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Abstract


Educational institutions, government bodies and businesses worldwide are voicing their great anticipation and excitement with regard to the development of new technologies and distance education and the benefits these are expected to bring. This paper outlines the context and discusses current qualitative research into tutors' and students' perceptions of the use of different types of two-way Computer mediated Communication as part of a Master's level distance teacher education course in 'Educational Technology and ELT' at CELSE (Centre for English Language Studies in Education), The University of Manchester.
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Introduction





This paper reports the initial findings from research into distance students' and a distance tutor's perceptions of using both synchronous and asynchronous computer mediated communication (CMC) as part of a fully distance Master's programme run by The University of Manchester.





The initial findings from this research suggest that synchronous and asynchronous CmC can provide different benefits. Synchronous CmC was perceived as helping participants to get a feel for who the other participants were, helping establish a feeling of group identity and reducing feelings of isolation, whereas asynchronous CmC proved a more flexible means of communicating for collaborative task work between remote students.





The background





In government reports, at educational conferences and in the press, distance education and new technologies are not only references which appear with increasing regularity and impact, they are also linked together and portrayed as key elements in the future of global education and training. The following citations from conferences and government statements, from both sides of the Atlantic, illustrate the excitement and anticipation which surround this area of study.





From across the Atlantic the Executive Summary of the ‘Global Summit on Distance Education’ (1996) stated the following in its findings:





Participants agreed that distance education is in great demand worldwide, demand is soaring as awareness grows of its potential for maximising the use of teaching resources to reach large numbers of learners. [...] The government role is to ensure that the GII [Global Information Infrastructure] eliminates distance as a barrier to education, and to make the U.S. a world leader in the business of education.’


(Executive Summary of the ‘Global Summit on Distance Education’ 1996:1)





Five months later Daniel, the vice-chancellor of the United Kingdom Open University, gave the keynote speech to academic and business delegates at the ‘World Open Learning Conference’ in London and stated:





The Open University, as Britain’s largest educational and training institution, is also a substantial business as well as an asset to British industry in the era of the knowledge society.


(Greenhalgh 1996:12)





The links between new technologies, distance education and economic opportunities underlined many of the statements and initiatives proposed by policy makers. During the following year the National Committee of Inquiry into Higher Education submitted to the Secretary of State for Education and Employment 93 recommendations for Higher Education. This document became known as the Dearing Report and included the following statement:





New technology is changing the way information is stored and transmitted. This has implications both for the skills which higher education needs to develop in students, and for the way in which it is delivered. It opens up the possibility of higher education programmes being offered remotely by anyone anywhere in the world, in competition with existing UK institutions, but also offers a global market place in which UK higher education can compete.


(Dearing et al 1997:5)





Again, the link between new technologies, distance education and economic opportunities was highlighted as the key to future development. As Lee, Armitage, Groves & Stephens (1999:3) note, the Dearing Report represented the beginning of a significant move in national level reports and initiatives into education and the role of computers and information technology. In 1998 the British government responded with a Green Paper entitled ‘The learning Age: a renaissance for a new Britain’ in which Blunkett claimed:





Investment in human capital will be the foundation of sucess in the knowledge-based global economy of the twenty-first century. [...] We currently lead Europe, and possibly the world, in learning technology and flexible learning delivery, and we intend to help maintain that lead.


(Blunkett 1998:1-5) 





The great eagerness and excitement around distance education and new technologies was there for all to see yet the actual details of how new technologies could be used for effective distance education were not so readily available. The demand for research into how new technologies can be used effectively in distance education remain as important today as when Dillion & Gunawardena (1992) wrote:





'…future research […] should address the effect of the online environment on group interaction and communication, the impact of online interactions upon knowledge building, factors contributing to and detracting from participation in CMC, and the relationship between group communication in the environment and learning. Such studies will begin to build a body of knowledge about how the new technologies can assist collaborative learning, and will contribute to the design of practical collaborative learning environments.'


(Dillion & Gunawardena 1992:188)





Against this background, this working paper attempts to address some of these issues raised by Dillion & Gunawardena as it investigates a particular instance of distance education in which the use of two-way computer mediated communication is a key element of the course. The paper will first describe the exact context of the research and then describe the research itself.








Overview of the M.Ed. programme





Students on the fully distance M.Ed. programme are required to be graduates, have an initial qualification in teaching and a minimum of three years relevant teaching experience. Although this programme has an education technology theme students are not required to have previous experience of using computers or producing videos. The programme takes up to five years to complete and is made up of six taught modules and one supervised dissertation. 





The module





The module is called 'Computers and video as a resource for the teacher' and is one of eleven modules offered in distance mode by CELSE. It is the only module which uses the Internet for the delivery of distance education materials and communication among students and staff. Students are therefore required to have full access to the Internet in order to begin this module. 











Module objectives





This module is concerned with the role of technology and English Language Teaching (ELT) and is taught towards the end of the Master's programme as it encourages learners to look beyond the ELT classroom while reflecting on the skills and knowledge they have developed during their previous modules. The module recognises that as individuals progress through their career they develop skills which are not directly related to classroom teaching but to areas such as: testing and assessment; producing paper-based and on-line publications for professional associations or institutions; facilitating on-line discussion groups; producing video materials for teacher training and many other tasks. This module therefore introduces the students to a range of skills associated with different computer applications and video. Students are introduced to the literature in these fields, they are required to complete individual and collaborative tasks in order to explore their skills and knowledge in these areas and reflect on how these could be used in their own professional context. CMC is used for students and tutors to discuss their reflections and clarify their understanding of these areas throughout the module.





The theoretical foundations of the module reflect work by Kolb (1984) in Wilson (1993:74) in which the cyclical stages of concrete experiences, reflective observation, abstract conceptualisation and active experiment are used to encourage students to engage with the skills and issues they explore during the module. As the students are studying in distance mode they have the advantage of being able to work and study in tandem. With the availablity of easy and direct access to their peers and tutors via the Internet, regular reflection and discussion about this reflection can be used to promote effective learning. Indeed, it is this opportunity for two-way communication which distinguishes what is known as ‘third generation’ distance education from the more behaviourist forms of one-way distance education. Bates (1995) suggests:





Once learning moves beyond the recall of facts, principles, or correct procedures, and into the area of creativity, problem solving, analysing, or evaluation [...] learners need inter-personal communication, the opportunity to question, challenge and discuss. Learning is as much a social as an individual activity.


(Bates 1995:5)





Hall (1997:56) has highlighted the advantages that third generation distance education can offer those who are involved in distance teacher education as it can support ‘very high level, challenging discussions’ among remote students and tutors. Garrison (1997) reports on much of the research into this field and argues:





[...] an emerging world-view of distance education incorporates highly interactive communications technology along with the idea of both personalised and collaborative learning. This represents a post-industrial model of teaching and learning at a distance.


(Garrison 1997:3)





Research by Kaye (1989) has illustrated that with the use of asynchronous CMC students have the opportunity to develop higher-order thinking as they write their thoughts, reflect  and amend these ideas and then discuss, clarify and debate these with their virtual peers and tutor. Research suggests (Harasim 1989, 1995, Nipper 1989, Paulsen 1998) that given small groups of learners, an active and sensitive moderator and worthwhile reasons to participate in collaborative work then distance learners can benefit from a collaborative constructivist approach to education.





An overview of the module





The module is made up of six consecutive Topics and each of these is designed to take five to six weeks to complete. The students work in tandem on these Topics and are invited to meet at least once during each Topic for a synchronous on-line meeting with their peers and one or more tutors. Once the six Topics have been completed the remainder of the twelve month module is the period for students to complete their assignments for assessment purposes.
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�


New technologies used in this study





Among the telecommunication packages used in this module, those detailed below make up those which are introduced in Topic 1 and Topic 2 and therefore the subject of this research:








1�
Email�
(Asynchronous)�
�
2�
Email distribution list�
(Asynchronous)�
�
3�
Email distribution list archive (Majordomo)�
(Asynchronous)�
�
4�
Internet Relay Chat (Parachat)�
(Synchronous)�
�
5�
Conference (Facilitate.com)�
(Synchronous & Asynchronous)�
�






Each of these telecommunications packages provides a means for two-way communication among two or more people. The first three packages support asynchronous communication by which they enable recipients to receive their electronic messages whenever they log on. The fourth telecommunications tool is an example of Internet Relay Chat (IRC) and supports synchronous communication, which relies on two or more users being on-line at the same time. The fifth telecommunications tool supports both asynchronous and synchronous communication.











The students





The 14 students featured in this study were all experienced, qualified and practising teachers of English to speakers of other languages. There were five women and nine men and they either spoke English as their mother tongue or had a high proficiency level of English as an additional language. The table below illustrates that the nationalities and location of these students were mostly associated with continents of Europe and  America and the table below illustrates that the students were novice users of the more sophisticated applications.








Sex, nationality and location of the participants.





�
Sex�
Nationality�
Location�
�



Students�
�
�
Female�
British�
Mexico�
�
�
Female�
Italian�
Italy�
�
�
Female�
German�
Germany�
�
�
Female�
British�
France�
�
�
Female�
British/German�
Sweden�
�
�
Male�
N American�
Mexico�
�
�
Male�
British/ N American�
UK�
�
�
Male�
British�
UK�
�
�
Male�
British�
Canary Islands�
�
�
Male�
British�
UK�
�
�
Male�
Irish�
France�
�
�
Male�
British�
Greek Island�
�
�
Male�
S African�
UK�
�
�
Male�
Irish�
Portugal�
�



Tutor/researcher�
�
�
Female�
British�
Manchester University


�
�
Tutor/Course director�
�
�
Male�
British�
Manchester University�
�









Previous experience of new technologies





New Technology�
Number of student with previous experience of new technologies�
�
Email�
14�
�
Email distribution list�
14�
�
Email distribution list archive�
0�
�
Internet Relay Chat (Parachat)�
0�
�
Conference (Facilitate.com)�
0�
�






The researcher/principle tutor





The researcher was the principle tutor on the module and it was her second year of University lecturing. She had previously spent nine years working in professionally comparable situations to the students on the programme and had completed the equivalent M.Ed. directly before becoming a tutor. She felt she was therefore acutely aware of how the distance students might perceive what Morrison (1996:1) terms the 'differential power relation' between herself and her students as not only was she their University tutor but she would also be involved with the assessment of their final assignments for the module. She felt this would inevitable influence the degree to which they shared their perceptions of the module with her but by using a variety of methods to generate data for this research she felt worthwhile patterns would emerge from the students’ stated perceptions.





The researcher was eager to explain that her research was not only for her to learn about how the course could be developed in the future but also that it would be the subject for her PhD research. She described her research methods openly, assuming, and later discovering that some of the students would be interest in moving onto a PhD once they had completed the M.Ed. 








The Data





The data originated from the following sources:





email messages posted to the principle tutor about the module;


student journal entries sent by email to the principle tutor;


email messages posted to the module email distribution list;


logs from the synchronous on-line meetings


web pages designed by both the tutor and the students.


face-to-face open-ended interview with two of the students who visited The University of Manchester half way through the module; and 


the researcher's own journal entries.





As Graebner (199?) notes, by using telecommunications packages most of the data generated in this project had the distinct advantage of  being automatically recorded so that an accurate record of all CmC was available for flexible analysis. Graebner (199?) argues that: 





'In some respects, the CMC discussion medium is uniquely fitted for researching practice, since all utterances are captured and archived along with basic contextual information.' 


Graebner (199?)





However, Graebner also refers to work by  Jones (1998) which argues that a wider picture of not only the content but also the context of the data is necessary if one is to appreciate what may be happening. Jones writes:





The written transcript is a document that points towards but does not entirely capture the ongoing social event that the conference is for its participants.


(Jones 1998:31)





Although Jones investigated students who communicated on-line, his students also met face-to-face and this could be seen to be quite different to the students in this research. However, the students in this research had the opportunity to use CMC among themselves, without the researcher being aware of any interactions that were taking place. Some of the students in this research also visited The University of Manchester at different times and had the opportunity to meet if they happened to take a module during the intensive summer face-to-face programme. The use of journal entries and face-to-face interviews was therefore seen as adding additional and valuable light on the research subject. 





At the begining of the module the researcher described the journal entries she would like the students to contribute and asked them to negociate how often they would like to do so. The contents were generally to be made up of any personal reflections they had on any aspect of their experience of their learning in distance mode. Students could send their journal entries direct to the researcher or to the wider module distribution list. These gave the researcher the opportunity to ask follow up questions and explore issues brough up by the students as they were often issues that she would not have thought of at the time. 





The face-to-face interviews happened quite unexpectidly. Two of the students visited the university during the intensive summer programme. While chatting to the researcher they seemed eager to discuss their perceptions of the module and so they happily agreed to undergo recorded interviewes. These interviews and the preceeding conversations gave the researcher a valuable insight into the perceptions of two students who she had previously felt were maybe not gaining from the CMC as much as she had anticipated. 





Data analysis





As this is a working paper the data analysis and indeed the data generation stages of this research are ongoing. So far the CMC data has been read, re-read and coded in preperation for a more sophisticated analysis with NUD*IST (Non-numerical Unstructured Data Indexing, Searching and Theory-building) software. From the initial readings, coding and reflections a series of patterns are emerging from the data which suggest that the students share a number of perceptions of the different types of CMC used during Topic 1 and 2 of the module. These are outlined below.





Initial research findings





Learning the skills 





The first finding was that students discovered that the synchronous IRC was remarkably fast and this surprised even those in Mexico who were used to time lags with CMC. As students explored their first experiences of synchronous CMC they were encouraged to discuss not only how they could use it in their professional context but also how they felt about using IRC for their own distance learning. The following extract illustrates their initial reactions to the tool itself:








S3 'Strange - how quickly one can just shoot thoughts out so quickly


[…]


Tutor: This is very fast here - no lag at all


[…]


S3: yes, Joanna. There's no lag my end


[…]


S3: Quite fun, this


[…]


S8: my thoughts too S3


S3: It's like telepathy


S8: Could be a quicker method.


S13: It's fast so I seem to be a thought behind


S3: I'll second that


[…]


S2 (having joined the meeting after the above comments were made): I seem to get your responses quite rapidly. How about the rest of you?


Tutor: No lag here


S13: Yes it is quick


[…]


S3: Lickety-split, S2


S2: Based on that, I can say I'm impressed so far. Internet in Mexico is notorious for being slow.








Once the basic skills of using IRC had been covered the students discussed its potential use in instances such as brainstorming activities and were then encouraged to reflect on this experience and submit a journal entry to the electronic discussion list to share their reflections with those who had and had not managed to attend the synchronous meeting. This was in order to encourage them to think more deeply about the subject area in terms of their own learning and professional context and to forge a sense of community with all module members so that those who could not attend the synchronous meeting would be able to read about what they had missed and not feel left out.





Breaking the ice





The concept of forming a virtual community was most noticeable when the distance students reflected on their impressions of using synchronous CMC for the first time. Even though the module had begun with each student sending an introduction about themselves to the asynchronous electronic discussion list in order to get to know each other better, the first synchronous meeting made a most significant impact: 








S1: 'Though I've hardly used it [IRC], I feel much closer to the others. It's like you really exist!'








S2: ' My first impression was outstanding. I felt as if that large weight of not being in a classroom atmosphere throughout this course was lifted from my shoulders. It was nice to 'meet' my classmates, albeit virtually...It was like I was actually there!! (with humorous tone)


[…]


All in all, […] I have to say that I was thrilled with the conferencing. It's definitely something I look forward to doing again.'





S8: 'I mentioned in my journal 2 that we could have done this [use synchronous CMC] earlier to break the ice. I'm getting a better feel (I'm in a feely mood tonight) of your personalities […] I also like being part of a community.'





S2: ‘My first thought was that it serves as a 'Student Center/Pub' but without the coffee or beer. It's a place to check in with your classmates and still feel like you’re a human being in this virtual world!’





S8: 'I used to surf a little and find the odd interesting link, but now I'm inundated with the thoughts of wonderful friendly people out there who want to share. What a community.


[...]


At first I thought we were 'talking' in parallel, but that's probably because we didn't know each other. The ice breaker came with our first 'chat'.'





Late arrivals but similar experiences





As some students were unable to make the first synchronous meetings their first experiences of synchronous CMC occurred later in the module. However, whenever people first started using synch CMC they all tended to share a similar thrill as they discovered this experience of breaking the ice. 





S6: 'I've just received your answer and realised that you, S8 and I have not yet 'practised' producing our info. pages yet even individually. We agree that we need to establish a plan of action but this is the first time any of us have actually met! And here we are talking shop straightaway and actually, I'm really excited that we're both here in real time despite the display lag.’











On-line collaborative learning - enjoyable, constructive and bonding.





In the second Topic students were put into groups by the tutor in order to complete a series of tasks. Two of the objectives of this Topic were for students to explore collaborative on-line work with their peers and establish further a virtual community. In order to do this students were required to interview each other in order to design web pages about their peers and for this they could use any type of CMC. According to the CMC data, the benefits of working collaboratively included enjoyable and constructive interaction, an increased feeling of being a part of a virtual community and according to the tutors perceptions and one students comment, increased motivation to complete tasks by a given deadline. The tutor was also interested to see that colaborative work encouraged more students to contribute to the CMC even though they may not have worked as closely as had been anticipated.





S11: Dear Joanna,


I've been working with S9 on a CV page - we've been using email to chat. 


We've been sending each other our pages with comments etc. [...] I'm enjoying working with S9 and I'll spend what remains of this part of the module discussing with him and you (I hope) how we can improve them. S9 is following along much the same lines as me, with maybe some variation due to different career objectives.


Best wishes


S11





S11: ’Working with S9 was an important boost, simply because it was friendly, constructive contact. This means that there are students with whom it might be possible to exchange on more than superficial things








S11: ‘Creating the web pages was an interesting experience in terms of collaboration, in a way it would be good to continue collaborating. Its more useful getting feedback in small groups.'





S6: '[...] In fact the discussion we have had, about 'what/how are you doing' have been a useful part of the process even if we haven't gone through the co-operative effort of putting something together. Our schedules this month just doesn't allow it....'





S11: ‘We regularly sent each other files, comments etc. Which meant the project keep moving along (I have all the emails if you want them).





S1: 'Hi All,


I just wanted to make some general comments about all the work that is up on the web so far. I have really enjoyed reading all the web pages and feel much closer to you all. It's proved to be very interesting reading.


[...]


The photos also help make up for the lack of physical/visual contact, too.  It helped me to really identify the other students out there somewhere.’








Time





One might assume that if participants had easy access to synchronous telecommunications packages that they would find asynchronous packages less satisfying for collaborative work than synchronous packages. The comments raised during the first use of IRC indicated that it was a very useful tool for synchronous CMC. Just as reaching for the telephone to discuss and clarify a point with a remote peer would seem a lot more convenient than writing them a letter and posting it by surface mail, so one might have assumed that IRC would have proved more popular than email for planning and completing collaborative work. However, as with trying to reach a busy colleague who can't answer the phone as they are in a meeting, teaching, assessing language learners, reading in a library or away at a conference, the distance students were equally busy. Indeed, many late evening synchronous meetings began and ended with references to the additional responsibility of looking after young daughters or sons. 





Consequently, it seemed that asynchronous CMC proved a more flexible means of CMC for collaborative learning for a number of reasons. Firstly email was independent of time. 








S1: ‘I really enjoyed working with S2 on this but we found it really hard


to get in touch real time.  The most effective way of communicating was


by e-mail because though we live in the same time zone I mail from home


and S2 from work!  We did try to use Facilitate [asynchronous conference] to leave messages which at least gave others the chance to read what we were talking about.’








S13: 'I think I found email most useful because of the difficulty of arranging a meeting in real time.'





S11: 'Email was by far the easiest way to communicate with S9 given our 


different timetables.’





S8: ‘This module is the most time-consuming yet stimulating I've taken. 


Unfortunately some nights I'm worn out by putting the baby to bed, 


let alone the day's events, so that I can't sit down and type for an 


hour, and fill in my journal. I also want to respond to you cvr'ers but 


that would require a lot of cutting/pasting and re-reading of your 


mails, and would again take up time.’








Cost





Secondly, two of the students mentioned the financial benefits of using email. Compared to synchronous CMC where they would have to pay to be on-line for the duration of the meeting email enabled them to compose a contribution off-line and then only pay to be on-line in order to send the email. The synchronous meetings during this module were approximately between one and two hours. While planning collaborative work at a synchronous conference one student noted:





S11: 'I think email is the solution (I don't know about you but I'm calling from home and France telecom is not cheap)…'





Grounded in the CMC data and the tutor/researcher’s own reflections on these sources, the above findings represent the most striking patterns which emerge on first analysis of the students’ perceptions of using CMC in distance education.





References





�
(1996)�
‘Executive Summary’ Global Summit on Distance Education 23-24 October Washinton DC USA�
�
Bates A�
(1995)�
‘The Future of Learning’ Paper presented at the Minister’s Forum on Adult Learning, Alberta November 30-December 1 [On-line] (accessed 6 April 1998) http://137.82.166.27/paper.html�
�
Blunkett D�
(1998)�
The Learning Age: a renaissance for a new Britain. London: Department for Education and Employment, Green Paper�
�
Dearing R et al�
(1997)�
Report of the National Committee of Enquiry into Higher Education [On-line] (accessed December 1998) http://www.lifelonglearning.co.uk/dearing/dr/7000.htm�
�
Dillon C & Gunawardena C�
(1992)�
Evaluating Research in distance education British Journal of Educational Technology 23/3 181-194�
�
Graebner C�
�
Enquiring into Group Learning On-Line. Paper, 28th Annual Scutrea Conference [On-line] (accessed 23 August 1999) http://gps.leeds.ac.uk/cgi-bin/ucs/brs_en…DOCN=000000094&*QX='DISTANCE EDUCATION'�
�
Greenhalgh T�
(1996)�
‘Knowledge industry gets down to business’ The Times Higher 8 November�
�
Hall D�
(1997)�
Computer mediated communication in post-cumpolsory teacher education Open Learning 54-57, November�
�
Harasim L�
(1989)�
‘On-line education: a new domain’ in Mindweave (eds Mason R & Kaye A�
�
Harasim L et al�
(1995)�
Learning Networks: A field guide to teaching and learning Online The USA: MIT Press�
�
Jones C�
(1998)�
‘Evaluation a collaborative online learnng envronment’ Active Learning 9 31-35 December�
�
Kaye A�
(1989)�
‘Computer-mediated communication and distance education’ in Mindweave (eds) Mason R & Kaye A�
�
Lee S, Armitage S, Groves P & Stephens C�
(1999)�
Online Teaching: Tools and Projects [On-line] (acessed 2 June 1999) http://info.ox.ac.uk/jtap/reports/teaching/chapter1.html�
�
Mason R & Kaye A (eds)�
(1989)�
Mindweave: Communication, Computers and Distance Education [On-line] (acessed 27 July 1999) http://www-icdl.open.ac.uk/mindweave/mindweave.html�
�
Merriam S (ed)�
(1993)�
‘An Update on Adult Learning Theory’ New Directions for Adult and Continuing Education 57 Spring Jossey-Bass Publishers�
�
Morrison K�
(1996)�
Handling Data: An Introductory Paper BERA Annual Conference September 1996 [On-line] http://gps.leeds.ac.uk/cgi-bin/ucs/brs_en…DOCN=000000094&*QX='QUALITATIVE-RESEARCH' (accessed 23 August 1999)�
�
Nipper S�
(1989)�
‘Third generation distance learning and computer conferencing’ in Mindweave (eds) Mason R & Kaye A�
�
Paulsen M �
(1998)�
‘The online teaching system’ DEOSNEWS 8/7 distributed by DESONEWS@LISTS.PSU.EDU�
�
Watling R�
(1996)�
Portraiture: Constructing, Recordeing, and Analysing Groupwork in Education. Paper, Annual BERA Conference [On-line] (accessed 25 August 1999) http://gps.leeds.ac.uk/cgi-bin/ucs/brs_en...DOCN=000000310&*QX=’QUALITATIVE-RESEARCH’�
�
Wilson A�
(1993)�
‘The Promise of Situated Cognition’ in An Update on Adult Learning Theory (ed.) Merriam S New Directions for Adult and Continuing Education�
�



Joanna Teague 	BERA 4 September 1999	 � PAGE �1�





Joanna.Teague@man.ac.uk		http://www.man.ac.uk/CELSE/Teague.htm











Module outline





Each�
Topic 1 CMC�
(Focus of this research)�
�
topic�
Topic 2 Web design�
(Focus of this research)�
�
lasts for �
Topic 3 Multimedia�
�
�
five to�
Topic 4 Computer based testing�
�
�
six�
Topic 5 Video�
�
�
weeks�
Topic 6 Concordancing�
�
�
�
Assignment completion�
�
�


















