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 PART A: COURSE-SPECIFIC INFORMATION 
 

1 STAFF CONTACT DETAILS 
 
 

Position Name Email Location 

Lecturer-
in-charge 

Prof Dubravka 
Cecez-
Kecmanovic 

dubravka@unsw.edu.au Quadrangle Building, 
Room 2101 

 
 
Regular consultation time will be scheduled in consultations with students.  
 
 

2 COURSE DETAILS 

2.1 Teaching Times and Locations 

Lectures start in Week 1 until Week 12. 
The time and location are: 

 
Lecture Time: Monday 12pm-3pm 
Location: Goldstein G01 

2.2 Units of Credit 

The course is worth 6 units of credit. 
There is no parallel teaching in this course. 

2.3 Summary of Course 

The course examines the most influential and innovative theoretical approaches and 
theories in the Information Systems (IS) discipline. Such an examination typically 
involves ontological and epistemological basis of a theory, major published works 
demonstrating its development and application, and an assessment of its contributions 
and implications. By engaging in theoretical discourse and critically assessing selected 
theories students will gain deeper understanding of major theoretical developments in 
the IS discipline and their relevance and implications for practice. The seminar 
character of the course assumes active participation and contribution by the students. 

2.4 Course Aims and Relationship to Other Courses 

The course aims to 

i) Review and critically analyse major theories and theoretical developments in 
the Information Systems (IS) discipline, 

ii) Engage students in deeper understanding and exploring theoretical problems 
in the IS discipline and 

iii) Enable students’ participation in theoretical discourse as well as in debates 
about IS theory relevance to practice. 
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2.5 Student Learning Outcomes  

The course learning outcomes are what you should be able to DO by the end of this 
course if you participate fully in learning activities and successfully complete the 
assessment items. After the completion of the course you should be able to: 

1. Comprehend, assess and review major theoretical developments in the IS 
discipline 

2. Demonstrate skills and knowledge that enable you to participate in theoretical 
debates regarding IS research and its relevance to practice 

3. Critically analyse and assess theoretical foundations of research papers and 
their contribution to knowledge 

4. Apply a selected theory in empirical research and draw novel insights 
5. Construct written reports of theoretical nature that are logically and 

systematically presented, in a style of IS research journals 
6. Communicate conceptual ideas in a coherent, succinct and convincing manner, 

suitable to both research and practitioner audience 

The learning outcomes in this course also help you to achieve some of the overall 
Program learning goals and outcomes for all postgraduate students in the ASB. 
Program learning goals are what we want you to BE or HAVE by the time you 
successfully complete your degree (e.g. ‘be a critical thinker’). Program learning 
outcomes are what you are able to DO by the end of your degree. The relevant ASB 
Postgraduate Program learning goals and outcomes for this course are: 
 

 
ASB PhD Program Learning Goals and Outcomes 

 
1. Specialist knowledge:  Our students will have the ability to understand and apply a 

substantial body of knowledge at the frontier of the relevant field. 
 

a. Students should be able to demonstrate an expert/authoritative command of 
knowledge in the relevant field.  

b. Students should be able to demonstrate a thorough understanding of research 
principles and methods appropriate to the relevant field of work. 

 

2. Research capability:  Our students will have the ability to undertake research that 
makes an original contribution in the relevant field.  
   

a. Students should be able to critically evaluate existing theoretical knowledge, ideas 
and practice within the relevant field to generate original knowledge.  

b. Students should be able to undertake an independent investigation to generate 
original knowledge. 

 

3. Communication:  Our students will have the ability to communicate research 
effectively in the scholarly community. 
    

a. Students should be able to cogently present the theoretical underpinnings, 
methodologies and results of research through oral presentations to peers and the 
scholarly community. 

b. Students should be able to demonstrate an ability to effectively communicate their 
research in writing suitable for publication. 
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The following table shows how the Course learning outcomes relate to the overall 
Program learning goals and outcomes: 
 

Program Learning 
Goals and Outcomes 

Course Learning Outcomes Course Assessment 
Item 

This course helps you to 
achieve the following 
learning goals for all 
ASB PhD students: 

On successful completion of the course, 
you should be able to: 

This learning outcome 
will be assessed in the 
following items:  

1 Specialist 
knowledge 

Comprehend, assess and review major 
theoretical developments in the IS 
discipline 
 
Demonstrate skills and knowledge that 
enable you to participate in theoretical 
debates regarding IS research and its 
relevance to practice 

• Class discussions 
and exercises 

• Assignment #1 

• Assignment #2 

• Assignment #3 

2 Research 
capability 

Critically analyse and assess theoretical 
foundations of research papers and their 
contribution to knowledge 
 
Apply a selected theory in empirical 
research and draw novel insights. 

• Assignment #2 
 
 
 

• Assignment #3 

3a Oral 
communication 

Communicate conceptual ideas in a 
coherent, succinct and convincing 
manner, suitable to both research and 
practitioner audience  

• Class discussions 
and exercises 
Presentation as part 
of assignment #3 

3b Written 
communication 

Construct written reports of theoretical 
nature that are logically and 
systematically presented, in a style of IS 
research journals 

• Assignments #1, #2 
and #3 

 
 

3 LEARNING AND TEACHING ACTIVITIES 
 

This course involves a combination of learning and teaching activities such as lectures, 
students’ presentations, class discussions and exercises.  Activities in each class are 
specifically designed to suit the topic and the objective of a class. There will be several 
guest lectures by staff with particular expertize in the topic of a week and personal 
experiences in applying targeted theories. Students will also present their own 
experience or a summary of readings related to a theoretical topic of a week. 

The course adopts a peer-centred and collaborative learning approach underpinned by 
the assumptions that knowledge in a learning environment is co-created and shared 
rather than ‘transferred’. A classroom becomes a learning site when all participants 
take an active role and construct space and social environment in which knowledge is 
freely shared and curiosity and criticality are nurtured rather then compliance and 
respect of authoritative sources. In such a classroom all participants have their 
responsibilities. As participants and contributors to knowledge co-production lecturers 
have the responsibility to design the desired learning environment and provide 
appropriate resources (reading materials, lectures and slides, exercises). Students as 
co-producers of knowledge on their part have responsibility to prepare for the classes, 
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read the material specified for each class, complete tasks if required, make notes and 
critically reflect on the readings. Only well-prepared students will be able to take an 
active role in class and contribute to class discussions. 

For each week students will find a reading list and the e-copies of selected papers on 
the course Blackboard site. In addition, in most weeks there will be specific tasks that 
students will be asked to complete before the class. Presentation slides will be also 
available via the Blackboard site.  
 
 

4 ASSESSMENT 

4.1 Formal Requirements 

In order to pass this course, you must: 

• achieve a composite mark of at least 45 in each assessment; and 

• fully complete and submit all assessment tasks, and  

• attend at least 80% of the lectures/workshops  

4.2 Assessment Details 

Assessment tasks are embedded in the teaching and learning process so that they 
form part of classes and ongoing debates. While there are three distinct assignments 
that include three deliverables, they are blended into the topics and materials 
discussed in class. This is achieved through students’ presentation of their ideas and 
draft assignments and subsequent discussions. The assessment tasks, their 
weightings and due dates are: 
 

Assessment Task Weighting Length Due Date 

1. Class contribution  10% n/a Ongoing 

2. Assignment #1: Essay  10% 700 words Week 3  

23:59 22 March 2013 

3. Assignment #2:  Essay 30% 2000 words Week 6 

23:59 19 April 2013 

4. Assignment #3:  Project 50% 3500 words Presentation in class 

Week 12 

Submission Week 13 

23:59 7 June 2013 

 

Class activities (10%) 
Class activities are specified for each class. Students are expected to read the 
prescribed material, keep notes on their reading and complete any tasks required 
before a class. Students will also be asked to submit their homework in class. Students’ 
active participation in all class activities during the semester is marked 10%. 
 

Assessment #1 Short essay on a theory (10%) 
This individual assignment is a short essay on an IS theory that a student chooses in 
consultation with the LIC. The purpose of this assignment is to develop and 
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demonstrate understanding of a theory, its implications and relevance; this assignment 
will also contribute to the development of students’ written and oral communication 
skills. 
 
Students should choose a specific IS theory and identify key references in which it is 
described and used. The essay should include a short description of the theory, theory 
development and testing (if applicable), theory implication and relevance, and also how 
it has been critiqued. It is desirable that the student expresses his/her own view and 
critique of the selected theory. The essay has to be brief and not exceed 700 words 
(references are not counted). Students will present their selected theories in relevant 
classes. 
 
Assignment #1 is marked out of 10 based on the quality of the written report 
(specifications and assessment guide is provided via Blackboard). 

 

Assignment #2 Essay: Compare and contrast two theories (30%) 
This individual assignment involves a discussion that compares and contrasts two 
theories written in a form of an essay. The purpose of this assignment is to develop a 
more in-depth understanding of two related theories or theoretical approaches and also 
foster critical assessment and debate about them; furthermore, this assignment will 
contribute to advancement of writing and argumentation skills as well as engagement 
in theoretical debates. 
 
Students should compare and contrast two competing IS theories or two theoretical 
approaches related to a particular phenomenon. Alternatively, they may choose a 
theory and its derivative (e.g. structuration theory and adaptive structuration theory). 
 
Interesting aspects of comparing and contrasting may include but are not limited to: 
 
What are the assumptions underlying each theory and how do they enable/limit each 
theory’s view of the world? 
What are the origins of each theory and how do they matter? 
What does each theory tell us about a targeted phenomenon? 
What distinctions can we make using each theory? 
What remains excluded or overlooked by each theory? 
What do the critics say of each theory? 
What are the advantages and (weaknesses if any) of the theories? 
 
Assignment #2 essay should not exceed 2000 words excluding references, figures and 
appendices (if needed). Assignment should list a full set of cited references, using 
Endnote. Text is to be typed using 12 point font and 1.5 line spacing, and submitted in 
Word via Blackboard. 
 

Students will also present their key arguments on the two selected theories in relevant 
classes. 
 
Marking criteria will focus on the quality of argument in comparing, contrasting and 
critically assessing theories (assignment specification and marking guide document 
can be downloaded from Blackboard). Word count will be checked and marks will be 
deducted for excessively long reports. 
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Assignment #3 Project: Development or application of a theory (50%) 
This individual assignment is a kind of a project in which students attempt to apply a 
theory to a specific research problem in a new way or develop a theory (based on the 
literature) to address a research problem.  This may be related to a student’s research 
thesis. The purpose of this assignment is to demonstrate ability to apply a selected 
(potentially modified) theory or develop a new theory that will inform an empirical study 
and allow novel insights. 
 
It might be useful to think of this assignment as a theoretical foundation or discussion 
useful for a thesis and/or a journal article. Accordingly, the assignment should be 
written in a style similar to an article in a top tier academic publication. 
 
This assignment is to contain original ideas and material, and should fully reference the 
work of other researchers. The text should not exceed 3500 words, excluding 
bibliography, tables, figures, or appendices (if applicable). Each assignment is to be 
accompanied by a full set of cited references (using Endnote). The text should be typed 
using 12 point font and 1.5 line spacing and submitted in Word via Blackboard. 
 
Students are expected to present drafts of this assignment in relevant classes (to be 
determined during the semester – depending on the type of theory and topic). 
 
Written assignments’ will be marked based on the quality, strength and soundness of the theory 

application or development, and the quality of writing (detailed assignment #3 
specification are available on Blackboard). Marks will be deducted for excessively long 
reports. Assignments are to be submitted via Blackboard. 

4.3 Late Submission  

 
A penalty of 10% per day will apply for work received after the due date, unless prior 
permission for late submission has been granted by the Lecturer in Charge. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 
 

5 COURSE RESOURCE 
 
The website for this course is on UNSW Blackboard at: 
http://lms-blackboard.telt.unsw.edu.au/webapps/portal/frameset.jsp 
 
You will have access to the course website once you have enrolled in the course. The 
course website contains the course outline, the weekly plan, seminar slides and 
reading lists, assignment details, announcements and other information about the 
course. 

Quality Assurance 
The ASB is actively monitoring student learning and quality of the student 
experience in all its programs. A random selection of completed assessment tasks 
may be used for quality assurance, such as to determine the extent to which 
program learning goals are being achieved. The information is required for 
accreditation purposes, and aggregated findings will be used to inform changes 
aimed at improving the quality of ASB programs. All material used for such 
processes will be treated as confidential and will not be related to course grades. 
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There is no textbook for this course. All relevant resources are provided via the 
Blackboard for each week’s class: a topic, the list of references and e-copies of 
readings, class activities, and lecture slides. 
 
 

6 COURSE EVALUATION AND DEVELOPMENT 
 
Each year feedback is sought from students and other stakeholders about the courses 
offered and continual improvements are made based on this feedback. UNSW's 
Course and Teaching Evaluation and Improvement (CATEI) process is one of the ways 
in which student evaluative feedback is gathered. In this course, we will seek your 
feedback through CATEI evaluation at the end of semester. This will be highly 
important for our future offerings of this course. 
 
 

7 COURSE SCHEDULE 
 

Week Lecturer Lecture Content/Topic Tutorial/workshop/  
exercise 

Week 1 
4 March Dubravka 

Introduction to the course 

• Objectives 

• Content 

• Learning outcomes 

• Students’ engagement  

• Communication  

• Assessments 

Course panning 
Endnote requested 
 
Discussion: A theory I like 
the most!  
 
Assignment #1 
planning, choosing your 
theory 

Week 2 

11 March 
Dubravka 

What is theory? 

• Types of theories 

• What theory is not 

• Theory building and 
theory testing 

• Theory and method 

• Theory and practice 

Literature on theory and 
theory building 
 
Students’ presentation 
and discussion: Examples 
of theories from published 
papers  

Week 3 

18 March 

Dubravka 
 
Guest speaker Dr 
Sebastian Boell 

Theories of information 
 
Theories of information 
systems 

Discussion of selected 
papers 
 
Assignment #1 
submission 
 
Assignment #2 planning 

Week 4 

25 March 

Dubravka  

Guest speaker  

A/Prof John D’Ambra 

Functionalist theories I 
 
TAM, UTAUT, TFT 

Assignment #2 discussion 

Mid semester Break 
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Week 5 

8 April 

Dubravka 

Guest speaker  

Zeinab Baghizadeh  

Functionalist theories II 

• Diffusion of innovation 
theory 

• IS success models 

Assignment #2 discussion 

Week 6 

15 April 

Dubravka 

Guest speaker  

Prof Pat Finnegan 

Theories of openness and 
innovation in IS 

Assignment #2 
submission 
 
Assignment #3 planning 

Week 7 

22 April 

Dubravka 

Guest speaker 

Dr Michael Cahalane 

Sociotechnical and 
sociomaterial theories 

Assignment #3 discussion 

Week 8 

29 April 

Dubravka 

Guest speaker 

Dr Ying Zhang 

Social theories of IS – 
critical social theories 

• Foucauldian theorizing of 
an ERP implementation  

Assignment #3 discussion 

Week 9 

6 May 

Dubravka 
Ethics theories and IS Assignment #3 discussion 

Week 10 

13 May 

Dubravka 

Guest speaker 

Dr Daniel 
Schlagwein 

IS and theories of a firm 

• Knowledge-based 
theories of the firm 

• Resource-based theories 
of the firm 

• Dynamic capabilities 

• Absorptive capacity 
theory 

• Relational view 

Assignment #3 discussion 

Week 11 

20 May 

Dubravka 

Guest speaker  

Dr Zixiu Guo 

Communication and social 
networks theories 

Assignment #3 discussion 

Week 12 

27 May 

Dubravka 
Writing theory Assignment #3 

presentation  

Discussion about the 
course and student 
feedback 

Week 13 

7 June 

  Assignment #3 
submission 

 


