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Abstract 
One of the central learning outcomes of a first year programme is the acquisition of the 
foundational academic competencies required to complete a tertiary qualification. These 
competencies include the ability to source and utilise relevant literature, synthesise and 
present the ideas of others and debate and argue in writing. The challenge for educators is 
thus to integrate such learning opportunities into already full and subject-oriented teaching 
programmes. This paper showcases the innovative use of Blackboard to facilitate the 
development of skills in appropriate use of source literature in academic assignments among 
first year social work students at the University of Johannesburg (UJ). A Blackboard 
teaching/assessment system was designed that involves a sequence of six micro-teaching 
units, interspersed with formative micro-assessments. Students who do not achieve a certain 
level of competence in any of the micro-assessments cycle back into a revision module, 
followed by a reassessment of the same skills. Once students have completed the entire cycle, 
they undertake a summative assessment, covering the entire learning unit. The process is self-
administrated by the student, with little intervention from the lecturer. This paper explains the 
rationale for this innovation, describe the design of the innovation, assess the challenges with 
implementing the innovation, and evaluate the success of the innovation through comparison 
with the previous year’s students who were taught the same academic competencies in a 
traditional classroom setting. 
 
 

Introduction 
The Department of Social Work at the University of Johannesburg (UJ) has been experiencing 
dramatic increases in student numbers over recent years. In 2005, we had 92 students 
registered for first year social work; in 2006 and 2007 we had about 175 students; while we 
had 380 in 2008 and 396 in 2009. And this despite the fact that we endeavoured to limit our 
numbers this year! Not only are we contending with ever-increasing numbers of students, we 
must also face the fact that many of our students are not academically at the standard 
expected of a university student. Consequently, first year university programmes – and ours is 
no exception – are under considerable pressure. 
 
A particular concern of mine is to develop the academic competencies of our students. Of 
course, they must learn to be social workers. But they are students first and social work 
students second. As such, they must learn to study, to source academic literature, to read 
intelligently, to write essays, to utilise literature in their arguments, to think critically, and so 
on. These together are referred to as ‘basic academic competencies’ 
(http://advising.wichita.edu/lasac/pubs/aah/basicomp.htm). Their ability to succeed in their 
social work studies is, in significant part, dependent on their mastery of these competencies. 
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Traditionally (and currently this is standard practice at UJ), the development of academic 
competencies has been outsourced to support departments – at UJ it is the Academic 
Development and Support (ADS) unit. This unit contributes to the enhancement of learning 
and teaching through the holistic development and support of all students and staff. One of the 
divisions of this unit is Academic Support, which operates a centre where students receive 
support from qualified staff individually or in groups. This would leave the lecturer free to 
teach academic work – an ideal division of labour.  
 
In practice, however, it doesn’t work. Students do not make use of these services and if they 
do they find it difficult to make the links between what they learn from ADS and what they 
must produce in academic classes. We experience this even with our postgraduate students. A 
student who is taught about plagiarism in one environment, will happily plagiarise the following 
day in another environment – there is no transfer of learning. What appears to be required is 
the development of academic competencies within the subject teaching environment – an 
integration of learning, rather than a division of learning. 
 
Of course, the challenge with this is how to integrate the development of academic 
competencies within an already over-full subject programme. I have just seven double lectures 
per term with my students – barely time to introduce the subject, let alone go into any depth. 
And certainly not enough time to teach students how to write! So, what is required is a 
creative way, one that is both effective and efficient, of developing academic competencies 
within the subject programme. 
 
Our particular focus for this paper is on the development of students’ ability to use source 
literature responsibly. This involves two main competencies – the ability to avoid plagiarism 
through use of one’s own words and the ability to cite and reference source literature using a 
prescribed referencing style. In 2007, I taught these competencies in my fourth term class. It 
took a lot of time – about 20 minutes at the start of each 105-minute class. This allocation of a 
fifth of my teaching time was a massive loss. Apart from that, the material is deadly boring – I 
myself felt ill having to explain where to put commas and italics. My students hated it. And to 
top it off, it was supremely ineffective! Most of my students were incapable of applying in their 
assignments what I taught them in class. We needed a better way… 
 

Conceptualisation 
In my reflections on how to do this better, I remembered a course that I had been on a few 
years previously on Item Response Theory (IRT). IRT is part of the field of measurement and 
testing theory, which is used in many disciplines, including social work and education. I recall 
learning about computer-assisted testing, which is used extensively by psychologists and 
educationalists.  
 
In these fields test developers create a large bank of test items. Each item is examined and, 
using IRT, its individual difficulty is determined. For example, the sum (12 x 2.5) is easier than 
(the square root of 10), but harder than (1 + 1). A computer-assisted test would start with an 
average question (like 12 x 2.5). If the student gets it right, the computer would present a 
more difficult question (like the square root of 10), or if she got it wrong, the computer would 
present an easier question (like 1 + 1). The test would continue in similar fashion until the 
actual level of competence is determined. 
 
I began to wonder if the Blackboard learning system that we are using at UJ, known to the 
staff and students as Edulink, would be able to do something similar. Was there a way to 
present small learning units followed by a small assessment? And if students demonstrated 
that they had mastered the assessment, could the computer let them progress to a next 
learning unit, but if not to send them into a customised revision module? 
 
I conceptualised an on-line learning opportunity to develop the referencing competence of my 
students. I broke the material down into smaller bite-sized pieces of information – six learning 
units in total. I prepared short formative assessments based on each piece of information. I 
thought that if a student did not do well in one of the formative assessments, they should loop 
back into a revision module and then another formative assessment. So, in total, I prepared 
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12 learning units (6 main and 6 revision) and 12 formative assessments (6 main assessments 
and 6 reassessments). At the end, I prepared a summative assessment; one that counted for 
marks and that was derived from the formative assessments.  
 
I storyboarded the entire process as follows.  

 
 
But that is where I got stuck. Could Edulink make this happen for me? This is where I called in 
the help of the instructional designer and education specialist allocated to our faculty, my 
colleague, Benita – Help! 
 

Design and Implementation  
The Blackboard learning system allows for lecturers to be creative and innovative and many of 
the lecturers in the Faculty of Humanities enjoy pushing the system to its limits! 
 
Context. Adrian chose a context well-known to the students – HIV and Aids – to ensure that 
they are not distracted by the content and can concentrate on the referencing task at hand. 
The APA learning unit was developed as a self-study unit. 12 PowerPoint presentations were 
developed – six main and six revision modules – to ensure that students who have to repeat a 
section get a fresh view on the content. 
 

 
 
Preparation of students. Compulsory Edulink orientation sessions were presented to UJ first 
year students before commencement of the academic year. Students also have the option to 
attend basic computer literacy sessions. So, by the time they had to undertake this study unit 
(in September), they should already be familiar with Edulink and its assessments. 
 
Clear instructions on how to complete this self-study unit were available on Edulink and also 
discussed during the lecture.  
 

=75

LU 1a: 
Plagiarism 

Quiz 1a: 
Plagiarism 

LU 1b: Plagiarism 
(revision) 

Quiz 1b: Plagiarism 
(revision) 

LU 2a: In-Text 
Citations 

Quiz 2a: In-Text 
Citations 

<75

>0
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Welcome to this Self-Study Unit  
The unit will be activated at 17:30 on Monday 29 September and close at 15:30 on Monday 6 October. You 
must complete the self-study unit and the quiz during this time. The entire learning event will take between 
one and three hours, depending on how fast you learn and how carefully you work.  

When the self-study unit is activated, you will find a blue link called "Step 1". Open this link and read the 
instructions. You must first click on the link to the reading and work through that - it is a handful of 
PowerPoint slides that introduces you to the material you must learn. Then continue with the quiz that 
follows. When you have completed the quiz, grade it and look at your result.  

Once you have completed the first step (the reading and the quiz) go back to the Self-Study Unit and you 
find a second blue step has appeared - either "Revision of Step 1" (if you did not do well enough in the first 
step) or "Step 2" (if you did well).  

Continue to work through the steps in this fashion. Eventually, you will get to Step 7, which is the quiz that 
actually counts for marks. All of the previous quizzes were practice to help you learn. The quiz in Step 7, 
however, counts 20% towards your semester mark.  

Good luck with the self-study unit.  
 
 
Access. The students accessed the learning unit from the Course Content Page (Home) while 
the Assessment Tool was hidden from the student view. We did this to ensure that the 
students were unable to do the assessment without working through the content in the 
PowerPoint presentations. Using selective release, the self-study unit was opened for a period 
of one week and there was almost no limitation to the amount of time students had to 
complete the task. They could also undertake the study unit in more than one sitting. 
 
The instructions for each quiz invited students to first view the PowerPoint presentation, using 
an html hyperlink. 
 

 
 
Assessments. Computer scored quizzes for the six formative, six revision and one summative 
assessment were developed. The revision assessments used the same format but not the 
identical questions as the original formative assessments. 
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Because we were aiming to develop an academic skill and not just knowledge or 
understanding, we avoided using many true/false or multiple choice questions. Rather, we 
wanted students to be able to actually produce correct citations and references. However, we 
also wanted the formative assessments (and the bulk of the summative assessment) to be 
computer scored, to reduce the marking load on the lecturer. So, we used many ‘fill in the 
blank’ question, for example: 
 

 
Write the following citation correctly according to APA: (Patel 2005:20) 

  
 
Of course, the correct answer is (Patel, 2005, p. 20) 

 
Linking the assessments and content to form a learning path. Using Edulink’s selective 
release function, we were able to easily link the assessments together. If students got above a 
certain score for an assessment (and we were very demanding in our expectations in the 
formative assessments), they were given access to the next learning unit, while if they got 
below a certain score, they were given access to a revision module. In this way, the self-study 
unit was responsive to the learning of the student. A student who studied the PowerPoint slides 
thoroughly and answered the quizzes carefully could move quickly through the six main 
learning units and go straight on to the summative assessment. On the other hand, a student 
who did not master the material and made too many errors in the formative assessments, 
would be required to do the revision modules, taking much longer. 
 

Title Linked to Release Criteria 

Step 1: Plagiarism - Start here! Quiz 1A  Date 

Not quite. Try Step 1 again... Quiz 1B (revision module)  Quiz 1a Less than 80  

Step 2: In-Text Citations 1 - 
continue with the second step... Quiz 2A 

Quiz 1a Greater than or 
equal to 80  

Try Step 2 again... Quiz 2B (revision module)  Quiz 2a Less than 80  

 
Having designed the system, the question is: did it work? 
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Evaluation 
Presenting empirical evidence to demonstrate the superiority of the e-learning/Blackboard 
approach over the traditional classroom approach to the development of these academic 
competencies is not a straightforward matter. Firstly, such research is conducted in the real 
world with real students in real classrooms. There is therefore little control over extraneous 
variables. Secondly, these learning opportunities are combined with various other learning 
opportunities, including tutorial groups, the three quarters of classes prior to my class and the 
assessment approach. We therefore present these data with certain reservations and invite 
you to evaluate the data critically and holistically. 
 
In 2007, the technicalities of referencing and plagiarism were taught in the lecture room. 
Students undertook an assignment. I marked about half of them in detail (I analysed only the 
70 assignments I personally marked, and omit those marked by my teaching assistant). The 
assignments were returned to the students who revised and resubmitted them. Then I marked 
them all again. You can imagine, with 70 students and a turn-around time of just one week, 
this was a mammoth undertaking and not something I’m keen to repeat! 
 
In 2008, the technicalities of referencing and plagiarism were taught in Blackboard. Students 
undertook an assignment. My tutors screened the assignments for referencing format and I 
screened them for plagiarism. We did not actually read the assignments – just scanned them 
quickly for technical correctness. The assignments were then returned to the students who 
revised and resubmitted them. Then I marked them all (129 assignments) in detail. The 
investment from my side was a fraction of what I had invested the previous year. 
 
The table below provides the results of three areas of academic competence for the first and 
second assignments in 2007 and the second assignment in 2008. The marks for the first draft 
of the 2008 assignment are not available, as the detailed marks were recorded on paper and 
returned to the students, while all of the other assignments were marked in Turnitin using 
Grade Mark – virtually a paperless process. 
 
 2007 – First Draft 2007 – Second Draft 2008 – Second Draft 
In-text citations 33.7% 55.2% 59.4% 
Reference List 32.6% 53.1% 47.2% 
Plagiarism 50.5% 78.4% 82.3% 
Average/Mean 38.9% 62.2% 63.0% 
 
The first thing to note is the very poor marks for the first submission in 2007 – an average of 
just 39%. This is significant given that I had already taught them the basics of plagiarism and 
referencing formats in my classroom. Furthermore, they had all been through several sessions 
of training in the same topics with ADS. And this was in the fourth quarter of the year. This 
suggests that these efforts are rather futile, producing little fruit in student performance. 
 
The second thing of importance is the dramatic improvement between the first and second 
drafts of 2007 – a 50% improvement from an average of 39% to 62%. This appears to 
demonstrate the value of allowing students the opportunity to revise their work, an 
opportunity seldom provided in academia because of the human resources required. Practice 
really does make perfect (or less imperfect), but this is the subject of another presentation! 
 
The third thing to note is that the marks for the second draft assignments in 2007 are 
comparable with 2008. The 2007 average of 62% increased insignificantly to 63%. At face 
value, this would suggest that the Edulink approach was not superior to the traditional 
classroom approach. However, consider the following differences between the two years: 
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 2007 2008 
Average Academic 
Competence 

62.2% 63.0% 

Classroom Time Utilised 20% 3% 
Marking time for first 
draft of assignment 

40 minutes per student 10 minutes per student 

Utilisation of Blackboard Uploading of assignment Uploading of assignments & 
On-line learning module 

 
The facts that (1) a fraction of human effort was invested in 2008 compared with 2007 and (2) 
the final outcome is the same suggest that Blackboard was highly effective at developing the 
academic competencies that we were looking for. 
 
The Blackboard approach was effective, because it developed the kinds of academic 
competencies we expect from our students at least as well as traditional classroom methods. 
The Blackboard approach was efficient, because we developed equivalent academic 
competencies at a fraction of the output of human resources. Furthermore, the two hours of 
lecture time that I had devoted to academic competencies in 2007 could now be redeployed to 
teaching social work. 
 

Challenges and future development 
 
The implementation of this self-study unit was not, however, without complications. We had 
two main problems. 
 
Problems with the manual transitions. The various steps in the process all required 
manual actions by students. For many this was confusing. For example, students had to go 
back to the main menu each time they wanted to open the next learning unit. This poor 
interface resulted in several students not completing the process, thinking it was complete. 
 
As another example, when students had completed each formative assessment, Edulink 
provided them with their final mark. But students had to manually follow several links to view 
their answers, the correct answers and the feedback we had set up in the assessments. Of 
course, students being students, most did not bother to look at the feedback, which reduced 
the learning experience. 
 
Ideally, we wanted a process that was more intuitive and computer driven: (1) the system 
presents the students with the first piece of learning material; (2) when this material has been 
viewed, the system presents students with the quiz; (3) the system presents students with the 
results and feedback on the quiz; (4) the system directs the student to either a revision 
module or to the next learning unit. Currently, all of these steps are manual and some, such as 
viewing the results of the assessment, require multiple button clicks. 
 
The extract below from the Discussion board illustrates a student who stopped half way 
through the assessment. I then gave her (and a dozen others who did not complete the study 
unit) special access to complete the process. This one stopped again half way and asked for a 
third opportunity. Which I declined. 
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Oversensitivity of the Assessment. The students felt that Blackboard’s “fill in the blanks” 
intolerance of minor errors, eg a spelling error, incorrect punctuation, one too many spaces, 
etc, resulted in high levels of incorrect answers. However, accurate referencing is, in part, 
about the placement of punctuation, spelling author’s names correctly, and so on. 
Nevertheless, a more flexible approach to ‘degrees of correctness’ would be desirable. 
 

 
 
Solutions. To solve at least the first of these problem we are in the process of developing a 
complete self-study module in Flash. This will be then be imported to Edulink as a SCORM 
module. We believe this is worth the effort since the generic context and content allows for this 
stand-alone learning module to be used across year groups, departments and even faculties.  
 
It was clear that students realised the value of the module. Some even asked for the 
PowerPoint slides to be made available outside the confines of the assessment. 
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Conclusion 
Overall, the newly developed self-study unit was much more efficient and equally effective to 
traditional approaches to developing the skills of referencing and avoiding plagiarism. Valuable 
classroom contact time was freed up to attend to content material. And, unlike similar modules 
that are outsourced to academic development departments, this in-house learning module was 
effective at helping students to transfer learning from the module into the academic 
assignments. Despite the limitations and challenges of the system, we are intending to 
continue to use this self-study unit with our first year social work students at the University of 
Johannesburg. 
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In-Text Citations 1

Introduction to Generalist Social Work Practice: Unit 1 2

What is an In-Text Citation?

v An citation is when you acknowledge someone 
else for their words or ideas that you have used.

v Citations are placed in your text – in the body of 
your assignment – thus we call them ‘in-text’
citations.

v Later on we will look at the Reference List (or 
Bibliography) which is placed at the end of your 
assignment.

v For now, we are interested in the citations that 
you place in the assignment.
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When Do You Cite?

v You always include an in-text citation when you: 
Ø Paraphrase
©Restate their ideas/words in your own words

Ø Summarise
©Briefly summarise their ideas

Ø Quote
©Direct quotations of words
©Quotation of figures, statistics

Ø Copy
©Use of graphs, illustrations, etc
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When Do You Include Pages?

v Usually, a citation includes only the AUTHOR and 
the DATE of publication.

v But sometimes you also include the PAGE on 
which the original text appeared.

v There are three main times you must include the 
page number:
Ø Direct quotations of words
Ø Quotation of figures or statistics
Ø Use of graphs, illustrations, etc
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APA

v APA stands for the American Psychological Association.
v APA is a publisher of many important books in the 

discipline of psychology.
v They have a style of referencing called the APA Style, 

which is used by most psychology journals and many 
social work journals also.

v At UJ, the Departments of Social Work and Psychology 
both require you to use the APA style.

v Other departments may require another style – eg 
Sociology usually uses Harvard. This can get confusing, 
but it is your responsibility to remember which subject 
you are studying and to reference according to their 
requirements.
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APA In-Text Citations

v The basic APA format for in-text citations is:
(Author, Year)

v Really quite simple, hey?
vWe want the AUTHOR, then a comma, then a 

space (just one space) and then the year the 
literature was published.

v All of this is in brackets –
Ø Like this (), 
Ø Not like this {} or []
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APA In-Text Citations

v For example:
(Patel, 2005)

v The following are not correct:
Ø (Patel 2005) – the comma is missing
Ø (Patel: 2005) – need a comma, not a colon
Ø {Patel, 2005) – wrong brackets
Ø (Patel, 2007) – wrong date!
Ø (Patel ,2005) – comma and space reversed
Ø (Patel,   2005) – too many spaces
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More Examples

vWe saw that the basic template is (Author, Year)
v Let’s look at some more examples:
Ø (Kirst-Ashman & Hull, 2007) – when there are 

two authors, you use the ampisal (&) which 
means “and”.

Ø (Smith, Dube, & Walker, 2008) – when there 
are three to five authors, you list all of them, 
with commas after all the authors except the 
last one.
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More Examples

v Look at the following example:
Ø According to Kirst-Ashman and Hull (2007), 

there are three main…
vWhen you place the authors’ names in the 

sentence, you do not include them in the 
bracket.

v Notice that we write the word ‘and’ out in full.
v Include the year of publication immediately after 

the authors’ names.
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Including Page Numbers

v If you are including page numbers, this is the 
format:

(Author, Year, p. page)
v Notice that the AUTHOR and YEAR are the same 

as before.
v The YEAR is followed by a comma, a space, the 

small letter ‘p’, a full stop, a space and then the 
page number.

v Try to memorise this format.
v If you are citing a range of pages, the format is:

(Author, Year, pp. pages) – notice the ‘pp’
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Including Page Numbers

v For example:
(Patel, 2005, p. 20)
(Patel, 2005, pp. 20-25)

v The following are not correct:
Ø (Patel, 2005: 20) – this is more like Harvard
Ø (Patel, 2005, 20) – missing ‘p.’
Ø (Patel, 2005, P. 20) – capital P.
Ø (Patel, 2005,p20) – full stop and spaces?
Ø (Patel, 2005, p. 20-21) – need ‘pp.’
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Practice Quiz

vWe are now going to do a practice quiz.
v If you are not quite sure about all of this, go 

back through these slides before you do the quiz.
v Remember that all of the information here is also 

in your yellow APA guide. Keep it close by you as 
you do the practice quiz.

v Are you ready? Let’s continue…


