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This study uses naturalistic enquiry to illuminate and richly describe the 

instructional experiences of six CMC insmictors in two graduate-level prograrns at a 

distance-based Canadian university. It also provides insight into the participants' 

motivations and understandings of adult and distance education processes. Two in-depth, 

unstructured interviews were conducted with each of the instructors between April and 

August, 1996. Interpretation of the interview transcrïpts identified several differences in 

instmctors' perspectives, primarily regarding CMC communication processes, 

instructional techniques employed in the medium, and the effect of CMC on instructional 

prac tice. 

These differences suggested that fundamentally different educational philosophies 

significantly affected instmctors' perceptions of the CMC environment. Two instructors 

appeared to consider leaming to be more of a "within-learner" process, informed by 

behaviourai and cognitive learning theones, where knowledge is acquired through 

interaction with an objective world. Learner needs of independence and self-directedness 

tended to be ernphasized. These instructors viewed printed instructional materials and 

assignments as more important means of student leaming. Cornputer conference 

participation was somewhat de-emphasized. The remaining instructors viewed learning 

more as an "among-leamer" process informed by constructivist or dialectical leaming 

theories. These instructors tended to provide more collaborative learning experiences to 

facilitate group knowledge construction processes and to reward cornputer conferencing 

activities more than the other two instructors. 

However, respect for individual leamer needs and leaming styles, personal time 

constraints of instructors, differing levels of instructional expertise and technical 

cornpetence, and problematic characteristics of the electronic leaming environment like 

the discursive nature of CMC interaction, response delays, and lack of non-verbal cues 



aiso appeared to affect the instructional practices of al1 the instmctors. Diverse yet 

equally defensible views about appropriate CMC instructional practices cm be 

entertained if these underlying perspectives and moderating influences are taken into 

account. 

Two larger organizational issues may also affect the expenences of participants in 

this study. F i t ,  dedicated distance education institutions may tend to propagate 

dominant leaming theories through the text production processes generally used in both 

traditional (pnnt-based) and asynchronous, electronic forms of distance education. 

Second, the CMC-based leaming models undergirding the two graduate programs 

in this study result from a somewhat unique combination of circumstances. The tendency 

of these learning models to increase the cost of instruction may impede the development 

of newer forms of electronic distance leaming like CMC, particularly in undergraduate 

programs, unless new learning models are developed which encourage unstnictured and 

student-prompted interaction, enable instmctors to intervene more selectively in the 

interactions of participants, and generally provide increased amounts of student support 

without direct instructor involvement. 

These organizational issues rnay provide some of the more significant challenges 

for distance-based universities as they proceed into the next millennium. 
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Chapter 1 

INTRODUCTION AND DESCRIPTION OF THE STUDY 

This study uses naturdistic enquiry to explore the instructional experiences of six 

computer-mediated communication (CMC) instructorsl in two graduate-level programs at 

a distance-based Canadian post-secondary institution. My interest in CMC evolved from 

my experiences as an instnictor at this institution. 1 lefi public accounting practice in 

1987, and taught as a sessional accounting instructor in the Faculty of Business at a large 

campus-based university for two years. 1 had been exposed to traditional lecturing 

throughout my university and professional career, so 1 had a fairly good idea of what was 

expected of a classroom instructor. 

In 1989,I accepted a position as assistant professor of accounting at rny present 

institution. 1 was plunged into the world of distance education - a world quite difîerent 

frorn any that 1 had experienced previously. 1 was unsure what distance education was 

about, but there were some pleasant aspects. 1 was more independent and no longer had 

to be at a certain place at a certain tirne to perform my duties. 

Like a few of my relatives and friends still do, though, 1 asked myself, 'What is it 

that distance educators actually do?" 1 soon began to understand. As a sessional 

instructor, I had been used to handling a few hundred students at most over the course of 

two acadernic terms per year, a few cohorts at a time, with the students proceeding in 

relatively pre-determined, lock-step fashion. Now, 1 was responsible for about 1,200 

students per year, who could start studying at various points throughout the year and 

' One of the participants objected to the usc of the term "instmctor" to describe the role of the cornputer 
confercnce leader. However, this term has been used throughout the study to reflect the term most 
commonly used among the participants to describe thernsclves. 



proceed at their own Pace through my courses. I no longer needed to spend time 

preparing for lectures, but 1 had to be prepared to answer questions about any aspect of a 

couse when the telephone rang. 1 didn't have to lecture for an hour or two at a time, but 

now 1 had to figure out how to teach sornething, primarily through printed material, to 

someone 1 would never see nor speak with face-to-face. 

1 was also no longer solely responsible for the development and presentation of 

learning material as 1 had been in my rather insulated classroom. To get things done I 

had to work with instructional designers, graphic artists, production and course matenal 

people, library staff, rutors, markers, subject matter experts, book publishers, copyright 

officers, educational techno-wizards, budget officers, union reps, registry personnel, 

lawyers, and computer system administrators. 

MostIy, though, 1 missed the face-to-face classroom contact with my students. 

Now, 1 just heard student voices at the other end of a telephone line. But these were 

appealing voices, in many ways - voices of mature people who were often tired because 

they had to devote significant amounts of energy to other responsibilities like families 

and full-time work, but who kept plugging away at their course work at the kitchen table 

late at night after the kids were in bed. Voices of people in Frobisher Bay and Aetna, 

who wanted a post-secondary education without having to pull up stakes and move away 

from their communities. Voices of people in prison. Voices of people who needed more 

time to cornplete their course work because the kids were sick, or they had to move, or 

their spouse had died. Voices of those voluntarily engaged in a struggle. Voices of 

adults in the true sense of the word. 

1 began to understand that 1 wasn't primarily a distance educator now but rather 

an adult educator. My students were different in many ways from the students 1 had 

taught before who were usudly under 2 1 years of age and had not yet experienced many 

hallmarks of adulthood such as full-time work, marriage, and raising children. 

2 



Their voices changed me. 1 began to wonder if 1 had ever '?aught" anything at dl, 

even in a classroom. Perhaps, in some srnaII way, 1 had just helped people to learn 

sornethuig about themselves and their world that 1 may or may not have intended, 

through a process that was unique for each learner and in rnany ways unknowable. 

My understanding of education was dso being changed by cornputer-mediated 

computer (CMC) technologies like computer conferencing, which was gradually being 

introduced at my educational institution during this time. 1 had lirnited experience using 

this technology, and 1 felt 1 needed to understand more about this environment for 

"extemal" reasons - I wanted to use the technology appropnately, and 1 thought that the 

study would be useful to me in my everyday working life as a distance educator, to others 

involved in distance education, and to my academic career. It was not until the study was 

alrnost cornpleted that 1 realized the "intemal" benefits. Now I know more about the 

diversity of perceptions of the adult education process and how these perceptions infonn 

actions. The instructors in this snidy and the research literature have helped me to 

understand not only more about some of the educational aspects of cornputer-rnediated 

communication, but also about the complexities of adult, distance leaming and 

instruction. 1 think 1 am a little wiser. And 1 think that 1 can tell people more about what 

1 do next time they ask. 

We shall not cease from exploration 
And the end of al1 our exploring 
Will be to amve where we started 
And know the place for the first time. 

T.S. Eliot 



The Com~uter-mediated Communication Environment 

Mason ( 1990) defined computer-mediateci communication as 

the set of possibilities which exist when computen and 
telecommunications networks are used as tools in the 
communications process to compose, store, deliver and process 
communication. Such systems rely on a basic ~ o ~ g u r a t i o n  of a 
most] computer with appropriate software, connected via 
telephone and data networks to usen wiîh terminais or micro- 
cornputers. (p. 221) 

Lemers in a formal CMC-based educational environment use cornputer hardware 

and software and modems or Internet connections to participate in text-based, generally 

multi-participant dialogue at times and places ihat are convenient for them. This 

electronic communication usually takes place asynchronously; that is, contributions by 

some participants may not be read or responded to by others for a few hours or days. 

Leamers can participate in a variety of activities, like electronic discussions, question and 

answer exercises, or other group activities for part or dl of an applicable course. They 

can also comrnunicate pnvately with their instructon or other learners, and can transfer 

assignments and other data electronically. CMC is distinct from other types of 

electronically-enhanced distance learning experiences like video and audio conferencing, 

which use electronic technology to provide same-time (synchronous), multiple-point 

communication among learners. 

Mason (1994), Collins and Berge (1995). and Haughey and Anderson (1998) 

classified CMC into three cornponents. 

1. Electronic mail generally provides one-to-one asynchronous, text- 

based messaging among remote users. Digital audio-visual capabilities are 

increasingly common. 



2. Cornputer conferencing provides for small- or large-group electronic 

communication. Key features for participants include the ability to take part in 

organized on-line discussions, which are essentially a group of messages relating 

to a common theme. "Moderators" (usually the course instructors) have the 

ability to monitor and control conference activities. For instance, they start and 

end conferences and establish other conferences so emerging topics can be 

discussed. They usually control levels of access to the conferences for various 

classes of participants. 

3. Infornatics or Internet resources provide access to sources of organized 

data at the host or remote institutions (e-g., World Wide Web home pages, on-line 

Library catalogues, and archive sites for various types of print, audio, or video 

media), or on-line search tools. 

Within the CMC environment, computer conferences in particular c m  facilitate 

group-based and time- and place-independent learning. Eastmond (1995) identified the 

structural characteristics of computer conferencing as: (a) branching, or the ability to 

concurrently discuss related sub-topics in a separate conference as discrete conversations; 

(b) threading, or the ability to relate current conference messages to pnor ones; (c) 

profilrzg, or the ability to graphically interpret and represent the structure of various 

conferences and sub-conferences to a participant, and, in some cases, to provide some 

background information about conference participants; (d) review, or the ability to re- 

examine conversations by topic within a conference; and (e) powers, or the ability of the 

instructor (in rnost cases) to control levels of access to computer conference features by 

imposing read-only restrictions or limiting participants' abilities to modify or delete 

messages, for instance (p. 13). 



Rationale for the Studv 

Mason (f992), who has written extensively on CMC, noted that much of the 

research on CMC environments has not contributed to our understanding of the 

pedagogical aspects of this form of instruction. She stated that most research on 

educational applications of cornputer-mediated communication consisted of descriptions 

of actual applications, or cornparison of leaming outcornes using computer conferences 

and other types of instruction, generally classroom-based interaction. In general, findings 

from within more traditional research paradigms which evaluated rneasures of "success," 

"learning," and "educational exchange" were often viewed as more objective. She 

pointed out, however, that this approach was problernatic. Only questions most 

conducive to investigation by conventional research rnethods were studied. Findings 

arising from these questions were then assumed to constitute the whole educational 

expenence. 

Burge (1 994) argued that 

for the current stage of distance education . . . we ought also to 
research what happens "on the ground." That is to Say, we need to 
study the conditions, events, and consequences as experienced by 
learners and ourselves as practitioners. When such enquiry uses 
the nahlrdistic paradigm, with its qualitative methods to generate 
nch descriptions of various phenornena (Denzin and Lincoln, 
1994), we may increase Our understanding of people's experience 
with one important area of distance education, that is, the use of 
communications technologies. (p. 20) 

In researching learners in a CMC environment at a U.S. college, Eastmond (1995) 

aiso found that generaiizations about adult distance learning based on the literature were 

mcult to make because these studies had usually employed rationalistic, objective types 

of research, with pre-defined research frameworks. This structure, he suggested, 



prevented important, previously-unreported themes about the field, or issues that the 

participants consider to be personally meaningful, from being uncovered through 

dialogue and exploration with the participants. For instance, surveys, questionnaires, and 

short, one-time interviews used within a rationalistic research design often prevented the 

observer from establishing rapport with the participants, and in some senses did not 

provide useful information because of the superficial nature of the data gathered, the lack 

of systematic analysis, and the limitations imposed by the research design which 

prevented issues from being probed in-depth. Further, rationalistic research designs 

generally focused on psychological variables or narrowly-defined personal attributes, and 

did not attempt to gather these insights directly from the richly-described experiences of 

the participants. They obtained only limited information about the participants, their 

motivations, and underlying values and beliefs which may have shaped their 

understandings (pp. 188-189). Consequently, Eastmond advocated a constructivist 

orientation to describe cornputer conference experiences from the point of view of 

leamers. In originally proposing this type of study, he stated, 

In sum, what has been needed [is a] probing examination of adult 
distance students using cornputer conferencing, using multiple 
types of qualitative data, that endeavor to "thickly describe" these 
students' . . . points of view. (p. 189) 

This research has been undertaken because the need for a probing examination 

and thick description of emerging themes and issues that are penonally-meaningful to 

participants appears to apply equally to instnictors in the CMC learning environment at 

this time. 



Purpose of the S t u d ~  

This study uses naturalistic enquiry to explore the experiences of six CMC 

instmctors and identiQ issues that appear relevant to research in this field. Specifically, 

the pnmary research question is, 'What are the expenences of instructors in CMC 

learning environments?" 

To provide a tentative iramework for e x p l o ~ g  this question, 1 developed a three- 

part conceptualization of the instructionai expenence: participant understanding of self 

as instnictor, of leamers, and of the CMC educational process. 1 developed initial, 

exploratory questions within each part to guide my own understanding of the topic and 

provide a potential source of questions for my interviews. 

Understanding of Self as Instnictor 

1. What personally motivates the insmctors to participate in CMC leaming 

environments? 

2. What are the instmctors' understandings of their more important functions in 

the CMC environment? 

3. How does CMC affect the instructors' teaching styles compared to other 

distance education or classroom experiences? For example, is it easier or more difficult 

to teach a CMC-based course? Do the instructors pose more questions? Do they tend to 

dominate "class" time as extensively? Do cornputer conferences require instmctors to 

pay more attention to instructional design issues? 

4. What are the workload requirements of CMC-based courses, and how do the 

instmctors balance these demands with other duties? 



5. What are some notabie teaching and learning successes they have experienced 

in the CMC environment? What contributed to these? What are some notable failwes? 

M a t  did the instructors learn from these? 

6. How has the CMC instructional experience changed the instructors' views of 

themselves as educators? 

Instructor Understandings of Leamers 

1. How do the instructors cornmunicate effectively with their students? 

2. How does CMC limit or enhance the leamer and instructor relationship 

compared to other forms of distance education, or classroom-based teaching? 

3. To what extent do leamers interact with each other in computer conferences? 

What are the perceived advantages and disadvantages of peer interaction? 

Instructor Understandings - of the CMC Educationd Process 

1. What are the instructors' educational objectives for their courses? Would 

these be different if CMC was not used? 

2. How do the instructors determine whether Iearning takes place? 

3. What strategies do the instructos use to control or guide interaction? For 

instance, is participation mandated? Does the extent of participation significantly 

determine a student's final mark in the course? How are learners discouraged from 

monopolizing the on-line discussions or encouraged to participate more? How are 

learners encouraged to improve the quality of their responses? How do instructors 

identify and diagnose participation probiems? How are these problems resolved? 

4. How are guidelines for respective responsibilities of the instructor and learners 

established? 



5. How do the instructors assess the level and value of individual participants' 

contributions to the conference? 

6. How do the instructors gauge their own responses to questions? In other 

words, when do instmctors choose to intemene or remain silent, to respond imrnediately 

or delay? How do instructors establish the right balance of feedback in ternis of quality, 

length and tone? 

7. Does CMC democratize the learning process because of the ability of leamen 

to engage the instructor and each other in conversation more easily than in a structured 

classroom setting? If so, how does this affect the instructional expenence? 

Since the snidy employed an emergent research design, important issues were also 

identified in the course of the research that had not been anticipated in the preliminary 

questions noted above. These issues were explored further during the research process 

and are discussed later as part of the study's findings. 

Summarv 

This study explores the instructional experiences of six CMC instructors at a 

distance-based Canadian post-secondary institution through a process of naturalistic 

enquiry. Prior to undertaking the study, it was anticipated that the experiences of the 

instnictors would relate primarily to three broad categories of understanding - that of 

self as instructor, lemers, and the educational process. Because the research design of 

naturalistic enquiry is emergent, additional, important areas of interest arose from the 

instmctors' own descriptions and my reflections on their expenences. 



Aspects of naturalistic enquiry and details about the study's research design are 

discussed in chapter 3. The instructors' accounts are descnbed in chapter 4, and 

discussed and interpreted in chapter 5. Chapter 6 surnmarizes the snidy, discusses some 

of the lessons 1 leamed from this research process, and suggests some directions for 

future research. 

Various characteristics of the CMC environment have also been briefly described 

in this chapter. The literanire review in the next chapter provides more background about 

the theory and practice of cornputer-mediated cornrnunications, and contextualizes the 

educational aspects of the medium by describing related areas of adult and distance 

education which influence it. 



Chapter 2 

LITERATURE REVTEW 

The evolution of distance education theory has significantly influenced the 

understanding of CMC as an educational medium. In this chapter, relevant research 

literature in the related areas of adult and distance education as well as research focusing 

on certain areas of cornputer-mediated communication will be reviewed to provide 

background and context for the study. 

Characteristics of Adult Distance Education 

Garrison (1989) considered that the foundational work of distance education 

research did not start until the 1970s. However, Holmberg (1986) noted that various 

forms of distance education have existed for centuries and that modem correspondence 

study (meaning pnnt-based study by mail) has existed for over 150 years, pre-dating free 

public education. Similady, Kaye (1989) considered that the advent of modem 

correspondence study began in Britain about 1840, with the advent of the postage stamp 

and a national mail system (p. 18). 

The term distance education has corne to subsume the term correspondence study 

as communication technologies like radio, telephone, television, and computers have 

significantly supplemented or replaced mail systems. These media provide a variety of 

methods for educating learners removed in time or place fkom their instmctors and 

educational institutions, and some or al1 of their peers. 



Garrison (1989) stated that the hallmarks of both adult and distance education are 

their abilities to adapt to new social needs and include elements of the population that 

other forms of education cannot reach. He described how the growth in correspondence 

study correlated with penods of economic transition and change - rapid urbanization, 

industrialization and the disruptive effects of war during the early 190s,  the Depression 

of the 1930s, and the years of growth irnmediately following the Second World War. 

During these penods, many adults sought to improve their socioeconomic status through 

hirther education, and required flexible educational approaches to accomplish this. 

As Garrison noted, 'The majority of distance education is concerned with meeting 

the educational needs of adults" (p. 103). Burge (1 988) also argued that the 

overwhelrning proportion of distance education is directed at adults. Thus, the 

incorporation of adult leaming literature appears necessary to provide context for the 

research conducted in this study. 

Self-directedness in Adult Leamers 

Of al1 adult leaming concepts, that of self-directedness has received perhaps the 

most emphasis (MacKeracher, 1996; Candy, 199 1). One major proponent has been 

Ehowles (1 970, 1983). Knowles (1 983) delineated the principal concepts which 

distinguished andragogy (instructional practices for adults) from pedagogy: 

1. adults are capable of being self-directed learners, and are not dependent 

personalities; 

2. adults accumulate expexiences that provide significant resources for 

leaming; 

3. adult willingness to learn is associated with requirements to perform 

social roles; 



4. adults are more focused on present, rather than postponed, application 

of acquired knowledge. (p. 55) 

Knowles did not subscribe to the view that adult learning was essentially the 

transmission of knowledge by effective teaching practices. Rather, he viewed learning as 

a cooperative process between insuuctor and student, but controlled by the adult leamer, 

and an essentially internal activity which engaged the leamer's emotional, intellectual, 

and physiological being. Instnictors needed to facilitate this process, as well as build 

relationships of mutual trust and assistance among leamers and between learners and the 

instnictor, whom Knowles regarded as a CO-leamer (p. 67). 

In his view, adults perceived learning to be worthwhile to the extent that it 

assisted them in achieving some personal goal. Adults made use of relevant resources 

(including instructors) to the extent that these contributed to the achievement of these 

goals. As a result, he believed that adult learners needed to be self-directed to be 

effective. They should (a) diagnose their own leaming needs, (b) formulate their own 

leming objectives, (c) share responsibility for developing and accomplishing learning 

activities, and (d) assess the extent to which their leaming objectives are achieved (p. 68). 

In a recent comprehensive review of adult leaming, MacKeracher (1996) pointed 

out that 

self-directedness can be undentood in three ways: 
1. as an innate disposition, trait, or characteristic one is bom with; 
2. as an acquired quality developing naturally with increasing age, 
andor 
3. as a learned characteristic encouraged through educational 
activities. (p. 52 )  

She goes on to point out some conceptual difficulties associated with self-directed 

learning - the assumption that al1 adults value self-directedness, for instance - and 

concludes by listing facilitating principles based on three conceptualizations: 



1. If self-directedness is considered an individual character trait, then 

"self-directedness in learning is facilitated when oppc~ziiiies are provided in 

which learners cm: conceive goals and plans, exercise freedom of choice, use 

rational reflection, follow through on planned activities, assess goals, plans, 

choices and activities, and exercise self-discipline." (p. 58) 

2. If self-directedness is considered to be acquired with age, then "self- 

directedness is facilitated when learners are assisted how to lem." (p. 58) 

3. If self directedness is considered to be a learned characteristic, then 

"self-directedness if facilitated when the leaming program includes opportunities 

for direct instruction in . . . cornpetencies . . . [and] when oppominities are 

provided for the learner to see the role of self-directed leamer modeled." (pp. 58- 

Underlying dl these concepnializations are the beliefs that the development of 

self-directedness in learners should generally be encouraged, and that a desire to be self- 

directed cannot be assumed for al1 adult learners. The means to actively facilitate self- 

directedness and the related attributes of autonomy and independence inform many 

conceptions of adult distance education. 

Learner Autonomv and Inde~endence 

Keegan (1986) described distance education as: 

1. The quasi-permanent separation of teacher and learner 
throughout the length of the leaming process (this distinguishes it 
from conventional face-to-face education); 
2. The influence of an educational organization both in the 
planning and preparation of leaming materials and in the provision 
of student support services (this distinguishes it from private study 
and teach-yourself prograrns); 
3. The use of technical media - print, audio, video or cornputer - 
to unite teacher and learner and cany the content of the course; 



4. The provision of two-way communication so that the student 
may benefit from or even initiate dialogue (this distinguishes it 
from other uses of technology in education); and 
5. The quasi-permanent absence of the learning group throughout 
the length of the learning process so that people are usually taught 
as individuals and not in groups with the possibility of occasional 
meetings for both didactic and socialization purposes. (p. 44) 

Various distance education researchers have focused almost exclusively on the 

nature of the instructor-student relationship. Holmberg (1983) believed that establishing 

a personal relationship between instructor and student was necessary to motivate the 

student and promote learning. He suggested that "guided didactic conversation" - 

Fnendly, informal, two-way, non-contiguous communication, including learner 

interaction with written or recorded instructionai material, written feedback frorn 

instructors, and telephone conversations between instructors and srudents - could be used 

to simulate conversations that occurred in the classroom between the instmctor and 

learner. He suggested that this type of communication at both an intellectuai and 

emotional level could strengthen instructor-student relationships, provide study pleasure, 

and rnotivate students to achieve learning goals. This in turn would produce better 

overall learning experiences at a distance (pp. 43,92). 

Amundsen (1993) concluded that Holmberg conceptudized leaming as essentially 

an individual act of internalization. Thus instructional design that supported leamer 

autonomy and independence was important for leamers at a distance. Distance education 

institutions need to provide open access and unpaced courses to leamers and not require 

group leaming activities, for instance (pp. 64-65). 

Other writers characterized effective distance education processes as 

"reintegrating" the teaching and learning acts - that is, replicating as many of the 

attributes of face-to-face communication as possible, yet maintaining learner autonomy. 

Keegan (1990) stated that interpersonal communication at a distance did not need to be 



limited to more direct f o m s  of instnictor-student interaction like telephone conversations 

or teleconferencing during the "provision" phase of instruction, but could also be re- 

created through appropnate design and use of printed instructional materials in the 

"preparation" phase. In this instance, reintegration occurred when pnnted learning 

materials were easily understood, anticipated potential leamer problems, provided 

carefully constmcted course objectives and content, attended to the design and 

appearance of the instructional material, and contained ample practice questions and 

related feedback. Reintegration also occurred when acnial instruction comrnenced, 

through the use of written assignrnent feedback, teleconferences, video conferences, or 

various foms of compter-mediated communication (p. 1 12). 

Like Holmberg (1983), Keegan did not view group learning as an essential feanire 

of distance education. Rather, the absence of group interaction was one of the hallmarks 

of distance education, in his opinion. He stated, 

Together with the s e p a d o n  of the learner frorn the teacher, the 
separation of the leamer from the learning group throughout the 
length of the learning process is a characteristic feature of this 
[distance] form of education which distinguishes it from 
conventional, oral, group-based education. (p. 42) 

Keegan therefore considered the more important charactenstics of adult distance 

education to be leamer independence and personal responsibility for educational 

outcomes and processes. This view was similar to those of Knowles (1970, 1983) 

regarding the nature of adult education in general. 

Moore (1983) also rnaintained that seif-directedness and autonomy were desirable 

attributes for all mature learners, regardless of whether learning occurred in a classroom 

or at a distance. While autonomy rnight be temporarily surrendered by learners, they 

should still maintain overall responsibility for the direction of their learning expenences 

(pp. 62-64). To Moore, the degree of learner autonomy was directly related to the 

amount of "transactional distance" that existed between instructor and leamer. 



Transactional distance could exist in any mode of instruction, though it tended to be more 

prevalent in distance education because of the physicai separation of learner and 

instructor. The term referred specifically to differences in perceptions and 

undentandings between instructor and learner, only sorne of which occurred as a result of 

geographic separation. Although increased transactional distance created a greater 

potential for misunderstanding, he believed that it was generally advantageous because it 

encouraged the development of leamer autonomy (p. 70). 

Moore described the components of transactional distance as dialogue and 

structure. Dialogue meant the degree to which one-to-one interaction was present 

between learner and instructor in the instructional process. This was determined by 

variables such as subject-matter, personality and educational philosophy of the instnictor, 

and environmental factors - chiefîy the medium of communication. The mere provision 

of instmctional material did not constitute dialogic activity in Moore's opinion. 

However, written assignment feedback constituted a lirnited form, while teleconferencing 

and one-to-one telephone tutor support represented enhanced forms of dialogue. Greater 

dialogue decreased the transactional distance, and hence decreased leamer autonomy, in 

Moore's framework. 

Moore described structure as the degree to which individual leming needs were 

met by an educational program. A program of learning which adapted objectives, 

processes and evaluation rnethods to a particular learner's needs resulted in less structure, 

in Moore's opinion. Specified start and end dates for courses and due dates for 

assignments, the use of mas-produced, non-custornized instmctional packages, restricted 

registration practices, and non-negotiable Iearning outcornes al1 increased the structure of 

the educational process. Increased structure decreased the transactional distance, and 

hence decreased learner autonomy (pp. 10-1 1). 



Learner ln teraction 

However, not al1 writers agreed that learner autonomy and independence were the 

chief hallmarks of adult learning. Garrison (1988) argued that the emphasis on self- 

directedness in distance education research and practice needed to be constrained in some 

respects because it perpetuated the belief that "adults know what is best for thern 

educationally and the teacher is only there to assist the leamer in whatever she or he 

wants" (p.125). Rather, he expressed the need for a balanced approach between 

dependent (teacher-cenired) relationships found in face-to-face and, to a lesser extent 

traditional distance education, and the tendency to stress independent (leamer-centred) 

relationships in the ernerging electronic learning environment. The ability of instructon 

and leamers to communicate openiy and collaboratively and determine the appropriate, 

delicate balance between the needs, values, and perspectives of both parties was a 

particularly strong and promising feature for adult distance education with the advent of 

interactive electronic communication technologies (pp. 125- 126). 

As a result, Garrison argued that learning was not primarily an individual, internal 

process, nor could the printed instructionai material used in traditional distance education 

adequately reproduce the instructor-student interaction found in a traditional classroom. 

He considered that learning was essentiaily a collaborative process between instructor 

and learner and among leamers, and that learning occurred in an atmosphere where 

perspectives could be challenged, meaning negotiated, and prior experiences used to 

infonn current leaming processes (pp. 12- 15). 

Garrison suggested that the primary purpose of distance education was to sustain 

personalized, two-way communication in the learning process. By so doing, it simulated 

the educational transaction that occurred in the cIassroom between instnictor and student. 



He saw mediated two-way communication as the "unique and defining characteristic of 

distance education" (p. 1 18), and added, 

While the packaging of information for learning is important in 
many methods of distance education, it does not adequately reflect 
the essential nature of the educational transaction nor is it 
characteristic of al1 fonns of distaxe education. Communication 
is the interface between teaching and learning. Two-way 
communication between teacher and student represents the most 
basic elernent of the educational transaction. It is the means by 
which we negotiate meaning and validate knowledge. (p. 122) 

In Garrison's view, dialogue and debate were essential for learning because these 

forms of two-way communication dlowed leamers to negotiate and structure personally- 

meaningful knowledge. Teaching transmitted societal knowledge, he argued, but also 

needed to foster critical andysis processes to bnng personal perspective to bear and 

create new understanding for both the teacher and student (pp. 7, 19). 

Kowever, Garrison stated that instructional material was still relevant to the 

leaming process at a distance. It was merely cornrnunicated through a different medium 

than dialogue. He suggested that Moore's concepts of dialogue and structure were 

operationalized in conventionai classroom-based education through the same 

communication medium (for example, a lecture, followed by questions), though it 

occurred in the same place and through speaking and listening actions. In distance 

education, he noted, the means for sustaining dialogue between the instructor and snident 

were different from the means by which course content was communicated. The latter 

(structure) was communicated through one-way communication - print, for instance. 

Interactive communication (dialogue) required a two-way communication medium 

between the instructor and snident This resulted in "cornmunication loop" as follows: 



I i Dialogue - 
Instructor (Two-way) S tuden t 

structure \ / 

1 Content 1 

Fipure 1. The comrnunication loop in distance education 
(Adapted from Garrison, 1989) 

Anticipating this model, Gmison and Shale (1987) described three cntena which 

they felt distinguished the leaming transaction at a distance. These criteria emphasized 

the use of two-way communication in distance learning processes, and proposed that 

1. the majority of teacher-student and student-snident communication was 

non-contiguous. 

2. two way communication was necessary to invoke the educational 

process at a distance between teacher and student, and arnong students. 

3. technology was used to mediate this two-way communication. (p. 6) 

Garrison (1990) considered that the modem era of distance education had been 

ushered in wiîh the emergence of new forms of two-way comrnunication technology. In 

his opinion, improvements in communication had sufficientiy changed the nature of 

distance education so that Keegan's fiifth distinguishing characteristic of distance 

education - the quasi-permanent absence of the Iearning group throughout the length of 

the learning process - was no longer descriptive. The ability of this technology to 

support collaborative learning at a distance suggested that eventually the learning process 

might not Vary signifcantly between distance education and traditional (i.e., classroom- 

based) education. The distinctions between distance and classroom-based education 
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might gradudly disappear as emerging distance education communication technologies 

more closely simulated the educational exchanges that took place between teacher and 

lemer in a classroom. Shde (1990) stated further that two-way communication 

technology had produced such a radical shifi in the underlying nature of distance 

education that it could now be considered part of the educational mainstream. 

Hoimberg (1990), though, took exception to these assertions. He argued that the 

vast majority of distance education continued to be based on a correspondence model, 

characterized by student independence, non-conüguous communication, and the use of 

printed matenal as the primary means of instruction. This model could be supported with 

various means of two-way communication depending in part on financial considerations, 

and instructor and student preferences. Mediated communication had always been a 

prirnary characteristic of distance education, he maintained, but this merely supplemented 

the traditional correspondence-based mode1 of distance education. As a result, the nature 

of distance education may have evolved, but it had not been revolutionized with the 

introduction of new forms of two-way communication technologies. He stated: 

This leads me to the conclusion that today's distance education is 
either identical with or a direct descendant of traditional 
correspondence education and that the allegcd breach of tradition 
is nothing but a myth. Some colleagues may - perfectly 
legitimately - find it desirable to bring about a "paradigm shifi." 
So far none is in sight. (p. 55) 

Garrison and Shde (1990) responded that Holmberg had overstated the centrality 

of "correspondence" features of distance education by observing predorninant practice, 

not new trends. They reiterated Garrison's earlier view of distance education as a 

collaborative experience between instructor and student, and the pnmacy of ongoing 

instructor-student communication. They considered this to be a significant departure 

from what they saw as the prevailing view of distance education typified by Holmberg - 



essentially pnnt-based correspondence study, supplemented at tirnes with mediated 

communication, 

In their view, this conception of distance education was deficient because it relied 

on enabling technologies to define the phenomenon. Correspondence snidy, they argued, 

had arisen as a result of technological imovations - the mail and telephone systems. 

These systems were being replaced by newer, more effective mediated two-way 

electronic communication systems. A more integrative, technologically-independent 

view of distance education was needed which focused on the essential educational 

features of leaming at a distance. Garrison and Shale defined this to be sustained, two- 

way communication between instructor and learner, as a student's intemal interaction 

with learning materials prepared by an instructor could not be considered interactive 

communication between human beings. Without sustained dialogue between instmctor 

and student and among students, Garrison and Shale noted, 

. . . there is no opportunity for perspectives to be challenged, 
meaning to be negotiated, integration of learning to previous 
expenence - dl of which provide a deep as opposed to surface 
undes tanding . (p. 45) 

Their arguments disputed the idea proposed by Holmberg that guided didactic 

conversation and similar forrns of essentially print-based instruction could be considered 

two-way communication. 

This debate also affected the conception of the instructor role in distance 

education. Garrison and Shale argued that telephone nitors are often seen as ancillary 

resources by students, who use thern only as required in correspondence-based distance 

education. However, the new form of educational transaction sustained by ongoing two- 

way communication requires an instructor who is not an optional learning resource, but is 

needed to "monitor and guide the cognitive aspects of the education expenence" (p. 45). 



The nature of this new fonn of educationd transaction is considered next in the context 

of computer-mediated learning environments. 

Characteristics of Comuuter-mediated Communication 

Although Garrison (1989) generdly considered the use of al1 two-way 

communication technology in education to be "revolutionary" because it replicates at a 

distance the interactive learning processes that occur in a classroom, other writers 

considered that the term more appropriately applied to asynchronous (time- and place- 

independent) forms of two-way communication like CMC. These latter forms, it was 

argued, provide significantly greater educational benefits than synchronous (time- 

dependent, place-independent) forms of communication like teleconferencing, video 

conferencing, and audiographic conferencing. 

Positive Attributes of CMC 

Compared to synchronous electronic communication mediums, Harasim (1 996) 

suggested that CMC uses more facilitative learning models, improves students' writing 

and analytic skills and the learning process in generai, and encourages more equal 

participation. She also argued that the ahility of the medium to support collaborative 

leaming at a distance creates a unique and successful distance leaming mode1 that is 

distinctly superior to face-to-face instruction and either correspondence-style or 

synchronous forms of distance education (p. 205). 

Other writers dso  suggested that the textuai nature of the CMC medium makes it 

distinctive. Kaye (1989) saw cornputer conferencing as a means to simulate both written 

and spoken communication at a distance. Its textual nature enables forethought and 
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provides structure to the learning environment, sornewhat like print-based materials. 

Further, the various foms of cornputer-mediated communications (e.g., e-mail, computer 

conference contributions) are relatively permanent and c m  be reviewed by participants. 

These features and the opportunity for dialogue allow computer conferencing to create 

textual bbconversation" - the development of thoughts, expression of different 

understandings, and resolution of conflict - that are similas to spoken or face-to-face 

conversation. These combined features make it particularly suitable to the distance 

education environment (pp. 10- 1 1). 

Collins and Berge (1 995) argued that cornputer-mediated communication 

stimulates p a t e r  thought and thus better leamer contributions because participants are 

aware that their comments will be viewed by a wide audience. Harasim (1996) suggested 

that CMC enables instnictors to assess leamer progress more effectively, since the extent 

of an individual leamer's participation is documented and readiiy available. Bates (1995) 

also noted that the assessment of individual contributions to group work can be facilitated 

by the written transcnpt. Further, computer conferencing is a useful means to reinforce 

development of students' analytic and writing skills because it requires them to construct 

and defend arguments, and critique other scholan' works in a textual medium (pp. 208- 

209). Gunawardena (1992) described her personal experiences with CMC as a 

supplemental instructional medium in two courses offered at the University of New 

Mexico - one audiographicslCMC-based, and the other classroom-based. She proposed 

that CMC allows students io think more deeply or consult outside sources before 

responding, and so improves their contributions. 

The benefits of group and collaborative learning facilitated by CMC were also 

cited. Kaye (1989) noted that CMC enables t h e -  and place-independent collaborative 

learning to occur not only between the teacher and the leamer, but aiso arnong learners. 

Harasim (1 989) found that computer conferences allow lmowledge and understanding to 
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be shared arnong students at a distance by providing a cornmon point of reference like 

specified conference topics and transcripts of pnor conference messages. These focus 

group discussions and encourage reflective interaction (p. 52). 

Harasim (1990) suggested that CMC allows learners to mate new knowledge 

through the process of peer collaboration. Peer collaboration also invokes deeper thought 

processes in learners by facilitating idea generation and linking, and bringing multiple 

perspectives to bear on issues. This process helps students structure knowledge interndly 

and is one of the most significant benefits to learners at a distance. Consequently, 

cornputer conferencing was the first communication medium to support the educational 

aims of cognitive theory arnong learners distant from each other in time and space, in her 

opinion. 

Seaton (1993) summarized the outcomes of three CMC research projects at 

Thomas Edison State College, the New Jersey Institue of Technology, and Boise State 

University. He noted that CMC enables instructional practice to evolve from information 

dissemination to encouragement of critical enquiry, and from instructor-dominated to 

collaborative learning practices (p. 52). Similady, Harasim (1996) suggested that CMC 

changes the role of the learner from informaiion absorber to information provider. 

Consequently, the authonty of instructors and their function as knowledge providers 

decreases. Instmctors become facilitators, provide educational structure, guide learnen 

to information, and assist them in organizing this information into knowledge. This 

prornotes learner-centred leaming (pp. 2 10-2 12). 

In the view of Jonassen, Davidson, Collins, Campbell, and Banaan-Haag (1995)- 

the CMC medium not only permitted collaborative leaming, but also supported the social 

construction of knowledge. This occurred if CMC leaming environments are "[based on] 

authentic tasks, engage leamers in meaningful, problem-based thinking, and require 

negotiation of meaning and reflection on what has been Ieamed" (p. 21). 
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CMC was also descnbed as a force for egalitarianism and inclusiveness. 

Harasirn, Hiitz, Teles, and Turoff (1995) proposed that the asynchronous, many-to-many 

mode1 of cornputer-mediated communication encourages learner participation and is 

therefore democratizing. Harasim (1 996) explained that on-line education encourages 

inclusiveness because it expands access to educational opportunities for those who are 

physically limited or remotely located, or who have significant family, work, or social 

responsibilities. It also increases the quality and quantity of leamer participation because 

it allows aLl "voices" to be heard, and disguises or eliminates socially-differentiating 

factors like physical appearances, handicaps, and gender. She also suggested that 

students have more access to altemate sources of information, more anonymity, and more 

control over the nature of their interactions. As a result, students are more likely to 

challenge their instructors. 

Collins and Berge (1995) noted that CMC equalizes status among students 

because social cues regarding roles, rank and status are reduced. Further, CMC prornotes 

multicultural awareness because a particular learning expenence is accessible to a wide 

variety of individuals regardless of geographic region. 

Davie and Wells (1991) proposed that instmctors become more facilitative and 

participative in the CMC environsent. Because student cornments are reproduced with 

the* names, instructors are also better able to form and maintain mernories of particular 

students, which in turn increases interaction and allows more personalized relationships 

to form between students and teachers. As a result, they suggested that on-line 

insrniciors are more likely to perceive learnen as autonomous and to empower them 

compared to either a traditional distance education or a classroom-based learning 

environment (pp. 16- 17). 

Sorne writers noted that CMC also allows individual leaming needs to be 

addressed. Snell (1996) stated that learning strategies cm be more easily customized for 
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individual learners in a CMC environment. CMC also improves learning conditions for 

slower learnen because they have more control over the Pace of their work. Bates 

(1986), in a snidy comparing the educational philosophies underlying computer assisted 

learning and cornputer-mediated communication, found that CMC instructors were better 

able to tailor their instruction to the needs and desires of their students than classroom- 

based instructors (p. 54). 

The social benefits for iearners at a distance were also cited. Kaye (1989) noted 

that computer conferencing facilitates "serendipitous" interactions, whereby students can 

engage in social exchanges which are not directly related to specific learning objectives, 

but which are nevertheless personally valuable (p. 12). Bates (1995) contended that 

because controlled hierarchical approaches to leaming tend to be reduced in computer 

conferences, students are able to use the computer conferences to meet some of their 

social needs (p. 209). Mason (1992) suggested that computer conferences, though not a 

substitute for informa1 social networks forrned at campus-based universities, do provide 

varying degrees of support for socially-isolated leamers. Harasim (1 996) argued that the 

abitity of CMC to build communities of learners at a distance has a positive social- 

emotional aspect (p. 209). 

In the opinion of some writers, the various attributes of CMC described above 

have the potential to transform the distance learning experience. Its ability to facilitate 

knowledge construction, to support various fonns of collaborative learning, to improve 

cognition, to encourage more equal participation, and to provide social contact for 

relativeiy isolated learners are particularly promising. However, various writers also 

identified disadvantages of the medium. 



Ne~ative Attributes of CMC 

Negative aspects of the CMC medium suggested in the literanire often relate to 

practical problems associated with the use of computer hardware and software. Mason 

and Kaye (1990) noted that the necessity to read large arnounts of computer conference 

postings can be just as constraining on students as regular classroom attendance (p. 27). 

Bates (1995) found that existing CMC software often neither allowed important messages 

to be flagged nor permitted appropnate emphasis be attached to text-based interchanges. 

He also reported that students expenenced problems with information overload in a large 

on-line course at the British Open University, because technical problems resulted in a 

flood of messages (p. 21 1). 

Gunawardena (1991), in her study of leamers at several U.S. universities, found 

that computer conference participants had difficulty maintaining a clear picture of the 

various computer conference discussion threads over a lengthy penod of time. However, 

limiting conference discussion time to avoid this problem reduced the ability of 

participants to think and do off-line research before partkipating (p. 18). 

Eastmond (1995) noted that computer conference participants sometimes grew 

frustrated with delays in responses to posted messages, and had difficulty following 

simultaneous discussions on multiple topics because of poor referencing or Iack of 

graphical representation of the conference structures. Equipment and software aiso 

malfûnctioned, computer screen sizes were sometimes too small, and some students were 

simply not familiar with the use of computers. Bates (1995) observed that most CMC 

software still did not readily incorporate multi-media, nor have intuitive user interfaces 

(p. 212). 

Some types of student behaviour in CMC environments were also cited as 

problematic. Bates (1995) observed that students who have inadequate computer and 

keyboarding skills or who are unable to make clear, unarnbiguous written statements 



appear to be at a disadvantage in the computer conferencing environment (p. 2 12). 

Collins and Berge (1995) suggested îhat the lack of sociai cues coupled with the relative 

anonyrnity of CMC could encourage objectionable behaviour arnong a small nurnber of 

participants, or unsettle participants who prefer the more familiar social aspects of face- 

to-face communication (pp. 3-6). Eastmond (1 995) agreed, noting that participants could 

feel socially awkward because of the absence of subtle socio-emotional cues in the 

electronic environment. He also considered "lurkers" to be a problem (students who read 

computer conference discussions, but do not pdcipate). 

Gunawardena (199 1) stated that the text-based, relatively anonymous nature of 

computer conferencing initially appears to equalize participation, unlike classroom 

settings where more-vocal students tend to dorninate. However, the lack of equd access 

to necessary computer hardware and software, fear of the technology, or the particulars of 

group dynarnics in cornputer conferences can result in unequal participation, and thus 

less-effective group communication. 

Gunawardena also challenged the notion that computer conferences tend to be 

democratizing. She found that though the text-based nature of cornputer conferencing 

reduces bias based on characteristics like gender, race, or other distinctive physical 

features or bias based on socioeconomic status, other discriminatory practices seem to 

occur as conferences progress. These affect participation but are subtly conveyed to 

students. For instance, she noted that opposing points of view or the contributions of 

certain students cm be more easily ignored than in a classroom. Some students are also 

uncomfortable about joining the discussions because they do not perceive themselves as 

part of the dominant "intellectual" group (pp. 18-20). 

Some problems with peer leaming were also noted. Kaye (1989) proposed that 

although computer conferencing increases the oppominity for peer learning, errors in 



understanding are more easiiy propagated among students than in the classroom 

environment, 

Finally, Bates (1995) suggested that students can get too emotionally involved 

with others in the computer conferences, and that the medium could be addictive. 

However, he noted that ". . . emotionai absorption needs to be seen as an excess of a good 

thing, rather than a bad thing in itself' (p. 2 12). 

The literature raises several concerns about the CMC medium, in particuiar 

problems with information overload and structure, covert restrictive practices which cari 

affect participation. and other undesirable effects on individual and group learning 

patterns. Because of the unique two-way learning environment created by electronic 

interaction and its attendant technical and learning challenges, instructors play an 

important part in the CMC learning experience. Many researchen have discussed the 

nature of on-line insmictor-student interaction and its effects on instructional practice. 

Instructors in the CMC Environment 

Some wnten suggested that it is important for instnictors to redesign their course 

structure to improve the effectiveness of the on-line learning experience. Seaton (1993) 

found that CMC can create an effective community of self-directed leamers. However, it 

is not the CMC medium per se which causes this change, in his opinion, but rather the 

redesign of course structure and content which is prompted by asynchronous electronic 

instruction. In this study, instructors significantly determined the type of learning that 

took place, through course design and evaluation decisions, and computer conference 

practices (pp. 50-51). Sirnilarly, Davie and Inskip (1992), reporting on the results of their 

CMC-based graduate education classes at the Ontario Institute for Studies in Education, 
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stated that favourable outcomes for CMC-based leaming depend more on creative design 

decisions on the part of ïnstructors that encourage participation and active learning by 

students, and less on the technology employed (p. 31). Miller (1989) also w e d  that 

two-way mediated communication forms like CMC were not transforming forces in 

thernselves. Rather, cumcular and learning process changes prompted by the 

introduction of the medium had more simcant effects on the learning experience. 

Boston (1992) reported on the results of offering six CMC-based undergraduate 

courses at Houston Community College. He found these courses encouraged instructors 

to wnte more concise instructional material for distance-based students, which also aided 

intlass presentaûons. He also noted that a combination of ciassroom- and distance- 

based instruction allows insmctors to develop and use more active learning exercises (p. 

55). In the view of Berge (1995), and based on his experience as a moderator of several 

large computer conferences, successfui on-line instmctional practices are predicated on 

well-developed learning objectives. He argued that instmctors need to combine computer 

conferencing activity with other forms of electronic media to produce an effective 

instmctional system (p. 22). 

Harasim (1987a), reporting on a snidy of two on-line graduate-level courses 

conducted at the Ontario Institute for Studies in Education during 1986 and 1987, 

suggested that the best pedagogical fit between CMC instructional methods and content 

occurs in upper-level baccalaureate and graduate programs because of the generally 

smailer class sizes, the expectations that students will contribute to the discussions, and 

the closer relationships that form between instmctors and students. She suggested that 

the CMC environment can be used as a more effective means of learning if instmctors 

concentrated on developing new educational approaches to the medium, rather than 

Qing to recreate electronic versions of traditional classroom-based courses. Courses 



which feature more leamer-centred and group-based collaborative activity are possible 

and should be encouraged (pp. 1 18-19, 133). 

Other writers noted that CMC instructors needed adequate technical training. 

Bissel1 and Coombs (1987) used CMC to improve student-teacher interaction in 

classroorn-based modem Amencan history and introductory microcornputer courses at 

the Rochester Institute of Technology. They found that faculty training is crucial to the 

successful incorporation of CMC because usen often experience technical dificulties 

(pp. 7-9). Hiltz (1 986) reported the results of a study of three undergraduate CMC-based 

courses at the New Jersey Institute of Technology. Using a combination of qualitative 

and quantitative techniques, she found that teaching effectiveness is directly correlated 

with the amount of technicd training and support that is provided for the participants and 

the amount of student interaction that is encouraged in the conferences. Seaton (1993) 

also noted that greater instructor farniliarity with the technical aspects of the medium 

result in better leaming outcornes for students. Gunawardena (1992) described learning 

to effectively use audiographicsKMC technology as one of the most important skills that 

she needed to develop as an instnrctor in the electronic medium. 

In common with some other writers, Gunawardena (1992) also reported that she 

needed to improve her on-line communication skills, and that her teaching style changed 

as a result of her CMC experiences. Eventually, she dispensed with plans to lecture 

students, focused on leamer-initiated discussion and enquiry, and used group-based, 

collaborative leaming activities in some cases. As a result, she found that her role 

changed from knowledge expert and classroorn authority to a guide and supporter of 

leamers. She also observed that her instructional role became more difficult. She had to 

work as part of a course tearn and her role as an instructor expanded to include more 

technical areas. Because the time needed to effectively plan, implement, and facilitate 



these types of courses was significantly under-rewarded, she felt that the innovation 

process at her educational institution was inhibited (p. 59). 

Rice-Lively (1994) conducted an ethnographie study of a state-wide graduate 

education seminar offered on-line by the University of Texas in order to better 

understand the nature of an Internet-based leaming cornmunity. In cornmon with many 

social groups, she found that computer conference participants take on different roles 

which are either designated as such by the instructor or assumed by the participants 

themselves. Like Gunawardena (1992), she also noted that she took on a more 

consultative role as a CMC instructor, acting as an educational resource and facilitator. 

This encouraged more student-based discovery leaming. The leadership role in the 

conferences also altemated between the instructor and students. with students generally 

taking more responsibility for their learning. Rules of conduct appeared to be implicitly 

developed and followed by the group, not explicitly descnbed and enforced by the 

instructor. 

Honni (1989) concluded that the asynchronous nature of CMC necessarily 

favours increased student participation, and that the instructor becomes more group- 

onented and Iess authoritarian as a result. However, instnictors often need to moderate 

the tone of their conversation in the CMC environment to convey warmth and 

acceptance, and hence increase student participation levels. She also suggested that 

switching from a role of relative authority figure in the classroorn to one which is more 

inclusive and collaborative in the asynchronous electronic environment is diffïcult for 

many instructon (p. 49). 

Davie (1989) described his experiences with two distance-based graduate courses 

offered at the Ontario Institute for Studies in Education. The courses experimented with 

the use of two facilitation techniques -joint assignments to foster student collaboration, 

and student editing of computer conferences to teach synthesizing skills to students. He 



noted that the more successful instructors appeared tu change their instructional styles as 

their courses progressed and encouraged students to advance fiom making individualized 

cornrnents to undertaking more difficult tasks, such as participation in small-group 

projects and conference moderating. 

Based on his experiences as a hurnanities instructor who had delivered several 

CMC-based courses, Feenberg (1987) concluded that the medium gives rise to 

"communication anxiety" because of the lack of visual and complex, verbal foms of 

politeness found in most face-to-face conversations. Senders of computer conference 

messages, for instance, know that a message has been received, but not how it has been 

received. Like FIorini (1989), he found that the role of the on-line teacher changes from 

that of providing authontative opinion to one of encouraging personal viewpoints and 

diversity of opinion. As a result, he felt that successful conferences require moderators 

(generally the instructors) to take on new roles and supply context, social ambiance and 

leadership in general to the on-line discussions, to somewhat make up for the loss of 

these "tacit" cues found in face-to-face conversation. He noted, "More ofeen than not, 

when conferences fail it is because the person in charge is unable to overcome the initial 

difficulty of transposing leadership skills acquired in face-to-face settings to the on-line 

setting" (p. 177). 

Feenberg stated that instructors need to share personai experiences and otherwise 

develop a sense of inclusiveness. He considered weaving - the identification and linking 

of sornewhat disparate ideas in the computer conferences - to be a particularly valuable 

instructional practice because this activity supplies a unming discourse to the on-line 

conversation, and gives the group a sense of accomplishment and direction. 

Other writers formed conclusions about appropriate instructor functions in 

cornputer-mediated learning environments from studies involving s ~ d e n t  moderaton. 

Murphy, Cifuentes, Yakimovicz, Segur, Mahoney, and Kodali (1996), in a case study of 
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89 graduate education students, two graduate assistants, and two faculty members in 

computer conference courses at Texas A&M University, noted that faculty in these 

conferences played a background, facilitative role by design. S tudent moderators were 

used to lead conference discussions. Using naturalistic enquiry, the researchers found 

that the student moderators were influenced by three moderating techniques they had 

learned in their graduate class - developing conference structure, maintaining 

conversationai flow, and weaving- and also by their own personal communication styles. 

These styles were found to be influenced by individual prior experiences, philosophical 

orientations, and pedagogical styles. Overd, student moderators tended toward 

informality, which in tum reduced perceptions of hierarchy between them and their 

fellow students. However, Tagg (1994), in a study of student-moderated computer 

conferences at the University of London, found that snidents ovenvhelmingly preferred 

instructor (faculty member) feedback in the conferences because of their subject-matter 

competenc y. 

Some researchers suggested that instructional style could be somewhat more 

flexible in the CMC environment and variable within a particular coune or over time. 

Eastmond (1995), in his qualitative study of nine students, one insûuctor, and one 

technical support person involved in an undergraduate CMC-based course ar a U.S. 

college, suggested that effective leaming could occur in a competitive CMC 

environment, as well as a collaborative one. Instmctors need to determine the 

appropnate teaching style necessary for the applicable course, and alter their approach 

accordingly (p. 200). He also noted that his students found instructional style to Vary 

dong a collaborative/competitive continuum in terms of style, fiequency of interaction, 

involvement in on-line discussions, and amount of prompting and other strategies used to 

evoke responses. In the final anaiysis, Eastmond stated, a wide range of insmctor 

attributes appear acceptable to students, providing that instructors exhibit enthusiasm in, 
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and attention to, the interactions of their on-line courses. Florini (1989) also suggested 

that recognizing individual teaching styles, institutional contexts, and the various 

characteristics of the applicable electronic medium allow for more personalized, flexible, 

and effective approaches to CMC instruction. 

Various writers classified the role of the CMC insrvctor into different functions. 

Based on his experiences moderating severai on-line discussions, Berge (1996) suggested 

four types of practices necessary for successful facilitation of on-line discussions - 

pedagogical, for example, setting clear group objectives, and questioning and probing for 

student responses in order to focus on critical components of the discussion; social, or 

creating a warm and friendly atmosphere to promote relationships and group 

cohesiveness; managerial, like setting agendas for various conferences, establishing 

procedural rules and group noms of behaviour, and generally providing strong leadership 

and direction on procedural issues; and finally, technical - helping participants to become 

cornfortable with hardware and conferencing software, and making the technology as 

transparent as possible. 

Carrier and Schofield (1991) and Feenberg (1989) aiso viewed instructors as 

performing essentidly four types of functions. Instmctors perform methodological 

functions, which help learners acquire knowledge. Instructors act as chairpersons, 

prepare agendas, summarize and clarify comments, work the group toward consensus or 

at least mutual understanding of issues, and bring closure. They also act as translators 

who link, interpret, introduce information and altemate points of view, generalize, and 

establish an underlying coherence to the discussions. 

Instructors aiso perfonn metacognitive functions, assisting the learners' 

understandings and conscious control of their learning processes. For example, 

instructors weave, identiQ, and sumrnarize salient features of the on-line discussions to 

create unified threads through the participants' comments. This in turn stimulates 
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cognitive development of the group members and encourages them to pursue their ideas 

Instructors provide emotional support and motivation for studenn. They act as 

social hosts, make participants cornfortable, and encourage participation. They also act 

as contextualizers, by rerninding participants of the general parameters and norms of 

behaviour for discussions that have been established for or by the group, and monitoring 

general acceptance of these. They perform metacommenting hnctions, drawing attention 

to the underlying processes used to establish these norms, for instance, and also 

addressing issues like information overload. Lastly, instructors perform administrative 

hnctions. They assist or guide leamers through various institutional procedures and 

requiremen ts. 

Other wrirers have suggested the use of specific instructional practices. From a 

review of various CMC studies, Davie and Wells (1991) noted severai characteristics of 

successful CMC instructors. These instructors pose questions more often than their 

classroom counterparts, rather than merely supply answers, tend to redirect applicable 

student enquiries to the computer conference group, learn the value of silence so that 

students can contribute, and encourage students to participate directly through their on- 

line comments or indirectly by designing assignments that encourage participation (p. 

16). 

Kerr (1986), based on her experiences over several years with the Electronic 

Information Exchange System at the New Jersey hstitute of Technology, snidied 

effective computer conference structures, processes, tasks, and roles. She suggested that 

egalitarian leadership produces the best rates of participation, and that in general, 

techniques for moderathg on-line discussions differ significantly from those used in 

face-to-face instruction. However, she also stated that instructors need to be familiar 

with the technical aspects of the conferencing software, to establish agendas for each 



group, and to keep participants working toward a common goal in order to make 

computer conferences productive. Instructors also should clarify the conference group 

structure, particularly the Merences between private and group messages. Certain 

structural tasks also need to be undertaken by instructors, such as establishing student 

sign-on expectations, setting up new sub-conferences, spelling out tasks within the group, 

and establishing deadlines. She reported that initial face-to-face sessions with instmctors 

and students are advisable, and that good leadership skills (for example, focusing the 

group on goals) are necessary to successfully moderate computer conferences. In 

addition, instructors need to know their students well, in part by spending at least 30 

minutes each day on-line. 

Tagg and Dickinson (1995) reported on their work using computer conferencing 

in a graduate-level distance leaming program at the University of London. They stated 

that instmctors should primady support discussions within computer conferences (p. 34). 

However, an analysis of instnictor responses in their study found that neither quantity of 

responses, promptness, nor limited encouragement alone necessarily resulted in active 

student participation. Rather, they concluded that ". . . a pattern of frequent, prompt 

[instructor] responses that address individuals and offer guidance in a succinct and 

predictable manner seems to be most effective in encouraging student activity" (p. 52). 

They added, though, that student activity levels in their study were diffcult to inrerpret 

because of the presence of many influences outside the group itself, such as course 

scheduling and differing levels of familiarity with the relevant technology. 

Rojo (1991) conducted semi-structured interviews with nine participants in 

various graduate-level computer conferences at the Ontario Institute for Studies in 

Education. She explored patterns of usage and attempted to systematically describe 

participation characteristics. Students, she found, pnmarily use CMC as a messaging 

device - to exchange information not directly related to the course content, and to arrange 
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meetings, for instance - and as a contact device to fulfill certain social needs. She also 

noted that participants ofken express frustration over the lack of substance in on-line 

discussions. She concluded that instructors need to provide context for on-line 

interactions, monitor participants, pmvide reassurance that their comrnents are 

worthwhile, and weave various conference discussion topics into a coherent whole to 

provide successful CMC learning experiences (p. 1 16). 

Ahem, Peck, and Laycock (1992) studied the effects of three types of instmctor 

discourse patterns in cornputer-rnediated conferences on eighty students enrolled in an 

undergraduate introductory educational theory and policy course at a large US. public 

university. They found that "conversational" types of instructor interactions rather than 

more formal questions or statements produce higher levels of srudent participation, 

trigger more creative, spontaneous discourse among students, and aid cognition. 

Yeoman (1995) presented a case study of "Sam's Cafe," a computer conference 

which used the medium as a dialogic form of journai writing. Though she noted that 

students participated in the conference because it was relevant and interesting to hem, 

the instnictor also played a key role in facilitating communication and understanding in 

the discussions by periodically inte jecûng, encouraging and modeling the use of 

humour and role-playing, and making provocative comrnents (p. 2 17). 

Mason (199 1) used a case study of an on-line conference presented by The 

Western Behavioral Sciences Institute to illustrate what she considered to be exernplary 

organizational, social, and intellectual attributes of a particular conference moderator. 

The moderator provided context for students, including personal opinion and "hooks" to 

stimulate participants' responses, exhibited enthusiasm and cornmitment to the 

conference, used student cornments to develop further themes, and importantly, modeled 

concepts under discussion by tying these into personal experiences. From this study and 

a related review of literature on CMC instructors, Mason suggested that on-line 
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instructors could be more successful when they establish the conference agenda, 

including objectives and a timetable for discussions, and introduce "meta-comments" that 

change the context, noms, or direction of the conference. They also need to create a 

fnendly, social environment by sending welcoming messages to participants, for 

instance, but also by building on these opening cornrnents to focus on the objectives of 

the conference. Most importantly, successful instructors link topther what initially 

appear to be unrelated comments and ask questions and probe responses at crucial 

junctures to encourage snidents to develop their thought processes more fully. 

Davie (1989) also found that instructors play an important role in the learning 

process by modeling appropriate on-line behaviour - encouraging participation, 

demonstrating appropriate responses, sumar izhg  discussions, and re-focusing the group 

on the conference topics as needed. When these techniques were used, instructors in his 

study concluded that student performance was generally better than in face-to-face 

courses, though the results were drawn from a small group of participants. 

Eastmond (1992) noted that computer conferencing uniquely supports adult 

leaming styles suggested by Knowles (1983) and others. Instructors could and should 

encourage on-line discussions, allow learnen to reflect on and synthesize group-based 

information, draw out their students' pnor expenences, encourage sufficient learner 

reflection before responding, and support voluntary involvement (p. 25). Beckwit. 

(1987) also suggested that instructors need to engage in group-problem solving activities 

to exploit the potential of computer conferencing. 

In a qualitative study of two instructors and 21 students in two M.Ed. courses 

using CMC, Burge (1994) found two key instnictor behaviours: first, discussion 

management - providing structure, Pace and focus to the on-line discussions, and 

reducing negative snident behaviour like flarning; second, contribution - providing quick 

and relevant technical and content-related help, responding quickly to individual student 
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messages, giving group feedback like surnmaries of the discussions and directions to 

additional resources, and providing affective support like empathy and warmth (pp. 30- 

31). Burge found that instructors control the amount of discussion by reducing pnvate e- 

mail among students to a minimum, logging on regularly, using various strategies to 

encourage student facilitation of the cornputer conferences, and regularly summarizing 

student contributions (pp. 28-29). As a result of her analysis of student and insuuctor 

experiences, she suggested that instructon need to establish specific sub-topics in 

conferences (and help students focus their contributions accordingly); require students to 

log on often; discourage lurking; transfer summarizing and weaving roles from 

instructors to students in early stages of the course; communicate ahead of time how 

often they would read and respond to conference discussions and private e-mail; and 

establish noms for small group behaviour, including acceptable limits on response time 

by students. 

Riel and Levin (1990) explored the nature of electronic communication systems 

in various international learning networks and in the AT&T Learning Network, an 

electronic forum for teacher development at the University of Chicago. They found that 

more successful on-line communications depend on a pre-specified group and task 

structure, and the opporhmity and requirement for contributions by dl participants. They 

concluded that shared goals and clearly-specified outcomes, reasonable expectations for 

participants to read and respond to messages regularly, and strong leadership by the 

instructor are crucial to the success of on-line learning. 

Harasim and Johnson (1986), in a study of electronic learning networks used by 

Ontario educators, also contended that instructors need to take active, leading roles in 

computer conferences. They cannot play secondary roles because the length of time that 

elapses in computer conference interchanges require them to consistently provide new 

and valuable information to leamers, and carefully organize the on-line discussions. 
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Instructors need to determine if discussions have diverged sufficiently from the original 

theme to warrant a new subconference, for instance. Instructors also need to structure 

computer conferences so that leamer responses are required, in order to encourage full 

participation (pp. 40-41). 

Some writers concluded that instructors need to relinquish many forms of control 

to the other computer conference participants. Yeoman (1 995) found that shared goals 

are important, but that specification and accomplishment of predetermined outcomes are 

not necessary in al1 cases. She noted that "while coherence and some shared goals or 

values are obviously essential to dialogue, an end product may not be" (p. 219). Nipper 

(1989) argued that the locus of control needs to be shifted away from the instructor to 

provide continuity and unity to the group communication process. As a result, the 

instructor becomes more of a CO-participant, and the authoritative instructor-student 

relationship in traditional distance and classroom-based education is replaced with a more 

democratic, adult one (p. 73). 

iMcComell(1992) agreed with Nipper. Based on his experiences with CMC in a 

graduate-level management education program at Lancaster University, he disputed 

suggestions that instructors need to provide strong leadership for groups to be successful. 

He found that instructors did not need to make unilateral decisions about what types of 

comments are relevant, and that instructors do not need to enforce group participation by 

coercive means (for example, by basing part of the overall course grade on quality or 

quantity of conference contributions). He suggested that the traditional concept of the 

instructor as educational leader is unhelpful, even antithetical to adult education, 

including computer conferencing. Agendas, goals and activities that are democraticdly 

determined and methods of evaluation that were negotiated contributed to successful 

computer conferences. Rocesses which at the outset consciously diffuse issues of power 



and control inherent in the insûuctor-learner relationship and stress collective ownership 

and a joint sense of purpose seem to be the most productive, he argued. 

Despite these attempts at egalitarianism, McConnell noted that normal instructor 

participation in ongoing discussions is construed differently by some lemers than 

intended at times, in part because they perceive that instmctors are not equals. 

Eventudly, the assessment process reasserts that an unequal balance of power still exists 

between instructor and learner, similar to the power relationships found in more 

traditional (print-based, correspondence) distance education, and in the classroom (pp. 

64-66). 

The literature dealing with instruction in the CMC environment described a broad 

range of practice. There appear to be some differences of opinion regarding the most 

appropriate instnictional hinctions, pnmarily with respect to the appropriate leadership 

role of the instructor. Related to this, there are conflicting accounts or opinions about the 

appropriate amount and nature of instructor interaction, the degree of direction that the 

instructor should supply to conference participants, and the extent of structure that should 

be built into computer conferences, for instance. Some writers argued that issues of 

power remain problematic, even though the CMC environment may initially appear to be 

more egalitarian. 

This chapter has traced the evolution of distance education from its inception as 

study by mail through to one present-day form of asynchronous, electronic learning - 

computer-mediated communication. Conceptions of the distance education process 

appear to have changed as the technology has evolved. Some writers suggested that the 
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ability of new telecommunication technologies to facilitate interaction among students 

and between students and instructors revolutionizes the nature of the educational 

transaction at a distance. Students are abie to exercise more control over their leaming 

experiences and consmict shared rneaning and group-based knowledge through the 

ensuing dialogue. This assertion was questioned by other writers, who suggested that the 

educationai transaction at a distance has evolved with the introduction OF interactive 

telecommunications, but has not been revolutionized. To them, CMC does not change 

the fundamentai nature of distance education, which is still characterized by learner 

autonomy and independence, and not group learning and collaboration. 

Other literature discussed more pragmatic features of the CMC environment. To 

some writers, the main advantages of CMC are its textual nature, the anonyrnity it 

afTords, its potential to provide collaborative ieaming experiences while still enabling 

some types of learner independence, and the improvements it brings to the socio- 

emotional aspects of learning at a distance. 

However, various writers also noted that CMC does have drawbacks. They found 

that the absence of familiar social cues, the asynchronous nature of the medium, and 

limitations of text-based input are some factors that could negaüvely affect the quality of 

student learning experiences. Technical difficulties also cause frustrations and inhibit 

communication among participants in some instances. Finally, despite claims for the 

egaiitarian nature of the medium, some writers observed that discrirninatory practices still 

occur among computer conference participants. 

The literature also proposed that CMC instructors perform various functions, such 

as helping students to acquire (or consmict) knowledge, assisting leamers in 

understanding and taking greater control of their learning processes, providing emotional 

support and motivation, and performing a variety of administrative and organizationai 

functions. Some writers suggested that certain types of instnictor skills become relatively 
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more important in the computer conference environment (for instance, meta-commenting, 

weaving, and socializing), that the role of the instructor as subject-matter expert 

diminishes, and that the medium is inherently democratizing. This in mm, it was argued, 

changes the nature of the instructor-student relationship from an authoritative to a more 

egalitarian one. 

Other writers suggested that the most important and definitive characteristic of the 

instructor - that of authonty figure - rernains unchanged in the CMC environment. This 

view cannot be dispelled because CMC instructors generally continue to exert varying 

degrees and manifestations of influence over students in order to discharge their 

perceived duties as teachers. 

Severai observations arise from this literature review. Various writers seemed to 

express diRering perspectives about the relevant leaming processes that occur in the 

CMC environment. Some tended to characterize CMC as a means to develop specific 

cornpetencies or higher-order cognitive skills. Others considered it a means to facilitate 

group interaction or to meet the social needs of otherwise-isolated students. On a more 

practical level, there appear to be sorne discrepancies regarding appropriate instructional 

prac tices. 

As Kaye (1989) noted, perhaps the perceived usefulness of and expenences with 

CMC depend not only on instructional content and learner characteristics, but also on the 

particular writer's perspective (p. 11). Some excellent descriptive work of the CMC 

experience has been done, but pnmarily from the point of view of individual students 

(Burge, 1993; Rice-Lively, 1994; Eastrnond, 1995). There appear to be few descriptive 

studies which primarily focus on the comparative CMC experiences of instructors. 

This study illuminates some of these perspectives, by describing the expenences 

and thoughts of several CMC instructors about what they do and why they do it, and by 



reflecùng on their accounts. First, though, the research method used in the study is 

described in more detail. 



Chapter 3 

METHODOLOGY 

The second domain of leaming proposed by Habermas (1971) - the practical - 

emphasizes the construction of knowledge through relationships. Knowledge 

construction is a process that gives meaning to our personal worlds through dialogue with 

othen, and is associated with the constructivist (or interpretivist) paradigm. This 

paradigm forms the underlying orientation for naturalistic enquiry, the research method 

used in this study. 

The Constructivist Paradi g;m 

A paradigrn, as Erlandson, Harris, Skipper, and Allen (1993) noted, "provides a 

way of looking at the world. It exerts influence on a field of study by providing the 

assumptions, the rules, the direction, and the criteria by which 'normal science' is carried 

out" (p. 7). The constructivist paradigm is informed by a set of beliefs that differ 

significantly from what is termed the objectivist-rational paradigm. The influence of 

these underlying beliefs have implications for how research is conducted in each 

paradigm. 

Fundarnentally, the constructivist paradigm assumes that the mind does not 

merely understand and remember extemai, objective knowledge fiom the sensory data 

which it receives from an outside world, but also significantly interprets these events. 

Past experiences, values, and individual personality attributes influence what individuals 

understand, and individuals construct personal worlds based on these interpretations. As 



a result, constructivism suggests that each person conceives of external reality somewhat 

di fferently . 

Constructivism further assumes that individuals fashion meaning and personal 

tmth out of these experiences as "social actors" - that is, through sustained interaction 

with other individuals. This process of interaction, combined with the unique personal 

history and actions of the participants and the individuaily-meaningful language they use 

to describe their experiences, results in realities that are socially-constructed, subjective, 

and time- and place-dependent. 

Bruffee (1986) suggested that the constructivist paradigm "assumes that entities 

we normally cal1 reaiity, knowledge, thought, facts, texts, selves, and so on are constructs 

generated by communities of like-minded peers" (p 774). As Lincoln and Guba (1985) 

noted, these constructions are often multiple, conflicting, and al1 (at least potentially) 

meaningful. Their relative explanatory value depends on which is the best-informed, 

sophisticated, and generaliy-accepted at a given point in tirne. The constructivist 

paradigm suggests that because we are influenced by our own culture and experience, it 

is not possible to objecuvely describe external reality. Hence, any method of enquiry is 

not value-neutral. 

In contrast, Erlandson et al. (1993) noted that the prevailing objectivist-rational 

paradigm, ". . . assumes that there is a single objective reality that is ascertainable 

through the five senses, subject to the universal laws of science, and manipulable through 

the logical processes of the mind" (p. 14). Willis (1995) contrasted the constructivist 

paradigm to this, and suggested that the two paradigms proposed radically different 

answers to two important questions - the role of language and the nature of truth - and 

that these afTected the nature and method of research conducted within each paradigm. 

The objectivist-rational approach views language as theory-neutral, Willis stated, 

and capable of comrnunicating meaning about an external world without changing this 
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meaning. As he noted "For objectivists, . . . the crucial aspect of language is its relation 

to an external reality" (p. 6). On the other hand, he stated that constmctivists believe that 

language may not determine reality, but at l e s t  influences how reality is defined.' 

Consequently, it is not possible to be purely objective and rational, and many of the 

foundational, generdly unstated "separation assumptions" inherent in objectivist-rational 

research are called into question - the separation of the knower from what is desired to be 

known, the separation of fact and value, the separation of data into that which is 

subjective and objective, and the separation of what reality is desired io be from what the 

data indicate it to be (p. 6). 

Regarding the latter assertion, Willis suggested that objectivist-rational research 

methods assume that phenornena in the real world c m  be studied by suitable means, and 

that what really is hue can be compared and contrasted to what we believe to be me.  In 

this paradigm, sense data and logic are the primary means of coming to understand this 

reality . He stated, 

asserting that there is a real wodd out there is not the major point 
of disagreement between the two paradigms. Objectivist-rational] 
approaches incorporate a rational tenet which proposes that 
through the thoughtful use of proper rnethods - such as scientific 
research - humans can corne to know what that extemal reality is. 
(P. 8) 

Altemately, the constnictivist paradigm regards research in pmuit of objective 

knowledge of an extemal reality as unattainable because individuals are influenced by 

their own cultures and experiences. They agree about what reality is through group 

consensus and meaning-making, not by reference to extemally-determined and verifiable 

data. 

Though as Molenda (1991) noted, constnictivism appears in different "strengths." At one end of the 
spccuum, external reality is acknowledged as subjectively perceiveci but socially-negotiated. At the 
oher end, objective, external reality is denied. Knowledge is viewed as constmcted entirely by the 
individual (p. 46). 



The study of meaning-making that individuals engage in as they encounter the 

world is a main aim of constnictivist research. Meaning-making is an iterative, intemal, 

social negotiation process, where individuals debate and ponder within themse ives what 

is "comect," and then negotiate with the larger community about the underlying purposes 

and meanings that they attach to events or ideas. 

As Bruffee (1986) stated, constructivisrn as a field of research is principdly 

concerned with matters of knowing and being, rather than explication of method (p. 119). 

Schwandt (1994) pointed out that the research process within this paradigm suggests 

directions of enquiry, bui does not rigidly prescnbe technique, and that the enquirer 

offers "constructions of the constmctions of the actors one studies" which are necessarily 

subjective. Both research strategy and tentative conclusions are revised as new 

phenornena are observed, and more is learned about a particular situation (p. 1 18). 

Naturalistic Ena uiry 

Naturaiistic enquiry is a principal method of research in the constnictivist 

paradigm. There are several major assumptions that flow from the constnictivist 

paradigm which inform naturalistic enquiry in general, and which therefore apply to this 

study . 

1. Assumptions about reality and truth. This study assumes that there are 

multiple understandings of the CMC experience among the interviewed 

instructors. Their experiences are therefore unique and individual. 

2. Assumptions about cornmon understandings. While experiences of the 

instructors are unique and personal, it is assurned that intenubjective 

understandings of others' reaiities are possible through acts of communication. 
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This communication provides a sense of common understanding among the 

instructors - a culture associated with a particular program, or collective 

impressions about the asynchronous electronic communication medium, for 

instance. As a result, it is assumed that broad themes and patterns about the 

instructional experience can emerge from the individual discussions with the 

instructors. 

3. Assumptions about values. Chosen values influence what is important to 

me as the enquirer and therefore worthy of study. Values also influenced the 

nature and direction of my interactions with the participants. As the interviewer, 1 

was the primary research instrument and determined the important and significant 

issues for study, within certain parameters. I also influenced the instructor's 

responses through the nature of my questions, rny responses to their cornments, 

body language, and the tone and inflection of my voice. 1 was in tum influenced 

by simiIar actions of the instructors. 

4. Assumptions about the generalizability of the findings. Since human 

choice informs action, freedom to exercise choice makes it difficult to establish 

cause and effect relationships. Further, as Erlandson et al. (1993) noted, each 

naturalistic research setting is a vast web of unique interrelationships. Both of 

these influences act to restrict the generalizability of research findings to other 

settings (p. 16). As Cronbach (1 975) also suggested, individual differences, the 

complexities of social interaction, the ability to learn and thus change, and the 

specifics of social context limit the ability to generalize social science research 

findings, particularly over time (pp. 36-38). However, experiences and 

interrelationships which are "thickly described" permit the transfer of 

understandings across social contexts in the form of working hypotheses. The 

detailed description and interpretation of instructor accounts communicated 
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through this study should inform readers' understandings of the phenornenon of 

CMC instruction as it applies to their own settings. 

Schwandt (1994) noted that al1 naturalistic enquiren hndamentally ". . . watch, 

listen, ask, record, and examine" (p. 119). My main activities in this study were the 

same. A detailed description of the snidy's research process is described below. This 

includes a description of the information sources çsed, the method of information 

collection and interpretation, and procedures used to provide tnistworthy research 

findings. 

Information Sources and the Information Collection Process 

Three general sources were used to gather information for the study. First, and to 

provide possible entry points for conversation and references for examples, I reviewed 

transcripts of instmctor messages in al1 compter conferences for one course per 

instructor as well as applicable course outlines and limited arnounts of instructional 

materid to obtain a better understanding of the structure and content of the instnictors' 

courses. Second, 1 developed field notes and a diary. Third, multiple in-depth, 

unstructured interviews were conducteci with participants who could ta& knowledgeably 

about their own expenences with and understandings of CMC leaming environments. 

Information about the participants is provided below, followed by more detailed 

descriptions of the various sources of information and the information collection process. 



Partici~ants 

1 interviewed six instructors in this study - two women and four men. The 

instructors were selected purposively fiom two CMC-based graduate-level programs at 

Access university3 - the Master of Education (M.Ed.) and Master of Commerce 

(M.Cornrn.) programs. This was done for three reasons. 

1. 1 hoped that lirniting participants to instructors of graduate-level univenity 

students (and not including college nor K-12 educaton, for instance) would 

provide some focus for the instructors' experiences to the extent that these may 

have been infiuenced by level and type of cumcula and student characteristics 

like age and intellectual ability. 

2. The M.Ed and M.Comm. programs have some underlying commonalities 

- for example, govemance. graduate student admission standards, university 

mission statement, and distance education focus - which in turn may reduce 

variations in instnictors' understandings that are influenced by differences in 

institutional culture, philosophy and educational mandate. These are not the 

pnmary areas of interest in this study. 

3. 1 have previously established professional relationships with al1 of the 

instmctors interviewed in this study. 1 believe that this produced more full and 

frank discussions of the issues which arose during the course of the research. 

As well, 1 chose instmctors who 1 felt had diverse backgrounds, perspectives, and 

experiences, who expressed an interest in the research topic, and who were willing to be 

inte~ewed.  Al1 of the instructors but one taught exclusively at the graduate level at the 

time of the interviews. 

The name of the educational institution. its faculties and other administrative depamnenss, and iis 
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Over the last two years, cornputer-rnediated communication was the principal 

teaching mode of al1 the interviewed instructors. Three of the instnictors had spent the 

majority of their careers with the University. The other three had held research, teaching 

or administrative positions with other educational institutions for most of their careers 

prior to coming to Access University. Four of the instructon had been invoived with 

their respective graduate programs since inception. Two other instnictors had begun to 

uistnict in their particular propms just prior to the first or second intake of students. 

Backgrounds of each of the instructors are bnefly described in the accounts of 

their experiences in the following chapter. Research procedures specific to each 

information source are described below. 

Review of Com~uter Conference Transcn~ts 

Owen (1982) noted the importance of using multiple data sources in naturalistic 

enquiry (p. 13). Henri (1 99 1) suggested that conference transcripts could provide a "gold 

mine of information conceming the psycho-social dynarnics at work among students, the 

learning strategies adopted, and the acquisition of knowledge and skills" (p. 118). 

In the original proposal for this study, transcripts of some insü-uctor and learner 

messages from the applicable computer conferences were to be used for similar, but 

instmctor-centred, purposes. 1 hoped that this review of the computer conference 

transcripts would serve four purposes - to provide information about the way 

conversations were stnictured in the computer conferences, to inform the types of 

questions asked dunng the second round of interviews (e.g., ' m a t  did you think when 

student X said this?"; "Why did you reply to this posting, but not to this one?"), to act as 

various programs have been changed in this study to maintain coniidcntiality. 
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ready-made sources of insmictors' experiences, and to compare instructors' stated 

accounts of their experiences with their apparent actual practices. 

In practice, the sheer volume of this undertaking was daunting. To Iimit the 

review of computer conference transcripts to a manageable amount of work, 1 chose to 

read conferences in only one course offering per instructor. Even on this basis there were 

about 5,000 messages to be read in a total of 22 conferences. To reduce workload 

further, 1 decided to scan the headers of al1 the conference messages in the selected 

courses to identiQ instructor postings. 1 read only these. There were 685 insmictor 

messages in total that I reviewed. 1 also read any related student messages if these had 

direct relevance to a particular instructor's postings - for instance, if 1 felt that this was 

necessary to clarify context, or if the instnictor's message referenced a prior student 

message. 

1 made notes about various aspects of the messages, including content in some 

cases. 1 also counted the relative number of contributions by insmictors compared to 

students. Generdly, though, 1 was interested in the nature of the instructor interaction 

evidenced in the message - for instance, its "tone," whether the message encouraged 

discussion or provided explanation, whether the instructor addressed one point or instead 

summarized and synthesized several student contributions, and overall patterns of 

participation (e.g., whether there more frequent instnictor interactions at the start of the 

conference). These impressions were noted on the applicable instnictor's second round- 

interview sheet for discussion. 

1 did not find the conference transcripts to be particularly usehl for the third and 

fourth purposes noted in the proposal - documenting significant insmctor experiences, 

and comparing these to their stated accounts. 1 found that the review of these portions of 

the computer conference transcripts at best raised questions in rny rnind about what the 

instmctors might be expenencing at the time, but did not provide more substantive 
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information because 1 was not aware of the context surrounding the instructors' messages 

1 read, in most cases. The conference transcripts seemed to be the result of often- 

complex thought processes, and based on various preceding student messages and 

interactions, instructon' prior experiences, and the subject matter of the various courses, 

for instance. To undeetand these factors required a probing discussion with the 

instructors that 1 found could only be accomplished through dialogue. Owen (1982) 

noted that 

one cannot understand human behaviour without understanding the 
frarnework within which the individuals under study interpret their 
environment, and this, in turn, can best be understood through 
understanding their thoughts, feelings, values, [and] perceptions. 
(P- 5 )  

The unstructured interview process, with its ability to dynamically engage the 

instructors in dialogue about what they did and what they perceived, was a more robust 

and useful research vehicle in the end, in my opinion. As noted, though, the conference 

nanscnpts did flag some issues for follow-up in the second-round of interview questions. 

Field Notes. Diarv. and Other Documentation 

1 found that 1 needed to farniliarize rnyself with some distance and adult education 

literature before 1 started the information collection and interpretation process because 

my pnor education was business-related. 1 was not trained as a distance and adult 

educator. 1 had some experience with correspondence-style distance education, and 

lirnited experience with CMC. 

However, 1 did not want to impose my understandings on the instructors' 

experiences prematurely. 1 found that the process of reviewing the CMC, distance and 

adult education literature and reflecting on my own understandings of the CMC 

environment helped me to identify the evolutionary nature of views about CMC and the 

distance education process, to understand alternative perspectives that seemed to infonn 



some of the literature applicable to this snidy, and to identiQ my own often unrecognized 

assumptions about the nature and practice of distance education, including CMC. 

Although 1 attempted to suspend my own perceptions during the interview process, I did 

engage in reflective thought during this tirne. To aid in this process, I maintained a diary 

and a set of field notes. 

In the diary, 1 recorded thoughts about potential underlying issues, themes or 

connections that occurred to me as 1 reviewed the Iiterature or talked with each instructor, 

or which arose as 1 reflected on the contents of the interview and computer conference 

transcripts. The diary also served to document the progress of the research. As well, 1 

kept field notes of the interviews and other matten which arose in the course of the 

interviews - information about the dates and places of interviews, my impressions of the 

instructors after each interview, and the circumstances surrounding a particular interview 

process, for instance. These information sources were useful in analyzing the instructors' 

accounts, and some of the thoughts that 1 recorded in them were also incorporated into 

the findings of this study. 

Gathering information "on-site" was difficult because of the virtual nature of the 

CMC envimnment and the dispersed locations of the instructors. However, 1 used e-mail 

to cornmunicate informally with the instructors, and to keep up with developments that 

might be of interest to my study. E-mail also allowed me to keep the instructors updated 

about the snidy's progress, and seemed to enable me to extend my time as a participant in 

this (virtual) setting. I found that these exchanges were efficient, to the point, and often 

useful. My ongoing working relationship with some of the instructors also helped the 

research process, as 1 found 1 could discuss matters informally with them by telephone, 

for instance. 

1 retained copies of e-mail messages, dong with computer conference transcnpts, 

verbatim interview transcripts, the analyzed and re-arranged interview transcripts, 
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memos, and other relevant information in several large binders organized on an 

instructor-by-instnictor basis, except in two cases where the applicable computer 

conference transcripts were read and stored electronically. 

The Interview Process 

Prior to the first interview, I contacted the instructors by e-mail or telephone and 

invited them to participate in the study. I explained the nature of the research in generai 

terms. When they agreed to take part, I sent them a letter outlining the process in more 

detail, including some broad possible topics for the interviews (see appendix A). 1 again 

reviewed the anticipated process with the instructors when 1 contacted them to set up the 

dates for the initid interviews. 

Each of the instructors was individually interviewed and taped on two separate 

occasions. A total of 12 interviews were conducted between April and August. 1996. 

The interviews Iasted between 60 and 90 minutes each. For the first round of interviews, 

the instructors were interviewed in pnvate rooms at their places of work to elirninate 

distracting phone calls, etc., except for one interview which was conducted in the 

instructor's home. Al1 but one of the second-round interviews with each instnictor were 

conducted by telephone because these were more convenient for the instructors, aven  

theu busy schedules and lack of physical proxirnity to me in most instances. 

1 found the telephone interviews to be more productive for several reasons. By 

the time they took place, 1 had analyzed the initial round of interviews extensively, had a 

better sense of the particular instnictor's point of view, and could ask more probing 

questions. The lack of face-to-face contact allowed me to make more notes without 

distracting the participants. It also seemed to allow a franker and deeper exchange of 

views, because we could concentrate on Our words- We were not as self-conscious about 

appearances, and did not have to be concerned about maintainhg eye-contact or 
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providing other non-verbd cues. The instructors were more familiar with me and the 

interview format by that time, and had been able to think about their comments made in 

the first interviews in the meantirne. Finally, 1 sensed that my personal relationship with 

each instmctor had deepened as a result of the first round of interviews. The instructors 

seemed more cornfortable. 

Prior to the first round of interviews, 1 had sketched out several broad kinds of 

questions that 1 intended to use to initiate or maintain dialogue during the course of each 

interview. Topics included personal background, reasons for interest in CMC, 

impressions of their students, and particularly good or bad experiences with the medium. 

Specific examples of informing questions were noted in chapter 1. Other questions were 

informed by my review of the literature. These were related to strategies that instructors 

used to enhance student leaming experiences at a distance and to control or guide 

interaction, the effect of computer conferences on teaching styles, and workload 

cornparisons between computer conferencing and other, more traditional distance- and 

classroom-based teaching duties. My initial questions were broad and open (e.g., "Could 

you tell me about your educational background?'). Responses to these questions formed 

a ba i s  for more focused discussions during the second set of interviews. 

By nature, 1 tend to listen more than 1 ralk. 1 found that my comments during the 

interviews were generally limited to posing initial questions, inte rjecting with 

encouragement, surnrnarizing and clarifying the instructors' comrnents, and asking 

follow-up questions. The instructors did most of the taking, but usually near the end of 

each interview 1 tried to summarize some my thoughts on the major themes we had 

discussed, or differing points of view we had jointly explored. 1 solicited the instructor's 

feedback on these. 

After each interview 1 felt a sense of accomplishment (and fatigue). The 

unstnictured nature of the interviews seemed to allow the instructors to open up and 
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discuss expenences that were personally meaningful to them. It seemed at times that 

these thoughts had been pent-up within them, and that the i n t e ~ e w  process allowed 

them to findly tak to someone about their experiences or related issues that deeply 

interested or concerned hem- A few instnictors voiced these sentiments after the 

interviews had ended. 

After the first round of interviews, the discussions were vanscribed by me or a 

typist. The transcnpts were checked against the tapes of the original interviews to verify 

their accuracy. These transcripts were then sent to the insmctors as applicable, some of 

whom slighîiy amended and clarified their original cornments. M e r  these changes were 

incorporated, each of the instructors approved the final transcripts of their fnst-round 

interviews. 

I began the interpretation process after the initial intenriews with the fmt  two 

instnictors were completed. Their interview transcripts were reviewed and divided into 

units of thought ranging from one sentence to a few paragraphs in length. The interview 

and page numbers, as well as summary descriptions were added to each of these units of 

thought. As Glesne and Peshkïn (1992) recommended, these were rearranged into a 

broad, preliminary outline based on initial themes and patterns suggested by the 

information (p. 130). New, broader categones of experiences arose from this process, 

which informed the first-round interviews with the remaining four insmictors. A 

comrnon temiinology was developed to describe the outline headings in each of the six 

separate sets of re-arranged transcnpts, to facilitate later study. 

Individual first-round transcripts of d l  the interviews were iteratively rearranged 

to fit into this evolving common outline as the analysis of the other Fît-round interviews 

proceeded. Rearranged transcripts of the first-round interviews were kept in six separate 

files, one for each instnictor. However, the common outline structure was very large 

because this andysis was only preliminary and the outhe  headings were based on topics 
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that had arisen across al1 the fust-round interviews. Some of the outline headings for a 

particular instructor's transcript had no units of information included because this area 

had not been discussed. These gaps were used to i d e n a  broad areas for further 

discussion with the instructors during the second-round interviews. 

I also obtained and reviewed computer conference transcnpts of on-line courses 

taught by each instructor to inform the second round of interviews. These interviews 

were then conducted, transcnbed, checked by me, and approved by the applicable 

instructor in the same manner as the fmt set. 

The transcripts From each interview were again assigned summary descriptions. 

New categones of meaning emerged during the analysis of the second round of 

interviews. These new categories and their associated units of thought were again 

incorporated into each of the six individual instructors' files in such a way that a common 

outline structure was maintained across dl participants' files. Eventually each of the six 

individuai instructors' files contained the remanged transcripts h m  both of their 

interviews, in an outline form using structure and descriptions that were cornmon to al1 

the instructors' accounts. 1 prepared individual, condensed accounts of each instructor's 

experiences from the applicable rearranged transcripts. These accounts described their 

backgrounds, the applicable structures of the courses they taught, and their computer 

conference interaction styles and preferences, arnong other information. These 

descriptions were about 4-6 pages in length, and like the interview transcripts, were 

fonvarded to the applicable instructor for review, comment and approval. 

The six separate sets of interviews were also combined into one file, using the 

common outline form. I then analyzed this combined data, and continued to rearrange 

and combine the various sections into a more coherent whole. Because each broad 

heading now contained the relevant thoughts of d l  the instmctors, 1 was able to identify 

what I initiaily considered to be significant areas of the insmictors' expenences and 
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perceptions - instructional time demands, student empowerment and the de-emphasis on 

"teaching" some instructors experienced in the computer conference environment, how 

they dealt with student misunderstandings and related problems, the purposes of student 

participation in computer conferences, the value of student interaction, and how the 

instructors maintained dialogue among participants, for example. I summarized the 

various instructors' accounts of these topics and disguised the participants' names. 1 

forwarded copies of this surnrnary to d l  of the instructon for their comment at the same 

time that 1 sent the summary of their individual accounts to them, in December, 1996. 

The instmctors were individually informed of their pseudonyms to facilitate their review 

of the summarized accounts. Their corrections and clarifications were incorporated when 

1 received them about one month later. 

On the advice of my advisor, and following her review of the above-noted 

matenal, 1 read al1 the interview vanscripts again and added about 50 pages in total to the 

descriptions of the individual instnictors' accounts. 1 sent these expanded accounts to the 

each instructor in April, 1996 for review, clarification, and approval. These form the 

bais  of the instructors' accounts included in the following chapter. 

In retrospect, the analysis process was time-consuming and cumbersome. I 

initially felt that 1 should concentrate on combining the six instnictors' accounts into one 

document, so that I could more easily summarize the sirnilarities and differences in the 

accounts and make the interpretation process more efficient. However, 1 ended up 

categorizing and re-arranging units of information from each set of instructor interviews 

several times in order to maintain a common outiine structure across the six sets of 

instructors' interviews. 1 also had to re-analyze the interview matenal several more times 

when I expanded the individuai accounts. 

Despite the length of time devoted to the transcript analysis process, this 

procedure did provide an incentive for me to review the transcnpts shortly after each 
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interview, and also to begin the writing process early. As Glesne and Peshkin (1992) 

noted, these are advisable practices in naniralistic enquiry (p. 149). This process made 

me more familiar with the content of the interviews as well, and when combined with the 

use of the cornputer conference transcnpts, field notes, and diary described earlier, helped 

me to think more deeply about underlying aspects of the insmictors' expenences. 

The insimctors' expenences and rny reflections on these are described in the 

following chapters. Before proceeding, though, procedures used to validate the 

information collection and interpretation processes are described. 

Planning for Tmstworthiness 

Guba and Lincoln (1982) noted that reliable research findings in naturalistic 

enquiry must have four major charactenstics to be deemed trustworîhy - credibility, 

transferability, dependability, and confinnability (p. 246). Explanations of these 

characteristics and the respective methods that were used to produce tnistworthy findings 

in this study are described below. 

Credibilitv 

Tmth value is the rneasure of confidence that can be attached to a study's research 

findings. Since my research design did not seek to establish any cause and effect 

relationships, measures were used which provided the research findings with credibility. 

Each of the instmctors reviewed and approved two sets of interview transcnpts, the 

surnmaries of their individual accounts, and the combined surnrnary of the al1 the 

instmctors' accounts, arranged on a topical basis. 



Transferabilitv 

Transferability in naturalistic enquiry is the degree to which particular research 

findings c m  be extrapolated to other settings. When dealing with people, particularly in 

the marner used in this research, it is more diffxcult to generalize findings because 

individuals' understandings are assumed to be subjective and context-dependent. Instead, 

findings can be more effectively applied to other settings if there is adequate 

understanding of the contexts in which the participants work. These mesures contribute 

to the tronsferability of research findings. Thus, the study contains descriptions of 

relevant aspects of Access University's applicable graduate programs, features of the 

CMC systems used in the M.Ed and M.Comm. programs, and some background 

information about the instmcrors. Most importantly, the instructors' accounts have been 

"thickly described" in an attempt to more hlly cornmunicate to readers the individual 

context of each instructor's experiences. This will hopefully assist them in drawing their 

own conciusions from the research and applying the findings to other CivlC settings. 

Dependability 

Guba and Lincoln (1982) noted that research design in naturalistic enquiry is 

anticipated to be emergent (p. 247). As discussed at the start of this chapter, multiple, 

changing understandings on the part of the instructors and myself, and a natural, 

uncontrolled research setting were assumed for this study. These factors prevent exact 

replication of the snidy. However, after allowing for conscious change to the ongoing 

research design in naturalistic enquiry, dependability is achieved when the design 

stabilizes. The extent of information collection and interpretation procedures described 

earlier, incorporation of relevant literature into this process, my increasing familiarity 

with and reflections on the information sources, and my supervisor's reviews of various 
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drafts eventually solidified the research design and added dependability to the results of 

this study. 

Confirmabilitv 

This study does not purport to be objective. Confmabiliry of findings refers to a 

qualitative concept of intersubjective agreement and not a quantitative one, since general 

agreement of instructors on a subjectively-perceived reality (which may change) is 

assumed here, 

Glesne and Peshkin (1992; pp. 14647) described several techniques which add 

confirmability to naturalistic enquiry. 1 used the following: 1 maintained an extended 

electronic presence with the instmctors through the use of e-mail. 1 continued to have 

personal contact with the instructon, and discussed the general progress of the research 

and some of their ongoing experiences with the CMC medium. In sorne cases, the 

instnictors continued to intermittently discuss issues that had arisen in various interviews. 

Second, and as previously noted, interview transcripts were reviewed and approved by 

the applicable instructor. Sumar ies  of the individual and collective accounts were also 

reviewed by them. 

Ethical Considerations 

A number of procedures were used to ensure that appropriate ethical standards 

were maintained during the study. The research proposa1 was submitted to and approved 

by the Ethics Review Cornmittee of the Department of Educational Policy Studies pnor 

to the commencement of the research, as required by University of Alberta policy. 



Permission was obtained fiom the instnictors and their educational institution to 

review selected computer conference transcnpts. The participating instructors were 

asked to inform students in their courses about the nature of my research and to explain 

that the purpose of my review of the transcnpts was to snidy instnictors' interactions. No 

negative responses were received from students. No information contained in the 

computer conference transcripts that could be used to identifj individuai instructors, 

students or the content and nature of specific computer conference messages has been 

deliberately reported in the study. 

Although 1 was known by the participants prior to the study, 1 had not developed 

any social or personal ties with them. Instructoe were informed of the nature of the 

study, and voluntarily agreed in writing beforehand to participate in the research. 

Participants were able to withdraw from the smdy at any tirne, or dari@ or rescind their 

cornments. As descnbed earlier, transcripts of the interviews and surnrnaries of 

individual accounts were sent to the instmctors for their review and approvai, and a 

summary of comparative perspectives was also sent to the participants for their review 

and feedback. Names were changed in this account. 

The participants' identities were protected in the reporting of the research by 

changing their names, the names of their graduate programs, and the name of their 

educational institution. Additional descriptive information about the instructors' 

backgrounds. programs and educational institution has been presented in only general 

terms. 

The opinions and other information obtained during the course of the interviews 

were treated confidentially. I did not deliberately disclose the names of the participants 

to anyone. During the course of the study, 1 only discussed the nature of my tentative 

conclusions in general tems with the instructors or other individuals besides my 

supervisor. 



The taped interviews and supporthg documentation will be destroyed afier the 

dissertation process is complete. 1 believe I have sufficient knowledge about research 

methods, procedures and risks of this study, and the ways in which the results may be 

used. As a result of the foregoing, I beiieve that this snidy bas been conducted in an 

ethical manner. 

The philosophical orientation of the constructivist paradigrn was discussed at the 

beginning of this chapter, followed by a description of several assumptions about 

research conducted in this paradigrn - assumptions about reality and mth, common 

understandings, values, and the generalizability of research findings. A natudistic 

research design informed by these tenets was described, followed by details of the 

research process particular to this study. The instructional experiences of six instructors 

invoived with two different CMC-based, graduate-level programs at Access University 

were studied over an approximately five-month period. During this time, two 

unstructured interviews were conducted with each participant as the main means of 

gathering information. Transcripts of these interviews and individual, detailed summaries 

of the individual insmictors' accounts were reviewed and approved by the participants as 

applicable. In addition, the instructors were ashd to review a comparative summary of 

significant areas of their CMC experiences. Computer conference transcripts from one 

course per instructor were reviewed to inform the interview process. Field notes and a 

diary were maintained to record my thoughts about the instructors' accounts and 

document the progress of the research. 



Rocedures which contributed to the tnistworthiness of the research findings, 

safeguarded the participants' anonymity, and promoted the ethical conduct of this 

research were also noted. The following chapter provides a detailed account of the 

instructors' expenences arïsing frorn the information collection procedures described 

above. 



Chapter 4 

DESCRIPTIONS 

The experiences of six CMC insmictors in the M.Comm. and M.Ed programs at 

Access University are described in this chapter. First though, the two graduate programs 

are reviewed to provide context for the individual instructors' accounts thar follow. 

Contexts of the Partici~ants 

The distance-based Master of Education and Master of Commerce programs 

offered by Access University comrnenced in 1994. There are several sirnilarities between 

the prograrns. For instance, both are graduate programs and use CMC as the predominant 

means of communication. However, there are also significant differences between the 

programs, including their administrative structures and the electronic leaming systems 

they use. Significant features of each program are described in the following sections. 

The Master of Education Program 

The Deparmient of Education Studies (DES) was established as an administrative 

unit within Access University in 1985. It initially concentrated on institutional research 

related to distance education, but was also charged with developing a graduate program 

in distance education. This program, the Master of Education (M-Ed.), commenced in 

September, 1994. The M.Ed. program is offered entirely at a distance. There is no on- 

site course work involved in the program. 



To be admicted into the program. prospective M.Ed. students are required to hold 

a 3- or Cyear baccalaureate degree from a recognized post-secondary educational 

institution. As of September, 1996, the majority of students were K-12 teachers (18%), 

college or university instructors (22%). or held administrative positions with an 

educational institution (17%). The remainder held various positions in the public and 

private sector. About 70% of the students resided in western Canada or the Northwest 

Temtories, although the program has students in d l  provinces except Quebec. About 

53% of the students were female and slightly over one-half of the snidents were between 

the ages of 35 and 44: 

The M.Ed. program consists of five core courses, four electives, and a thesis or 

project. The core courses are primarily intended to develop student skills in designing, 

developing and evaluating distance education courses, programs and systems. Electives 

allow students to specialize in certain topic areas or improve their skills in distance 

education research. Students may also do independent study courses as part of their 

electives. Courses commence in September, January and May of each academic year. 

They are fifteen weeks in duration, except the May offerings which typically run eight 

weeks. 

At the time of this study, courses in the M.Ed. program generally used an older 

version of CoSy, a UNIX-baçed conferencing system. LINE-based mail (Pine) and file 

transfer applications were also provided to students. 

Using CoSy, M.Ed. students can stay on-Iine to make e-mail or conference 

contributions or wnte off-line, and upload or download messages. The leaming system 

does not have a graphical user interface, and generally requires the use of text-based 

commands. These commands Vary arnong the different CMC applications, and a number 

Based on information provided to me by the M.Ed. program director. 
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of steps are needed to cany out certain tasks like transferring files arnong students. Many 

M.Ed. students opt to use their own personal cornputer-based e-mail, file transfer and 

communication software provided by their Internet service providen (ISPs). 

UNM-based applications were initially chosen for the M.Ed electronic learning 

system because these were already in use at the institution and could be made available to 

students without charge. These applications could also be accessed through students' 

local ISPs. This was an important factor in choosing Cosy as the program's 

conferencing software, since most M.Ed. students already had some form of Internet 

comectivity through their places of employment or local ISPs. They could access the 

M.M. leming system in this rnanner, or through a long-distance telephone connection. 

Prior to the commencement of the M-Ed. program, alternative microcornputer- 

based conferencing systems did not have Intemet comectivity and therefore required 

students' cornputers to connect on-line with a central semer. As a result, many students 

would have incurred long-distance charges. Microcornputer-based CMC software was 

also mled out because technical support for M.Ed. students is provided by the 

University's Computer Technology department, and this type of sofiware was not 

supported at the program's inception. 

S tudent problems and enquiries are initially handled b y the appropriate faculty 

member. Instructional material is generally paper-based, and distributed to students at 

the start of their courses. The M.M. electronic leaming environment did not easily allow 

the use of other on-line activities such as questionnaires, self-assessrnent material, or 

cornputer-based forms of instruction at the time of this study. 

Each course in the M.Ed program usually has several separate computer 

conferences to discuss topics specified in advance by the instructon. Often the specified 

topics are directly related to assignments that students are required to subrnit as part of 

the course requirements. A few courses require students to initiate and moderate their 
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own conferences. Students are also able to set up their own conferences if they wish. A 

"med.taik" conference is open to d l  students in the M.Ed. prograrn and is made availabie 

for students to discuss topics of their own choosing. A "med.helpW conference has been 

established by M.Ed. students to assist other students with technical problems, and 

"med.genera1," "med.students," and "med.careers" conferences give students a place to 

discuss generd issues about distance education, to talk about M.Ed. thesis or project 

issues, and to post distance education-related job opportunities, respectively. At present, 

faculty are pennitted to join these conferences. 

The Master of Commerce Promarn 

The Master of Commerce prograrn commenced in the early 1990s. It is a 

distance- and predominantly CMC-based business prograrn. The program is 

administered under the auspices of the Institute for Commerce (IFC). The IFC is a semi- 

autonomous administrative unit of Access University. Its offices are located about one 

hundred miles away from the main campus. It controls ail its own financial resources and 

has the ability to hire its own technical staff, academics, and academic assistants. As 

with the Department of Education Studies, the reporting lines for the IFC are through the 

Vice-President, Academic. 

About 708  of the students in the M.Comrn. program are male and about 71% of 

the students are from Western Canada. The balance of students are from other Canadian 

regions. About 60% of the students are employed in the private sector; the balance are 

employed in government or not-for-profit organizations. Students are generally between 

35 and 45 years of age, married with children, and in management positions earning 



between $40,000 and f 50,OOO per year. On average, and depending on gender, students 

have between nine to eleven years of management experience.' 

Prospective M.Cornm. students are required to hold a recognized degree from a 

coilege or univenity or an accepted professional designation, and have from three to ove 

years of supervisory, professional, or managerial experience. Altematively, a student can 

be provisionally admitted to the program without a degree or professional designation 

until several introductory courses are completed and a comprehensive examination is 

successfully written. 

Students move through the MComrn. program in cohorts as in the M.Ed. 

proagam. The academic year commences in September. Courses are taken 

consecutivety, and no more than one at a time, and are from six to eight weeks in 

duration. M.Comm. students must also attend yearly on-site classes over two weekends 

(16-20 hours each) and one summer school of seven working days duration during their 

program. A primary purpose of these on-site sessions is to establish group cohesion and 

facilitate instructor and student interaction. Students are required to successfully 

complete comprehensive examinations at the end of phases 1 and 2 of the program, and a 

project-based dissertation after phase 3 electives have been completed. 

Similar to the M.Ed. program, M.Comm. program designers considered 

cornputer-mediated communication to be a central component of the distance education 

expenence in order to provide graduate students with opportunities to interact with each 

other and their course professors. A rnicrocomputer-based software program - Lotus 

~ o t e s '  - was selected as the electronic leaming environment, pnmarily because of its 

ability to support many types of leaming activities and levels of student interaction 

through its flexible database stmctures. 

- - - 

* Based on information provided to me by the M-Comrn. program director. 
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A consistent graphitai user interface provides al1 electronic communication 

functions like e-mail, computer conferencing, and assignment transfer, as well zs access 

to library and similar extemal databases and specified World Wide Web sites. ~otes@' 

runs under Windows and Macintosh operating systems (although the M-Comrn. program 

now only supports Windows). 

~ o t e s @  is primarily designed for use as an "off-line" communication system. 

Students connect asynchronously to a remote server through direct dial-up to modems 

attached to the central server, or through local !SPs. When an on-line session commences 

and the centrai server and student computer connect, new information contained in 

various databases is exchanged. The cornputers automatically disconnect afterward. 

Students generally read and respond to conference and private e-mail messages off-line. 

Their cornputen automatically reconnect to the server at the end of the session, 

whereupon updated database information is exchanged. This process generally takes 

only a few minutes, so that connecrion tirne and long distance charges are minimized for 

students who choose not to use ISPs. 

E-mail, computer conference contributions, assessrnent material, student 

assignments, and other data are contained in separate databases which cm be flexibly 

designed to support various types of information, access levels (e.g., read-only) and 

communication patterns (one-to-one, rnany-to-many). Some databases contain 

instructional material. Others enable students to complete individual learning exercises 

or take part in computer conferences. An "Acadernic Help" conference guarantees 

students one-working day response to questions posed to an acadernic facilitator. Non- 

academic issues (for exarnple, problems with hardware or software operation) are posted 

to a "Help Desk" conference, and responded to by technical staff hired by the Institute for 

Commerce. These latter two databases are common to al1 courses. 



Other cornputer conference databases are used selectively within individual 

courses. As examples, some conferences are designed to allow students to pose questions 

for debate or discussion outside the established course conferences set up by the 

instructors. In some courses, students have access to databases containing self- 

assessrnent material to check their understanding of course concepts, and reflective 

questions which are designed to integrate theoretical concepts with students' life 

experiences. Students also discuss and sometimes jointiy complete on-line case studies 

of real or simulated business situations which are contained in other databases. Some 

courses use electronic surveys or other instruments which students complete themselves, 

or adrninister to managers or employees of firms, for example. These can then be 

submitted and aggregated electronically, and the results disseminated to course 

participants. 

A typical M.Comm. course consists of a senes of electronic lessons to be covered 

in approximately one week each. Related instructional materiai and readings are 

generally distributed electronically to students as permitted by copyright. Pop-up boxes 

within the on-line material are used to define glossary tenns or provide ancillary 

information. Various parts of the on-Iine matenal and interactive activities are linked 

through on-screen bunons or other hypertext features. A browser supplied with more 

recent versions of the software provides access to extemal World Wide Web sites. 

Besides the faculty members, the M.Comm. prograrn employs non-faculty student 

advisors. These advison monitor on-line student activity in various courses and contact 

students who do not appear to be participating. They are also available by telephone to 

provide technical or administrative assistance to students for several hours during the day 

and evening or through e-mail twenty-four hours a day. The snident advisors act as 

conduits for cornplaints or concems voiced by students who may wish to remain 



anonymous to the relevant course professor. They also screen students' calls and forward 

acadernic or more difficult administrative issues to the applicable instructor. 

Differences Between the M.Comm. and M.Ed. Promams 

Although both the M-Comrn. and M.Ed. programs have a common institutional 

history and mandate, and provide asynchronous electronic, distance-based graduate 

education to adult students widely dispersed throughout Canada, there are significant 

differences between the programs. 

The M.Comm. program generally uses separate marketing, course production and 

distribution, registry, and cornputer support services which are either purchased from 

third parties or performed by personnel employed directly by the Institute for Commerce. 

The Institute maintains separate offices from the rest of the University. The FC 

operations are funded almost exclusively from program fees which total about 520,000 

per student. These are significantly higher than the M.Ed. program fees. 

The Department of Education Studies is locaîed in the main offices of Access 

University. The M.Ed. program is not charged for office space, marketing, registry, or 

computer support services (including student technical support) provided by various other 

departmens within the University. Course material costs are charged back to the M.Ed. 

program at an interna1 rate. The Centre is funded out of base revenue, which covers the 

full-time faculty and staff salaries. These individuals contribute in-kind support to the 

M.Ed. program. As well, tuition fees are transferred into the M.Ed. budget rnonthly, to 

cover related program costs like course materials and payments to some part-time 

instnictors. 

At September, 1996, the M.Ed. faculty consisted of four tenured or tenure-track 

members (including the director) who worked full-time for the Department of Education 

Studies, two faculty members seconded from other units on a part-tirne basis, and one 

77 



extemal, part-time instructor hired under contract. The M.Comm. faculty consisted of 

one non-tenured director and two members seconded from other administrative units in 

the University on a full-time basis. The remainder were extemal, part-time instructors 

under contract. 

The two graduate programs also use different CMC pladomis, as described 

eariier. Electronic class sizes in the M.Cornrn. program are somewhat larger than those 

in the M.Ed. program, primarily because of the use of student advisors in the M-Comrn. 

program and the larger number of students enrolled in the program. The course 

instructors handle all of the administrative and instructional matters that arise in the 

M.Ed. program, although technicd problerns are referred to the Computing Technology 

department. The M.Comrn. program also runs several weekend schoois and a yearly 

surnmer school at various Canadian Iocations, where students and insmictors participate 

in intensive face-to-face sessions. The M.Ed. program has no required face-to-face 

component. 

The descriptions of the two Access University graduate programs applicable to 

this study provide context for the instructors' descriptions of their experiences. These are 

descnbed in the foilowing section. 

n i e  Instructors' Stories 

As noted in chapter 3, the described experiences of the six instructors which 

follow were primmily constructed from the   an scripts of two interviews conducted with 

each instructor. These accounts are the major focus of this study. 

During my analysis of the interview transcnpts, several major categories of 

description emerged. As a result, the individual instructors' accounts are arranged in a 
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somewhat similar order. They include a brief personal and educational histcry; a 

description of the on-line course or courses inscnicted - for example, number and type of 

assignments and computer conference activities, and overall grade weight attached to 

various components of the course or courses; personal motivations to teach in the CMC 

environment; educational philosophy; instmctional preferences and techniques; 

cornparisons of on-line experiences with pnor expenences in traditional distance- or 

classroom-based education; impressions of student participation and behaviour, the 

nature of the instructor-student relationship; methods of assessing participation; and on- 

Line marking techniques. 

Content coverage and relative emphases Vary somewhat arnong the accounts 

because of differences in importance that the instructors attached to these experiences, 

the somewhat artificial and arbitrary nature of the categorization, and the unstnictured 

nature of the interviews. The accounts are presented in random order. 

John 

At the time of the interviews, John taught one course two tirnes per year in the 

M.Ed. program. The course is an elective designed to give students an overview of 

various types of newer educational rechnology and their appropriate uses. John had 

taught the course four times prior to Our interviews. There were approximately 15-18 

students in each offering. 

A textbook and a set of readings were the pnmary instmctional resources for his 

course. Since John considered formal, written assignments to be valuable means of 

developing certain student competencies and assessing the extent of theu learning, two 

written assignments were required, worth 70% of the final mark. There were originally 

three assignments. This number had been reduced to two to allow computer conference 

participation to be weighted more heavily. 



Of al1 the cornputer courses taught by the interviewed instructors at the time of 

this study, John's course had the highest grade weight for computer conference 

participation. Participation in the four computer conferences had been increased from 

10% to 30% of the fmal mark. He had done this for two reasons. First, he felt the higher 

grade weight more accurately reflected the amount of effort students put into the 

conferences. Second, he felt that greater weight tended to increase participation and 

thereby improve the students' learning experiences. He hoped to increase the 

participation weight to 50% of the total course grade in the future, but felt constrained by 

other instructors' practices of awarding Iower percentages of course grades for cornputer 

conference participation. He sensed as well that some students would object to having 

this much of their course grade determined by on-line activity. 

He taught this course for several reasons. It kept him up-to-date with technical 

innovations and theoretical developments. The interaction with the graduate students was 

also enjoyable. He was not rnotivated to teach this course for the money, fmding that the 

tirne needed to instruct efiectively in a computer conference envuonment was 

substantially greater than that for which he was rernunerated. John considered the 

workload dernands of computer conferencing to be two to three times higher than 

conventional classroom instruction. 

John had grown more cornfortable with teaching on-line as he became familiar 

with the electronic learning system and developed his own personal style of interacting in 

the environment. However, because he did not reside near Access University, he felt 

especially isolated from his colleagues. He expressed a desire to meet more often with 

other instructors to discuss the M.Ed. program and the partïcular issues he faced and to 

leam from others' experiences. He remarked, 

I'm not in what you'd cal1 a collegial environment where we sit 
down around coffee and have a chat about "How are your students 
finding your courses?" I don't have the benefit of that like 1 have 



had in other faculties. . . . I'm really in isolation, but because I've 
got so much teaching experience 1 feel really cornfortable. Man, if 
1 was a neophyte to this thing, I think I'd be really scared about 
what's going on. (Int. 2, p. 17) 

John felt that personal experience and individual research and investigation were 

valuable methods of adult learning, but that leamers needed to actively and freely 

participate in the learning process through dialogue to create new, shared understandings. 

He considered the primary purpose of the computer conferences to be the provision of a 

classroom-like seminar experience to students at  a distance - a place to create 

conversations about life experiences they brought to the course, concepts and ideas that 

may have arisen from the accompanying instructional material, or issues John raised 

himself. Thus, he viewed computer conferencing as a place for students to "bat ideas 

around." He stated, 

1 reaily believe that learning is a process, it isn't an end. The 
whole idea of my conferences is to allow students to experience. 1 
believe so much in the fact that most of their learning and 
understanding cornes through their experience of interaction - 
experience with ideas, a sort of playground. That's why 1 treat the 
conference the way 1 treat it and why 1 give it so rnuch weight, 
because 1 corne fkom that point of view. 1 do al1 the behavioural 
kinds of things that the behaviourïsts [do]- 1 do that in the 
background by setting certain assignments, outlining certain 
objectives, and having a certain marking guide that 1 use to look at 
certain assignments. But for the most part the conference, to me, is 
built around a perspective of that process. . . . It's evolutionary. . . 
It doesn't have a beginning and an end. (Int. 2, p. 5) 

John took a "hands off" approach to computer conference instruction, which he 

thought was much Iike his classroom teaching style. He did not structure the conferences 

around the discussion of assignment topics necessarily, though some concepts used in the 

assignrnents were also discussed in the conferences. Creating a relaxed atmosphere was 

important for interaction he found, because T v e  never been able to get people to taik 

when they 've been stressed out" (Int. 1, p. 12). 



Part of this involved consciously forcing himself to do more listening. He found 

that being more active in the conferences tended to stifle contributions from some of his 

students who had extensive teaching or life expenences. He explained, 

When 1 fmt started doing [computer conferencing] 1 tended to be 
more active in it. 1 tended to make more cornments. . . . [Now] i7m 
beginning to leam the power of silence. The power of silence is 
more timing than it is how much or how little silence is there. Now 
1 tend to be a lot better at the timing. 1 probably participate less. but 
more powerfully. (Int. 1, p. 19) 

John noted that this less-frequent, participative role was not accepted by some 

students. These students wanted him to conaibute more direction and expertise to the 

conferences because "they think that's what they're paying for, that there's some kind of 

expert on the other end or something" (Int. 2, p. 13). However, he used their objections 

as triggers for discussing views about the purposes of C W .  He noted, 

Sorne of the students are looking for a lot more input from me. 
Some of thern find it a bit fmstrating that 1 don't engage more in 
the conversation and supply them with so-called "information and 
knowledge." . . . We usually have a discussion at that point 
because it happens in every serninar. We start having a discussion 
about the validity [of whether] 1 or should 1 not do more of that It 
sort of plays right into my agenda. (Int. 1, p. 5) 

John stated that he had no real "awakenings" as a cornputer conference instructor, 

though he felt at times that he still needed to change some of his instructional practices - 

in particular, to summarize discussions and weave disparate threads of conversation into 

a more coherent whole. He found that both his on-line and classroom instructional 

practices were informed by his expenences as a public school teacher. For instance, John 

believed that some aspects of the learning environment had to have structure to make the 

overall experience effective. Setting rules at the outset of any type of course had always 

been one of his most useful teaching techniques, so he applied this pnnciple to his 

computer conferences. He commented, 

When 1 started teaching school, an old school teacher told me, 
"You always start off with the rules. You always start off tougher 



than you'll end." I've always had that sort of tone about my 
teaching. 1 always try to be fairly upfront at the beginning of any 
teaching. If I'm going to be formal or tough or lay down any kind 
of expectation, 1'11 do it at the beginning and then work away from 
it. It's just a technique. It doesn't corne from any particular 
[theory]. 1 know it's sort of antithetical to my [overall educational 
philosophy], but it is a thing that I've leamed to use and I've found 
it successful, so i f s  one of my tools. (Int. 2, pg. 9) 

However, he was flexible when it came to the application of these rules. He 

stated, 

1 always have these d e s .  Everything has to be in on tinie or you 
lose this, that, and the other thing. 1 never tell them that I'rn 
flexible on that but if they corne to me and really do require 
flexibility, then I'm more than accomrnodating. But I don? 
advertise that I'm accomrnodating. (Int. 2, p. 25) 

He also found it useful to briefly outline a general frarnework for appropriate 

forms of interaction in his conference message at the start of each course. In one 

conference, he told students to "participate freely, stick to the topic, treat each other 

kindly, and please keep your comrnents succinct." He also stated in this message that he 

preferred lirnited, but thoughdul comments over frequent, less-anaiytic comments. 

However, to encourage regular reading and participation in the conferences, he infomed 

students that he expected them to make four to six comments a week. 

He also projected lirnits about acceptable forms of debate. He remarked, 

The only thing 1 don? have any tolerance for is abuse. I've had 
very linle and 1 think [students] pick that tone up from me right off 
the bat. You can Say anything you want and you c m  challenge 
anyone's ideas including mine, but you do it in a pleasant way. 
(Int. 1, p. 20) 

When he did encounter overbearing students, he felt he needed to challenge thern 

to encourage other students not to be intimidated, to keep the conference discussions 

going, and to diffise potential confrontations. However, he had not experienced many 

problems in this regard. 



John used several other methods to develop interaction in his conferences. He 

preferred to provoke thought by noting a point that had not been brought up, by slightly 

disagreeing with a contribution, or by making public, encouraging statements to 

particular students about their postings. Although he was reluctant to provide overt 

direction to the conferences, he would direct the on-line discussions into certain areas if 

he felt important issues raised in the instructional material or what he considered to be 

significant learning objectives were being overlooked. 

He also performed basic administrative chores, ensuring that students signed on at 

reguiar intervals, for instance. Consistent with his classroom practice, though, John was 

reluctant to draw quiet students into participating in the conference discussions. He 

explained, 

After a conversation has gone a little while, 1 tend not to Say 
'Well, what do you think, Jim?'or "What do you think, Mary?" 1 
probably should do more of that but . . . I've got this belief that 
people participate at a rate that is comfortable for them. (Int. 1, p. 
22) 

He tried to set up several fairly focused sub-conferences to keep discussions on 

track. He also asked students to redirect comments to more applicable conferences if 

they varied significantly from the parameters described at the outset of each conference. 

Usually, this was not a problem. He noted, 

@f the conversation] started to steer off topic too much 1 tended to 
bring it back, but 1 break the thing d o m  into topics and 1 allow a 
section called "Other" where 1 steer stuff that 1 don? think belongs. 
It didn't get overly used. 1 thought it would get used more, but it 
didn't get overly used. So 1 found they stayed with the ideas pretty 
good. (Int. 2, p. 2) 

John found that students were seldom conf'sed by various threads of 

discussion within a particular conference. Rather, individual students tended to 

minimize the number of threads by learning to read al1 the new conference 



messages before contributing their comments, and focusing these comments on 

the current discussions. 

Most of his postings in the computer conferences were in response to individual 

cornments from students. He found that including written comments about the volume 

and quality of each student's conference participation on retumed assignments was an 

effective way to unobtmsively and gently iniorrn students of ways to improve their 

computer conference contributions. He generally acknowledged these contributions, and 

was encouraging. He was particularly sensitive to students' needs to be positively 

reinforced after their initial conference contribution. He commented, 

I'm very, very sensitive to hurting their feelings at [the start of the 
course]. So 1 tend to be very positive. Even if 1 think that they 
need to pick up the quality of their thinking, 1-11 try to phrase it in a 
way that says, "I'd like to hear more about . . . ," rather than, "1 
think you should really think about this before you make that kind 
of remark." (Int. 1, p. 11) 

This approach was somewhat different than comments he made on written 

assignments, because he considered the assignments to be more formalized means of 

assessment, with well-specified expectations about structure and content, for instance. 

He stated, 

I'm not as tactful with their wntten assignments. 1 tend to be more 
- noi abrasive at al1 - but blunt about [saying] "You should have 
done that," or "You should have done this," or "You don? know 
APA well enough," or "Start thinking about putting a decent 
introduction in front of your assignments." You know, mechanicd 
kinds of things. (Int. 1, p. 12) 

John found that students usually cornmunicated privately with him by e-mail only 

about administrative matten, especially in the fnst few weeks of the course; about 

unrelated technical advice- for example, advice on computer equipment purchases; and 

about sensitive, private issues that were affecting their performance in the course. Some 

students also submitted course-related comrnents by pnvate e-mail. He would encourage 

students to post these comments to the applicable conference, which they genemlly did. 



He found that they often seemed to need this initial type of instructor approvd and 

encouragement before contributing to the conferences. 

Nthough he found some techniques to initiate or guide interaction to be similar 

between cornputer conferencing and the classroom, John regretted that some of his most 

useful classroorn techniques could not be used in the computer conference environment - 

especially non-verbal cues like eye contact, physical proximity, conversational tone, type 

of dress and body language. Therefore, developing interaction among the participants 

was more difficult. He also found it dificult to write in a "chatty," informal manner in 

the computer conferences, which he attributed to his formal education and research 

training. As a result of these factors, he found that authontative instructor-student 

relationships were more diffi~cult to dispel in an asynchronous, electronic environment. 

Students tended to challenge his ideas much more quickly in a classroom. 

Despite these concerns, he found certain advantages to computer conferencing. 

He perceived that the ability of al1 participants to think before responding allowed them 

to consider their words more carefully and remain more focused than in the classroom, 

where the rapidity of dialogue and lack of time for reflective thought often inhibited in- 

depth discussion of contentious or complex issues. 

He considered the permanent nature of the cornputer conference transcripts to be 

an important educational aid for students because 

[students are] really building a repertoire of rernarks and answers 
to issues for each other. When they walk away with several 
hundred pages of transcript, they have in essence the course in 
their back pocket in tenns of how people view these issues. . . . Sa 
1 think that they go away with a very valuable resource. (Int. 1, p. 
7) 

Though he believed that group work was an important component of the Iearning 

process, John had not found a way to successfully incorporate group-based assignments 



into his course, in part because of constraints on his available time, and partly out of 

ernpathy for some of his students. He remarked, 

I've never tried any group activities in the conference. I'd sure 
like to, but I haven't quite figured out how I want to do that yet. 
I've never been a fan of group work myself so I've always been 
sensitive to people that don? want to do group work. I've always 
found there's lots there that don't want to do goup work - more 
than we think. And yet I'm a proponent of the fact that you should 
do group work because it's part of Ieaming, part of the social 
interaction necessary for learning to happen. (Int. 2, pg. 10) 

John assessed students' computer conference contributions primarily on their 

ability to state and defend their views, rather than on the frequency of their contribution. 

He found that evaluating student participation was not significantly different from 

grading term papers. He also assessed students on the basis of his estimate of their 

personal growth throughout the course, including the evolution of their thinking 

demonstrated in the coinputer conference contributions, and their ability to bnng in their 

own experiences and points of view, and defend these. 

Overall, John felt that he was generous with the grades he  awarded for conference 

participation and had received no cornplaints from students about these. However, he 

found the whole process for assigning grades for graduate-level work "almost abhorrent" 

because it contradicted his educational philosophy and because he believed that very few 

students were incapable of graduate-level work in his on-line courses. He felt the 

marking process was driven prima-ily by administrative requirements and student 

expectations, and that it reduced the learning effectiveness of computer conferencing. He 

explained that 

once 1 know that [students] c m  write at a graduate level, they cm 
taIk at a graduate level, and they cm participate at a graduate level, 
marks are irrelevant to me. (Int. 1, pg. 11) 

Although John received most student assignments electronically, he did not mark 

them on-line. Rather, he printed off the assignments and made reference to the relevant 



parts of the assignments in his assessments. He then e-mailed these assessments to his 

students. He also attached these cornments to the printed assignments which were then 

mailed to the students. Students seemed to prefer this separate, typed comment sheet 

because they could read his cornments more easily. 

John found that student reaction to computer conferencing was rnixed, though 

some of his students "thrived" on this type of interaction. He found students in his CMC- 

based counes to be more highly motivated and with a greater range of life experiences 

compared to most students in similar classroom-based counes he had instructed 

elsewhere. They seemed to consider the distance learning experience and the prograrn 

content to be particularly relevant to their needs, and were prepared to work hard. He 

noted, 

1 think we're getung a fairly motivated, mature leamer because 
they know to some degree what self-study and discipline is 
necessary to do a course at a distance. . . . I've taught the same 
course basically at the same level for [another university] three or 
four times. 1 would get some people in there that are just taking it 
because they've got to fil1 in a surnrner course to get an extra 
increment on their salary. 1 don't get that kind of student very 
often in this [course]. 1 get maybe one [per course]. That's less 
than ten percent of the students, I would Say. Most of these 
students are here exactly because they want this degree and they 
want to l e m  something. (Int. 2, p. 16) 

He found that his students as a group possessed a wide range of technical 

expertise. However, they seemed less-informed about the conceptual issues underlying 

the use of educational technology than ha had expected. This was not easily overcome in 

the on-line environment because technical limitations of the particular electronic learning 

system used in the M.Ed. prograrn and the inherent nature of distance education restricted 

student access to libraries and appropriate reference material, in his opinion. 

John found that he was able to fom mental impressions of his students through 

the moods and emotions that they cornmunicated by their writing style. This took longer 



in the electronic environment, though he was learning to do this more quickly with 

experience. He commented, 

They begin to develop what 1 cal1 an "electronic personality." That 
takes longer to develop but they do it through sentence structure. 
That sounds weird, . . . but] the way in which they structure 
sentences and opinions and remarks tends to have a pattern to it. It 
might be in terms of the length they use or when they make their 
breaks. When they change patterns, they either have run across 
something that has really twigged their interest or they're a little 
[mad] about something. They use emotion in the way in which 
they structure sentences, let's put it that way. Ont. 1, p. 18) 

He observed that his students also exhibited a wide range of interaction styles and 

preferences, stating, 

You have your different types of students - the ones that want to 
comment on everything, the ones that want to wait until twenty or 
thirty remarks have gone by and then they'll corne up with a page 
and a haK of dissection. They're similar in that sense to regular 
seminars. You have the quiet, sort of intelligent person in the back 
of the room. You're wondering when they're going to Say 
something, but when they do, they're really going to let the world 
know that there's sornething between their ean. You have that 
group. You have the group that just Say anything and everything, 
they don't think too much about what they're saying. They just 
tend to have that type of personality. You get a broad range. (Int. 
1 7  p. 8) 

John stressed the need for insmictors to adopt a wider variety of media in the 

electronic learning environment. For instance, he desired to use audio-visual clips to 

"break the ice" in the conferences and engage leamers more effectively. Students had 

also often indicated a desire to see digitized pictures of John and other students. He 

looked forward to the time when these types of media could be easily incorporated into 

his graduate program's electronic environment to improve its social aspects somewhat 

and to provide different, particularly aural, forms of communication without losing the 

advantages of asynchronicity . 
He rernarked, 

CW]e overuse certain technologies so badly that sometimes people 
just get tembly tired of the use of the technology and just like to 



listen to a human voice. 1 began to think that sometimes the 
technology is an invasion. (Int. 1, p. 7) 

Though his area of expertise is in educational technology, John found that tirne 

constraints, an out-dated CMC system, and lack of "breakthrough" applications were 

significant impediments to incorporating some of these newer media forms and 

improving the CMC experience. However, if he found applications which would 

significantly improve the on-line learning expenences of his students in the future, he 

would attempt to incorporate them because he enjoyed working with new technology. He 

expiained, 

No one ever said teaching was easy. Maybe that's Our problern 
with the whole instructional field, that we tend to make it a bit 
mechanical and haven't given it enough thought as to what 
teaching really is. . . . Your really good teachers don? do it for the 
money because you can't really teach well and get paid properly 
for the effort you put in. I think we're always going to be in that 
conundrum. If 1 get a neat technology that I think c m  enhance the 
quality of interaction with students, I'm probably going to roll with 
it even if it takes more time just because 1 get so much satisfaction 
from it. (Int. 2, p. 8) 

Randv 

Randy had limited expenence with distance education prior to corning to Access 

University several years ago. Since then, he has worked in various capacities at the 

University. Randy had taught two courses in the M.Ed. program prior to our interviews - 

one in the fa11 of 1995, and the other in the winter of 1996. The first course had 27 

students in it, There were six students in the second course. 

The course he taught in the fall is a required course in the M.Ed. program. 

Students are provided with readings which f o m  the ba is  of four computer conference 

topics and tie into the main themes of the course. There are two written assignments. A 

total of 15% of the course grade is awarded for computer conference participation. 



The other course Randy taught was an elective. Snidents work through various 

distance education issues by participating in four computer conferences directly related to 

the major assignments. In the f i t  computer conference, students discuss issues arising 

from a group of cornmon articles and their own experiences. There are no marks 

awarded for this. Two students chose not to participate when Randy taught the couse. 

For the first assignment, each student reads and critiques a unique set of readings. 

These readings and the related critiques are sent to Randy, who in turn forwards one set 

to another student in the class for review and feedback. This input is posted to a 

computer conference for the rest of the class to read. Other students cm also contribute 

to the discussion if they desire. The assignment is worth 304 of the final course grade, 

including 5% for computer conference participation. The second assignment requires 

students to respond individudly to a case snidy given to the whole class. During the third 

conference, they discuss their own ideas about an idedized distance education system in 

a computer conference with other students and try to amve at consensus. The students 

then individually prepare and submit papers descnbing their systems. This assignment is 

worth 20% of the final course grade, including 10% for computer conference 

participation. The third and final assignment is based on a different case snidy. This 

assignment is worth 50% of the total course grade. The fourth computer conference is for 

students to discuss interesting ideas or issues that arise from the final assignments with 

other students. There are no marks awarded for this activity. Four out of six students did 

not participate in this conference. 

Randy found that student participation was generally greater in his elective course 

because two of the assignrnents required students to interact in order to complete them. 

In his experience, course design had a large impact on the extent of computer conference 

activity that takes place in a particular course. 



He saw two main educational purposes for cornputer conferencing. First, it gave 

students the opportunity to discuss distance education issues on a professional basis with 

their peers. Second, it provided simcant, unanticipateci leaming opportunities for 

students. For instance, Randy observed that students would ofien learn about other 

educational programs (particularly distance education initiatives) under development at 

other institutions by relating their individual experiences in the conferences. The 

conferences appeared to be a valuable way for widely-dispersed students to develop 

professional networks and spread information which, although not directly related to the 

course, was nonetheless vaiuable to them. He viewed cornputer conference interaction as 

a desirable, but not essential means to learn course content. The assignments were the 

most important rneans of synthesizing the content of the print-based instructional 

material, in his opinion. 

Randy did not require group or collaborative leaming tasks in his computer 

conferences for several reasons. He felt he needed more expenence as an on-line 

instructor to successfully adapt the current course assignments to group-based activities. 

More importantly, though, he was reluctant to force students to undertake group work if it 

meant that ihey would be unable to work on more meaningful individualized assignrnent 

topics. He stated, 

If 1 ever really had students corne forward and Say, 'We would Iike 
to work on this together," 1 probably would have said ''Yes." But 
1 wouldn't have gone out and said "1 want you to do group work." 
So 1 would have accomrnodated a group request but 1 didn't 
demand a group response. (Int. 2, p. 19) 

One of the primary advantages of technology like computer conferencing to 

Randy was the perceived benefits to students of asynchronous communication. He 

explained, 

mf you look at the times [students] are making their input, they 
Vary highly from one individual to another. There are some 
students that get up at 3 or 4 in the rnorning and do their work 



before they go to work. There are other students that do it on their 
lunch break at work. There are other students that do it after their 
kids go to bed, and some in the wee hours of the morning. If you 
[used synchronous communication], it would be much more 
difficult to plan these kind of things within one's busy life. 1 know 
from the course 1 taught last semester, a lot of my students work at 
community colleges and institutions of higher leaming. With the 
cutbacks in education they have had to take on more workload. 
Fitting [scheduled courses] into an already-busy farnily and work 
life would be next to impossible. (Int. 1, p. 4) 

Still, the M-Ed. program placed some indirect restrictions or. students in order to 

facilitate interaction. Randy noted that the program's designers had to make some 

choices between increased interaction and maintenance of student independence and 

accessibility which characterized hornestudy courses offered in the undergraduate 

programs. Unlike Access University's usual policy of dlowing students to enroll in 

homestudy courses at the start of every month, for instance, the MEd. prograrn required 

students to start at only three points during the year in order to create sufficient numbers 

of students to facilitate interaction. He noted, 

We decided not to offer [the graduate prograrn] in a self-paced 
mode because we wanted to have structured dialogues or 
opportunity for interaction on certain topics. It's easier to do [this] 
if you have a set of students who start on one day and end on 
another day. The mechanics of it, the administration of it, the 
management of it, it makes things much simpler. So we made 
sorne prograrnrnatic decisions and we predetermined the pace. 
(Int. 2, p. 13) 

Student cornputer hardware and software requirements also acted to constrain 

access at the sarne time that this technolngy enabled interaction among dispersed 

learners. He commented, 

Students would be told upfront, prior to being admitted that, "Here 
are the technological requirements and if you don't have them you 
must go out and buy them." We put up barriers. Technology is a 
bmier. Ont. 1, p. 2) 

However, he considered asynchronous communication like CMC to be superior to 

synchronous forms of electronic media in most cases because it allowed learners to have 



some time- and place-independence while still providing interaction. He felt that the 

benefits of this technology to students were often overlooked by educators who had 

limited distance education experience and who preferred synchronous electronic 

communication technology like desktop videoconferencing. He stated, 

I'm yet to be convinced that anyone needs to go out and buy a 
$100-200 cueball camera and that it really facilitates anything. 1 
would like to see sorne research. If the research says it makes a 
difference in t ems  of snident motivation and student learning, etc., 
then its a relatively cheap solution to getting over some of those 
barriers. I'm not personally convinced that it's required. What 
does looking at somebody's face do? I think a lot of people adopt 
[synchronous electronic communication] because they haven' t 
[done] distance education . . . and they're more farniliar with 
classroom instmction. The more like classroorn instruction it is, 
the more comfoaable they feel. (Int. 1, p. 3) 

Randy "lurked" in three M.Ed. computer conferences prior to instmcting his own 

courses. He found that this enabled him to evaluate strengths and weaknesses of various 

moderating practices, and inform his own technique. 

Some of his other on-line practices resulted from his beliefs about the appropriate 

role of the instructor. For instance, he consciousiy delayed contributing to the conference 

discussions to encourage students to learn frorn each other. He remarked, 

There shouldn't have to be an instructor for people to learn if you 
can l e m  from one another. If you are building a cabinet and have 
never built cabinets, but your neighbor next door is a carpenter, do 
you have to go on a workshop to leam, or can you leam from other 
people in your environment? 1 mean, that's kind of stretching it a 
bit, but I just don't think an instructor should be answering al1 the 
questions. (Int. 1, p. 10) 

When Randy delayed his responses, he found that students usually made the same 

kind of points that he would have raised anyway. He explained, 

1 probably would wait for at least a day, maybe two [before 
responding], because 1 believe that there is somebody out there in 
the class that knows that answer and it would be better for them to 
explain it than me. 1 guess it's a philosophy in tems of peer 
leaming. . . . And 1 tell them that, too. 1 Say, "You can direct 
questions to me, but 1 may not jump in right away because I want 



to give other students an opportunity to show what they know, and 
to have their input." (Int. 1, p. 9) 

However, he did provide direction in less-obvious ways. For instance, students 

were given a lirnited period of time to contribute to each conference. AIthough a 

conference was not closed at a particular date, students were encouraged by Randy to 

proceed to the next one when he indicated that he considered the conference to be over 

and specifically asked students to move on. 

He also tracked conference contributions, and prompted the group if they had not 

responded to issues raised in a particular message within what he considered to be a 

reasonable period of time. He intewened in the on-line discussions only when he felt he 

had to probe the class to consider specific issues that had been rnissed up to that point in 

time or that might be applicable to the related assignment. However, he would intervene 

immediately if a student raised an issue that required instmctor guidance - for instance, if 

the course materials were unclear. He provided more specific directions to various sub- 

groups within the conferences of his elective course when this appeared necessary to help 

hem identify issues that had been ignored or spur them to consensus (or to various 

separate conclusions) as assignment deadlines approached. Even then, though, he tried to 

structure his comments to evoke student thought, not provide them with answers. He 

no ted, 

1 plant little seeds to try to get them to think, 'What is he dnving 
at?" as opposed to saying, "1 have reviewed your conference and 1 
would Say that you missed the following areas: Blah, blah, blah," 
and just lay it out for them. 1 wanted them to discover what the 
answers were. 1 never said there was a nght answer. (Int. 1, p. 14) 

Randy found that delaying feedback also allowed students to sort out conflicts 

that arose in the group. He recalled one incident when a student personally attacked 

another student on-iine. The incident 

kind of freaked me out and 1 didn't know what to do with it. So 1 
thought T m  not going to do anything for at least a few days and 



let's see if there are any students that do anything." Actually there 
were a couple of students that came dong and said exactly what I 
would have said which is "1 think you missed the point and that's 
not how 1 read what she was saying." (Int. 2, p. 25) 

He observed that students eventually ignored comments from students who were 

considered to be overbearing or obnoxious. However, he found that srudent-student 

conflict occurred infrequently. Students overwhelmingly respected differences of 

opinion, and dealt courteously with those whose opinions they did not share. 

Student-instnictor conflict was more common, in his opinion. While lurking in 

other courses, he observed that students disagreed heatedly with philosophicai positions 

of professors at times. By and large, though, most of these disagreements related to more 

pragmatic concems. He commented. 

Typically, [observed conflict between student and professor] is 
more of a result of [snidents] being angry about something else. 
You know, like "1 thought the feedback you gave on the 
assignment stunk. 1 spent hours doing this assignment and 1 get 
back a paragraph saying it was good and congratulations. Seven 
hundred dollars is a lot of money to pay for a course. 1 expect a 
little bit more than this." (Int. 2, p. 27) 

Randy observed that students were also more apt to criticize those in their 

irnmediate work situations than other students or the course professor. As a result, they 

were concerned about how their comrnents would be used outside the conference context 

and about the ethics of discussing individual, work-related situations. He stated, 

I've seen more concern from the student's end Iike "What happens 
to Our cornments when this course is over? Who has access to 
these? Are they archived? Are they confidentid?" They are 
making statements about their institution and the cutbacks and 
sorne stupid things that went on in their institution. They don? 
want [that] to get back to their boss or their institution. It could 
jeopardize their job. So you see some of that - some of the moral 
questions, ethical questions, conceming it. (Int. 1, p. 14) 

Randy did not summarize and weave various discussion threads very ofren 

because he felt that these threads often formed the bases for students' analyses in their 



individual or group assignments. Students in effect were encouraged by the course 

structure to perform these integraüve functions themselves. 

Because of his philosophical agreement with the principles of personalized 

systems of instruction, Randy found that this perception of his instructional role did not 

change much when he became a computer conference instmctor. In any teaching 

situation, he did not consider himself to be an authority figure. He remarked, 

1 think that [individual perception of self as educational leader] has 
a lot more to do with the instructor's individual personality. 1 
personally have never felt threatened by students. m don? think 
that I'm better than them, I always consider rnyself their equal. So 
to participate in [computer conferencing activity J that could 
potentially or does democratize education or empower the student 
more - al1 1 can Say is that those are the kind of strategies 1 have 
always been in favour of in the first place. Individualized 
instruction is not exactly a situation where the instructor is 
empowered. The instructor is giving the power to the student. So 
it's a philosophical change that would be required of many, but 
wasn't of me. (Int. 1, p. 6) 

Because he considered it important to accommodate individual learning 

preferences as much as possible, Randy responded in kind to students who preferred to 

send him comments or questions via e-mail, rather than posting to the conferences. If his 

pnvate responses might be of general interest to the class, but not directly related to the 

conference topics, he preferred to send e-mail to al1 the students by using a group alias, 

rather than posting the message to a computer conference. As a result of these factors, 

most of Randy's electronic interaction with students was by one-to-one or one-to-many 

electronic mail. 

Randy stated that the level of interaction in his first two courses that he instructed 

"fa exceeded" that which had occurred in any of his university student expenences, 

including graduate studies. Student comments were perceived by him to be more 

frequent and less restrained in the electronic environment because students knew that 

their comments were going to be considered by others without being as markedly 



ïdiuenced by factors Like gender, physical appearance, or ability to speak. Students were 

also able to reflect and research issues prior to contributing to the conferences, so they 

had more confidence that their contributions would be meaninmi. As a result, he found 

that students' comments were generally thoughdul and well-presented. Some students 

would even make significant, lengthy, and unsolicited contributions at tirnes. CMC 

technology did not appear to consnain the depth or amount of student responses, in his 

opinion. 

Randy found that contrived computer conference contributions (those designed to 

satisfy participation requirements, but without substance) occurred infrequendy in his 

experience, and that instances of this could be limited by the instructor inte jecting, 

noting that the topic seemed to have been covered fairly completely, and redirecting 

students to other related issues or to a new topic. Even if the quality of comments was 

less than optimum at times, he felt that the interaction that was occumng was valuable in 

most instances. 

He preferred to make computer conference participation completely voluntary, 

but attached some amount of the overall course grade to conference participation to 

encourage interaction. Otherwise, he felt that some students would not participate. 

Generally he relied on the course structure, particularly the assignments, to provide 

appropriate incentives for computer conference interaction. 

Randy found the assignment rnarking and feedback process to be more time- 

consuming than he anticipated because he provided electronic rather than hand-written 

comments on the assignments. He expenmented with several methods of marking the 

assignments (virtually al1 submitted electronically), but had not found an efficient way to 

do this. He explained, 

1 print the assi,onment out and then mark my comments on the 
student's assignment. Then 1 go on to e-mail and compose al1 my 
written feedback electronically. If 1 don't do it at that stage - print, 



wnte on it, type the file and send it to the student - oftentimes by 
the time 1 get dirough marking several assignments 1 go back to the 
earlier assignments that I've marked and 1 can't rernernber why 1 
wrote what I wrote. Then I end up remarking some. So 1 found 
rnarking to be a tremendous burden on me. Part of that has to do 
with rny experience of marking right on the student's paper, and 
part of it is if you do it that way and then convert it electronically 
to get it to the student - you're not being very efficient. (Int. 1, p. 
20) 

Although he felt that electronic comments improved the quality of service to his 

students because it was faster than using the postal system, Randy found that other 

unavoidable factors delayed feedback to students. For instance, some of his assignments 

were individualized and extensive. As a result, he found that it ofien took 6-12 hours to 

mark one assignment thoroughly. Because he carried out his program administration 

duties concurrently, he could not mark for concentrated penods of time. This factor also 

affected his tumaround time. As a result, he often grew frustrated with the marking 

process. He noted, 

m t  really bothen me as an insvuctor and believing in the 
importance of irnmediacy of feedback, to be giving students 
feedback two weeks after the fact when 1 know the technology is 
there to give them 24-hour tumaround. But I mean I couldn't do it 
in 24 hours. We have kind of a standard - a week. You should be 
able to mark, grade, and get feedback to your student in a week. 
And 1 haven't been able to meet that standard. But it's because of 
the way 1 organize the rest of my work and responsibilities. (Int. 1, 
p. 22) 

In summing up what he had learned about his cornputer conference experiences, 

Randy stated that his views about its purposes and Functions were still evolving. He 

cornmented, 

1 think what I learned was that we don? know dl that much about 
how ta use the technology, and maybe what we're doing is not that 
great. Maybe we should be doing different things. F o r  instance], 
should we be using this technology only for group kinds of things, 
or is there value in having the one-off Ends of discussions, or 
letting the students use this as a way to self-discover the obvious 
that I could have told h e m  nght up front? 1s that important? I 
don? know the answers to these things, they're just hunches and 
everyone seems to do it different ways. (Int. 1, p. 18) 



As a researcher, Mike is pnmarily interested in mature leamers. He had lirnited 

exposure to distance education prior to coming to Access University, and to computer 

conferencing at the University pnor to his expenence in the M.Ed program. He had 

taught one graduate-levei computer conference course a total of two times pnor to Our 

interviews. There were 12 and 18 students in these offerings respectively. 

Mike's course is an elective dealing with various issues and perspectives in adult, 

primarily higher, education. The first unit of the course is "fairly stmctured." Gradually, 

less structure is imposed on the material, and students are encouraged to more self- 

directed in their leaming. 

There are seven instructor-led conferences in the course. Participation by students 

in these conferences makes up a total of 10% of the course grade. Topics are specified by 

Mike in advance, and tie into the main themes of the course. In addition, each student is 

required to present a topic in a separate cornputer conference with four or five other 

student participants on some aspect of adult education with which the student has 

expenence, and to facilitate the ensuing group discussion. Twenty-five percent of the 

course grade is awarded for this activity. The remainder of the course grade relates to 

individually-submitted written assignments. 

Mike wanted to expose students in the M.Ed. program to altemate perspectives of 

adult education. Since it was CMC-based, he becarne a computer conference instructor 

rather by default. He explained, 

1 was involved with the M.Ed. program from quite early days, 
sitting on the program] Council, and it was clea. that many of the 
courses were going forward in what you rnight cal1 a 
technicaYrationa1 paradigrn. They [concentrated on] a high level 
of ski11 development. 1 wanted to ensure that there was some 
criticaVanalytical courses in there as well to give the opportunity 
for those students who were interested in thinking about adult 



education to do it in a more rounded and critical fashion than might 
have been possible. (Int. 2, p. 3) 

He did not consider his course's educational goals to be that of mastering pre- 

specified, carefully constructed learning objectives. Rather, he stated, 

I'm trying to get people to think cntically, to critically evaluate the 
material they read, to think broadly about the issues, the kind of 
things that behaviourist psychologists are not happy with, because 
1 don't defme them as very specific objectives, and 1 don't have 
mastery learning objectives. Now, 1 think if you had a course that 
was teaching more technical material and using mastery learning 
objectives, you could be clearer about what it is you want at each 
stage. But for me when somebody says to me, "1 never thought 
about this," or "1 never realized that," then that's a success for me. 
For the first time they're reading about something they don? 
know. (Int. 1,p. 12) 

Mike did not think that his teaching goals differed hindamentally between the 

classroom and electronic environments. His pnmary role in either medium was getting 

students to think about some of the assurnptions and principles underlying adult 

education theory and practice. He emphasized what he termed the "social" aspect of 

adult education - education which enabled adult leamers in politically under-represented 

and disadvantaged groups to become more aware of how education can be structured to 

serve larger political ends. He encouraged his students to use this awareness as a means 

to participate more fully in their local social and political arenas. In his opinion, this was 

an area largeiy ignored by mainstream adult educators. He noted. 

What I'm trying to get them to see is the way adult education c m  
be used for individual purposes. It could be just used for personal 
gain, personal benefir, serving the needs of the economy. But in 
saying that, people have to see how that, in fact, aiso serves a 
broader agenda, a kind of broader economy in which people don? 
have democratic nghts and participation and a Say in the way in 
which their economic and social lives are organized. So 1 get them 
to question that simple belief that education cm just be for 
individual purposes. 1 try to get them to look at the way education 
can be used in a broader context, beyond individual training, for 
achieving broader democratic participation. . . . Education for 
democracy - it seems to me that that's one of the pnmary purposes 
of education, to enhance participation in democratic processes 



within society. 1 don? have a problem with saying that's the 
purpose of education generally. (Int. 1, pg. 17) 

He made a conscious effort to present this point of view in the computer 

conference discussions, and was unapologetic about this. He commented, 

1 couldn't be the kind of facilitator who would sit back around the 
table and Say, 'What's everybody's view of adult education?' and 
then in the end not summarize that and give a perspective on it. 1 
see adult education as having a social purpose, and 1 see it as 
distinctive from a broader "education for adults," so in relation to 
the course 1 was teaching, 1 have a view about it. 1 do want them 
to understand that view. 1 don't rnind them criticizing that, but I 
do want them to understand it. (Int. 1' p. 1) 

Mike designed his course to combine peer and expenential learning with print- 

based leaming matenal. He found that the University's print production processes 

required instructors to carefülly plan this part of their courses. As a result, these distance 

education courses tended to provide more comprehensive coverage of the instructional 

matenal compared to those conducted in a classroom environment, in his opinion. 

He considered the print-based readings to be an important rneans of instruction, 

but also placed a great deal of emphasis on group interaction. As a result, Mike 

considered computer conferencing to be an indispensable part of the course. He stated, 

1 did see conferencing as definitely the course. That's where the 
interaction took place, that's where the discussions were, that's 
where the topics were batted about. . . . This was an electronic 
classroom. And that made it distinctive from the kind of 
individualized learning that we do in Our undergraduate courses at 
[Access University]. (Int 1, p. 15) 

Though he felt that computer conferencing improved the distance leaming 

experience, Mike was of the opinion that cornputer conferencing did not provide the same 

rich leaming experiences as face-to-face interaction because of the asynchronous nature 

of the medium. As a result, he sometimes thought that computer conferencing might be 

less able or even unable to provide the appropnate leaming environment for meaningful 

social adult education to occur. In particular, he found it difficult to initiate or maintain 



the dialogue with students needed to challenge underlying "dominant hegemonic 

politicallsociaVeconomic viewpoints." He gave several reasons for this. 

First, he found that there was too little argument and debate arnong the students in 

the computer conferences for his liking. He attrîbuted this partly to the lack of non- 

verbal cues of acceptance and tolerance that could be cornrnunicated in a classroom to 

create a less-threatening environment, which in tum allowed for a more frank and open 

exchange of diverse points of view. 

He also found that the textual nature of CMC could diston intent, or fail to convey 

suitable context for comments. He recounted a recent e-mail expenence with a colleague 

which illustrated this problem. 

1 recently e-rnailed [instructor X] about a course that he's pumng 
together. And really I would have liked to have talked to hirn 
about it. My e-mail looked very pithy, very critical. I am critical 
of the course, but 1 would like to Say, "Hey, [instmctor q, how 
about this? How about that? What is this course about?" 1 could 
have had a much better dialogue with him. He could have then 
told me about the origin of the course. Even a fifteen minute 
discussion would have been preferable to having to use this 
technology. But I had to get this response in, and me] wasn't 
around, so 1 put it on e-mail. After 1 put it on, 1 thought maybe 1 
shouldn't have done that (laughter). . . . m t  said a lot less than 1 
would have said had 1 talked to hirn verbally. I only made it a 
short paragraph. (Int. 1, p. 3) 

He contended that students also seemed less willing to challenge him in the 

computer conferences compared to the classroom because their preconceived notions of 

the instnictor as an authority figure or content expert seemed more difficult to dispel in 

computer conferences. In his expenence, this occurred even though his M.Ed. students 

often demonstrated a great deal of knowledge and expenence in a particular area and 

could do research off-line before contributing to the session. 

In addition. Mike found that student cornrnents in computer conferences were less 

thought.1 overall than those expressed in the classroom. Although he noted that a few 

students had made exceptional, unsolicited contributions, many students tended to 



quickly read and reply to conference discussions on-line, or seemed averse to textual 

input. Students often did not appear willing to read more than bnef cornrnents on-screen, 

and their replies tended to be fairly short - three or four lines generally, and hardly ever 

longer than one computer screen. Though he acknowledged that students had a greater 

opportunity to reflect before responding in the electronic environment, he questioned 

whether most students actually took advantage of this. 

He observed that it was more d=cult to force students to think through and 

discuss more difficult or cornplex issues in a computer conferencing environment 

because it was hard to direct a conversation on-line, and immediate instructor feedback 

was not available to steer student comrnents into more relevant and contentious areas 

when they strayed fiom the thmst of the debate. As a result, he still questioned whether 

only the more superficial or easier aspects of an issue were often discussed in the 

computer conferences. He remarked, 

In a classroom you can ask a question and get a response, ask a 
question, get a response, ask a question, get a response. You cm 
develop a dialogue between two students or between the student 
and the tutor or between yourself and the class generally. You can 
develop a dialogue quite quickly whereas on-line it takes more 
time and other issues can inte rject and you can lose the thread of 
what you're discussing. 1 think, although it's easier to ask a 
question on-line because you don? have to "catch the tutor's eye" 
or you don? have to have thought of the question the moment it 
came up, pursuing an issue is more problematic. I'm still thinking 
about this. I haven't corne to a firm conclusion but I'm still 
thinking about that. (Int. 2, p. 8) 

The probiern was alleviated somewhat in later offenngs of his course, he felt, by 

specifically raising contentious issues in the coune material or as part of assigned work. 

Still, this tendency for students to dodge more dificuit aspects of an issue continued to be 

problematic, in his opinion. 



Mike aiso felt he could "stare down" issues - that is, deal with misunderstandings, 

elaborate on issues, or clarifj concepts - more easily in a traditional classroom setting. 

He explained, 

If an issue comes up that you feel needs to be addressed directly 
before moving on to anything else, in a class you cm stop and stare 
down that issue until you've got it, until the class understands it, 
until you're happy that people have at least wrestled with the issue 
before moving on. (Int. 1, p. 8) 

This was not possible to the same extent in the computer conferencing 

environment, in his experience. Understanding did not occur at the same time within the 

group. The argument structures of individual issues were often difficult to follow in the 

computer conferences because messages were read and responded to at different times by 

students. Other tangentid postings often intervened before the misunderstandings or 

issues were addressed, which tended to cloud the discussion. Further, if he did address 

the issue he was unsure whether students understood his point, or if they simply lost 

interest and moved on to other matters. Unlike a classroom, he had no visual cues to 

indicate that the members of the class had understood the issues suffrciently. 

Besides instructional problems with the medium, Mike raised fundamental 

questions about educating any group of geographically-dispersed adults through 

electronic, asynchronous means of communication. Although interaction provided sorne 

benefits for previously-isolated students, he preferred localized educational settings 

because these provided common points of reference for subsequent community-based 

socio-political action by students. 

If teaching effectiveness was defined in tems of facilitating social adult 

education, Mike beiieved that cornputer-mediated communication rnight not just require 

instructors to teach differently to be effective. Rather, the ability to teach effectively 

rnight be unavoidably impaired. 



He noted, 

It may be that the nature of this communication is such that you're 
always going to have problems in this area And that's a question 
I'm beginning to wrestie with. (Int. 1, p. 9) 

As a result, he saw cornputer conferences as ideally providing additional forums 

for thoughdul, reflective comrnents and interaction among leamers in primarily 

classroom-based learning situations. He expressed doubts about whether CMC alone was 

an improvement over the classroom learning experience. 

Mike found that his on-line functions gradudly changed as each course 

progressed. Initially, he tended to guide students through the learning material and 

surnmarize contributions. He then began to withdraw from active participation, and 

allowed the students to contribute relatively more cornments to the discussions, though he 

monitored the conferences to make sure that the comments were relevant and that the 

discussion was evolving. However, he did not intervene much in the conferences or try 

to influence their direction, other than to keep the discussion focused on a single topic as 

much as possible. 

When responding to students' postings, he would try no& to be particularly critical 

and would comment on one or two points raised. He had lemed to wait for other 

students to make comments and not to immediately jurnp into a discussion. He found this 

easier to do in the electronic environment, remarking that 

. . . in a classroom, 1 have to consciously shut myself up and let 
them speak, to give them space. It's easier to do that 
electronically, because you've got to force yourself to type in the 
comments. It's easier to just Say, ''1'11 wait to see what else comes 
in." (Int. 1, p. 14) 

Partly as a result of this, he found that levels of student interaction were greater in 

the second offering of his course, dthough the larger class size aided interaction. He also 

found that he needed to sign on regularly, generally daily, and for about one-half hour to 

three hours each session. This helped him to encourage student interaction, keep abreast 



of conference discussions, deal with issues as they arose, and provide prompt responses 

to student queries. 

Mike prefemed to grade students on a pass or fail basis. However, he  was 

constrained by program requirements to award specific grades, so he based part of this 

assessrnent on conference participation. He found assigning marks for graduate-level 

work difficult, especially for cornputer conference participation. Students did not appear 

to be particularly motivated to participate just because some part of the course grade was 

awarded for this activity. To him, the pnmary impetus for conference participation 

seemed to be the intrinsic desire of students to communicate with each other about the 

issues under discussion in the course. Awarding marks for this was somewhat regressive, 

in his opinion. 

He initially attempted to assess student participation in the computer conferences 

on the basis of message content. However, he abandoned this criterion and began to 

assess students on the regularity of their contributions. He felt that some students 

experienced communication problems and tended to reduce the length of their comments 

for fear of being disconnected. Some of the inherent characteristics of computer 

conferencing - asynchronicity and the textual nature of the medium, pnmarily - also 

constrained meaningful student interaction and reduced the quality of contributions, he 

found. It was more appropriate to assess students on their performances as main 

presenters in and moderaton of their own conferences, which they were required to do as 

part of the overall course requirements. Still, he found it "very, very tricky" to assess 

these computer conference presentations and the quality of student moderators' responses 

to questions posed by other students. 

Mike expressed some uncertainty about the practice of requiring students to 

moderate their own conferences and participate in the othen as well, especially when 

greater numbers of students were enrolled in his course. 

107 



Some students complained that there were too many conferences, 
because those [student moderated] conferences on top of the 
conferences 1 set up resulted in a large number. In fact, I'm a little 
concerned that I've got a course this time of 18 students. Now if 
18 students al1 [moderate their own conferences], and 1 want to 
maintain this structure where they al1 have to make a presentation, 
and then they're going to respond to the conferences I'm going to 
establish as well, they7re going to be very busy during this course. 
(Int. 1, p. 4) 

When he marked assignments, Mike preferred to pnnt out any that were 

submitted electronically, make his comments on the paper-based copies, and mail the 

annotated assignments back to his students. He also sent a brief e-mail message to each 

student with a sumrnary of the applicable feedback. He found this system more time- 

consurning than rnarking in either a classroorn or a traditional homestudy course. 

Mike was also not satisfied with the various pieces of communication software 

used in the M.Ed program, particularly because of the lack of a comrnon graphical user 

interface arnong the various e-mail, computer conference, and file transfer applications, 

and other technical problerns. He stated, 

This rnixing of systems is clumsy. And 1 think it's typified in a 
way by the manual the students got for my course [which] included 
a very thick series of guides to use the computer equipment and 
systems at Access wniversity]. In fact, that was thicker than my 
course [material]. Students who were fairly sophisticated probably 
handled al1 that quite well. But a number of students had problems 
with [the CMC system] - entering documents they had previously 
prepared, getting kicked out. Others preferred to try to enter 
[extensive comments] on-line. That was an expensive process if 
they were some distance away [and comected by modem]. So 1 
don? think this is a very good system. 1 really think we should 
move away from it. (Int. 1, p. 2) 

He also had mixed feelings about the use of new electronic technology in 

education because of the technical challenges that sometimes arose. He commented, 

Our assurnption is that this technology is great. It's a great 
progressive move forward. But the technology itself sometimes 
creates problems. 1 had a situation where during the period of 
heavy rain my phone line was down so 1 couldn't fïnd out what 



was going on in the course for a couple of days. You're exposed 
to that kind of problem and likewise, students have specific 
problems with their system not working very well. (Int. 2, p. 1) 

On the other hand, these interruptions to access were not generally critical. 

Unlike ciassroom-based course, he found that the on-line ciass canied on without hirn 

even when he couid not "attend." 

Mike felt that he could improve several areas of his CMC instructionai technique. 

For instance, he did not draw out participants as much as he thought he should, and felt 

he was not good at spotting non-participants. He planned to track student responses more 

closely in the future and encourage more students to contribute to the conferences. 

Students had at tirnes stated that they did not think they received enough feedback from 

him until well into the course. As a result, he was considenng deveioping a short written 

assignrnent that would be submitted soon after the course commenced. 

In addition, and although he valued group leaming experiences, he had not as yet 

been able to create effective collaborative learning activities for his on-line students. In 

his classroom teaching experiences, he usually built in significant amounts of group work 

and srnaller group discussions. 

He also tended to comment on individual student contributions, and did not 

generally surnrnarize the conference discussions after the initial stage of his courses. At 

tirnes, he thought he needed to do more surnrnarizing and weaving of the conference 

discussions. On the other hand, he felt that he connected many of the issues under 

discussion in the conferences beforehand when he prepared the course materials, and that 

the materials often provided sufficient overall structure and context for students' 

comments without needing to draw the various threads together at the close of 

discussions. 

Finally, Mike lirnited his use of private e-mail communication to discussions with 

individual students about the topics they would present in their student-led conferences. 
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However, he felt he needed to make better use of e-mail to pnvately contact students and 

encourage them to conhibute to the public discussion, or to provide more feedback to 

them about their conference presentaiions, for instance. 

These types of changes were difficult to make because some lessons that he 

learned were forgotten and because he was not particularly interested in cornputers per 

se. He explained, 

1 still have a long way to go in developing my own skills. The 
problem is that there are big gaps [of time between CMC courses 
that he insmcts]. The sort of stuR I have learned 1 tend to forget 
again before I do it again the next time. That's because I'm not the 
sort of person who is computer-focused. Developing expertise on 
the computer is something 1 do on the basis of "Well, 1 have to do 
it." 1 try and do it, but it's not something I do because 1 enjoy 
using the computer particularly. (Int 2, p. 14) 

Still, there were some features of his courses he was satisfied with. He 

cornrnented, 

I'rn still quite pleased with the fact that 1 have a fairly extensive 
written core that goes out to people and provides the basis from 
which they do their conferencing. So 1 think I'rn definitely going 
to stick with that. I'm going to try and see whether 1 can do more. 
This question of group activity interests me. 1 haven't worked out 
how to do it yet, but I'm going to see whether 1 can do that in the 
future. I'rn fairly happy with what I've done. I've learned a few 
things from last time which 1 applied this time. . . . I'm relatively 
happy with what's gone on. 1 think the structure seems to work. 
(Int. 2, p. 14) 

Mike felt that computer conferencing was still preferable to Access University's 

traditional homestudy mode1 because it at least provided a means for learnen separated 

from each other by time and distance to interact with peers and the instmctor, and 

dynamically expenence and discuss alternative points of view. In contrat, he saw print- 

based homestudy courses as a somewhat inadequate form of education for adult leamers 

because these courses generally provided little interaction other than occasional telephone 



contact with tuton and support staff, were highly smcnired, and often concentrated on 

ski11 development rather than cntical analysis. He noted, 

That's what 1 was trying to Say at the outset, that the criticisms I 
have don't negate the technology. I think we should still persist 
with this kind of conferencing. (Int. 1, p. 20) 

Doreen 

Doreen has instructed two on-line graduate courses in the M.Ed prograrn. One 

course is required. She has offered this course twice (once tearn taught). Each course 

had about 30 students and four scheduled conferences. Doreen provided students with a 

set of readings, a study guide with course assignment information, cornmentary on some 

of the readings, and questions designed to encourage initiai interaction in the computer 

conferences, al1 in print forrn. 

The other course is an elective. Doreen had instructed this optionai course once 

prior to our interviews. The class size was about 15. The course also uses print-based 

material, and requires students to discuss a major case snidy assignment as a group prior 

to submitting individual assignments for grading. 

Doreen's students came from a wide range of backgrounds including college 

teachee and administrators, the oil industry, and the civil service. As a result, they 

brought a broad cross-section of views to the computer conference discussions. She 

found her students to be exceptional on the whole. Regarding her first cohon, she stated, 

Their motivation was extraordinary. The range of experience and 
their cornpetence was aiso extraordinary. 1 think 15 people 
generated about 70 comments, ail perfectly reasonable. They were 
extraordinarily quick and good with dealing with each other. 
There was no flaming, there was no nasty comment. (Int. 1, p. 7) 

Doreen considered herself a novice at computer conferencing, and was generally 

skeptical about the ability of educators to understand the appropnate uses of computer 

conferencing, like other electronic learning technologies. 



She remarked, 

1 know what this technology looks like. I've read the books, I've 
seen the literature. 1 have used other technologies like 
teleconferencing and so on. One of the things 1 know is that it 
doesn't work like you think it wilt. (Int. 1, p. 4) 

Doreen viewed the written assignments in her course as one of the most important 

means to trigger Iearning. This was enhanced by bringing students' life experiences to 

bear on the content of the learning materiais. 

In her opinion, computer conferencing was only one of several possible options to 

facilitate the leaming process at a distance. She felt that computer conferencing was not 

aiways essential for distance learners because the means to foster leaming in the student 

depended on the nature of the desired learning outcornes. She explained, 

[Cornputer conferencing] is a tool, it's a communication tool [like 
other media]. Their characteristics, like harnmers and 
screwdrivers, are different. You know, they work a little 
differently. . . . If 1 came dong to you and said "Do you need a 
hammer," you'd Say, "Doesn't it depend on what I'm trying to 
do?" Yes, it depends on what you're trying to do. (Int. 1, p. 26) 

She felt it was "unconscionable" to force adult learners to learn anything in a 

particular manner or at a particular time because they had their own views, constraints, 

and persondly-lirniting circumstances. She thus believed that computer conferencing 

could enhance student learning experiences only if they were allowed to use the medium 

voluntarily. She noted, 

Basically in my black little heart 1 think this: I think that for some 
people, [computer conferencing is] never essential. And for some 
people, it's always essential. The best 1 can do as a teacher is to 
try to mange circumstances so both kinds of people get as much as 
possible of what they need. (Int. 1, p. 12) 

As a result, she had insisted from the outset of the M.Ed. program development 

process that computer conferencing should not be considered a necessary and central part 

of the program, but rather one means of communication to be used as each instructor saw 

fit. 



She commented, 

We [the graduate program designers] made a concrete and 
conscious decision that each of us  would use these components of 
the CMC system [e-mail, file transfer, computer conferencing] in 
Our own way. There was no coercion on us beyond, 'Try d l  the 
pieces." E-mail, how can you avoid it, given that our students are 
literally coast to coast to coast? But we weren't required to use 
conferencing in any particular way, or volume or weight. (Int. 1, 
P 5 )  

Having decided to incorporate computer conferencing into her courses, she 

carehlly specified the structure of the conferences and desired levels of student 

participation beforehand. She assigned a minimal grade to conferencing activity in each 

course (10%) so as not to rnake students feel that they were being forced to participate, 

yet to reward student initiative somewhat. If students chose to contribute significantly 

more to the conference, she did not feel it was necessary to raise the overall grade weight 

for participation. She assumed that individual students found some intrïnsic value in 

interacting; hence, their increased levels of participation were their own reward. 

She assigned either zero or full marks for conference participation. She also made 

allowances for students who had trouble establishing or maintaining on-line connections. 

Despite her private encouragement and what she felt to be a very generous assessrnent 

practice, she found that some students still preferred not to contribute to the conferences 

at dl. This prompted her to add a gmup-based activity to each of her courses in an 

atternpt to add perceived value to the computer conferencing activities. 

This added complexity to the courses, though. In one case, Doreen sent out 

several sets of readings on floppy disks to smaller groups of students. However, she had 

not anticipated how long it would take the students to receive, read and incorporate the 

readings into their discussions, so Little interaction resulted. She also attempted to 

exchange papers and other written student work among the class using an on-line public 



domain directory, but found that the CMC system required too many steps for students to 

accomplish this task easily. She stated, 

F e  process] is a nightrnare because students have to get their 
document up and get it placed in the public domain directory and 
then they have to put in the key words to allow somebody else to 
take it out. When 1 tried it, [Computing Technology staff] gave me 
a list of steps. There were twenty steps and 1 sent it back and 1 said 
"Go beyond six or seven steps and ninety percent of the people 
will [mess] it up. You can't do that." (Int. 2, p. 18) 

As a result, these attempts at group activity were generally unsuccessful. 

However, she did not feel this was necessarily problematic. As she remarked, 

I'm not convinced yet - 1 mean there's something I've got to do to 
make it a better assignment, think up better ways to improve it - 
but. . - 1  cm always think of an individual way to do [a group 
assignment]. For instance, one of my snidents thought he was 
going to be in Nigeria So I thought. "Fine, you can do this. You 
have to do it by yourself." (Tnt. 1, p. 12) 

Doreen's concept of appropriate instructor interaction with students changed as a 

result of her experiences in the first offering of her required course. She felt that her 

initial contributions were too frequent, or tended to unduly influence the direction of the 

conversations. She was concemed that she might bc discouraging student participation 

because her comments could be perceived as authoritative, instead of enabling. She also 

found that initial time demands placed on her as  an instmctor were ovenvhelming. She 

explained that during the first year, 

1 was putting in an hour and a half to three hours per day, six days 
a week. The first month, it was seven days a week, and then 1 said, 
"Don' t do this, you' re going to get really-bumed out." 1 was 
putting in horrendous hours. (Int. 1, p. 20) 

Some of her students were also overwhelmed in her first course because of the 

nurnber of conference messages that fellow-students generated. She had designed a 

number of questions to start the conference discussions, because her reading of the 

literature indicated that initiating interaction was often dificult. However, a number of 

students mistakenly felt that they needed to respond to each question. As a result of this 



high and unanticipated level of initial student participation, the number of conference 

messages grew rapidly in the fmt few days. Students who were not able to join the 

conference until several days after the course cornmenced were overwhelmed by the 

volume of messages when they evennially signed on. Others found it increasingly 

diffxcult to keep up. She recounted the experïence and the remedid actions she took: 

M y  students] were sending me frantic e-mail. They were temfied, 
some of them. Others were furious. There were different reactions 
to this. I had not anticipated participation rates at that level. 1 was 
absolutely flabbergasted. I was logging on 3 to 5 times a day and 
seeing this accumulaùng at a homfic rate, and thinking, "Mat  are 
they going to do?'So 1 gguess about 7 or 8 days after the beginning 
of the course, 1 opened a second conference, and 1 said, "Look, 
there's nothing wrong with what you're doing here. These are 
good, sound, very useful comments, and those of you who are 
cornfortable, carry on. But there's some of you who are being 
overwhelmed. Furthemore, understand the role and function of 
this conference. This is to help us to have the opportunity to 
discuss, to express, to think. It's only worth 10% olyour grade. It 
shouldn't be punishing to you. So here's another conference. 
Let's just take an hour per topic, and a calmer approach, and those 
of you who are unnerved by [the first] conference, move here." 
(Int. 1, p. 7) 

Afier these initial, negative expenences, Doreen took particular steps to change 

her facilitation practices in the second offering of the course. She reduced the nurnber of 

"discussion starter" questions. She also narrowed and more clearly defined the 

conference discussion topics. Doreen found that these rneasures reduced her workload 

and the number of conference messages, especially at the start of the course. It also 

reduced student confusion and anxiety. She noted, 

[Students] didn't need the sarne level of reassurance [in the second 
offering of the course]. The fmt ones, they were struggling with 
the technology, they were new students, this is a new program. Al1 
of these things are going on and they seemed ftantic to get their 
comment in. The second cohort of students seemed less frantic. 
They were OK, if they didn't get in for a week, it was al1 right. 
The fist students, if you didn't get in for a week there were a 
hundred comments. So here's this wad you've go to read and you 
rnight get cut off when you're trying to read i t  So the second 
students didn't face that big wad. It started slower, more caldy, 
more coolly. (Int. 2, p. 13) 



By the second offering, she learned that she could generally rely on students to 

add or state counter-arguments to points of view expressed in the conferences. She 

tended to wait longer before replying as a result. She made specific efforts at reassuring 

students at the outset that she would allow them to take longer to read and think about the 

discussions without prompting them to contribute. She ais0 removed al1 references to the 

content of the subsequent conferences and directions about how to join them until she 

wanted these discussions to commence. She found that she needed to control access to 

succeeding conferences in order to encourage students to progress dirough the course 

together, and facilitate more coherent group discussions. 

Experience with the technology also changed her instructional style. By the 

second offering of the course, Doreen had learned how to make comments off-line and 

then post them to the applicable conference. This reduced her tendency to reply to 

individual comrnents on-line. It also allowed her more time to identify major threads, 

reflect and synthesize conference comments, yet still feel that she was contributing to the 

conference discussions. As a result of these changes, she felt that the quality of 

contributions by both her and her students improved. 

Out of respect for their privacy, Doreen was reluctant to draw out students who 

did not seem to be participating in the computer conferences. She used other forms of 

cornputer-mediated communication besides computer conferencing to encourage 

individual students who might need more assistance and to compensate somewhat for her 

reduced interaction in the second set of conferences. She sent out a broadcast e-mail 

message at the start of the second course to al1 her students, encouraging them to send her 

private e-mail messages if they desired. Consequently, she increased the amounts of one- 

to-one communication she had with individual students. She ensured that she logged on 

several times each day so that she could respond to these private e-mail messages as 



quickly as possible. She stated, "You don? sit on student messages. Ir's simply bad 

fom" (Int. 1, p. 20). 

She felt that pnvate electronic communication provided better personal and social 

support for students, which she considered to be one of the most important purposes of a 

distance education instructor. She also used pnvate e-mail to send additional reading 

materials to individual students if requested. She was unsure if these changes to her 

instructional practices were appropriate, although there were no comments to the contrary 

in her formal student assessrnents and pnvate e-mail discussions with students. 

Doreen's assignrnent marking procedures had changed over time. She found that 

her small cornputer screen initially made on-line marking diff~cult. During her first 

course, she printed off the electronically-submitted assignments (though many were 

submitted by FAX due to problems with the on-iine communication system). She made 

her comments on the hard copy venions of the assignments, and mailed these back to her 

students. Eventually she used a larger cornputer screen, but she would still px-int out the 

assignments, make notes on these, type the comments into a word processing program. 

electronically cut and paste relevant parts of the students' assignments into these 

comrnents, and e-mail the resulting documents to her students. She found this process 

more time-consuming personally, but it did eliminate feedback delays caused by the mail 

system. Generally, she was able to mark and electronically retum the assignments to 

students within one week. 

She noted that she was leaming to use newer on-line tools for marking, and 

developing a database of common comments and exarnples of work by other students 

which she could insert into her comments. She was also investigating other types of 

technology which could reduce marking time, like the use of graphic tablets to 

electronically write on student assignments. These investigative activities were time- 

consurning, though, and so her efforts at improving the marking process were impeded. 



Doreen expressed reservations about the value of a lot of student-student 

interaction that occurred in cornputer conferences. To her, these often evidenced "the 

blind leading the blind" and did not contribute substantially ro student leaniing. Further, 

though Doreen considered cornputer conferences to be positive expenences on the whole 

for students in tems of providing social and emotiond support, the leaming outcornes 

associated with interaction were undefinable, unmeasurable, and therefore of 

questionable value to her. She commented, 

The belief is that interaction is of sorne significance. The problem, 
at least as 1 see it, is that it doesn't seem clear in anybody's rnind 
quite why or what the nature of interaction should be or if 
interaction per se is fimdamentally good. So there's arnbiguity and 
ambivalence about that From my point of view, certainly 1 was 
entirely in support and in agreement that we needed to increase the 
opportunities for connectivity between students and professors and 
arnong students. So fundarnentally it seems to me that that's an 
appropriate goal, but 1 would certainly admit to there being 
ambivalence on my part. . . . 1 had not much, but a little 
experience with teleconferencing and the same claim is made of 
teleconferencing that "It's a wow, it's a marvel, and i fs  a must" 
because of interactivity. Well, my experience with 
teleconferencing was that it was like pulling teeth to get any level 
of interaction. 1 went through a repertoire of strategies in that 
experience - you know, gïving people little tasks to do, giving 
them oppominities, setting conditions and problems that should 
have produced interactivity - and was tembly frustrated. Then, 
after that expenence, 1 talked to the teleconferencing coordinator 
and he said "Oh, this was much more interactive than most," and 1 
said, "What?' So what I'm saying here is that the claim that these 
technologies are interactive and that interaction is good is one 
thing, but the reaiities are somewhat mixed. (Int. 2, p. 1) 

She also observed that the tenn "interaction" was often attributed to the 

phenornenon of many students speaking. She found that students were sometimes not 

digesting, reflecting on, and responding to the substance of messages posted by others. 

Instead, 

they were reading their books and assignments and activities and 
so on and they would then sit down and devise a comment. It was 
almost like put the record needle on, I play, lift mine up, he plays, 
lifts his up, somebody else plays . . . . (Int. 2, p. 13) 



Part of this behaviour was attnbuted to unclear conference topics and lack of 

specific directions to students about the appropriate quality of thought expected of their 

contributions in the f i t  offering of her course. She addressed these problerns, and 

subsequent conferences tended to be less problematic, though she still had concems about 

the value of such "non-prescribed" learning outcornes. 

Doreen also expressed ambivalence about the value of various types of 

instructional strategies and practices suggested for the CMC environment. As she noted, 

Maybe it's my own naiveté, but 1 just looked at [variations in CMC 
instructional practices described in the literature] and said, "Hey, 
that's penonality. How 1 manage that and how you manage that, I 
don't think that's a key issue for the students." Students are 
extraordinarily forgiving. They'll let you be you, as long as you 
don't waste their bloody tirne, and don? hassle them, and answer 
their questions - things like that. Don? be arbiuaty. These are 
adult people who give you the same opportunities and respect as 
they would give you in any other social circumstances. Your style 
and your role - some of them will iike you better, and some of 
them won't. Why would that change [from classroom reaction]? 
(Int. 1, p. 17) 

Though Doreen still had reservations about the utility of some forms of CMC like 

computer conferencing. she was comrnitted to using CMC because she felt it had a 

number of advantages. It allowed her to communicate efficiently and effectively with 

students who needed leaniing time- and place-flexibility. It also provided potential 

benefits for students in terms of increased interaction among students and with the 

instmctor. 

She considered anytime, anyplace informal communication arnong students to be 

an important feature of CMC, and so provided snidents with information to increase 

private interactions. She stated, 

1 think the really profound effect [of CMC] is being able to 
communicate with you, with me, or another student, any time. The 
fmt  thing 1 give the students is a list and logins of al1 the students 
in the class. Not only do you rneet them [in the computer 
conferences], but you've got their e-mail addresses. Let's Say that 
Frank says something of interest, or something that pisses you off. 



You've got his e-mail. You've got his login address. You can talk 
to him directly. (Int. 1, p. 12) 

Cornputer conferencing also provided interactivity for isolated students. 

Referring to her fint on-line class, she remarked that 

. . . they were over 50% rural. That's very unusuai. And the rural 
is real rural. We're not talking St. Albert, we're talking La Ronge. 
We're talking Iqaluit, Arctic Bay, Fort Macpherson, and these 
places where the alternatives for them just donTt exist. And those 
students coming from those places are absolutely delighted [with 
CMC]. (Int. 1, p. 20) 

She dso saw other advantages to the medium. For instance, misunderstandings, 

corrections, and clarifications could be communicated more effectively because students 

accessed this new information when it was convenient for them, and they had a 

permanent record for future reference. It also provided a fomm for al1 student voices to 

be heard and greater poiential for empathic understanding. She explained, 

1 think everybody in a [computer] conference does more listening 
than they might otherwise do. You know, [in a classroom,] while 
Frank is busy talking over there, I'm sort of planning what ITm 
going to Say next. w i t h  CMC,] even Frank gets heard. They can 
choose to throw it out or not. But the opportunity for him to be 
heard is actually there. So I think you do l e m  a great deal more 
about people. (Int. 1, p. 18) 

As a result, she rarely (and then cnly by private e-mail) asked students to reduce 

the length of their contributions if she perceived these as unduly long or confrontational. 

Rather, she relied on other students to handle these types of messages as they saw fit. 

She noted, 

1 think there was one case when 1 went in the background by e- 
mail, not directly, and said, "That's a bit much and a bit 
oppressive, would you like to back off gently?'buut 1 did almost 
none of that. 1 let the students see it themselves, and what 1 found 
in both my little survey with them and the evaluations, was that 
they were actively saying things like, 'Frank, or John, or Mary, or 
whomever, they just never shut up. But 1 really liked 
conferencing, because 1 could ignore their input. " (Int. 1, p. 10) 



Doreen noted that the relatively anonymous nature of computer conferencing, 

coupled with the existence of a permanent record of contributions seemed to reduce 

sexual bias and make the Iearning process more egalitarian. She found in her academic 

career that male-dominated face-to-face interaction tended to mis-attribute women's 

ideas to men in order for the ideas to be accepted by the group. Cornputer conferences, 

on the other hand, masked gender identity to sorne degree and othenvise eliminated non- 

verbal cues (e-g., sexual attractiveness) that tended to perpetuate subtle biases, and also 

provided a record by which the originator of a particular idea could more easily be 

determined. Consequently, what people said, rather than who said it, tended to be more 

important and more easily verified in the electronic environment, she found. This was an 

important feature of cornputer conferencing to her. 

Doreen found relative rates of student participation were similar between 

computer conferences and the classroom. Though her students were required to at least 

sign-on to the computer conferences, only about a third of the students did the buk of the 

interacting. A small group of students refused to participate at dl ,  and the rernaining 

students occasionally contributed, being more content to lurk for the most part. She felt 

that overall participation levels in graduate-level computer conferences rnight be slightly 

higher than those in classrooms, but that this could mask the possibility that various types 

of leamers were being affected differentially by the medium, sorne positively and some 

negatively . 

Still, she considered computer conferencing to be of relatively unknown value in 

the educational process at Access University, partly because the medium had never been 

used on a wide scale. The print-based, telephone tutor support mode1 had dominated the 

institution for many years, and alternative instructional medium had not been 

particularly encouraged. 



She commented, 

In my view there is an a d 1  lot to be learned about what we're 
doing [with CMC] because in distance educaiion when we began 
developing instructional materids, we got quite good at converting 
the instructional activities from the classroorn to textbook to 
printed matenal to video to audio even. But 1 don't think we know 
about [CMC]. (Int. 1, p. 25) 

In addition, the appropriate uses of CMC were still relatively unknown because 

theory supporting the medium was still contentious, in her opinion. She cautioned that 

this needed to be more adequately developed before the medium could be used to its full 

potential, stating, 

The interaction issue - the literature seems to me to be quite 
ambiguous and quite dangerous. There's a whole literature that 
fundarnentally seems to be saying, "Interaction is good because it's 
interaction." I can't accept that. 1 think that there is something 
useful about interaction, but it seems to me that it needs to be more 
specific. To what end? In what way? (Int. 1, p. 25) 

Heather 

Heather had taught five on-line courses prior to Our interviews. Although she had 

the least expenence in distance education of al1 the interviewed instructors, she was the 

most expenenced CMC instmctor by the time the interviews were conducted. 

Her course is required in the M.Comm. program. It consists of a set of readings 

and a print-based text. Cornputer conference topics related to specific sections of this 

material. Heather's class sizes had ranged frorn the approximately 70 students in her first 

class to approximately 45 students per offering after that The May intakes were 

generally smaller than the September and January ones. 

Heather felt that computer conferencing conûibuted to the development of group 

knowledge. As an instructor, her prirnary goals in designing cornputer conference 

activities were to create dialogue in order to help students apply course concepts to their 

work situations and resolve real-life problems, to engage her students in discussions 



about management issues raised in the accompanying instructional material, and to 

encourage them to critique various conceptual models based on their work experience. 

Though she did not have specific, stated leaming objectives, the discussion questions in 

the instructional matenal were designed to tie into an overall framework of strategic 

management that was used throughout the course. 

She divided each elecaonic class into groups of ten to fîfteen students. Each of 

these smaller groups answered questions related to nine course-related topics, then 

discussed issues which arose fiom these topics in their applicable "Symposia" computer 

conferences. Ln addition, the groups analyzed five cases in other, separate computer 

conferences. There were also two individually-submitted assignments in the course. 

Information used to complete these assignrnents was drawn from the course matenal, 

individual research, and computer conference discussions. Cornputer conference 

participation was initially assigned a 10% grade weight. Heather later increased this to 

2095, in response to some students' complaints that their efforts were being under- 

rewarded. 

She allowed students to discuss these Symposia questions in whatever order they 

desired, and throughout the duration of the course. She did not deliberately "gatekeep" - 

that is, connol student access to succeeding topics - because the discussion topics related 

to specific points in the reading material. As a result, this tended to control the Pace of 

student discussion somewhat. It still provided some flexibility for individual students, 

though. She stated, 

You can't take [flexibility] away from [the students] because some 
of them are traveling, they're having babies, they have a parent 
who passes away, these kinds of things are happening. A lot of 
[circumstances] have to do with their job dernands. They can't al1 
work consistently in sequence with one another so that they're al1 
doing [the same] questions at the sarne time. Ont. 2, p. 13) 



Heather employed a variety of methods in her courses to encourage early 

electronic student interaction because this seemed to have a significant impact on the 

amount of subsequent conferencing acüvity. She posted a welcoming message to her 

students at the start of each course, outlining the method of evaluation for the course in 

general and her expectations of students regarding conference participation. She 

reviewed individual responses to identify non-participants early in the course, generally 

in the Fust two weeks, and posted messages for the group throughout the duration of the 

course indicating where they should be in the conference activities. Requïring the first 

course assignment to be completed soon after the course commenced also seemed to 

bolster later participation levels, she found. 

Her pacing functions were fairly minimal. At times, she did find it necessary to 

prompt individuais or the whole class to speed up their discussions of the cases, 

particularly near the end of the course. Generally, though, this was not necessary. She 

found that only "a handhl" of students needed prompting to keep up with the various 

conference discussions and that a sufficient nurnber of students generally flowed through 

the conference topics at a similar Pace and in the same sequence to facilitate interaction. 

There were various factors that discouraged straggling. For instance, slower 

students found that their conference participation marks were adversely affected because 

the topic had usually been covered thoroughly by the time they participated. As a result, 

they had little of value to add and few other students would respond to their 

contributions. 

To develop interaction in the computer conferences, Heather primarily 

encouraged students to relate their personal and work experiences to the course matenal 

and conference discussions. But she also took an active role in the discussions and 

looked for ways to share individual knowledge across students in the group. 



She remarked, 

You have to follow through on theu discussions. You have tc 
facilitate. You have to probe. You have to prompt them. You're 
not just baby-sitting. You're actually involved and you're using 
the on-line discussions as a way to expand and add value. . . . So if 
you can really think of ways that they're going to be able to share 
and transfer their learning across the groups, arnongst each other - 
1 think that that's what makes [cornputer conferencing] really 
effective. (Int, 2, p. 18) 

Heather also used enquiry to prompt students to think through issues more 

thoroughiy (e-g., "Why do you think this is an important question?"). She found that this 

initial effort usually prompted a general development of the issues by the group, without 

a lot of need for specific direction from her thereafter. She would not hesitate to prompt 

students to participate, but rather try to "loosen up" individuals to get them to engage in 

free-flow discussion by publicly asking them if they had personal experiences to share 

with the group which were applicable to the issues at hand, or by specifically rnentioning 

their name on-line and asking for cornrnents. She also tried to develop interaction and a 

free-flow conversational feel to her conferences by encouraging students to use humour. 

She recalled one such incident that spurred student interaction: 

One student kind of got the group discussion going. At the 
beginning of our course materials, there is a framework developed 
by Edgar Schein about different assumptions [regarding] man . . . 
[concepts of] economic man, social man, cornplex man. The 
assumptions are laid out for each. There wasn't much happening, 
and then one of the students said, "1 discussed these various 
concepts with rny wife, and she informs me that there's no such 
thing as a complex man." That just broke the ice right there. (Int. 
1, p. 19) 

She noted that ensuing responses to these anecdotes tended to sidetrack the 

discussion at times, but that she was able to stem the conversation back on track. The 

benefits to the overall participation levels from encouraging or using humour usually 

warranted the risk of offending participants or of deviating from the general thnist of the 

conference. 



During the course of the various conferences, Heather would often refer to issues 

reported in the daily press or published in the literature which related to the course 

matenal and conference discussions or supported someone's point of view expressed in a 

conference. The asynchronous nature of the medium allowed her to more thoroughly 

research, evaluate, and summarize this additional information before disseminating it to 

her class. Because bis  material was accessible to students throughout the course and 

afterward for their reference, she also felt that it had more lasting impact than in a 

classroom setting. 

With experience, Heather increased her summarizing and weaving functions and 

came to consider these as the most important means of sharing knowledge within the 

group and encouraging interaction. Though diffcult at fmt, she stated that the process 

grew easier with practice. Despite these efforts, participation was not uniform across 

classes. She explained, 

Each group is different, because some groups participate to greater 
degrees than others, no matter how much you try to get them 
engaged. There are some groups that just never seem to really get 
into it. (Int. 1, p. 22) 

Heather publicly acknowledged minority opinions as valid, and encouraged 

dissenters to continue on with their trains of thought d e r  checking privately to ensure 

that the student wished to be engaged in the debate. Often students could not anticipate 

that some of their comments would meet with significant opposition. She noted, 

1 make it clear to students with minority opinions that I want them 
to be honest and open. . . . I'd like to get these [contentious issues] 
out in the open so we can discuss them and get some feedback on 
them. 1 want to legitimize what the student is saying so that 
[shedhe won? just clam up and be &aid to bring up those points 
again. (Int. 2, p. 16) 

She attempted to acknowledge the validity of dissenting points of view and gave 

positive reinforcement to her students. It was personally important to her to ensure that a 

particular student was not ridiculed or put down for expressing a somewhat unpopular 



view and that these views were adequately communicated even if others disagreed with 

them (including herself). 

She did observe substantial conflict among her students at times, generally as a 

result of differing underlying politicai perspectives which informed a particular 

discussion. If this occurred, she attempted to point out legitimate points of view on both 

sides. She also attempted to let the group decide the direction that they wanted the 

discussion to go. However, if the discussion was eventually reduced to only two or three 

participants and the rest of the class appeared to have lost interest, she would intervene 

and suggest that the remaining discussants either drop the debate or continue it through 

private e-mail or in a "Roundtable" database specifically set up to discuss unresolved 

issues that arose in the M-Comm. courses. 

As her courses progressed, Heather noted that students tended to mute their 

responses to others they found to be habitually provocative or controversial. They 

seemed to impose their own limits on acceptable levels of dissent, not so much out of 

unwillingness to understand, but because they felt that once they were familiar with the 

views of the dissenters, they were not willing to spend more of their own tirne in 

discussion. She comrnented, 

There are certain people who really tend to be controversial, and 
by that time students are saying, 'We've been through this before, 
we know where you're corning from, and we're not going to waste 
anymore time on it." (Int. 1, p. 22) 

However, conflict among students was not that frequent in her experience. The 

anonymity afforded by CMC seerned to produce civil interchange for the most part. 

Heather did not find clarification or resolution of misunderstandings to be a 

problem in the cornputer conference environment, particularly when she was reading 

conference discussions frequently. She found that the altemate "views" of her 

conferences provided by Lotus ~ o t e s @  allowed misunderstandings to be flagged and 



drawn to the attention of students because they were able to read these in the context of 

the original discussions if they desired. In many cases the participants also prefaced their 

remarks by either refemng to the relevant pnor message(s) or incorporating actual quotes 

from the message to which they were responding. 

Heather noticed several improvements to student learning patterns in the CMC 

environment compared to her pnor graduate-level classroom expenences, though she 

cautioned that these observed differences could result from the greater average age and 

years of work experience of her on-line students. In cIassrooms, students generally 

resisted her attempts to get them more involved and responsible for their learning, and 

seemed to expect her to be somewhat of an entertainer. This behaviour was not as 

prevalent in her electronic courses. Students seerned to assume greater responsibility for 

their own leaming as the course progressed by spontaneously taking on more probing. 

questioning roles in the conferences and bringing up points that had not been dealt with 

by oîher students or the instructor, For instance. She found that dividing the class into 

smaller numbers created greater group pressure for students to participate in the computer 

conference discussions because non-contributors were more obvious. This dlowed her to 

assume more of a facilitative role which she preferred because she did not consider her 

classroom presentation skills to be strong. 

She felt that her on-line students t&ed more freely about their personal lives and 

experiences dian in the classroom. Heather observed that students also seemed to be 

more confident in their responses because they were able to carefully research, structure 

and re-consider cornments before submitting them to the conferences. As a result, she 

found that the electronic conversations were not only more interesting than classroom 

discussions, but also broached controversial subjects more ofien. She had witnessed 

several instances when students had subrnitted unsolicited, well-researched contributions 

after independently exploring a particular topic of interest- 
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Students in her computer conferences were able to conduct more and better- 

qudity research compared to their classroom counterparts, she felt. For instance, the 

asynchronous nature of the medium gave her students the ability to compare and 

standardize their measurement criteria on survey instruments they administered 

independently in a wide variety of work settings and report these findings to other 

students for discussion at their convenience. Computer conferencing also gave students 

more "classroom" time to discuss these issues. This produced superior research practice 

and conclusions, in her opinion. 

However, Heather also noted some negative effects of CMC on student learning 

patterns. Students tended to resist deeper levels of analysis and critique of course 

content, for instance. She needed to probe students to get them to think more about 

fundamental underlying issues and encourage critical reflection. She sometimes 

attempted to aid this process by inserting exemplary student contributions from other 

conferences or prior courses. 

Although there were significant amounts of group discussion in her computer 

conferences, the lack of group-based assignments concemed Heather. This was partly 

due to her lack of technical knowledge about how such activities could be set up in the 

CMC environment at the start of the program. These problems were being addressed at 

the time of our interviews, so she expected that subsequent offenngs of her course would 

include more of these learning exercises. 

Heather assessed computer conference participation pnmarily on the quality of 

individual student contributions, rather than frequency. Part of diis assessrnent was based 

on the extent to which students questioned and probed the contributions of other students. 

She also systernaticdly reviewed each student's submissions in two key conferences at 

the end of the course. By participating in the conferences almost daily, she found that she 

becarne familiar with the quality of various students' cornments. Teaching the sarne 
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course several times gave her another point of cornparison. Although she found there 

were several alternate means to assess quality, this was a time-consuming process. 

The arnount of private student e-mail directed to Heather had decreased with the 

introduction of the "Coach's Corner" database which ailowed students to post private 

quenes about a broad range of questions that might not be directly related to a particular 

course, or which dealt with administrative rnatters. These messages were usually read 

f i t  by graduate student assistants, who often responded to queries without forwarding 

them to the instructor. Eventually, much of the private e-mail that was sent to Heather 

asked her advice about how to handle specific human resource issues at snidents' places 

of employment. 

Heather had not found a way to efficiently mark student assignments that were 

electronically subrnitted. She pnnted these off, made hand-wntten comments on them 

then typed in the comments and sent them back to the students in an e-mail message, 

appropriately referenced to the assignment. Although the CMC software allowed 

comments to be typed directly into the electronic assignment, she found that this was a 

cumbersome process that took large amounts of computer storage to hold the electronic 

assignments she received. Despite the potential for CMC to reduce tumaround time, she 

still found that it took seven to ten days to retum assignments to students because she did 

not mark quickly. Despite the lengthy arnount of time she devoted to marking, she did 

not plan to reduce the amount of feedback or the length of the assignments. 

She stated, 

It doesn't seem very efficient, but 1 know that it's highly valued by 
the students, so 1 think that's what motivates me to do it. I get a lot 
of feedback on the feedback that 1 give to the students. They really 
appreciate it. They find it's very concrete and helpful. (ht. 1, p. 
4) 

Class sizes had been reduced in the program as a whole from over 70 students per 

course to about 45, largely to make the assignment marking more manageable for the 



insh-uctors. Prior to this, she had found the overall time demands to be excessive. She 

stated that for the fust class of on-line students in the program 

. . . we didn't [adapt marking and assignments]. We suffered 
through it. 1 suffered through it. It was the fmt  time around. It 
was very demanding. 1 was working weekends, evenings, 
everything to try and keep up. Ont. 1, p. 3) 

Still, like other instructors, Heather found the CMC medium had some 

compensating advantages. She found that she learned a great deal from the students 

because of their age and years of work expenence. Computer conferences were aiso like 

documented conversations to her where 

1 can get imrnediate feedback about what [students are] learning. 
Sorne of them go away and they actuaily take a questionnaire, or 
they do a discussion with their employees around certain issues, 
and then they corne back and they tell us what that feedback has 
been. Or they suddenly see that they've been limited in how 
they've been perceiving a situation. And that feedback cornes 
back right away. It's just great. (Int. 1, p. 12) 

AIan 

Pnor to my interviews with Alan, he had taught or CO-taught two courses in the 

M.Comm. prograrn, one four times, and the other one time. Computer conferences are 

used to discuss various management issues, often using case studies. In one course, there 

were approximately 70 students in the fa11 offenngs, 45 in the January offering, and about 

20 in the May intake. There were about 60 students in his other course. 

Alan believed that he needed to teach in order to be an effective leader in an 

educational institution. In addition, he was interested in the development of electronic 

leamhg systems and students' responses to them. He enjoyed teaching in the M.Comrn. 

prograrn in particdar because of the high calibre of the graduate students and because it 

was a good opportunity to extend his own knowledge and research base. 

One of the major advantages of the asynchronous, electronic leaming 

environment to Alan was that it enabled students to integrate personal experiences more 
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effectively with acquired concepts. They were not constrained by limited classroom 

tirne. He stated, 

What my problem is with the classroom environment is that time 
intrudes in a different way. The room is booked for three hours and 
that's the window. . . . So my view is that you may hit some of the 
sarne buttons from a teaching point of view but from a leamhg 
point of view you probably are only hitting about a third of them in 
the classroom environment. Electronically you're more likely to 
be hitting more people with more of the leaming buttons. They 
rnay al1 have the sarne understanding of this mode1 whether they're 
taught in the classroom or taught electronically, but their 
integration of that understanding with experience is less in the 
classroorn than it is electronically, 1 think. (Int. 2, p. 7) 

Unlike traditional distance education and other CMC-based programs that used 

less-robust electronic learning platforms, he found that the Lotus ~otes@' software used in 

the M-Comm. program encouraged instmctors to develop innovative approaches to 

learning and creatively respond to unforeseen developments. One example he cited was 

the use of a case study in the comprehensive exarn (written after the frst-level courses 

are completed in the progam): 

We decided to profile a major corporation and a month before the 
exam date to send them essentially a case file about this 
organization. For this coming exam we chose a Company in 
Vancouver called [Company X]. On [a certain date] we posted a 
21-page case description of [Company XI, plus an appendix of the 
last three years' financial statements. [A week later], the 
Vancouver Stock Exchange ceased trading the shares and began 
legal proceedings against the CEO. Six days after that, [Company 
Y] of Toronto took over [Company and fired al1 the 
ernployees. So here we were moving towards an in-basket set of 
problems at the end of the month, for a company that no longer 
technically existed. We had to update our electronic systems 
daily with news and information about [Company Y] and 
developments in the company. Our students are in the middle of 
a maelstrom of legal issues and fiscal issues and staff issues and 
so on. It's tumed out well from an in-basket design point of view, 
because we've now designed a set of in-baskets which are really 
very current. What this example shows is that we c m  deal with - 
changing business environments quickly. And 1 don? think you 
can be that fast, to get to this disaibuted group of students in this 
way, without the kind of technological resources that we have. 1 
think perhaps the biggest thing we've done is to take more risks 
than we might need to, just to push the envelope, to see what we 



can do and what we can get away with. And 1 think the 
comprehensive exam is an exarnple of that. (ht. 1, pp- 1 1, 12) 

However, he also noted that service level improvements created other 

unanticipated results. As an example, the provision of up-to-date exam material 

described above created expectations among some students that the exarns should be 

mmked and retumed more quickly. Alan rernarked, 

The issue for us now is the time scale. We're doing things faster 
and the pressure from our customers is to go even faster still. (Int. 
1, p. 12) 

Students not only expected increased service levels in terms of reduced 

tumaround tirne, but aiso in the level of overall quality of the program. CMC somewhat 

enabled this, Nan  found. Students were quicker to cornplain about poor instmctors 

because they paid high program fees and rightly expected excellent teaching. E-mail 

feedback from students allowed remediai action to be taken more quickly by Alan as a 

program adrninistrator compared to other educational prograrns he had managed. 

In one instance, a person who had corne highly recornmended as a classroom 

instructor was contracted to teach an on-line course. Students soon compiained about the 

instnictor's lack of technical and on-line social skills. He was removed as the course 

instructor only a few weeks after the course commenced when it became apparent that 

these problems were serious and continuing. Alan recalled, 

There were 63 snidents in that course. 1 got 60 [e-mail] messages 
from different people on the sarne day saying. 'We have a 
problem." Students in conventional universities put up with this 
stuK What you do is stop going to the class and you start reading 
the book and you get around this sornehow and you Say this is the 
nom, we just have to deal with this. We can't do that [in the CMC 
environment]. We have no option but to work on the system. The 
problem [in a conventional university is that] you don't hear about 
it soon enough to act that fast. (Int 1, pp. 9, 10) 

Alan noted that CMC produced other unexpected benefits for students: Nation- 

wide electronic communication enabled unique collaborative research to be undertaken. 



For instance, each student in one of Alan's classes interviewed several local store 

managers of a Canadian retail chah regarding irnplernentation of head-office strategy to 

counter the effects of a large U.S.-based retailer's entry into the Canadian market. 

Difierences between the stated head office strategy and the perceptions of the local store 

managers were discussed in a computer conference, and revealed significant 

discrepancies in perspectives of the two different levels of management. Alan explained, 

F e  students] came back and said. "Hey, there's no real strategy 
here. The Company thinks they've got one, because we'd 
interviewed the head office and they said, 'This is the strategy."' 
We said, 'Why don? you tell your managers?" And they said, 
'We have, did they not hear it?" We were able to show the 
management team in the central offkes of [the Canadian retailer] 
that nobody was hearing them out ~ e r e .  So they did some things 
about that. (Int. 1, p. 13 ) 

The resulting information was not only used in the course, but was able to be sold 

back to the retailer. The research process had enabled information to be gathered by the 

graduate students about the Company in a more cost-effective manner than head office 

managers could have done. 

Alan considered that computer conferencing produced a distinctively new form of 

Learning at a distance because it gave voice to the various life experiences of many adult 

distance learners for the first time. Course instructors could also assume a more 

facilitative role than previously possible, while still providing expertise, pnmarily 

through the written instructional material. This provided a more adult, leamer-centred 

forrn of education. As Alan noted, 

Sure, I know more about this stuff than they do - that's why I'm 
teaching [it]. But they actually have more experience at this sniff 
than 1 do so it's matching my knowledge with their experience that 
we're trying to create here. So the wnting of the material is about 
creating the triggee to bring out that match and the teaching work 
is about facilitating the leaming conversation around the kind of 
frarnework that we're jointly exploring. (Lnr. 2, p. 6) 



He viewed dialogue, including that which took place in computer conferences, as 

a means to build new, group-based knowledge. In an introductory message to one 

computer conference, he commented, 

I want to invent knowledge through dialogue . . . to use the 
[computer conferences] to explore and better understand what it is 
that we already know and understand about change. In fact the 
major assignment is about creating a knowledge bank of Our 
collective understanding of the nature of change as it relates to 
both leadership styles and to scale of change. ("So the Ferret is 
Back" message, Coach's Corner database, September 4, 1996) 

Alan stated that his philosophy as a distance educator had changed over Ume. 

Initially, he strove for excellence by trying to produce the best print-based instructional 

and assessrnent materid possible for students. Partly as a result of the opportunities 

afforded by CMC, he gradually adopted a more leamer-centred focus which emphasized 

the value of collaborative learning to build new group-based knowledge. This shift in 

perspective was a conscious one in some ways, arising from a related philosophical 

premise of his that traditional, authontarian instructor-student relaùonships needed to be 

replaced by more egalitarian ones in most adult leaming situations. He now saw his 

instructional role as helping students to create their own leaming experiences. He stated, 

I think teaching is dead. What we're moving to is leamer-based 
learning. That is, 1 see the role [of instructors in the program] as 
creating tnggers for leaming which stimulate people to share their 
understanding and knowledge that they already have or to explore 
with others in a leming network what new knowledge they can 
create by working together. One of the lines I have about this 
place is that, "We're not in the teaching business, we're in the 
leaming business," which is fundarnentally different. And that's a 
shift for me personally, too. 1 think what 1 have done is shifted 
from focusing upon my ego needs as a teacher to the learning 
needs of my customers. That's been an interesting journey for me. 
(Int. 2, p. 2) 

As a manager, one way that Alan believed these learning needs could be 

deliberately encouraged in his graduate prograrn was by exchanging instnictors' 



authoritative pronouncements with more facilitative conversation in the computer 

conferences. He remarked, 

I'm trying to shift the work of other [insmictors] from an 
instructionai role to a coaching/guiding/mentoring role for a better 
leaming conversation. And to do that, we have to in a sense take a 
lower profile than we might otherwise do and create a different 
kind of conversation for students. Rather than saying, "Yes that's 
nght you've clued in, there's still this, now let's move on," [we 
should say], "Yes, you've got that nght but there may be some 
other ways of thinking about this, what do others think?' That's 
the conversation that 1 want to create. (Int. 1, p. 5) 

Alan also allowed several months to pass between the time he finished writing 

material for his course and its commencement date, in order to become more of a 

participant than "the instnictor." He explained, 

1 think there's a danger in writing a course and having a course 
ready to go and teaching it almost instantaneously because you 
don't have time to worry about how students will deal with it. 
You're so into the course rnatenals. You know what it is you want 
them to do. You understand what you expect here. You have a 
sense of how this dialogue might go because you've just been 
immersed in it for a couple of months. When the thing starts the 
day after you've handed the course over, then you're trying to 
guide it in a partïcular kind of way. In my case, 1 finished writing 
this course in May and I'm teaching it in September. During that 
time I've spent two days with [subject matter experts from a 
foreign country]. I've spent another ten days working around the 
same kind of stuff in different environments. We've had a surnmer 
school where 1 was exploring this mode1 as part of what we were 
doing with the students and 1 have now come to the conclusion that 
1 have no idea what the students are going to produce for me in 
relation to the assignments in this course - which is good, because 
1 can now participate more equally with them and 1 am not going 
to be trying to look for clues to what it was 1 was hoping to get in 
the frst  place. (Int. 2, p. 6) 

Overall course design also contnbuted to successful computer conferences, he 

found. Several different database designs were needed to give students altemate learning 

triggers to aid their comprehension of the concepts discussed in the course. Further, the 

instructional matenal needed to be part of an unfolding dialogue provided to students at 

appropriate points in the course, rather than a comprehensive set of materials provided at 



the start of a course. The ability to electronically disseminate information to spur 

conference activity as it was needed was an important feature for new rnodels of time- 

and place-independent distance education because this produced better interaction at 

various stages in the course, in his opinion. He noted that 

the way we usually write distance leaming courses is to tell the 
whole story at once and then hope people will use i t  What 1 think 
we've been doing from a [CMC] course design point of view is 
telling enough of the story at once for you to make sense of it and 
keeping some back so we can use it in [the reflective part of the 
course's computer conferences]. (Int. 1, p. 23) 

Alan used several specific techniques to encourage and maintain group 

interaction. He found that awarding marks for participation was one technique, but he 

perceived this as somewhat of a necessary evil. The previous learning paradigms that 

rnost students operated in (knowledge transmission from a dominant instmctor to 

submissive students) made it diKcult for students to see the intrinsic benefits of a 

leaming mode1 where students and instructors were a community of CO-leamers engaged 

equally in joint knowledge building. 

To encourage participation, he encouraged students to "tell their stories," because 

he considered personal experience to be an indispensable means to engage both the teller 

and the listeners. He considered that his role as an instnictor was to connect discussions 

back to the more theoretical or conceptual information contained in the learning rnatenal 

and create shared knowledge by identiSing commonalities arnong the experiences related 

by participants. This process generally acted as a springboard for further student 

discussion, but at a deeper level of analysis. He commented, 

The more important thing 1 have to do is to try and get that 
conversation you started to lead somewhere for other people. So 
my job is to essentially create a learning network or a web of ideas 
that people can connect to. (Int. 1, p. 5) 

AIan found that he needed to individually prompt more people to contribute in the 

computer conference environment than in the classroom. His methods of drawing 
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reluctant students into computer conference discussions depended in part on information 

contained in the each student's "personal profile" - electronic biographies volunteered at 

the start of the students' program containing information about their interests and 

employment history, for instance. He then used this information to tailor specific e-mail 

questions to try to connect the conference discussions to the students' life experiences, 

and encouraged them to post their responses to the applicable computer conference. 

To assist in the interaction process, he regularly identified new, relevant 

information from recent journal or press articles and posted these to the conferences. He 

also tried to keep the discussions focused on the applicable leming issue, and not let 

student comments degenerate into bittemess or anger. Humour was an indispensable part 

of the electronic conversation to him because it helped students to maintain a healthy 

perspective. 

He aiso required the first course assignment to be due within two weeks of course 

commencement, to encourage early conference participation. His feedback on these 

assignments indicated if students had lost marks because they had not incorporated 

perspectives or issues discussed in the conferences. Thus, the students quickly learned 

that conference participation was both expected and beneficial. 

Though asynchronous communication provided flexibility for students and 

enabled group knowledge building, Alan felt that overall structure still needed to be 

maintained in the conferences and other areas of the course to maintain student success 

rates and develop good student work habits. Adhering to fairly strict assignment 

deadlines helped. As he stated, 

I've always believed in structured, paced learning. . . . I mean we 
frog-march people through this stuff. 1 think that's a very healthy 
thing to do and our success is partly about pacing. So we Say, 
"This assignrnent is due on this date, posted in this box." We have 
a database that you're supposed to post these assignments. Once 
you've put it in there, you can't get it back. I'm the only person 
who can access that database plus one of my staff here. Let's Say 



the assignment is due today. You post it today. Our staff will then 
check that you've posted it and if you haven't. they will then chase 
the hell out of you to get it in today and you start to lose marks for 
every day that you're late, because we mat  this as  if it was a work 
skill, a business skill. We've asked you for this report by Monday 
rnoming and if it ain't there you could get fired so where is it? So 
it's a discipline that we get you into. (Int. 2, p. 14) 

Alan specifically looked for non-participants in the first few days of 

Commencement of the course, and contacted them privately by e-mail or publicly in the 

conferences, encouraging them to contribute. Graduate student advisors also actively 

reviewed conference activity in each course, and noufed him when it appeared that a 

student had not recently contributed to the conference. 

Collaborative leamkg activities were a sipifkant part of Alan's courses. He 

used various techniques to assist this process, most of which were no different frorn those 

he used in the classroorn. To provide maximum benefit frorn group learning activities, he 

encouraged other students to respect the expressed differences within the group and 

assisted individuais in developing full, rigorous arguments and counter-arguments as they 

worked toward mutual understanding and (hopefully) consensus. He sometirnes did this 

through private e-mail communication, but generally this was accomplished by cntiquing 

the students' points in the computer conferences. 

He also found that group members had to be prompted to take on various assigned 

tasks. He remarked, 

We actually had to structure the groups to get them to move. . . . 
We said, "Look, you need to assign these roles in your team. You 
have to sort out who's going to take the responsibility for ensunng 
that the document that you as a team have to produce and post on a 
particular date is going to be on the system. Who's going to take 
that leadership role? Who's going to take the role of coordinating 
effort - making sure that everybody's doing their pieces? Who's 
going to take the role of critic of your own work? Who's going to 
take the role of critic of the other team's contributions?" 
Distribute these kind of functions and then move them around by 
case so that at the end of the six cases you've done three or more 
of these different functions in your team. Then we asked them to 



spend some time reflecting on how they could have improved their 
temwork in this virtual environment. (Int. 1, p. 23) 

Alan welcomed challenges to his expertise from students and the opportunity for 

debate. He explained, 

For me, the cut and thnist of debate is what 1 was brought up on. 
I'm also a very skilled politician, so I'm just used to being in that 
kind of environment. It doesn't affect me a lot. (kt. 1, p. 3) 

Though he welcomed these challenges, he dso  set mles of engagement. He told 

his students, 

If you have an issue with me as a professor that you think affects 
the group, then rule one is, "Don't arnbush me." Give me a chance 
to think about it. 1 don't mind being challenged but I'd like to 
know it's going to happen so I c m  think about how best to 
respond. But 1 don? mind k i n g  taken on at dl. (Int. 1, p. 24) 

However, he noted that other instnictors (though not any interviewed for this 

study) had felt quite threatened in some instances, by "students who just won? take stuff 

from the profs." In his experience, this generally resulted not from differences of opinion 

about discussion topics, but from questionable instructional practices. 

Alan often found that snident-to-student conversations that took place in the 

cornputer conferences were valuable learning experiences. Interchanges usually 

exhibited greater levels of thought than those in graduate-level classroorn seminars 

because students were able to read, think and construct replies before posting them to the 

conferences. He noted, 

You have a chance to really work through some ideas before you 
put them up there; whereas in the classroom, when your mouth 
opens, that's it. It may be a small point, but it's a massive point in 
ternis of the quality of materials that we see. I think there are lots 
of examples where the system has encouraged wider reflection. 
(Int. 2 p. 4) 

He suggested that the ability of students to spend more time on task as a group 

also improved overall student contributions compared to the classroom. He noted that 

some of his groups of students had produced stellar work by interacting asynchronously 



with each other for many hous. The electronic learning environment not only ailowed 

them more time to individually reflect on the course rnatenal, but also gave students the 

freedom to collaborate for more extended periods of time than in the classroom setting. 

He found that students willingly cornmitted time to group discussions because of the 

better quaiity of learning that they experienced in the asynchronous electronic 

environment. They also took on greater responsibility for group participation and 

provided sipificant social support.to each other which was generally unavailable to other 

types of distance education students. He cornmented, 

Whenever sornebody started to feel a bit "iffy," the rest of them 
have actually got together and sorted them out By the time we've 
known about it, one of the group has said, 'cJohn's had this 
problem but we've dealt with it. You might want to send him a 
note saying, 'Glad you're still with us,' or whatever." [Students 
provide] absolutely, absolutely a lot of social support. 

While noting that "loud" dissenters were present in both the classroom and 

electronic environments, Alan perceived that cornputer conferencing represented a 

broader spectrum of opinion because it allowed shy students to become more assertive, 

and encouraged dissenting or frank comments from those students who might otherwise 

be unwilling to disrupt the flow of classroom conversation. A richer tapestry of student 

experience and opinion resulted. He actively supported unique points of view, largely 

because of his personal experiences. He stated, 

My] teaching style is to encourage [expression of minority 
opinion] because in my own career 1 was dways off in left field 
somewhere. 1 have a lot of respect for people who are taking a 
kind of a deviant view. That's how 1 made my living for a nurnber 
of years. (Int. 2, p. 13) 

He noted several problems that students experienced with CMC as well. The 

number of conference messages was sometimes ovenvhelming, and sorne of these were 

difficult to read and comprehend quickly because they were unfocused. However, he 



found that this problem gradually disappeared as students proceeded through the program 

and improved their writing skills. 

Alan discouraged student-to-hstructor pnvate e-mail communication, because cf 

concems expressed by some students about unequal access to the instructor's time that 

resulted fiom this practice. If students sent e-mail messages to Alan that could be of 

interest to others, he usudly asked these students to post them in the applicable 

conference, and posted his responses there as well. 

Alan noted some of the unanticipated benefits of the asynchronous, electronic 

learning environment - for instance, the ability of students (and instnictors) to get help 

with real-life problems they face in their workplaces. He remarked, 

You cm pose a question that's real for you like, ' m a t  do 1 do 
with this staff member on Monday that I've got to deal with?" and 
you'll get [a number 04 responses that really are helpful. 1 don? 
know where else I can get that kind of feedback, quickly and 
focused in a supportive way, than in this kind of environment. (Int. 
2, p. 8) 

He also found that the experiences students related in the conferences were often 

intrïguing to him penonally. He explained that 

[students are] sharing a lot of information about their own 
companies and their own organizations. Some of the stories of 
course are fascinating and you'd like to see what happens next. 
Some of these stories are a bit like soap operas so you get hooked. 
(Int. 2, p. 18) 

Despite the detail in some of the accounts, he found that students exhibited remarkable 

discretion in their comrnents and observed a set of unstated ethical rules that bounded the 

conversations. 

He also perceived that the technological features of Lotus ~ o t e s '  enabled students 

to quickly leam valuable information management techniques - for instance, the use of 

"intelligent agents" to flag certain kinds of messages or keywords in messages for 

immediate review, and generally manage large volumes of messages. 



He noted, 

[Olne of the things [that Lotus ~ o t e s q  can do is that if there are 
themes y o d 6  interested in a particular course, you cm create 
intelligent agents that search d l  those messages for just those that 
deal with those themes. So we're showing people how to read 
differently, how to think about knowledge and information 
differently, how to use the systems and their intelligent agent 
functions to get more out of these resources. For exarnple, mine's 
prograrnrned to pick up any message corning in, anywhere on my 
system. I'm running, 1 don't know, 160 databases here - anything 
to do with organizational change and transformation comes into a 
single place. 1 read those al1 the time, fmt. Any messages from 
my staff corne into a separate place and 1 read those. What we're 
seeing is that people are mastering the competencies that they need 
to be effective in the program reasonably quickly. (Int. 2, p. 9) 

Alan principally assessed the quality of individual student contributions by 

reviewing the content of their conference messages. Quantity of postings was a rninor 

factor to him. He commented, 

It's not a question of volume here. 1 mean one single message may 
change the whole thuiking of everybody. So 1 cannot escape the 
job of reading every message in the course I'rn responsible for. . . . 
We do actually count messages and Say, "Look, Ben's done 196 
messages in eight weeks and Mary's done 10. Let's look at both, 
in terms of quality and quantity." And then you'll see that 190 of 
these 196 messages are, '7 agee. Stop. Ben." So there's actually 
six messages here. But you have to know that and you have to see 
that and you have to track that as you go through. (Int. 1, p. 17) 

He found that this process was aided by the ability of Lotus ~otes '  to show 

various "views" of the computer conferences by topic, date, or individual. Further. the 

variety of on-Iine group learning activities made possible by using Flotes@ databases gave 

Alan a better feel for how well students were interacting with the learning materials and 

other students, compared to standard computer conference participation alone. 

Although several alternatives had been explored, Alan found that his assignment 

marking methods were still rather inefficient. He printed off the electronically-submitted 

assignments, made handwritten comments on these, and sent the annotated assignments 



back to his students by post. He dso sent an e-mail surnrnary of the appropnately- 

referenced comments to the students. 

Alan spent several hours a day on-line for the duration of a course. Still, he felt 

that these instructional time demands were not as a onerous as they initially appeared 

because CMC allowed him to use his tirne more effectively. He stated, 

Well I mean it sounds a hell of a lot, five hours a day, bloody hell, 
that's a bit. But you get up at seven, you log on for an hour, get a 
coffee, go for a walk. Log on at ten, do another hour. Log on at 
three, do another hour. Do that a couple of hours a day and be 
done. 1 mean you're managing it when you want, where you want. 
So it's not a big deal. (Int. 1, p. 14) 

He suggested that CMC instruction could also be done in othenvise "dead" times 

- for example, while waiting in airports - and that it afforded a greater degree of 

flexibility in terms of location of instnictors. Further, though the time demands were 

intense for the duration of the course, other professonal duties could be manged to be 

carried on outside these periods, in his experience. 

This chapter began by briefly describing and comparing the Master of Education 

and the Master of Commerce prograrns offered by Access University. Al1 the instructors 

interviewed in this study taught in one of these programs. 

The individual CMC instructional experiences of the instnictors were then 

described. These accounts were pnmarily based on transcripts of two interviews 

conducted with each instmctor between April and August, 1996. The accounts of their 

experiences form the central part of this study. 



The instructors discussed various aspects of their CMC expenences - for instance, 

their educational backgrounds and the structure of the CMC-based courses they 

instructed. their perceptions about the nature of adult distance education and the role of 

CMC in this process, instructional and assessrnent techniques, observations about saident 

practice and behaviour, and cornparisons of their CMC instructional experiences with 

those in the classroorn and more traditional (print-based telephone supported) forrns of 

distance education. 

The unstmctured nature of the inteniews provided an excellent opportunity for 

the instructors to describe their range of expenences. Importantly. this interview process 

dso allowed the instnictors' words to reveal more fundamentai, underlying perspectives 

which may have informed their expenences. Significant aspects of these expenences and 

perceptions will be discussed hirther in the next chapter. 



Chapter 5 

DISCUSSION AND INTERPRETATfON OF THE FINDINGS 

This chapter discusses the instmcton' accounts descnbed in the preceding 

chapter. It is divided into two sections. The fust section groups the instructors' accounts 

into three categories of meaning that 1 considered informative, and comments on 

sirnilarities and differences in their experiences within these categones. The second 

section discusses these experiences in the context of various leaniing theories, learner 

needs. instructor competencies, and organizationd influences that may influence the 

practice of CMC instruction. 

Simificant As~ects of the Instructors' Accounts 

Aspects of the instructors' accounts that 1 considered important are presented 

wiihin three categones of meaning: perceptions about communication processes that 

occurred in the CMC environment, teaching techniques employed by the instnictors, and 

the effect of CMC on instructional experience. 

Communication Processes in the CMC Environment 

In general, the instructors expressed a wide variety of perspectives about three 

aspects of the communication processes that they observed in the CMC environment - 

the value of the group communication and collaborative leaming processes, the value of 

individual student contributions to the cornputer conferences, and the relative frequency 

of student interaction in computer conferences compared to the traditional classroom. 



gr ou^ communication and collaborative leaming Drocesses. Al1 the instructors 

agreed that the CMC learning environment was superior to the print-based, telephone- 

supporied mode1 characteristic of Access University undergraduate programs because of 

the increased opportunities for instructor-student and student-student interactions. They 

saw these interactions as more desirable at the graduate level, but for different reasons. 

Some instructors considered cornputer conferencing to be central to the distance 

leax-ning process because it promoted lemer-centred learning and the creation of group 

knowledge among geographically-dispersed students. Others considered electronic 

interaction to be less important, but still useful. Randy, for instance, considered 

computer conferencing to be oftentimes unnecessary but important at other times, 

depending on the desired learning outcomes under consideration. In his opinion, CMC 

enabled students to share work experiences or to learn to communicate with each other on 

a professional bais  at a distance. As a result, he saw computer conference participation 

primarily as a means for students to develop interpersonal communication skills and to 

exchange information informally. However, these were less important leaming outcomes 

than rnastery of course content. He considered individually-submitted course 

assignments rather than group interaction to be the prirnary means for students to acquire 

(and demonstrate) this knowledge, and viewed one-to-one interpersonal communications 

through personal e-mail or telephone conversations as more often helpful to this process. 

As a result, Randy generally used these foxms of communication rather than computer 

conferencing to interact with students. 

Doreen also viewed group work and collaboration facilitated by computer 

conferencing to be relatively unimportant to many aspects of the learning process. She 

was sceptical of the educational advantages of CMC cited in the Literature, particularly 

the ability of CMC to facilitate relatively unstmctured, group-based knowledge 

construction. Like Randy, she considered it necessary to have a clear understanding from 
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the outset of the leaming objectives of the course, and viewed computer conferencing as 

only one of several possible means to achieve these. Although she devoted a significant 

amount of time to cornputer conferencing (too much, initidly), she also provided 

alternative means of communication (fax, telephone, e-mail) to accommodate her 

students' varied learning styles and preferences. She did not require computer 

conference participation nor attach a high grade weight to this activity because she 

considered these to be sornewhat coercive instructionai practices. 

John considered computer conferencing to be necessary for interaction and the 

creation of new knowledge at a distance, though he expressed some reservations about 

the (=MC medium in general and the conferencing system used in the M.Ed. program in 

particular. He was sensitive to the desires of some snidents to learn independently by not 

participating in the computer conferences discussions but still believed that the 

interaction provided by CMC was vital to the overall distance leaming experience. It 

enhanced individual understanding and encouraged group knowledge construction in his 

view, even though he had not been able to successfully incorporate group-based 

assignments into his conferences primarily because of persona1 time constraints. He 

believed that group work was inevitably unproductive in those cases where participation 

was required. He dso found that he was less able to encourage group-based learning in 

his computer conferences because the communication limitations of the medium tended 

to make spontaneous interaction more diffxcult. In contrast, Heather considered the 

asynchronous group communication processes enabled by CMC to be a superior form of 

learning because it ailowed for time- and place-independent interaction arnong students, 

while at the sarne time facilitating collaborative Iearning processes. 

Alan stated that his conception of the role of the instructor had changed from that 

of knowledge expert to leaming facilitator as a result of teaching in the CMC 

environment. He considered himself as more of a CO-leamer who jointly explored and 
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discussed issues with his students. Interaction was obviously essential to this process. 

Similarly, Mike considered group-based and experiential learning to be central 

cornponents of the adult education process. He believed that discussion and dialogue 

were necessary for authentic learning to take place in any educationai setting because this 

facilitated group knowledge building and perspective transformation. However, like 

John, he had been unable to incorporate much group work into his students' on-line 

activities essentially because of the instructional time required to do this. In his opinion, 

collaborative activity was lirnited by ovemll conference and course workloads of both the 

instructor and students. 

Although Mike thought that CMC was an improvernent over traditional 

correspondence-type homestudy models, it was still less effective than face-to-face 

instruction because it lacked immediacy, discouraged debate, inhibited thoughtful 

comment, and made misunderstandings difficult ro rectify. He experienced more 

meaningful discussions when he taught in the classroom, in part because non-verbal cues 

of acceptance and tolerance could be communicated among participants even though they 

expressed significantly different points of view. He felt that more difficult or 

controversial areas could be explored more productively in the classroom because the 

instructor could focus the discussions, limit digressions, and correct fundamental 

misunderstandings of concepts or others' points of view when they occurred. 

This view was cont rq  to most of the other instructors who noted that they 

experienced more open discussion on-line because the medium provided anonyrnity, 

students were able to carefully construct and revise their cornments before subrnitting 

them to the conferences, and misunderstandings could be more easily highlighted and 

addressed in a textual medium like CMC. 

Mike also found that dominant yet subtle social, political and economic ideologies 

that informed students' perceptions could not be challenged as easily in the on-line 
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environment. The inability of computer conferences to facilitate a social type of adult 

education - that is, the transformation of understanding about these dominant 

perspectives and the consequent enablement of groups of leamers to initiate socio- 

political change on a local level - was problematic. For him, the value of asynchronous, 

electronic student interaction was limited as a result- 

Other instructors did not consider this to be a significant shortcorning of the 

medium. Randy, for instance, did not believe that he needed to challenge students' 

perspectives ta be an effective educator. Rather, he thought that identification of 

expressed leamer needs and acquisition and assessrnent of related, specific skills or 

cornpetencies were more important insiructor functions. In his view, it was inappropriate 

to assume that transformative learning was needed or desired by adult learners, or even if 

it was, to presume that adult educators could legitimately or successfully undertake the 

task. He stated, 

What is the goal of education? I don't think we know enough 
about neamers] to really address that question and so 1 would tend 
to Say that unless we can define exactly what [transformative 
learning] is and 1 feel cornfortable with trying to teach students that 
way, then 1 would tell the students that they should perhaps seek 
their "instruction" from someone else- If the students want to l e m  
very specific skills, then 1 would be pleased to help them. That's 
not to Say that 1 don't value these other things, it's just that I don? 
know how to deal with them. 1 can design an environment that 
gives students resources to be more self-directed learners. If you 
give them access to the Internet and other tools and teach them 
how to use the Intemet, etc., then you've given them a tool that 
they perhaps use in being a life-long learner, for example. But to 
teach them [alternative perspectives associated with transfomative 
learning] - I'm not so sure we know enough about it. (Int. 2, p. 
16) 

The value of individual student contributions to the computer conferences. 

Perceptions also differed among the interviewed instnictors about the value of student 

contributions to computer conferences. Some instructors considered the quality of 

interaction to be higher in computer conferences than traditional classroom semngs 
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because students were able to think, research, and spend more time on task as a group. 

John, Heather, and Alan, for instance, saw free-flow conversation as valuable, though 

they believed that interaction needed to take place in a structured environment to keep 

discussions focused and allow students to think more clearly about individual issues. 

Other instmctors were unsure about the educational value of student interactions. 

Doreen stated that though the ability of students to contribute to on-line discussions often 

had socio-emotional value or otherwise appealed to students, its usefulness as an 

instructional tool was Iimited. She felt that student-student interaction often exhibited 

characteristics of "the blind leading the blind" because she perceived student comments 

to be inaccurate or lacking content in many cases. More importantly, though, she felt that 

the learning outcomes associated with interaction were often neither definable nor 

measurable against specified learning outcomes. 

Both Doreen and Mike noted that students "spoke" but did not appear to 

adequately "listen" or be willing to read more than brief comments on-line. This view 

was not generally shared by the other instmctors, who noted that the quality of student 

comments was generally higher in the CMC environment than what they had expenenced 

as classroom instructors or graduate students. 

Frequenc~ of student interactions. Several of the instructon commented about the 

comparative quantity of interactions among students in computer conferences compared 

to the traditional classroom. Alan and Heather felt that the frequency of on-line 

interaction was significantly greater in the electronic environment. Others like Mike felt 

that interaction was greater in the classroom. Some instmctors saw computer 

conferences as encouraging otherwise shy students to participate because their voices 

could be more easily "heard" in the cornputer conference environment, and because 

physical or other personal characteristics that sometimes inhibited participation were 

absent or less-obvious. Man noted more widespread participation in the computer 
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conferences than classrooms, but atîributed this to the voluntary suppression of "loud" 

voices: more-vocal participants could bener control their impulses to immediately 

respond. 

Some instnictors did not find significant differences in the levels and patterns of 

student interactions between the on-Iine and classroom environments. Doreen and John 

noted that some students preferred to participate frequently, and others not at dl. Most 

students preferred to sit back and observe before contributing. Doreen also found overall 

participation rates to be about the same, but noted that negative or positive effects on 

individuai students could be obscured without more detailed snidy of this issue. 

Conclusions about communicative mocesses. On the whole, the instructors 

expressed significantly difierent views about the value of group communication 

processes that occurred in the computer-mediated environment, the relative levels of 

student interactions that occurred in their conferences compared to their experiences in 

the classroom, and the educational value of individual student contributions. 

Some instructors feit that CMC group communication processes were less 

vaiuable because the associated learning outcomes were undefinable, or less important. 

Others considered interaction to be essential for learning to occur, though within this 

group, there were some who thought that inherent limitations of CMC restricted its 

usefulness as an educational medium. 

Some instructors cnticized individual student contributions in general as being 

superficial and uninformed, or ignored by other participants. Other instructors, though, 

considered student postings to be valuable means of peer learning. 

Several of these differences in experiences may be linked to how individual 

instructors teach. In the next section, various means used by instructors to facilitate 

learning in the CMC environment are discussed. 



CMC Instructional Techniaues 

The instmctors' descriptions of what they considered to be more important on- 

line instructional techniques have been grouped into the following areas: encouraging 

student participation, clarifying information, handling conflicts, compensating for the 

absence of non-verbal cues, sumrnarizing and weaving practices, and pacing. 

Encoura~in~ student oarticioation. The instructors held diffenng views about the 

appropnateness of encouraging student participation in the computer conferences. For 

instance, Randy and John preferred not to prompt students for input, while Heather, 

Doreen, and Alan actively encouraged students to participate. 

Heather descnbed a nurnber of methods she used to encourage participation. She 

publicly encouraged students, supported and praised students when they did make 

contributions, and weaved and summarized conference contributions extensively Mm 

also used a wide variety of techniques to encourage collaborative learning and sustain 

group interaction. An appropriately structured electronic leamhg environment was an 

important means to facilitate this, he believed. Databases in his courses were designed to 

involve students early and often in collaborative learning activities. He linked 

performance on assignments to demonstrated familiarity with the on-line discussions, and 

re-directed personal e-mail from students to the cornputer conferences. He was the o d y  

instnictor who required submission of group assignments. 

Some instructors obsewed that there were often tradeoffs when student 

participation was encouraged. Although John believed that interaction among students 

could create new knowledge, he was reluctant to draw non-participants into the computer 

conference discussions because he believed that students should be able to participate 

only if they wished to do so. In a broader sense, Randy noted that the introduction of 

new forms of technology like CMC could be viewed as enabling because these facilitated 



interaction among students. However, CMC also limited student participation in other 

ways because it erected barriers to access for potential students who did not have 

appropriate equipment. 

Clarifyine information. Mike thought that it was difficult to deal with 

misunderstandings and to clarify concepts in computer conferences because of tirne 

delays, the difficulty of following various conference threads, and the lack of visuai 

feedback from students. Othes, though, considered that misunderstandings occurred just 

as frequentiy in the face-to-face environment because visual cues of understanding and 

comprehension could still be mis-read. 

In John's view, it was easier to resolve rnisunderstandings on-line. He could 

make more timely interventions because the interactions occurred less rapidly than in the 

classroom. Shldents also had a permanent record of instnictors' clarifications. Other 

instmctors noted that in many cases, the problem was self-correcting. Misunderstandings 

and confusion decreased as participants learned to refer to specific prior message 

numbers, or incorporate actual quotes frorn relevant postings. 

Handline conflicts. In general, conflict was not common in the insmctors' 

conferences. The instnictors used various means to handle conflicts when these arose. 

Heather and Doreen preferred to send private e-mail to students in an attempt to decrease 

misunderstanding or bad feelings. Randy, John, and Mike tended to wait for students to 

intervene before attempting to resolve conflict. Alan stated that he encouraged rninority 

views, and as a consequence appeared more tolerant of conflict within his courses. 

Com~ensatina for lack of non-verbal cues. Certain instmctors found that the lack 

of non-verbal cues in the CMC environment changed their instructional practices and 

made interaction more difficult John preferred to use non-verbal cues like physical 

proximi~y and eye contact to guide and facilitate interaction in the classroom. It was 

more difficult to encourage interaction and rnonitor engagement levels because of the 
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absence of non-verbal cues and other physical manifestations that rnight indicate 

boredom on the part of some snidents, for example. Mike also noted that instmctors were 

unable to assess problerns with student comprehension due to the medium's lack of non- 

verbal cues. These insmictors found that they could not adequately compensate for such 

limitations. 

Alan, however, did not consider his instructional techniques to be essentially 

different frorn those he used in the classroom despite the asynchronous nanire of the 

CMC medium and consequent lack of non-verbal feedback. He stated that the techniques 

he used in the classroom to encourage discussion and draw out students were essentially 

the same. 

Sumrnarizing and Weaving Practices. The instnictors also discussed their 

sumrnarizing and weaving practices in the conferences. With experience, John stated that 

he preferred to be less-directly involved with the conferences and decreased his 

summarking and weaving activities accordingly, primady because of time constraints 

and penonal cost and benefit considerations. 

Randy as well did not consider it particularly important to summarize and weave 

conference contributions, but for a different reason. Since he considered the assignments 

to be the chief means for students to integrate course content with their personal 

experiences, he preferred to respond in the conferences to individual student cornments 

rather than sumrnarizing the discussions. 

Mike stated that he tended not to sumrnarize and weave conference discussions 

because the instructional material provided sufficient content and structure for the course, 

in his opinion. and because he believed that the personal value derived from interaction 

carne prirnarily from the act of constructing contributions. Because Alan used group 

projects more extensively, he found that sumrnarizing and weaving activities were more 

often carried out by the group members themselves. 
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On the other hand, Heather and Doreen took a more active role in weaving and 

surnrnarizing conference topics, and spent a considerable amount of time assessing the 

quality of student contributions. Heather found that her weaving activities increased with 

expenence, and viewed this as an important instructional technique. 

Pacing. Several of the instructors talked about techniques they used to Pace their 

students. Doreen and Randy deliberately controlled the Pace and sequence of on-line 

discussions by withholding information about how to join the next conference or by 

suggesting that students move on to the next conference topic, for instance. This 

provided more coherence to the students' learning expenences, they felt. Heather 

allowed students to contribute to various conferences at any time to facilitate the varied 

personal needs of her students. However, she found that student progress through the 

conferences was still governed somewhat by group dynamics and the structured nature of 

the learning material. Both Heather and Alan provided additional instructional material 

as the course proceeded and as aids to dialogue. This practice govemed student progress 

sornewhat. Alan, John and Mike used deadlines for assignments as pacing techniques. 

Conclusions about on-line instnictional technioues. The instmctors appeared to 

use different techniques to handle certain teaching situations. The techniques employed 

often appeared to depend on their views of the appropriate role of the instmctor - in 

handling conflict, encouraging participation, and summarizing conference contributions, 

for instance. 

Not d l  instmctors viewed certain issues as problematic. For instance, some of the 

instmctors did not f i d  it difficult to clarify misunderstandings or compensate for the 

absence of non-verbal cues in the electronic environment. Other instructors, though, 

found that they could not develop appropriate aiternate instructional techniques to 

counteract these perceived shortcomings. 



The Effect of CMC on Instructionai bc t ice  

The instructors also discussed the effect of CMC on other aspects of their 

instructional practices. These were refiected chiefly in their views about the relative 

emphasis on printed instructional material, persona1 time management, and the effect of 

the electronic cIassroom on traditional instmctor authority. 

Emohasis on ~nnted instructional material. AU of the instructors provided 

significanr amounts of printed reading material. Most instructors provided these at the 

start of their courses, though Alan (and Heaiher to a lesser extent) provided electronic 

learning material at various stages of theu courses. However, the relative importance 

attached to the instructional material and computer conferencing varîed arnong the 

instruc tors. 

Partly as a consequence, the number of computer conferences per course varied 

arnong the instructors. John, Randy, and Doreen each had four topic-specific 

conferences. Mike had seven instructor-led conferences and a small number of student- 

led conferences. Heather's course had 14 computer conferences, including student-led, 

small-group discussions. Alan used about ten group-based activities, but also required 

submission of group-based projects. Most of the other instnicton preferred or allowed 

individuaily-submitted assignments. Some instructors Iike Doreen also included 

discussion questions in their conferences. 

Impact of CMC on instructor's tirne management. The instmctors made several 

general points about the effects of CMC on the organization of their time. Many 

instmctors found that significant amounts of time were needed to initially design and 

develop a CMC-based course. This was not offset by reduced instructional time once the 

on-line courses commenced. 



Most of the instructors obsewed that though the asynchronous nature of the 

environment gave them time Bexibility, the overall amount of tirne needed to effectively 

facilitate cornputer conferences and perfom related administrative duties was 

significantly greater than in a classroom environment, primarily because increased levels 

of student participation lengthened the amount of time needed to read and respond to 

text-based messages. For instance, John considered the ùme demands of a CMC-based 

course to be two to three times higher than those of a conventional classroom course. 

Time demands on the instnictors were more onerous because assignments were 

more mcult to mark on-line, though various marking methods were employed. Some 

instructors sent electronic feedback about assignments to students; others provided 

feedback on pnnted assignments, which were then mailed to students. A few sent both e- 

mail summaries and more detailed written cornrnents on the marked-up assignments. 

Several of the instructors continued to use the postal system or faxes to cornmunicate 

with students about their assignments. However, the difficulties of navigating through 

various parts of the electronicdly-submitted assignments, maintaining an overall sense of 

structure, and inserting comments quickly were common complaints arnong the 

instnictors. Though electronic feedback could be sent quickiy to students, it took longer 

to produce this feedback. Most of the instmctors noted that the continued conflict 

between marking demands and other professorial duiies also impaired their abilities to 

provide what they considered to be timely feedback to students (usually seven to ten 

days). The potential of CMC to significantly reduce assignment tumaround time was 

limited by technological and workload constraints in most cases. 

Further, al1 the instructors had at l e s t  one assignment in their course which gave 

students broad latitude in their chosen topic area. Consequently, marking time was 

substantially increased because of the unique nature of the assignments submitied and the 

individual consultation time that was required beforehand. In spite of this, the instmctors 
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did not plan to eliminate these individualized assignments because of the perceived 

educationd benefits to the students. 

To decrease their overall workload, some instmctors were able to reduce their 

teaching duties in undergraduate homestudy courses. In other cases, class sizes were 

eventually lowered or course structures altered to reduce the frequency of instructor- 

student interactions. Most notably, Doreen found that she rapidly approached "burn out" 

in her initial CMC expenence because of the signïf~cant amounts of interaction that she 

designed into her computer conferences. As a result, she significantly reduced her on- 

line participation in subsequent courses. 

These views were not unanimous, however. Ala. found that instructional time 

demands were not significantly different from those in the classroom. He dso felt that 

the flexibility afTorded by CMC counteracted any additional time demands because 

instnictor responses could be slotted into a chosen daily routine, or performed in 

otherwise slack periods of the day. 

Effect of CMC on traditional instructor authoritv. in comrnon with some of the 

literature (Harasim and Johnson, 1986; Davie and Wells, 199 l), Doreen, Alan and 

Heather felt that the computer conferencing environment seemed to naturally decrease 

the instmctor's relative importance in the learning process. Authontarian instructor- 

student relationships were replaced with more egalitarian ones. They found that students 

rather naturally assumed more responsibility for their own leming in the computer 

conference environment. However, Randy thought that this phenomenon resulted more 

from program philosophy and design than from any inherent attributes of computer 

conferencing . 

John, though, disagreed that instructor-student relationships were more egalitarian 

in computer conferences. The textual nature of the medium and his inability to write in a 

"chatty" manner contributed to the perpetuation of formal, authontarian relationships in 



the CMC learning environment, in his opinion. Mike also noted that students seemed to 

challenge his opinions less in the electronic environment, perhaps because the lack of 

non-verbal cues made it difficult for both the insmictor and students to convey a sense of 

goodwill and acceptance while disagreeing with a stated position. 

ConcIusions About the Instructors' Accounts 

The insmictors' accounts varied significantly in the three categories of meaning 

described above - views of the communication processes used in the electronic 

environment, various instructional techniques employed, and the impact of CMC on 

instructional practices. The following section reflects on these variations, and suggests 

some underlying influences which may affect instructors' perspectives. 

Reflections on the Findine 

During the interview process, and later as I wrote and thought about the various 

instnictors' stories, 1 was struck by the divenity of the CMC instnictors' practices and 

perspectives. Some of the more notable of these have been discussed in the preceding 

sections. Although there were some experiences that appeared common to al1 the 

participants, rnany aspects of their cornputer conference experiences were unique, or 

shared by only one or two other instructors. Some expenences seemed to be markedly 

dissimilar and conflicting among the instructors. 

1 began to think more deeply about the nature of the differences in the instructors' 

accounts, and initially conciuded that differences in instructors' perceptions of their 

cornputer conferencing experiences arose as a result of fundamental differences in 

educational philosophy and learning theory which informed their instructional practices. 
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As 1 explored this issue further, 1 identifi~ed other influences, such as students' different 

learning styles, diffenng levels of facilitaûve and technical skills, mculties with the 

CMC software, patterns of discourse encouraged by CMC, and administrative issues that 

influence CMC use, 

Some of the instr~ctors' comments contributed to my initiai perception. As John 

stated, 

Your belief systern and your understanding of learning theory and 
where you're situated in the learning world in tems of your own 
philosophic presuppositions influences tremendously how you 
teach. The phenornenon [of teaching] is cornmon but it h a .  so 
many phenomenographic idiosyncrasies. Your theoretical 
perspective and your philosophic perspective have a tremendous 
impact on it. (Int. 2, p. 4) 

Freire (1985) also believed that the practice of education could not be separated 

from the underlying philosophy of the practitioner. He stated, "Al1 educational practice 

implies a theoretical stance on the educator's part. This stance implies - sometimes 

more, sometimes less explicitly - an interpretation of man and the world" (p. 43). 

Similarly, Pratt (1993) noted that there can be no value-neutrd position with regard to 

adult learning and facilitation. In educational studies, he explained, ' m a t  too often has 

been missing is a clarification of underlying values and beliefs of the central concept of 

learning" (p. 22). Paulsen (1995a) noted that computer conference instructors also 

needed to identiQ their preferred pedagogical styles. He suggested that instructors "will 

perceive their role in educational computer conferencing in light of their basic theones 

and philosophies toward education" (p. 82). Ess (1996) also commented that '%MC 

theories rely on largely irnplicit philosophical assumptions" (p. 2). He did not 

specifically discuss philosophical underpinnings of CMC in lems of educational theory, 

but rather in tems of democratic participation and related communicative acts. However, 

his cornrnents and those of other writers do speak to the importance of identibing and 



examining the assumptions and beliefs that often implicitly undergird experiences of the 

electronic learning environment. 

The effects of different informing beliefs on the instructional experience do not 

appear to have been adequately addressed in much of the CMC literanire. In the 

following section, a bnef ovexview of certain relevant theories and their implications on 

the practice of adult, CMC-based education is provided, followed by an interpretation of 

the instnictors' accounts in the context of these learning theories. 

Four Theories of AduIt Learninq 

Various writers (Brookfi~eld, 1989; Ertmer and Newby, 1993; MacKeracher, 

1996) described a total of four families of learning theones which appear relevant to this 

snidy - behaviounsm, cognitivism (information-processing), constructivism (humanist), 

and dialectical (transformational or critical). They also suggested various assumptions on 

which these learning theones are based. Some of the writers discussed implications for 

instructional design and practice. 

Brookfield (1989) stated that behaviourism favours competency-based adult 

education and assumes that the instructor holds the knowledge that leamers are to 

acquire. Ertmer and Newby (1993) noted that behaviourism is prirnarily concerned with 

the reinforcement of desired responses through appropnate stimuli and feedback. The 

learner is charactenzed as being prirnarily reactive to the learning environment. Little or 

no attempt is made to assess mental processes as learning takes place. 

Behaviourist instructional design prescribes observable and measurable outcornes 

in students, and requires that these be specified in advance. It also suggests pre- and 

post-assessrnent of leamers' knowledge levels, mastery learning, and the use of practice 

and feedback to support or correct performance. However, as Wim (1990) noted, it 

makes "no attempt . . . to prescnbe instructional strategies on the basis of a student's 



knowledge nor an assessrnent of which pedagogical processes are necessary for them to 

use" (p. 54). 

Wim suggested that, similar to behaviounsm, cognitivism emphasizes the role 

that environment plays in the facilitation of learning and also attempts to discover the 

most efficient and effective means to transfer knowledge to students. However, 

cognitivism also proposes that human behaviour is indeterminate. It therefore attempts to 

understand the more complex mental processing that occurs in the minds of learners 

when they think, solve problems, speak, and process information, for instance, and 

studies how information is received, stored, and reuieved by the mind. Instruction is 

focused not on behavioural procedures for manipulating instructional matenal, but on 

means to direct the thought processes of learners as they interact with material. He 

contended that the instructional design processes flowing from cognitive theory counter 

the reductionist tendencies of task analysis found in behaviounsm (p. 53). 

Ertmer and Newby (1993) suggested that cognitive instructional design differs 

from that informed by behaviourism because it attempts to make knowledge meaningful 

to learners through their active involvement - for example. by giving leamers control of 

their learning and by assisting them with the development of self-planning skills. it also 

helps learners organize and relate new information to memory through the use of 

structunng and sequencing techniques to streamline information processing skiils, and 

analogies and examples to create connections with previously-learned matenal. 

Despite the differing behavioural and cognitive assumptions about what leaming 

is and how it occurs, Ertmer and Newby noted that objectivist assumptions underiie both 

cognitive and behavioural theories of leaming. Rimarily, objectivism assumes that the 

world is real and external to the leamer, and exists independently of individual 

awareness. The goal of instruction, therefore, is to cornrnunicate the structure of this 

extemal world to the leamer. 



Ertmer and Newby (1993) suggested that the third learning theory, 

constructivism, asserts that 'Vie mind filters input from the world to produce its own 

unique reality" (p. 62). In other words, the mind creates meaning, rather than acquires it, 

and this meaning is created by communication, negotiation, and social construction. The 

philosophical underpinnings of constructivism were discussed in chapter 3. 

As Willis (1995) noted, the goal of leaming under constructivism is understanding 

within personally-meaningfd contexts. From an instructionai point of view, Ertmer and 

Newby (1993) suggested that knowledge under constructivist tenets is an internal 

representation of the mind, situation-specific and created, and results from the interaction 

of the learner with the environment. This intemal representation is open to constant 

change, since many different meanings can be deduced from any experience and over 

tirne. Leaming according to constructivist tenets is most effective when it occurs in 

realistic settings, and uses leaming tasks that are relevant to the learners' lived 

experiences. Leamhg methods include coaching learners to achieve expert performance, 

presentation of multiple perspectives (through collaborative tasks, for instance), and 

negotiation of socially-constmcted realities through discussion of personal experiences 

among the participants. 

Despite the apparent incornrnensurability of objectivism and consmictivism, 

Ertmer and Newby viewed instructional design attributes within these major theory 

groupings as part of a continuum, rather than as being ciiscrete and mutually-exclusive. 

They noted that even though behavioural, cognitive and constructivist learning theories 

make differing assumptions about the nature of learning and how learning takes place, the 

theories at times prescribe the sarne instmctional methods to support the learning process. 

The use of feedback is comrnon to both behaviourism and cognitivisrn, for instance, as is 

the importance of leamer and task analysis. Cognitivisrn and constructivism advocate the 

use of realistic leamhg tasks in meaningful contexts, and generally seek to involve the 
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leanier in this process. As Winn (1991) noted, this latter similaity occurs chiefly 

because both constructivism and cognitivism assume that the complexity of what has to 

be learned does not diow student behaviour to be predicted. This rnakes it more difficult 

to detemine beforehand what will be considered acceptable performance. As a result, 

students develop their own learning strategies and often their own goals as well. 

Instructional strategies are needed which guide or coach learners when needed, but do not 

require leaming to take place in a particular manner. 

However, these theones do have significantly diflerent practical implications as 

well. Ertmer and Newby concluded that constructivists view the learner as "more than 

jusr an active piocessor of information; the leamer eiaborates upon and interprets the 

given information" (p. 66). Winn (1990) noted that constructivism focuses on 

instructional systems that do not provide content so much as "shells [that] allow students 

to explore and to consnuct meaning for themselves" (p. 39). Though not explicitly noted, 

this would appear to include many foms of group-based asynchronous electronic 

communication. Pratt (1993) noted that the assumption of an objective reaiity underlying 

behaviounsm and cognitivism - that the world exists independently of the leamer and 

that to know something is to know its essence - means that the unobservable and 

unmeasurable learning supported by constructivism is "either inaccessible, untnistworthy, 

or insignificant. pfl the learner is active in constnicting meaning and interpreting 

experience, knowledge and tmth [are] compromised" (p. 16). 

MacKeracher (1996) noted that the fourth model of learning - the dialectic - is 

primarily concemed wi th Iearning as transformation. Like cogni tivisrn and 

constructivism, learners in a dialecticai model are involved in active development of 

ideas through dialogue. Like constructivists, they endow themselves and the world 

around them with social rneaning so that "both meanings and penonal models of reality 

are changed during interactive and constitutive processes" (p. 232). 
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However, the learning experience should also be transfomative. Mezirow (1983) 

temed this "leming for perspective transformation." He viewed perspective 

transformation as emancipatory leaming that could free individuals from "libidinal, 

institutional or environmental forces which lirnit Our options and rational control over our 

lives but have been taken for granted as beyond human control" (p. 5). He suggested that 

critical reflection is central to this process - a growing individual awareness of how 

various social. political, economic, and technological ideologies and the resulting sets of 

niles, roles, and social expectations, including assumedly-fixed power relationships and 

cornmon wisdom, are assimilated in individuals. These create patterns of perception, 

thought, and action which he characterized as "Wse consciousness" (p. 8). False 

consciousness is transcended through adult education, which included an organized and 

sustained effort to enable adult learners to be self-directed in their leaming activities. For 

effective and personally-significant leaming to take place, leamers need to be aware of 

the factors that constrain their ability to learn, including power relationships that flow 

imperceptibly (to the unenlightened) from ideologies imbedded in the social structure and 

cultural practices w hich significantl y influence the leaming environment (pp. 6-8, 18, 

21). 

Mezirow considered that the role of adult educators is to initiate perspective 

transformation by encouraging relevant group discussion, challenging psycho-cultural 

assurnptions that emerge, and assisting learners in applying insights gained through 

discussion and debate to their own lives. In this role, the instnictor is not value-free. 

There have been various critiques of Mezirow's work and leaming for perspective 

transformation in general. For instance, Memam (1993) noted that it is unclear whether 

perspective transformation is limited to adulthood or whether it is a cornmon occurrence 

among ail learners. The specific cognitive and affective dimensions of the process are 

also unknown (p. 8). Still, the dialectical mode1 informed by the writing of Mezirow and 
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others has had a significant impact on some educators' views of the adult education 

process, including distance education. 

The Relationshi~s of Leaming Theories to Instxuctors' Described Ex~eriences 

The described experiences of the six instmctors seemed to be significantly related 

to personally-held views of leaming. One group of instmctors (Alan, Heather, John and 

Mike) appeared to hold views about the nature of the adult learning process which were 

essentially constructivist or dialectical in nature. They regarded the learning process as 

primarily an "among-learner" phenomenon6 - that is, adult distance learners needed to be 

able to critically analyze instructional content and engage in dialogue with instructors and 

other learners in order to create individual meaning, validate their leming experience, 

and consmict group-based knowledge even though separated by time and distance. A 

medium of interactive communication (CMC in this case) was therefore necessary for 

learning to occur. 

As an exarnple, Alan considered the accompanying reading material in his courses 

to be "triggers for leaming" through dialogue, rather than a knowledge base to be 

absorbed by students through a variecy of educational activities. He stated, "What 1 am 

focusing upon is the leamer creating their own understanding, as opposed to being given 

this understanding and tested on it" @nt. 2, p. 2). Likewise, Heather took an active role in 

the computer conference discussions and looked for ways to share individual knowledge 

among students to facilitate group-based learning. John noted that students needed to 

actively and freely participate in the learning process through dialogue to create new, 

shared understanding S. 

The terms "among-leamer" and "within-learnei' used in this section to characterize two views of the 
learning process appeared in the ICDE95 conference "Interaction-" See 
www.ualbertaca/-tanderso/icde95/intcraction-www. 



Mike considered group discussion and dialogue to be essential to the adult 

education process because its chief purpose was to transform the learner, in his opinion. 

Cornputer conferencing was an indispensable part of his course because he felt that 

students at a distance needed to interact with each other and share life expenences to 

l e m  and initiate personally-meaningfùl change. The primary role of the instructor was 

to facilitate this dialogue and at the sarne time suggest to students how their educational 

expenences and daily lives could be unconsciously influenced by dominant, underlying 

socio-political perspectives. 

As a result of viewing howledge as essentially constructed and group-based, 

Alan, Heather, John and Mike tended to structure their cornputer conferences to 

encourage greater student participation. For instance, Alan and Heather had significant 

amounts of group-based learning activities in their courses. John assigned greater overall 

grade weight to conference participation to encourage dialogue. Alan and John re- 

directed private e-mail to the conferences to focus discussion within the group. Mike 

required students to set up and moderate their own conferences, and was supportive of 

increased student participation. 

Altematively, Randy and Doreen did not appear to view "arnong learnei' 

interactions as either necessary or suffkient conditions for learning because they 

characterized leaming as a fundamentaliy "within-leamer" phenornenon. They appeared 

to subscribe to more behavioural and cognitive theories of adult learning. That is, while 

interactions arnong students or between instmctors and students might be seen as 

desirable in some cases, and in certain instances improve the learning expenence, they 

did not consider these interactions to be essential in order for more important foms of 

leaming to take place. They also viewed independence as an important Ieamer attribute 

and learner interaction with the printed materials and assignments as pre-eminent 

leming activities. 



To Randy, adult education meant providing tools to students to make them more 

self-directed in their leaming endeavours. He considered the assignments to be the 

primary means of learning in his courses. He was also reluctant to require group 

interaction if this meant that students would be unable to work individually on more 

personally-meaninghl assignrnent topics. Like Doreen, Randy did not rely on group 

interaction to trigger the learning process within students because he considered it 

important to accommodate individual learning preferences as much as possible. For 

instance, he responded in kind to students who preferred to send him personal cornrnents 

or questions via e-mail rather than posting to the conferences. 

Doreen viewed cornputer conference interaction as a means of communication to 

be used as each instructor saw fit. Though she believed that interaction could provide 

social and emotional support for students at a distance, she questioned the instructional 

value of the learning outcomes associated with most Flpes of student-student interactions 

because these could be neither defined in advance nor measured. As she stated, 

It's perfectly tme that a whole raft of human learning occurs 
[through student-student interaction]. The point is, if yod re a 
teacher and you're trying to ensure some kind of learning, you 
can't be sure who's learning what at any given time. And, in fact, 
what they leamed can as easily be wrong as nght. . . . When we 
deal with these non-prescnbed kinds of learning outcomes, al1 I 
can really Say is, "Gee, I'm really pleased that it happened." I 
donTt know what to do when it doesn't happen, and 1 cannot take 
credit or blame if it occurs. (Int. 2, pp. 5.6) 

Doreen and Randy did not place as much importance on group interaction as the 

other four instructors. They appeared to consider that learning could take place through a 

wide variety of interactive and non-interactive media, and that individual leamer 

exposure to structured matenal alone could be a valid, albeit independent, f o m  of 

learning. They were supportive of individual learner preferences for independent study 

and one-to-one student contact with the instructor, and viewed these as ofien conflicting 

and outweighing the benefits of group leaming. 



As Doreen remarked, 

Several of the students in the fint offenng of [one of her counes] 
said. 'Tm doing computer conferencing, and I'm enjoying it, and 1 
actually like reading [the conference discussions], and i f s  really 
neat to be able to do it on my own time, but interacting with you is 
really al1 I need. I didn't need the [computer conferencing] 
particularly." (Int. 1, p. 11) 

For these instructors, a major function of the computer conferences was to 

improve the quality of individually-submitted assignments. As a result, alternate 

communication media (e.g., private e-mail, fax, telephone) were used more often than the 

computer conferences by these instructors to provide support and instruction to students. 

Cornputer conference participation was not significantly rewarded by them. 

Based on the preceding anaiysis of the instructors' accounts, it appears that 

variations in undedying educational perspectives significantly inform instructional 

practice and, as a consequence, the instructors' experiences of the CMC medium. 

Different, even conflicting instructional practices may be considered appropriate when 

considered from the perspective of the informing learning theory. The link between 

instructional perspective and the practices of CMC instructors appears to warrant further 

siudy in the literanire. 

The instnictors' accounts aiso revealed other influences which could affect their 

instructional experiences - for exampIe, individual student learning styles. These are 

discussed below. 

Impact of Students' Learnin~: Stvles on Instructional Practice 

Perhaps the best known adult learning mode1 is that proposed by Kolb (1984), 

whose experiential learning cycle includes concrete experience, reflective observation, 

abstract conceptualization, and active expenmentation. Leamen, he proposed, start at 

different places in this cycle and move through its various stages throughout the learning 



process. Depending on where the learner is situated in the cycle, Kolb proposed four 

learning styles - accomodator, diverger, assimilator, and converger. He suggested that 

while leamers can and should use other styles, they tend to begin with their preferred 

style and to use other styles less frequently and less productively. 

MacKeracher (1996) also noted that adult leamen will likely exhibit significant 

differences in learning needs and preferences. She described characteristics of leamers 

based on Kolb's four leaming styles, noting that assirnilators seek to begin 'by reading 

about the topic," divergers "like to begin by talking things over with others 'to get the big 

picture'," accomodators preferred to begin by "doing an activity," while convergers 

"deFrne the learning task and set clear goals." (p. 21 1). 

Some of the insmictors also tried to accommodate students at different points in 

their learning cycles by providing varied types of learning experiences. For instance, 

Doreen encouraged both many-to-many and one-to-one communication, as she 

recognized that students desired group interaction at certain times, and preferred to 

interact solely with the instmctor or the leaming materials at other times. She 

summarized and weaved various conference contributions as learning aids for some 

students in an attempt to spur interaction. She felt that this met some of the socio- 

emotional needs of her students as well as aiding cognition at times. On the other hand, 

and like Randy, she also interacted with students individually by e-mail, telephone, or fax 

if they desired, and used fairly specific leaming objectives and goals in her course design. 

However, the defining characteristics of the CMC environment - asynchronous, 

text-based communication - prevented individual student needs and preferences from 

being fdly accommodated in some instmctors' views. Mike believed that on-line group 

interaction was limited because the cornputer conferences did not provide the same rich 

leaming experiences as face-to-face interaction. Though he considered CMC-based 

leaming to be superior to the correspondence-based, telephone-supported distance 
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education mode1 charactenstic of Access University undergraduate programs, CMC still 

lirnited the instmctor's ability to not only use alternative learning strategies, but also to 

ascertain student leaming needs because it lacked non-verbal cues and the immediacy of 

dialogue. Like most of the instructors, his attempts at providing alternative learning 

experiences were also limited by personal time constraints. This in turn was exacerbated 

by the need for textual rather than spoken responses to students. 

Some attempts at providing altemate means of learning were only partially 

successful. Heather, like many of the instructors, had not been able to design effective 

group-based assignments which she believed would enhance the learning process for 

sorne students. She took many steps in the initial weeks to develop individual student 

profiles and encourage conference participation, but also recognized that in spite of this, 

sorne students would just not make postings. 

The Influence of Instructors' Relative Instructional Abilities 

The accounts in this study may differ in part because some of the instructors are 

more capable, energetic, experienced, or possess more appropnate skills for teaching on- 

line. As Kaye (1989) noted, individual differences in computer and related skills arnong 

CMC instructors affect their perceptions of the usehlness of the medium (p. 15). For 

instance, Mike described a rather cyclical process he experienced. He noted that he was 

not an enthusiastic computer user in part because he tended to forget lessons learned from 

previous on-line courses. However, he forgot these lessons prirnarily because he did not 

want to use cornputers regularly. The greater summarizing and weaving activities 

perfonned by some instructors also may be a function of their innate abilities in this 

regard, and their willingness to invest the time that the practice requires. This activity 

could in turn improve or at least change the dynamics of on-line discussions and the 

instructors' resultant experiences. Finally, four of the instnictors used one of the earlier 
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versions of a cornputer conferencing software system at the time of the interviews, while 

two used one of the most sophisticated systems available. The relative amount of time 

required to become proficient on a particula. conferencing system may have deterred 

some instructors from developing their on-line instmctional skills as extensively as 

others. AI1 of these factors could contribute to the instructors' somewhat different 

expenences of the CMC medium. 

The Pattern of Discourse in CMC 

The discursive nature of electronic interaction may also have affected some 

instructors' experiences of the CMC medium more than others. Kolb (1996) described 

the rhythm of e-mail as having 

more of the feel and style of oral communication. E-mail 
messages are typically rapid and short. Topics get developed in 
several exchanges of shorter messages rather than in one exchange 
of long position statements. The liveliness of e-mail cornes from 
this rhythm of communication. I do not have to work out my ideas 
in advance to the last detail, because you will ask questions and 1 
will clar@ as we go dong. (pp. 15- 16) 

He also pointed out that the argument patterns of conversations are affected by the 

technology . He stated, 

Discussions by e-mail often branch off without ever retuming to 
bring the contributions or conclusions of the branched discussions 
into contact with earlier questions and earlier stages of the 
discussion. . . . E-mail encourages interruption; threads of 
discussion mutate and branch. (p. 17) 

This rhythm tends to encourage some types of discussion and discourage others. 

Participants list points rather than develop full arguments, and provide bnef rebuttals to 

equally brief quotes from previous messages. 

Sirnilarly, several of the instructors in this smdy were frustrated with the brevity 

and superficiality of many of the students' comments. They found that students did not 

debate ideas or raise arguments as readily or as fdly as they did in classroom settings. 



As Mike in partîcular noted, technology changed interaction patterns. Arguments were 

harder to sustain because tangentid postings intervened and ciouded the discussion. This 

phenomenon made effective instruction more difficult than in the classroom. Doreen also 

questioned wheiher electronic messages really formed conversations or merely resulted in 

participants talking past each other, and as a result whether the process of posting 

comments coutd be considered genuine interaction. 

Heather had been disappointed by the lack of rninority opinions in students' 

comments, and their often u~eflective nature in general. Though she had observed that 

snidents took more responsibility for their learning as the course progressed - by asking 

probing questions, for instance - she concluded that students tended to resist deeper 

analysis of issues unless encouraged to do so. In an attempt to overcome this tendency, 

she uied to introduce topical materid into the conversations and wove links between the 

postings within the various groups. 

The sheer volume of interactions also affected instructional practice in some 

cases. Initially Doreen was ovenvhelmed by the extent of conference participation and 

eventually lirnited her use of introductory questions to reduce the number of ensuing 

messages to a manageable level for ail participants. 

These somewhat negative characteristics of the current state of electronic 

discoune suggest the need for newer technologies which are better able to focus 

discussion and encourage deeper analysis. As Kolb (1996) noted. new hypertext 

capabilities and navigation aids in asynchronous communication technologies are needed 

to provide more appropnately-linked discussions and allow for spontaneous and usehl 

digression, yet help participants maintah the thread of linear arguments. In the absence 

of these new technologies and without new understandings of the dynamics of CMC 

interaction, practitioners may need to examine and downgrade their expectations of 

cornputer conference conversations. 



To this point, only the effects of "educational" influences on CMC instructional 

practices have been discussed - the impact of peaonally-held views about learning by 

instructors, varied leaming style preferences of students, relative instructor cornpetencies, 

and the discursive nature of asynchronous electronic communication. However, larger 

organizational influences may also affect instructors' experiences. 

The Effect of Distance Learning: Organizational Structure on Instructors* Exrieriences 

Some wnters have stated that organizational issues significantly inform 

understanding of a wide variety of adult distance education processes. Peters (1993), 

while acknowledging the fundamental importance of learning theory to the development 

of distance education practice, criticized studies that merely focused on instructional and 

learning issues. More research effort needed to be directed toward understanding the 

unique organizational charactenstics of dedicated distance education institutions7 since 

these defined the distance education phenornenon, in his opinion (pp. 133-144). L j d  

(1993) also noted that an examination of both organizational and pedagogical issues was 

necessary to provide a more complete perspective on adult distance education research. 

In this section, two such organizational influences on distance education teaching 

and leaming expenences are discussed. First, the effects of organizationally-entrenched 

leaming theories on distance education text production processes are described. Second, 

possible limitations are exarnined which may be imposed by cost structures charactenstic 

of dedicated distance education institutions. 

Effects of entrenched leamine theones. Evans and Nation (1989) argued that the 

distinct organizational characteristics of dedicated distance education institutions are 

often undergirded by dominant, unstated leaniing theories, and that these may be 

Dedicafed distance education institutions are defined as those having separate governing structures, 
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antithetical to good adult education practices. They applied the Mezirow (1 983) critique 

of adult education to distance-based learning models, agreeing with him that the primary 

goals of adult learning should be to increase the capacity for self-directedness in the 

leamer and to transform perspective. 

In the view of Evans and Nation, these goals required the explicit engagement of 

learnen in shaping their own learning expenences and the collaborative sharing of 

educational experiences between teacher and student, including joint participation in the 

evolution of curriculum and educational practice as it applied to each snident (p. 10). 

However, they suggested that the traditional authoritative role of the teacher in rhe 

educational process created a power imbalance which tended to stifle critical reflection in 

leamers. In distance education, this imbalance was principally created through 

uistnictionai practices informed by behaviourai learning theory. Behaviourdism resulted 

in practices which objectified student and teacher in the distance education environment 

and turned students into passive receptors of information (pp. 244-45). 

The processes of "text production" (for instance, the development of highly- 

structured p ~ t e d  and audio-visual learning material) in dedicated distance education 

institutions were particularly problemaric, because these 

are shaped by the structural properties of those texts. In this way 
the language, rules, codes and means of interpretation embedded in 
particular textual forms shape the ways distance teachers engage in 
producing their text. The knowledge production of distance 
education is shaped and mediated by and through the foxms of text 
production which constitute distance educational practice. (p. 245) 

These inherent properties of text production, they argued, profoundly affect the 

nature of relationships among students, their teachers, and the leaming organization 

because distance educators c m  more easily choose and shape the knowledge base 

required of students, and regulate the form and substance of student discourse. Students 

including chief executive officers, and where education is predominantiy transacted at a distance. 
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have little option but to conform, since the distinctive knowledge production processes 

and imposed leamhg structures characterized by this instructional industrialization 

confine snidents to "a system of learning which reflects and aids the reproduction of the 

ideological and stnictural conditions of society" (p. 249). As a result, they suggested, the 

distance learning organization tends to dominate and aiienate students. This makes the 

perceived "good" practices of face-to-face adult education Wicult or impossible to 

accomplish - in particular those concemed with transfomative learning and education 

for greater democratic participation - because instructional industnalism fails to mat  

adult learners as autonomous, self-directed and self-motivated. 

As Spencer (1997) noted, continued reliance on structured learning material, even 

in CMC-based prograrns, may perpetuate dominant politicai, social, and economic 

perspectives. He stated that 

the intemal [institutional] obsession with technoiogically advanced 
delivery systems and carefully strucnired knowledge . . . will work 
against the more creative symbiosis of knowledge and expenence 
which is needed for social purpose education. The concentration 
on technology can mask the way education is being used to 
achieve student conformity and adaptation to dominant ideology. 
(P. 6 )  

Thus, he argued, adult distance educators must "corne to tems with the stmctural 

constraints of [dedicated] distance education institutions" (p. 9) which can apply in both 

traditional, print-based, correspondence forms of distance education, and newer 

electronic mediums like CMC. Both may rely significantly on the text production 

processes critiqued by Evans and Nation (1989). Distance educators, Spencer contended, 

needed to employ particular group-based communication techniques in cornputer 

conferencing and use other forms of computer-mediated communication more creatively 

to recapture the essence of adult education rnissing in most forms of distance education to 

date - primarily through the use of formal and informal student-student dialogue and 



group work. Othenvise, text could continue to lirnit the effectiveness of CMC-based 

courses- 

Some of these limitations were described by the instructors in this study. John, 

for instance, specifïcally noted that the textual nature of the CMC medium contnbuted to 

the perpetuation of formal authoritarian relationships between instnictors and students, in 

his opinion. Severai of the insmctors also discussed the difficulty in motivating students 

to interact spontaneously. In the final analysis, many of these problems may result from 

Limitations imposed by a reliance on text to both communicate instructional matend and 

transact asynchronous, electronic interactions in distance education organizations. 

However, the development of alternative instructional systems like CMC and 

ultimately the experiences of students and instructors in this environment may also be 

influenced by the distinctive cost structures of dedicated distance education institutions. 

These influences are considered in the following section. 

The economic implications of CMC. Nipper (1989) described dedicated distance 

education institutions as progressing through three distinct phases of change or 

"generations" - a) study by mail; b) the use of print, audio-visual or broadcast media, 

supplemented by limited telephone tutor support; and c) the use of interactive 

technologies like videoconferencing or CMC to provide more interaction among learners, 

and between leamers and instructors. 

Despite this evolutionary process, other wnten Like Peters (1983) suggested that 

many dedicated distance education institutions remain fundamentally "industrial" in 

orientation. Peters considered the traditional classroom to be a pre-industrial form of 

education where the instnictor is the centre of the educational process and is responsible 

for most of the leaming activities and outcornes, much iike an artisan or master 

cmftsman. On the other hand, he claimed, distance education had responded more 

readily than other forms of higher education to the historical, social, and political forces 
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that shaped modern society. As a consequence, dedicated distance education institutions 

represent the industrialization of teaching and leaming because they allow knowledge to 

be tumed into a mass-produced, affordable, and widely-available commodity (p. 110). 

Keegan (1994) also believed that the changes to higher education created by the 

industnalization process were fundamentally similar to those that were observed in 

modem society as a whole. Elitism had given way to egalitarianism, or at l e s t  the 

technical and administrative preconditions for universal access to higher education were 

put in place; individuals had assumed more authority and become more independent and 

responsible for their actions (though he acknowledged that overt or sublimated, 

repressive power might still exist in various forms); interpersonal relationships had 

become more remote and anonymous because of mediating effects of technology; and the 

production (education) process no longer relied on a speciai person nor took place in a 

special place or at a speciai tirne.' 

Peten (1983) suggested that dedicated distance education institutions generally 

use industrialized production processes that represent a more complex confluence of 

logistics, organization, and educational issues than conventional educational 

organizations. In order for instructors' knowledge and skills to be transmitted in a cost- 

effective marner to a much larger nurnber of students, for instance, these institutions 

need to mas-produce standardized, carefully-stmctured instructional media, and 

differentiate course development, production, and instructionai labour processes. Keegan 

(1986) surnrnarized the characteristics of indusaialized education proposed by Peters as: 

However. Keegan (1990) noted that Peters did not necessarily advocate this process of instructional 
industriakation, as he considered it unnatural. It breaks the normal communication patterns between 
instructor and learner and requires the substitution of mechanical forms of interpersonal communication, 
for instance. These factors necessarily change the nature of insiructor-smdent interaction and increasc 
the possibility of learner alienation (p. 80). 



1 .  Rationalization, whereby knowledge and skills are transrnitted by one 

instructor to a much larger number of students than in traditional classroorn instruction, 

through the use of detailed, printed instructionai rnaterials, for instance; 

2. Standardization of leaming material as a result of formalized production 

processes. Students receive the sarne material in a particular course, which may consist 

of a purchased textbook, a collection of readings, or other course content wntten by a 

subject matter expert, accompanied by a study guide and assignments; 

3. Mass production of large amounts of this standardized printed material for use 

over long periods of time; 

4. Division of labour and assembly line features. Duties that would normdly be 

performed by one classroom instructor are distributed among several members or units 

within the distance education organization. For instance, teaching material rnight p a s  

thmugh the hands of instructional designers, subject-matter experts, editors, graphic 

designers, and printers as it is developed; 

5 .  Mechanization of the traditional classroom teaching process, whereby 

technology (mainly related to production of print and audio-visual rnaterials) supplants 

the predominantly verbal instructional techniques of face-to-face instruction; 

6. Objectifcation of the teaching process because teaching tasks are made more 

ngid and predictable; 

7 .  Increased planning and preparation, particularly in administrative and 

financial areas, because the distance learning production process is more complex and 

requires invesiment in the necessary technology; 

8. Monopolization of distance education, or at Ieast concentration of 

responsibility for the provision of various levels of distance education in the hands of one 

provider by the state (pp. 76-77). 



However, Peters frarnework was criticized by various writers including Rumble 

(1995). Rumble stated that not al1 distance education institutions exhibited the 

industrialized feanires proposed by Peters, that the practice of distance education did not 

differ markedly from the craft of traditional education in many institutions, and that the 

industrialized features of education were not necessarily limited to distance education, 

particularly with the advent of electronic technology. 

Peten (1996) responded to Rumble, considering him to be "profoundly wrong" 

because he focused too narrowly on the actual production processes of distance education 

institutions. Peters reiterated that university distance education in iü most important 

forms continued to be characterized by highly industrialized, technically-mediated 

processes while conventional education in essence remained orally-based. Technology 

significantly differentiated the various teaching and Iearning processes that were carried 

out in dedicated distance education institutions. 

Further, although conventional universities continue to rationalize their teaching 

processes in order to cope with mass education and resource limitations (and produce 

forms of isolation and alienation in many ways characteristic of those experienced by 

distance leamers in the process), this did not evidence the industrialization of 

conventional educational institutions in Peters' view. In cornparison, distance education 

rernained comparatively better planned, developed, implemented and evaluated, and 

relied significantly on mediating technolcgy - the more important hailmarks of 

industrialized education. 

Carnpion (1996) argued that Peters' work provided a useful starting point for the 

analysis of dedicated distance education institutions, as these institutions continued to 

evolve much like organizations in other industries in Western society. In Campion's 

view, the Rumble critique of industrialized education as being similar to conventional 

education, using as an exarnple the highly bureaucratized, large-scale structure of the 

281 



British Open University, ignored the more useful study of distance education institutions 

which exhibited more flexible and democratic structures- These institutions were 

consequently more attendant to the evolving needs of students, could increasingly 

provide high-quality, lower cost distance education to more and more students, and 

would produce distinctively new foms of organizational structures. He noted that 

with the use of cheaper, more user friendly and flexible computing, 
communication, and print, together with new technologies which 
could be developed through participation, a very different type of 
distance education network cm be envisaged: one which is more 
decentralised, democratic, participatory, open, and flexible. (p. 60) 

Campion's description appears to specifically include CMC-based learning 

systems. It remains to be seen, though, whether these asynchronous, electronic forms of 

distance education will maintain one of the primary advantages of industrialized distance 

education proposed by Peters - its cost effectiveness. 

The introduction of CMC-based graduate programs at Access University appears 

to have significantly affected several aspects of the industrialized education process. 

First, the leaming mode1 has been altered to encourage greater dialogue between 

instnictors and students? Most of the instmctors in this study noted that they now 

assume a greater presence in their CMC-based courses, similar to their classroom 

experiences. Second, development and instructional duties are now more often 

concentrated in the hands of individual CMC instructors. In general, the instmctors 

reported that they were involved in a widr variety of educational activities in the 

graduate-level CMC environment, including material development, moderation of 

computer conferences, student assessment, and provision of individual support and 

feedback to students. 

Though as discussed earlier in this study, signifiant variations in individual instructor practices and 
informing leaming theory exist. 
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These experiences are different from these sarne instnictors' experiences of more 

traditional correspondence-based undergraduate programs at Access University where, in 

general, printed materials are a more significant source of instruction, tutor support in 

practice is often incidental rather than integral to the instructional model, opportunities 

for interaction are less frequent, average numbers of students handled by each instmctor 

are larger, instructional and administrative duties are often divided among course 

coordinators, tutors, markers, and telephone attendants, and students are viewed more as 

individual leamers than as part of an electronic class. 

The tendency of the CMC-based M.Ed. and M.Cornm. programs to de-emphasize 

division of duties, reduce average numbers of students per instructor, increase Ievels of 

instructor-student interactions, and create electronic cohorts of students suggests that the 

introduction of CMC may in fact "deindustrialize" the distance education process.1° 

According to PetenT model, and other factors being equal, this deindustnalization could 

be expected to increase instructional costs. 

In the case of both classroom- and distance-based graduate programs, increased 

interaction is generally recognized as a desirable goal. The incurrence of additional costs 

to accommodate this interaction is accepted as reasonable. At Access University, the 

graduate programs have been able to adopt this deindustrialized model for several 

reasons. Fint, they finance some or al1 of their respective program costs by charging 

higher tuition fees than undergraduate programs. In the case of the M.Comm. program, 

the tuition fees are completely market-based. 

Second, these programs had greater budget flexibility at their inception. For 

instance, the M.Ed. program is administered and staffed primarily by faculty from the 

'O Though arguably less so in the MCornm. program, where there is greater division of duties and larger 
cohorts of studcnts per instmctor. 



Department of Education Studies, which is allocated a proportion of the University's 

annual operating budget. Pnor to the inception of the M.Ed. program, the mandate of the 

Department of Education Studies was to conduct research on institution-wide distance 

education issues. This mandate was changed, and permanent faculty positions were made 

available to develop, instmct and adrninister many of the courses in the M.Ed program 

without incumng significant new costs. Similady, the M-Cornm. program is staffed by 

seconded or contracted faculty members. In the initial years of operation, seconded staff 

salaries were subsidized by their home faculties. Contracted instructors continue to be 

paid only for the duration of their courses, and are not required to perform research or 

administrative duties. As a consequence, the per-student insauctional costs of M-Cornrn. 

faculty are reduced. 

Third, both the M.Ed. and MCornrn. prograrns adopted CMC-based leaming 

platfoms from their inception. Students were expected to provide their own computer 

hardware and telecommunications, which significantly reduced instructional costs. 

On the other hand, undergraduate programs at Access University appear to be 

constrained from developing sirnilar CMC-based learning models for several reasons. 

Enrollment levels in relatively large pnnt-based, telephone supported homestudy 

prograrns need to be maintained in order to ensure stable govemment funding ievels for 

the institution as a whole. Instructional materials therefore need to be developed to 

service both print-based and CMC-based courses, and these may be dissimilar if the 

underlying learning models are different. Minimum computer requirements for 

undergraduate students are difficult to establish because of the University's mandated 

open access policies for these prograrns. Undergraduate tuition fee increases are lirnited 

by govemment fiat and Access University policy, and differential fees for new forms of 

technologically-enhanced courses and programs are not permitted. In addition, while 

hnds were provided to pilot CMC-based learning system innovations at the 
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undergraduate level, these primarily covered initial capital costs, and not ongoing 

operating expenses. Government operating grant reductions that were phased in 

commencing A p d  1, 1994 made it even more diffïcult to reallocate financial resources 

from established phi-based programs to new CMC-based programs. 

As a result, the somewhat distinctive organizational features of the M.Ed. and 

M.Comm prograrns at Access University not only allow more extensive interaction to be 

incorporated into their CMC leaming models, but also provide the economic wherewithal 

for this. The Ievel of instructor-student interaction made possible by rather unique 

economic and organizational factors has significantly determined the way in which the 

M.Ed. and M.Comm. programs have been designed and conducted. and hence the 

instructional experiences of this study's participants. 

However, the design of undergraduate CMC-based learning systems at Access 

University and similar dedicated distance education institutions will have to be structured 

differently to provide increased interaction. Otherwise, increased financial costs may 

make the transition to CMC-based learning systems econornically unjustifiable. 

Learning models that provide increased interaction for students without 

significantiy increasing instnictor involvement need to be explored - for instance, the use 

of chat rooms and student-moderated computer conferences. Web pages and frequently 

asked question databases may provide cost-effective means to improve information flow 

to students. With experience, and similar to the accounts of some of the participants in 

this study, instmctors rnay be able to intervene more strategically, or encourage more 

student-initiated and student-maintained dialogue, thereby accommodating both increased 

numbers of students and increased levels of interaction. Attention to new ways to divide 

duties in the on-line distance education environment - for instance, the use of Help Desk 

attendants to handle e-mail and telephone queries regarding routine and repetitive 



administrative matters - and more research focused on when and why students access 

course facilitators could also result in more effective use of instnictors' tirne- 

Finally, learning models which provide increased levels of interaction should only 

be introduced in educational settings where warranted - for example, as Peters (1996) 

argued, when interactions arnong students and instructors are more fiequent and are 

necessary to communicate social noms and "intersubjectively-shared everyday 

language," or when these interactions have as their goal the emancipation and 

individuaiization of the participants (p. 52). 

Conclusions about the effects of organizational factors on instructionai 

expience. CMC instructional experiences in dedicated distance education institutions 

may not only be informed by instructors' personal views about the nature and purposes of 

the distance and adult education processes, by individual leamer needs, and by diffenng 

instructor ski11 sets, as suggested earlier, but also by organizational factors. 

First, inherent structural properties of both print-based instructionai material and 

text-based electronic instructionai systems like CMC may still perpetuate dominant 

learning theories and objectify the leaming experience, thereby affecting the relationships 

arnong students, instnictors, and the leaming organization and influencing how 

individuais perceive their distance education experiences. Second, the distinctive 

organizational and financial characteristics of the M.Ed and M.Comm. programs at 

Access University have allowed CMC-based leaming models to be developed in these 

programs which may be rather unique, and thus uniquely affect instructional experience 

within them. These CMC-based systems likely provide a higher level of interaction 

between instnictors and students than cm be expected from similar systems that may 

eventudly be adopted on a large scale in the undergraduate programs because CMC 

appears to deindustrialize the distance education process and make it less cost-effective. 

Significant evolution away from an indusûîalized, second generation (print-based, 



telephone supported) distance educaiion mode1 to third generallon models which provide 

increased interaction between leamers and instructon may be impeded by increased 

financial costs, unless alternative models are developed. 

These models will likely need to provide larger numbers of on-line information 

sources for students, and support more unstructured, fluid and direct student-to-student 

interactions compared to the more formalized, ongoing, instnictor-moderated interactions 

often found in computer conferencing environments at present. Traditional on-line 

instructional duties and praciices also need to be re-examined to use instnictor resources 

more effectively . 
As dedicated distance education institutions proceed into the 21st century, they 

will need to come to terms with these organizational issues in order to successfully 

evolve into full-scale next-generation distance education providers. 

Summarv and Conclusions 

Aspects of the instmctors' expenences descnbed in this study that were 

particularly noteworthy to me were discussed in the f i t  part of this chapter. These were 

grouped into three broad categories of meaning. The f i t  grouping dealt with instructon' 

perceptions of CMC communication processes - the usehilness of group interactions, and 

the frequency and value of individual student contributions. The second grouping 

described specific CMC instructional techniques used by the instructors - those used to 

encourage student interaction, clarify information, handle conflict, compensate for the 

absence of non-verbal cues in the asynchronous environmenf summarize and weave 

conference contributions, and Pace leamers. The last grouping described the effect of 



CMC on instructional practice - in particular, the use of printed instructional material, 

instructors' time management processes, and instnictor authority. 

Areas of sig-nificant agreement and disagreement were identified within each area 

The insuuctors had different perspectives about the relative role of written instructional 

material, whether and how to encourage student participation, and the extent, value, and 

authenticity of on-line student interactions. They differed with regard to perceptions of 

instructional time demands in the asynchronous environment, the relative difficulty in 

handling misunderstandings and compensating for the lack of non-verbal cues, and 

whether the instructor's traditional authority was limited by CMC processes. 

Further reflection on some of these differences suggested that fundamentally 

different educational philosophies of the instructors signir~cantly affected their practices 

in, and expenences of, the CMC environment. Two instnictors appeared to support 

behavioural or cognitive (objectivist) leaming theories and considered learning to be 

more of a "within-lemer" process. This view fundamentally assumes that knowledge is 

acquired by individual leamers through interaction with an objective, external reality that 

exists independently of individuai awareness. These instnictors tended to emphasize 

learner needs of independence and self-directedness. They designed and followed fairly 

specific leaming objectives, considered printed instructionai materiai and individually- 

submitted assignrnents to be the pre-eminent means of learning, and viewed 

understanding of specified course content as the most important learning outcorne. 

Computer conferencing tended to be viewed as an optional communication tool or a 

means to accomplish less-emphasized leaming objectives and not as a integral part of the 

learning process. The value of cornputer conference interactions were diffkult for them 

to assess because these were not easily rneasured and could not be correlated with pre- 

determined learning outcomes. They de-emphasized computer conference participation 

by assigning less grade weight to this activity and used altemate means of one-to-one 
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communication (telephone, fax, e-mail) when these types of communication were desired 

by learners. 

The other four insîructors tended to view learning more as an "among-learnef' 

process, informed by the consmctivist paradigm. Here, reality and truth are subjectively 

perceived. Knowledge is viewed as an interna1 representation of the mind, and based on 

interpretation of expenence. The creation of knowledge occurs as a result of essentially 

subjective transactions among two or more human beings, and is validated by social 

consensus within limited contexts. 

A central goal of these four instructors was to provide collaborative, group-based 

learning experiences to facilitate knowledge construction among learners. They saw 

interdependence and collaboration as more important learner needs. This required CMC- 

based interaction, and they encouraged cornputer conference activity by assigning 

relatively more grade weight to this activity, and in some cases taking a more active role 

in the discussions. 

The practical implications of apparent daerences in theoretical perspectives that 

inform both instructors' experiences in this study and the literature in general do not 

appear to have been sufficiently explored by other writers. Divergent yet equally 

defensible views about appropriate CMC instructional practices may be entertained if 

these underlying theoretical perspectives are taken into account. 

However, other influences also appeared to affect instructors' experiences. 

Learner needs and preferences need to be respected, for instance. In some cases, time 

restrictions did not allow the instructors to implement what they considered to be good 

instructional practice, like group-based assignments. Differences in individual 

instructors' teaching aptitudes and technical proficiencies, and the relative ease of use 

and capabilities of the two conferencing systerns used by the instructors could also have 

affected their experiences . 



Certain attributes of the asynchronous electronic environment - for example, the 

discursive nature of asynchronous electronic interactions - detracted from the otherwise 

positive expenences of some of the CMC instnictors. The lack of non-verbal cues was 

also problematic for some of the study's participants, as this hindered group 

communication processes and learner engagement. These factors dso inhibited 

perspective transformation which was seen as the pre-eminent goal of adult education in 

one instructor' s opinion. 

Larger organizational issues could also affect CMC expenences. Fust, dominant 

behavioural leaming theones imbedded in the text production processes of traditional 

distance education universities can continue to influence how newer forms of learning 

systems like CMC are developed and used. Second, despite the potential for increased 

interaction that CMC offers to distance leamers, leaming models adopted by the M.Ed- 

and M.Comm. progams at Access University appear to deindustrialize the instructional 

process and make these prograrns relatively more expensive to run. The costs of 

providing increased interaction rnay affect when and how distance-based universities 

incorporate cornputer-mediated learning environments, particularly in undergraduate 

prograrns where ongoing tutoial support for both electronic and traditional distance 

education students must continue, tuition fees cannot be increased significantly, and 

higher student-instructor ratios must be maintained to contain instructional costs. As a 

result, the expenences of the instnictors in this study may be somewhat unique. 

As dedicated distance education institutions proceed into the next rnillennium, 

they will increasingly need to convert second-generation (print-based) leaming systems 

to third-generation electronic forms, including CMC. Because increased instructor- 

student interaction in these CMC-based graduate prograrns appear to result in increased 

costs, aitemate leaming models need to be developed which support more unstructured 

and student-initiated interaction, enable instnictors to monitor leaming activities and 
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intemene more strategically, and generaliy provide increased amounts of student support 

without requinng additional amounts of instructor tirne. 



Chapter 6 

SUMMARY OF THE STUDY, REFLECTIONS, AND IMPLICATIONS 

This final chapter summarizes the nature of the study, the major research 

question, several important issues arising from the review of the literanire, the method of 

enquiry used, major findings, and the implications of these findings for the organization 

and practice of distance education. Penonal lessons learned as a result of this study and 

recommendations for future research are also included, 

Summary of the Study 

The study undertook a probing examinaiion of the instructional experiences of six 

CMC instructors in two graduate-level programs at Access University, a dedicated post- 

secondary distance education institution. A constructivist paradigm was assumed. 

Naturalistic enquiry was used to explore aspects of the CMC instructional experience that 

the participants considered peeonally meaningfùl and to identify emergent themes. 

The research question for the snidy was, "Mat  are the experiences of instmctors 

in CMC learning environments?" Some prelirninary, guiding questions were developed 

prior to the interviews about the participants' views of themselves as instnictors, of their 

students, and of the CMC educational process. Additional, important areas of interest 

arose from the instructors' own descriptions and from my interpretation of their accounts. 



Several issues arose from the literanire review. On a practical levei, there 

appeared to be somewhat conflicting views about the nature and relative advantages of 

CMC as an educational medium as wel1 as what constituted appropriate CMC 

instructional practice. Researchers also appeared to hold different, usually unstated 

perspectives about relevant leaming theory underlying their studies. Some writers tended 

to characterize CMC instruction as a means to develop various cornpetencies or higher- 

order cognitive skills; others viewed it as a means to promote knowiedge construction 

within leaming groups, self-directed leaming, or transformation of learner perspective. 

These views could influence the way CMC is experienced, described and investigated. 

Two in-depth, unstrucnired interviews were conducted with each of the study's 

six participants between April and August, 1996. The instructors taught in one of two 

graduate programs at Access University. Both programs are CMC-based. All the study's 

instmctors had taught in this environment during the preceding two years. 

Each instructor's account was described in detail in chapter 4. These accounts 

were then analyzed in chapter 5. The instructors' experiences were divided into three 

broad areas of meaning. The first area discussed instnictors' perceptions of the 

educationai value of CMC communication processes - specifcally, the usefulness of 

group interactions, and the frequency and value of individual student contributions. The 

second area compared and contrasted various instructional techniques used by the 

instmctors in the CMC environment to encourage student participation, clarify 

information, handle conflicts, compensate for the lack of non-verbal cues, summarize and 

weave conference postings, and control the Pace of student progress through the on-line 

courses. The final area sumarized the instructors' views about the effects of CMC on 

instructional practice - in particular course design, time management, and traditional 

insûuctor authority . 



As I initially reflected on the accounts, it appemd that different educational 

philosophies significantly aFfected individual instructor practices in, and experiences of, 

the CMC environment. Two instructors' experiences appeared to be informed by 

behavioural or cognitive learning theories. Learning seemed to be viewed as essentially a 

"within-learner" phenornenon. These instructors designed and followed fairly stnictured 

learning objectives and stressed the importance of printed instructional matenal and 

written assignments in the learning process. They de-emphasized computer conference 

participation by assigning less grade weight to this activity, frequently used altemate, 

one-to-one forms of communication (telephone, fax, and e-mail). and employed fewer 

collaborative leaming activities than the other instructors. 

The other four insuuctors' practices and experiences appeared to be informed by 

constructivist learning theory. They viewed leaming more as an "among-leamer" process 

- a senes of essentially subjective educational transactions among two or more human 

beings, validated by social consensus within limited contexts. These instructors provided 

(or desired to provide) relatively more collaborative, group-based learning experiences to 

facilitate the knowledge construction process arnong learners. They emphasized the role 

of computer conferencing in their courses by assigning relatively more grade weight to 

this activity, and redirecting private e-mail from the students to the conferences, for 

instance. 

However, various factors also moderated actual instructional practice like respect 

for differing leamer needs and learning styles, instructors' personal time constraints, and 

varying levels of instructional expertise and technical cornpetence. For some instructors, 

the limitations of asynchronous electronic interaction - for instance, the lack of non- 

verbal cues, response delays, and the discursive nature of the medium - also hindered the 

educational effectiveness of CMC. It appears that diverse yet equally defensible views 



about appropriate CMC instructional practices can be entertained if these underlying 

perspectives and moderating influences are taken into account. 

Finally, two larger organizational issues which may affect instructional 

expenences were discussed. These also have implications for the evolution of learning 

systems from primarily print-based to CMC-based ones in dedicated distance education 

institutions. First, underlying, dominant behavioural learning theones that are imbedded 

in the textual processes of traditional, correspondence-based distance education 

universities can extend to CMC leaming environrnents and act to constrain instructional 

prac tice. 

Second, the CMC-based learning models underadkg the M.Ed. and M-Comm. 

programs at Access University are somewhat unique even within the institution. These 

models increase instructor-student interaction and affect the instructional expenences of 

the snidy's participants. These models appear to significantly increase economic costs. 

As a result, they likely cannot inform the process of wholesale conversion from pnnt- 

based programs to CMC-based ones at Access University and other simiiar dedicated 

distance education institutions, particularly in the larger undergraduate programs. 

Ongoing tutonal support for both on-line and traditional homestudy smdents must 

continue, tuition fees cannot be increased significantly, and higher student-instructor 

ratios must be maintained to contain instructional costs. 

New leaming models are therefore needed which encourage unsûuctured and 

student-prompted interaction, enable instructors to intervene more selectively in the 

interactions of participants, and generally provide increased amounts of student support 

without direct instructor involvement. These organizational issues may provide some of 

the more significant challenges for distance-based universities as they proceed into the 

next millennium. 



Lessons Leamed from the Research Process 

Before 1 began this snidy, I expected that the descriptions of the participants' 

experiences would tend to reinforce one another - not in the sense that 1 would find a 

great deal of underlying common ground among the descnptions (although 1 did expect 

this) but rather that a "naturalistic" process of enquiry in the end would produce 

important categories of meaning. These categories in nim would provide a rather 

integrated, rounded and complete account of the overall CMC experience. 1 also had 

expected that differences in their accounts might be largely amibutable to factors 

extemal ro the instmctors themselves - for instance, differences arising from the various 

CMC systems used, the subject matter of the course or courses that each instructor taught, 

or their relative arnounts of experience with the medium. 

However, 1 now think that a comprehensive account of the CMC instructional 

experience may not be possible. It is clearer to me that an in-depth study of various 

individuais' subjective perceptions cannot constitute an adequate description of a 

supposedIy objective whole. The instnictoe' descriptions appear to be informed by such 

different, hndarnental beliefs about the nature and purposes of adult and distance 

education that their descriptions are in many ways irreconcilable. Importantly to me, 1 

also now realize that many of the points of view expressed in the distmce education 

literature were often informed by underlying, unstated beliefs about learning theory 

which influenced the way CMC is experienced. described and investigated by various 

writers. 

Naturalistic enquiry seemed particularly suited to this study because it enabled me 

to extensively discuss, probe, and think about individual instructors' accounts of what 
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they do as educators in the CMC environment and to link these experiences to more 

fundamental considerations, at least on a preliminary basis. Combined with my reading 

of the literature, the investigative process also prompted me to re8ect on organizational 

issues which have implications for future foms of individual CMC instnictional practices 

and the implementation of CMC-based instnictional systems in both traditional 

classroom-based and dedicated distance education universities. Additional research 

could explore these issues further. Ideas explored here may aiso suggest additionai 

perspectives from which to critique extant CMC literature. 

The snidy's findings rnay have been significantly different if the participating 

instructors had been enthusiasts who initiated their own CMC-based courses within 

primarily classroom-based prograrns. While none of the six instructors could be 

classified as unwilling CMC users, I believe that the imperative of individual 

participation that resulted fiom a larger organizational commitment to adopt CMC as a 

major means of interaction in the instructon' various distance-based graduate programs 

allowed me to select and interview those instructors who heId a more diverse and critical 

set of understandings about the nature of electronic, asynchronous interaction. These 

divergent understandings in tum illurninated issues that eventually emerged as important 

considerations in this study. 

Im~lications for Practice 

The instructors' experiences and my analysis of their accounts suggest several 

implications for the CMC instnictional practice. Most importantly, instructors need to 

identify or clarim their underlying philosophical perspectives about the pnmary purposes 

of adult and distance education when designing on-line courses, since these perspectives 
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largely determine the appropnate instructional goals and techniques to be used in the 

asynchronous, electronic environment. Insmctors should structure their CMC learning 

environment accordingly. In particular, they need to employ practices that are consistent 

and supportive of views about the appropriate arnount and type of interaction between 

individual learners and printed materials, individual leamers and the instructor, and 

among leamers. For instance if a constructivist perspective is assumed, collaborative 

leaming and other forms of many-to-many group discussion will be seen as relatively 

more important and should be designed into the course structure. 

In addition, the purposes of learning activities and assignments and the 

predominant form of instructor-student interaction (e.g., one-to-one as opposed to one-to- 

many forrns of electronic communication) should be influenced by these individual 

perspectives. Where a common electronic instructional system is used throughout a 

whole program of studies, these systems need to be flexible. They should give instructors 

enough independence to design their courses according to their individual views about 

the nature of the adult education process. 

Several pragrnatic considerations were noted in the study which affect 

instructional practice. Instructors, in particular novices, need to be aware of the 

significantly greater arnounts of tirne that CMC instruction generdly entails because of 

the textual nature of interaction, the increased amount of contact that students expect, and 

on-line marking difficulties, for instance. CMC instructors need to ensure that their 

supervisors adjust their workloads to recognize the time and effort needed to teach 

effectively in the electronic environment, and that the leaming organization provides 

adequate technical support for this activity. 

Instruction of adults in any medium is challenging. Successful practices appear to 

be affected by a complex confluence of learners' and instmctors' needs and abilities. 

However, as one instructor in this study noted, it is likely that a wide variety of 
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instructional practices can be successfully incorporated into the CMC environment if 

learners are treated with respect and genuine concem for their welfare in al1 phases of the 

educational process. 

Recommendations for Future Research 

The findings of this study suggest several areas for future research which could be 

conducted as either naturalistic enquiry within a consmictivist paradigm or as 

rationalistic research. Firçt, thz influence of educational philosophy on instructional 

practice in the CMC envuonment needs to be studied further. Second, variations in 

practices of relatively inexperienced and more expenenced CMC insüuctors could 

provide additional insight into the way that instruction is conducted in this environment 

and the instructionai skills that are developed as instructors interact electronically with 

students. 

In this study, computer conference transcripts were not particularly helphl in the 

study of instructors' experiences. A third avenue for future research could therefore 

involve observation of and dialogue with instructors as they participate in on-iine 

sessions. These rnethods may provide more useful information regarding particular 

thought process and perceptions that inform instructional practices. Finally, the 

economic implications of providing widespread on-line instruction at dedicated distance 

education institutions need to be explored further. 
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APPENDIX A 

Instnictor Consent Form 

Dear Instnictor X: 

Re. Consent to Participate in a Studv of Instructor Expenences in Computer 

Conferences 

This letter seeks your formal consent to participate in the above-noted study. I am 

an Ed.D. student in the Department of Educational Policy Studies, Faculty of Education 

at the University of Alberta As part of the degree requirements, 1 must conduct a 

research project and submit the results to a supervising cornmittee which is chaired by 

Dr. Margaret Haughey. 

In this study, 1 plan to describe inshuctors' experiences in university-level 

computer conferences. Among other issues, 1 am interested in what strategies instructors 

use to enhance student leaming experiences at a distance, strategies instructors use to 

control or guide interaction, the effect of computer conferences on teaching styles, how 

instructors gain understanding of the computer conferencing environment and assist their 

students in doing the same, and how instructors perceive computer conferencing 

workload requirements compared to other, more traditional teaching duties. 

This type of study appears to be somewhat unique. 1 hope that your involvement 

will be rewarding for you. As indicated to you earlier, 1 plan to interview you on two 

separate occasions, about six weeks apart, at a rnutually convenient tirne and location. 

The interviews should last approximately ninety minutes each. 1 will provide you with a 

general outhe of my areas of research interest, but the interviews themselves will be 



unstructured and seek primarily to record your experiences with and understandings of 

computer conferences. These activities will likely take place between April 1 and May 

3 1, 1996. 1 aiso plan to analyze transcnpts of portions of computer conferences which 

you have participated in, subject to appropriate approval. 

1 do not anticipate any nsks to you as a result of participating in diis study. You 

will receive a copy of your interview trawxipts to allow you to check and approve the 

contents. If I do not receive a response from you within a specified penod of time, 1 will 

assume that you approve of the transcript contents. 

Any information that may Iink the discussion to you will be disguised. You rnay 

exercise your right of veto over or clarification of any portion of your interview 

transcripts. The interview tapes will not be used by anyone else, and will be destroyed 

upon completion of the study. 

You will also be provided with a summary of the study's initial fmdings for your 

review . Cenain references in the surnmary , particularly names of the interviewees, will 

be altered to maintain anonyrnity. Pseudonyms will be used for direct quotes where 

necessary, and findings will be aggregated in categories of data to also prevent 

identification of individual participants. 

You may withdraw from the study at any time by contacting me at the above- 

noted address or phone number. Please acknowledge your consent by signing this letter 

and returning one copy to me. The other copy is for your records. Thank you for 

agreeing to participate in this study. 
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