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INTRODUCTION



For most teachers in Public Administration, a tried and true method to teach students is to require a term paper for their graduate course work in most classes. The advantages are that it forces students to properly research a topic of importance to the field, arrange their thoughts in a proper professional manner using an acceptable citation method, and helps them improve their technical writing skills. Students, who merely buy their paper at the many sources currently available to them, eliminate these learning advantages with the mere use of the credit card, but most students take such assignments seriously. Although there are technical means to catch this form of cheating, it still remains difficult to catch, especially given the short time available for grading papers in a typical semester.


There is a new technological alternative to the term paper that has its advantages, which are somewhat different than the traditional term paper assignment. It is requiring students to prepare a Micro Soft Producer File. Essentially, the professor asks the students to submit their assignment using a Micro Soft Producer Program, which combines Power Point and a video presentation. The user calls up the file with Internet Explorer. What you see is a combination video and Power Point in which the computer program integrates the slides with the video that explains the slides. The first section of this paper will explain what a Producer Program is in more depth.  The next section explains the educational advantages of making such an assignment. The third section presents the technical challenges of the assignment from the perspective of the instructor. The final section offers some conclusions.
A PRODUCER FILE


If a student has a Micro Soft Power Point 2000 or later, he or she can get a free download of Micro Soft Producer from the Micro Soft web site. In the alternative, Real Player, Tegrity Inc., and other companies offer similar technology but you might have to pay hundreds or thousands of dollars for them. Micro Soft Producer is free. The advantage of the technology is that you can present a video explanation of almost anything that involves Power Point slides. The file can be run on the traditional Internet viewing program called Internet Explorer, which is almost universal in terms of availability. For purposes of sharing the information, the author places the “file” – actually a folder with files -- on a CD or on the Internet where viewers can watch it using streaming video technology. For purposes of the classroom, a professor should ask the students to submit their assignments on a CD and the professor can then posts the better projects on the Internet, as examples to future classes. Students must download the free computer program to their computer or use already downloaded Micro Soft Producer program files at a university computer lab prepared for this by the professor. 


What a student does is rather simple but the experience of producing the project for the first time normally awes most students. First, they must decide on a topic, which has the approval of the professor. Second, they must prepare a Power Point slide presentation, which normally should be 15 to 25 slides. Third, they should import that file using the Micro Soft Producer program file. Illustration one is a picture of what Micro Soft Producer appears like on a computer screen. Fourth, they should prepare a video of themselves presenting the slides. Students can do this with an inexpensive cam or an expensive digital camera. Ideally, the university loans them the necessary equipment. The quality of the camera does make a difference in the final product. Students must take care to get the proper video background, get a clear well lighted picture, and clear audio. The fifth step is to “capture” the video on the Micro Soft Producer by either recording the video directly from a camera or by importing a digital recording of the video into the Producer Program File. The sixth step is to edit the video to eliminate any camera or other mistakes. The student can do this with any movie making program or use the Micro Soft Producer Program File to do the editing. The seventh step is to synchronize the video with the slides. The eighth step is to “publish” the product and, of course, save it. The final step is to copy the complete product (the folder and files) to a CD. In addition, the student is wise to test the copied product – a folder and files – to see if it actually does work before submitting it to the professor.
ILLUSTRATION ONE: MICRO SOFT PRODUCER PROGRAM


[image: image2.png]%] Web-Based Education Potential at LSU Producer Project - Microsoft Producer for PowerPoint 2003 =] Microsoft PowerPoint - [Presentation2]

Ho B Yen Lok Cp v teb T T Type aquestonforhep + x
Do $BRX| o o - @ F B coptus & Synchionze &) Pubish QS B9 -6 g es% = TimesNewRoman = 42 - | B Z U | A - | =/ Desin ) New Side.
Sides
| @) Media | @ Table of Contents | [3, Preview Presentation
1
Project files J— pa—
ooy sice layou
D tmnizicaimrosid I 005 o —
e b 2 ks
(&) WebBased Education t LsUimov Z Z —
£ Ao 0 o 5 d 7
Qe Tinsine: WebBased Education at LSUmovie 2 Micro Soft Producer : —
& sides 7 7
. nport Sides (IR S———————————————

Presentaion Templtes
[ ideo Tanstions
L video effects

Click to add text

Content Layouts

2 e

D? D?

EO
2380

ne: WebBased Education at LSUmovie 0025507
» (TR 2 [+

B

m ]

Text and Content Layouts

L7355 T R L 25 1 RS T R B3| [29]
§ WebBased Education 3 LU movie ‘WebBased Education at LSU movie o 12| |6
video B
(Click o add notes how when inserting new slides
Ttanstion 3
+ Hide Timeline < i ‘ | Autoshapes~ N\ N [ O ]

Ready Slide 4 of 4 Layers Engiish (U.5.) =]





My experience with this assignment is that some students will get it right immediately and some students will have a great deal of difficulty with the assignment. I have not had one student that failed to produce a working project but about 10 percent will find the assignment is a serious challenge. Every student that finished the assignment felt it was very useful and a clear plus for him or her in terms of their education. The challenge for the professor is to minimize the student frustration and lessen the technical challenge. 
Offering a training class on how to use a Micro Soft Producer Program with examples of previous student successful project efforts is wise. If the professor has a graduate assistant, that assistant can also offer consulting help for those students that need one-on-one assistance. My experience is that there are always one to three students that require the professor to walk them through the process regardless of how much extra non-professor assistance is provided them.


What the program does is integrate a video with a Power Point presentation. The final product works like an integrated compressed file that runs on almost any computer that has audio and video capability. The computer that runs the final product does not need a Power Point program. To make it work, you merely “run” it on Internet Explorer. Often the first page automatically appears after the CD is inserted, but sometimes you need to browse the CD and find the default Internet Explorer file outside or within the produced folder. What appears first is a page that lists the title of the project and a place to click on PLAY. Eventually, what appears on the screen is a small video of the student talking in the upper left hand corner and the first slide on the right half of the screen. Under the picture is a list of the slide titles in the presentation. The audio moves along and the slides change automatically. However, you can advance them more quickly and skip some of video and slides if you wish by clicking on the slide titles. 

EDUCATIONAL ADVANTAGES


Like all educational assignments, there are advantages and disadvantages. However, the pluses far outweigh the disadvantages. What the student is doing is essentially preparing a professional Power Point presentation, which is a critical skill to learn in today’s world. In addition, the student is making a video of his or her presentation. In the process, the student learns an important technical tool that he or she can apply in many workday situations. 

 
The advantages center on what is learned in just one assignment. When a student makes only a Power Point presentation for a class, he or she cannot hear and see his or her own product from the perspective of the audience. However, this assignment permits the student to see and hear what they did as many times as necessary for them to learn what they are doing right and wrong in terms of proper presentation. I have never had a student argue with me about my grading once they saw themselves, but such arguing is common in traditional class presentations. Why? When they can see themselves, their errors are some much more obvious to them. 


I grade on the substance of the presentation but I also grade on the presentation itself. Are the slides good professional slides? Is the audio good? Is the video good? Is the setting and camera angle appropriate? Does it sound like the student is reading the slides and extra material? Are references cited at the end or at the bottom of the slides or on the last slide? Is there a logical flow of thought? Does the presentation reflect original thought or merely a repeat of my lectures or someone’s work? I find grading the projects is much easier than grading term papers. I send an email to each student providing them immediate evaluative comments about their project as soon as I grade their project. 


What do they gain? They learn how to do a professional Power Point presentation on a public administration topic. They learn how to produce a video. They receive remarkable written and video feedback on their presentation, which they can more easily understand and use to improve their future performance. They learn a set of new technical skills that will help them in their professional career.


In addition, cheating is much more difficult in this assignment. They must be the person on the video. They can hire others to prepare the slides and produce the project, but they cannot escape being a key part of the assignment. With term papers, they can escape doing everything. I have noticed that students work together to produce their projects but so far they all seemed to have learned what I wished. In other words, cheating is essentially not possible with this assignment. 


Of course, there are disadvantages. Some students will find this assignment significantly difficult. In order to minimizing that student challenge and thus frustration, extra instructor time and effort is essential to anticipate their learning problems. The most common student mistakes that I noticed are (1) not copying the complete folder to the CD, (2) skipping the “publishing” step, and (3) skipping the synchronization step. Better training on Micro Soft Producer has minimized these problems but they will occur regardless as students often just do not listen to instructions as they should. Thus, some students will have to “re-do” the project near the end of the semester until they have a working product. So the professor is wise to have the students submit the project two weeks earlier than a term paper in order to give a few extra days for the students who will make the common technical mistakes and need to redo the assignment. 
CONCLUSION

Overall, I find the assignment to be a remarkable addition to my class. Although not necessarily an alternative to the traditionally assigned term paper, it does work as an alternative, especially if other members of the MPA teaching program continue assigning term papers. It provides students with a rich new demanding educational product that does help them learn professional skills that are valuable in the work place. Besides learning the substance of their presentation, they learn speaking skills, how to do a Power Point, how to do a video; how to do a Producer File; and how to copy a disk. Another big plus for the professor is that grading the CD product is actually easier than the traditional term paper. 

The most significant disadvantage is the high frustration level for students who find this assignment difficult. Some students will find the assignment relatively easy but the less technologically oriented student might be extremely frustrated. The professor must also remain smiling and be calm with a positive perspective. To minimize the frustration, one or two training sessions are wise and either the professor or a graduate assistant should conduct the sessions about three to four weeks before the assignment is due. In some universities, computer labs will provide this service. My experience is that students are typically quite afraid of the assignment as they near its due date but once it is done correctly they recount how they love what they learned to do. 
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