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ABSTRACT 

As reliance on the web in general and web search engines in particular expands, student interest in the domain of 
information retrieval is increasing. In response to this increased interest, at the Illinois Institute of Technology, we 
recently extended our computer science undergraduate curriculum to include an introductory course in information 
retrieval. Instead of simply understanding how to build applications using information retrieval tools, our students build 
these tools and learn the relevant algorithms implemented in these tools. Our syllabus includes a hands-on lab setting 
where students use the tools they build to perform experiments that could ultimately extend the field. Also as part of our 
course, we administered pre- and post-questionnaires to assess how much knowledge (of the topics included in the course) 
the students thought they had prior to the start of the course, their expectations for the course, and how well these 
expectations were met. We present results that indicate a statistically significant improvement in the students' self­
reported knowledge in information retrieval. Student final exam scores substantiate these results. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

As the dependence on search technology both for the 
Internet and various intranet applications continues to 
grow, more and more computer science programs are 
introducing information retrieval courses into their 
curriculum. Although many computer science programs 
are introducing information retrieval courses into their 
graduate offerings, relatively few programs offer an 
undergraduate course in i nforrnation retrieval. Some of 
those that do, for example Johns Hopkins University and 
University of Tennessee at Knoxville, offer their courses 
to combined graduate and undergraduate audiences. At 
the Illinois Institute of Technology (!IT), as at the 
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University of Texas and at the University of Science and 
Technology at Hong Kong, we offer a course dedicated to 
undergraduate students. We also offer a more advanced 
course at the graduate level that focuses on research with 
the described undergraduate course as its prerequisite. 

We describe our newly introduced undergraduate 
information retrieval course that is based on what 
previously was our graduate (more theoretical) class. In 
developing an undergraduate (more applied) version, we 
believe that it is still inappropriate to simply teach students 
how to use existing commercial products without first 
providing them with an understanding of the fundamental 
algorithms. That is, web elieve that a reasonable mix of 
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