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Problem:


As the Internet becomes an increasingly important component in all aspects of society, it is inevitable that it becomes integrated into education. Online education offers the opportunity to receive instruction regardless of time or geographical location, and it is a concept explored and developed both in research and in the commercial world. I intend to compare and contrast the online learning tools developed by these two realms by looking at UCWISE, a tool developed by education researchers here at Berkeley, and at the systems presented by online universities.
Background:


UCWISE is a web-based learning system currently used in the lab sections of three lower-division computer science courses: CS3, an introduction to symbolic programming; CS61BL, the lab-based data structures course; and CS61CL, the lab-based machine structures course. It is an ongoing education research project and a platform capable of presenting lessons, assignments, quizzes, interactive learning activities, collaborative activities, and online discussions. 


While the UCWISE system exemplifies education research, the web-based systems used by online universities, such as the University of Phoenix, are professionally developed and shaped by market demands, as well as the need to maintain customer satisfaction. The effectiveness of online courses offered by these universities is proven commercially. Due to the importance of commercial success, online universities must ensure that their systems are accessible to all potential users and their curricula are engaging enough to continue attracting students.
The Approach:


The intention is to create a paper detailing the similarities and differences between UCWISE and online learning systems offered by some of the major online universities. This would primarily involve examining existing reports and studies on both system types and looking at user reviews. There will also be analysis conducted on the user interfaces, as interface accessibility can have a significant impact on effectiveness. Common threads would reveal effective elements that should be applied to any online learning tool, while differences expose strengths and weaknesses.
Connections with the Course:


There are several themes of the course that can apply to this project. The first is the concept of human learning, particularly in the context of computer science education. It would be possible to make the comparison between UCWISE and online education regardless of subject, but out of concern for the possibility of subject-dependent learning methods I decided to focus on computer science. Secondly, there are Vygotsky and Piaget’s theories on learning. Though primarily directed at the learning processes of children, some elements of their theories are applicable to the online education tools, such as distancing, the zone of proximal development, and interaction as a learning tool. Finally, activity theory can be applied to this project, specifically in the examination of each online interface. The application of activity theory could offer insight into the reasoning behind how lessons, activities, and assignments are presented in each learning system.  
Learning Expectations:


Much can be gathered from an exploration of UCWISE and online courses. One of the major lessons to be learned from this project is the strengths and limitations of each system, emerging from the fact that UCWISE was developed in an academic setting while online university systems exist in a commercial setting. Another aspect that could be learned is the principles behind both types of online learning. Ultimately, the lessons are expected to offer insight into possible improvements that could be made to UCWISE, as a contribution to its continual development.
Definition and Assessment of Success:


Being a paper, the project’s success would be best measured by the amount of knowledge gained from the comparisons. Ideally, the comparison would offer further evaluation of UCWISE and reveal ways to improve its interface, which students commonly have complaints about. 

