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To encourage practice in applying new knowledge and to discourage mere copying of homework and exercises, the authors have developed a means of generating unique, personalized homework problem sets using MS-Word templates and MS-Excel spreadsheets.
In developing an ability to apply knowledge, practice is of particular importance.  Homework and practice exercises are an integral part of the instructional pedagogy for gaining proficiency in using new knowledge.  To provide an external source of motivation for practice, instructors typically collect, evaluate, and grade homework and exercises.  

Unfortunately, some students attempt to subvert the incentive for practice by copying homework and exercises already completed by others.  While copying the work of others might allow a student to witness the application of knowledge, it does not provide the opportunity to actually practice the means of applying that knowledge.  A defense against copying would be to provide each student with equivalent, but unique opportunities for practice.  Without the use of technology, such a solution would be difficult to implement.

Using commonly available software, the authors have developed a means for providing students with individualized homework sets in a statistical methods course.  For every homework assignment, each student receives by email a copy of a problem set in which the essence of the problems is common to all students, but the numbers and data differ from those of other students.  This allows students to work together to share ideas and assistance or even to tutor one another in techniques.  But in the end, each student must practice completing his or her own problem set, since each student's answers will be different by virtue of beginning with different data.

Students' personalized problems sets are emailed to them using the email merge facility of MS-Word.  An MS-Word file contains a template for each problems set.  Problem data come from an MS-Excel spreadsheet, which is merged into the template.  Each row or record in that spreadsheet represents a student and his or her version of the problem data.  Since the authors use a spreadsheet to test-work problems themselves, it is a relatively minor task to arrange their own formulas into a single row, replicate those formulas to other rows, and construct new raw data for each record.  Students submit homework answers using a web-based form easily constructed in MS-FrontPage.  The answer data is received into an ASCII database, moved to the original Excel spreadsheet, and compared with the correct responses already calculated.

The system has encouraged homework practice, facilitated rapid feedback, and minimized instructor effort in grading and recording of grades.  Evaluation data suggests greater student engagement in homework practice and higher student satisfaction.

