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Professional Development: Learning Programming Applications
Overview and Justification of the Instructional System

Background:
At FIU, the School of Computing and Information Sciences employs a team referred to as the “Helpdesk”. This team is comprised of six student staff tasked with supporting users in the department generally, but in the undergraduate computing lab, primarily. This team is the first level of support to our undergraduates and has close interaction with the entire user base. While the team is not responsible to tutor students on their assignments, the team is responsible to assist users to work effectively in the environment, including answering questions about applications and environments installed on the lab equipment. We have found that the Helpdesk team is not sufficiently trained to assist users with programming applications used in the curriculum and computer lab, and so cannot provide excellent and effective user support.
Audience and a short description of the planned program:
The Helpdesk staff is not hired based on their programming ability, but rather for their troubleshooting experience and problem solving skills. The staff is drawn largely from undergraduate students within the department who are generally pursuing either a Computer Science major with a heavy programming emphasis or an Information Technology major with a heavy technology administration emphasis. The department recently changed the programming platform it was using within the curriculum, moving from a simple tool, JCreator, to a more complex pair of applications: Eclipse and NetBeans. Additionally, we run many Microsoft applications, including the Visual .Net platform. We found that since the faculty were themselves still learning the nuances of Eclipse and NetBeans, and Visual .Net is a complex suite of applications, more students were coming to the Helpdesk for assistance. The Helpdesk staff was unprepared for the volume and detail of the questions they were being presented. Since the overriding responsibility of the Helpdesk is to provide excellent user help to our students we are developing this training course. We set out to design a course for support staff that provides an understanding of the programming platforms being used by the department and undergraduate students in the computer lab. 

The goals of the course to meet this objective were defined as:

Module 1: Understand which courses in the SCIS curricula use programming environments. (Programs currently included are: Visual Studio .Net, Eclipse, NetBeans.)

Module 2: Understand how students can obtain these applications for use at home through the Internet or subscription resource.

Module 3: Demonstrate ability to launch each application and load sample programs. Staff should be able to compile and run the applications to see how the application behaves.

Module 4: Demonstrate ability to import existing files and sample programs and save/export programs they create. Have an understanding of the component files associated with the types of computer programs typically being written in the lab.
For this Instructional Design course and project, I have elected to build out and test only one component, Module 2, of this PD Training.  The planning and designing of the larger training is the subject of this project but this Instructional Lesson focuses on the component: “Obtaining and Downloading Software for Home Use”. 
Obstacles encountered and design considerations:
The Helpdesk staff is committed to their lab responsibilities. As a result, I was surprised when I encountered some resistance to this proposed training. My analysis showed that staff had the prerequisite skills needed to complete the training and my informal, preliminary attitudinal assessment indicated that the team supported the training: they felt that having this knowledge would make their jobs easier. During the pilot test, I discovered an unanticipated lack of interest. Staff studying for the CS major already knew how to use the applications. The IT majors had no real interest in learning the programming tools expect as it applied to their daily work. Since the team generally and the pilot group specifically have higher than average knowledge of and exposure to technical issues, it was hard to get them excited about the PD course. 

During the pilot I also learned that the team needed to strengthen their “customer service” skills: knowing how to use the tools, and knowing how to explain using them to others are two very different skills. In some cases, the team member was well versed in using the tool, but explained the process back in confusing or imprecise ways. One of the assessment methods I incorporated requires a simulation exercise where the team steps through each module of the instruction to demonstrate their mastery of performing the work in each module. I will review ways in which a simulation can be included in which participants must explain how to, as well as perform the activities in each module. I feel that his course will require the inclusion of a communication or presentation module so that staff can practice instructing others about these tools. 
Another discovery from the pilot test was that the original content and format of the PD would be very effective for new hires, but not effective at all for staff who had been in the environment or studying in the program for more than a few months. The pilot testers, for the most part, knew which courses used the tools (Module 1), and were familiar with how to obtain the applications (Module 2). The other two modules had more variability in their effectiveness, directly proportional to how long the participant had been in the environment. I learned that this course must be taught in more than one session and broken into levels for “beginners” and “advanced” learners. I envision a general overview and introduction for the entire team followed by separate sessions for each “level” so that the content can be better paced and customized to what the group needs to learn. 

Another consideration will always be the scheduling of a training room: flexibility is limited. In general, we can only obtain the training room on Fridays and when there are not classes in session. Most of the time, scheduling training on Friday works well, but occasionally there will be staff that requires an alternate training schedule. The training location is important because the material is better learned when presented in the same environment the team will working as they support users. Secondarily, the team is comprised of people who are generally technically able and who learn well in an environment with computers and technical tools. In many ways, the keyboard is almost an extension of their bodies and it is natural for them to want to test and explore the material while it is being presented. Scheduling is not an insurmountable obstacle, but it is important and will require consideration each time the course is needed.  

A final but important consideration was to provide sufficient printed materials to support the lesson without them being verbose or overly detailed. I found that the best option was to provide examples of the help documents which are provided to the users. By having the same materials the users will have, the staff knows better how to guide our students in using the document as a tool. In this way, the participants had notes to refer to as needed, while becoming familiar with the materials they will use on the job.
Instructional Lesson

Obtaining and Downloading Software for Home Use
Introduction:

Welcome! As you know, we are working through the process of learning about the programming applications offered in the undergraduate lab. To refresh your memory: In the last student survey, our Helpdesk staff received lower than usual marks for “helpfulness” and “availability”. We are addressing the “availability” issue with staff schedules and desk placement. <pause>

And we are addressing the “helpfulness” issue with some training. Recall from our staff meeting at the end of the last term, our discussion about the frustration felt in the Helpdesk because we did not have enough information about Studio .Net, Eclipse and NetBeans to effectively help our students. This is part two of a training series that is focused on learning these programming tools sufficiently well to answer general questions about the applications. <pause, questions?>

Today, we will be exploring how to download the Microsoft Studio .Net application from our MSDNAA server. This is one application we provide to our students as a result of a license package we have with Microsoft. Remember, students must be currently enrolled in a CIS course in the current term in order to be eligible for this resource. Also, they often forget that their login information is sent to their FIU web mail address at the beginning of the term from “ELMS”.

One reason we offer these applications for use at home is so that they can have access to the same versions of applications on their home equipment as we are running in the labs. We will be learning about downloading Eclipse and NetBeans in our next workshop.
Body:
Note: My delivery for this training is from the following notes. Websites noted are displayed on a computer projector for discussion. 
MSDNAA:
Micro Soft Developers Network Academic Alliance = MSDNAA
A special license purchased by CIS for their students, staff and faculty

Eligibility: current employment in the department or current enrollment in a course

Account details are mailed each semester to FIU account


Elms is the distribution service CIS is using to help manage the application and license distribution process

Mail to students about the download account comes from Elms, not from CIS

Sometimes students delete the login message as junk mail

More details about the service: Discuss from the site

http://www.cis.fiu.edu/msdnaa/
Downloading the applications is not difficult, but can be a bit tedious
A summary:

Most confusing is the fact that there are two “download” processes. First, need to download a tool to the network user drive u:\. This tool will allow the ISO file to be downloaded. The ISO file must be saved to the C:\temp directory, due to file quota constraints on the network drive.

Once the ISO is on the C:\temp, the CD must be burned. If the user logs out, the process must be restarted from the beginning: All files stored in C:\temp are deleted at logout.

After the ISO has been downloaded and unpacked to the C:\temp, then it must be burned to a CD. Double clicking on the ISO application will launch the CD burn application, Roxio, so that the media can be copied.

The following web document will be displayed and discussed, including the above notes of emphasis. Participants will follow the process and create their own copy of the applications in a hands-on simulation of the process.

http://www.cis.fiu.edu/msdnaa/howtoiso.htm
Wrap Up:
Once all the participants have completed the process of creating a CD, we will launch the applications in the lab, to confirm a successful copy. Following will be questions, discussion and troubleshooting any problems until all issues have been addressed.
Students will have learned where to locate the MSDNAA application for download; become familiar with the web based materials which describe the process to students; learned of the common pitfalls in the process; and experienced a successful execute of the process. 
