrichment material was seen as a second level of use.  The ETR was therefore organized so that the enrichment material was physically located near the explanatory material.  The student’s “Mastering the content” goal was used as the gateway to the additional enrichment content.  If a student’s interest had been stimulated while mastering the content, they had an immediate link to additional material that helped them explore the concept in more detail.  

A second broad principle in the design of the web resources was to give students a sense of control over course material by developing an integrated platform that presented the material in a way that could be tailored to their personal learning style. This meant that the web resources had to contain enough useful information to warrant frequent use, and this information had to be accessible in a number of ways. Many publisher websites contain so little information that it is not worth the effort of the student to go through the procedure of logging on to the website.  Others present limited information in a format that requires the student to approach the material in only one way.  Still others present a great deal of material in an organizational format that does not readily correspond to the students’ understanding of their course’s organization.

In the ETR, students could organize their use of the web resources in several different ways, depending on their personal strategy for studying.  For example, some students could use the web resources in the textbook component to parallel their reading of the text.  The web resources could be used as a way of previewing a chapter or simply being available when the student encountered a difficult concept.  Other students approached the web resources from the linked ETR learning objectives.  The learning objectives in the paper syllabus were described in class as important for success. Students could check their own learning objective  answers (or create their learning objective answers) with the material that appeared when they clicked the appropriate learning objective link.  Some students recognized that introductory classes are often exercises in learning a seemingly infinite number of definitions.  They used the key term glossary to review definitions for each chapter.  Each definition was linked to the content within the chapter so that the student could see how and where the definition was used.   Since the course exams were seen as critical to their success, many students approached the web resources through the sample online exams.  Each question contained a link back to the chapter material where  it originated so that the student could review material on the items that were missed.   What might not be obvious from this description is that the text content that is being accessed and reviewed  by the student in each of the strategies is the same.  The same material can be accessed from these differing student uses through thoughtful organization of the resources to accommodate a variety of student studying strategies.

While this might sound as though the students are confronted with a potentially confusing amount of information, the final principle was that the web resources had to be very “user friendly”. The web resources should make conceptual sense from the user’s perspective.  The organization of many of the publishers’ websites makes sense to a database scientist but not to the student learner.  In the ETR, the student uses an interactive syllabus that looks very similar to the paper syllabus.  The organization of the web resources and the organization of the class appear to be the same to the student.  The organization of the content of textbook resources reflects the organization of the textbook.  The organization of the lecture material reflects the organization of the lectures.  As a result, navigation of the website  makes intuitive sense, and it takes the student just a few minutes to understand how to navigate through the site. “User friendly” also means there is sufficient integration within resource components to make getting from one part of the web resources to another just “one click away” rather than backing out and trying to find the publisher’s silo marked “chapter tests” or “chapter glossaries” or “interesting web links”.

As a corollary to the last principle, use is facilitated by taking advantage of how many teenagers and young adults think of their experience on the internet --- there are “playful” aspects to the web resources. Students find humor as welcome relief, a way to peak their interest, and to a way to gain confidence that the content is being presented from their perspective.  For example, the icon of a skull and crossbones is used to identify exam dates, but clicking on the icon sends the student to a page that reveals how pirates attempted to use psychological warfare on their hapless victims with their skull and crossbones flags.  There are links to historical and theatrical pirate sites. Finally, there is an additional reference to the connection between the skull and crossbones icon, test anxiety, and a link to  campus resources where students might get assistance for academic problems that freshmen face in their first year of college.  Students discover that there are a number of these types of links embedded in the web resources. These links leads the curious student to a sometimes off beat connection that still demonstrates psychological relevance to a wide variety of topics.
While the work involved to create such a comprehensive set of course resources is daunting, the size of introductory courses do make it worth while to invest time and resources.  Publisher offerings, while still deficient, are slowing evolving  and may eventually offer students a similar value if they embrace some of the principles described above.
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