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Editorial

Publish or Perishi.
Donald G. Perrin

As a tenured professor, I learned both sides of the academic ladder — recruitment, appointment,
retention, tenure, and promotion (RTP) as a faculty member, Department Chair, Personnel
Committee Chair, and Dean. | was tenured in several universities during my 50-year career. Only
one of these organizations did not require publication in a refereed journal for RTP. Instead, it
required research, and research was defined as publication!

There are a large number of refereed academic journals, but very few in each specific discipline.
With the global explosion of higher education and doctoral programs, there is intense competition
for publication, with less and less opportunity for professional exposure unless the research is
innovative and makes a significant contribution to the discipline it represents. Most refereed
journals are backlogged for over a year and turn away more articles than they publish.

Over the last decade, most printed journals have been replaced by online journals. Others were
initiated online. Online journals are relatively lower in cost, fast to produce, inexpensive to
distribute, and globally accessible from the moment of publication. Many are open and free, like
this journal (.JITDL) and TOJDE. Some, as with [nnovate, require registration of an email
address. Others are subscription based, as with the United States Distance Learning Association
(USDLA) and the American Journal of Distance Education (AJDE). Compared to printed
journals, their Internet counterparts have a very large readership, often exceeding 100,000 page-
views per month.

The Internet has made information more accessible and instant electronic communication
replaces mailing of physical documents. The Internet facilitates rapid transmission of documents
between authors, editors and peer reviewers; computer databases provide logistical support for
acknowledgement, tracking, and preparing the web-pages. However, substantial amounts of time
are required for review, editing, copywriting, and publication. Most refereed Journals are located
in a University that provides IT Services (servers, web pages, databases, etc.) and release time for
the editor-in-chief. Local faculty and students volunteer support along with scores of reviewers
and editors from many nations.

There is a major disconnect between publication schedules and recruiting/appointment and RTP
decisions in universities. For this reason, publications need to be submitted more than a year in
advance of submission to the personnel committee. Many journals require exclusivity - they only
consider papers that are not submitted elsewhere. They may also demand copyright as a condition
of publication. Many months are lost if, at the end of the review process, the paper is not
considered right for that publication.

In the northern hemisphere, academic personnel procedures (recruiting, appointment, retention,
tenure and promotion) are completed in the Spring Semester in readiness for the next academic
year. Timely acceptance by a refereed journal may be an important to the future career of the
author(s) and may even determine whether or not they get or are continued in a job!

IJITDL is attempting to give better service to authors and readers by increasing the number of
reviewers, editors, copywriters, and technical personnel to accelerate publication, and to increase
the number of papers published from four to six each month (from about 50 to 70 each year). If
you are an author, reviewer or associate that has worked with the editorial team of IJITDL, or if
you have worked with us between 1995-2003 for Ed at a Distance and USDLA Journal, expect an
invitation to participate with us in this important volunteer enterprise. And other who would like
to volunteer, write to editor@itdl.org for an invitiation.
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Editor’s Note: This is evocative research! Higher levels of learning lead us to analysis and synthesis in the
cognitive domain. This includes creative and innovative activities that are often interwoven with the affective
and psychomotor domains. This paper is about ways to foster creative social activity.

Creative Design Environments: A Small-Scale Case Study

Ayse Kok
United Kingdom

Abstract

This paper describes how students in the University of Arts in London got involved in a creative
design environment to further develop their creative thinking and design problem-solving skills.
After providing a brief literature overview of the field of creativity and a definition of creative
knowledge environments, the paper presents an exemplar of a creative knowledge environment
and presents the critical features of such tools to foster social creativity are being explained.

Introduction

Problems in the Information Age have been mentioned throughout the literature by various
researchers. One of the main issues is the lack of creativity and innovation. As Drucker (1994)
stated creativity can be considered as an essential capability for working smarter in knowledge
societies. Another problem stated very often is that technologies have been used as add-ons to
existing practices rather than a catalyst for fundamentally rethinking what education should be
about in the next century (Fischer, 1998b). The current mindset about learning is dominated by a
view of teaching as telling unknowing learners about something they presumably know nothing
about which is a misleading conception (Bruner, 1996). Yet, learning is more than being taught
(Illich, 1973b). In order to deal with the complexities of the 21* century-learning, creativity skills
especially within the context of online collaboration should be conveyed to learners.

Some Definitions
Creativity

The word “creativity” derives from the same Latin root for creation which was solely used in the
context of divine creation and the beginning of the world (Leach, 2001). As this view was integral
to the medieval religious belief system, the concept of present or future human-making did not
emerge until the beginning of Renaissance (Leach, 2001). Until the twentieth century, creativity
was considered to be an attribute to be found only in rare and unusual people.

Creativity can be regarded as not only a quality found in exceptional individuals, but also as an
essential life skill through which people can develop their potential to use their imagination to
express themselves, and make original and valued choices in their lives (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990a,
1990b, 1996). The national Advisory Committee on Creative and Cultural Education (NACCCE)
defines creativity as an imaginative activity fashioned so as to produce outcomes that are both
original and of value. So, the main characteristics of creativity are (NACCCE, 1999):

»  Using imagination: The process of generating original ideas and providing alternatives to
the conventional
= A fashioning process: The active focus of attention and skills to shape an idea

»  Pursuing purpose: The application of imagination to produce tangible outcomes from
purposeful goals

= Being original: The originality of an outcome that can be at different levels such as:
individual originality in relation to one’s prior work, relative originality in relation to peer
work and historic originality in relation to works that are completely unique
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» Judging value: The evaluative mode of thought that is reciprocal to the generative mode
of imaginative activity and provides critical, reflective review from peers

From the beginning of the history, the concept of creativity has been gaining a lot of attention. In
Plato’s lon; the dialogues between lon and Socrates emphasize the importance of inspiration from
an external source and a state in which the creator is out of his senses. Although the term
‘madness’ is used, it does not seem to be describing the psychotic condition as currently defined.

“lon: Then what can be the reason, Socrates, for my behavior? When anyone discusses any other
poet, I pay no attention and can offer no remark of any value. I frankly doze. But whenever
anyone mentions Homer, immediately I am awake, attentive, and full of things to say.

Socrates: The riddle is not hard to solve, my friend. No, it is plain to everyone that nothing from
art and knowledge becomes your power to speak concerning Homer. If it were art that gave you
power, then you could speak about all the other poets as well. There is an art of poetry as a
whole? Am I not right? [...] Since their making is not by art, but is by lot divine...In all the rest,
each one of them is poor, for not by art do they utter these, but by power divine, since if it were
by art that they knew how to treat one subject finely, they would know how to deal with all the
others too. Herein lies the reason why the deity has bereft them of their senses, and uses them as
ministers, along with soothsayers and godly seers; it is in order that we listeners may know that it
is not they who utter these precious revelations while their mind is not within them, but that it is
god himself who speaks and through them becomes articulate to us.”

When it comes to individual creativity individuals may have the following concerns related to
their voices being heard:

» Being interested enough and willing to make the additional effort and time so one’s voice
is heard: This relates to what motivates people to participate (Fischer, 1998a).

= Having something relevant to say: The unique expertise and local voices are valuable in a
global world.

= Being able to express what one wants to say: Owners of the problems must have a digital
fluency and be independent of high-tech scribes (National-Research-Council, 1999).

= Being able and willing to express oneself in a way that others can understand: This is
relevant in participatory design processes in which people should express themselves
without the use of their own professional jargon (Fischer, 1998a, 1998b).

Similarly, a group or a community may have concerns related to their voices being heard:
- Encouraging the individuals to contribute to the good and progress of all: This is
especially relevant in cultures that rely on social capital (Fischer, 2000, 2001).

- Supporting cultural and epistemological pluralism as an advantage to stimulate social
creativity: The multiple ways of thinking including the voices of underrepresented groups
should be accepted.

- Avoiding that the information got lost: Environments that support the right division
between pull and push technologies should be created (Fischer, 2000).

- Avoiding illegitimate voices: This relates to the violation of privacy and spam mail
(Fischer, 2001).

- Avoiding getting stuck in group think: Controversy should be seen as an asset rather than
as a limitation (Turkle & Papert, 1991).

- Eliminating sources of exclusion: This relates to making minorities reluctant to join in
(Fischer, 2001).
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Creative Design Environments

Creative Design Environments (CDE s) are those environments, contexts, surroundings, the
characteristics of which are such that they exert a positive influence on human beings engaged in
creative work aiming to produce new designs whether they work individually or in teams within a
single organisation or in collaboration with others.

CDE s can be considered at different scales. At the micro-level is the environment surrounding an
individual or a small team where personal interactions may stimulate creativity. At the other
extreme is the macro-level at which a research institution operates and whose creative activities
may be hindered or promoted by other institutions (Kasperson, 1978). So, CDE s can be
considered as nested layers of environmental factors surrounding the unit in which creative
activities are undertaken (Kasperson, 1978). The unit of analysis can be as small as one person or
as large as a whole institution. In between are other levels of creative units such as a university
department seeking creative ways of performing research. Characteristics at one level are
influenced by properties and events at other level such as the culture and goals of the institution.

The main components of CDE s are:

Creativity: As articulated above, creativity can be defined as a novel and imaginative product
which is useful and of good quality. The evaluation of a product as 'creative' is often a matter of
social negotiation. Not every creative process might lead to a creative product as the context,
knowledge, ideas also influence the creativity. Combining different frames of reference, the
transfer of a methodological approach from one field to another or the tension between divergent
and convergent thinking may further foster creative thinking.

Design environment: The design environment depends on a wide range of conditions and
circumstances that overlap and intersect (Kasperson, 1978). Its components are:

= Task characteristics: Tasks may vary in terms of their being short/long-term,
simple/complex, routine/novel and modularised/integrated.

= Discipline/field: The disciplines might entail single/multiple paradigms,
reductionist/holistic, discipline-based/inter/multi-disciplinary,
theoretical/experimental/modeling.

» Individuals: Every one possesses different knowledge, skills, abilities, motivation,
interests, values, beliefs and cognitive styles.

=  Group characteristics: Groups may vary in terms of their size, being integrated/loosely
coupled, being inward/outward looking, the heterogeneity/ homogeneity of members, and
the underlying assumptions

= General work situation for individuals: These entail the number of different work
tasks, job ambiguity and features of time available for design (sparse/abundant,
fragmented/concentrated).

» Organisation: This relates to the organisational structure, culture, leadership style and
the degree of organisational tension/harmony.

= Extra-organisational environment: This relates to the information availability and
cultural characteristics (Kasperson, 1978)

The different scales, at which CDE s can be analysed, might be grouped into the following
categories: macro (global, national, inter-organisational); meso (related institution) and micro
(teams and individuals). Besides, each of these components has social and cognitive aspects.
Social aspects are openness to new ideas or innovation and relations between individuals.
Cognitive aspects are cognitive work style, thinking style (adopting an experimental or 'trial and
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error' approach) (Kasperson, 1978). These two aspects are closely integrated and affect each
other. While group characteristics and work situations are more social tuned task characteristics
and field are more cognitively tuned.

An element of change should also be considered when thinking about CDE s as over time the
relevant tasks might alter because their preconditions have changed. It is also important to
distinguish the main types of CDE s depending on whether they are related to academe, industry
or government. Besides, different disciplines might have different cognitive and social styles
(Kasperson, 1978).

Design and Learning
Current theories in educational theory make the following assumptions about learning:

= Learning is a process of knowledge construction rather than knowledge absorption so that
environments in which learners can be contributors are required (Harel & Papert, 1991).
Learners should create new artifacts through interaction with software tools (Repenning
et al. 1998; Eisenber & Eisenberg, 1998; Nardi, 1993).

= Learning is highly tuned to the situation in which it takes place. So, environments which
are domain-oriented and which support human problem-domain interaction are required
(Fischer, 1999a). When working or playing, individuals act until they encounter a
breakdown (Fischer, 1999a). By getting involved in ‘reflection-in-action’ (Schon, 1983)
or an experiential mode (Norman, 1993) they can reflect about these breakdowns which
are key to situated learning.

» Learning is knowledge dependent meaning that people use their existing knowledge to
construct new knowledge that support user-tailored information presentation (Ritter et al.,
1998)

» Learning needs to account for distributed cognition by which knowledge required to
solve a problem is distributed among various participants (Norman, 1993). This
distribution of knowledge is based on the asymmetry of knowledge between different
stakeholders in problem-solving (Rittel, 1984). A reformulation of the misleading
conception that the teacher should explicitly tell about something that the learners
presumably know nothing about is misleading (Bruner, 1996).

To bring the design mode into the academic curriculum, the “learning by design” approach can be
adopted (Bereiter, 2002, Scardamalia, 2002). In this type of learning, the physical environment is
the physical workbench where something is being built. Holbrook & Kolodner (2002) describe
this type of learning as being achieved through a major design challenge where learners develop
designs, build prototypes and use various resources to provide justification for refining their
designs. So, this approach is explicitly focused on building concrete things (Holbrook &
Kolodner, 2002). Ideas enter the process as they are relevant to producing an artefact (Holbrook
& Kolodner, 2002).

Similarly, Bereiter et al. (1997) asserts that this constructivist approach entails the following
characteristics:

= A focus on idea improvement: Working together on improving ideas by using the
available strategies and resources

= Problems versus questions: Although problems are often expressed as questions
pursuing solutions to problems rather than answers encourages knowledge building. In
contrast to answers, problem solutions are continually improvable.
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» Knowledge of value to the community: In knowledge building, artifacts whether
conceptual or physical are used by other community members as tools for further
knowledge advancements.

= Emergent goals and products: Products may emerge at any point in the iterative cycle
of knowledge building and may serve various purposes such as highlighting a problem or
disseminating results.

= Constructive use of authoritative sources: Apart from authoritative resources such as
textbooks all ideas are treated with respect and judged according to their contribution to
the current problem-solving effort.

To create different mindsets, learning environments should be facilitated in which knowledge is
collaboratively created, externalized and shared (Arias et al., 2000). Impacting mindsets is a
socio-technical design problem (Fischer, 1999b) (Figure 1.0) that requires making consumers
become active contributors to the solutions of the problems (Schon, 1983; Fischer, 1998a; Arias
et al, 2000) and allowing learners to engage in design activities by creating environments
supporting them in making artifacts that they can share with others .

The Context of the Study

Sketchbook is a digital tool for art and design students to support them to showcase their work
through portfolios and collaborate on projects through posting images. It has been developed by
the University of the Arts in London which is one of the oldest art universities in the world. In
addition to displaying their sample work, users can also use a variety of creative thinking tools,
do exercises for inspirational thinking as well as utilize online resources related to the areas of art,
design and research methodologies.

Sketchbook is an image-sharing site aimed specifically at artists, designers or anyone who works
in a visual medium. It allows the users to upload and show one’s work, offer descriptions of the
process, and have friends and colleagues comment upon each other’s ideas. Students are also
provided with the opportunity to create their online portfolios and to collaborate on projects
through posting images or articles. Besides, creative thinking tools, exercises and research
methods are also presented. Sketchbook’s structured environment supports the students in their
learning process (Figure 1.0).

The content of Sketchbook is divided into the following seven areas that can be accessed through
the top frame of the page layout.

»  Qallery

= Sketch

= My Portfolio
= Groups

= Inspiration

* Books

= Links

Based on the constructivist theory of learning, Sketchbook provides a rich context for learning
through its activities that involve the building of a work of art. By establishing a strong
connection between design and learning, Sketchbook facilitates a meaning construction whereas
the users are engaged in building sharable artifacts.

Sketchbook’s constructivist learning environment aims at the achievement of the following
pedagogical goals:
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Figure 1.0 A Screen Layout of Sketchbook

= Providing experience with knowledge construction process: Sketchbook users take the
responsibility for strategies or methods for solving problems in the “Inspire” section once
the process is facilitated by the tutor.

= Providing experience in multiple perspectives: Students are engaged in activities that
enable them to evaluate alternative solution to these activities so that they can eventually
enrich their understanding.

= Embedding learning in realistic and relevant contexts: As most of the activities in
Sketchbook are grounded within the complexity of the real life the ability of students to
transfer what they learn to everyday life may be increased.

= Encouraging ownership and voice in the learning process: As Sketchbook users play
around with their illustrations they can identify their own directions and objectives. The
tutors may act as a coach by helping the students frame their learning objectives rather
than determining what they will learn.

= Embedding learning in social experience: Sketchbook facilitates collaboration between
both teachers and students, and students and students, hence it increases social
interactions as well.

= Encouraging the use of multiple modes of representation: Sketchbook facilitates
learning with photographs and videos in addition to written communication.

= Encouraging self awareness of the knowledge construction process: Sketchbook users
are provide with activities in the ‘Inspire’ section that allow them to develop an
awareness about their own knowledge construction process.
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Moreover, Sketchbook provides the user with the opportunity to gather and organize artefacts
regarding one’s professional development as well as their collaborative work. It is a reflective
tool that demonstrates growth over time.

Sketchbook’s underlying learning theory stresses the active involvement of learners in building
their own knowledge. As learners structure and organize their work of art they correct themselves
and their works are constantly being refined. Reflection on one’s own work also makes learners
get informed about their own learning goals and strategies. As the learners further explore the
drawing space they are actively engaged in imposing meaning upon their works.

The teachers can also create meaningful experiences in their classrooms by using Sketchbook.
They can use Sketchbook as a domain oriented design environment by showing exemplary work
or by evaluating their students’ individual or collaborative work. Sketchbook users can also meet
with others sharing the same interests and competencies to further improve their skills through
exchanging ideas and collaborative work. So, Sketchbook fosters reflective practice and critical
thinking by offering the opportunity for one’s work to be reviewed by their peers.

Another main feature of Sketchbook as a domain oriented design environment is that it is a
medium of expressing one’s authenticity. Due to the fact that Sketchbook users can showcase
their work a culture of digital documentation can also be fostered.

A list of possible tasks for collaborating on Sketchbook are as follows:

Table 1.0
A list of possible collaborative projects on domain oriented design environments

Strategy Rationale

The teacher may initiate a work of art to be
further modified by the students.

Students are expected to make a collaborative
drawing and post their contributions at least twice
a week. Participation points may be calculated
based on these online contributions.

Because of the nature of the evolving drawing,
students can be constantly engaged in the course,
without any lengthy absences from the
collaborative work. They can be provoked to
critically analyze, explain and propose new
meanings among objects of their study.

Students can be expected to take part in regular
peer reviews by critically evaluating each other’s
works of art.

Students can be divided into 3-4 small groups for
providing answers for the 'Exercises” in
‘Inspiration’ section. They can even get into an
exchange of ideas with students from other
colleges.

Instructors may require high-quality online
interactions with peers and discussions of
readings suggested by Sketchbook making a
portion of the grade dependent on it. (At least
25% is recommended).

Teachers can point out various mindmapping

tools in the “Inspire” section to continually
promote good interaction.

April 2009

It is important to develop a critical eye towards
other community members’ works of art.

Small groups facilitate better discussion for
learner-material interaction.

Effective learning environments should provide
frequent and meaningful interactions among
learners. Good practice encourages cooperation
among students.

Good practice encourages prompt feedback so
that faculty-learner interaction may be improved.
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Methodology
Research Design

Taking into account the complexity of factors that simultaneously influence creative thinking
skills, the practice of controlling for factors utilizing an experimental study would limit
understanding of educational issues. Creativity is a construct, an aspect of consciousness that is
difficult to measure. In addition, an individual’s creative and complex thinking skills may differ
based on the specific educational situation the learner is experiencing. As it has been argued by
some theorists, analyses of “person-situation” interactions using rich situational descriptions may
facilitate more understanding about individual difference constructs. Besides, as various theorists
state, generalizations about learning cannot be validated without studying the personal differences
along with the situational differences. Deriving from these theoretical and practical reasons, a
hermeneutic phenomenological approach would be used to explore the construct of creativity in
online learning situations. Understanding the phenomenon of the learner’s creative and complex
thinking skills by observing, questioning and gathering stories from students who attempt to learn
online would be the focus of these phenomenological observations.

Participants

Participants will be those students of the University of Arts in London willing to reflect about the
relationship between their use of Sketchbook and their creative and complex thinking skills. To
this end, students currently enrolled in a program will be e-mailed and asked whether they will be
willing to participate in such a study. The justification of this sampling method is rather than
making generalisations concerning the relationship between the development of creative thinking
skills and the use of Sketchbook, the aim is to investigate the value and function of Sketchbook as
a mediating tool through this case study. Twenty-four art and design student participated in the
small-scale study undertaken in the University of the Arts in London.

Data Collection

To look more closely at the process of portfolio development, a qualitative study investigating the
experiences of these 24 students was conducted. Data was collected via student interviews and
field observations. Students enrolled in the introductory course participated in a focus group
interview after completing their initial draft of the portfolio. The focus group interview lasted 45
minutes and centered on the decision-making process. A second group interview was also
conducted by the researcher at the conclusion of the class, asking open-ended questions related to
choice of media, and possible future revisions. These interviews focused on the process of
developing the portfolio, reasons for developing the portfolio beyond the requirements, and
changes they would like to make in their portfolio over time.

Semi-structured interviews with students and observation of the learners’ online art and design
products will be used as data collection methods. The students will be asked about their use of
Sketchbook and their perception of the potential advantages pertaining to the development of
creative thinking skills.

According to Patton (1982), the fundamental principle of qualitative interviewing is providing a
framework within which respondents can express their own understandings in their own terms
and therefore for which open-ended, rather than closed, questions should be used as far as
possible (Patton, M., 1982). Patton’s style of qualitative interviewing is referred to as the
standardized open-ended interview’, through which questions are asked in the same way and
order, with a minimum of probing by the interviewer (Patton, M., 1982). Use of probes were
preferred by the researcher in order to allow the informants to answer more on their own terms
(Patton, M., 1982), so the interviewer seeking at the same time both clarification and elaboration
on given answers was more free to probe beyond answers (Patton, M., 1982).
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Results

Student responses covered a range of opinions, with the diversity illustrated by the qualitative
feedback from the open-ended questions:

“In my opinion, we should not be expected to be creative with computers, that will be
unfair in some instances.”

This response was typically related students from the developing world with notably lower ICT
literacy skills than the other students. Yet, with guidance and training, all students were able to
produce e-portfolios readily in the weeks following the initial assessment.

Another challenge for these students was their different opinions with regard to whether they
should only include the sketches relevant to their own field (fashion and design) or any other
drawings not particularly related to fashion and design.

“It was quite fun to put together the e-portfolio. The assessment of this course also makes
things less stressful on us.”

Once the requisite publishing skills had been mastered, students enjoyed the capacity to
individualize their drawings, and in general, invested disproportionate time in their sketches,
despite the fact that it was not rewarded in assessment. Moreover, those students having used
digital media admitted that the digital media made indeed a difference for them since it resulted in
robust learning experiences.

“I think it is an amazing way for preparing job applications in the future. Learning about
my personal strengths and weaknesses via this online portfolio, 1 can work now on my
weaknesses.”

Similarly, one student mentioned that by being encouraged to identify their own strengths they
will take responsibility to develop them further and hence got engaged in genuine life-long
learning.

Moreover, one student stated that “the good thing about Sketchbook is that it is
collaborative so that we can further develop the drawings of others.”

One of the challenges was how to sketch online when using Sketchbook. One student stated that

“It was difficult how to translate your ideas about your thoughts into the right drawings
on the web page, but once you get used to it you can put your real life examples which
may be helpful for your other colleagues”. Yet, despite this challenge of selecting the right
drawing, one student stated that “once you start to reflect and record your drawings you
think that you feel motivated to enter a new creative experience into your portfolio.”

Furthermore, three of the e-portfolios included some mindmaps of the art students’ interaction
with others and these students believed these figures to be the most important component of the
idea generation.

Depending on how much the students got involved in preparing their e-portfolios they pursued
different paths. To exemplify, those students who were just beginning the process often included
simple drawings they were using throughout their lessons. One third grade student mentioned:
"As I continued to work on my e-portfolio, I wanted to reflect my own style as a design student."”
As participants continued to revise and refine their work, they felt more motivated by the desire
to reflect their personal style with regard to art and design.

Although at the beginning of the online sketching process the students would like to know exactly
how their drawings should look as if the contents were set in stone they eventually got
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accustomed to the unpredictable nature of this collaborative development process. After the initial
evaluation of their drawings participants were told that they should think about the use of the tool
as an ongoing process as well as revise the content frequently via utilizing the flexibility of the
digital media.

Conclusions

As Fischer (1991) stated, a “gift-wrapping” approach, technology is merely wrapped around old
frameworks for education. To move from “gift-wrapping” into richer contextual frameworks
computational environments, effort has been made that Sketchbook fulfils the following
conditions:

- Being simultaneously user-directed and supportive: The choice of tasks must be under the
control of the learner whereas the support provided by the system must be contextualized
to the user’s task.

- Being sufficiently open-ended and complex so that users will encounter breakdowns: The
system must provide means for allowing users to understand and learn from breakdowns.

- Supporting a range of expertise: Systems must be able to accommodate users at different
levels of expertise.

- Promoting collaboration: When users are supported to overcome the symmetry of
ignorance they can learn from each other.

In this way, a synergy for social creativity can be created. As the Renaissance scholar does no
longer exist due to the rapid increase of information social creativity becomes more and more
crucial (Fischer, 1998b). CKE s such as Sketchbook can empower individuals in the following
ways:

- letting them articulate a partial description of their tasks

- supporting the creation of an artefact with a construction component

- using a catalogue of previous designs supporting design by modification

- supporting the exploration of argumentation

- providing additional feedback
As computers can be utilized for such complex tasks more social creativity can be unleashed.
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Editor’s Note: Technology offers many solutions for distributed learners. In 1998, PREL used satellite
television to distribute lessons to the widely distributed islands in the Pacific region. In 2001, the Ohana
Foundation offered a combination of DVD and internet technologies for this purpose. Today, with mobile
phones as a ubiquitous source of interactive multimedia, it is adopted by the University of South Pacific for
distance and flexible learning. TAFE in Australia are also experimenting with mobile phone technologies.

Negotiating Geographical Isolation:
Integrating Mobile Technology into Distance Education
Programmes at the University of South Pacific

Deepak Prasad

Fiji Islands

Abstract

The catchment area for the University of the South Pacific (USP) is enormous, stretching across
33 million square kilometres of ocean; communications of all kinds remain knotty even in the
21st century. Of the approximate 22,000 students currently enrolled at USP, more than half
choose to study by distance and flexible learning (DFL). For these students, USP’s distance
education network based satellite communications, USPNet, serves as a gateway for internet,
phone and data links, audio and video conferencing, and video broadcasting, providing links with
the University’s campuses. Even with this capacity, negotiating geographical isolation is not
easy: not every DFL student can travel to the campus to use the USPNet facilities since many of
them are studying in remote locations, and sometimes there is no electricity.

This paper focuses on finding cost-effective ways of linking with these students. Connecting via a
mobile device appears to be an obvious answer. Following a review of mobile devices used by
Mohamad and Woollard (2008), Kukulska-Hulme (2007), and Caudill (2007), this paper proposes
the most accessible, cheap, and easy to use portable mobile device that can pave the USP region’s
vast geographic spaces with new bridges of distance learning. The paper then considers strategies
for using the indentified mobile device and presents a DFL communication model. The paper
concludes that USP should not wait for the technology to improve in the USP region but rather
use the currently available technologies to communicate with the remote DFL students.

Keywords: University of the South Pacific, USPNet, ICT, SMS, Vmail, Moodle, distance education,
internet, mobile technology, m-learning, satellite, telecommunication.

University of the South Pacific, distance education, and distance students

USP is a regional university serving 12 island countries: Cook Islands, Fiji, Kiribati, Marshall
Islands, Nauru, Niue, Solomon Islands, Tokelau, Tonga, Tuvalu, Vanuatu and Samoa and offers
almost 400 educational programmes via Distance and Flexible Learning (DFL) in a variety of
modes and technologies throughout USP's 15 campuses. At the time of writing, 52% of USP’s
22,000 students are DFL scattered across 12 member countries. The USP member island nations
are geographically dispersed extending from the Solomon Islands in the West to the Cook Islands
in the East, spanning 33 million square kilometres with five time zones (Figure 1). Delivery of
DFL courses across the vast area of the Pacific Ocean poses its own problems, challenges and
barriers that are unique to its nature.

The University delivers DFL courses with a mix of printed materials, CDROMs and DVDs, audio
and video tapes, online learning management system (Moodle), and audio and video conferencing
offered through USPNet. The majority of DFL courses use live satellite-based audio tutorials and
printed materials such as study guides, introduction and assignments booklets, readers and
commercial readers as the most common form of delivery. In 2008, 396 of 402 DFL courses
delivered live audio tutorials via USPNet.
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Figure 1. University of the South Pacific region

USPNet is a USP owned Wide Area Network incorporating a SMHz IP Satellite based
technology (Figure 2). For USP's distant students and staff, USPNet provides for the opportunity
to participate in interactive audio tutorials, (conducted from any campus), communicate by e-mail
with a lecturer/tutor or another student, access the World Wide Web, access online MIS and
banner applications, watch a live Video multicast, access multimedia material via Server
downloads and live video conferences (and tutoring) with the Laucala Campus in Suva.
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Figure 2. USPNet serving USP campuses

USPNet is expected to help remove “the tyranny of distance” between the twelve geographically
distributed USP member countries. Unfortunately, USPNet only connects to campuses, centres,
and not to individual students in the region, “in effect limiting the power of the USPNet distance
education model” (Chandra, 2002, p.86). Thus, only those students who can travel to campus or
centres can use the study facilities provided by USP’s campus or centres. While other students’
study independently using print-based course materials. It is estimated that 20-30% of distance
students do not have access to USPNet facilities (Wah & Tuisawau, 2000).

This paper aims to nominate a mobile device that could be utilised to communicate with distance
students who can not travel to campus to use USPNet facilities, particularly due to distance or
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cost of transport. In doing so, the paper first provides readers with the review of literature on uses
of mobile devices in education. Next, the paper identifies the most widely used ICT mobile
device in the USP region. This will be followed by discussions on possible uses of the selected
mobile device in the University’s context, conclusion, and possible directions for future research.

Literature Review

Mobile devices are pocket-sized computing devices that characteristically have a display screen
with miniature keyboard or touch input. Mobile phones, pocket computers and PDAs (Personal
Digital Assistants) offer web access, text messaging and voice options for Mobile Learning.
M-learning is defined as learning that takes place with the help of mobile devices. Mobile devices
offer suitable educational environment to support learning activities both inside and outside the
classroom (Fleischman, 2001). ICT (Information and Communications Technology) is the term,
which functions as an umbrella for this paper, and beneath ICT lays the term m-learning.

Until now, no studies have been carried out to realize the potential of using mobile devices at the
University of the South Pacific. Nonetheless, there are several studies that address the use of
mobile devices in learning that can illuminate the potential of using mobile devices for the USP
context. One study by Mohamad and Woollard (2008) investigated issues surrounding the
realization of mobile learning in Malaysia. This study asserts that a user’s positive attitude is one
of the factors that determine the success of employing mobile devices in education. Mohamad
and Woollard suggest that teachers negative attitudes towards ICT can be replaced with a positive
attitude if barriers in adopting ICT among teachers can be eliminated. They further state no
significant difference in positive attitude towards ICT among students who own ICT and those
who do not. Mohamad and Woollard (2008), conclude that similar to developed countries, mobile
technology can be successfully implemented in the education system in the developing countries.
However, the technology needs to be reformulated so that it is both suitable and sustainable in the
situation of developing countries.

A study, by Kukulska-Hulme (2007), found that testing usability of mobile devices in education
should not be just done once or twice during the life of the project but tracked from the inception
use to the state of relative experience. Kukulska-Hulme observed that usability issues were often
reported where PDAs were used and suggested that PDAs may have more usability problems than
mobile phones. The Kukulska-Hulme study agreed with the Mohamad and Woollard (2008)
conclusion about how the choice of the technology should be scenario-based. Where the Hulme
study differed is that he pointed out that the owners’ familiarity with mobile devices avoids many
potential usability problems for mobile learning.

Caudill conducted a study (2007) that explored the major mobile devices currently in use: PDAs,
mobile phone, and MP3 players. Caudill’s findings aligned with Kukulska-Hulme’s study in that
both say that ownership and access to mobile devices is paramount for the success of m-learning
system. Caudill’s study found that it is critical for m-learning designers to be aware of the kind of
device their intended audiences are working on, and apply specific pedagogical theories
connected to the devices

The main concept that all three educational researchers supported was that mobile technology has
the potential to support learners anywhere and at anytime. All studies revealed that every
technology does not work for every student and situation. In addition, the educational researchers
found that the success of m-learning depends on the student’s ownership and familiarity with the
mobile technology. As Okamura and Higa (2000) note, the use of various technologies is required
for effective distance learning in the Pacific.
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Selecting Mobile Devices

A large proportion of the Pacific region population is ICT-savvy (Williams, 2007). They have a
positive attitude towards ICT knowing that ICT can link them to the global world. This is very
encouraging. Mohamad and Woollard (2008) assert that people should have positive attitudes
towards ICT for its successful implementation in the m-learning system. Success of m-learning
also depends on factors like ownership and access to mobile devices (Caudill, 2007; Kukulska-
Hulme, 2007). Hence, it is very important to choose technology that is available to majority
population of the USP region. Williams (2007), claim that a large part of the Pacific region have
access to internet and 3GSM phones. This indicates that out of all possible mobile devices,
mobile phones are most dispersed in the Pacific. Thus, USP should adopt mobile phones for its
m-learning system.

It is also vital to note the penetration of the internet in the USP region as it has implications for
the type of activities that can be facilitated via mobile phones. Penetration of mobile phones in
Fiji, Samoa, Tonga and other Pacific countries is higher than the penetration of the internet as the
following statistics show:

Mobile Phone Internet

Country Per 100 inhabitants Per 100 inhabitants
2007 2007
Fiji 63.20 9.36

Kiribati 0.75 not available

Solomon Islands 2.20 1.63
Tonga 46.37 8.37
Vanuatu 11.50 7.52
Samoa 45.98 4.46

Data source: International Telecommunication Union (ITU)

If one looks at the comparative figures of users on internet and mobile phone, it can be safely
assumed that an activity that may be facilitated via mobile phones has to be internet independent.
At this point, it is important to understand that “mobile learning has lot of potential for quick and
wide reaching out to the geographically wide-spread learners, even though they have no internet
connectivity” (Dharankar, 2008, p.2)

Fitness for purpose

Mobile phones “are not designed with the education market in mind” (Peters, 2007). However,
many educational researchers and educational providers recognize the benefits of mobile phones
in education (Mohamad & Woollard, 2008; Kukulska-Hulme, 2007; Caudill, 2007). The mobile
phone fits perfectly with USP context as it is most accessible mobile device that does not depend
on the electricity since it can be charged using solar chargers or cigarette lighter socket in cars.
Mobile phones have host of tools that can support distance education. Tools that are available on
phones differ according to their model and manufacturer. For USP’s purpose, only basic tools
available on 3GSM phones will be considered that are internet independent. These features are as
follows:

= (Calling and receiving calls;
»  Voice messaging: allows the phone to act as an answering machine;

»=  SMS (Short Message System): support for text messaging — limited to 160 characters;
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=  Audio recording: may record an audio while user is communicating with another party on
the mobile phone - dependent on the phone’s memory capacity; and

= Conference call: support for small conference — up to five people at once.

Common problems of DFL students

American philosopher John Dewey once said, "A problem well stated is a problem half solved".
Thus, it is only proper to state the problems of distance learners at USP before making
recommendations. The most salient problems of distance learners at USP due to geographical
isolation can be summarized as follows:

1. Tutors do not show up for the audio tutorial. Students may have come a long way to
attend. (Suzuki, 2004);

2. Isolation: no one to talk to (Mugler & Landbeck, 1998; Chand, 2007; Suzuki, 2004; Deo
& Nabobo, 2003; Agassi, 2003 ),

3. Delay in receiving feedback on assignments (Wah & Tuisawau, 2000; Suzuki, 2004);

4. Limited access to available support — students can not travel to campus to attend audio
tutorials (Chand, 2007; Bolobola & Wah, 1995); and

5. Lack of administrative support — lack of sufficient academic advisors (Bolobola & Wabh,
1995; Suzuki, 2004)

How mobile phones can help: Closing the distance

Problems identified above can be solved with the use of mobile phones by carrying out the
following activities:

1. SMS message can be used to inform the students about the cancellation of audio tutorials.

2. Students could communicate with their peers by either using SMS or by calling each
other. In addition, students can make conference calls on the mobile phones and have
group discussions.

3. Assignment marks and feedback can be given out either by calling individual students or
by using SMS.

4. Students can either call or SMS directly to tutors for advice. Students can also call their
local campus and participate in the live audio tutorials. Audio tutorials can be recorded
by the campuses and these can be made available to students. Students can access these
tutorials by calling their local campuses, whereby campus staff can play the pre-recorded
tutorials. Students can listen and record these tutorials by using the audio recording tool
on the mobile phones.

5. SMS message can be sent reminding students about fees arrears, exam date and venue.

Mobile phones provide a viable avenue for initiating contact or sending out reminders. SMS is
very reliable method of communication and it is less expensive to send an SMS than to mail a
reminder through regular postal mail. A mobile phone is portable hence; people always carry it
with them. Therefore, individuals are likely to receive and respond to SMS messages more
quickly and probably more reliably than they are to email.

Putting into practice: Distance and Flexible Learning communication model

Myriad of factors and processes will be involved, depending on the type of interaction and the
type of mobile phone tool used to establish communication.
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The following figure 3 demonstrates a proposed DFL communication model.

Lecturer/Tutor / Student\

Campus Student Student Student

\Student/

Figure 3. Proposed DFL Communication Model

The model above depicts that students can establish: (i) student-student interaction, (ii) student-
campus interaction, (iii) student- lecturer/tutor interaction and (iv) student-peer group interaction.
Different factors and processes will be involved in all the 4 types of interaction. The purpose of
the communication will determine the process and function of the mobile phone used. For
interactions (i), (ii), and (iii) students can either call or use Small Message System (SMS)
functions. As for interaction (iv) conference call function can be used. Students have only the
mobile phone to send and receive communication. However, use of mobile phones is not practical
to use SMS from the lecturer/tutor and campus end. Mobile phone is not practical in terms of
high cost that will arise by communicating with many students. For example, if a lecturer sends
SMS to 250 students at a cost of .20 cents per SMS, the total cost will be $50.00.

Y

Send Vmail

Flea=se note that the vmazil service i= not always immediate
and there may be some delays in the delivery of your
messages. We will always do ocur best to ensure fast
delivery but if you require more immediate messaging, THT
from your Vodafone mobile will be faster.

EIc: +e679 Fhonsboolk GuickList

characters laft

Figure 4. Vmail interface

Figure 3 show that lecturer/tutor and campus will be making 1-many communications:
lecturer/tutor-peer group and campus-peer group. Therefore, it is proposed to make use of free
SMS services provided by the mobile companies operating in the USP region. For instance,
Vodafone is one of the 2 mobile phone companies in Fiji and provides free SMS service known
as Vmail (Figure 4).

One obvious problem with Vmail service is that messages may be delivered late. For USP’s
situation, Vmail service could be even more useful if it had the ability to send bulk messages.
Bulk messages means sending 1 message to many recipients. With the Vmail’s current capacity,
lecturers/tutors together with the campus staff will spend a lot of time if they would want to send
messages to many students. This may discourage the lecturers/tutors from using the Vmail
system. To solve this problem USP will need to collaborate with Vodafone and reach some form
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memorandum of understanding so that Vodafone gives special access to USP staff to send bulk
messages. Therefore, for successful implementation of the proposed model, USP needs to work
with the mobile telecommunication companies of each of the USP member countries.

Conclusion

The complexities and constraints involved in enabling effective m-learning are being researched
with in both developed and developing countries. The general development of ICT in the Pacific
provides a context in which “the diverse characteristics of the islands themselves compound the
challenges” (Williams, 2005, p.2). While some USP member countries have support from their
governments others face the limitations of telecommunication monopolies, lack of infrastructure
and resources that cause hindrance in the “the rapid development and use of ICT” (Williams,
2005, p.2). Assuming that ICT is a bridge too far for the Pacific and that other kinds of
development must come first will further delay in negotiating geographical isolations for USP
distance students. The Deputy Vice Chancellor of USP has rightly pointed out:

The Pacific Islands simply cannot sit back and wait but must find ways to catch up. Or
they will risk being left even further behind, perhaps by a minimum of 50 years, with their
people perpetually ICT-illiterate and their economy restrained by a Third World
straitjacket. (Williams, 2005, p.3)

In an effort to catch up with the developed countries and primarily to provide a means of
communication for remote distance students of USP, it is suggested that USP should resort to
mobile phones to communicate with the DFL students who are widely dispersed over vast
oceanic spaces. Mobile phones have a few weaknesses such as: added cost to the students, limited
storage space, and limited SMS length. However, USP should not wait for the technology to
become more affordable and accessible, and expect USPNet provision to improve in the
anticipation of taking education to more remote students. Rather, USP should explore further the
possibility of using mobile devices that are broadly available to the Pacific Islanders today.

Future Direction

Beyond the already interesting potential of mobile phones to communicate with distance students
in the remote location of the Pacific, several very interesting questions arise in this paper. It
would be useful for researchers from USP, to conduct further research to acquire a better
understanding of distance students’ perspective, strategy use, skills, and lecturers’ views about
using mobile phones in distance education.

The University of the South Pacific serves a vast region in which making regular contact with
distance learners remains a challenge for most students and lecturers. Reflective review of all
stakeholders’ perspective is therefore essential, so that researchers and educators do not ignore
those students who study by distance mode.

References

Agassi, A. (2002). A Distance Learning Application of the Solomon Islands People First Network (Pfunet):
Project Proposal. Retrieved January 3, 2009 from http://www.idrc.ca/en/ev-61562-201-1-
DO_TOPIC.html

Bolobola, C., & Wah, R. (1995). South Pacific women in distance education: studies from countries of The
University of the South Pacific: Suva: University Extension, USP.

Brandjes, D. (2002). School networking in a Pacific Island states: An environmental scan and plan for the
establishment of schoolnets for the Pacific Island states. The common wealth of learning. Retrieved
December 9, 2008 from
http://www.col.org/colweb/webdav/site/myjahiasite/shared/docs/02SchoolnetPacific.pdf.

April 2009 21 Vol. 6. No. 4.



International Journal of Instructional Technology and Distance Learning

Caudill, J. (2007). The Growth of m-Learning and the Growth of Mobile Computing: Parallel
developments. International review of research in open and distance learning, 8(2). Retrieved
December 12, 2008, from http://www.irrodl.org/index.php/irrodl/article/view/348/873

Chand, R. K. (2007). Same Size Doesn’t Fit All: Insights from research on listening skills at the University
of the South Pacific (USP). International review of research in open and distance learning, 8(3).
Retrieved December 12, 2008, from http://www.irrodl.org/index.php/irrodl/article/view/383/978

Chandra, R. (2002). School Networking in the Pacific Island States. Retrieved December 4, 2008 from
http://209.85.173.132/search?q=cache:iY ffoO7CyqAJ.www.col.org/colweb/webdav/site/myjahiasite
/shared/docs/02SchoolnetPacific.pdft+tannat+uspnet&hl=en&ct=clnk&cd=8& gl=fj

Deo, B. & Nabobo, U. (2003). Reflections on mixed mode and multi-mode teaching: USP case study.
Retrieved December 13, 2008 from
http://www.odlaa.org/publications/2003Proceedings/pdfs/deo.pdf

Fleischman, J. (2001), Going Mobile: New Technologies in Education, Converge Magazine

Kukulska-Hulme, A. (2007). Mobile usability in educational context: What have we learnt? International
review of research in open and distance learning, 8(2). Retrieved December 12, 2008, from
http://www.irrodl.org/index.php/irrodl/article/view/356/879

Mohamad, M. & Woollard, J. (2008). Why does Malaysia need to consider mobile technology: Review of
current practices to support teaching and learning with school-age children. Retrieved January 21,

2009 from http://eprints.soton.ac.uk/52455/01/MariamMohamad&JohnWollard.pdf
Mugler, F., & Landbeck, R. (1998). “It’s just you and the books”: Learning conditions and study strategies

of distance learners at the University of the South Pacific. In J.F.J. Forest (Ed.) University teaching:
International perspective (pp. 113 - 135). New York: Garland.

Okamura, N. H., & Higa, C. (2000). Distance education learning technologies and applications in the
Pacific islands: A focus on interactive technologies. In R. Guy, T. Kosuge, and R. Hayakawa (Eds.),
Distance learning in the South Pacific: Nets and voyages (pp. 183—212). Suva, Fiji: Institute of
Pacific Studies, University of the South Pacific, and Pacific Island Nations Fund, Sasakawa Peace
Foundation.

Peters, K. (2007). m-Learning: Positioning educators for a mobile, connected future. International Review
of Research in Open and Distance Learning, 8(2). Retrieved December 12, 2008 from
http://www.irrodl.org/index.php/irrodl/article/view/350/914

Suzuki, K. (2004). Online instructional design: Workshop for distance and flexible learning. Retrieved
December 18, 2008 from
http://www.usp.ac.fj/jica/resources/documents/pdf files/suzuki_presentation/workshopDay1.pdf

Wah, R. and Tuisawau, P. (2001). Flexible delivery at University of the South Pacific: No mean feat.
Proceedings of the second Pan Commonwealth Forum on Open Learning, Commonwealth of
Learning, South Africa.

Williams, E. B. (2005). Pacific Island States. Digital Review of Asia Pacific 2005-2006. Retrieved
December 4, 2008 from http://digital-review.org/05 Pacificlsland.htm

Williams, E. B. (2007). Pacific Island States. Digital Review of Asia Pacific 2007-2008. Retrieved
December 4, 2008 from http://www.idrc.ca/fr/ev-127150-201-1-DO_TOPIC.html

About the Author

Deepak Prasad is Educational Technologist, Centre for Flexible and Distance Learning,

University of South Pacific, Fiji Islands. He is a BTech in Electrical and Electronics Engineering,
BA in Education, a Postgraduate Certificate in Educational Technology, and Diploma in Tertiary
Teaching. His research interests are m-learning and its applications in open and distance learning.

Email: deepak.v.prasad@gmail.com

April 2009 22 Vol. 6. No. 4.



International Journal of Instructional Technology and Distance Learning

Editor’s Note: This is an interesting experiment in teacher-student communication and eMentoring. Results
from this preliminary study are an impetus for further research.

eMentoring - Connecting Teacher Candidates

with K-12 Students from Urban Schools

Chris Penny and David L. Bolton
USA

Abstract

This program partnered, one-on-one, teacher candidates at a suburban University with K-12
students at urban schools. The paired teacher candidates and students communicated on a weekly
basis using a monitored e-mail system. Teacher candidates’ perceptions of the program were
collected using an online survey. Although results need to be interpreted cautiously given the
non-experimental nature of the study, data collected supported the conclusions that the
eMentoring project improved teacher candidate attitudes toward teaching in an urban setting,
increased awareness of the impact technology can have in the classroom, helped prepare teacher
candidates to be teachers, and increased their interest in teaching in an urban school district.

Keywords: teacher preparation, eMentoring, school-university partnerships, pre-service teachers.

Introduction

Teacher candidates bring firmly held beliefs about teaching and learning with them to their
teacher education programs (Feiman-Nemser, and Floden, 1986, Zeichner and Gore, 1990).
According to Lortie (1975) these beliefs developed through an apprenticeship of observation
during elementary and secondary schooling. These beliefs influence and often constrain what our
teacher candidates are willing to learn about teaching students from cultures and contexts
different from their own. This raises the question about how to better prepare teacher candidates
to teach in schools that are different from their own cultural, racial, ethnic, and social class
backgrounds (Tiezzi and Cross, 1997).

National and State teacher accrediting agencies have defined teacher standards and certification
policies that compel universities and colleges to examine their programs and align them to these
standards. National Certification License Board (NCLB) regulations require qualified teachers to
demonstrate they are ready to teach all students in classrooms, especially in urban school
districts. To meet these standards, teacher preparation universities across the nation redesigned
their education programs to ensure that graduating teacher candidates have varied field
experiences and demonstrate skills and competencies to integrate technology to increase learning.

To make technology integration more successful and meaningful for teacher candidates, teacher-
training institutions need to provide experiences that focus on this integration (Thompson, 2000).
This can best be achieved when schools and universities collaborate, implementing the concept of
simultaneous renewal (Hartshorne, Ferdig, & Dawson, 2005). Goodlad (1994) summarizes this
potential school-university collaboration:

There must be a continuous process of educational renewal in which colleges and
universities, the traditional producers of teachers, join schools, the recipients of these
products, as equal partners in the simultaneous renewal of school and the education of
educators. (p. 2)

School-university partnerships provide opportunities to assess pedagogical practices in an
authentic context, which is especially important in the area of technology integration (Hartshorne
et al., 2005). The necessity to provide early field experiences for teacher candidates in urban
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schools is fully understood (Tiezzi and Cross, 1997). The project described in this paper grew out
of a need for highly qualified teachers who are able to integrate technology and who are ready to
teach all students, especially students in urban school districts. Through a school-university
partnership, teacher candidates at West Chester University were provided opportunities to visit
urban schools, work one-on-one with K-12 students and witness first-hand the relevance of
technology in the classroom. This paper will attempt to answer the research question: Is such an
eMentoring project a valuable experience for our teacher candidate mentors?

eMentoring

Mentoring is a not a new term or concept. The word ‘mentor’ can be traced all the way back to
Homer’s Odyssey. Before leaving on his voyage Odysseus asks his friend Mentor to oversee the
upbringing of his son Telemachus. Subsequently, mentoring has become synonymous for
referring to any relationship in which a more experienced person helps a less experienced person
to grow personally and professionally (Mueller, 2004).

The use of electronic communication has significant implications for mentoring. This is because,
as Bierema and Merriam (2002) assert, “successful mentoring involves frequent and regular
interaction ... [but] barriers such as time, work responsibilities, geographical distance and lack of
trust often reduce, if not halt, interaction” (p. 214). The authors of this papers assert that
eMentoring has potential to mitigate some of these barriers. eMentoring merges traditional
mentoring with technology and, because of its ease of use, is increasingly used as the preferred
choice of communication (Stokes, Garrett-Harris, & Hunt, 2003). It comes as no surprise that
eMentoring, also referred to as telementoring or online mentoring, has been carried out in various
K-12 environments and continues to grow in popularity (O’Neill & Harris, 2004).

The Project

This study grew from a concerted effort to provide an authentic technology integration and urban
teaching experience to teacher candidates, the majority of whom come to West Chester
University having graduated from suburban or rural high schools. This project was set in motion
by convergence of need for urban experiences, goals of the educational technology course,
available technology to connect classroom-to-classroom, and support of a partnership between
West Chester University, the Philadelphia School District and IBM

Email has supported mentoring relationships since the late 1980’s (Bull, Harris, Lloyd, & Short,
1989), and according to O’Neill & Harris (2004) most eMentoring projects currently use e-mail
as the medium for communication. For this project we used a monitored e-mail system, IBM's
MentorPlace at www.mentorplace.org. The MentorPlace system was selected because of its ease
of use, and through our partnership with IBM was provide at no cost to West Chester University
and the Philadelphia School District. The use of eMentoring facilitated the interaction of West
Chester University teacher candidates with K-12 students.

After an initial visit and tour of the K-12 schools at the beginning of the semester, our pre-service
teachers engaged in eMentoring of K-12 students individually. The project paired teacher
candidates with students from urban classrooms through an electronic interface for one semester.
The pairing was done in MentorPlace by IBM employees with input from the West Chester
University professors and Philadelphia School District teachers. Every week K-12 students sent a
message to the mentor. The West Chester University teacher candidates responded in kind.

As Mueller (2004) writes “most mentoring relationships share at least three stages: getting
acquainted, maintenance and closure”(p.54). The first messages posted between teacher candidate
mentors and Philadelphia K-12 students were autobiographical, to establish the relationship
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between teacher candidate and student. Subsequent communication was based on what the K-12
students were learning in science class.

The teacher candidate mentors and Philadelphia K-12 students were supported using direct
facilitation, a process in which a third party closely follows and participates, as necessary, in the
eMentoring dialogue. The best facilitators are those with Internet-based communication
experience and K-12 teaching experience (O’Neill & Harris, 2004). However, for the purpose of
this research study, the content of the messages was not analyzed. The University professor
leading each class and the corresponding K-12 classroom teacher assumed the shared role of
facilitator, serving as playground monitors of sorts. The professors kept track of the frequency of
messages, making sure there were weekly exchanges between the teacher candidate and K-12
student. The K-12 teachers reviewed the content of each K-12 student message before it was sent.
This was done primarily to help each student with their writing skills, but ultimately the teacher
candidate and K-12 student were responsible for the success of the exchange. Partnered one-on-
one, the teacher candidates and K-12 students communicated regularly using the MentorPlace e-
mail system.

Originally developed by Bernie Dodge and Tom March, a WebQuest is an inquire-oriented
activity in which most or all of the information used by learners is drawn from the Web (Dodge,
1998). Creating a webquest was already part of the EDM 300 Introduction to Educational
Technology Integration course taken by the teacher candidates. In an attempt to make the
webquest project more authentic and provide each K-12 school with new online curriculum,
teacher candidates developed a WebQuest for the class they were partnered with.

The content of the WebQuest that the teacher candidate developed was the same content that was
being addressed in the classroom of the student being mentored, namely pollution. Thus, the
WebQuest served as a way of helping the teacher candidate understand what was being taught
and made the candidate better able to address questions the student might have. The focus of the
interactions was the science curriculum, with the K-12 students asking the teacher candidates
questions pertaining to a specific science topic.

At the end of the semester, a ‘Final Celebration’ was held at West Chester University. The
Philadelphia students and teachers took a forty-five minute bus ride to the University campus.
This event included brief remarks from IBM, West Chester University and Philadelphia School
District representatives, presentations of Webquest projects by Philadelphia students, and a
luncheon in the University dining hall. This event brought closure to the project and provided
another opportunity for the teacher candidate mentors and K-12 mentees to meet face-to-face.

Methods

The purpose of this survey was to evaluate the effectiveness of the eMentoring program for our
teacher candidates. In order to assess the effectiveness of the program, it is important to
understand the objectives of the program. The objectives were to:

1. Provide opportunities for teacher candidates to interact with K-12 students one-on-one

2. Provide authentic opportunities for pre-service teachers to use technology and see its
impact first-hand.

3. Provide an urban experience for pre-service teachers at West Chester University.
Improve attitudes toward teaching in an urban school district.

5. Increase teacher candidate interest in teaching in an urban setting such as the Philadelphia
School District.

In order to address these objectives, the following questions/issues were used as the basis for
developing the survey that teacher candidates were asked to fill out:
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1. Did participation in eMentoring result in a more favorable attitude toward teaching in an
urban setting? If so, in what way did it create a more favorable attitude?

2. Did participation in eMentoring result in a significant improvement of perceptions of the
Philadelphia School District?

3. Did participation in eMentoring result in a greater awareness of the impact technology
can make in the classroom?

4. Did participation in eMentoring help teacher candidates prepare to become teachers? If
so, in what way did it do so?

5. Did participation in eMentoring result in an increased likelihood that teacher candidates
would consider working in the Philadelphia School District?

The participants for this eMentoring project were teacher candidates enrolled in the class “EDM
300 - Introduction to Educational Technology Integration,” during the spring semester. This was
a class designed to prepare teacher candidates to use technology in their classrooms. The data
were collected using an online survey administered at the end of the semester. (The surveys used
in this study are included in the appendices.) While candidates were encouraged to respond to the
survey, their participation was voluntary. The survey was anonymous; teacher candidates were
not asked to identify themselves specifically. They were, however, asked to provide demographic
information about themselves, as well as their perceptions of the effect of participation in the
eMentoring experience. This was done using a structured survey, which also provided an “other”
option for some questions, allowing candidates to provide alternative responses. The data were
collected from 86 teacher candidates from five sections of the EDM 300 class.

Table 1
Response Rates by Professors’ Sections
Professor Number of Total Students N (%)
Sections in Section(s) Responding
Professor A 3 79 52 (66)
Professor B 1 26 19 (73)
Professor C 1 27 13 (48)

Of the five sections of the class that participated in the study, three sections, taught by the same
professor, had been assigned to one school, while the other two sections, taught by two different
professors, were assigned to a different school. Both schools were located in Philadelphia. The
number and percent of students responding to the survey is provided in Table 1, broken down by
professor. Response rates were not equal across all professors. In the case of Professor C, the low
response rate was due to the fact that filling out the survey was given as an out-of-class
assignment, while Professors A and B required students to complete the survey in class.

The majority of the teacher candidates, 85%, were female. Of the total teacher candidates, 56%
were sophomores and 29% were juniors. There were a smaller number of freshmen or seniors,
8% and 7% respectively. Fifty-six percent of the candidates indicated that they were either solely
elementary education majors, or were dual majors, combining elementary education, early
childhood or special education. Thirty-one percent indicated they were secondary education
majors. Other majors included early childhood or special education, with three teacher candidates
indicating they were liberal arts majors or undeclared. Seventy percent of the teacher candidates
came from a suburban school district, with only 7% coming from an urban school district and
21% coming from a rural district. The large majority reported that they were Caucasian, non-
Hispanic, 95.3%. Of the remaining four candidates, three indicated that they were a mix of
White/non-Hispanic and either Hispanic or Indian. One responded she was African-American.
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In developing the survey, it was decided that it was important to provide teacher candidates with
preset, rather than open-ended responses, to ensure uniformity of responses that would aid in our
analyses. Responses from a previous semester were used to generate this response set. In this
previous survey, teacher candidates had been asked the following open-ended questions: “How
did participation in eMentoring change your perceptions of teaching in an urban setting?”” and
“How did participation in eMentoring help you to prepare to be a teacher?” The responses to this
survey were sorted into categories and each category was then consolidated into one response,
which was used on the final survey. A list of the response options is provided in Tables 1 and 3.
Candidates were also provided with an “Other” category for those who wished to write their own
responses. For the question pertaining to perception of the impact of eMentoring participation on
teaching in an urban setting, candidates were required to choose only one response, while for the
question dealing with the effect on helping them prepare to be a teacher, candidates were allowed
to choose multiple responses.

The response options for two other questions were rating scales; a five-point rating scale was
used for the attitude toward the Philadelphia School District, and a seven-point scale was used for
the likelihood of considering working in the Philadelphia School District. The possible responses
to these questions are provided in Tables 2 and 4. The response to the questions about whether
eMentoring made the candidates aware of the impact of technology in the classroom were
dichotomous, with either a “Yes,” or “No” response.

Results

Once the survey was administered, percentages were calculated for the responses. The
percentages are provided in the subsequent sections.
The Effect of eMentoring on Perceptions of Teaching in an Urban Setting

Possible responses regarding the effect of participation in eMentoring upon candidates’ views of
teaching in an urban setting are provided in Table 2, along with the frequency that each response
was chosen. Candidates could choose only one answer.

Table2

Responses to Perceptions of eMentoring upon Views of Teaching
in an Urban Setting Items

Response N (%)
I realize I could enjoy teaching in an urban setting and make an impact. 19 (22.1)
It made me aware that teaching in an urban setting would challenge me as 17 (19.8)
a teacher, but ultimately make me a better teacher.
My perceptions didn’t change because I had limited interactions with my 13 (15.1)
student.
I am more aware of the difficulties of teaching in an urban setting. 11 (12.8)
I understand the unique challenges of teaching in an urban setting. 10 (11.6)
My perceptions didn’t change because | was already familiar with the 7 (8.1)
issues related to teaching in an urban setting.
I feel a greater sense of responsibility for students in urban settings. 5(5.8)
I now realize that urban schools are similar to all other schools. 3(3.5)
I realize that teaching in an urban setting is safer than I thought. 1(1.2)
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The most frequent response was that the teacher candidate realized that he or she could enjoy
teaching in an urban setting and that he/she could actually make an impact. Over one fifth of the
teacher candidates chose this response after participating in the eMentoring program.

As stated previously, teacher candidates were only instructed to choose only one option on this
portion of the questionnaire. It is likely that, if given the opportunity, candidates might have
chosen more than one option. For example, the nineteen candidates who indicated that they
realized they could enjoy teaching in an urban setting and make an impact may also have felt a
greater sense of responsibility as well.

The Effect of eMentoring upon Perceptions of the Philadelphia School District

The teacher candidates’ views regarding their perceptions of the Philadelphia School District after
participating in the eMentoring project are provided in Table 3. Teacher candidates were asked
whether participation in eMentoring had caused their perception of the Philadelphia School
District to improve a lot, improve a little, stay the same, worsen a little, or worsen a lot.

Table3

Frequency of Responses to Change in Perceptions of
the Philadelphia School District

Response N (%)
Improved a lot 16 (18.6)
Improved a little 33 (38.4)
Stayed the same 36 (41.9)
Worsened a little 1(1.2)
Worsened a lot 0(0)

Of the 86 who responded, 57% indicated that their perceptions of the Philadelphia School District
had improved, with 16, or 18.6%, indicating that it had improved a lot. Only one candidate
indicated that his or her perceptions had worsened, and only a little. The perceptions of 36
candidates stayed the same.

How eMentoring Made Candidates Aware of the Impact Technology Can Have

Teacher candidates were asked whether participation in eMentoring made them aware of the
impact technology can have in the classroom. Of the 86 candidates, 57, or 66.3%, indicated that
eMentoring made them aware of the impact technology can have.

How eMentoring Helped Candidates Prepare to be Teachers

Possible responses to the question pertaining to the impact of participation in eMentoring in
helping one prepare to be a teacher are provided in Table 4, along with the percentages of those
who answered “yes” to each of the questions. Candidates could choose more than one answer.

At least 50% of the teacher candidates indicated that participation in eMentoring made them
aware of the diversity of students that existed, helped them feel good about their decision to be a
teacher, made them aware of students and their interests, behaviors, knowledge and abilities, gave
them a sense that they could have a positive impact on students, made them aware of what
students are learning in school, and helped them learn how to interact with students who are
different than they are.
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Table 4

Frequencies of Responses to How eMentoring Helped Prepare Teacher
Candidates for Teaching

Response N (%)
It has made me aware of the diversity of students. 54 (62.8)
It made me feel good about my decision to be a teacher. 52 (60.5)

It has made me aware of students’ interests, behaviors, knowledge and abilities. | 49 (57)

It showed me that I am able to have a positive impact on students. 46 (53.5)
It made me aware of what students are learning in schools. 44 (51.2)
It helped me learn to interact with students who are different than I am 43 (50)

It helped me learn how to communicate with students at their level. 39 (45.3)
It gave me confidence in my abilities as a prospective teacher. 35 (40.7)
It let me experience and understand urban education and its challenges. 34 (39.5)
It helped me to better understand what it is like to be a teacher. 34 (39.5)
It made me aware of the special needs of students in urban settings. 22 (25.6)
It helped me improve my teaching skills. 20 (23.5)
It did not help me because my student didn’t respond or responded very little. 13 (15.1)
It made me question my decision to be a teacher. 7 (8.1)

It did not help me because I’ve already participated in an e-Mentoring program. @ 1 (1.2)

Whether eMentoring Increased the Likelihood that Teacher Candidates Consider
Working in the Philadelphia School District

Teacher candidates were asked whether, as a result of participation in eMentoring, their
likelihood to consider working in the Philadelphia School District had changed. The responses are
provided in Table 5.

Table 5

Frequencies of Responses to How Likely To Consider
Working in the Philadelphia School District

Likelihood N (%)
Much more likely 10 (11.6)
Somewhat more likely 12 (14.0)
A little more likely 23 (26.7)
As likely as before 36 (41.9)
A little less likely 3.5
Somewhat less likely 2(2.3)
A lot less likely 0(0)
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Over fifty percent of the respondents indicated that it made them more likely to consider working
in the Philadelphia School District. Ten candidates, or 11.6%, indicated that it made them much
more likely to consider working in Philadelphia. Only five or 5.8% were less likely to consider
working in Philadelphia.

Whether Candidates from Demographic Groups Benefited Differently from eMentoring

To address the question of whether teacher candidates from different demographic groups
benefited differentially from eMentoring, a frequency count was conducted to assess differences
in frequencies between groups. If sufficient variability were present, a formal chi-square analysis
would be conducted.

For the demographic variables race, gender, and level of education, it was not possible to conduct
a chi-square analysis due to insufficient variability; the sample was very homogenous. Type of
District showed some variability as there were a significant number of students from both
suburban and rural districts in the sample. However, due to the fact that there were only six
students from urban districts, it was not possible to conduct a chi-square analysis to test for
differences in frequencies, as chi-square requires at least five cases in each cell. Although no
formal analysis was possible, the data suggests that there may be differences between responses
by district. More data would need to be collected to confirm these results.

There were two variables where differences were suggestive. The distribution of responses to the
statement, I/t made me aware of the diversity of students, are provided in Table 6 broken down by
district. It would appear that those teacher candidates coming from suburban or rural districts are
more likely to become aware of the diversity of students through eMentoring than those coming
from an urban district. This would be expected since candidates from urban districts are more
likely to have already been exposed to the types of students encountered in this eMentoring
experience than those in the other districts. However, although this is a logical conclusion, it
should again be stressed that these results are based upon only six students from urban districts.
More data is needed.

Table 6

Frequency of Whether eMentoring Made Candidates More Aware of Diversity
of Students Broken Down by District

Type of Experience did not make Experience did make them
District them more aware of the more aware of the
diversity of students diversity of students
Urban 5(83.3) 1(16.7)
Suburban 19 (31.7) 41 (68.3)
Rural 7(38.9) 11 (61.1)

A similar relationship was found between district and the variable: It helped me learn to interact
with students who are different than I am. The breakdown is provided in Table 7.

The effect of district seemed to increase going from urban to rural districts. Whereas the vast
major of those who came out of an urban setting did not benefit in learning to interact with
students who are different than they are, the vast majority of candidates from a rural school
district did. Candidates from suburban districts fell in between. Again, these results are just
suggestive need to be interpreted cautiously in light of the small number of students from urban
districts. More data would need to be collected to verify this conclusion.
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Table 7

Frequency of Whether eMentoring Helped Candidates Learn to Interact
with Different Students Broken Down by Type of District

Type of District Experience did not Experience helped

help them them

N (%) N (%0)
Urban 5(83.3) 1(16.7)
Suburban 33 (55.0) 27 (45.0)
Rural 5(27.8) 13 (72.2)

Description of Those Candidates Whose Perceptions Changed Greatly

A number of teacher candidates appeared to benefit greatly from this eMentoring experience.
Sixteen candidates indicated that their perceptions of the Philadelphia School District improved a
lot, including 10 candidates who indicated that they were much more likely to consider working
at the Philadelphia School District. To better understand who the candidates were who benefited
most from the eMentoring experience, their profiles are described below. Because of the small
numbers, this analysis was done informally, making any conclusions tentative.

For the most part these groups were similar to the sample as a whole. However, they differed in
two distinct ways: 1) there were no freshmen and 2) there were no candidates from urban settings
in either group. The lack of candidates from urban backgrounds could be explained by the fact
that these candidates had already been exposed to an urban setting, as mentioned previously. That
there were no freshmen in these groups might be explained by the fact that freshmen might not be
ready for an experience such as eMentoring since they are just beginning to develop as teachers.
This conclusion is suggestive, but not definitive, since it is only based upon seven teacher
candidates. More research is needed.

Findings And Limitations

The results of the analysis must be interpreted cautiously as the method that is being used is self-
report. Assuming that the self-report is accurate, the data do seem to provide evidence to support
the conclusion that participation in this project resulted in a more favorable attitude toward
teaching in an urban setting, an improvement of perceptions of the Philadelphia School District
and an increased interest in teaching there, a greater awareness of the impact technology can
make in the classroom, an increased sensitivity and awareness of the diversity of students, as well
as in an increased awareness of the needs of students and what they are learning. The eMentoring
program seemed to benefit teacher candidates by providing them with an opportunity to interact
with students who are different than they are. It appeared to help our teacher candidates learn to
interact with students in general, and assisted in either reinforcing or questioning candidates’
decisions to become a teacher or helped them question that decision.

Overall the eMentoring program was considered a positive experience. However, teacher
candidates from an urban district seemed less likely to benefit from participation than those from
suburban or rural districts. It was also suggested that freshmen are less likely to benefit than
teacher candidates from other levels.

These conclusions must be tempered by the limitations of the study. For one thing, not all teacher
candidates responded to the survey. For example, only about one-half of the candidates in
Professor C’s class completed the survey. Those who decided not to respond may have had a
different attitude toward eMentoring. This could have potentially altered the outcome of this
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study. As mentioned above, the self-report nature of the study might have affected the results.
There is the potential that students recognized the purpose of the study and responded positively
on the follow-up survey as a way of fulfilling the researchers’ expectations. Since one of the
researchers was their professor, perhaps they might have thought that by giving a positive
response it would somehow help their grade, even though the survey was anonymous. And
finally, the limited numbers of participants should be noted, particularly when trying to make
conclusions about the effect of the type of district the student was from. A subsequent study that
looked more closely at this variable is needed.

A significant number of the teacher candidates went to the school during the program and met the
students. It is not clear at this point what effect actually interacting with the students in person
versus interacting with the students online had upon the results of the study. Clearly, however,
many teacher candidates viewed the use of technology as valuable. In future research, it would be
important to try to determine whether the visitation of the school had a significant impact as
opposed to not visiting the school.

Discussion and Implications

The study suggests that the mentoring of students from a different background helps to begin to
break down stereotypes that teacher candidates have acquired, helping them understand the
students they are mentoring. Teaching candidates begin to see that it might be possible to teach
and make an impact in an urban setting.

It should be noted that eMentoring can be valuable for all candidates, including those raised in an
urban setting. It gives candidates experience as a mentor-teacher and makes them aware of what
students are like and how to talk to them. Because of this interaction, candidates may be
emboldened in their decision to be a teacher, or to call that decision into question.

Based upon the reactions of the teacher candidates, it can be concluded that an eMentoring
experience has the potential to be a powerful virtual experience. This way of mentoring may have
some advantages over an actual mentoring program. By using an electronic medium, teacher
candidates can be exposed to a different culture in a way that is not threatening to them. Whereas
they may be less willing to volunteer to physically mentor someone in an urban setting, they may
be willing to do so from a computer, which allows them to remain in a familiar setting. While
they may not have time to drive into Philadelphia to tutor, teacher candidates may find a few
minutes to interact with a student on the computer, responding to the students on their schedule.

One important consideration in any eMentoring program is to assure that both mentors and those
being mentored are actually interacting with one another. Mentors can only benefit from the
experience if those who they are mentoring respond, and vice versa. Those in charge of an
eMentoring program must ensure that all candidates and K-12 students are on task to guarantee
the success of the program. However, even those with the best intentions may find that it is not
possible to force candidates and students to interact.

The question that was used in the survey regarding working in the Philadelphia School District
was phrased as asking whether participation in this eMentoring program increased the likelihood
of candidates’ considering working in the district. However, even if a candidate were to respond
positively to this question, there is no guarantee that this change will actually translate into
employment in the Philadelphia School District. Attitudes were being measured, not behavior.
Whether the attitude is translated into actual employment is not addressed in this study.

April 2009 32 Vol. 6. No. 4.



International Journal of Instructional Technology and Distance Learning

Conclusion

This school-university partnership is providing an opportunity for our teacher candidates to visit
urban classrooms, work one-on-one with a K-12 student, and see for themselves the relevance
and potential of technology integration. eMentoring enabled us to overcome the time and place
constraints that can hamper traditional field placements. Physical proximity and class schedules
are often used as the criteria for selecting field placements. This can have a very limiting effect on
the kind of field experiences teacher education programs can provide.

Providing teacher candidates with an initial urban field experience through electronic mentoring
has been a relative success. It would be very beneficial to expand such a program so that all West
Chester University teacher candidates can experience this. Ultimately our goal is to prepare
quality teachers ready to teach ALL students. This article provides some evidence for the benefits
of eMentoring, although more research needs to be done. Other teacher preparation programs
may be encouraged by the possibilities of eMentoring, and may wish to take a closer look at
developing such a program. eMentoring allowed us to provide a valuable authentic urban
experience for our teacher candidates, while supporting the development of traditionally
disadvantaged K-12 urban classrooms.
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Editor’s Note: Interaction and collaborative learning play an important role in distance education. This study
correlates partifipation scores with student achievement in a graduate research seminar.

Assessing Student Participation

in an Online Graduate Course
Stafford A. Griffith

Jamaica

Abstract

This article is concerned primarily with assessing student participation as part of the cooperative
learning experience in a Research Methods graduate course. It assesses the extent of student
participation in online conferences and the relationship between student participation and
achievement. Based on the assessment, mean participant scores of students in each of three
classes, and the correlation between participation scores and achievement on a final assignment
requiring students to prepare a research proposal, the author concludes that evidence reinforces
the view that when students are assigned specific roles, are carefully monitored and are rewarded
for their online contribution, a satisfactory level of participation will result. The author further
suggests that the low, non-significant as well as negative correlations observed between
participation and achievement on the final assignment may need further exploration. It may be
due to the ability of students to use computers and the web and accessibility of these resources.

Keywords: cooperative learning, participation, achievement, online, correlation, graduate course,
assessment, internet, group work, research methods.

Introduction

Li (2002) notes that the use of computer-mediated communication as a teaching and learning tool
has increased dramatically in recent years as a result of the increased number of schools and
educational institutions that are able to access the Internet. This has led to what Patel and Patel
(2006) characterize as a “radical innovation” which has seen a proliferation of online distance
education initiatives in Higher Education. Patel and Patel cite estimates indicating that nearly half
of all U.S. colleges and universities provided online educational offerings and served nearly two
million students in 2002. Growth is projected to be five million students by 2006 (Wechsler,
2002). A 2006 Sloan Consortium report revealed that in the United States alone, almost 3.5
million students were taking at least one online course during the fall 2006 term (Allen &
Seaman, 2006) while the 2008 report put that number at 3.9 million for the fall of that year (Allen
& Seaman, 2008).

With the rapid growth in the number of online course offerings, issues about the quality of these
offerings are increasingly raised (Muirhead, 2000, 2001). Among those issues is the level of
interactivity between students and between teachers and students (McNabb, 1994; Sherry, 1996).

Participation is an important dimension of that interactivity. Lam (2004) pointed out that while
online discussion forums are potentially excellent for peer learning, one of the problems is that
these online forums can suffer from lack of student participation. Further, Moallem (2003)
expressed the view that if interaction is not an integrated, essential and graded aspect of the
online learning environment, the anticipated benefit of such interaction will not be realized.

For the Research Methods graduate course with which this article is concerned, student
participation was considered an important element of student learning. Marks were also awarded
for participation and these marks contributed to the overall grade of the student.
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Purpose

This article is concerned primarily with assessing student participation as part of the cooperative
learning experience in a Research Methods graduate course. It seeks to assess:

1. the extent of student participation in online conferences; and

2. the relationship between student participation and achievement.

Sample

This study used data from participants in the three separate offerings of the Research Methods
course in the School of Education, Mona Campus. The first course, offered in the January to May
2007 semester, was completed by 33 graduate students; the second course, offered in the January
to May 2008 semester, was completed by 21 graduate students; the third course, offered in the
August to December 2008 Semester, was likewise completed by 21 graduate students.
Organization and delivery of the Course

The Research Methods course was delivered through a web-based course management and online
conferencing facility used by the University of the West Indies (UWI), Mona Campus, Jamaica.
Course Delivery was entirely online using asynchronous communication. Materials and other
items were made available over the web to students connected from remote locations in a number
of countries, mainly in the Caribbean.

The course was delivered over a 13 week period. The topics covered included:
1. Ways of knowing: the characteristics and value of research.
2. Overview of educational research, including ethics in research.

3. Selection and definition of a research topic, including research questions, hypotheses and
variables.

Review of the literature, including in-text citation and references.
Quantitative and qualitative research — the differences.
Sampling: quantitative and qualitative.

Data collection methods: questionnaire, interviews, scales, reliability and validity.

o N e

Survey/Descriptive research, correlational research and ex post facto/causal-comparative
research.

9. Experimental research, including single subject experiments.

10. Narrative research, ethnographic research and mixed method research.
11. Descriptive statistics.

12. Selected inferential statistics.

13. Selected techniques in qualitative data analysis.

Students registered for the course were divided into three groups of approximately equal

numbers. Johnson, Johnson and Smith (1991) classified groups involved in group work into three
general types: informal cooperative learning groups, formal cooperative learning groups and
cooperative base groups. Informal learning groups involve the ad hoc or temporary assignment of
students together, within a single class session. These groups are used to help focus students'
attention on materials to be learned, set a mood conducive to learning, help organize in advance
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the material to be covered in a class session, ensure that students cognitively process the material
being taught, and provide closure to a class sessions. Formal learning groups are teams
established to complete a specific task. In these groups, students work together for one or several
class sessions to achieve shared learning goals and complete, jointly, specific tasks and
assignments. Base Groups are long-term groups, usually existing over the course of a semester.
The responsibility of such groups is primarily to provide members with support, encouragement,
and assistance in completing course requirements.

In the case of the online Research Methods course with which this article is concerned, the groups
to which students were assigned exemplified the combined attributes of the three types of groups.
Although students were assigned to groups for the duration of the course and performed the
functions of the base group as previously described, they also served the functions identified for
the formal learning group in working together over a period to complete, jointly, specific tasks
and assignments. Additionally, they engaged in activities associated with the informal group by
working within specific class sessions to focus on materials to be learned and to undertake the
other related activities of the informal learning group.

Student participation, which involved working cooperatively online within groups, was an
important requirement of the Research Methods course. Palloff and Pratt (2001) provide some
guidelines for ensuring that students participate in a way that will optimise their benefit from the
online interactions. They point out that the minimum acceptable number of posting to be made,
the time period over which the postings should be made and the types of postings that meet the
required standard should be specified for students.

Lam (2004) also provided guidelines for the delivery of online courses which included, inter alia:
1. the early setting of expectations and laying the ground rules;
2. the assigning of students to lead the discussion; and
3. the assessment of online participation.

These guidelines were followed in the delivery of the Research Methods course online. The aim
was not only to achieve a high level of participation, but also to ensure that the participation was
of high quality (Lam, 2004).

As earlier indicated, the course was divided into 13 topics. For the first topic, scheduled for the
first week of the course, students were required to undertake individual reading. During that
week, they introduced themselves to the rest of the class. The course instructor provided guidance
for the individual reading and clarified any issues raised by students.

For the other twelve weeks, students in the three groups into which the class was divided assumed
the lead roles. Each of the three groups was assigned the role of Discussant for four separate
weeks, covering four separate topics. In addition, each student served once either as a Moderator
or as a Researcher for at least one conference. Each conference was served by a Moderator and
one or two Researchers, depending on the demands of the topic and the number of students in the
class. Moderators and Researchers for a conference were drawn from a group that was different
from the one serving as Discussant. Students who were not assigned to any of these roles for a
particular conference were required to follow the conference by reading the material posted.

It should be noted that in each of the offerings of the Research Methods course, two to four
students dropped out after the first week or two, for a variety of reasons, including inability or
failure to complete the registration process, or for other personal reasons.

In keeping with guidelines developed by the Office of the Master of Education Online, School of
Education, UWI, Mona, for the various roles, the Moderator was required to lead the discussion
for the week on the assigned topic. More specifically, the Moderator was required to:
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1. provide guidance on the reading and research for the week, identifying the particular
focus to be pursued;

2. pose questions to guide the on-line discussion;
3. initiate and stimulate discussion for the topic under consideration; and

4. guide discussion by (a) logging on daily to integrate and advance the discussion, (b)
ensuring that all questions were discussed and (c) encouraging each participant to arrive
at some closure.

The Researcher was required to find and post relevant materials, including materials from various
websites and to give a summary of the content and its importance to the topic under discussion.
More particularly, the Researcher was required to:

1. find materials on the Internet and other sources that that relate to the topic for the week;
2. call attention to relevant UWI, Mona Library resources available online;

3. share understanding and insights derived from the material found; and

4. pose questions that would advance the discussion on the topic.

Discussants were each required to participate fully in the discussions. More specifically, they
were required to:

1. read the assigned materials;

2. respond to the Moderator’s questions and discussions;

3. respond to comments from other participants; and

4. contribute further insight that would explain and expound on issues under discussion.

As noted earlier, the first week was devoted to introductions, individual readings and
clarifications, all guided by the instructor. The instructor monitored the discussions in subsequent
conferences and made a number of inputs to provide periodic guidance, to compliment and
encourage students and to encourage the correction of any apparent misunderstanding or
misconceptions of any aspect of the subject matter under discussion. This type of active
involvement of the instructor is held to be important to the maintenance of student interest,
motivation and learning satisfaction (Anderson, Rourke, Garrison & Archer, 2001; Russo &
Benson, 2005). However, an effort was made to ensure that the discussions in the conferences
were not instructor driven. This took into account the research findings about the possible
limitations of over-reliance on the instructor in online conferences and the possible impairment of
student confidence which an overwhelming instructor presence in such conferences may bring
(Light, Nesbitt, Light & White, 2000; Nickel, 2002; Pearson, 1999).

The role of the student Moderator was paramount among student responsibilities. This is clearly
highlighted in the definition of the tasks associated with that role. It was the student Moderator
and not the instructor who assumed leadership in the conferences, except in the limited instances
already specified. The student Moderator provided guidance on the required reading and research
for class participants, posed questions to guide the direction of the discussions, stimulated student
participation and ensured that the various contributions of students were integrated into the
discussions in a way that advanced understanding of the subject matter under discussion.

The assignment of these important functions to the student Moderator is well supported in the
literature (Hara, Bonk & Angeli, 2000; Leh, 2000; Poole, 2000; Tagg, 1994; Veen, Lam &
Taconis, 1998). As Seo (2007) noted from a review of the research literature: “student moderators
can lead discussions more effectively and foster greater student comprehension than the instructor
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because student moderators better understand their peers’ way of thinking” (p. 22). The
assignment of critical responsibilities to student Moderators in the Research Methods course took
these findings into account.

Analysis of Participation

Student performance in the Research Methods course was graded as follows: participation was
given a weight of 15 percent, a written group assignment scored up to 25 percent, and an
individual assignment up to 60 percent.

The group assignment required students to consider a list of 10 issues in education provided by
the instructor based on excerpts from a recent Education Task Force Report on Educational
Reform in Jamaica. Students were required to define a research topic derived from one of the
issues, outline the purpose, justification, research questions and/or hypotheses and define the key
variables. Each of the three groups submitted a single report. For this assignment, each student
received a group mark out of 20 and an individual mark out of 5 which took into account peer
ratings based on the contributions of each student in the group.

The individual assignment required students to develop a comprehensive research proposal
suitable for the research project which they would have to complete for the award of the Master
of Education degree in their respective specializations. This individual assignment benefitted
from the learning that took place through participation in the online conferences and the group
assignment. The individual assignment was intended to measure how well students were able to
apply the knowledge and skills acquired in the Research Methods course in preparing a research
proposal. The research proposal was regarded as an independent measure of individual student
achievement and was used as the basis for examining student achievement in relation to
participation in the online conferences.

For the online participation component of the course, students earned a maximum of 5 marks for
the one time they served either as a Moderator or a Researcher. They received a maximum of 2.5
marks for each of the four times they served as Discussant or a total of 10 marks for that role.
These together made up the maximum of 15 marks awarded for participation.

The distribution of marks earned for participation and for the individual assignment for each
student in each of the three offerings of the Research Methods course taught online for the
periods January to May 2007, January to May 2008 and August to December 2008 are shown in
Table 1.

Students’ participation level appeared to be very good. Students in the three offerings of the
Research Methods course online - in January to May 2007, January to May 2008 and August to
December 2008 - scored an average of 12.2, 12.4 and 11.1, respectively, out of 15.0 or 81.3%,
82.7% and 74.0%, respectively, for participation.

The level of participation that these mean and percentage scores reflect may be attributed to the
measures taken to ensure optimal online participation of students. As earlier noted, these
measures included:

1. the assignment of each student during specified weeks to the role of
(a) a Moderator or a Researcher or (b) a member of a team of Discussants;
2. the proper definition of each role;
3. the careful monitoring of levels of participation of each student; and
4. the assessment of student participation.
These measures were in keeping with the advice of both Palloff and Pratt (2001) and Lam (2004).
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Table 1

Participation Scores and Individual Assignment Scores of Students in the
Research Methods Course Taught Online on Three Different Occasions

Jan — May 2007 Jan — May 2008 Aug — Dec 2008
Students Part. A’;g:;"n Part. pfgs:z’ﬁ. Part. pf;‘:lg’n

1 15.0 35.0 13.0 29.0 6.0 45.0

2 13.0 46.0 12.0 30.0 10.0 36.0

3 11.0 34.0 14.0 49.0 7.0 40.0

4 5.0 42.5 13.0 51.0 12.0 45.0

5 11.0 38.0 13.0 45.0 11.0 48.0

6 13.0 29.5 15.0 49.0 11.0 40.0

7 15.0 45.0 14.0 42.0 13.0 38.5

8 15.0 41.0 9.0 48.0 13.0 52.5

9 7.0 36.5 11.0 47.0 8.0 52.5

10 15.0 41.0 13.0 46.0 11.0 34.0

11 5.0 54.5 13.0 43.0 15.0 55.5

12 15.0 44.0 14.0 30.0 11.0 51.0

13 15.0 44.0 15.0 31.0 10.0 50.0

14 11.0 43.0 15.0 56.0 15.0 31.0

15 15.0 42.0 13.0 27.0 12.0 45.0

16 9.0 33.0 13.0 44.0 13.0 46.5

17 15.0 26.0 13.0 39.0 7.0 49.0

18 12.0 47.0 9.0 47.0 10.0 46.0

19 15.0 47.5 11.0 36.5 9.0 47.0

20 8.0 44.0 12.0 48.0 15.0 40.5

21 5.0 42.5 5.0 41.0 15.0 375
22 13.0 30.0
23 15.0 56.0
24 13.0 50.0
25 15.0 44.0
26 12.0 44.0
27 8.0 435
28 15.0 50.0
29 15.0 42.5
30 15.0 50.0
31 10.0 41.0
32 11.0 38.5
33 15.0 42.0

Mean 12.2 42.0 12.4 41.8 111 44.3

SD 3.4 6.8 2.4 8.3 2.7 6.7

Correlation 0.01 (p > .05) -0.04 (p > .05) -0.22 (p > .05)
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In all three instances, the mean participation scores were depressed by a few students who scored
poorly on this dimension of course. This was due mainly to the inability of these students to
undertake fully in the roles they were assigned because of illness or other emergencies which
interfered with their availability at the times that they were scheduled to make their contributions.
This information was conveyed to the tutor either during the period of the assigned tasks or
immediately thereafter.

Table 1 shows that correlations between scores obtained for participation and scores obtained for
the individual assignment were all small and non-significant for the students in each of the three
classes (p > .05). For the class of January to May 2007, there was a low positive correlation of
0.01; for the class of January to May 2008, there was a low negative correlation of —0.04; and for
the class of August to December 2008, there was also a low negative correlation, -0.22.

Davies and Graff (2005), in a study which compared the frequency of online interaction of 122
undergraduate students and their grades at the end of the year, noted that students who interacted
and participated more in online discussions in their study did not necessarily achieve higher
grades, despite the wealth of research about the benefits of online interaction. More recently,
Chang (2008) found mixed results when examining the correlation between participation
measured variously and achievement on project work. Weak and negative correlations were
obtained in a few instances. Based on the research, Chang concluded that backgrounds of
participants, such as “abilities of using a computer and the web, experiences of using a computer
and the web, facilities of a computer and an Internet connection, and preference and custom of
using the web” (pp. 505-506), may affect participation in an online course.

The varying backgrounds of students in the three classes in this investigation, as well as their
varying technological competencies and accessibility to a computer and the Internet may be
mediating factors affecting the results. The variation in backgrounds, technological competencies
and accessibility to a computer and the internet was evident from the feedback obtained during
the orientation programme to familiarise students with the way the course would be delivered. It
is likely that a number of students capable of producing high quality work may have had
limitations in their technological competencies and accessibility to the equipment and Internet
services needed to facilitate a level of participation comparable to that of other student, some of
whom may be among those who are less able. This may account for the low, as well as negative
correlations that were evident between participation and achievement.

It is worth noting that marks awarded for online participation in the Research Methods course for
the three classes in the investigation, were influenced more by the frequency of student
participation than by the quality of the participation. It is possible that the correlation between
participation and achievement would have been greater, had there been a heavier weighting on
the quality of participation rather than the frequency of participation. The importance of quality
of online interaction has been raised by both Chong (1998) and Davies and Graft (2005). This is
an area that requires further research.

Summary and Conclusions

The articles explains how students in three separate offerings of a Research Methods course
taught online were assigned to roles of Moderator, Researcher and Discussant for specified tasks
and how these roles were defined to optimise participation. The results indicate that the
participation level was high level of participation for students in all three classes. It was found,
though, that the correlation between participation and achievement on the individual assignment
to develop a research proposal, which was the main measure of student accomplishment in the
course, was low and non-significant.
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Based on the assessment of the mean participant scores for the three classes and the correlation
between participation scores and scores on the individual proposal writing assignment, the author
concludes that:

1. The evidence from this study would support the view that when students in an online
course are assigned specific roles, are carefully monitored and are rewarded for their
online contribution, a satisfactory level of participation will result.

2. Factors such as facility with computers and the web as well as accessibility to both may
affect participation and the correlation between participation and achievement.

It is recommended that future studies should give greater attention to:

1. exploration of the variables affecting levels of participation online; and
2. assessment of the quality of online participation.
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Editor’s Note: One important aspect of on-campus learning is access to the professor during office hours.
In distance learning, synchronous “chat” session can be scheduled. Email provides a practical alternative
where questions and responses can be logged in at any time. This study compares the synchronous and
asynchronous alternatives among undergraduate distance learning students.

Undergraduate Millennial Students’ Perceptions
of Virtual Office Hours

Jennifer T. Edwards
USA

Abstract

The purpose of my study was to discover the perceptions of 55 undergraduate millennial students
regarding virtual office hours (VOHs). The two research questions studied were: (1) “What are
college students’ perceptions of virtual office hours?” and (2) “What is undergraduate millennial
students’ preferred type of computer mediated communication with the professor?” In this study,
it seems that undergraduate millennial students preferred virtual communication with their
professor over face-to-face communication.

Keywords: distance learning, millennial students, virtual office hours, computer-mediated communication,
undergraduate students, instant messaging, yahoo instant messenger, commuter students, generation y,
communication studies

Introduction

Office hours are an undergraduate students’ primary form of communication with their professors
outside of the classroom setting. Office hours are traditionally used to enhance student learning
and for academic advising (Wang & Beasley, 2006). Usually, office hours are face-to-face during
a specified time, at a specific location (Wallace & Wallace, 2001). These time and location
restrictions may conflict with students’ commute times, work schedules, or student organization
activities. Despite scheduling obstacles, some college students visit their professors during their
office hours. However, most students who need a large amount of help are less likely to come to
professors’ office hours ("Office Hours in a Different Format," 2006).

Research indicates that a link exists between office hours and student success. A study conducted
by Doughtery et al, indicated that increased retention and better student performance are evident
in students who choose to attend office hours (Dougherty, Bowen, Berger, Rees, Mellon, &
Pulliam, 1995). Steinhaus (2001) reported that faculty advising resulted in both students and
faculty participating in a positive, active approach to learning.

Virtual office hours (VOHs) may make office hours more convenient for undergraduate students
and may result in student success. Atamian and DeMoville (1998) discovered students are more
likely to use technology such as e-mail to communicate with their professors rather than visit
their professor’s office during the professor’s specified office hours. Many professors use e-mail
or content management systems (i.e. — blackboard.com) to communicate with their students.
However, some students prefer instant messenger to communicate with people online. In their
study on college students’ use of instant messenger to maintain personal relationships, Kindred
and Roper (2004) indicated that college students use IM to maintain contact with college peers
and friends from home. Many of the college students in their study relied on instant messenger to
engage in informal interactions. These informal interactions are usually at the core of many
friendships and relationships. As a result, professors may want to consider using instant
messenger to communicate with their students. Most instant messaging programs are free (i.e. -
Yahoo Instant Messenger, AOL Instant Messenger, Trillian, and MSN Messenger).
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Purpose of the Study and Research Questions

Few research studies (Wang & Beasley, 2006) have employed the usage of instant messaging
systems to remedy the problems of traditional office hours. One research study (Kindred and
Roper, 2004) indicated, “Future research should explore the potential of using IM as a way to
maintain "virtual" office hours, and perceptions and acceptance of its use among students and
faculty.” Through this study, I explore the perceptions and acceptance of VOHs among students
enrolled in three sections of an introductory communication course that I taught in the Spring
2008 semester.

The purpose of my study is to discover undergraduate millennial students’ perceptions of
communicating with their professor during VOHs through instant messaging software. Two
research questions were studied: (1) “What are undergraduate millennial students’ perceptions of
virtual office hours?” and (2) “What is undergraduate millennial students’ preferred type of
computer mediated communication with their professor?”’

Theoretical Framework

The Social Presence Theory (Short, et al, 1976) was essential when conducting the review of the
literature and preparing the surveys. Social presence is defined as “[t]he degree of salience of
another person in an interaction and the consequent salience of an interpersonal relationship”
(65). The social presence theorists also asserted that each communication media differs in their
degree of social presence and these variations determine how participants will act. One may
postulate the more a person becomes familiar with a particular technology (i.e. — instant
messenger), the more likely they are to participate in frequent interactions with others through
that technology.

The theorists also concluded that face-to-face communication is the most “socially present”
communication media. Most studies of social presence in online environments focus on
participants’ perceptions (Tu, 2002). This study will follow the path of most social presence
studies focused on online technology and will be centered on undergraduate millennial students’
perceptions of communicating with their professor during VOHs (through instant messaging
software).

Methodology

I utilized a phenomenological research design to identify and compare the perceptions of
undergraduate millennial students related to communication with their professor during VOHs
(through instant messaging software). The participants in my study included 55 undergraduate
millennial students from a mid-sized institution in central Texas.

Lichtman (1996) defined phenomenology as a method that looks at the actual experiences of
people who have experienced a certain phenomenon, while Gall, Gall, and Borg (2006) wrote that
phenomenology is “the study of the world as it appears to individuals when they place themselves
in a state of consciousness that reflects an effort to be free of everyday biases and beliefs” (p.
600). Therefore, phenomenology functions both as a philosophy and as a method. I approached
this study from a phenomenological perspective and remained open-minded to the students’
experiences as undergraduate millennials.

Context

The participants in this research study were 55 undergraduate millennial students from a mid-
sized institution in central Texas. This institution has slightly over 6,500 students and is located in
a small town. The student population (in terms of ethnicity) for the 2005-2006 academic year was
6.3% 83.4% Caucasian American, 7.5% Hispanic American, 6.3% African American, 1% Native
American, and .9% Asian American. Over 21.3% of students who attend this institution are
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enrolled part-time and 35.8% receive Federal Pell Grant funds. This university is classified as a
Carnegie Master’s Large institution (Educational Trust, 2007). On average, there are 25 or less
students in each classroom at this university.

Participants

This study includes participants from three sections of an introductory communication course.
This introductory communication course (Fundamentals of Human Communication) is a part of
the university core curriculum and has students from various disciplines. Students reported their
current letter grades and 10% of the students had an A average, 54.5% had a B average, 32.7%
had a C average and 1% had a D average. Participants in this course used blackboard.com to post
discussion board responses, complete assignments, and to receive speech grades. Most of the
participants in this course were comfortable with using blackboard.com’s online technology.

Instrumentation

After gathering research for this study on VOHs, I developed a questionnaire consisting of three
survey questions. This questionnaire, “Your Opinion of Virtual Office Hours”, featured the
following survey questions:

Question 1: Did you use the virtual office hours (via Yahoo Instant Messenger) this semester?
Why or Why Not?

Question 2: What other technology (via the internet) would you prefer to use to communicate
with your professor?

Question 3: I wish that more professors would use virtual office hours (yahoo instant
messenger). (Answers: (a) strongly agree, (b) agree, (c) neutral, (d) disagree, and
(e) strongly agree)

After developing the questionnaire, I uploaded the survey questions to one of my upper-level
courses on blackboard. Students in this upper-level course affirmed the readability of the
questionnaire’s survey questions. After the readability was affirmed, I uploaded the survey
questions to blackboard.com under the assessment section for each of the three introductory
communication courses.

Data Collection and Analysis

Students in each of the three introductory communication courses were required to complete the
“Your Opinion of Virtual Office Hours” questionnaire for a grade (whether they used the IM
technology or not). In addition, the students were given a two-week time frame to complete the
questionnaire on blackboard.com.

Most of the questions from the “Your Opinion of Virtual Office Hours” questionnaire were
qualitative (survey questions #1, #2) and were analyzed using qualitative research software. The
other question (survey questions #3) was quantitative and were analyzed using SPSS 16.0
software.

Analysis involves working with data, organizing them, breaking them into manageable units,
synthesizing, searching for patterns, discovering what is important and what is to be learned, and
deciding what you will tell others” (Bodgan and Biklen, 1998, p. 157). Following these
researchers’ recommendations, I sorted, analyzed, organized, and reorganized the data, searching
for patterns and themes. Investigator triangulation (Denzin, 1978), which involves multiple
researchers in an investigation, was used as a strategy in my study to make sure that the
placement of the participants’ responses matched the categories that I determined initially. To
triangulate my categorizations, one public school teacher and one retired public school
psychological associate categorized the same student responses and created categories based on
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their own perceptions of themes and patterns. After the categorization was complete, all of the
categories were compared and they were similar to my original categories.

Results and Discussion

Each participant answered the three survey questions. The following categories emerged during
the course of the study: student usage of VOHs, students who hope other professors will use
VOHs, and students’ suggestions regarding additional communication technology.

Student Usage of VOHs

In the semester that the study was conducted, 14 students (25.5%) of the students in this study
used VOHs. While some students decided to use the VOHs, 41 students (74.5%) decided not to
use this feature. Therefore, it seemed important to discover why some students chose to use
VOHs and why some students decided not to use the feature.

Students’ comments regarding their usage of VOHs are divided into two categories: (a) students
who used VOHs and (b) students who did not use VOHs. The students who used VOHs
contributed slightly over 16 responses and students who were not virtual office hour users
contributed over 50 responses.

Students who used VOHSs. Students who used the VOHs felt that the online communication
resource was a good idea and was convenient. Some students felt that VOHs were more
convenient than traditional face-to-face office hours. One student found that VOHs were “more
convenient than visiting the office and even sending an email.” Another student contributed,

“'Y Jes, there were sometimes when [I] couldn't get to [the professor] during regular normal hours
but she was always available at all times [on instant messenger]. [T]his made it [work]...with my
work schedule. One of the commuter students stated, “Yes, it was very helpful because I live
outside of town and I work a[]lot so it was much easier to contact the professor this way rather
than rearrange my schedule to have to actually go to her office.”

Other students explained that VOHs helped them with their assignments and with absence
notifications. One student stated:

I liked the way that my question may have been [a] minor one that I did not have to
make an appointment with [the professor] I could just chat with her via messenger. |
absolutely loved it, I wished more professors would do that. It would be more convenient.

Another student retorted,

“Yes, I used Yahoo Instant Messenger! I used it for questions about my speech as well as
things I missed in class due to absences!”

An additional student contributed:

I tried to use the virtual office hours during this semester but I had classes when the hours
were available. However, it is very nifty and I wish more professors and instructors
would utilize technology in this way since a lot of them do not check their email right
away. [ This professor] is the first professor I have ever had in my academic career to
utilize a chat feature for office hours in which a student [does not have] come to her
office.

A final student contributed,

“Yes [1] did. [I] was worried about my speech and the option was very helpful to have.”
It seems that most of the virtual office hour users like the feature, but one student felt that
they were not able to virtually communicate with their professor outside of the VOHs, “I
tried [to use virtual office hours] once, but [the professor] was away and I couldn’t ever
catch her while she was just online.”
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Overall, it seems that most of the virtual office hour users were satisfied with the feature.

Students who did not use VOHs. Some students decided not to utilize the virtual office hour
feature. Many students decided to use e-mail and blackboard to communicate with their
professor, while others had access problems (i.e. - did not have internet/computer access). These
students’ responses are divided into categories and are provided in Table 1.

Table 1

Categories of Responses from Undergraduate millennial Students Did Not Use
Virtual Office Hour Users

Frequency of

Categories Responses Descriptions

Helpful 5 Did not use VOHSs, but feels that they are helpful.
Obstacles 11 Never installed instant messaging software.
Obstacles 2 Did not know how to operate software.

Obstacles 7 Did not need to use VOHs.

Obstacles 1 Wanted to figure out problems alone.

Obstacles 3 Did not have time to use VOHs.

Obstacles 4 Did not have access to a compute or the internet at home.
Other Comm. 4 Used another instant messaging system.

Other Comm. 8 Used e-mail to communicate with their professor.
Other Comm. 2 Used blackboard to communicate with professor.
Other Comm. 1 Likes face-to-face communication better.

Other Comm. 1 In class communication was sufficient.

Privacy 1 Wants to separate school and work from personal

friendships.

Most of the responses emerged in the obstacles category, which had 28 student responses.
Students responding in this category provided responses ranging from never installing the
software and not being able to operate the software to lack of time to use the software and not
feeling the need to use the VOHs. The least responses emerged in the privacy category, which
included a student response about the important of separating work/school and their personal
friendships. The response categories are highlighted in the next sections.

Students who did not use VOHs, but think that the feature is helpful. Some students chose not
to use VOHs in the Spring 2008 semester, but they believed VOHs were helpful. A few students
would have used VOHs if they downloaded Yahoo Instant Messenger and/or if they knew how to
use the software. One student contributed, “I do believe [that] [I] would [have] taken advantage
of [VOHs] if [I] did have yahoo instant messenger.” Another student stated, “I didn't because I do
not have Yahoo Instant Messenger [,] but I feel it was very handy for the people who did have it.”

Students who encountered personal/technical obstacles. Over 30 students encountered obstacles
that prevented the students from interacting with their professor during VOHs. These obstacles
ranged from not having a computer or internet access at home to not having time to use or not
needing VOHs. Slightly over ten students did not install the software required to use VOHs. One
student stated, “I didn't use the virtual office hours via Yahoo simply because I didn't have the
software on my computer and with my busy [class schedule] and work, it would have been
difficult for me to utilize it.” Another student did not use VOHs, because they did not have an
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instant messenger account. He stated, “Nol[,] I did not use the virtual office hours. I think that it is
a great idea, but [did] I not have an instant messenger account and never really had to use the
messenger to try and get a hold of [the professor].”

A few students did not have access to a computer or internet access. One student who had internet
access experienced technical problems with the software, “[The] computer I have access to would
not load [Yahoo Instant Messenger] or blackboard.” Other students had access to a computer, but
they did not have time to use the software. One student stated, “I am usually in a hurry when I get
on the computer so I am only on it for a short period of time.”

Slightly fewer than ten students felt that they did not need instant messenger or they wanted to
figure out class material themselves. One student stated, “No, I never had a question that I
couldn't wait until class to get answered. Another student contributed a similar comment, “No,
any question that I had I would ask in class or through email.

Students who used other communication methods. Sixteen students chose to communicate with
their professor using traditional and online communication methods. One student felt that her
questions were answered in class, “I did not use the virtual office hours because I believed the
assistance I received in class to be sufficient.” Two other students had their questions answered
on the class site on blackboard.com. They stated, “No, I don't really know what that is. I would
rather just use blackboard” and “I did not use yahoo messenger because I didn't need to. All
questions | had were answered through blackboard.”

One student felt that VOHs invades a level of her privacy. She stated, “No, I did not. I rarely use
my Yahoo IM, and it's nothing personal, but I prefer any IMs to stay between friends and family,
and not school or work.”

Students Who Hope Other Professors Will Use VOHs

Despite their non-usage of VOHs this semester, some students stated that they would use instant
messenger in the future. Undergraduate millennial students in this study answered the survey
question #3, “I wish that more professors would use virtual office hours (yahoo instant
messenger)” using a Likert scale system. Table 2 indicates the frequency of their responses.

Table 2

Categories of Responses from Undergraduate Millennial Students Who Want
Other Professors to Offer VOHs

Frequency of

Rating Responses Percent
Strongly Agree 13 23.6
Agree 15 27.3
Neutral 20 36.4
Disagree 6 10.9
Strongly Disagree 1 1.8

A majority of responses (20%) were neutral. Approximately 28 responses emerged in the
“strongly agree” and “agree” categories, while only seven responses emerged in the “disagree” or
“strongly disagree” categories. The categories with the lowest amount of responses were the
“disagree” or “strongly disagree” categories. Based on their responses, it seems that most of the
students in this study prefer to use VOHs in the future.
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Students’ Suggestions Regarding Additional Communication Technology

Students offered many comments regarding the question, “What other technology (via the
internet) would you prefer to use to communicate with your professor?” Some students offered
suggestions ranging from internet technology such as e-mail, text messages, and facebook.com.
Other students opted for more traditional communication methods such as regular office hours
and communicating with the professor after class.

There were 36 responses from students who preferred e-mail. One student stated, “I liked email
best so that way I could ask what [I] wanted and then come back when I needed the answer and I
usually had an email back within that time.” Another student contributed, “I used email a lot this
semester and it is very effective to me because I check my email so much and most professors
also check email regularly.” Other students experienced problems with messenger and
blackboard. One student suggested, “Just plain email address like yahoo. [M]y messenger would
not load but [I] could always check my emails on yahoo and blackboard hardly ever worked.”
Some preferred e-mail communication, while others preferred communicating with their
professor on yahoo instant messenger.

Approximately 25 responses were centered on instant messaging (VOHs). Most of the students
offered positive comments about the subject of instant messaging. Some students thought that
instant messaging (VOHs) was one of the best technologies that professors could use to connect
with their students. A few students suggested that more professors should use instant messenger.
Some of their responses were: “I wish that more professors would use virtual office hours (yahoo
instant messenger).” and “[I liked] the fact that [the professor] had messenger and allowed all
students the option to use it was the most help that [I] have EVER had from a professor.” Another
student liked the concept of chatting online with their professor,

I think the internet is the best way to communicate with a professor since some
professors do not like to talk on the phone. A neat function that could be used as
another technology would be to communicate via live chat in which both the
professor and student use a web camera (if available) so that the expressions can
be seen - this would be better because there is still a face-to-face interaction.

Other students suggested that professors should use software such as MSN (Microsoft-based
instant messaging program) or AIM (America Online-based instant messaging program).

There were five responses centered on facebook.com or text messaging to foster communication
between professor and student. One student contributed, “I think text messages would be
interesting; especially if something were to change at the last minute. Another student offered, “I
would say text messaging with [a] cell phone but I doubt [professors] would want to because it
would cost extra. [E]verybody would constantly be texting [the professor] and [he or she]
probably wouldn't get to talk on the phone because [they would] just be texting all of the time.”
Some students preferred social networking technology and text messaging, while others preferred
traditional communication techniques.

Eight responses were centered on traditional communication methods when communicating with
their students. These communication methods were: offering regular office hour sessions, using
the telephone, and staying after class. In regards to face-to-face office hours, one student stated,
“I prefer to meet at the professor's office better.” Another student stated, “[I] would rather just
have face to face communication [or]| over the phone if absolutely necessary.” Five students
preferred to use the telephone to communicate with their professors. One of these students stated,
“[I think] phone calls in general would be useful when communicating with professors and
classmates.” Another student assumed professors do not telephone-based communication. He
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stated, “[I would like professors to use] [t]he phone but a lot of professors don't like that. They
[would rather] communicate through the internet.”

Overall, it seems that most of the students are comfortable with technology and they would prefer
to communicate with their professor though the internet. More than half of the responses in this
category related to professors using instant messenger, e-mail or blackboard to foster
communication with their students.

Conclusions

The purpose of my study was to discover the perceptions of 55 undergraduate college students
regarding VOHs. The two research questions studied were: (1) “What are college students’
perceptions of virtual office hours?” and (2) “What is undergraduate students’ preferred type of
computer mediated communication with the professor?” This section presents the conclusions for
research questions one and two.

Research Question One

Undergraduate millennial students from a mid-sized institution located in central Texas
completed a questionnaire consisting of three survey questions. Two survey questions addressed
research question one. Survey questions one and three were, “Did you use the virtual office hours
(via Yahoo Instant Messenger) this semester? Why or Why Not?”” and “I wish that more
professors would use virtual office hours (yahoo instant messenger).”

Only 14 students used the VOHs this semester and 41 students decided not to use the feature.
Most of the students used the software to notify the professor about absences or to ask questions
about their assignment. Many of the users thought that the program was user friendly and
convenient. A majority of the students who did not use VOHs encountered obstacles that
prevented them from using the software. Most of the obstacles included “never installed the
software” or “did not need to use VOHs.” One interesting finding was the student’s comment
regarding their perception of VOHs and their impact on her privacy.

Research Question Two

Research question two was: “What other technology (via the internet) would you prefer to use to
communicate with your professor?” There were 35 responses from students who preferred e-mail
communication. Other students offered 25 responses related to instant messaging and eight
responses related to social networking websites/text messaging. Eight students preferred to
communicate with their professor using traditional communication techniques (i.e. — face-to-face,
telephone).

It seems that most of the undergraduate millennial students in this study preferred to
communicate with their professor though e-mail or instant messenger. Over 61 responses were
centered on virtual communication in an asynchronous or synchronous manner. Only eight
students preferred to communicate with their professor in a face-to-face environment. Five
responses focused on communicating with a professor through facebook.com.com or text
messaging.

In this study, it seems that undergraduate millennial students preferred virtual communication
with their professor over face-to-face communication. After conducting a literature review and
analyzing the undergraduate millennial students’ responses, a few implications emerged from the
data. The students’ responses affirm the Social Presence Theory regarding communication
technology. It seems that the more familiar undergraduate students become with a technology, the
more likely they are to become comfortable communicating with others through that technology.
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Implications

It seems that professors should introduce new communication technologies in their courses. Only
25.5% of the students in these three COMS101 courses used the virtual office hour feature, but a
large majority of these students offered positive responses regarding the instant messaging system
for office hours. Professors who are uncomfortable with using technology should begin using
instant messaging software to communicate with family and friends, then expand their
technological knowledge to include their students.

Professors should also caution themselves against becoming a “24 hour professor.” This type of
professor is available to their students a majority of time and does not have a proper work/life
balance. Professors should set specific VOHs and should adhere to their VOH schedule to prevent
the “24 hour professor” phenomenon.

Those who are unsure if their students will adopt the technology should administer an informal
survey to their students regarding the students’ communication technology preferences. This
survey might include the elements in the “Student’s Suggestions Regarding Additional
Communication Technology” section under the “Results and Discussion” section.

Student services-related departments may also want to examine VOHs to communicate with their
students. Some students commute to their college or university campus to attend classes.
Therefore, these departments should discover other communication methods to reach their diverse
student populations.

Implications for Further Study

This research study focuses on the perceptions of undergraduate millennial students who attend a
mid-sized university in central Texas. This study was limited to the perceptions of 55
undergraduate millennial students and employed a qualitative research design. Due to the limited
nature of this study, in the future, researchers may want to focus on: using a quantitative research
design, increasing the population size, focusing on upper-level courses, and expanding the survey
to include a larger class size.
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Editor’s Note: This study is a report of original educational research. It attempts to review the wide-ranging
facilities of the internet resources from student teachers’ perspectives. Moreover, this study focuses on the
positive and negative effects of the internet on the education process regarding the attitudes of students
towards the internet accessibility.

Education: With or Without Internet Resources;

If With, to What Extent?
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Abstract

The internet is available for endless resources required for the courses in educational
surroundings. However, most of the students do not know how to select the appropriate resources.
Moreover, it is observed in the courses that some students use the original resources as their own
products without acknowledgement of source and intentional or unintentional cheating comes
into view. Such tendencies lead to deterioration rather than creativity. This study is aimed at
investigating the issues such as how the student teachers of English use the Internet, for what
courses they mostly need the internet resources, and whether they can reach the specific
information consciously. The survey method was conducted on 124 student teachers attending
English Language Teaching Department at Trakya University, Turkey. The findings prove that
the student teachers use the internet for their tasks actively but mostly unconsciously.
Furthermore, they are not able to decide on the specific information due to endless information.

Keywords: the internet resources, ELT courses, educational development, language proficiency,
professional development, language learning, the internet and ELT, teacher training, advantages
and disadvantages of the internet, teaching materials

Introduction

Technology has been effective in foreign language education as well as in other fields. The boost
in using technology in the educational settings began in the sixties and seventies by installing
language laboratories. The essential foundation of such technology was to test the verbal
performance of learners in a behaviouristic sense. With the emergence of the communicative
approach in foreign language education, computer assisted language learning (CALL) tools have
been widely applied in teaching and learning processes. In recent years, however, with the notion
of globalisation, the internet as a technological tool in educational surroundings is being
increasingly used by both educators and learners to gather information and documents for
teaching and learning activities.

The Internet and Education

The internet as a network of thousands of computers is a standpoint of the information age not
only for education materials, but also for various sectors of society such as business, government,
military, news broadcasting, and so on (Mike, 1996; Gillette, 1996). In the field of education,
since the worldwide information is constantly available through the internet, it can open up a vast
new collection of learning opportunities and better prepare learners to contribute effectively in a
knowledge-based global economy (Todd, 1996). In this sense, the internet is a motivating tool
with an increased emphasis on the critical thinking, problem solving, written communication, and
collaborative skills (Owston, 1997; Akkoyunlu & Y1ilmaz, 2005). The feedback through the
internet, thus, is provided for learners to obtain a variety of information about the investigated
topic and to compare and evaluate different perspectives by analysis.
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In teaching a second or a foreign language, particularly English, since learners can easily gather
data written in foreign language, the internet use increases the comprehension and acquisition of a
second language (Kasanga, 1996) and, thus, facilitates the interaction of language learners by
gaining input in the language learning process (Brandl, 2002) for research activities outside the
class. On the other hand, for the activities inside the class, the internet use changes the interaction
between learners and teachers (Kern, 1995) by the active participation of learners.

Accordingly, through the internet which has been accepted as a functional component of the
learning process, foreign language education has shifted to more technology-based dimensions.
The most significant reason is that the internet resources and opportunities for learners as well as
for teachers, scholars, and researchers in foreign language education have been available in a
growing number each day. In this sense, the most valuable contribution of the internet to English
Language Teaching (ELT) is its role in facilitating teacher’s access to professional materials,
contacts and resources in English (Warschauer, Shetzer & Meloni, 2000).

The student teachers attending ELT departments also obtain many teaching materials, resources,
literary works and the critical reports about those works, articles, lesson plans, etc through the
internet during the education process. The prosperity of the internet in this sense causes them to
become aware of the worldwide studies on many topics as well as gain self confidence. In a
survey study conducted on 1091 student teachers in the faculty of education by Giircan-Namlu
and Ceyhan (2003), it was concluded that the anxiety levels of student teachers who never
enrolled in computer assisted courses were three times greater than anxiety levels of those who
enrolled in computer assisted courses. Hence, computer assisted courses can be acknowledged as
supportive and encouraging services for both learning and teaching, and thus the internet as a
component of computer assisted courses is a constructive medium for education.

Despite all the mentioned constructive and distinctive features of the internet, some disadvantages
of using the internet in the field of education cannot be ignored. Since the amount of information
generally makes learners confused when they try to find specific information (Chafe, 1999), it
may not be easy to obtain the explicit information while searching for the required topic. When
the information has been obtained, learners may not be able to analyse it critically or make
assumptions whether the information is suitable, reliable, or valuable for them to use (Wood,
2004). Learners may start using the internet unconsciously without being equipped with the skills
for searching on the internet. So teaching the internet skills and refreshing those skills throughout
the courses are included into the related courses (O'Hanlon, 2002).

Another drawback is the lack of accessibility to the internet all over the world. This is also true
for Turkey. According to The Turkey Information Technology Report 2008, the accessibility of
the internet is only about 23% in Turkey. One more problem is the incapability in using the
internet. According to a study conducted on 685 teachers from primary education by Akkoyunlu
(2001), 65% of the teachers (n=115) cannot use the internet due to inaccessibility of the internet.
On the other hand, 55% (n= 63) do not know how to search out through the internet. Moreover
the multimedia feasibilities in education institutions may not be provided due to the costs. The
other and the most striking disadvantage of the internet is that the internet is available for ready
materials; that means learners mostly use these resources in the courses for their tasks instead of
creating their own products. This may be judged as intentional or unintentional plagiarism. For
instance, learners may prefer using the prepared coursework as their own products or reading the
summaries of any novel or critical writings on the book instead of/or before reading the whole
book.

In this paper, the main concern is to determine the perceived usefulness of the internet from the
point of view of student teachers. In the courses in the ELT department at Trakya University, it
has been observed that the student teachers widely use the internet resources for their tasks
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mostly in the original form. Therefore, the purpose of this paper, regarding all the benefits and
detriments of the internet, is to inquire into the availability of the internet from the point of view
of the student teachers, while using the information through it for their course tasks.

Method

Participants

The population of the study includes 124 students among 165 students attending theEnglish
Language Teaching Department of the Faculty of Education at Trakya University. The
participants were selected randomly.

Research Design

In this study, thesurvey method was used to investigate the availability of the internet in the field
of foreign language education.

Research Instruments

The data were gathered through an assessment questionnaire completed by the students.
The questionnaire comprising 20 items with 5 choices and 3 open ended questions, was
developed by the researchers and administered in the survey.

Data Analysis

The numeric data were computed statistically (SPSS 11.0) and the percentage is reported through
descriptive analysis.

Findings and Results

The findings of this research are presented in three categories: 1) the responses for the open-
ended questions; 2) the facilities of the internet, and 3) the use of internet resources in courses on
percentage tables.

What is the internet?

The students mostly think that the internet is a tool but not an aim for obtaining
relevant information on any topic. For many student teachers, the internet has replaced
the libraries. They state that instead of going to the libraries and walking around
looking for books, searching into the internet is much easier because of the endless
resources. The internet is generally defined by them as a multi-purpose encyclopaedia
comprising full information on all topics.

What are the advantages and disadvantages of the internet?

Most of the students focus on the importance of the internet in education. Such a
requirement emerges from the demand for obtaining information on many issues they
deal with. Further, for them, the availability of the countless texts in the internet world
facilitates the students’ tasks at once while attaining the required resources instead of
going to the libraries. Despite all the beneficial aspects of the internet, the students
mostly criticize some texts on the sense that they may be introduced in a subjective
manners. In addition, they maintain that although it is cheaper while finding the
required resources, the internet obstructs the habit of reading books. Another point on
the facilities of the internet put forward by the students is that they mostly do not read
the original literary works by themselves. They first read the summary or interpretation
of any work and then they read the original work. That is a common view among the
students. But they also state that a student teacher of English should try to read the
literary work on his or her own for language development.
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For what courses do you use the internet sources?

The responses of the students affirm that they employ internet explorations for all
courses, but mainly for methodology, linguistics, literature, and translation courses.

As indicated in Table 1, all of the students use the internet in their educational activities. Among
them, 86% declared that they always used the internet for their activities. When the reliability of
the internet was questioned, most of the students (71.2%) proclaimed its reliability in common. In
addition, they declared that they generally obtained the information they needed at all times and
the majority (72.8%) found the internet as functional within their professional competence.

In general sense, the internet is available for perpetual resources which can be found in many
languages. The availability of worldwide resources on the internet is among the major advantages
of the internet. This notion was also admitted by all students (100%). Moreover, when they were
questioned about the impact of the internet on creativity, most of the students (71.2%)
acknowledged its benefits at this point. In addition, more than half (70%) of the students stated
that they were not directed by their tutors to use the internet in their courses.

The participants were also questioned about how and how often they used the internet for the
ELT courses separately. The responses for English Literature courses prove that all students
searched for the internet resources to get information. Moreover, most of them (82.5%) admitted
that they obtained information about any literary work via the internet resources before they read
it. On the other hand, 28.5% of the students stated that they applied for the information about the
work after they read it.

When the students were questioned about how often they looked for translated texts in the
internet, 88% declared they mostly used the internet as a source, but 12% did not use it. More
than half of the students also stated that they used the translated texts they obtained in the internet
as models for their translation activities. Some students (39%) admitted they used the original
form of the translated texts in their translation tasks.

Among the courses, linguistic courses are the most remarkable ones, because the internet is the
best source for obtaining information about linguistics in a general sense. This notion was also
accepted by all students. They confessed that they used the internet sources all the time for their
linguistic courses.

Another course for which the internet can be widely used is material production. Ninety-six
percent (96%) of students admitted that they employed resources in the internet. More than half
of the students did not use those materials from the internet in original form. However, 87.5%)of
students stated they adapted those materials for their tasks.

In ELT departments, the students are responsible for preparing lesson plans for their
microteaching activities. In this context, the internet is the most accessible source because it is
rich in these sorts of resources. The students’ responses also provide an idea about how accessible
these resources are. All students admitted that they used the lesson plans in the internet as models
for their microteaching activities and 91.5% acknowledged the directive potentials of the
equipped lesson plans in the internet. Eighty point six percent (80.6%) of them stated that they
adapted those model lesson plans for their microteaching tasks.

Conclusion and Discussion

The overall findings from the present study, which explores student teachers’ preferences about
using the internet, clarify how useful the internet is for them, how often they use the internet in
their academic lives, what they think about the facilities of the internet, and how they use the
internet resources in their academic tasks in different courses. Although it might be difficult to
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generalise these findings since only 124 students from ELT department at Trakya University were
involved in this survey, these results show that, from a holistic overview, the internet resources
are widely used and accepted as functional by the student teachers for their academic studies.

The student teachers’ responses prove that the internet is the major source. The most significant
problems are the availability of adequate materials and lack of easy access to those materials.
Such reasons are acknowledged because the internet helps them with their schoolwork by
directing them to learn new things.

Another outcome of the study is that the student teachers use the internet resources for the basic
courses in ELT. In this sense, the advantages of the internet are in line with what Warschauer and
his colleagues (2000) stated about the facilities of the internet such as access to professional
materials and resources in English. Moreover, they admitted that the internet use facilitates
getting data written in foreign language, and it may, as Kasanga (1996) and Brandl (2002)
mentioned, increase the comprehension in second language and prompt gaining input in foreign
language learning process. Thus it may create learning opportunities (Todd 1996).

In spite of all this positive and supportive supremacy of the internet, it may be the source of some
troubles. The student teachers’ responses provide evidence to elicit overall information about the
internet’s obstacles. They stated that they can easily obtain information and materials they need
for their courses. Although such quality of the internet seems constructive, this can also be
estimated as the darker side of the internet. If most of the student teachers gather ready-made
materials, they may not activate their creativity for producing their own studies. Because cutting
and pasting any piece of information obtained from the internet sites and producing a paper in this
way is effortless. It may be viewed as cheating. On the other hand, student teachers may not be
able to decide on the specific information due to endless information. That is, they may not reach,
easily, accurate and required information as Chafe (1999) and Wood (2004) affirmed due to the
fact that some sites can be amateur creations rather than polished and professional ones.

Since they mostly used the material in original form for their microteaching activities while
preparing lesson plans and material production courses, this seems another trouble for the student
teachers’ future occupation. If they use the ready materials, they may not manage to create their
own course schedules. A teacher should learn how to create his/her own lesson schedule and to
prepare suitable materials for courses.

Additionally, the internet resources are available for literary works. The purpose of introducing
literary works into the literature courses in foreign language teacher training departments is to
boost the student teachers’ analytic visions and language performances. But the resources in the
internet may not lead to such an advance. Because getting in touch with the ready resources
which can be summary, interpretation, analysis, or criticism of the literary work before reading
the work is easy but a vain and worthless struggle for those learning a foreign language. Like
literature materials, translation texts can be easily obtained through the internet. Such a choice
may be an obstruction for the language development of the student teachers as much as using
prepared materials effortlessly instead of translating the text.

Following the assertions, it can be concluded that the internet is available and useful for
educators, educational institutions and students as well as other groups of people. It is helpful for
presenting information on any topic and motivating the education process in a short time.
However, the internet also creates hindrances for the language and professional development of
student teachers due to the ready materials for literature, language teaching and material
production courses. Moreover, the student teachers cannot use the internet appropriately for
specific information. For this reason some precautionary measures may be taken into
consideration, and among these, is to make out whether the materials produced by the students
are copied or their own products. If they are copied, the students can be advised how to use the
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internet resources as models without cheating. Furthermore, the productive effects of using ready-
made materials through the internet on their language development and professional competency
can be discussed in the courses. They can also be directed to search for polished and professional
sites. In order to implement some alternatives for tutoring students to use the internet in effective
and creative ways, some sessions can be conducted in educational institutions. Some immediate
and interactive facilities in extracurricular activities can be provided for students to overwhelm
the troubles due to a variety of offerings appearing online.

Table 1
The Facilities of the Internet

always often sometimes rarely never

1. How often do you use the internet for your 86 10.5 3.5 - -
education activities?

2. Do you think the information of the internet 71.2 15.8 5.5 7.5
is reliable?

3. How often have you obtained information 79 11 10 - -
you needed?

4. Do you think the internet is functional in 50.3 22.5 12.6 14.6 -
your professional competence?

5. Is the internet useful for getting in touch 92 8 - - -
with worldwide resources?

6. Does the internet prompt creativity? 51.2 20 23 5.8 -

7. Are you directed by your tutors for using the 17 10 3 22 48
internet?

8. How often do you use the internet resources 88.7 11.3 - - -
in your English Literature courses?

9. Do you get information about any literary 65.5 17 4 35 10
work via the internet before you read it?

10. After you read the work, do you get 12 16.5 325 18.7 20.3
information about it?

11. How often do you use the internet 74 14 - - 12
resources for your translation courses?

12.Do you use the translated text you obtained 49.1 19 15.4 15.5 1
as a model?

13.Do you use the translated text in its original 35 4 10 29 22
form?

14.How often do you use the internet in your 98 2 - - -
linguistic courses?

15.How often do you use the internet for 88.5 7.5 4 - -
material production courses?

16.Do you use the materials in original form? 17 19 5.4 7 51.6

17.Do you adapt the materials for your tasks? 69 18.5 - 12.5 -

18.How often do you use the lesson plans in 91 9 - - -
the internet as models in your microteaching
courses?

19.Do you think the lesson plans in the 83 8.5 8.5 - -
internet are directive for microteaching
courses?

20.Do you adapt the lesson plans for your 66.2 14.4 - 8.8 10.6
microteaching tasks?
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The data gathered in the study may contribute to better understanding of the phenomena of using
the internet in education settings and it may be a supportive starting point for further research.
The findings of the study may also support the educators of student teachers of foreign language
to look into the internet habits and the way of using the internet. In conclusion, the internet is the
world with its advantages and disadvantages in education environments as well as other
surroundings. If it is used appropriately and consciously, the benefits of the internet can be
countless. If it is used inappropriately, that is, just for cutting and pasting the ready-made
materials, or copying the information available in the internet, no creativity will be introduced
into the education process.
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Editor’s Note: Knowledge of technical skills is important for recruiting and managing technology based
enterprises. This paper explores available resources for storing and accessing this information.

Managing Hard Skills: A Tool Set Used in

the Software Industry for Associating Projects
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Abstract

Tools for managing hard skills are used in many companies. Here, we investigate different types
of actual usage in a medium-size software consulting company. We expected this type of tools to
be in use for allocating resources for new projects, but also found three other types of usage:
Searching for competence to solve problems, finding areas for new projects, and skills upgrading.

Keywords: Skills Management, Knowledge Management, and Software Engineering.

Managing Hard Skills

Software engineering is knowledge work, where it obviously is critical to have employees that are
skilled. We can divide skills in two broad groups - hard skills knowledge about technology issues,
and soft skills - competencies of a more personal and social flavors, like organizing and handling
complexities in project work, enabling people to contribute with their resources, and customer
communication.

It is of major importance to get the right people with the right soft and hard skills to work on a
software development project. Many companies have developed knowledge management tools to
assist them in the tasks of managing hard skills, by surveying what kinds of knowledge people
have, and make an index often called a "company internal yellow pages". We will refer to the
process of surveying and indexing and making this type of information available as skills
management. This paper will focus on hard skills.

There are many software tools for managing skills - for example, companies that offer jobs on the
Internet usually have some kind of database where you as a job-seeker can store your competence
profile (see for example www.stepstone.com). The contents of such tools can be: "Knowledge
profiles, skill profiles and personal characteristic profiles that define subjective assessments of the
knowledge, skills, and personal traits required for the different work-roles" [1]. In order to have
such a working system, a company needs to select a set of skills that they are interested in, have a
system for evaluating the employees, and make this information available to different user
groups. We wanted to know more about how tools for managing skills are used in a specific
organization. What purposes do such tools serve, and do they satisfy needs other than the
expected use in resource allocation? In order to examine these questions, we interviewed 14
developers, managers and project managers in an ethnographic study at Computas - a consultancy
company that develops knowledge based software and has about 150 employees. The company
has no traditional departments, but is organized in projects and a set of processes, where
knowledge management is considered to be one important process. We now go on to describe
their skills management tool, and what different types of usage we found. Note that we do not
look at technical implementation of skills management systems, but refer readers with such
interests to other literature [2]. A more thorough description of our findings is available in [3].
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The Skills Manager Tool

The skills manager is a part of the Intranet at Computas, and every employee has access to it. You
can select a skill from a taxonomy of around 250 different hard skills, related to the core
competence of the company. When you select a skill, you can find which skill level people have,
from "expert" to "irrelevant”. In addition to indicating their skill level, people also indicate which
level they want to have in the future. When viewing skills, it is shown in black if people are on
the level they would like to be on, red if this is a topic they do not wish to work on in the future,
or green if they want to develop their skills in this direction.

People are prompted to evaluate themselves when projects finish and when new skills are
introduced in the system. Anyone can suggest new skills to the system, which will be included by
the manager of the "competence center" process.

A Variety of Usages

When we think of usage of Skills Management systems, we would normally think of resource
allocation. But when we interviewed people at Computas, we found four different groups of
usage of the skills management tool:

Searching for competence to solve problems

The developers often need to know something about a topic that they are not very skilled in
themselves. A developer describes a "short term" usage in solving problems: "Of course, when I
wonder if there are anyone who can help me with something, I look up in the skills management
system to see if anyone has the knowledge that [ need". When you get a list of people with a
certain competence, you can also e-mail one or all of them. Or you can just print a list of people
and ask them yourself, as another developer is usually doing. Of course, this depends on that
people rate themselves in an honest way. "Some overrate themselves and other underrate
themselves strongly", according to a developer. Another developer is critical to the categories of
competence in the skills management system: "when it comes to more detailed things, like who
that in fact can write a computer program, and who that can find a solution - you do not find that
there". When we look at more long-term usage, we find one developer who often finds a group
that knows something about a subject on the skills management system, and asks them questions
by e-mail. But usually, only some will answer, "you learn after a while who it is any use to
attempt to get anything out of™.

Resource allocation

As one newly employed said: "Contrary to a lot of other companies that uses such a system, here
at Computas we really use the system for resource planning." Another comment is on the same
track: "I think that the skills manager is a useful tool, but a tool that still has got a lot of potential
when it comes to practical use. Those who do the resource-management they already use the tool
a lot in the daily resource allocation work."

Finding projects and external marketing

Another usage of the system is for the sales department. One manager said that "Even sales can
use it [the skills management system], to find new directions to go in". That is, to find what types
of projects that suits the company well; combining strategic- and competence development needs.
We can also think of another usage that we did not hear from anyone (probably because we did
not talk to people in the sales department) - namely to use the system as external marketing; as
"proof™ of a highly skilled workforce, although this might be seen as biased information by the
customers.
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Skills upgrading

At Computas, people are allocated to projects on the basis of what you have in the Skills
Manager. In this way, people position themselves for future projects by indicating what
knowledge they want to develop as a part of their career plan. And it is "natural to ask for an
update on competencies when a project is finished". An employee sees the Skills manager in light
of intellectual capital. "[We can] say that we have that many man months with C++ competence,
or Java, and we see that there is an increase in this competence, and then we can evaluate that."
And by stating what they want to learn about in the future, people can develop their competence
by working on relevant projects.

Conclusions

We interviewed people in a software consultancy company about how they are using a skills
management system - a part of the company's knowledge management system. We expected the
tool to be in use in resource allocation, but also found that the tool is in use for "problem solving"
in that people use it to get to know about who knows what in the company. Most people say that
they use it to solve problems on a short term, but some also say that the system let them know
who to ask the next time. People get to know others in the organization by knowing who to ask.
Further, the skills management system is in use for resource allocation, to find new projects for
the company and to support skills upgrading. Some are critical to how people evaluate their skills.
Others questioned the level of detail of the available skills. Further, it seems that some miss the
possibility to include more soft skills. In all, it seems that the usage of the tool is very much
implanted in the daily work, and supports a multitude of functions.

References

1. Karl M. Wiig, Knowledge Management Methods: Schema Press, 1995.

2. Irma Becerra-Fernandez, "Facilitating the Online Search of Experts at NASA using
Expert Seeker People-Finder," presented at Third International Conference on Practical
Aspects of Knowledge Management (PAKM2000), Basel, Switzerland, 2000.

3. Torgeir Dingseyr and Emil Reyrvik, "Skills Management as Knowledge Technology in a
Software Consultancy Company," presented at Learning Software Organizations
Workshop, Kaiserslautern, Germany, 2001.

About the Authors

D.V. Chandrashekar is Assistant Professor , Department of Computer Science, T.J.P.S
College, Guntur, Andhra pradesh — India. Chand.info@gmail.com

Prof. J.N. Bhargava is a fculty member Department of Management Studies, Allahabad
University, Allahabad — India

B.V.H. Kameswara Sastry is a Faculty member, Department of Management Studies,
T.J.P.S College, Guntur, Andhra pradesh — India

April 2009 65 Vol. 6. No. 4.



