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Background
Students have been asking for simple and easy ways to learn more about courses that they may potentially wish to take at McGill.  The web is the most effective way to make this information available to them as they need it, and when they need it.

All courses at McGill are required to have a course outline with McGill.

Excerpt from the Green Book:

10.2 Every instructor shall provide students during the first week of lectures with a written course outline.

This information should include, where appropriate:

(a) A description of the topics to be considered in the course,

(b) A list of required and recommended readings and other materials,

(c) A description of the means of evaluation to be used in the course,

(d) The instructor’s office hours for students, office location and telephone number for office

appointments.
In addition, some faculties require further standard content for course outlines.  As well,  more course details are provided early in September by professors to the exam office regarding the evaluation methods and other information to support the appropriate scheduling of the final exam, collection of exams, and conduct of exams.
There is no single repository for course outlines at McGill.  Practices vary from professor to professor, and from department to department.  Some professors use personal web sites, some deliver the information in paper format, some professors use WebCT, which is only available to students registered in the course.
Past implementation history
An early pilot project was proposed by the registrar in 2004 at Committee on Student Affairs to use Minerva to store the course outlines. This is a standard feature of the software, that has not been rolled out at McGill.  

The pilot Minerva project was never implemented – rather it was hoped that the next version of WebCT Vista would offer an enhanced solution. Upon completion of the WEbCT Vista implementation and at the request of the Educational Technology group, the ISR team investigated Vista’s course outline features  – it was decided that WebCT did not offer a  suitable universal solution. There were difficulties of giving access to anyone beyond the registered students.  Furthermore, it was not possible to create a standard extract for the outline (as separate from all the other course materials). It is also easier to create system enhancements (or “add-ons”) in Minerva, than it is with WebCT Vista. Finally, the Minerva interface is in wider use amongst professors than WebCT.
As well, Laura Winer spearheaded an investigation of a course content management solution that was homegrown at HEC in Montreal to provide course outlines and much more.  It was not deemed feasible to develop migrate this software to McGill, as it would mean establishing a new web platform at McGill, adding unnecessarily to the variety of web platforms that already exist (the www.mcgill.ca environment, WebCT Vista, Minerva and the portal solution).
We are now in a position to revive the Minerva solution, as it offers a mix of low cost, and ease of use for McGill.
The Minerva Solution

The professor can enter the required information through an easy-to-use form on the Faculty Menu of Minerva.  Alternatively, the departmental secretary can add the information through a form on the Banner client interface.
The Minerva form is simple in design – in the appendix you will find a screen shot of the form that the professor would see.  

The Minerva course outline has the following features:

1.  The course outline would be available to students through the web class schedule (no need for the student to enter a password).  

This means students would be able to read the outline before they had actually registered for the course.  Professors would no longer have to respond to individual e-mails from students requesting information about course outlines before they have registered.  Currently, some professors do post their course outlines on the web – but the student would not know the url without attending the class (a recent search on the term “course outline” on the McGill search engine did not yield any results.) 
2.  The course outline is associated with a section in a term.
The course outline could vary from term to term, and also from lecture section to lecture section.

3.  The course outline would be archived permanently in the database for that section that term.

The course outline would be stored in the database and would be saved permanently.  A scheduled report could be created to compile all the course outlines, as they appear at the end of the course change period, relieving the department of collecting these outlines and storing them locally.
4.  An audit trail could be set up.

An audit trail would be set up so that any of those rare changes made after course-add drop date by consent of the class would be recorded, and could be reviewed on request.

5.  [Phase 2] The professor can control the date on which the outline is released to the student, and whether or not the outline is only available behind a password to all McGill students.
This feature is not standard with Minerva, and would only be available in a Phase 2, with a McGill enhancement, if it is deemed necessary and appropriate.
6. [Phase 2] The professor can use wysiwyg (what-you-is-what-you-get) editing tools.
This feature is not standard with Minerva, and will only be available in a Phase 2, with a McGill enhancement.

7.  [Phase 2] Additional spots will be added related to the format and conduct of the final exam

This feature will save the professor the redundancy of providing similar and additional information to the exam office separately to ensure that the exams are scheduled properly for the course.
Limitations include:  
· There is no way to include jpegs
· Though one can provide a URL to outside sites, the content of these outside web pages would not be archived in Banner. Only the actual text or URL entered in Minerva would be archived.
· The display features are limited, and complex, detailed enhanced versions of the outline are much better managed in WebCT.

Project Plan
Phase 1 – voluntary use by professors for January 2007 courses.
We will promote the Minerva course outline to instructors as having the following features:

· Students will find course outlines for all courses easily, with few web clicks.

· Students would not need to register in the course, or attend the course in order to view the course outline
· There is no need for the professor to hand in to the department or for the departmental secretary to collect the course outlines at the end of course change period. (The archive would be provided by the system).
It would be helpful to find a particular department that was interested in promoting the use of this new feature, so that we could do a concentrated job of promoting its use, and tracking its usefulness to student, professors, and departmental secretaries
Phase 2 – widespread use by professors for Fall 2007 and on

Once the following features are available, it will be feasible to a large-scale roll-out of this feature:

· controlling access to the outlines by scope (there would be two choices: visible to the McGill community; visible to the public-at-large) and by date (after the draft version is complete).

· Simple wysiwyg editing of the outlines
Proposed Timeline
Phase 1
1.  Demonstrate the system to a few departmental volunteers (November 2006)
2.  Create explanatory instructions on how to use the Minerva form (November 2006)
3.  Go live with Phase 1 (November 2006)

4.  Solicit volunteer participants through an e-mail sent to all professors (December 2006)
Phase 2
5.  Work with ISR on enhancements (2007)
6.   Advertise in the Reporter, and promote with assistance of ICS, TLS, and others.
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