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Chapter 1: Information systems as a topic of study

Chapter 1: Information systems as a topic
of study

1.1 Introduction

This 100 course provides an introduction to the study of information
systems.

You might be expecting the phrase ‘information systems’ in the title

to be just a synonym for a course about computers and their direct

uses. However ‘information systems’, as you will discover, includes a
rather broader set of topics and issues. The concerns we address here

go beyond a narrow focus on this type of technology — that is a subject
that might be better studied under the heading of computer science or
computer engineering. Rather, this course investigates what we do with
this particular technology in the world, why we choose to use it, who is
affected or interested in its uses and how we organise ourselves to be
able to get the best from it. We even go a bit further, beyond questions of
what information and communication technologies (ICTs) are used for, to
questions about the consequences that follow — what are often spoken of
as the impacts or the ‘so what?’ questions.

Quite often you will return to these five basic questions — first what?,
who? and why? and then how?; and finally, the consequences that
follow (the so what?). These might include consequences for people (for
example, at work or at home); for organisations (for example, firms and
businesses, not-for-profit organisations and government bodies); and for
wider society (for example, for social and economic development or for
international patterns of trade).

When we do talk about computers and associated technologies we will
generally use the phrase ‘information and communication technology’
(ICT). You will find that ICT is a common abbreviation in the academic
world, and particularly in Europe. The other and older abbreviation is ‘IT’
standing for information technology. One of the earliest uses of this phrase
is in a 1958 article by Harold J. Leavitt and Thomas L. Whistler listed
under Background reading below. Despite this article being over 50 years
old, it is well worth your while to read it and consider how many of their
predictions have, or have not, come true.

1.1.1 Background reading

Leavitt, H.J. and T.L. Whistler ‘Management in the 1980s’, Harvard Business
Review November/December 1958. This is available in the Online Library.

The subject matter of this course is sometimes discussed under the
heading of the application of ICT, seeing ICT as something we apply to
various human activities. Indeed, the word ‘application’ is often used in
the business world to mean a particular use of technology or a particular
type of software specific for a particular task. Thus we might say that
word processors (for example, Microsoft Word or Open Office Writer)

are one of the most important desktop ‘applications’. You will find that
that in this subject guide we will often talk about ‘organisations’. This is
used as a catch-all phrase to stand for all kinds of bodies and associations.
Usually we will mean business organisations — firms or companies — or
public sector organisations — a government ministry or some public agency
such as a school or police body. Just sometimes we may consider non-
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governmental organisations (NGOs) or voluntary organisations — a church
or a charity such as Oxfam or Save the Children. On some occasions
these distinctions matter — business organisations seek profits, public
bodies do not, at least directly; NGOs may have many volunteer workers;
business and government workers are paid. However, for our purpose

the distinctions usually do not matter and we emphasise the common
characteristics of organisations as people working together and as places
where technology is applied.

As a student, you need to understand from the start of this course — and
at the start of the BSc Information Systems and Management

if that is your degree programme — that we are concerned with more
than just computers and networks and their most direct uses. Rather,

we are studying the information systems which are found in, and are a
fundamental part of, all manner of human organisations. It is hard to

be an organisation (a business firm, a club, a school, or even a family)
without having some information systems to store data and provide
information to people who need to use it to guide their actions. Of
course, these information systems may not use digital information and
communications technology (i.e. computers). A paper notebook or diary,
a notice board, a meeting room or a conversation can serve as a part of
an information system too. However, here we are mostly concerned with
the more formal and deliberately structured information systems found in
organisations and that draw in large part on digital technology.

Quite often what we study is the move from a more traditional information
system, for example based on paper records, to one based on digital
records. Thus we have moved in many organisations from paper letters
and memos typed by a secretary to emails and text messages typed by the
main sender, or from paper catalogues sent out in the post to electronic
catalogues on websites or DVDs. Another good example of change to
more ICT-based information systems today is the move in healthcare all
around the world from a paper-based patient record in a physical file, to
an electronic record stored in a computer network and potentially easily
available to multiple persons and at multiple locations. It is useful to
think through this example under the headings of what?, why?, how?
and ‘so what?’. Taking just the why question, it is interesting to think
of how many reasons there may be to make this change from paper to
digital records. Is it to deliver better care, safer care, to help doctors and/
or patients make more informed decisions, to reorganise the way care is
given by nurses, to allow more information sharing among doctors and
nurses, or to make the giving of care cheaper? Is it a way to solve existing
and well understood problems, or is it a way to achieve something new,
radically different and better? One rather general way to answer this
question is to say that it will make healthcare more efficient (or it is hoped
it will), but what does this word ‘efficient’ really mean?

As in this case where doctors’, nurses’ and patients’ interests are involved
(just to start with), we should always see any information system as
involving, including and serving people. Sometimes as individuals or as
citizens (for example, patients), but often as members of (or workers
within) organisations, for example, nurses, managers, clerks, doctors,
engineers or accountants.

If we want an initial working description of the subject we study here (we
call this a working description, not a definition; as you study information
systems topics and gain new knowledge and insight you may want to
change, rephrase or extend what is proposed here), it might be something
along these lines:
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The subject of information systems studies the uses made of ICT within
human organisations and societies. In particular, we study how ICTs are
applied to improve the way organisations operate and to help people to
do their jobs. This is principally achieved by collecting, storing, processing
and sharing data and information.

This description suggests that the study of information systems entails at
least four slightly separate, but related objectives:

* the digital technologies that lie at the heart of computer-based
information handling, their characteristics and capabilities

* the people who work with, become part of, or use information
systems

* the tasks that they wish to undertake and their specific needs or
requirements

* the social or organisational structure within which an information
systems is established (for example, a firm, a factory or government
department, a community or society).

We could choose to take just one of these four perspectives: the
perspective of technology, the task it is applied to, the people who use it,
or the organisational or social structure that all the above elements are
embedded in.

However, so these four elements are all in relation to one another, we
usually need to consider more than one perspective, and sometimes all
four. This idea or ‘model’ of technology in organisations structured around
four core elements was proposed in the 1960s by Harold Leavitt. It is
known as ‘Leavitt’s diamond’ and suggests that it is always possible to
relate any one of these core elements to the others, and that when or if we
change any one, it is very likely to have some consequence for the others.
Understanding a dynamic relationship can often give us a clue to provide
answers to the ‘so what?’ questions.

Structure

A

People ( ) Technology

\4

Task

Figure 1.1: Leavitt's diamond: the basis for a sociotechnical view of information
systems.

Leavitt’s diamond expresses a fundamentally sociotechnical view of
information systems. That is, it is in part social (about people and human
organisations) and in part technical (technology is applied to specific
tasks). This broad concept is important to grasp at the outset because it
implies that, given any problem or situation that we study, we should ask
both how the technology influences the people or the organisation, and
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how people may influence the technology choices and the way it is used.
We cannot, as it were, privilege one element and ignore the others.

For the most part in this course we will consider formal organisations as
the ‘structure’ referred to in Leavitt’s diamond. For example, the uses of
ICT, the people and the relevant task could be within businesses, such as
a car manufacturer, a retail store, a bank or an airline, or they could be

in public or not-for-profit bodies, such as a government department, a
hospital, a school or a city council. In such cases the people will usually
be the workers or employees of such organisations, and their customers
or clients. But as citizens and in other parts of our lives beyond any work
setting we also use information systems — for example as a student, when
talking to friends on Facebook or by email, or when buying products and
services over the internet. Thus in this course we will sometimes shift our
understanding of the ‘structure’ we want to consider to include society at
large, or some section of it. This is, for example, the case when we discuss
issues such as personal privacy, data protection and rights of access to
information.

Technology remains important even if it is not the exclusive focus and we
certainly do consider it in this course. It is not possible to comprehend
how organisations build and use information systems to serve their
needs if we do not have a good level of understanding and experience of
the technologies themselves. For this reason this course includes a part
devoted to studying contemporary technologies, and awards 25 per cent
of the final marks based on practical experience in developing simple
information systems using standard software packages: a database and a
spreadsheet. This is explained more in Chapter 2.

1.2 Aims of the course

This course provides a broad introductory understanding of information
systems, seen within organisational and societal contexts. The aim

is to provide students with an appropriate balance of technical and
organisational perspectives to serve as the basis for further study in the
field.

The aims of this chapter are to:
* introduce the subject of information systems and its scope and content

* give guidance as to the work expected of you and the appropriate
approach

* specify the resources you will need to have available including
textbooks and computer resources

* introduce the assessment methods used for the examination, including
the coursework.

1.3 Learning outcomes for the course

By the end of this course, and having completed the Essential reading and
the activities specified in this subject guide, you should be able to:

* explain fundamental assumptions made in studying information and
communications technologies in organisations as sociotechnical systems
in contrast to purely technical or managerial views

* debate the relevance of the sociotechnical approach and demonstrate
this through the study of a number of practical business and
administrative information systems within real organisations
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* express a logical understanding of how the technical parts of computer-
based information systems work, their principal structures and
components including contemporary technologies for information
processing and communications

* explain the various functions of systems and network software and
various classes of business-oriented application packages

* describe fundamental principles that can be applied to ensure that
security and personal privacy is respected in information systems

* explain the tasks required when undertaking the establishment of a
new information system and be able to contrast alternative approaches
to development

* describe and justify a range of professional roles in information systems
development activity, and their changing nature reflecting in part
changes in technology use in and between organisations

* discuss the social, organisational, legal and economic context of
computer use and be able to debate the significance of information and
communications technologies for the economy and society

* demonstrate, through project work, understanding of the analysis and
design of small projects using database and spreadsheet programs, and
the ability to write brief but informative reports on such work.

This set of learning outcomes provides a useful benchmark against which
you can assess your progress throughout the subject and will help you to
balance your workload of study and revision.

1.4 Syllabus

Information systems concepts: Information and data. Capture

of data, storage, processing and display. Information systems in
organisations, the digital economy. Introduction to systems ideas and their
application to information handling activities. The sociotechnical character
of information systems.

Information systems within organisations: The roles and
functions of information systems within organisations including providing
management information, supporting e-commerce, supporting knowledge
work and undertaking transaction processing. Use of information by
various types of people and as applied to various types of task. New
models of organising. Information systems management roles and
structures. Students are expected to undertake small investigative case
studies of information systems within local organisations as part of their
study.

Information and communications technologies: Introduction
to computer hardware and software. Communications technologies and
networks, the internet. Data storage systems, files and databases. Cloud
computing. Operating software, applications packages and user written
programs. Open source software. Social networking. (Note: this does
not entail any particular knowledge of electronics, rather it is concerned
with the major components and the logical structures of a computer as
exemplified in popular personal computers and networks including the
internet.)

Systems development: Information systems development approaches;
life cycle, prototyping, incremental models. Systems analysis tasks,
methodologies, modelling and agile methods. Data modelling. Systems
implementation. Professional roles in systems development. Criteria for
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successful applications development. Systems implementation and the
management of change.

Practical coursework: The coursework has two elements. A design
and implementation of a small database, and design and implementation
of a spreadsheet model. No specific brands of software are required to be
used, but typical examples would be Excel for spreadsheets and Access
for databases. (A student can equally use other software, for example the
open source desktop software found in the package Open Office.)

In the coursework you are expected to demonstrate and document your
ability to analyse and design these two small applications, as well as show
your mastery of the relevant software. Coursework must be submitted in a
word processed form. These two elements of coursework count for 25 per
cent of the overall mark.

Note: Candidates taking this course are required to submit coursework.

1.5 How to use this subject guide

This subject can be thought of as comprising four interrelated components:

» practical experience in developing small systems using standard
packages and writing short reports that document this work

* the characteristics of information and communication technologies
(ICTs)

* knowledge of the established information systems concepts and models
used in the academic literature of the subject and by those who work in
the industries that support information systems

* the processes of information systems development in their full diversity.

This is the structure and sequence that this subject guide follows, but
you do have some choice as to the exact order in which you approach the
various components and study. Note also that each of the recommended
books takes a slightly different route through this material.

As a general suggestion, and depending on your particular interests

and any previous experience of or study in this area, it is probably most
appropriate to tackle the ICT and information systems concepts to start
with — and in parallel — and to leave the broad topics of information
systems development until later. Work on the project element of the course
should be systematically followed up throughout the period of study.
Certainly the experience of doing your own projects, however small they
may be, will help you to appreciate many of the issues that are found in
larger and more complex development efforts.

The practical experience aspect of the course, and the projects that are

a part of the course, are introduced in Chapter 2. This is presented early
in the guide so that you can start to think about this work from the very
beginning of your study and go on to relate it to the other components.
Of course, completing and submitting the project work may come later in
your studies, but the sooner you start thinking about this, the better your
final work will be.

We must emphasise here that the four components of the course given
above are very much interrelated and certainly should not be treated as
wholly separate. Consider this example.

The storage of some data about a person within a computer-based system
— for example, their medical records over their lifetime or the courses and
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examination marks achieved as a University of London student — is an
issue that may be considered from all four perspectives.

1. From an information systems perspective, we need to ask:

o Why are we storing this data?

o What purpose or purposes does it serve?

o What (and whose) information needs will it satisfy?
o How will we know if these needs have been met?

2. From a technology perspective, we may want to ask:

o How can this data be captured, stored, communicated and
displayed?
°  What devices might be used?

o What are their relevant characteristics — reliability, cost, speed,
usability, and so on?

3. From a systems development perspective, we need to consider:
©o How might we design and build such a system?

©o What constraints are there to consider in terms of legal issues
and the interests of the users and those whose data is stored and
processed?

© Who is going to undertake the development work and what tools or
techniques will they need to use?

o What exact items of data are to be collected and stored?

o How long will the development take, and what will it cost?
4. Finally, from a real world, getting things done perspective, there
is the need to:

o Establish and resource a project to construct a system to do the job
and deliver a working system within budget and on time.

1.6 Exercises and sample exercises

Each main section of this guide finishes with a set of exercises. These
are intended to be rather more open-ended and time-consuming than
examination questions, and to provide you with opportunities to explore
the material in some depth.

The guide also contains two Sample examination papers in Appendix 1.

1.7 How much time should you spend on this subject?

You should divide your effort equally between the four main components.
Effort does not simply equate to time, however, and the practical
component particularly can absorb a lot of time as you master the
software and the modelling techniques. This is not a problem in itself —
doing analysis and design work and using software can be interesting,
challenging and rewarding, but you need to be aware that this activity is
intended to represent only 25 per cent of the subject and 25 per
cent of the final mark. For this reason you must be sure to devote
appropriate time and effort to the other components of the course, and
thereby achieve good marks in the examination, and do well in the final
combined assessment.

If you want to do well in your examinations and coursework then there
are four key ideas that you can use to improve your performance:
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1. Read about each topic that you study in at least two different
textbooks. For the more technical topics, make use of a good
online reference such as Wikipedia or the Free Online Dictionary of
Computing (www.foldoc.org) to cross check your understanding. When
you consult two or more sources they will, in all probability, not say
exactly the same things. For example, it will often be the case that
they will use different examples and even rather different technical
language and jargon. You then have to judge and combine the various
accounts, but in doing so you will become an active learner, you will
understand more and you will remember more too. Certainly, you
should never rely on just the subject guide or your lecture notes to give
you an adequate understanding of any topic.

2. Talk about IS issues with your friends, family and fellow students.
Keep on talking. If you can’t talk about a subject then you are unlikely
to be able to write about it in an examination. Best of all is when you
can make jokes about the subject. To be able to joke about something
usually requires a good depth of understanding.

3. Take your learning out into the world. Visit organisations and talk
to people who work with or manage information systems, both
technical professionals and users. Ask lots of questions and test your
‘book learning’ against what people in responsible jobs actually worry
about and what they actually do. Keep a scrapbook of newspaper and
magazine articles that relate to the various parts of this syllabus. Try to
find one such story each week during the course.

4. Revise carefully what you know about writing essays and reports in
English. What is a sentence and a paragraph? What are they for? How
do you structure one? When writing, how can you ensure that you
say all the things that you want to say, and don’t repeat a single idea
endlessly? Is your handwriting legible to other people and if not, is it
your responsibility to improve it? Take time to identify your strengths
and weaknesses as a writer and then work to emphasise the one and
address the other. Reflection and effort to improve your writing skills
will reap great benefits in the examination for this course and of course
in many other aspects of your work life from now onwards.

1.8 Practical assignments and coursework

For this subject, you must complete two practical assignments, one using
each of the following types of software:

* databases
* spreadsheets.

You must submit these assignments by their due date and in accordance
with the instructions provided in the Completing and submitting coursework
and projects booklet available on the VLE. You must make sure that you
have an up-to-date version of this booklet and follow its instructions about
submission procedures. Further information on choosing the particular
projects you will do, organising your work, and writing reports on this
work is given in Chapter 2 of this subject guide.
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1.9 Reading

1.9.1 Books

Bookshops are rich in books published on topics related to information
systems, computing and business uses of ICT. Many of these books are
adequate, some are excellent and some are poor. Never mind! For a keen
student of information systems, there is certainly no shortage of materials
to study, and you must expect to have to negotiate your way through this
jungle.

There are also many resources online which you can use to widen your
understanding of the topic. Of course not all online material is of high
quality and quite a lot is simply marketing material. Still, even this type of
material is useful as long as you approach it with a critical and questioning
attitude. From time to time in this guide we suggest websites of this

kind to visit. Their contents will almost inevitably change over time, and
our suggestions may soon be out of date, but your job is then to make a
sensible use of materials that you do discover.

For example, one of the oldest and most established companies in the ICT
industry is IBM. Their website (www.ibm.com) contains a lot of material
and information. As we write in 2013, the front page links directly to a
section called ‘Industries and solutions’, which in turn has a section called
‘Case studies’. There you should find details of the information systems of
some IBM customers in various fields.

1.9.2 Essential reading

The principal textbook for this course is:

Laudon, K.C. and J.P Laudon Management information systems: managing the
digital firm. (Boston; London: Pearson, 2013) thirteenth edition [ISBN
9780273789970 (pbk)].

This subject guide is written to accompany Laudon and Laudon (2013); it
is not a substitute for this textbook though it does add some extra material
and offers some shifts in emphasis. Laudon and Laudon (2013) provides a
close fit to the syllabus, and you should purchase a copy of this book and
become familiar with most of its contents.

When you first look at this textbook, you should take some time to
become familiar with the structure of the book and the way information

is organised within each chapter. Note in particular the frequent use of
case studies at the start, within, and at the end of chapters. Note also

that each chapter’s brief introductory case study has a summary diagram
showing how issues in terms of management, technology and organisation
(business challenges) lead to some innovation in information systems and
thus to business solutions. At the end of each chapter there is a summary
of the key ideas introduced in the chapter, review questions, key terms
and ideas for further work. As you come to understand the structure of the
book, you will be better able to monitor your developing understanding of
the subject and to evaluate your progress.

The thirteenth edition of Laudon and Laudon does not have its own
website, but at the time of writing there is one for the earlier 10th
edition: http://wps.prenhall.com/bp_laudon_essmis_10/ This website
is still compatible with the 2013 edition and provides a chapter-by-
chapter resource of quizzes, tests and essay questions as well as further
information on chapter topics and links to other websites. If you can,
do visit and explore this site; however, this course is not limited to the
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material within the website, and the quizzes and tests there should be
viewed simply as useful revision material. In many ways, the most valuable
aspect of the website is the links it provides to further web resources.

A second text, within which most topics and useful contrasting treatments
of topics can be found, is:

Curtis, G. and D. Cobham Business information systems: analysis, design and
practice. (London: Prentice Hall, 2008) sixth edition [ISBN 9780273713821].

For some topics, this is the preferred text, and it certainly offers a deeper
and more thorough treatment of systems development activities. This book
is also helpful in supporting the practical assignments.

Another contrasting text that is useful for reference and to cross-check
your understanding is:

Alter, S The work system method: connecting people, processes, and IT for business
results. (Work System Press, 2006) [ISBN 9780977849703].

Not one of the books listed above provides, on its own, a full coverage of
the whole subject. Indeed, as part of a university degree, it is assumed
that you will study the subject using multiple sources and will base your
understanding on as wide a reading base as possible.

It is always preferable that you have access to the latest editions of books.
The world of information systems and information technology changes
rapidly, as does our understanding of what is important and relevant

in developing and managing information systems. If you are using this
guide a couple of years after its publication, and new editions of the

books mentioned have been produced, please use the new editions. Note
that Laudon and Laudon (2013) and Curtis and Cobham (2008) are the
thirteenth and sixth editions respectively, and new editions come out
every two or three years. When new editions are produced they may have
slightly different titles, so don’t be confused.

Detailed reading references in this subject guide refer to the editions of the
set textbooks listed above. New editions of one or more of these textbooks
may have been published by the time you study this course and use this
guide. If this is the case you should use the most recent edition; then

use the detailed chapter and section headings and the index to identify

or confirm the relevant reading sections. You can also check the virtual
learning environment (VLE) for updated guidance on readings.

If you are told that any book is out of print, do not panic. As a first step,
check with another source — some bookshop catalogues are more up-to-
date than others, or check online with one of the large book selling sites
such as Amazon.com. If a book seems to be completely unavailable, please
tell us and we will suggest alternatives.

1.9.3 Further reading

Please note that when you have read the Essential reading you are then
free to read around the subject area in any text, paper or online resource.
Indeed you are positively encouraged to read widely. To help you read
extensively, you have free access to the VLE and University of London
Online Library (see below) and from time to time we do recommend
papers published in academic journals as Further reading.

You may find the books listed below helpful as references or as back-ups
for particular topics. Occasional reference is made to these books in the
subject guide. Students taking the full BSc Information Systems and
Management degree will find these titles useful and relevant in other
subjects.
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Avgerou, C. and T. Cornford Developing information systems: concepts,
issues and practice. (London: Macmillan, 1998) second edition [ISBN
9780333732311]. Chapter 6 is Essential reading for Chapter 3 of the
subject guide.

Avison, D. and G. Fitzgerald Information systems development: methodologies,
techniques and tools. (London: McGraw-Hill, 2006) fourth edition [ISBN
9780077114176].

Fitzgerald, B., N. Russo and E. Stolterman Information systems development:
methods-in-action. (Berkshire: McGraw Hill, 2002) [ISBN 9780077098360].

Pressman, R. Software engineering: a practitioner’s approach. (London: McGraw-
Hill, 2009) seventh edition [ISBN 9780071267823].

When undertaking the practical assignments, you will probably want

to make use of some books to get to grips with using a particular word
processor, spreadsheet or database. Because students have so many
different computers and versions of software we cannot make any specific
recommendations. However, one particularly useful reference series is the
‘Mastering...” series published by Sybex. Another is the ‘...for Dummies’
series published by Wiley.

1.9.4 Newspapers, magazines and trade papers

You should make a habit of consulting weekly and monthly journals as
well as newspapers. Most serious newspapers have regular supplements
or sections devoted to technology and computers, and you should become
a regular reader. Most countries have some local publications devoted to
computers and information systems, and these can provide very useful
materials for study. Such publications will include news of the local and
global information technology industries, examples or case studies of
systems in use and discussion of systems development practices. A useful
aid to your study on this course will be to keep a scrapbook of newspaper
and magazine articles that relate to information systems and to review this
material from time to time.

Hundreds of computer magazines are found on newsagents’ shelves.
Most are aimed at the home computer user and, as such, are of relatively
little use for this subject. The magazines below, in contrast, all provide
some coverage about computers and information systems within business
organisations — the main focus of this subject.

* The Economist, UK: while this is not a computer magazine it does
contain regular articles on aspects of the computer industry, national
policies relating to computers and telecommunications and issues of
organisational use of technology. A couple of times each year, they also
publish special supplements on some aspect of ICT.

* Datamation, InformationWeek, CIO magazine, USA: these magazines,
aimed at information systems’ managers, report on many issues of
effective use of information technology in organisations. There are
websites for the magazines (noted below) from which articles can be
downloaded.

* Computing, Computer Weekly, UK: Both of these weekly papers contain
a mix of industry news, articles on particular organisations and
descriptions of new and interesting developments. Other countries will
have similar publications related to their own national marketplace.

When reading materials such as those listed here, you should spread

your effort over issues of technology itself and issues related to the
effective (or ineffective) use of the technology in organisations. It bears
repeating once again that this subject intends not to study information and
communications technologies for their own sake, but to better understand
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what they can achieve and how they can be exploited within business
organisations, public administration and society as a whole.

1.10 Online study resources

In addition to the subject guide and the Essential reading, it is crucial that
you take advantage of the study resources that are available online for this
course, including the VLE and the Online Library.

You can access the VLE, the Online Library and your University of London
email account via the Student Portal at:
http://my.londoninternational.ac.uk

You should have received your login details for the Student Portal with
your official offer, which was emailed to the address that you gave on

your application form. You have probably already logged in to the Student
Portal in order to register. As soon as you registered, you will automatically
have been granted access to the VLE, Online Library and your fully
functional University of London email account.

If you have forgotten these login details, please click on the ‘Forgotten
your password’ link on the login page.

1.10.1 The VLE

The VLE, which complements this subject guide, has been designed to
enhance your learning experience, providing additional support and a
sense of community. It forms an important part of your study experience
with the University of London and you should access it regularly.

The VLE provides a range of resources for EMFSS courses:

* Self-testing activities: Doing these allows you to test your own
understanding of subject material.

* Electronic study materials: The printed materials that you receive from
the University of London are available to download, including updated
reading lists and references.

* Past examination papers and Examiners’ commentaries: These provide
advice on how each examination question might best be answered.

* A student discussion forum: This is an open space for you to discuss
interests and experiences, seek support from your peers, work
collaboratively to solve problems and discuss subject material.

* Videos: There are recorded academic introductions to the subject,
interviews and debates and, for some courses, audio-visual tutorials
and conclusions.

* Recorded lectures: For some courses, where appropriate, the sessions
from previous years’ Study Weekends have been recorded and made
available.

* Study skills: Expert advice on preparing for examinations and
developing your digital literacy skills.

e TFeedback forms.

Some of these resources are available for certain courses only, but we
are expanding our provision all the time and you should check the VLE
regularly for updates.

1.10.2 Making use of the Online Library

The Online Library contains a huge array of journal articles and other
resources to help you read widely and extensively.



Chapter 1: Information systems as a topic of study

To access the majority of resources via the Online Library you will either
need to use your University of London Student Portal login details, or you
will be required to register and use an Athens login:
http://tinyurl.com/ollathens

The easiest way to locate relevant content and journal articles in the
Online Library is to use the Summeon search engine.

If you are having trouble finding an article listed in a reading list, try
removing any punctuation from the title, such as single quotation marks,
question marks and colons.

For further advice, please see the online help pages:
www.external.shl.lon.ac.uk/summon/about.php

1.11 Access to computers

It is a requirement for this subject that students submit two practical
computing assignments for the examination. Students must therefore have
access to, and make use of, a variety of computing resources. The structure
of the syllabus is built around the assumption that a student has good
access to a modern microcomputer with a suite of standard software. In
particular, a student will require access to the following:

* A laptop or desktop computer: It is most probable that this
will be either a PC running some version of Microsoft Windows, an
Apple Macintosh or perhaps a computer running the Linux operating
system. While these are the most common ‘standards’ in the world, it
may be that you have access to other computers that will allow you to
undertake the assignments. For example, you may have access to multi-
user or time-sharing systems that allow essentially the same facilities
as a PC but accessed through online terminals. In theory at least you
could complete the assignments on your smartphone — most have a
spreadsheet of sorts, and simple database apps and modelling tools are
available too — but we do not recommend it!

* Whatever type of computer you have access to and use, you will
also need to have access to printing facilities in order to produce the
required assignments on paper for assessment.

* Database package: A database package is software that allows a
user to enter, store and retrieve regular items of data in a structured
and coherent manner. A database allows its user to select and extract
particular items of data or produce reports summarising collections of
data. Databases can range from small — a mailing list of the members
of a sports club - to huge - the 40 million or more national insurance
records held by the UK’s Department of Social Security. Common PC
database software in use today includes Microsoft Access, OpenOffice
Base and Oracle. Most database packages offer their own programming
languages (or macro languages), which allow them to support the
development of more sophisticated applications, though you are
not expected to use such facilities. A database package suitable for
this subject must support the relational model. In recent years, most
database projects for this course have been produced using Microsoft
Access, but some have used other software.

* Spreadsheet package: A spreadsheet package allows information
arranged in rows and columns to be manipulated. The major focus of
a spreadsheet is the manipulation of numerical information, although
modern spreadsheets have a wider range of functionality and can,
in some ways, emulate a simple database. The name ‘spreadsheet’



IS1060 Introduction to information systems

comes from an analogy with the squared paper used by accountants

to prepare tables of figures. Spreadsheets are one of the main reasons
that everyday managers use computers, since they allow them to
manipulate figures at will and both keep records and see the results of
alternative assumptions regarding relevant items of information. Almost
all spreadsheet programs are able to produce various types of charts
and graphs. Some advanced functions supported by today’s packages
include optimisation, statistical processing and sensitivity analysis
facilities. Among the best-known spreadsheets are Microsoft Excel and
OpenOffice Calc.

* Word processor package: You need this to prepare your reports.
A word processor is software that allows a user to prepare text
documents. It provides facilities to enter and store text, to lay out text
and graphics on the page and to print out the results. Other facilities
offered by a word processor may include checking spelling, generating
tables of contents or keeping track of footnotes. Among the most
common word processing programs in use today are Microsoft Word,
Apple Pages or OpenOffice Writer. This version of this subject guide was
initially prepared using Microsoft Word 2007 and among the facilities
that were used were the spelling checker, various typefaces and fonts,
styles, automatic page numbering and the automatic preparation of the
table of contents.

Major software producers usually offer their popular word processing,
database and spreadsheet programs as a suite of software designed

to work together. In such suites, each package is standalone in its
functionality, but it can easily work with the other elements of the suite

— Microsoft Office and OpenOffice are examples. If you are in a position
to choose the software to use, then it will make very good sense to choose
such a suite of programs. Such suites may also include other tools, such as
electronic mail or a personal organiser that can be used as a sort of diary
or address book.

When tackling the hands-on computing component of the subject and
using software packages, you will need to have access to appropriate
documentation. Since this syllabus does not prescribe the particular
software that you should use, it is not possible to specify exact books. Most
popular software comes with a set of manuals that will include both a
reference manual and a tutorial, although these may well be just presented
as files on a disk, rather than as physical books. Such tutorial guidance

is often a good place to start to learn how to use a particular piece of
software. In addition, many alternative guides to popular software have
been published, and such texts can provide valuable extra advice and an
alternative source of information. You may also find useful video tutorials
online via YouTube or similar websites.

Activity

This is the first example of the kind of open-ended activity that you will find throughout
this guide. It offers you the opportunity to reflect on some aspect of the subject and
consolidate your knowledge. If you wish to perform well in the examination then you are
strongly advised to complete these activities. When Examiners set the examination paper
they will assume that you have undertaken all these tasks and can reflect on and write
about them in the examination.

Describe the difference between a reference manual and a tutorial. If you were managing
a project to develop a new software product for business users, which would you expect
to write first? Which would be the more important?
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Now make a list of the other main documents you would expect to prepare along the way
as an idea is transformed into a software product that can be sold to people like you.

1.12 The internet

The assessed coursework does not require you to make any particular
use of the internet. It is almost impossible, however, to have any
understanding of what computers and networks do (or will do in the
future) for governments, people and businesses, without some experience
of the internet. This would usually mean some experience of using the
world wide web — searching for and locating information resources of
various types — as well as experience of using electronic mail (email) and
other methods of communication, such as Facebook, Twitter, chat rooms
or net meetings. As introductory exercises, the activities below offer a
few suggestions of things to do using the internet — these will help you
generally to develop your appreciation of such technology.

Activities

1. Visit the website of an online bookstore and find out how easy (or not) it is to buy
books recommended for this University of London course. How do the online prices
compare with those in your local bookshops? Are the comments or reviews left by
other buyers useful or interesting to you?

2. Visit the main public website of your country's government and discover a recent
policy statement or proposal for topics such as:

o computers in schools

o computers in healthcare

o the promotion of e-commerce.

In the UK, you should start a search at www.direct.gov.uk/

3. Try to use email to do something useful beyond your own circle of friends, teaching
institution or workplace. For example, can you use email to communicate with your
bank, a government office, the local library or the University of London? What are
the advantages and disadvantages of this form of communication for you? What
would you imagine are the advantages and disadvantages of email for large business
organisations that deal with thousands of customers?

4. Look at the websites of three airlines that operate from your country. Evaluate from
the perspective of a customer the quality of these sites by using them to gather
information and prices for a trip to, say, London. Which is the best and the worst in
terms of usability? What other criteria (perhaps three or four more) might you use for
your evaluation? Is there a clear winner?

5. In a similar way, identify four key characteristics of successful sales-oriented websites
based on your web-browsing experience. Justify each characteristic and give related
examples of good and bad practice that you have seen on the web.

6. Subscribe (for a week or so) to the Twitter feed of a government department, a
transport company and an online retailer. How are these organisations using this
medium to communicate? Who is it aimed at (for example, who is the intended
audience)? Can you imagine new or alternative audiences that might be interested in
some material delivered in this way?

7. Prepare a brief report describing the differences between three well-known general
purpose internet search engines, for example Yahoo, Bing, Google or Ask Jeeves. In
your country there may be other popular search sites. Can you suggest situations in
which you would recommend each one of these search engines?
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Since this publication will remain in print for some time, and as the
internet is constantly evolving and updating, it is not helpful to list a large
number of websites in this guide. However, a few sites are worth noting:

www.pearsonhighered.com/laudon
The site associated with the main textbook for this subject.

http://foldoc.org

The free online dictionary of computing — a useful source of brief
definitions and descriptions. The master version originates at Imperial
College London, but mirror copies are available at sites around the world.

www.isworld.org/isworld.html
A website shared by the academic information systems community.

www.datamation.com/
The site of the American magazine, Datamation. A good source of material
on contemporary information systems topics.

www.informationweek.co.uk/
The site of the UK weekly publication Information Week. A good source of
news about ICT and information systems.

www.computerweekly.com/ and www.computing.co.uk
The sites of the two most prominent UK weekly computing trade papers.

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Main_Page

Wikipedia is the largest web-based encyclopaedia and is available in a
number of languages. It is often a useful resource to check up on a concept
or to get a second opinion about something. It is not, however, a substitute
for a good textbook.

Unless otherwise stated, all websites in this subject guide were accessed in
March 2013. We cannot guarantee that they will stay current and you may
need to perform an internet search to find the relevant pages.

1.13 Examination

Important: the information and advice given here are based on the
examination structure used at the time this guide was written. Please
note that subject guides may be used for several years. Because of this
we strongly advise you to always check both the current Regulations

for relevant information about the examination, and the VLE where you
should be advised of any forthcoming changes. You should also carefully
check the rubric/instructions on the paper you actually sit and follow
those instructions.

The examination for this course is made up of two parts — a three-hour
written examination and coursework submitted to the University of
London International Programmes ahead of the formal examination. As
noted above, full information on how to submit coursework is given in
the Completing and submitting coursework and projects booklet. Further
information on the requirements for the assignments is given in Chapter 2
of this subject guide.

The format of the written examination is shown in Appendix 1. The
examination has just one section with eight questions, of w