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Abstract

This paper starts from the premise that large sections of Information Technology (IT) and Information Systems (IS) courses should concentrate on the application of technology in a realistic context. In practice, many adopt a theoretical approach to large parts of the curriculum which does not provide new graduates with a realistic view of how the technology life cycle operates in “real world” organisations, nor does it provide sufficient insight into the non-technical imperative for technology use. This results in students who have high level abstract models of computing and IT that are not immediately applicable when they start working in “real world” organisations and therefore need substantial “on the job” training. In the past this has resulted in large corporations preferring to train non-graduates from scratch, using something that resembles an apprenticeship approach.

This paper argues that at present, tutors are often unable to provide a realistic context in their teaching because of the difficulty of making such a context available to large cohorts of students. For instance, it is not possible to expose a large cohort of students to the detail of a “real world” organisation because of the disruption to that organisation. Paper-based cases offer a potential solution but this paper argues that they are insufficient. Relevant cases are rarely available for many topics and the cases often lack realism for a range of reasons – they rarely include sufficient detail and they are linear. Their linear nature means that paper-based cases pre-organise the context in ways that removes many of the challenges of a “real world” context. A “real world” information gathering and synthesis task might require IT/IS practitioners to undertake the following activities:

· search for relevant information in an investigative way

· distinguish relevant and irrelevant information

· piece together isolated pieces of information to create a coherent picture of a situation

· create meaning from a complex set of data

· understand and resolve differing points of view and internal conflicts

· deal with a range of differing human interactions

· navigate successfully within a complex hierarchy where responsibilities, authorities and decision making are distributed between the stakeholders in unobvious ways. 

This paper argues that paper-based cases are unable to support such activities. In the Author’s institution, information gathering activities have been organised using tutors who role-play members of a fictitious organisation. Although this has many positive aspects, it is extremely time consuming for the tutors and can easily result in large inconsistencies in the student experience. In order to try and provide students with realistic, efficient and effective data gathering activities we developed a set of tools to support the use of interactive case studies. 

This paper describes TRICS (Tools for Re-usable Interactive Case Studies) which provides students with a web-based interactive case study that allows them to investigate a virtual organisation. TRICS allows students to login and browse through the virtual organisation, where they can:
· inspect the structure of the organisation

· inspect documents that describe the organisation’s operation, e.g. mission statement, strategy documents, policy documents, methods and procedures etc

· inspect newsletters and other general information that provide insight into the culture of the organisation
· inspect minutes of meetings, board decisions, etc

· find out about the backgrounds of staff and ask questions of staff (canned questions that have been pre-defined by the case author)

· search for and listen to private communications between staff, such as emails and conversations

Additionally, the cases can be split into time slices so that tutors can segment the material and present it as a sequence. This allows scenarios to be developed and the effects of decisions to be seen.
This paper describes the development and evaluation of TRICS and describes different ways in which it has been used. The software has evolved significantly over the last three years [1]. Development of the last two versions has been supported by grants from JISC [2]. The software is open source and has been used in 4 different Universities. Trials and evaluations have provided almost unequivocal support for the approach from both students and tutors. The cases have been used in a variety of ways: to support students in consultancy activities, to provide a context for discussion of how concepts from IS are applied and as open materials that students can cite in more general writing.  
Students particularly liked the flexibility that TRICS cases provided and commented frequently about the high levels of realism it offered. Tutors found that TRICS supported independent student learning in a variety of ways and have routinely re-used cases developed by other tutors. TRICS has been used to support general IS education, to support Systems Analysis skills development, Soft Systems skills development, learning about change management, ethics and HR management. Interest has also been expressed by tutors from many other disciplines that are involved in the development of professional skills where an organisational context is important, e.g. Medicine, Law, Social Work, Engineering etc.
As well as providing a web-based environment for students to investigate a case TRICS provides a full set of tools to allow tutors to author cases and manage their deployment.  This includes a library of cases that can be shared between institutions using web services. This paper will summarise the architecture of TRICS and the functionality it provides to support deployment and real-time management of a case by a tutor. It will also  discuss how the architecture supports use across multiple institutions
At present there are 6 units in 4 institutions using TRICS, including one unit that has 1200 students registered on it. Tutors are enthusiastic to re-use cases, despite the “not invented here syndrome”. At present there are only 2 distinct cases (plus some variations on the originals) although several institutions are in the process of developing new cases. A new case takes approximately 4 weeks to develop but once developed, can very easily be adapted for re-use in new contexts.
TRICS has demonstrated the efficiency and effectiveness of this approach to teaching IT/IS in an organisational context. It needs more cases and more institutions using it in order to establish critical mass and ensure its ongoing use and survival. To this end the TRICS team are now actively promoting its use and seeking support for the development of new cases.  Most importantly for IT/IS education, we believe TRICS offers the possibility of significantly enhancing the approach Higher Education uses to teach IT/IS that will stimulate and attract students and provide more relevant skills for the IT industry.
.
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