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This study explores the nature of students’ electronic interactions in on-
line courses and the extent to which those interactions contribute to a sense of
“community” among learners.

A qualitative research methodology was used to analyze data collected
from participants who completed a questionnaire and who subsequently
engaged in electronic mail dialogues with the researcher regarding their on-line
learning experiences. All data were collected electronically.

Study findings point to the unique nature of computer-mediated
communication (CMC) and to its role in developing a sense of “community”

among electronic learners. Most participants agreed that feeling part of a

community contributed to their learning.
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CHAPTER 1

Introduction

For now we see through a glass, darkly;
but then face to face ... 1Corinthians 13:12

Computer-mediated communication is fascinating both because of its
increasing popularity and because of the potential benefit to students and
educators alike, particularly with respect to distance education. Computer-
mediated communication, or CMC, is defined as “any form of organized
interaction between people, utilizing computers or computer networks as a
medium of communication” (Romiszowski, 1997, pp. 32-3). Through reading
and reflecting on this relatively new learning environment, I have come to
believe that having a sense of community among all participants of a CMC

course could be an important element in their academic success.

Forming the Questions

The concept of electronic community became gradually more compelling
for me, particularly following my participation in an interesting on-line
discussion that was part of a master’s project involving two students from
Brandon University. The whole event took place over four days. A summary of
their project, which dealt with the question “What is in the narratives of our
CMC experiences that will help others teaching and learning on-line?” was

posted on the Internet, and during the first three days, participants were invited



to send questions or comments about the project to the researchers, who would
then reply individually. A list of all participants” e-mail addresses (twenty-four
in total) was sent on the third day. On the fourth evening, at a pre-arranged
time, everyone logged on and the discussion continued synchronously.
Originally, this final discussion was intended to last two hours; however, by the
time the last few participants (including myself) finally logged off, almost three
hours had elapsed.

During this session, it seemed to me that an instant community had
sprung up whose members were largely unknown to one another, and yet in
very little time the community was cohesive enough that a provocative exchange
of ideas and questions took place. I was surprised at how fluidly the questions
and answers went back and forth, and at one point I received over thirty e-mails
in a ten-minute interval. As the e-mails arrived, I read them all and responded to
those that I wanted to comment on; any time I was not writing I checked my mail
for new messages, which usually came in at a rate of between ten and twenty at a
time. Some of the incoming messages were quite brief - perhaps a one-liner or a
joke about something a participant had read. Others were more lengthy and
serious, and I could read the passion in the writer’s lines. A couple of
participants remained on-line and read the messages but did not respond.

At one point, one participant asked a question about the definition of

“community.” My response to him was:



Consider this evening’s exchange. I would say there is a fairly strong
“community” forming and evolving right under our cybernoses! What is
making you want to contribute? What is making you feel comfortable (or,
maybe, uncomfortable) in this exchange with everyone else? We have had
less time than students in a regular CMC course would have to get to
know each other, and yet there has been an amazing amount of significant

communication happening.

I had genuinely felt that I was sharing and learning with this group of
people, none of whom I knew before the session. However, that same
participant wrote later in response to my own and others” comments, “I keep
thinking that we are still dealing with pseudo-community and are still at the ‘gee-Whiz
look at what we're doing with tech’ stage.” 1 pondered what might have made the
difference between his experience and my own. How was it possible for me to
feel connected to others in the discussion group, while he seemed to feel a
distance between us?

Not long after this experience, I read some of my preliminary thesis
writing to members of a class who then provided me with feedback. Of those
who commented, most seemed to agree that my writing lacked “voice,” but I did
not realize how ironic the comment would be until I thought about it in relation
to the Brandon group’s asynchronous and synchronous sessions. How odd that
in a f2f class my own voice could not be heard, and yet in a discussion whose
participants were geographically scattered, I felt as though I had come “face to

face” with others through the glass of a computer screen!



Through the Glass

I reflected on a book called Life on the Screen (Turkle, 1996), in which the
author discusses the inspiration William Gibson had for his 1984 novel
Neuromancer. After watching the behaviour of adolescents in a video arcade, he
claimed these adolescents develop the belief that they can enter a physical space
behind the computer screen when they are completely engaged in the game. In
other words, these video game players could quickly forget their real life
presence standing in front of a computerized machine to enter into the pixelated
world depicted in front of them. Although the Brandon group’s on-line
discussion was not a “game” in this sense, I nevertheless experienced the
phenomenon Turkle describes: I had come to some common place that had a
“physical” feel to it, where I was able to be with some of the other participants.

It was while reading Turkle’s book that I remembered the metaphor from
I Corinthians. It seemed appropriate because throughout an electronic
discussion, I spend my time staring at a “glass” of a different kind, but one which
is equally capable of containing obscured (or darkened) answers. During the
Brandon session, my engagement with the medium became so complete that not
only did I feel I had come face to face with some of the other participants, I also
felt that, like Alice in Lewis Carroll’s novel, I myself had gone through the glass to
some common meeting place. To me, that “place” was community.

As I became more interested in the nature of electronic interaction and its

impact on learning, I was faced with the difficulty of how best to understand the



phenomenon when I had not taken any on-line courses myself. My own
experience was limited to the electronic discussion with the group involved in
the Brandon master’s project and to on-line exchanges (or virtual extensions of
classroom discussions) with classmates from f2f courses; while these experiences
were valuable, what I needed was access to the experiences of others, so that my

understanding could benefit from a multiplicity of perspectives.

Overview of the Study

As a result of this series of events, I decided to further explore electronic
communication and learning by focusing on two key questions that would guide
my process of inquiry:

1. What is the nature of student electronic communication?

2 What is the effect on learning of student-to-student interactions in
on-line courses?

To help me answer these questions, I invited students who had taken on-
line courses to share with me their experiences of communicating and learning
electronically. These students had been enrolled in university-level courses that
were conducted entirely on-line during the Fall 1997 term. One course was on
English composition and the other two were in nursing.

The invitation to participate consisted of a letter explaining my study, a
consent form, and a questionnaire, all of which I sent electronically to the
students from the courses listed above. There were seventeen items on the

questionnaire ranging from straightforward, fact-gathering questions at the



beginning to open-ended questions towards the end (see Appendix A). Students
indicated their willingness to participate in my study by typing in their names at
the bottom of the consent form, answering the questions on the questionnaire,
and e-mailing both back to me. A total of twelve participants from the three
courses responded.

I designed the questionnaire to function merely as a jumping-off point
from which could follow further semi-structured discussion on issues raised by
the participants in their responses. I called this discussion electronic mail dialogue
to differentiate between it and the interview method, which typically occurs in a
face-to-face context or by telephone. Because my participants’ courses had been
conducted entirely by electronic means, I wanted my exploration of their

experiences to occur the same way.

Theoretical Framework

As with any research endeavour, I needed to determine which theoretical
lens would best help me to understand and interpret the meaning of my
participants’ experiences. The beliefs I brought to the study were the product of
reflections both on what I observed in my teaching practice and on what I
learned as a student engaged in meaningful dialogue (on-line and face-to-face)
with peers throughout my own learning process. One such belief was that
individual students can have very different perceptions of the same learning
event. Students’ backgrounds and perspectives shape the way they understand

and interpret the world around them. Because no two students have had the



same life experiences, it follows that they will not develop the same
interpretations.

A second belief I brought to the study was that the transmission pedagogy
is inappropriate for students who must learn critical problem-solving skills in the
context of the community in which they live and function. The transactional
position places emphasis on knowledge as process rather than knowledge as
content (Miller & Seller, 1990), and considers knowledge “in relation to the
knower and, particularly, in relation to the procedures the knower uses to explore
and verify knowledge” (p. 111). Learning is both social and individual, and a
constant interplay between the two takes place within the learner.

The literature on social constructivism offered an appropriate
epistemological framework for examining these issues as they relate to electronic
communication and learning. Husser] tells us that the relationship between
human consciousness and its objects of experience is actively constituted
(Holstein & Gubrium, 1994); by applying a constructivist paradigm I hoped to
engage with my participants in a process of active re-constitution of their

experiences, in order to more clearly understand what it is to learn on-line.

Significance of the Study

The option to learn on-line offers flexibility and greater equality for
learners (Kahn, 1996); students can now take post-secondary courses without
having to relocate or even commute. However, this type of distance education

can also be isolating because of the limited interactions Simonson (1997) points to



as being so highly valued by students. Therefore, we need to develop greater
understanding of how electronic communication can influence learning through
this medium. If students’ experiences are not positive, they will seek out
alternatives for continuing their education.

This study attempts to discover what role student interactions play in an
electronic course. It further promotes a new option for gathering data, called

electronic mail dialoguing.

Limitations of the Study

The invitation to participate in the study was initially sent to all members
of each of the three courses used for this study by the courses’ respective
professors. While the number of students who agreed to take part is lower than
the total number of students who were invited to do so, this study does not
indicate the percentage of participating students from the three courses.

Because of the relatively low number of participants, the degree to which
the study results may be generalized to the larger population of all students
taking electronic courses is naturally more limited; I cannot infer anything about
those students from my three target courses who chose not to participate at all.
In addition, by using self-selected participants, I cannot generalize my findings
to those students who have not taken electronic courses. However, the quality of
the data gathered for this study helps to balance these perceivable shortcomings
and offers instead a richer, more in-depth examination of the participants’

experiences.



Self-selected participation presents a further limitation on my ability to
determine whether those students who chose to participate were also those most
comfortable with the electronic medium. It is possible that those non-
participating students never became comfortable with electronic learning and
communication, but without their input, I cannot confirm this.

My research was also limited to the electronic interactions among
students, and was not intended to consider the effect of instruction on
participants’ learning outcomes. While instruction can be a key element in a
student’s experience of a course, it would be better handled in a separate study.

Finally, gathering data electronically is a new research process. Because
little is known about e-mail dialogue as a method for data collection, it should be

considered an exploratory method only.
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CHAPTER 2

Literature Review

That virtue only makes our bliss below:
And all our knowledge is, ourselves to know.
- Alexander Pope

Distance Education

Increasingly, post-secondary educational institutions are looking for
program delivery alternatives in order to accommodate the diverse needs of a
geographically widening student body. The so-called “traditional” delivery
model, with its characteristic time- and place-bound features, is appropriate for
fewer and fewer students who require greater flexibility in their education and,
indeed, greater control. Out of this changing educational landscape has emerged
the phenomenon known as “just in time” learning (Romiszowski, 1997), which
involves a learner’s acquiring only the knowledge needed for a particular
situation, and at a time when it is most needed. This type of learning is
necessarily highly individualized and self-directed, and it is well accommodated
through the technology of a computer-mediated communication (CMC) system
(Locatis & Weisberg, 1997).

In an article entitled “Distance education: Does anyone really want to
learn at a distance?” Michael Simonson (1997) cites a study in which researchers

found that students prefer to learn in a f2f environment rather than via distance
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education. He further writes of how students appreciate the more informal
communications among classmates before, during, and after the f2f class as
“valuable components of the total learning experience” (104). These informal
communications would include conversations on topics other than those covered
by the course itself, such as discussions about family or social activities, for it is
these sorts of informal conversations that help establish a classroom community.
Most people feel more comfortable sharing their thoughts and ideas when they
have developed a sense of rapport with their classmates, because the fear of
having one’s ideas thought of as silly or inconsequential would be diminished as
friendships are formed.

It is not surprising that many people see distance education and co-
present learning as dichotomous. At one time, traditional distance education
involved learners’ receiving packages of materials in the mail and then sending
assignments in return. Few opportunities for learners to discuss issues relating
to the course with anyone other than the instructor resulted in a potentially very
isolating experience for each course participant. There was no sense of
community. Now, however, e-mail, chat rooms, and topic-specific discussion
groups called bulletin board systems allow course participants to connect with
classmates or anyone else having an interest in similar issues. In this way, it is
possible that a community of learning can develop among CMC learners wishing

to participate in these electronic options.
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Sometimes with groups of co-present learners, not all students get an
opportunity to join in the discussion, particularly if the group is large. In an on-
line course, however, the asynchronous characteristic of e-mail communication
allows a learner the luxury of responding when and how she wishes to the
comments of others, and of really forming responses carefully. By including
parts of previous electronic discussion in her own work, the student can write in
response to an issue that was raised a week or a month ago. In this way, the
issue remains relevant and the learner is able to add to the discussion when she
feels ready rather than having to respond “on the spot” as is often the case in a
classroom context. At the same time, the student can benefit from the work,
comments, and ideas of others through the community of the CMC course. The
element of isolation which characterized earlier distance education models is
diminished, and the student can enjoy regular interaction with any other CMC

learner, and indeed, with anyone else connected to the Internet.

Technology

Any discussion of technology must begin with a definition of the term,
although the ubiquitous nature of technology may impede our ability to develop
a single definition (Hickman, 1990). If we stop to consider the number of times in
an average day that we encounter one sort of technology or another without
being conscious of it, we realize how apt is the analogy of being unable to see the
forest for the trees. Still, many people would speak of technology in terms of the

physical machinery used to create objects that make our lives easier (McGinn,
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1990), such as automobiles or air conditioners. However, as some authors point
out, technology encompasses more than merely the tools by which certain
activities are performed more (or less) efficiently.

Franklin (1992) tenders a definition of technology that promotes a
provocative dualism: “Technology is a multifaceted entity. It includes activities
as well as a body of knowledge, structures as well as the act of structuring”

(p- 14). If we consider computers in this regard, then we must take into account
more than the dizzying array of electronic nodal impulses operating faster than
the mind can fathom, for the technology of computers would also encompass
how we use them and how aspects of our lives are affected because we use them.
This means that while we can communicate over great distances using a
computer and a modem, we must recognize that there will be a concomitant
change in the nature of that communication as a result (Hiltz & Turoff, 1993; de
Kerckhove, 1997; Miller, 1993; Negroponte, 1996; Rheingold, 1992). McGinn’s
(1990) definition of technology as “a form of human activity” (p. 10) is similar to
that of Franklin, whereby greater emphasis is placed on the how and why of

technology rather than the what.

Computer-Mediated Communication

One of the most obvious and prevalent forms of technology available
today is the computer. Sherry Turkle (1997) traces the evolution of computer
technology over the last 20 years and describes its impact on our lives as a shift

from a “culture of calculation to a culture of simulation” (p. 22). Whereas once
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computers were thought of as instruments for logically processing data and
providing answers to computational questions, they are now valued more highly
as tools of navigation, simulation, and interaction. And whereas computer use
once was typically an individual endeavour, now modems enable computer
users to feel connected to others in a way never before possible. This shift has
necessarily resulted in our having an altered perception of ourselves and of our
relationships with others (Thde, 1990; Rheingold, 1992; Tapscott, 1998; Turkle,
1997). And one of the most noticeable ways in which this altered perception is
manifest is in our communication.

Communicating by writing involves a reflective process that plays a
critical role in the discovery of knowledge (Kress, 1989; van Manen, 1994;
Richardson, 1994). When we write, we are engaged in creating a product, a text,
out of otherwise abstract representations of our experiences:

Writing fixes thought on paper. It externalizes what in some sense
is internal; it distances us from our immediate lived involvements
with the things of our world. As we stare at the paper, and stare at
what we have written, our objectified thinking now stares back at
us. Thus, writing creates [a] reflective cognitive stance ... (van

Manen, 1994, p. 125)

Of course, when we write using a computer, the “paper” on which our thoughts
are fixed remain in pixelated form, at least until we choose to print them. But the
same reflective posture embodied in our paper-bound process is also an inherent

part of electronic writing, and through that process we are equally capable of



turning a critical eye to our experiences, and to examine them from arm’s length.
Van Manen (1989) elevates writing to an ontological level when he tells us that
the process is “a kind of self-making or forming. To write is to measure the
depth of things, as well as to come to a sense of one’s own depth” (pp. 126-7).
But is electronic writing like paper writing in other respects also?

Electronic writing. At first glance, computer-mediated communication in

the form of electronic mail would seem to fall wholly under the rubric of written
communication. However, in some situations electronic writing may not be as
characteristically “written” as we might think. Kolb (1996) examines the nature
and rhythm of computer-mediated communication and posits that it is more akin
to oral discourse than to other written forms. He points to the nature of
electronic mail exchanges which are “typically rapid and short” (p. 15), and
which mirror the features of an oral conversation wherein individuals can
develop their ideas by questioning each other and by elaborating on or clarifying
responses on the spot. The rhythm of regular mail, by contrast, is much slower,
and therefore each communication tends to be longer, more in-depth, and
broader in scope.

While there is certainly some merit in this viewpoint, the problem with it
is that it seems to assume those persons engaged in such rapid-fire exchanges as
Kolb describes are sitting at their respective computers, hands poised above the
keyboard, expectantly awaiting the arrival of the next message in order to

respond posthaste. It also assumes that as a new message arrives, the recipient
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feels compelled to respond at once; although the technology certainly makes this
possible, without the face-to-face context of an oral conversation, an immediate
response is not always forthcoming.

Other authors have identified CMC as embodying the characteristics of
both oral and written communications, resulting in a unique medium for
exchanging ideas and for sharing experiences. Shank and Cunningham (1996)
use a semiotic framework for examining the nature of communication on the
Internet, which, they believe, falls outside existing communication models. They
cite two reasons for the perception that electronic communication is “far more
powerful than just the experience of reading words on a screen” (p. 29). First, the
individual is in one sense distanced from the process and thus is able to maintain
a certain amount of control over the extent to which he or she interacts with the
flow of information. In this way, electronic communication functions as a kind of
Cartesian method of acquiring information.

Secondly, CMC can be viewed as a semiotic system of communication in
which pixelated phosphor dots on the screen signify the larger, more complex act
of meaning negotiation between two or more people sharing a common goal.
Shank and Cunningham (1996) use the term “multiloguing” to characterize the
nature of electronic conversations which allow for the participation of many
persons without their having to take turns, but with an equal opportunity to
have their individual voices heard. In this situation, meaning negotiation

requires a greater commitment from the participants because the sequence of
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communication (known as the “thread”) may move in a myriad of directions
over the course of the conversation.

Disadvantages of electronic writing. One of the potential difficulties with

electronic communication is that it is a “stripped” communication because it
lacks the visual and vocal cues that normally assist us in making sense of a
message. Hiltz and Turoff (1994) comment on the problem this presents for the
beginner of CMC, noting that the novice will often supplement an e-mail
message with a telephone call. Absent is the immediate feedback of a f2f
exchange which can be so valuable in determining how our message is being
received. Instead, we are forced to wait (though briefly, at times) for a
respondent to send a message in return before we can begin to negotiate
meaning.

A further disadvantage of electronic writing for some users resides in the
issue of van Manen's (1989) “objectified writing.” When we write, our thoughts
are put down on a document of one sort or another. They become, in a sense,
more real because we can actually see them. Taking the next step - sharing with
an unseen partner whose reaction cannot be gauged until a response is sent in
return - can be exacerbated for some by the fact that they are not sure exactly
where the e-mail goes when sending it. Sending one’s thoughts through the glass
into a darkened netherspace can be an intimidating experience.

Advantages of electronic writing. Communicating over the Internet can

also be an empowering process. The writer of an electronic message can



18

maintain complete control over the length of the message as well as the time
frame within which to respond. Kress (1989) underscores the deliberate nature
of writing which

encourage[s] and permit[s] distancing - from the immediate
context, from the audience, and from the subject matter. All of
these permit a greater degree of reflectiveness and deliberateness;
the writer is freed from the pressing contingent demands of all

aspects of the immediate context. (p. 97)

For those persons who are naturally more reserved in a group setting, on-line
communication offers a medium that allows them to take the time they need to
think about and contribute to a discussion without the pressure created by the
co-present situation and without the fear of being interrupted before they have
had the chance to fully form a response. There is also less pressure to conform to
the ideas of others, and the frequency with which one or two people can
dominate discussions is reduced in CMC (Hiltz & Turoff, 1994).

Another advantage unique to electronic communication is a process
de Kerckhove (1997) calls “evolving consciousness,” which is characterized by
the mental flexibility required to move between the internally- and externally-
oriented consciousness. An internal orientation exists when one is reading and
the mind’s eye creates a three-dimensional world in which the “contents” of the
text are situated. An external orientation is typical whenever meaning is
controlled by some outside source, such as when we watch television or attend a

lecture (p. 149). In a CMC discussion, we can have considerable impact on the
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type of information we receive electronically, and subsequently process, by
asking questions and responding to the questions and comments of others.
Young (1992) puts it succinctly: “Somehow we must think for ourselves and be
part of a community of thinkers who help each other and check each other’s
tendencies to purely idiosyncratic or self-interested thinking” (p. 8). Ultimately,
this interaction will heighten our ability to think critically.

Electronic “Presence.” Electronic communication is also curiously

dichotomous in that it fosters connections to others with a like interest or a
common goal at the same time that it fosters individualism, a phenomenon
de Kerckhove (1997) has labelled “web-connectedness.” In order to feel
connected to others, however, we usually need a sense of their “presence,”
regardless of how far away physically they might be.

According to de Kerckhove, certain conditions must exist for presence to
be felt in a telepresence environment, including shared evidence of the source of
the presence, and shared space (p. 59). These conditions also exist in an
electronic environment. Whenever we receive a message from someone, the
message serves as evidence of the sender’s presence, particularly if it arrives in
“real time.”! However, even if a message were retrieved a day or two after being
sent, the recipient may still get a lingering sense of the sender’s having been

“there.” This second condition, shared space, is akin to the virtual “place”

! The Brandon session described in Chapter 1 is an example of this. Although participants were
in several different time zones, everyone was logged on at the same time (in “real time”) so that
messages were being sent/received nearly simultaneously.



Turkle (1997) refers to in Life on the Screen. Both conditions can help foster a

sense of community.

Defining Community

Traditionally, being part of a community involved sharing the same
geographic locale, wherein all members of the community followed (more or
less) a set of agreed-upon cultural norms. But, as Cerulo (1997) points out, “the
developing technologies are creating an expanded social environment that
requires amendments and alterations to the ways in which we conceptualize
various social processes” (49). A community is not necessarily a place to be, but
a group of people seeking to achieve certain goals, “through commonality of
interests ... than by accidents of proximity” (Licklider & Taylor, 1968; as quoted
in Jones, 1997, p. 10). Ironically, a person may have only a passing acquaintance
with a neighbour living twenty-five feet away while being quite intimately
connected (at least, electronically) to someone from halfway around the world.
Such a situation causes one to question which community is the more “real.”

Community, then, can be thought of as a social phenomenon. Common
definitions of community include concepts of shared ideas, knowledge, and
interests (Rheingold, 1992; McGee; Purcell, 1997), as well as centralization around
a hub of work, recreation, medical, and other day-to-day activities (Martorella,
1996). The common denominator for all such definitions seems to be social
interaction. If this is so, then a community could exist anywhere such interaction

takes place.
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Since the rise in popularity of the Internet and electronic communication,
much has been written about the concept of community (Cerulo, 1997; Jones,
1997; de Kerckhove, 1997; McLellan, 1997; Rheingold, 1992; Turkle, 1995; Student
Communities). Rheingold (1992) writes of the “surprising intersection of
humanity and technology” that generated virtual communities, noting that
people are highly adaptive to new communications technologies and will use
them in unexpected ways. The Internet itself is an evolution of ARPAnet
(Advanced Research Projects Agency of the US Department of Defense), which
was originally designed as a military network for safeguarding against a
breakdown of communication during a war-time invasion. Jones (1997) gives us
an account of how the Internet would evolve from its original purpose:

The Internet ... was to result in a community free of the constraints
of space and time, and so free us to engage with fellow humans
irrespective of geographic proximity and the clock, and it would
construct that community from communication, rather than

inhabitance and being, which do not guarantee communication.

(p- 10)

We now use the Internet for business transactions, artistic endeavours,
information exchanges, and idle gossip, to name just a few of the functions it
supports. As Rheingold (1992) points out, it is not the software or hardware that
will always drive CMC, but basic human needs. And judging from the
popularity of e-mail, chat rooms, multi-user domains, and bulletin board

systems, interacting with others is one such need.
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Within a community of learners, having the opportunity to communicate
with others helps us to become clearer in our own minds about our work.
Douglas Barnes (1976), one of the leading researchers in determining the value of
students’ conversations (called “exploratory talk”), demonstrated how talking
helps learners come to an understanding about issues or concepts that otherwise
remain less clear. Many of us have had the experience of “discovering”
knowledge we did not know we had until we began to articulate our ideas about
some topic. Although Barnes” work focused on younger children, his idea of
exploratory talk is nevertheless a valuable tool for learners of any age.

In an on-line course, that “talk” would be in the form of electronic
exchanges among students. This social process that leads to a shared or
collectively-derived understanding of a course’s materials fits within the

constructivist paradigm.

Social Constructivism

Schwandt (1994) tells us that a constructivist approach to human inquiry
has as its goal an “understanding [of] the complex world of lived experience
from the point of view of those who live it” (p. 118). Social constructivism
distances itself from the objective, unbiased perspective espoused by the
modernists who believe that all facts in the world exist independent of our
knowing them (Guba & Lincoln, 1994). Instead, the constructivist philosophy
offers a means by which the participants in a study can present an account of

their experiences as they understand them, for such accounts of the life-world
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“... take place within shared systems of intelligibility - usually a spoken or
written language. These accounts are not viewed as the external expression of
the speaker’s internal processes (such as cognition, intention), but as an
expression of relationships among persons” (Gergen & Gergen, 1991; quoted in
Schwandt, 1994, p. 127). In the electronic environment, these epistemological
underpinnings can form the basis for a generative learning milieu.
Summary

The traditional distance education model is no longer as appealing to
many students who value interactions with their classmates. Advances in
technology now allow them to communicate with one another over vast
distances, but we must recognize the unique nature of computer-mediated
communication. While CMC can facilitate greater deliberation and improve
students” ability to think critically, it can also be an intimidating medium for
many because it is a “stripped” communication. Once students get past this
difficulty, however, their interactions can generate a sense of community in

which learning is shared, and thus, enhanced.



CHAPTER 3

Methodology

The world is but a school of inquiry.
- Michel de Montaigne

The purpose of this study is to examine the type and nature of the
interactions that occur among students in computer-mediated communication
(CMC) courses, and to determine the way in which those interactions atfect

students’ learning.

The Qualitative Method

Because I was interested in learning about students” experiences from
their perspectives rather than by testing a priori assumptions about what such
learning might entail, I determined that qualitative methods would best suit my
inquiry. Denzin and Lincoln (1994) discuss the nature of qualitative research and
its place in the broader research spectrum that once was dominated by
positivistic approaches. They describe how qualitative researchers

stress the socially constructed nature of reality, the intimate
relationship between the researcher and what is studied, and the
situational constraints that shape inquiry. Such researchers
emphasize the value-laden nature of inquiry. They seek answers to
questions that stress how social experience is created and given

meaning. (p.4)



Unlike when using quantitative methods, then, the qualitative researcher
considers the elements of a particular situation or phenomenon to be embedded
in the social world, impossible to extricate, or, at least, meaningless if so
attempted. Giarelli and Chambliss (1988) explain the germane nature of context,
which is “a major determinant of a sense of question; that is, one may
understand and be able to formulate a question or problem in one context or
situation, but not in another” (p. 34). Context becomes essential for
understanding the life-world of an individual; without context, the inquiry
would stall like the painting of an artist who has neither landscape nor canvas.

Once the researcher has identified the context for qualitative study, the
full depth and meaning of an individual’s experience can be explored. Sherman
and Webb (1988) outline the purpose of qualitative research, which is not to
verify an existing claim or hypothesis (called deductive inquiry), but rather to
engage in an inductive process of discovery that arises out of the phenomenon
being explored and that can lead to greater understanding of the human
condition. Clandinin and Connelly (1994) point to the potential for qualitative
methods in educational research: “Our imagination as educators has been
captured by the possibility of studying experience rather than using experience
as a contextual given for educational discourse” (p. 414).

Of course, this epistemological position is not new, for John Dewey
believed in the primacy of experience as a focus for learning and as a means of

fostering personal growth (Noddings, 1995). Growth, according to Dewey, is not
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only the process in which one engages, it is also the most important educational
outcome. Dewey (1929) reminds us, however, that in order to keep open to this
kind of growth, we must remain vigilant about the extent to which we are
already predisposed to accept certain “realities” of experience,

not because the things are so, but because we have become
habituated through the weight of authority, by imitation, prestige,
instruction, the unconscious effect of language, etc. We learn, in
short, that qualities which we attribute to objects ought to be
imputed to our own ways of experiencing them, and that these in

turn are due to the force of intercourse and custom. (p. 14)

This is not to dismiss experience as an unreliable or otherwise inferior method of
inquiry; instead, it is to recognize that the individual is by nature at the centre of
his or her life-world and cannot, therefore, be separated from the ways and
means of encountering and gradually understanding that life-world through the
most significant manner possible: experience. And because the way one
interprets experience is influenced by cultural norms (such as the language used
to re-present it, for example), experience must be considered a social
construction.

Gruender (1996) tells us that educational constructivism is “animated by
the powerful recognition that knowledge begins with individuals, and that an
enormous amount of human constructive effort goes into its creation” (p. 23). He
stresses, however, that in spite of the enormous benefit of this position to
educational research, it should be considered only a beginning point for

examining the process of knowledge acquisition within the larger context of the
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social world. This sentiment is echoed by Schwandt (1994) who describes the
focus of social constructivism, which is “not on [the] meaning-making activity of
the individual mind, but on the collective generation of meaning as shaped by
conventions of language and other social processes” (p. 127).

If we are to marry these two definitions, we would understand that an
educational inquiry framed by the constructivist paradigm considers the
individual as cynosure, inasmuch as the individual’s experiences in the life-
world are a product of his or her socially-derived interpretive ability. The
inquirer must search for the meaning of experiences through an understanding
of the symbiotic relationship between parts (the myriad life-events of the
individual as each is lived) and a whole (the social world); in other words, the
inquirer must seek to understand how the parts form the whole, and how the

whole informs the parts.

DESIGN OF THE STUDY

As researcher, the question I next needed to ask was which method of
data collection would be best for exploring the experiences of my participants
and their relationships, or interactions, with their electronic classmates. Fontana
and Frey (1994) promote the interview as “one of the most powerful ways we use
to try to understand our fellow human beings” (p. 361). They outline the
variations situated within this method, from the structured interview with its

pre-determined sequence of questions and its scripted inflexibility, to the
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unstructured form that inhibits a priori categorization, otherwise a constraint on
the inquiry process.

While the structured interview is designed to reduce errors and to elicit
truthful responses, its inability to fully explore the affective components of a
phenomenon render it less appropriate for this study. What I sought in my
design was the means to explore the participants” electronic interactions without
dictating the course of the dialogues or limiting the scope of their responses. I
wanted instead to find a method that would give as much control as possible to
the participants, in order that I might more fully understand their experiences
from their perspective.

The unstructured interview, then, was another consideration. Fontana
and Frey (1994) identify the essence of the unstructured interview, which hinges
on “the establishment of a human-to-human relation with the respondent and
the desire to understand rather than to explain” (p. 366). Such relations are best
established by gaining access to the setting in which the particular phenomenon
takes place, but this presented a difficulty for me since my participants were
geographically scattered. The closest I could come to the “setting” of their
respective electronic classrooms was to conduct my interviews via e-mail; this
would at least give me a glimpse of each participant’s on-line mannerisms.

The unstructured interview is further characterized by greater
methodological latitude wherein the researcher is immersed in a particular

culture and can make present-time observations about the norms and behavior
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that are typical of that culture. A salient shortcoming of this interview method is
the claim that the researcher can remain neutral and unseen in reporting on the
data and, in fact, that the data can speak for themselves (Fontana & Frey, 1994).
Decisions made about how and when such interviewing should take place, or
about the extent and order in which data are reported, have built-in biases that
will affect the final product. As researcher, I am inherently a part of my research.

I determined that a semi-structured interview was best for my study
because it would incorporate elements from both methods discussed above.
While I wanted to be careful not to dictate the course of the dialogues I had with
my participants, it was necessary to ask questions at times in order to probe their
experiences more deeply. Wherever possible in my own questions and
comments, though, I would use a term or phrase that a participant had earlier
supplied in an attempt to show that I wanted to understand the experience
rather than to name it. My goal was to allow as much latitude as possible for my
participants, recognizing the constraints of research study.

Semi-structured interviewing also has the built-in flexibility that enabled
me to pursue certain avenues of exploration, while remaining open to any new
possibilities my participants might suggest. Because I had never taken an on-line

course myself, I knew issues could emerge from my participants” reflections that

would not have occurred to me otherwise.



30

Criteria for Selecting Participants

The first criterion used for selecting participants for this study was that
they had to have completed at least one on-line course at the post-secondary
level. Course completion was important in that it eliminated the chance
participants would feel their course marks could be affected by their
participation. I also decided against soliciting participation from students who
were currently enrolled in on-line courses at the time of this study because I was
concerned that my questioning them about their electronic interactions with
other students would impact the “natural” evolution of their on-line
relationships. Furthermore, having completed a course meant that participants
would be able to reflect on their individual experiences as a whole, rather than to
examine them in an on-going manner throughout the course’s duration.

The second criterion was that participants had to have completed an on-
line course within the six months prior to their taking part in the study. This
time frame allowed some time-distance for participants to reflect on their
experiences, while ensuring that their recollections would be recent enough to be
reasonably accurate. As it turned out, I began distributing the questionnaire
during the last week of February, which was approximately two months after the
courses were completed in the previous term.

Finally, it was important that participants be willing to examine their own
experiences with a critical eye, for only through authentic self-reflection would

the essence of their on-line learning become clearer. Although I put careful
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consideration into the creation of the questionnaire, I intended to use it only as a
starting point in order to get participants thinking about the nature of their
interactions with others in the same course. Further e-mail dialogue based upon
the participants’ responses would arise out of the data they initially provided on
the questionnaire. Participants also had to be willing to engage in a certain
amount of self-disclosure throughout their participation in the study.

Another possible criterion not considered relevant was the course grades
attained by the participants. This study examines the nature of student
interactions using electronic communication, which may be characterized by
both positive and negative experiences resulting in higher or lower grade
achievement. If I used only those participants who received, say, a “B” or higher
grade in their course, the resulting data analysis would be incomplete and would
present an inaccurate picture of the on-line learning experience. For this reason,

course grades were not part of the selection criteria for participants.

Invitation to Participate in the Study

Three faculty members from the University of Victoria were contacted in
December 1997 to request their assistance by forwarding information about the
study and a questionnaire to the students from their respective Fall 1997 on-line
courses. The faculty members agreed to do this once approval from the Ethics
Committee had been obtained (see Appendix B). Because the questionnaire was
going to be sent electronically to potential participants, it was necessary to

procure the faculty members’ assistance before the end of December. In this



way, the listservs which had been set up for their classes could be maintained
until the questionnaire could be forwarded to the students.

Initially, a letter of explanation, a consent form, and a questionnaire were
sent electronically to the students of the three on-line courses I targetted for my
study. Interested participants were asked to return the consent form along with

their completed questionnaires to me via e-mail.

The Questionnaire

The questionnaire contained seventeen questions (see Appendix A) and
comprised a combination of closed and open-ended questions. I designed the
questionnaire to have straightforward, fact-gathering items at the beginning,
which I hoped would encourage students to participate in my study. The
questions then became gradually more open-ended, as I wanted to invite
participants to think about their experiences in a more reflective way.

The content of the questions was derived partly from my readings on
CMC and community, and partly from my knowledge as an educator. I grouped
the questions in clusters to find out what experience participants had with
computers and CMC; what activities or assignments were designed to help
students become acquainted with one another; what type of communication
occurred in their courses and how it affected their work; and how participants

felt overall about communicating and learning electronically.
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The E-Mail Dialogue

Electronic mail. When I first considered using electronic mail for my data

collection, I had to weigh the benefits I believed could be derived from this
medium against potential drawbacks. For some people, sharing their
experiences with a faceless, voiceless stranger would be too intimidating to
attempt. Others might choose to participate in the study, but might never feel
comfortable enough to open up to the extent that their disclosures could
contribute to my research.

Without the nonverbal cues that assist face-to-face communication such as
proxemics (the use of interpersonal space), chronemics (the pace of speech; the
use of silence), kinesics (physical movement and posture), and paralinguistics
(the use of volume, pitch variations), the opportunity increases for
miscommunication to occur (Gorden, 1980; in Fontana & Frey, 1994). For this
reason I used electronic-verbal cues whenever some aspect of my communication
called for them, such as variations on the smiley face! [ :-) ], or full caps for
emphasis [I didn’t mean it like THAT!], to name only two.

I had also considered posting a webpage on the Internet containing a
picture of myself and a bit of information about my interests aside from my
graduate work. This idea was reinforced by a participant during an electronic

conversation? we had about the efficacy of collaborative work:

! The collection of these smiley face variations are known as emoticons, and can be used to indicate
a full range of emotions from happiness to anger to resignation to insouciance.

2 This “conversation” actually took place over three separate electronic mail transmissions;
however, because comments from a previous message can be captured and included in a new one
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P: It would have been nice to have a picture of the group members to get a

better sense of who they were.

K: This is interesting! Can you elaborate a bit on how “seeing” the other

group members would have helped you?

P: I guess I am a visual or auditory person. I feel I know someone’s

personality better if | have an image to attach them to. Hearing their voice

gives me another image. It’s hard to get inflection or personality in a

typed message.

Eventually, however, I decided against posting a webpage until my interviewing
was finished and most of my writing completed. I felt that because my
participants had not seen each other during their courses, my remaining unseen
throughout the data collection phase of my study would more closely parallel
their earlier on-line learning experiences. When I finally posted the first
complete draft of my thesis on the Internet and asked my participants for their
feedback, I included photos of myself on the webpage, a gesture of sharing
which I hoped would be interpreted as a sign of my appreciation for the trust
they had placed in me by sharing their experiences.

Dialoguing. As each completed questionnaire was returned to me, I
responded as quickly as possible to the new participant either with follow-up
questions and comments or with a brief message acknowledging the
participant’s effort in providing information about his or her experiences in an

on-line course. I felt that, particularly at the outset, I needed to be cognizant of

(as is the case here), this series of comment/question/comment did appear within the same
message.
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the impact electronic silence could have on my relationship with my participants.
I tried, therefore, to determine the character of each participant by looking for
cues in the manner and content of the responses provided, and then to approach
my continued discussion with the dialogical comportment that I believed would
be most agreeable to each participant. Fontana and Frey (1994) discuss how
important it is for the researcher to “understand the respondent’s world and
forces that might stimulate or retard response” (p. 364).

For example, one participant joked at the beginning of the questionnaire
that I would owe him a beer for participating. Viewing this as an opportunity to
establish a good rapport with him, I visited a website that allows one to send a
virtual beer to anyone with an e-mail address. The next day I received an e-mail
from the participant who wrote, “Hey thanks for the beer. That shows some type of
effort and that counts big!” Following this early exchange, the participant proved
to be one of the most forthcoming with respect to his experiences while learning
on-line.

Typically, my initial follow-up to the questionnaire responses was to ask a
participant to elaborate on something she or he had written, or to ask how a
participant felt about a situation that had been described to me regarding
interactions with others in an on-line course. I was attempting to increase my
understanding of the phenomenon, but the difficulty I encountered was in
determining how I could explore without supplying the terms that would name

the participants” experiences for them, and without leading the dialogue too
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much. Wherever possible I would use their own terms and expressions when |
responded, and I tried to allow the space for participants to discuss any aspect of
their experience that was important to them.

Over the period of time that our multiple dialogues took place, my
relationship with most of the participants evolved noticeably. With a couple of
exceptions, the participants were more distant and brief at the beginning, but
gradually they opened up and were able to provide valuable insights into their
experiences learning on-line. A few of them never did disclose very much about

their interactions with classmates, and eventually they dropped out of the study.

Duration of the Study

The first set of questionnaires was sent out on February 24, 1998, the
second was sent on March 3, and the third, on March 6. I received the first
response to the questionnaire on February 25, while the last I received on April
21. Extended e-mail dialogues stemming from questionnaire items took place
between me and individual participants over approximately three months

beginning on February 25.

Response Rate and Attrition

The final item on the questionnaire asked participants if they would agree
to my contacting them again for elaboration or clarification of any information
they had provided. All twelve participants said “Yes,” but three of them did not

respond to any more of my e-mail messages. Three others did respond to follow-
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up questions, although their responses were somewhat briefer than those of the

remaining six participants whose experiences became the focus of this study.



38

CHAPTER 4

Data Analysis

All Nature is but art, unknown to thee;
All chance, direction, which thou canst not see;
All discord, harmony not understood;
All partial evil, universal good:
And, spite of pride in erring reason’s spite,
One truth is clear: Whatever is, is right.
- Alexander Pope

QUESTIONNAIRE SUMMARY

Questionnaire Clusters

The questionnaire items were clustered in groups according to their
purposes, and these groups formed the structure for the first part of my analysis.

The first three items on the questionnaire were designed to situate each of
my participants on the broad electronic spectrum known as “computer user.”
The first question asked participants how many previous on-line courses they
had taken, while the second inquired into their experience with computers and
electronic communication in general. The third question sought to determine
how quickly participants became comfortable with the medium.

Questions four through eight asked participants about how and to what
extent they became acquainted with their electronic classmates. I was interested

to know what kinds of collaborative activities students engaged in both at the
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outset of and throughout their courses, and I further wanted to know how
“connected” participants felt with other students.

The next three questions were designed to examine the nature of the
communication that took place among the on-line learners in their respective
courses. | wanted to probe participants” experiences of one-to-one and one-to-
many message transmissions to determine if any differences existed in their
perceptions of these two communication modes. I was also looking for signs that
the type and nature of student interactions affected their course work in some
way. Questions twelve and thirteen explored to what extent participants’ course
work was made public and how they felt about sharing their work with others.

The subsequent three items on the questionnaire were constructed to
sound out participants’ overall perception of electronic learning. Question
fourteen asked them to consider what features of their on-line experience helped
them to meet their courses” learning objectives; the fifteenth question inquired
about salient factors for developing on-line rapport with classmates; question
sixteen asked if participants would consider taking another electronic course.

The final question on the questionnaire, which asked if participants would
mind being contacted again for clarification or elaboration of their responses,
was included to ensure that they would feel their participation was entirely

voluntary. Although I had no control over whether or not my participants
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would continue to provide insight into their learning experiences, [ strove to

make it clear that they could dictate the terms of their participation at all times.

Significance of Participants’ Electronic Backgrounds

While most participants who had experience with computers and
electronic communication felt more at ease more quickly with the on-line format
for their courses, that factor alone was not enough to influence the comfort level
of all participants. In spite of Tessa’s “good knowledge” of operating systems,
computer programming, and the Internet, it took her a week before she felt
comfortable with her course, and she wrote of the difficulty in getting to know
her electronic classmates without the co-present context of a regular classroom.
At the same time, Holly “liked the format immediately,” even though she had only
minimal computer experience and had purchased a home computer only two
months prior to taking the course. The distinct experiences of these two
participants indicate that skill with computers is not necessarily a prerequisite
for a student’s feeling comfortable learning and communicating electronically.
They point instead to the need to understand what other factors may influence

the learner’s ability to use the medium to his or her best educational advantage.

Developing Rapport Among Students Electronically

One such influential factor may be the perceived depth of relationships
students feel they share with others in the same course. The students in two of

the courses used for this study were divided into smaller groups by their
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professors, and many participants from these courses felt this helped to alleviate
some of the anxiety they otherwise would have experienced over having to
discuss issues with a large group of unknown and unseen individuals. Only two
of the twelve participants (Meredith and Monica) indicated that they knew a
classmate prior to enrolling in their courses. Interestingly, Meredith wrote that
she felt a connection only with this previously-known classmate, although it is
possible this relationship diminished the need for her to get to know others in
her group on a deeper level.!

Eight participants wrote about feeling a sense of rapport with at least two
other classmates; again, this appears to be due primarily to the higher frequency
of contact among small-group members. Several participants stressed the value
of regular contact and support for each other with respect to course and non-
course issues. Sarah found discussions on “other work (i.e. job related) or struggles
in other courses” to be helpful in developing group cohesion. Anne wrote about
the benefit of being able to “bounce ideas off each other or commiserate,” while Holly
pointed to the sense of support and teamwork fostered by group members who
“all participated but at times ... picked up the slack and covered for others who were
behind or held up by family or other distractions.” For these participants, knowing

there were other students who could understand their struggles and provide

! T attempted to discover in my follow-up to the questionnaire if, in fact, this were the case, but
unfortunately this participant did not respond to any further e-mails.
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genuine support during difficult times made a positive difference in their
outlook for the course.

Three participants (Simon, Eve, and Monica) gave specific reasons why
they didn’t feel a connection to some of their classmates, which mainly resulted
from these classmates’ limited or non-participation in electronic conversations.
Diana also wrote of her sense of estrangement from those students who would
discuss topics on a discussion page that were of no interest to her, such as
prostitution or male jokes. Another participant, Tessa, believed strongly that
“real rapport was [not] possible on a computer. Conversations seemed forced without eye
contact, body language, etc., to guide.” Tessa’s viewpoint undoubtedly affected the
extent to which she communicated with her classmates, for in response to the
question regarding the frequency of communication, she wrote that she
communicated once a week with the group because it was a requirement of the

course, and never in a sidebar with one other student.

Whole-Group vs. Sidebar2 Communication

Tessa’s perspective is unique among this study’s participants, but the type
and frequency of communication in the other participants’ experiences varied
considerably also. Tom, Simon, Holly, and Diana contributed to whole-group

discussions three or more times per week; of these, however, only Holly found

Z Sidebar is a term I use to label the type of communication that occurs between only two people
who are members of a larger group such as a listserv or a bulletin board discussion. It is the
electronic equivalent to “speaking behind one’s hand,” as the expression goes.
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such discussions to be equally comfortable to sidebar discussions. Tom found
the sidebars to be “more personal and focused ... There was a lot of talk about [the prof]
in the shadows.” Eve preferred the sidebar type of communication because “you
knew who you were talking to and it was easier to be frank since you knew the instructor
was not reading the personal e-mails.”

In spite of communicating only a couple of times a week to her small
group, and only three or four times total in sidebars, Brenetta found the two
formats to be similar in terms of her comfort level and wrote of how they
provided an opportunity for her to examine her own communication style:

If I was not comfortable saying something to the group, it encouraged me
to consider “why’ and reconsider my position in a way that fostered my
abilities to work on my skills at open, non-threatening communication --

and that was a useful process.

Anne and Carole both used the two communication styles equally (about
once a week to the whole group, and about twice a week in sidebars), but their
feelings about them were completely different. Anne explained her disaffinity
for big groups by writing, “I feel intimidated in a crowd of people whom I don’t know
so talking one-on-one feels less threatening ... easier to share thoughts and ideas when |
sense that only one person is going to read it.” Conversely, Carole’s experience of
communicating with the larger group proved to be a more positive one:

Although I had more personal contact with people in my small group, I
felt comfortable discussing things with all members of the course through

[whole-group] format. I write much more easily than I talk in group
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situations but sending an e-mail to the large group was not like talking in
a large group. I had lots of time to compose and think about my response

before sending it and could respond or not as I wished to.

Effect of Relationships on Course Work

Five of the twelve participants wrote specifically about the benefits they
derived from having input from and discussion with other students regarding
course materials and assignments. Simon incorporated the comments and
suggestions of his classmates resulting in “assignments [that] were always better
after the second draft.” He also valued having access to the work of others, which
offered alternatives that might not have occurred to him otherwise. Holly’s
experience was similar to Simon’s in that her work came to reflect the
contributions her peers made through their electronic exchanges. She explained
that her “knowledge and understanding of the course requirements were greatly
enhanced by the opportunity to have group discussions through e-mail.” Anne referred
to a course in which she was currently enrolled at the time of my data collection,
and she lamented the absence of an e-mail component which had helped to
alleviate her sense of isolation in her previous course. Eve and Carole also felt
their work was positively affected by their relationship with classmates.

Conversely, Tessa, who communicated to the whole group once a week as
required by her professor, and never in a sidebar with another student, did not
feel that her work benefitted from the feedback of her classmates and wrote that

her essays “rarely changed” because of their input. Sarah echoed this sentiment,



and although she enjoyed the interaction with other students, she explained that
she had taken all her courses through distance education and had never “relied on
interaction with the classmates unless it was dictated by the course itself.”

Diana’s experience with incorporating the suggestions of her classmates
was the most potentially disadvantageous compared with the experiences of all
the other participants, but she was able to turn the situation around and learn
something that became important to her:

My initial workshop student feedback I incorporated in my assignment,
due to my lack of confidence in my English, and I failed the assignment. |
then viewed my fellow students not as English experts, but as equals. |
knew then I had te pass on my own merits [and] not by getting corrections

through workshops.

In spite of this first negative experience, Diana was enthusiastic when asked if
she would enroll in another on-line course, citing the electronic communication
as a significant factor.

Meredith wrote of the frustration she felt over her small group’s perceived
inability to work together on assignments before posting them to the whole class.
Students became “paired off,” and at times “some of the group had not finished
readings or others would read ahead and go ahead and post answers to the larger group
without consulting the rest of the group.” As Meredith was one of two participants
in this study who knew a classmate prior to taking the on-line course, she and

her friend would discuss course issues “over the phone more often than on-line.”
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Making Electronic Coursework Public

Among the three courses used for this study, requirements varied with
respect to students’ posting their writing or other work for classmates to see,
although it appears some participants were not clear on those requirements.
Simon and Sarah were in the same course, for example, but when asked about
whether or not they had to post their work, Simon said “No,” while Sarah said
“Yes.”

Tom'’s electronic course was the first one in which he had ever shared his
work with others, as he had always believed his work was not good enough for
that. Having to make some of his work public proved to be a strong motivator
for him: “When I do have to hand things over [for the rest of the class to see] ... I assure
you I work harder and that is what the course did for me!” Simon, Monica, Sarah, and
Carole all had positive experiences as well, and all felt that the input they
received from classmates on their assignments was valuable and contributed to
their learning. Simon found he benefitted from seeing the work of others and
commented that, “You can learn almost as much from your classmates’ efforts and the
corresponding grading marks and remarks as from your own submissions.” Sarah
described her experience as “rather interesting ... having more than one person offer
suggestions about one’s writing.” In Carole’s course, the sharing of assignments

was “strongly recommended” rather than required, but she and her classmates



conveyed both “positive feedback and positive criticism [which] helped me in my
analysis of my own assignments.”

Diana and Anne were the only two participants who wrote about feeling
nervous or intimidated at first with respect to posting their work for others to
see. Anne articulated the self-doubt she experienced initially: “Was I doing it
right? Were my ideas ok? Was I understanding the material the right way or would |
make a fool of myself on-line?” In spite of these early fears, however, both women
overcame them once they started receiving feedback from other students and

their instructors.

Contributing Factors for Meeting Course Objectives

Of all the items on the questionnaire, the one that produced the most
consistent response was the one asking participants about what aspects of their
electronic experience helped them meet their courses’ learning objectives. With
the exception of Tessa who remained skeptical about the value of the interactions
among her on-line classmates, all participants cited some aspect of
communicating with others as a key factor for their learning.

Carole felt that “gaining other people’s perspectives” was significant
throughout her course. She wrote, “Getting timely responses to my questions as [
worked through the course helped my learning and kept up my interest.” Brenetta and
Eve both stressed the importance of the frequency of interactions they had with

classmates; Eve referred to these interactions as “on-going discussions.”
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The notion of mutual support came out strongly in the experiences of
several participants. Tom wrote of how the “sharing of ideas and the reading of
people’s comments” contributed to his meeting the course objectives. Holly’s
experience mirrored that of Tom, and she commented on the change her group
underwent as the course progressed, stressing

the ability to see the many different responses we had to a question, and to
consider how each of us came to our conclusions. As the course
progressed I began to notice that many of our initial responses to questions
became more alike as we went along. That was neat to see it all come

together.

Monica felt her learning was enhanced through interactions with other students
because they provided “reinforcement of my interpretations of the materials.” She
compared her on-line experience with a teleconference setting where she is less
comfortable communicating, and she emphasized, “It is easier to clarify my
thoughts before posting them [on-line].”

A number of participants also stressed the importance of the instructor’s
role to keep discussions moving, to challenge and encourage students, and to
provide insights into the various courses” materials (Simon, Brenetta, Eve, and
Meredith).

Tessa was the only participant in this study who believed that student

interactions made no difference to her learning outcomes. She supported her
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comment that her course work “rarely changed” after receiving feedback from
others by explaining her perspective of electronic learning;:

I don’t think the on-line aspect facilitated meeting the course objectives. It
just made the class more flexible (no set working hours). I don’t think I
learned anything significant with regard to college composition that |

didn’t already know.

Tessa viewed the on-line medium only as a convenient means of receiving and

sending course materials, and not as a vehicle for connecting to classmates.

Factors Necessary for On-Line Rapport

Not surprisingly, Tessa dismissed the notion of electronic rapport in her
response to a question asking what factors were needed in order to feel a
connection to fellow students. She wrote, “I honestly don’t think an on-line rapport
can be as worthwhile as actual face to face relations between students.” She punctuated
her opinion with: “Virtual communities can’t really be communities.” Despite her
lack of rapport with any other student, however, Tessa’s electronic experience
was positive enough that she wrote she would take another on-line course in the
future.

Answers to the above-noted question were varied from the remaining
participants, but there were some common threads among them. Several
participants, including Brenetta, Diana, and Carole, suggested that a sense of
rapport could be developed among electronic learners if they could be given the

opportunity to share information on a personal level, and not just on a level



relating to the course material. They felt that this sharing was best initiated by
some kind of introduction of fellow classmates at the beginning of the course.

Carole explained,

The introductory bios were very helpful in establishing us as a group of
nurses from various fields, all taking distance courses through UVic. This
‘common ground’ and the personal information shared between course

members made for a more ‘open’ learning environment.

Meredith wrote, “It is important that you have some kind of chit chat before getting
into the core issues of the course. I think this helps people get comfortable being on line.”
Anne, who felt intimidated at first until she began to get feedback from others,
wrote about the value for her of “personal sharing,” because it could help her to
“visualize the person on the other end of the screen.”

Tom referred to “willing students” as a key element for developing on-line
rapport among classmates. Holly’s response was similar to Tom’s, and she
added that “being willing to share thoughts and ideas with others ... can empower the
group as a whole.” Brenetta also believed regular contributions to discussions
were beneficial, although she referred to the mutual sharing as the individual’s
“commitment to participating in discussion/process.”

A few participants made reference to what they felt was the best way to
approach the work that others had posted. Monica emphasized that students
should “not discredit or undermine anything that is posted ... [Students] should feel free

to post their opinions and have acceptance.” Holly’s view of developing rapport



among classmates stemmed from the same supportive premise: “[Show] genuine
interest in what others’ thoughts are, be cheerful and encouraging, not negative, be
patient and realize that different people have different priorities and stressors, help them,

don’t shut them out.”

Repeating the On-Line Learning Experience

Except for Tom, who qualified his “Yes and no” answer by commenting
that it would depend on the professor, all participants were enthusiastic when
asked if, based on their experiences in their respective courses this time, they
would take another on-line course in the future. Simon insisted he would not
enroll in another distance course unless it was offered electronically; he plans to
complete his management program this way, or he will “go somewhere else to
finish [on-line]” if he must.

Brenetta also said that she would “continue to do as many of the courses as
possible this way,” comparing her experience to that in another distance course
that did not have the on-line component:

When 1 did my first courses, I had weekly contact with a student from
each course to discuss the materials .... Often it was difficult to keep the
phone calls focused on the course materials, because [two fellow students]
were also living in isolated areas and had social needs in addition to course
needs. I really enjoyed that process, but did not get a lot of course related
work done during that time. I like the e-mail, because I can make my point
without interruption, not have the hour-long long distance charges, and

still achieve some of the social aspect.



Meredith lamented not having an electronic component in a course she was
currently taking at the time I was interviewing her, and she wrote that she had
nobody with whom she could discuss course issues but would “very much like to
talk with somebody.”

Tessa emphasized the convenience of on-line learning, and both she and
Tom mentioned their profs” management of the courses as being a significant
reason for their positive viewpoint. Sarah also wrote of the positive influence
her instructor had on her overall learning experience: “The instructor played a
large role in the enjoyment of the course. He was prompt with his responses, and the
experience of that immediacy is difficult to replace in other distance formats.”

Having work and family commitments to handle in addition to their
course loads, Holly and Sarah appreciated that the on-line format provided them
with the flexibility to learn when it suited them. This turned out to be
particularly advantageous for Holly:

It is the only on-line course [I have taken] and I still know very little about
computers, and I know that if it had not been an on-line course I would
not have finished the course. I have two young children (2 and 5), I have
been out of school for ten years, never having had a great mark in college,
and I got 85% for a final mark in this course! It has given me the
confidence ... to go on with a University education. On-line gave me the

ability to work at the times that I had available - 10pm to midnight!



PROBING PARTICIPANTS” EXPERIENCES

After returning their completed questionnaires to me, not all participants
responded to my follow-up questions and comments; however, six did provide
further insights into their on-line learning experiences. A brief description of
these six follows.

The Participants

Tom has been studying part-time over the past few years while working
full-time as a computer network specialist. His electronic course was the first of
its kind he had taken and was also the last course he needed to complete his
university program requirement. Tom describes himself as a “confrontational, in
your face, get things done” kind of person.

Simon, the second of two males in the total group of twelve participants,
has had extensive experience with distance education over the past ten to twelve
years. He completed the CGA program in this manner and has taken several
other distance courses as well, but only one other course was offered
electronically.

Tessa is also an experienced computer user, although this course was the
first electronic course she has taken. Tessa remains skeptical about the whole
notion of virtual communities and believes that the face-to-face context is the

only one in which real rapport can develop between individuals.



Holly has been out of school for ten years, and her electronic course was
only the second university-level course she has taken since returning to school
(the other was not an on-line course). With two small children and a demanding
career, Holly attributes her being able to finish the course to its flexibility, which
allowed her to study and learn when it fit her busy schedule. Encouraged by her
success with this course, she plans to continue with a university education.

Monica has also been away from school for many years and was initially
concerned about her ability to manage the “foreign” material. She had not taken
an electronic course previous to this one, although she does have some computer
experience with word processing software and e-mail. Monica characterizes
herself as a “visual or auditory person” and feels that she can know others better if
she can attach an image of what they look like to their words.

Brenetta is an entirely self-taught computer user whose experience
includes the design of a program for monitoring tuberculosis in a remote area of
Ontario. As with most of this study’s participants, Brenetta was working and
juggling family commitments while she took the on-line course.

Of the remaining six participants, most did not respond in depth to the
questions or comments I sent as follow-up to the questionnaire items. For this
reason, their contribution to this study consisted mainly of the questionnaire
responses and was only occasionally included in the analysis of the extended

discussions that developed beyond the questionnaire.
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Coding Categories

As I wanted to examine the nature of electronic learning from the
perspectives of my participants, I tried to avoid making premature speculations
about what their experiences would reveal before I had collected my data. But,
as Bogdan and Biklen (1982) point out, “Because reflecting about what you are
finding while in the field is part of every qualitative study, researchers only
approach this mode [of collecting data before doing any analysis]” (p. 146). Once
the first questionnaire responses started coming in, I found I was eager to make
connections between participants” responses and to look for definitive aspects of
their experiences that would clearly reveal the characteristics of on-line learning.

I realized very quickly, however, that I would need some kind of coding
system with which to approach my data. Such a system would not only help me
to arrange the data in a more accessible manner, it would also help me to think
critically about the value of my participants” experiences. Bogdan and Biklen
(1982) suggest several possible categories of codes, two of which I modified
slightly for this study (see Table 1). My categories included codes related to

participants’ perspectives and to electronic relationships/social structure.



Table 1 CODING CATEGORIES

Perspective Codes Relationship/Social Structure Codes

LEARNING & ELECTRONIC LEARNING RULES

¢ product orientation

* process orientation

¢ openness

¢+ feelings of inadequacy
¢+ personal meaning

¢+ classmates as resource
¢+ computer fluency

+ comfort level

¢+ confidence

¢+ isolation

CHARACTERISTICS OF E-MAIL
¢ permanence

¢+ deliberation

¢+ electronic silences

¢+ liberating

¢+ directness

+ efficiency

¢+ “uninterrupted forum”

¢+ empowerment

¢+ “meaningful conversations”

¢+ stripped communication (“put a face

on classmates”)
¢ anonymity

¢+ “social rules”

+ equal participation
* answering e-mails

¢+ freedom of speech

¢+ “chatting”

TRUST
¢+ personal sharing

SUPPORT

AUDIENCE
¢+ presence of prof

COLLABORATION

+ input from others

¢+ mutual experiences
¢+ instructor’s role

NATURE OF COMMUNICATION

+ off-task talk

¢+ “put a face on classmates”
(stripped communication)

¢ one-to-one vs one-to-many
communication
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The perspective codes category focused on individual participants” world
views and attempted to reveal what is important to them (Bogdan & Biklen,
1982). I examined how participants felt about learning in general, and I looked
for ways in which they defined electronic learning. I also sought to determine
how participants viewed themselves in relation to the computer-mediated
communication process.

In this category, I further included “codes oriented toward ways of
thinking that all or some subjects share which are not as general as their overall
definition of the situation but indicate orientations toward particular aspects of a
setting” (Bogdan & Biklen, 1982, p. 158). I searched for information that pointed
to shared values among participants, particularly in common words or phrases
that revealed mutual understandings of specific aspects of electronic learning.

The second code category, encompassing relationship/social structure
codes, deals with different levels of relations among people. By examining my
data through these codes, I hoped to move toward a description of the social
structure of the electronic learning environment as experienced by my study

participants.



PERSPECTIVE CODES CATEGORY

Learning and Electronic Learning

During one of several lengthy electronic discussions with me on the
definition of learning, Tom described his view in terms of personal relevance
when he wrote, “The most important part of learning is the practical side of it all ...
When I learn something I actually do not feel much of an accomplishment .... The
learning process means nothing unless it has some meaning to my life.” When those
connections aren’t evident, Tom feels frustrated: “One thing I hate about English is
you have to write how the prof wants you to write. Not how you feel like writing.”

At another point in our dialogue, Tom explained that he knew he had
really learned something,

When I remember how to do it later. When I use what I have learned and
the theory works out. When I can use what I have learned to extrapolate

against another idea and come up with a positive solution to a problem.

For Tom, then, the process of learning is very much one of looking for ways to
make personal connections to the information presented. His comment that he
“like[s] the people who earn their way with hard work” underscores his own approach
to knowledge acquisition whereby, “If I desire to understand something I will fight
tenaciously to get to a level of understanding.”

Tom’s approach to electronic learning is as utilitarian as is his approach to

traditional learning. He views the Internet as an instrument he can use to find



what he needs quickly: “The Web is a great tool for me. That is what it is. A tool. |
can find my way around the Web in seconds ...” Tom’s comfort with the medium is
obvious, and he cites the on-line course format as an “instant advantage.” At one
point [ asked him about a phrase he had used -“personal touch” - in describing his
course, to which he replied, “What is so cold about computers? They run hot for me,
not cold .... Just because [the medium] is electronic has nothing to do with being
impersonal.”

Like Tom, Simon'’s extensive experience with computers and electronic
communication meant he was comfortable with the on-line format for his course.
His description of himself as a “consumer of distance education” underscored his
openness to alternatives for course delivery. However, Simon differentiated
between two types of courses, including those that are

merely necessary evils to overcome in the quest for the degree ... For those
courses in particular the most important part was surviving to the end
and getting a high enough mark to pass the course ... [This course was]
interesting, fun, enlightening in many ways, and the mark, while
satisfying, was only incidental to the whole experience and the knowledge

gained.

Simon described himself as a “mostly better-than-average student ... too lazy to be a
top level student.” It is clear through his writing, though, that he was committed
to getting the most out of his electronic course by using his classmates as a

valuable resource for learning. As he explained, “A learning process that requires
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thinking, exploring and discovering seems to be much more enhanced when other people
are incorporated to expand our own imaginations and knowledge.”

Simon’s notion of learning, like waves emanating from a water droplet, is
a “continual process in which cumulative knowledge enhances previously stored
information and eventually you develop a clue.” That this knowledge accumulates
from the input of and interaction with classmates is an integral part of his
attitude and was pervasive throughout our discussions. Simon explained his
view that “learning is always enhanced when others help to expand the different
directions that we take when we explore any subject.” He was happy with the format
for his electronic course which involved students’ sharing their work on-line, and
wrote, “ You can learn almost as much from your classmates’ efforts ... After all, the
point of the whole exercise is to learn.”

Simon’s approach to learning was sharply contrasted by that of Tessa,
who “took the course because it was required, not because I wanted to make virtual
friends.” Tessa considered electronic learning to be an entirely individual
process, and she believed the communication she had with her classmates to be
an unnecessary part of the course. The brief exchange we had on this issue
illustrates her viewpoint:

K: If it had not been a course requirement, do you think you would have

communicated with others [in your electronic class] at all?

T: Probably not.



61

Tessa did feel positive about the experience of electronic learning, but only
inasmuch as it presented a delivery alternative for a course she needed to take.
She wrote, “It was a very convenient and easy way to complete a required course though
I'm not sure I learned very much.” Her insistence that, “I honestly don’t think an on-
line rapport can be as worthwhile as actual face to face relations between students”
indicates her disinclination to consider her classmates as a resource for learning.

Unlike Tessa, Monica did value the interactions she had with her fellow
students. Because she had been away from school for many years, she
experienced some trepidation over how she would “manage with the course,” but
added, “As long as I felt we were communicating and confirming the material, I felt
could move on ... With this method [of sharing on-line], I could read other people’s
feedback and glean understanding from them.” Getting corroboration from her
classmates helped Monica to build confidence and contributed to a positive
learning experience for her.

Monica’s definition of learning was simple: “Learning is gaining an
understanding of information. When something becomes clear to me and I can apply the
information, I feel I have learned it.” She noted how this process can be either
individual or collective or both, “at different times and in different settings.”

Brenetta’s experience would also fit well into Monica’s notion of the
learning process. For Brenetta, learning about computers was a task she
undertook herself several years ago in order to manage a disease control

program. She explained that at the time she was “computer illiterate and [became]
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entirely self-educated” in various software programs. Although Brenetta was
comfortable with the format for her electronic course, she described how initially
it presented some problems for her and her classmates, explaining, “It took a while
for us to figure out how to best use the resource, and I know for myself, | underutilized
the listserv.”

However, Brenetta viewed the electronic component of her course as a
valuable alternative for overcoming the isolation inherent in traditional distance

education formats. She wrote,

I was/am committed to utilizing the on-line capacity to my advantage. |
really miss not having the ongoing contact and input that goes with

attending class with a group - using e-mail facilitates some of that process.

Brenetta enjoyed having frequent contact with fellow students, citing “an
individual commitment to participating in discussion” as a key component to the on-
line learning experience.

Finally, Holly provided only very brief information relating to her
perspective on electronic learning. She wrote that she “liked the format
immediately,” but later added that “everyone was very new to computers and the
instructions on how to get on the listserv in the first place were confusing for some
people,” which initially created difficulties in her course. In spite of feeling
uncertain about her ability to succeed in a university-level course before taking
this one, Holly found the experience to be empowering for her, and she looked

forward to continuing her studies.
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Holly was one of three people who referred to technical/access issues as
having an impact on their course experience. Eve, who had no home computer,
found it necessary to do her work from a computer at her workplace, but this
created problems for her at times: “I was only here a few days a week, so I could not
be in contact all the time and had only limited time at work to communicate with others.”
Tom sensed that many people in his course also struggled with getting access to
a computer and/or getting connected to others. He wrote,

The electronic thing was very difficult on the class. The first 2 weeks were
spent trying to help others get e-mail going at all or trying to peel their
boyfriends or husbands off the computer so they could use it.

Eventually, these problems were resolved in his class and students were able to
focus their energy on the course material.

While Tom’s “instant advantage” with electronic communication and the
Internet meant that he didn’t suffer the same frustrations others did in getting
used to the on-line format, he nevertheless had another issue that was difficult
for him to deal with, namely sharing his work with his classmates. He explained
it this way: “By presenting my work to the group it opened me up for my weakness
(English). I had to battle my feeling of being much lower than average.” By the end of
the course, however, Tom recognized that shared learning had “worked right in
my favor. It made me assess and reassess my work on a daily basis. When I handed in

my work it was actually worth reading.”
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Simon, too, felt convinced about the benefit of sharing assignments with
fellow learners. Of those he had the opportunity to see, “some were very
interesting, some were funny .... All in all, very enlightening.” Holly found that by
being able to see the responses others in her class had to questions or
assignments, her own learning was augmented. She described how her
“knowledge and understanding of the course requirements were greatly enhanced by the

opportunity to have group discussions through e-mail.”

Characteristics of Electronic Communication

Electronic discussions, whether via the more public forum of a listserv or
bulletin board, or through the one-to-one (sidebar) transmission, proved to be
laden with implications for electronic learners. Holly liked the efficiency of an e-
mail communication because,

People are more focused when they write something down (e-mail) while
discussions in a classroom setting can easily fall off topic, there is a greater
incidence of interruption, misinterpretation, etc., that can hinder the
progress of group activities .... I am not shy, but I enjoyed on-line because
our group discussions were always on topic, so we didn’t waste a lot of

time.

Tom’s perspective of electronic discussions was similar to this. He insisted that
“people are more to the point with e-mail,” then clarified in a later correspondence,

“It takes a bit of effort to type and people tend to keep it to a minimum and frank.”
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Conversely, Tessa found the opposite to be true in her course. She felt
that the convenience of e-mail was license for students to use the medium “even
when they have nothing significant to say.” For her, “communication on-line lacks the
intimacy of real conversation but at the same time is so instantaneous that it inevitably
becomes inane.” Tessa was unhappy with the requirement that she post at least
once a week to the class’s bulletin board, pointing to the “forced” nature of such
communication: “What was I supposed to say? You can’t have a dialogue with 25
people at the same time.”

This sentiment was echoed by Monica who pointed to the more general
nature of whole-group communication, which meant it was “difficult sometimes to

rrm

follow the “conversation.”” She also drew attention to the difficulty of experiencing
electronic silence when no response would be forthcoming from a classmate after
she had posted a message. She recognized, though, that there could be reasons
other than disinterest for that situation to occur, noting, “As I used the computer at
work I had limited time to respond and if | wasn’t at work when someone else responded,
I may have left them with the same frustration.”

In spite of these difficulties, Monica appreciated the opportunity for
deliberation which was enabled by the electronic course format. She wrote about
how it was “easier to clarify my thoughts before posting them,” unlike in a f2f context
whereby those engaged in a conversation must process their ideas more rapidly

if they are to keep pace with the discussion. Carole, too, wrote of this advantage

during her on-going exchanges with classmates:
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[ write much more easily than [ talk in group situations but sending an e-
mail to the large group was not like talking in a large group. I had lots of
time to compose and think about my response before sending it, and could

respond or not as I wished to.

Being able to deliberate and compose without interruption helped to overcome
the anxiety of having her words “out there” in a more permanent form than
spoken words take. Eventually, Carole “became more comfortable” as she
exchanged thoughts and ideas with her fellow students.

Tom observed the same phenomenon occurring among some of his
classmates, characterizing it this way: “This on-line thing is an interesting social
interaction. People seemed to open up through e-mail where a face to face connection
brings on hesitation.” Tessa provided one possible explanation for why a
difference can exist between a person’s level of interaction in a co-present
situation and that of the electronic environment. She explained, “The partial
anonymity of e-mail lets you say things you might not otherwise say and not have to deal
with others’” immediate reactions.” Simon’s experience further supports this view,
and he suggested that “some of the less vocal people in actual physical contact
situations might actually become better known through their written words than would
ordinarily be the case.” For these people Simon describes, the situation could be
empowering and, therefore, would potentially have contributed to a more

beneficial electronic social structure.



RELATIONSHIP/SOCIAL STRUCTURE CODES
Rules
The social structure of any community, electronic or otherwise, is
necessarily dependent on rules to preserve the well-being of its members. Such
rules may be either tacit or explicit, and the extent to which they are enforced
determines much with respect to the social climate. Simon responded this way
to my question about the existence of rules for interacting among his classmates:

Well, no explicit rules anyway. We were reminded that the postings were
public and available to anyone on the Internet who wanted to have a look.
On a personal level I sometimes kept my red-necked opinions to myself,

sometimes I let them show a bit.

Simon’s method of self-censorship or self-control was adopted by other
participants as well. Carole referred to “common courtesy and common sense,” as
the standard among her classmates, noting that “with the e-mail format you could be
as open or as closed with information as you liked.”

Tom described his perspective of the situation that existed in his electronic
course: “You can tell very quickly how far you can go. Many people do a poke to see if
you have a funny bone and if you respond.” In spite of his assertion, though, Tom
experienced backlash from some of his fellow learners when he “vented in a 2000

word post” in reaction to a topic others had been discussing. In spite of posting an



68

apology after realizing his mistake the following morning, he nevertheless “got
flamed” > when classmates felt he had gone too far.

Other participants experienced difficulties when class members paid little
heed to the rules as well. Meredith wrote of the frustration she felt over her
small group’s lack of cohesiveness in handling group assignments. Monica
found that the randomness with which her group members would determine a
leader for certain activities resulted in unnecessary awkwardness. She wrote, “It
would have been less uncomfortable and more efficient if we had decided each person
would take turns on a rotating basis.”

Monica’s comment underscores another feature of the electronic social
structure, namely the expectation that everyone will contribute to group work on
an equal basis. As was the case with other issues, participants had varying
views on this aspect of on-line learning. For example, while Holly believed that
everyone “put in equal amounts of effort to get the activities done ... We didn’t have
any member who didn’t pull their weight,” Eve found the opposite to be true from
her experience. Monica felt that some of her classmates occasionally took
advantage of the situation:

We didn’t assign a leader to the groups so I felt at times there were
unofficial leaders which wasn’t necessarily a bad thing as it got the work

done, but there was opportunity for some not to participate at all.

3 Flaming is a term common among users of one-to-many electronic communications, such as
bulletin boards or news groups, to describe the process of sending vitriolic messages to anyone
who appears to have overstepped generally accepted electronic social conventions.
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In some cases, as above, it appears that nothing was done to correct the
input imbalance; however, Tom found that anyone in his course not contributing

was taken to task for it. He wrote,

Oh, for sure there were people not willing. Those were centered out by the
groups and the slack was taken up by the rest. If someone fell by the side,
they were contacted by the group and the group was contacted in general

about the lack of contact.

In this way, Tom’s class members monitored each other to ensure everyone

participated as equally as possible.

Trust

A good reason for insisting on equality of participation is that a sense of
trust can more easily develop among learners. One of the exchanges I had with
Simon speaks to the importance of trust in a shared learning situation:

K: Without any sort of visual cueing, it requires considerably more trust
to put one’s words out there - it’s much more permanent than simply

speaking the words. And if some classmates aren’t forthcoming in a way
that makes you feel you can trust them, it’s natural to expend the energy

on those who are.

S: ... Itis the input from others that helps to better develop our own ideas,
and if we don’t trust the information they provide we won’t accept their
input. Part of building that trust is to communicate so people can see

what you are all about.
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Tom found that some students in his course would “go out of their way to contact

7

each other to read over essays.” His experience indicates how beneficial it was for

classmates to establish a sense of trust among themselves.

Support

For several participants in this study, getting and giving support had a
significant impact on their overall learning. Holly made reference to the “sense of
support and teamwork” that existed within her small group. She surmised that
“because we were all returning to school after a long time away from the studies, we
became a cohesive, supportive group almost immediately.” Brenetta, too, wrote of how
she and her classmates “provided each other with social support in addition to course-
related support.” She further explained that,

The social support was not essential, but added to the experience of the
class .... It was similar to having a couple of friends in class that you sit
with - it adds something to the experience that you don’t necessarily get if

you always sit alone.

When one of Carole’s fellow students was going through a personal crisis, “most
of our group responded to her to show her our empathy and support.” Eve cited
commonality of experiences as an important factor for her, writing, “I just felt
connected and felt that other people were going through the same problems I was.”
Anne, too, felt the “sense of support for each other when we’re having difficulty
grasping a concept or feeling overwhelmed” was essential to overcome the anxiety

she experienced with different aspects of her electronic course.



Electronic Audience

One such aspect Anne had to deal with was a feeling of intimidation about
communicating with the whole class, particularly when she didn’t know any of
them. She described how it was “a little easier to share thoughts and ideas when |
sense that only one person is going to read it.” Eve’s reaction to communicating with
all her classmates at once was similar to Anne’s, and she wrote of her preference
for sidebars because “you knew who you were talking to and it was easier to be frank
since you knew the instructor was not reading the personal e-mails.” In explaining one
of the first assignments, which was to interview and introduce a classmate to the
others, Tom mused, “I wondered about [the prof] posing as one of the students to see
inside!” Clearly, these participants” perceived audience had an impact on their

orientation to communicating electronically.

Collaboration

For many participants, their “audience” of classmates provided them with
a collaborative milieu in which to share ideas and make suggestions.
Unfortunately, Diana, whose faith in the input of her classmates resulted in a
failed first assignment, became skeptical of the value of collaboration thereafter,
and she resolved to “pass on my own merits” for all subsequent assignments.
Brenetta described the process that she and her classmates underwent to manage
their course work:

We would discuss readings as a class or more commonly as a small group,

and this facilitated my understanding of the materials. It was useful to



hear varied perspectives on the same materials - provided depth to the

learning.

In spite of this preliminary collaborative discussion, though, she felt that she was
still working on her own when it came time to actually do the assignments.

Both Monica and Simon reported a fully collaborative effort among them
and other students in their respective courses. Monica pointed to numerous
assignments for which her group members would “post all of our answers and
someone would compile the information to one posting for the entire group.” In Simon’s
course, the collaborative format was built into each assignment’s requirements.

Students would

do a draft and then interact with assigned partners by submitting the
drafts to them for comments. The final result was a much better

assignment and a feeling of collaboration when it was completed.

Collaboration, then, became a valuable process for many students studying

electronically.

Nature of Electronic Communication

Part of the collaborative effort that would have contributed overall to
students’ learning experience but that would not have appeared in their actual
assignments per se was the off-task talk, or “chatting,” among students. Simon'’s
class had access to a bulletin board where they were free to discuss anything:
“The bb was wide open, people talked about whale watching, climbing mountains, pimps

& prostitutes and the occasional jokes - some even a bit risqué. Nice and open, I liked the
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concept.” Tom was equally enthusiastic about the “personal interaction,” and
remarked how “people got right into the course and were having a blast on-line in the
end.” Eve found that the personal e-mails were helpful for her to feel part of a
social community. She summed it up by writing, “It was also good to just chat.”

One of the limitations to electronic communication is its absence of the
usual visual cues we rely upon to interpret and understand a message. The
personal communication described above was an important way for some
participants to overcome those limitations, at least in part. Anne described how
“a little bit of personal sharing helps me to visualize the person on the other end of the
screen.”

Monica also felt somewhat at a loss without being able to see her
classmates. She described her perspective this way:

I guess I am a visual or auditory person. I feel I know someone’s
personality better if | have an image to attach them to. Hearing their voice
gives me another image. It’s hard to get inflection or personality in a
typed message. The images I developed were based on the personal

messages they sent.

Simon’s comment on this issue was simple: “It would have been nice to put a face on
our classmates.” Tessa shared this sentiment, explaining how it would have
benefitted her if she had had “at least one in-person meeting with my classmates

[which] might have established a real rapport.” The comments of these participants



illustrate the potential difficulty of dealing with the “stripped” nature of
electronic communication.

In spite of the obvious limitations of electronic communication, some
participants were still able to develop strong relationships with other students.
In Tom’s course, where students were asked to share information and introduce
each other as a first assignment, this one-to-one communication allowed them to
develop a closer and more lasting relationship to a classmate. Tom explained, “I
know that if I wanted to send some e-mail to the person I interviewed right now, she
would contact me and we could continue a dialogue by e-mail.” The similarity
between Tom’s experience and Simon'’s is striking, for Simon also wrote of his
relationship with his partner for the first assignment: “I felt that I knew my ‘intro’
classmate better than most of the others because of the extra direct correspondence that |
had with her where we told each other all about ourselves.”

Communicating with only one other person at a time also provided an
opportunity for some students to offer genuine encouragement to a classmate
when it was needed. As Holly explained,

Sometimes it was nice to have a one-to-one to clarify anything that didn’t
seem clear, or to compliment someone on their work or their thoughts. It

was a nice way to boost someone who was losing interest or having

difficulty.



Of course, the same message could have been conveyed in a posting to a listserv,
but as Holly’s experience implies, e-mailing a classmate individually was at
times a more appropriate method for communicating.

Monica and Brenetta both wrote about the difference between posting
messages to the whole class and communicating with the small groups that
formed for working on assignments. Monica explained that “the smaller group
was easier to get to know as we communicated more often. It seemed the other small
groups knew each other in a similar way.” In Brenetta’s class, “the bulk of
communication quickly went to the groups, and I do not remember a lot of messages that
went over the listserv.” One-to-many communication, then, was not a popular
choice for some students who preferred a one-to-one or, at least, a “one-to-few”

communication style instead.
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CHAPTER 5

Conclusions and Recommendations

For now we see through a glass, darkly;
but then face to face; now I know in part,
but then shall I know even as also I am
known. I Corinthians 13:12

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS

I undertook this study because I wanted to learn more about the nature of
electronic communication and about how interactions among students would
affect their learning in on-line courses. The study was not meant to produce a
definitive explanation of this phenomenon, but to contribute to an on-going body
of inquiry that attempts to understand human beings as learners and
communicators in an electronic environment.

My participants worked collaboratively on-line with electronic classmates
during their respective courses in order to learn the course materials and to
realize the implications this knowledge would have on their professional and
personal lives; my inquiry took this process one step further by asking them to
reflect on their experiences and to collaborate with me in constructing a relevant
representation of their electronic learning. Because I was attempting to
understand the nature of their interactions, and because I was interested in
having them consider their individual experiences as a whole after the course’s

completion, I called my social constructivist methodology experiential reflection.
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In spite of the obvious shortcomings of electronic communication as
research medium, it offered at the same time a richly generative environment
wherein my participants could take the time they needed to reflect upon and
respond to my questions or comments, a situation that is not always convenient
in a f2f interview. There were many times during my data collection when I
would send a message to a participant but would not receive a response until a
few days or even a week later. It is possible that the convenience of responding
at any time may have become a justification to procrastinate for some
participants, but if this were the case, I felt it was a reasonable tradeoff for the
freedom the medium allowed otherwise.

Electronic mail also provided the means to overcome the geographic
distances that played a role in some participants’ choosing to enroll in on-line
courses in the first place. Many participants were local students whose work or
personal responsibilities necessitated their taking this form of distance education,
but others were from more remote areas of the province, or from out of province.
It would have been impossible for me to conduct f2f interviews with these latter
participants, and multiple telephone interviews would have been too costly.

A further advantage to using electronic mail to probe my participants’
experiences was that everyone automatically had a complete record of his or her
communication with me. Although it was never necessary to go back and check

the accuracy of a statement, the opportunity to do so provided the comfort of a



corroborative safety net for me and my participants throughout our
conversations.

Finally, for many people, the nature of electronic communication was
such that it enabled more reflective deliberation than the immediacy of a f2f
encounter would have done. Part of this may have been the result of my
participants” having greater control over when they responded to my messages,
without the concern of being interrupted by another question before their

original thought had been completely developed.

Role of the Researcher

The primary consideration for my method of data collection was that it
would allow participants the room to explore their experiences while keeping
my voice in the background as much as possible. The questionnaire was
designed to get participants thinking about aspects of their on-line interactions
with other members of the electronic class; the difficulty was in allowing room
for participants to examine these interactions without supplying terms that
would have suggested how they should feel about them. Clandinin and
Connelly (1994) remind us to be cognizant of the researcher’s role: “The way an
interviewer acts, questions, and responds in an interview shapes the relationship
and, therefore, the ways participants respond and give accounts of their

experience” (p. 420).



The dilemma for me was knowing exactly where to place myself in my
study. If adopting the constructivist approach to human inquiry entails gaining
an understanding of an experience from the viewpoint of those who actually live
the experience - called the emic point of view (Schwandt, 1994) - this meant that I
had to come to the study without wearing the mantle of the researcher-expert,
and instead to present myself in the more appropriate raiment of the learner.

Eisner (1998) stresses the importance of language as a medium not only
for conveying experience, but also for constituting it. If language was to be the
means through which I would understand the nature of my participants” on-line
interactions during their courses, it was at the same time the means by which
they would come to “know” me and, hence, to trust me enough to feel
comfortable about sharing their experiences with me. I adopted a conversational
style! in my emails to help participants feel more comfortable, and to provide the
built-in flexibility that could enable them to highlight aspects of their individual
experiences that were more important to them (Clandinin & Connelly, 1994).
Because I wished to empower my participants, I used their language, their words
and phrases, whenever I could in my own questions and comments to encourage
deeper reflection on their part. Ialso invited them to write freely of their

experiences by posing open-ended questions and by asking for elaboration on

1T attempted to do this in my follow-ups to the questionnaire responses; however, because some
participants chose not to continue to dialogue with me (usually by not responding to subsequent
emails), I did not have the same opportunity to present myself to them as learner rather than as
researcher.
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anything that seemed to suggest deeper meaning than they had at first
presented.

One of the difficulties I faced throughout my data collection was resisting
the temptation to label or categorize too quickly. Eisner (1998) points to the
“blinkering” that can result from this tendency when he writes:

But categorization can also be a liability when it forecloses, as it
often does, the exploration of the qualities that constitute this
classroom, that student, this particular school. If our perceptual
experience is aborted for the sake of classification, our experience is

attenuated; we do not experience all that we can. (p. 17)

I found it important to remind myself repeatedly that what I sought was to
understand the nature of my participants’ electronic interactions, rather than to
explain them.

The social constructivist paradigm worked well for my data analysis. The
on-going discussions my participants had with their classmates to negotiate and
construct meaning in their courses paralleled the process I engaged in to
construct an understanding of their experiences with their help.

One salient consideration of my using a constructivist epistemology for
gaining understanding of the phenomenon is that interpretations I derived from
that methodology are “second-order” in nature. Once a participant spoke of a
life-world experience, the participant offered at the same time an interpretation

of that experience because it could be spoken of only in the past tense (Schwandt,
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1994). If I then reported on that first-order interpretation, the original experience
was re-constructed yet again. This does not mean that my analysis of the
experience was invalid; rather, it means that I and my participants provided a
mature, socially-constructed account of a phenomenon. Our understanding was
enhanced by layering each newly-informed reflection with the mortar of

considered thought, thus building a lasting structure of meaning.

Findings

As I expected, the data my participants provided were varied and
individual, but there were also many similarities among them. A number of key
findings merit considered thought. First, the participants” experiences point to
the special nature of electronic communication, particularly because the visual
cues relied upon so heavily for interpreting messages were absent. This meant
that some participants felt more intimidated about posting their thoughts to
unseen classmates; others found the relative anonymity of the medium to be
liberating.

A further characteristic of on-line communication was its efficiency.
Participants liked that they could think and compose, taking as much time as
they needed, without fear of interruption from others. This fits in well with the
“reflective cognitive stance” van Manen (1990) refers to. Occasionally, however,

it presented difficulties when a student had to wait for a reply that was not



immediately forthcoming, but generally the convenience of the electronic
medium outweighed this latter concern.

Another finding that resulted from this study deals with the way in which
participants’ learning was affected by their electronic interactions. For all but
one of the participants, learning was very much a social event in which
discussions with other students played an important role for understanding their
course materials. Many participants used terms such as “collaboration” and
“input from others” when describing factors for their learning. Off-task talk was
cited several times as an important element in making participants feel more at
ease with their classmates, and this in turn generated feelings of trust and
recognition that everyone was “in the same boat.”

Participants also wrote about the importance of equal participation in
course activities and assignments. Those who believed that others were not
contributing equally may have held back somewhat due to feelings of unfairness.
Others wrote of how classmates would go out of their way to help each other
and to “pick up the slack” when it was needed - these students believed they
gained more, both academically and personally, because of the extra effort they
put into their collaborative work.

Additionally, it was important to participants that they feel some
sameness, some sense of community with at least a few other learners in order to

really engage in a meaningful cooperative learning process. This feeling began
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for some participants during an introductory exercise of interviewing a classmate
and was strengthened by continued interactions, both course related and
otherwise. Those interactions further helped many participants feel more
comfortable about learning because they eliminated the sense of isolation that is
an inherent part of traditional distance education formats.

Finally, in spite of having both good and bad experiences, all participants
indicated they would take another electronic course. Because students value
face-to-face interactions so highly, it is unlikely that the traditional classroom
setting will be completely replaced by a delivery medium such as the Internet, at
least in the forseeable future. But there is a need for educational institutions to
offer alternatives for learners, particularly if the “just in time” learning

phenomenon continues to be in demand.

RECOMMENDATIONS

As a result of my research, I propose five recommendations for educators
who will conduct on-line courses.
1. Take into consideration the intimidation some students will feel about computer-
mediated communication. For many people, the electronic environment is
unknown and unfathomable. Any anxiety they may feel about a course’s content
or about returning to school after several years will only be exacerbated by

having to learn in an environment that is new to them.



2. Provide clear guidelines about etiquette to help reduce electronic silences.
Wherever possible, students should be encouraged to respond to each other’s
postings within reasonable time. Even a short “I'll have to get back to you later”
message will let the original sender know that her thoughts and ideas are not
being ignored.

3. Remember not everyone has equal and regular access to equipment. Some
students may not have the luxury of a home computer, which means they may
need to use one at work or elsewhere. Even home computers may neced to be
shared with family members, leaving limited time for the electronic student to do
work.

4. Build activities into the curriculum that allow students to work in large groups,
small groups, and pairs in order to accommodate the preferences of all students. While
small groups seem to provide the most comfortable collaborative situation, some
students like to have input from members of the whole class, and others prefer
the intimacy of working with only one other person.

5. Encourage regular interactions among students, including off-task talk. Setting
up a class listserv where students can discuss course-related issues, and a
bulletin board where they may “chat” about anything they wish, will furnish
them with the most opportunities for communicating on any level, thus

contributing to the development of a strong social structure among classmates.



DIRECTIONS FOR FURTHER INQUIRY

In the course of this study, I often encountered “threads” that would have
taken me in new and interesting directions, for just as the Internet is a
labyrinthine web of connections with no beginning or end, so is my process of
learning. In order to keep myself focused, however, it was necessary to consider
some of these threads only in passing and to remind myself that I could come
back to them at a later time. Others were more directly related to my research,
but their addition would have made my work unwieldy. Nevertheless, they
merit mention here.

This study could have benefitted from a larger group of participants.
Further research covering a greater number of courses would help to confirm (or
refute) that the experiences my participants described are typical. This is not to
negate the contributions reported here; it would merely help to situate my
participants” experiences in the broad category of electronic learning.

Another study might also focus on the importance of gender to CMC and
learning. A quick glance through any computer sales magazine reveals that
males are still clearly the target group. It follows, then, that they may have more
experience and more comfort with using computers and computerized systems.
A study examining the extent to which this is, or is not, true would add to our

understanding of electronic learning.
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It would also be interesting to look more closely at the content and form of
electronic communication from a linguistic point of view. How much like oral
communication is its electronic counterpart? Is it, in fact, a more efficient
medium than the face-to-face encounter because it enables more deliberate,

considered thought in advance of the communication?

REFLECTIONS

Even after two years of being immersed in the review of literature, the
analysis of my data, and the adumbration of the APA Manual, I remain excited
about electronic communication and learning. This study has contributed
enormously to my growth both as an educator and as a human being living in an
electronic world. It is yet another step in my lifelong learning process.

1 now look forward to designing and teaching my first electronic course,
equipped with the knowledge that a key part of its design must be the facilitation
of student-to-student interactions. I wrote in the Introduction that I believed
having a sense of community among electronic learners could be important to
their academic success; the findings of this study support my belief. Therefore,
my goal as an electronic distance educator would be to encourage students to
take advantage of the unique features the medium offers for developing
community (collaboration, connection to other distance learners, deliberation),
while minimizing the potential difficulties inherent in the technology, such as

electronic silence, or the “facelessness” of classmates.
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Finally, I am pleased to have contributed to the literature on methods for
data collection. As more students choose to undertake their studies via
electronic means, our need to understand this learning phenomenon will
increase. Electronic mail dialoguing provides one means of spanning geographic

distances so that further research may be conducted.
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APPENDIX A

Questionnaire

Please answer the following questions as thoroughly as possible. The amount of
space provided for answers is not meant to indicate the length of your responses
- feel free to use as much space as you wish! [Note: You will need to copy the
Consent Form, above, and this Questionnaire into a new email message before
you will be able to fill in your responses.]

X, How many on-line courses had you taken before taking [course #]?
ANSWER:
2. How much experience did you have with computers and/ or electronic

communication before you enrolled in [course #]?

ANSWER:

3. How long did it take before you felt comfortable with the on-line format
for [course #]?

ANSWER:

4. How many of the other students in [course #] did you know before you
enrolled in it?

ANSWER:

5, What “activities” were there at the beginning of the course to help you
become acquainted with the others taking it? [eg. sharing brief
biographies with others; discussing hobbies or interests] Who initiated
these activities?

ANSWER:
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6. Please describe any activities or assignments that were designed to
facilitate student interaction throughout the course [eg. group projects].

ANSWER:

7. With how many others in the course did you feel a connection, a sense of
rapport? What were the contributing factors?

ANSWER:
8. If you did not feel a connection to anyone in the course, please explain
why.
ANSWER:
9. How often did you communicate
a) with the whole group? ANSWER:
b) in a “sidebar” with one other student? ANSWER:
10.  Were sidebars more comfortable than whole-group discussions? Please

explain your answer.

ANSWER:

11.  In what ways was your work affected by your relationship with the other

students?

ANSWER:

12 Was it a course requirement that you post any of your writing or other
course work for your fellow students to see, and if so, what type of work
was it?

ANSWER:



13.  How did you feel about sharing some of your course work on-line with
others in [course #]?

ANSWER:

14.  What aspects of your on-line experience in this course helped you meet its
learning objectives?

ANSWER:

15.  What factors do you think are most important for developing a sense of
rapport or “community” among learners in an on-line course?

ANSWER:

16.  Based on your experiences in [course #], would you enrol in another on-
line course? Explain.

ANSWER:

17.  Would you be willing to be contacted again for clarification or elaboration
of the responses you have provided in this questionnaire?

ANSWER:

End of Questionnaire.

Thank you very much for your participation in this study!
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APPENDIX C

Table of Coding Categories

SITUATIONAL CODES CATEGORY
,Code Keywords Tom Code Keywords Simon
+ on-line format instant advantage ; O\IiQMhH m‘h taken many, many traditionally delivered
ODM wd \eorvun esp. courses - as a consumer of distance
% A W 9 ducation I would love to see more
-Gvanagnce 3 elec. lgarm na alternatives out there for internet delivery

| \d\oilib

[course didn’t have clear structure] which
really helped guy like me - when I have to
work, I work, etc.

- DPRAILSS

¢+ had no problem with sharing course work
on-line; would have preferred that all
ents and grades were totally public.
ou can learn almost as much from your

vieatabon b

dack :
W{ s +b learwni Vtﬁ classmates’ efforts & grades
W AN : -
J *+ the point of the whole exercise is to learn
. -F \e\( \ b\ l; +v ¢+ hate to sit in classes with stuffy people where P( [YOASY + many pros and cons for public posting of
I have to be there at a set time 6‘(\% "’\ M grades, etc., but when talking about

contributions to learning/teaching, nothing
better than examples of both good and bad

ovoduct )
pYe mcwt';i'm«

I walked into that course with about as much
negative attitude as you could get

+ some courses necessary evils in quest for
egree - most important thing was surviving

product

oY \QMWM to the end, getting high enough grade to
pass
+ other courses can be interesting, fun,
P{oug S ightening in many ways [outside course
O(\wfuih ﬂ’\ ontent], and the mark, while satisfying,

was only incidental to the whole experience
and the knowledge gained

oval

Joviewtatiomw .

+ one thing I hate about English is you have to ing is a continual process in which
W\QMV\ write how the prof wants you to write, not learwn’ V\S cumulative knowledge enhances previously
\6 how you feel like writing stored information
o W\M lon Q( + what is so cold about computers. They run +  “knowing” - use one space after a period,
hot for me, not cold .... Just because it is don’t was new red sweaters with your
electronic has nothing to do with being whites, etc.
impersonal & : g
P VorLss ’ earning” - a|process|that requires

thinking, exploring and discovering seems
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"~ Code Keywords

SITUATIONAL CoOoDES CATEGORY

Tom

Code Keywords p. Simon

-&LL&-L&H—#W btﬁo’fle much more enhanced when other
eo

ple are incorporated to expand our own
. dagsw{-gg as imaginations and knowledge

Vesouite. + it seems that on your own you always
overlook something that someone else uses
routinely

. l QMM - * most important part of learning is the « OV lwhhﬂ/\ ¢ am mostly better than average student -
) practical side of all of it. When I learn Ty \eaxrmn 3 too lazy to be a top level student
?( AC Q;\{ something I actually do not feel much of an

personal weamng

accomplishment ... learning process means
nothing unless it has some meaning to my

life. IfI don’t feel my education is practical
and thus interesting I tend to ignore it

£l

v/

combavt lewel

confidence

the Web is a great tool for me. That is what it
is. Atool. I can find my way around the web
in seconds where I just sneeze a lot when I
am in a library.

I think that learning is always enhanced

when others help to expand the different
ifections that we take when we explore any
ubject

. chassmates at
tsoufte

wouldn'’t it be nice if someone somewhere
was working on this same topic and you
could collaborate and send your drafts to
each other for incorporating each others’
thoughts?

- defimatious of

//

\eanvi g

I know I have learned something when I
remember how to do it later. When I use
what I have learned and the theory works out.

There is another way ... that is more of a
sensation kind of thing. I feel enlightened ....
It is more of a relief kind of feeling because I
have a feeling of frustration when I cannot
grasp a concept that I desire to understand ...
I will fight tenaciously to get to a level of
understanding.

y

entation
leornang

.

well motivated people with a great berth of
experience always seem to do it for me. The
hot shot prodigy was never my type to talk
with. Ilike the people who earn their way
with hard work.




SITUATIONAL CODES CATEGORY

~Code Keywords Tessa Code Keywords Holly
— P( 0 AMC\' I took the course because it was required, not |. Oon/\ﬁ({' \e;uel + everyone was very new to computers and the
& Vel P,V\ {-‘ ™ because [ wanted to make virtual friends instructions on how to get on the listserv in

the first place were confusing for some
people

SITUATIONAL CODE S CATEGORY

Code Keywords Monica Code Keywords Brenetta
I felt it was important that I was on the same : l ,h ¢+ Ilive in a remote area and welcomed the
. wavelength of understanding as my -1Solationt opportunity for ongoing contact and
- Contidence
classmates. After not studying for many l + 23 scussion with my classmates
(.0 MUA i CQ*" yegars | was unsure how I would manage the Llass
' QKQC{YMu ol Course. As long as I felt we were al Nsows (e
DN LCA [b communicating and confirming the material, I 2 £ s
felt I could move on. -Comm s CD\{WLC) Q(@C'&DWCA‘L,]
‘R { e It does take a little confidence to show others + It took a while for us to figure out how to
. Cown your thoughts and ideas Cl ass &+€ < best use the resource, and I know for myself,
’ w I undegutilized the listserv as we also had
ay esoudte group assignments - so I tended to send my
oughts to my group only - which in
retrospect really limited my involvement in
the class
\ + I felt fine about{sharing my work]- I was/am
‘bi s$ co itted to utilizing the on-line capacity to

advantage. I really miss not having the
ngoing contact and input that goes with
attending class with a group - using email
facilitated some of that process

. (oML Catn. W9
electy ovucalb
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SITUATIONAL CODE S CATEGORY

Code Keywords Eve Code Keywords Diana
¢+ [re some students not answering emails] ¢+ There an anderstandingof freedom of
spe€ch [on the listserv]. I was fine withrtheat.

'?(éQDV\%{HC v

RN \Qo.ffvu'v\ﬁ

I understood their position. I know that
people have a lot of responsibilities. At times
I found it was hard for me to find the time to
write. I think it is good to be able to have the
choice. We are all grown ups and are

responsible for our own learning.

/

SITUATIONAL CODES €ATEGORY

Code Keywords

Anne

Codg Keywords

(name)

\

¢ would consider myself a beginner as I
not use a lot of functions often enough t
remember how to do them without follo
written instructions.

+ I had not used any electronic co
before this course.

~
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PERSPECTIVAL CODES CATEGORY

Code Keywords Tom Code Keywords 0 Simon
’ ('J./\.MTLCRX(S{‘)'LQ ' iiusrac;;}::;e ﬂPmeolglfgeaI:mt;r:smg social M é)' . as clag§mates we asked each other tolsEa.re ]
o{ emon | - TeoP med o openup. S Stls W)som€ of our assignments. Some were
v ’ ough e-mail where a face to face m'o/ Sonstus: Sov Al {as:all. v
el \l\om‘h o connection brings on hesitation ] W enlightemng, funny, ... , very
+ I haveever shared any of my work with ¥ . ’
the extra communication [email] removed
oth€r people. I have a complex about people the usual sense of isglati [ P djm i

eing my work

a vacuum” feeling that is a typical integral
part of a correspondence course. So, I think
it was important to the overall experience,
but perhaps not so valuable when just
looking at pure learning

I was patient about what people said about
y work. This differs greatly fro
peérgon” mood.

I problem solve ... when
ical of me, my first reaction is
.. a protection

react” and then “act”.

+ emails about course work were devoted
ecifically to assignment questions an

expenence in that
ove the isolation. [ am

it helped more t
not sure that j
forth stric

(‘/l/\md—e/l S‘H (g *  itoccurs to me that, in particular, some of
2[4 th

{ . l 9 léss vocal people in actual physical
5T mon ontact situations might actually become
—MoW M better known through their written words

than would ordinarily be the case.

the electronic thing was very difficult on the
class,” The first 2 weeks were spent trying to
hely others get e-mail going at all or trying to
el their boyfriends or husbands off the
computer so they could use it.

Gf Ci &étvi} + average and marginal students are drawn

.| § out better in an on-line environment than in
a traditional classroom ... more effort needs
to be spent on encouraging participatn from
the quieter students. Perhaps a requirm'’t
for everyone to write a weekly couple of
paragraphs about their weekend.

o
w .
poutkiceportidy

QU Ut Lj“‘»&\ (\) I

Cilfy DVt (WAL il
|
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PERSPECTIVAL CODES CATEGORY

Code Keywords Tom Code Keywords Simon
¢ o bios exercise was ve#¥ well done by the ¢ en if a person sits down gt a computer
;%ewc@. e people feel w < wi program, you can
: ‘E | ed. Though I wondered O SpteTe, s and techniques, but

see insidel

our own you always
i t someone else uses

charackerishics

f el

“otigahin

¢+ e-mail forces all people to participate equally.
In a classroom there is always the little quiet
lamb that sits in the corner and never says
their bit and the loud mouth that just will not
stop putting their foot in their mouth

al that way; after all, how
ipnate when there is no

.claoumekes shicg

& ewen|
~delibenteness

L]

with e-mnail I could sit and think about what
they said and then I would take it under
isement or reject it. You learn quick that
eople are not saying it to point out that
you're stupid or out of the loop, just that you

classwiates as resousce, need a b/it of polish.

they provide we won't

t is to communicate
people can see what you are all about

. of emenl

-effic

¢ ]/Iu?:ﬂ(/people are more to the point with
ail

+ itis af interesting medium. It takes a bit of
ort to type and people tend to keep it to a
minimum and frank. It is a time thing.

¢+ I have gotten into trouble many times in a
regular classroom. If anything the
Internet/e-mail kept me in check and my
arguments lucid

[are norms and conventions o
unication in our c
f the medj

yes, there is
i 0 make it more rel€

Te personal. Isn’t that why mediators try
to reform criminals by introducing them to
their victims?

+ I have sent or posted messages that I wish I
could retract as I was not being myself - I like
to joke around; my humour is sometimes
taken serjously

¢+ ,you get that reaction in all forms [of
unication], though I think people are

co
(/more to the point with email




PERSPECTIVAL CODE S CATEGORY

Code Keywords Tom

Code Keywords

Simon

A M + by presenting work to the group it opened me
o

> f) 7 M for my weakness (English). I had to battle

<

e 7 B / my feeling of being much lower than average

10

- Mﬂ‘twm\y (vu[vtufabilh‘j)



PERSPECTIVAL CODE S CATEGORY

Code Keywords Tessa Code Keywords Holly
M + I feel that my work reflected much of what I
s gaa 2= == had learned through dialogue with my fellow

-shaved. \tarwing

of the“Course requirements were greatly
epfianced by the opportunity to have group

students. My knowledge and understanding

iscussions through e-mail.

.

I don’t believe real rapport was po
T seemed forced

language, etc. to

. shawed \QM\A;%

[re meeting course objectives]

the ability to see the many different
onses we had to a question, and to
onsider how each of us came to our
conclusions.

classmedes as
ESouAT e
feedvack -tvust

my essays rarely changed because of
(feedback ‘ﬁ'om fellow students

hoed \ea/wivxg )

as course progressed I began to notice
thaf many of our initial responses to
Uestions became more alike

‘(:(exilail'.lrﬁ
(Q}AM oF MAMQ)

4

I don’t think the on-line aspect facilitated
meeting the course objectives. It just made
the class more flexible... I don’t think I
learned anything significant with regard to
college composition that I didn’t already
know.

chav. of amanl
— divectnese

. e(;@iciwcj

I think that people are morehen
they write something down (e-mail) while

discussigns in a classroom setting can easily
fall off topic, there is a greater incidence of
intepfuption, misinterpretation, etc. that can
jrider the progress of group activities

I am not shy, but I enjoyed on-line because
our group discussions were always on topic,
so we didn’t waste a lot of time

. ! + [re forced conversations]
ww(' O‘E elMBMI because e-mail is so convenient people tend
="WMeam w ﬁ,\l to use it even when they have nothing
W‘v\,\l?ﬂ’ahw 3" signifjcant to say. I find there is a strong
tendency in e-mails to degenerate to lame

es and how are you? I am fine
conversations. Meaningful conversations are
difficult to build up.

¢

[re answers becoming more alike
group members - would that
in regular classroom?]

e happened

€ople are more focused
ite something down, while

off topic, there is a greater incidence of
interruption, misinterpretation, etc.




PERSPECTIVAL CODE S CATEGORY

Code Keywords

Tessa Code Keywords

105

o of owon|
—*WMRAMNA ful
owwwsahms

my conversation was forced because the prof
required us to post on the bulletin board
once a week but didn’t give us anything to
talk about. That’s like giving an in-class
presenjdtion without a topic. What was I
sed to say? You can’t have a dialogue
with 25 people at the same time.

My communication with individual
classmates by e-mail was forced but it was
easier to have something to say to a specific
individual. Communication was casual but I
certainly didn’t continue it after the course
was over

chaar. of emon|
-O.M.bv\.aww
-umprvoerwent

It’s diffiult for me to judge whether I'm the * lenjoyed suron-lin

same person in text as I am in reality. One
good thing is the partial anonymity of e-mail
lets you say things you might not otherwise
y and not have to deal with others’
immediate reactions. I usually say what I
think anyway so I don’t think my
communication style changed too drastically.

1sues

people

aste a lot of time

de:\,w QA( * eve ‘one was very new to computers and the
Structions on how to get on the listserv in
the first place were confusing for some
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PERSPEcCcTIVAL CODES CATEGORY

Code Keywords Monica Code Keywords Brenetta
| {, : ( ¢ itw dﬂﬁcult to tell at times if your + instructor played an important role in
B - o1 uou ssages were getting across because you . ‘ V\S"‘Y\AC"'W'S connected the class with her active
_eled'(w C idn't receive answers right after posting YO\C, participation in the process
< {w ces messages sometimes

+ frustrating when I asked a question and no
ed. AsI used the computer at
limited time to respond and if
at work when someone else
sponded, | may have left them with the
same frustration

it would have been nice to have a picture of
group members to get a better sense of who
they were

“putting, afuce

W c\assma{vs

+ I feel I know someone’s personality better if I
have an image to attach them to. Hearing
their voice gives me another image. It’s hard
to get inflection or personality in a typed
message. The images I developed were based
on the personal messages they sent.

el of euronl
St

wwicahn« -

commitment to

-Comw scussion / process is key

to portidpate

whole,group discussions less comfortable
be use they gave more general feedback so
as difficult sometimes to follow the

conversation”

char. of emoil *
-m\\-’»\og)u)vg

¢ [it took us a while to figure out how to best
use the resource}
frequent use and comments on the readings
fostered participation. [Prof] also had a
significant role in facilitating this process

Seedback
. \V\S‘\Vud'ﬂ/ s

YO e with comments, ideas, frequent{feedbac
. ?eed\oack + [ appreciated [group members’]|feedbackjand | 'FQ edlo a clL lfeedback ‘was useful and positive. I was

affirmation. It helped me to understand the

work.

writing about an area of nursing that the
others had limited or no knowledge about it
did cause me to reevaluate a couple of
things and that was good

.clhaw, of ewcall
—delisation

4 /Zééto clarify my thoughts before posting
}. em [with e-mail]

I felt fine about gsharing my work - I was/am
committed to utilizing the on-line capacity to

Slagsnorosic

-shared Jearn'y
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PERSPECTIVAL CODESs CATEGORY

Code Keywords

Monica

Code Keywords

Brenetta -

not having the
input that goes with
ing email

tated some of that process

?

\,LH'\V\ 7

on c\a\SM

98

L]

I am a visual or auditory person. I feell
know someone’s personality better if | have
an image to attach them to. Hearing their
voice gives me another image. It’s hard to get
inflection or personality in a typed message.
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.claan. of ewton |

PERSPECTIVAL CODE S CATEGORY

Code Keywords Carole

Code Keywords

Eve

once | sent messages out and started
receiving responses, | was more comfortable
with the format

feedback '

Techureal

1ssues

had to work from a computer at work and I
was only here a few days a week, so I could
not bein contact all the time and had only
imifed time at work to communicate with
ers. A few times I came in on my days off
to see if the instructor had posted any new
info.

+ Although I had more contact with people in
my small group, I felt comfortable discussing
things witly’all members of the course

throu is format. I write much more
easily, I talk in group situations but
se an e-mail to the large group was not

ike talking in a large group. I had lots of
ime to compose and think about my
response before sending it and could respond
or not as I wished to

-del befll'hﬂ’l
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RELATIONSHIP/SOCIAL STRUCTURE CODES CATEGORY

Code Keywords

Tom

- electyomie

Mams\/ﬁ(s

*

people seem to open up through e-mail where
a face to face connection brings on hesitation

Code Keywords Simon

. llborafion

comments. The final result was a much

better assi ent and a feeling of
Icollaboration fvhen it was completed

-electro
electy VK'WS ?g
‘\WST

out

there tyvere times when classmates would go
their way to contact each other to read

ovef essays. They even formed relatmnslrups
th people to the point where they|[trusted |
ose people over the people in their new

group

Q(esemce ‘i Qm{'
UL AASAN (¥

WWTA - T 6

27t

I

Vi

times people would put their comments
then what they figure [the prof] would

sometimes with chilling correctness

(o +M + there were a couple of students that didn’t
) o B ("e bother tWﬂ%
. coincidéntally we ran out of as ts
before I was scheduled to be a partner

wbpow’nc« pohan

\)NKMQ OF {)fof

L]

for sure éple were not willing. Those were

centepé€d out by the groups and the slack was
v up by the rest. If someone fell by the
ide, they were contacted by the group and
the group was contacted in general about the

lack of content

Aneugla | wondestd abou{’-ﬂuwof\ ﬂOSInt\ "

¢ mscussu ns elsewhere were primarily related

ents and feedback on assignment
V\.O\M bf Comw.  drafts. The bb was wide open, people talked
A
—offtask alle

out whale watching, climbing mountains,
imps & prostitutes and the occasional
jokes - some even a bit risqué. Nice and
open, I liked the concept.

t\ Lkpvt LL

the class seemed a bit olde you would

expect ..
life and what j

nature

. the people e well experienced in
ad to offer. The mature

e discussions was very apparent

MM( Of Comm. ¢ [re connecting with Cla§smates]

' some people bared their souls much more
- Mle 3140//0\/[3 than might happen with a brief or
preliminary contact. It’s surprising how
members of a group will get caught up in the
Q,lQC{YOW i moment and say/do things they might
velafi JMS&A‘OC ordinarily feel too restrained to get into. I
had a sense that was developing in our class
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RELATIONSHIP/SOCIAL STRUCTURE CODES CATEGORY

Code Keywords Tom Code Keywords Simon
¢+ it helped that [the prof] had “Get to know ¢+ perhaps I would put more credence to the
Q\QC{YO we each othey” as the first essay where we had to | | iY\-P\At 'F(WV\ input and remarks from someone that I
Ma’n DYU ?,s interview by e-mail another person in the know rather than a total stranger. I think
group! This had the most astounding effect O'W\?/( S that as we get to know people better we put
on people. I know that if I wanted to send more value in their opinions, or not. In live
e e-mail to the person I interviewed right | Q,\ ) CJ(Y L classroom settings there are usually some

ow, she would contact me and we could
continue a dialogue by e-mail

relabionshaps

people whose views I might seek out and
others that [ might ignore. The on-line
communication may help to apply these
standards to distance education.

+ thinking back, I believe that I indeed put

more effort into the critiques of my
classmates that [ knew better, than the ones
that I didn’'t. And the only way I knew some
of them better was in the emails and in the
bb activity.

| ’.\'\,L s vy
T o A
N //"
=28
e
V\o\hM‘t of .
Commumieafion

the interactions were sincere and to the
point. When people felt jipped they said so. I
listened to many people complain about their
marks

¢+ no explicit rules. We were reminded that

the postings were public and available to
yone on the internet who wanted to have
a look. On a personal level, I sometimes
kept my rednecked opinions to myself,
sometimes I let them show a bit.

¢+ Overall I think that there shouldn’t be any

rules, it’s much more natural that way.
After all, how can you get passionate when
' there is no conflict?

atunrg, of .'

o s Cahita

~off-fask e

vules

[re posting a contentious email on a touchy
subject]

Funny thing, there were more posted to me
personally than on the news group. The ones
on the news group went straight for my
throat and the ones I got personally were all
very positive, down right supportive

ku{'vwf of

Conumumeation
Vemaving isolafum

¢+ the emails contributed to the overall

learning, while the bb contributed to the
overall experience in that it helped remove
the isolation
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RELATIONSHIP/SOCIAL STRUCTURE CODE S CATEGORY

Code Keywords Tom

Code Keywords

Simon

V\U\W o‘{; + those that disagreed decided to humiliate,
intimidate, get back at or correct me in a
COMW‘M ’ public way. The ones that supported me did
L\\ #24{0 [«llc  not want to stir any more up but wanted to
' tell me that free speech is all of ours to have.

+ once you got to know what the bounds were
(>~ orif there were any, you could shoot from the
’ hip and not worry.
L
¢+ you can tell very quickly how far you can go.
. Many people do a poke to see if you have a
A 4( ‘(\AlCS *'% fupny bone and if you respond ... etc. It does
I not take long to figure if people are having
[ “fun at it or not. If they have problems or not.

+ not much happened when someone
overstepped the bounds. There was no real
17" ouytlandish stuff from what I could see. I had
| an ongoing argument with one classmate ...
L in the end, we agreed to disagree

f
[

L)

/

it )&@ have been nice to put a face on our
il e B Lo kel

c¢lassmates.

moye at ease, there were more and more
personal sidebars. There were many feelings
~about the course exchanged by the end.

Q /1' i M \People were feeling very passionate about

MM ¢+ as th/eémrse progressed and each person felt
wuwm

+Yw Q‘I'
{‘\eeol loack

.

it is the input from others that helps to

r develop our own ideas, and if we don’t
st the information they provide, we won'’t

‘accept their input. Part of building that

st is to communicate so people can see

‘their work and their marks ¥ > ¢ what you are all about.
e \ 27
- : -
+ small groups are better in of thing. [t et
[The prof] had abou d a drop rate of 5
of the group were great with

there were Just as there are in
ife. You don't splt in others’ face and you
“’)\ don’t ignore your e-mails when they are a
/ portion of the course. People were also

%al vule
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Code Keywords Tom Code Keywords Simon
feeling insecure and felt they had to stay on
e\ u{Y oVAC top of it all. They stayed in contact and when
‘3![ eACeL one personal did not answer an e-mail, you

got mail from those wondering where that
person gone. The women of the group
were better at staying in contact.

ture of '
MComqum'c:«{w'v\ /

The personal interaction was great .... People
got right into the course and were having a
blast on-line in the end.
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{“u

)
Code Keywords iz ple t/ ) Tessa Code Keywords Holly
A oy
deY 0 bulletin boards and chat rooms were initiated 00 G.( + we took turns getting the ball rolling [for
3 by the prof but I didn’t use them. I found it ?M ‘hc,, ?ah M  assignments]
difficult to “get to know” classmates on-line
¢+ I honestly don’t think on-line rapport can be .
6( 0 C'}Y DAL as worthwhile as actual face to face relations '5\"'? ? W*‘ there were 5 of us and I felt connected to

Maﬁwgbfs /

betwéen students

virtual communities can't really be
,communities

them all ... there was a sense of’ support and
team-work, because we all participated but
| at'times we each picked up the slack and
/ /covered for others who were behind or held
y

otwrt of *

COMMAUM -

g a
9"‘ dvz)ssma{’ecse "

I feel that communication on-line lacks the
intimacy of }eal conversation but at the same
time is s stantaneous that it inevitably
inane. If it had been possible to
have“at least one in-person meeting with my
smates it might have established a real
rapport which could be continued on-line

’ up by family or other distractions
7
V\O&M D‘F + sometimes it was nice to have a one-to- -one
"'bﬂr; to clarify anything that didn’t seem clear, or
omm WM Ca " to compliment someone on their work or

-sndeboar s éir thoughts. It was a nice way to boost
someone who was losing interest or having
£ ook difficulty
Ciw ~Tt- Cink

¢ [re taking turns as leader]
it was never formalized, it just worked out
that way and we each put in equal amounts
of /effort to get the activities done, we each

)ust took a turn at initiating the next
exercise (not always in the same order,
people just did it when it was convenient for
them). We didn’t have any member who

-eq)up»l

()M O\Pa‘l'u'k

—_—
—
30

didn’t pull their weight
'bw? + 1 think because we were all returned to
l schogl after a long time away from the
v es, we became a cohesive,
QA(QM \chs oup almost immediately ... we were all so

intimidated at first so the group was a great
source of comfort
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Code Keywords

Tessa

Code Keywords Holly

. . ¢ itis m ch more evident in on-line studies
eM 'h Iy () a{w\« when an individual has offered nothing to
t.pe group, while in person people may sit
T (/ _back and not contribute at all. It’s probably
much easier for shy people to interact on-
line than in person

~—
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Code Keywords Monica

Code Keywords

Brenetta

there /ere several activities that we worked

on aller groups. We would post all of

, oup’answers and someone would compile the
ormation to one posting for the entire

/ - group

“a\Oo‘(a‘b;\

¥ SuQQOY‘\'

we W}:e/in fairly regular contact and
proyided each other with social support in
,' addition to course related support - e-mail
/facmtated this in a way that teleconferencing
does not provide the opportunity for

¢+ the smaller group was easier to get to know a
we communicated more often [than the larger
group]. It seemed the other smaller groups
knew each other in a s s1m1lar way

electyonic
relotvomsivips

< Gl f- e,mc/
N

-co\labovahon

I really still worked on my own, but we
would dxscuss readings as a class or more
only as a small group, and this

!/ fac itated my understanding of the

materials. It was useful to hear varied

K/ perspectives on the same materials -

provided depth to the learning

we didn’t assign a leader to the groups so I
times there were unofficial leaders
which wasn'’t necessarily a bad thing as it got
e work done but there was opportunity for
some not to participate at all

. (UM'OV\

s
assurmg to hear about others’
es and breakthroughs with the

it was

.
e /22
\SD tah atenals, and made me feel like [ was not
wo

rking infisolation |

you cannot discredit or undermine anything
that is posted. It is important to receive
feedback in a non-judgemental way.
Participants should feel free to post their
opinions and have acceptance

- from what [ remember, the bulk of
communication quickly went to the groups,
and I do not remember a lot of messages
that went over the listserv. I would certainly
do it differently now that | have done a
couple of courses this way.

+ X some people who used their work computers

' may not have been at work for a week so
sometimes we didn’t know to go ahead
without them or not

-Social vules

L]

supprv
_collaborabiea

%

the socialt\ég_g@vas not essential, but
adde @ e experience of the class - and
ilitated our desire to participate together
the learning.... It was similar to having a
/ couple of friends in class that you sit with -
it adds something to the experience that you
don’t always get if you sit alone

Waturt Of tovm .

+ we would send messages like “are you

¢

I questioned the group’s commitment to the
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Code Keywords Monica Code Keywords Brenetta
there?” Also there were comments like “I am process, and realized that the others likely
Svea a\ YV\le 4 willing to post the next response, does ....wn. did not have the time or were too busy
anygrie mind?” It would have been less ( +Y . worrying and focused on completing their
| undéomfortable and more efficient if we had -Llectyomc own work to have the energy to comment on

ecided each person would take turns on a
rotating basis to post

Rlaﬁma(«) fi' mine

LS| don’t remémber any explicit rules. We
n across anyone who did this.
L}:egp e on the listserv seemed appreciative of
ers’ efforts.

social vules

‘wmuntual

[factors contributing to sense of rapport]

the desire to participate, commonality of our
experijerices (we were all mothers or soon to be,
working in addition to going to school),

d, I think, freedom to express our thoughts in
an uninterrupted forum that provided challenge,
encouragement and|feedback

uw\wces

+ The impges I developed were based on
a {'\ace

Quﬂ‘iv\_p pers al messages they sent like information
assun o tes'

t their family ... Those that used poor

M’{'M’( O'G ~t__ifI was not comfortable saying something to
{'W)'\ th&gr\up, it entwd/m?ento consider

CoMuauii (o “why” and reconsider my position in a way

participate

rtlationsheps

spelling/gr a% geve mhe aaotiier image that foste ered 1 ilities to work on my
[ /skﬂ.ls at open, non thréatening
o communication
- QKWUWC . ¢+ Ididn’t feel a connection to those that didn't . '\So\a.hdh + itwasre urmg to hear about others’

ena.ls, and made me feel like I was not

5 s and breakthroughs with the
rkmg isolation

from what I remember, the bulk of
MM 0% . ommunication quickly went to the groups,
C})MWA\AMC&M d\%not remember a lot of messages
that we to{e;.lr the listserv. I would certainly
L “do it differently-now that I have done a
couple of courses this way.
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Code Keywords Carole Code Keywords Eve
*  just getting in touch wi}h,memﬁ'érs of my , some students did not routinely answer my
SDCA al V\AQ < € \QC{YD \A,}C, personal emails due to difficulties with their

e [>

small group Wai'?teresting. We notified
each other of work schedules, holidays
coming up; etc. so we knew when to expect

o
}sponses from each other

mtawsws

L]

email or work

felt comfortable with one other member of
small group just because she responded to
my emails

L]

shored.
I

[re relationship w/ other students & course
work]

insights into my topic and insights into their
topics was gained. Other people presented
their points of view freely in the hope that it
would help me in my assignment

-dectyanic '

(‘(lo\{"iqwchée ¢

- (MAUS (CR

[re sidebars vs whole group discussions)
you félt you knew who you were talking to
it was easier to be frank since you knew
e instructor was not reading the personal
emails

.

-mutual
WW. oAl s

[what would cause you to want to respond to
one person over another?]

common concerns and interests: busy
schedules and upcoming holidays.... One
persgn/ in my small group shared her problem

[ wi/tKa personal crisis involving a family

. W( '
| chading

[re developing sense of community]
to be able to be in small groups and have
people’s personal emails

e,

| smember, most of our group responded to her | L f- M ﬂ“‘;
to show her our empathy and[support] Mg, V\ il
/ o
+ common courtesy and common sense seemed £ ¢+ [re sidebars] B
to be the rule. I don'’t believe anyone - z\&‘HW c you felt you knew who you were talking to

. SQCAA vuleg
"<

silcr Y

Ntwit 0{: omm .
—Ws

B
. SFEREYETICY,

~

‘breached the rules - with the e-mail format
you could be as apen or closed with
information as you liked. Offers of opinions
on other people’s topics were pretty general
because we did not know details about each
others’ articles so it was often stated “I may
be off base here, but ...” or “this might not be
along the lines of your paper, but ...” so we
could take it or leave it if the suggestions
were not appropriate

velationsin g §

\—-/’\ =3
QLA M A Ce

-~ presemee of grof “emails

and-it was easier to be frank since you knew
th&insu'uétorwasn\ot reading the personal
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Code Keywords Carole Code Keywords Eve

. -Qabua( — feel that everyone contributed. A

P M{'\ C"f & lop6f people had problems getting connected
(vule )
input from other course members. .
<
. i 2 PPy _—

¢+ [re first message sent out] . .l..“ A \ ¢+ [re importance of on-line communication]

e[eCHM - unsure of how much personal information to Mic . I jusét felt connected 'and felt that other

Rlo\ﬁws'ml ()S

include. Started getting back some detailed
personal stuff from other people and began to
open up more

PN ence | péople were going through the same

[_ /problems I was
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Code Keywords

Diana

Code Keywords

Anne

\labomh'm

\V\pm\' ‘F(O»v
chassmotes

¢+ my initial workshop student feedback I

incorporated in my assignment, due to my
lack of confidence in my English, and I failed

assignment. I then viewed my fellow
students not as English experts, but as
equals. I knew then I had to pass on my own
merits not by getting corrections through
workshops

. iV\'\':'VV\‘lJ»Q{-W\.A

g/everyone is on different shifts I learned
at we had to work through the whole list
and present our thoughts fofrom
the others. We then combined our group
thoughts for presentation to the listserv. I
like this as we could feel free to toss our
ideas around in a small group (maybe it felt
less intimidating??) before presenting them
for the instructor and the rest of the class to
read

- %V\.Q(’U‘d'

7
¢ we suB,E'orted each other towards the end of

(yourse by sharing internet addresses

~suppov
Qezolbac k"

m,

A
a littlé bit of personal sharing helps me to
f vzsua]ize the person on the other end of the
44 | Screen Good communication skills -
), (clarification of my ideas and reflective

er when we’re having difficulty
grasping a concept or feeling overwhelmed

'\So\aﬁd\/\

+ I enjoyed the mteractlon via the electronic
mail and mtemet orum-provided
with a sense of classroom

experience

-electyavic

¢+ Idon’t like big groups to start with - I feel
intimidated in a crowd of people whom I
don’t know so talking one-on-one feels less

*\W\Sl&e& thre d/atening - a little easier to share thoughts

Awhwidahoa /

(\mhu L

ideas when I sense that only one person
is gomg to read it - glves more of a sense of
privacy although this is probably a false
sense.

feedoack

¢ thelfeedbgga from the instructor was helpful.
The classmate feedback was food for thought

watwt st

comwmun .

¢+ there was an understanding of freedom of
speech. I was fine with that
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Code Keywords Meredith Code Keywords name
+ I ended up in a group where I knew one
. person prior to the course. We are friends
: e\ Q‘C‘{Y owie outside of the course as well and did discuss

telotionshua ps

nursing issues over the phone more often
than on line. She was the only person I felt
any connection to. There seemed to be a
separation of students into smaller groups
within the group we were placed into by the
school

ol vules

-collavryatuon

-

I felt at times that the group was not very
cohesive dnd that we seemed to pair off into
smallergroups; this made it difficult when it
came/time to post things to the whole class
that were supposed to have come from our
smaller group. At times some of the group
Had not finished readings or others would

.” read ahead and go ahead and post answers to

the larger group without consulting the rest
of the group

-Supgov T

*

the other nurses are very and
empathetic when responding to listing /
reading




SITUATIONAL CODES

fluency with computers
comfort level

flexibility

utilitarian approach to educ.
product orientation (re educ)
process orientation
openness

feelings of inadequacy
personal meaning

definition of learning

confidence

isolation

classmates as resource
“responsible for own learning”
outside responsibilities

APPENDIX D

Coding Categories

PERSPECTIVAL CODES

technical issues
shared learning

CHARACTERISTICS OF EMAIL
¢+ permanence

¢+ deliberateness

+ clectronic silences

¢+ liberating effect

¢+ directness

+  “stripped” communication
(“put a face on classmates™)
efficiency

“uninterrupted forum”
empowerment

“meaningful conversations”
anonymity

equality

> £ > > > >
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RELATIONSHIP/SOCIAL
STRUCTURE CODES

RULES

+ “social rules”

* equal participation
* answering e-mails
¢+ freedom of speech
¢+ “chatting”

TRUST
¢+ personal sharing

SUPPORT

AUDIENCE
+ presence of prof

COLLABORATION

¢+ input from others

¢ mutual experiences
+ instructor’s role

NATURE OF COMMUNICATIOT

+ off-task talk

+ “put a face on classmates”
(stripped communication)

¢ one-to-one vs. one-to-many
communicatoin
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APPENDIX E

Sample Data

At 12:18 AM 3711798 -0800, you wrote:

>Hi Karen, here is some clarification

>

>

>>>ANSWER:

>> | liked the format immediately, but there was some difficulty for some
>>students to subscribe to listserv at first.

>

>Do you think this impeded your ability to get to know them, and their
>ability to get to know you? No, I think that everyone was very new to
computers and the instructions on how to get on the listserv in the first

place were confusing for some people. The confusion only lasted a week or so.
>

>

>

>>We took turns getting the ball rolling.

>

>Who decided whose turn it would be, or was it ever formalized?

>No, it was never formalized, it just worked out that way and we each put in
equal amounts of effort to get the activities done, we each just took a turn

at initiating the next exercise(not always in the same order, people just

did it when if was convenient for them. We didnt have any member who didnt
pull their weight.

>

>

>>>ANSWER:There were five of us

>

>Do you mean in the whole class, or in a discussion group made up of members
>from the larger class?

>Qur discussion group had five members. The class had about 40 or so in total.
>

and [ felt connected with them all...there was

>>a sense of support and team-work, because we all participated but at times
>>we each picked up the slack and covered tfor others who were behind or held
>>up by family or other distractions.

>

>How long did it take before this sort of mutual support began to be evident?
>] think because we were all returning to school after a long time away from
the studies, we became a cohesive, supportive group almost immediately...we

at Printed for vita@lslandNet.com (Karen Clarke)




wee all so intimidated at first so the group was a great source of comfort.

>

>

>> As the course progressed [

>>began to notice that many of our initial responses to questions became more
>>alike as we went along. Thaf was neat fo see if all come together

>

>This is very intcresting! There must have been a tremendous sense of trust
>and mutual respect among you and your classmates for this to have occurred.
>Do you think the same sort of phenomenon would have occurred in a regular
>classroom context? .
Probably not. I think that people are more focused when they write ¥
something down(e~-mail) while discussions in a classroom setting can easdy
fall off topic, there is a greater incidence of interruption,

mlsmterpretatlon etc that can hinder the progress of group activities. It '535,:,_
is much more evident in on-line studies when an individual has offered 4
nothing to the group, while in person people may sit back and not coutnbutc
at all. Its probably much easier for shy people to interact on-line than in -
person. On-line if you question something that someone has written, you can
do so without hurting or offending, because there is no tone or look or sigh
etc. I am not shy, but I enjoyed on-line because our group discussions were
always on topic, so we didnt waste alot of time.

>

>> [ have two young children(2 and 5), I have been

>>out of school for ten years, never having had a great mark in college, and 1
>>got 85% for a final mark in this course!

>

>What an excellent result! Have you maintained contact with your classmates
>since the course's completion? It occurs to me that you have created among
>you an electronic network that could be very valuable both for your
>professional life and your personal one.

>Yes I have kept in touch. Its great!

>

>>On-line gave me the

>>ability to work at the times that I had available~-10pm to midnight!

>

>Ahhh, yes ... this I understand VERY well. :~) 1choose the late night

>hours for my work also ~ no phones ringing or other distractions.
>

>Was 320 part of a program that you are taking and will you be taking others?
>It was part of the BSN postRN program. I will be taking other courses,but
perhaps ones with less of a nursing focus. Its time for a real change!

>

>Good luck in your studies Karen. What are you hoping to do when you finish
your Masters? This was fun. | hope someone looks seriously at your study and

gets on with more on-line courses. Take care , fonsees
>

———— P ——

. Printed for vita@lslandNet.com (Karen Clarke) 2
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>on-lime course?

First | want to reiterate that while the bulletin hoard did the job, T ¢

feel that an emnl st would hiave heen hetter. Having said that, the+

‘extra communication removed the usual sense of solation xmd "'working, it
‘a vacuum”. fccﬁn l w.g“j*; a typical integral part of 4 u)rrc.sp(mdcncc&'
courségSo, 1 think that 1t was very important to the overall experience $
but _pcrhdp\ not so valuable when just looking, at pure learnings

>

>Was the nature of the bb discussions typically different from discussions
>elsewhere or were they about the same?

Discussions elsewhere were primarily related to assignments and feedback
on assignment drafts. The bulletin board was wide open, people tulked
about whale watching chmbing mountains, pimps & prostitutes and the

.4
occasional jokes--some even a it nsque. Nice and open, T hked the
concept.

S~

>>1 felt like a fellow classmate with almost everyone.
\

>What confributed to this?
‘Some people bared their souls much more than might happen with a brief or
preliminary contact. If's surprising how members of a group will get

caught up in the moment and say/do things they might ordinanly feel too
restraimed fo get info. T had a sense that some of that was developing

within our class.

S
B>

>
>>>ANSWER:

>>] felt that | knew my "intro" classmate better than most of the others
>>because of the exira divect correspondence thai I had with her where we
>>told each other all about ourselves.

>

>Would you say, then, that if you hiad known more about vour classmates not
>just as students but as people vou would have felt a stronger connection fo
>sotne of them? If se, why do vou think that would be unportant?

>
P>

Perhaps [ would give more credence tfo the input and remarks from someone
that [ know rather than a fotal stranger. I think that as we get to know
people beller we pul more value in their opinions, or nol. In live

classroom settings there are usually some people whose views T might seek
out and others that I might ignore. The online communication may help to
apply these standards to distance education.

Frmf"d for v.;z{r)s}an Nct.com {Karen Lhrkc)

|8
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>>assignments and grades were totaily public. You can learn aimost as much
>>from your ciassmates efforts and the corresponding grading marks and
>>remarks as from your own submissions. After all the point of the whole
>>exercise 1s fo feum.
>For many sfudents, much of their learning (vight from the very beginning)
>has been fairly private in that only the tcachers sce and evaluate their
>work. This is one reason that I believe many people resist the on-line
>format even though if otherwise provides a more convenien! mode for
>learning. | agree with you that learning from peers can be extremely
tuable, but it is still foreign and, therefore, risky for many. T have to
>keep reminding myself of that!

~.

\

\/
v

T agree, and I suppose there are many pros and cons on whether or not
students should have their successes and failures trotted out for 2!l o

see. But when we are talking about contributions to learning/teaching,
there is nothing better than examples of both good and buu I found it

very valuable to review the graded work of my classmates, especially for
those whose drafts T had u)mmcn&:d on durmg the wnhng process. On the
other hand, if I would have received low marks on assignments I might
have a d:ffcrcnt opmlon on sharing my work. But that is part of Iife

isn't it, progressing or degenerating dep:n.l.ng on your visible output?

~

>1 was also wondering if there were any "ri }es" for interacting during this
>course, either tacit or explicit. Was this discussed at any point? What
>1'- p' ened when (if) someone wrole sou.cthlng others might have felf was

appr (‘pruh: 4

Well no explicit rules anyway. We were reminded that the postings were
public and available to anyone on the internet who wanted to have a look.
On a personal level T sometimes kept my red-necked opmions to myself|
sometimes [ let them show a bit. One classmate went on a it of a rant
one evening, nothing serious, but the next day he apologized for being n
a bad mood: T don't think anyone wus too bothered by 1it, some even wrote
in expressing empathy. Overall T think that there shouldn't be any rules;
its much more natural that way. After all, how can you get passionate
when there 1s no confhict?

Agzain Karen, please feel free to ask more questions. Also, if you don't
mind shanng vour work, T would be very mierested in reading your thesis
wihen Lo"x;‘cctcd. Don't ﬁc! ()Hl‘gatcd, only if you want to.

Prinied for viia@isiandNet.com (Karen Clarke)

9]
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Keturn-Path: < et

From: <Ml i >
Date: Thu, 12 Mar 1998 14:03:56 0000

To: vifa@islandnef.com
X-UIDL: df6f868e¢c0b99110c8bf62286f5304 6t

%% %% %96 %96 %% %% %6 %6 %6 %% %9696 % % %% %6 %6 %% % % % %% % %96 % % %6 %696 % %6 %6 %6 %6 96 %6 %6 % %696 %6 9696 %6 %
%% 96 % %% %9%6%% %% % %% % %% % %6 %% %% %% % %% 9696 % %
Thur Mar 12,1998 12:14 pm From: vita(@lslandNet.com

Subject: Re:

To: <TNMEENEER{ >

From: vita@lslandNet.com (Karen Clarke)

Date: Thu, 12 Mar 1998 11:15:36 -0800 (PST)

Hi S

» I'd be interested in your feedback on some of the information I've included
s below:

> It was difficult to tell at times if your messages were getting across
because you didn't receive answers right after posting
>messages somefimes.

- ?How did you feel about that situation?
It was frustrating when I asked a question and no one responded. As I used the computer at work I %
had limited time to respond and if | wasn't at work when someone else =% 2y '
responded, I may have left them with teh same frustration. Some people who used their work
computers may not have been at work for a week so sometimes we didn't know to go

ahead without then_l or not.

>We would post all of our answers and someone would compile the information to
>one posting for the entire group.

> Was it your sense that everyone in the group contributed equally to this
>process?

For the most part. We had one who rarely participated but she used her work computer and wasn't
at work on a regular basis.

>t would have been nice to have a picture of the group members to get a

better sense of who they were.

» This is inferesting! Can you elaborate a bit on how "seeing” the other

Printed for vita@lslandNet.com (Karen Clarke:i_ R 7 1 :l
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» group members would have helped you?

I guess I am a visual or auditory person. I feel I know someone's personality better if WRE
[ have an image to attach them fo. Hearing their voice gives me another image. It's hard to
get inflection or personality in a typed message. The images I developed were based on the personal %
messages they sent like information about their family or the weather or £
something like that. Those that used poor grammar and spelling gave me another image. I started to
develop these faceless images in my mind. Maybe this doesn't matter to

other people. [ was also facinated by other's experiences across the country. It isn't often one gets to
converse with such a diverse group.

Now I have this image of you -~ faceless of course! Maybe this is my newness at the internet. [ get the
same feeling when I only talk with people on the phone and then meet

them. Often what my first impression was, was not at all what they were like.

>ANSWER: We didn't assign a leader to the groups so I felt at times there
were unofficial leaders which wasn't necessarily a bad thing as it got the work
>done but there was opportunity for some not to participate at all.

»Was there every any discussion about getting these non-participants to
ycontribute more? Do you believe your work was affected by their
yunwillingness to participate?

We would send messages like "are you there?" Also there were comments like "I am willing to post
the next response, does any one mind?" It would have been less

uncomfortable and more efficient if we had decided each person would take turns on a rotating basis
to post, efc.

>ANSWER:I appreciated their feedback and affirmation. It helped me to
understand the work.

>In a regular classroom, quite often a student's work is seen and evaluated
yonly by the instructor. If this had been the case for Nursing 320, do you

7 think your learning would have been lessened without the feedback from your
yclassmates?

I felt it important that [ was on the same wavelength of understanding as my classmates. After not
~ studying for many years I was unsure of how | would manage with the

course, especially since the material was quite foreign. As long as I felt we were communicating and

confirming the material, I felt I could move on. I'm sure the

mstructor could give the same feedback but it is my experience that if you don't ask questions,

sometimes you don't get answers. With this method, I could read other

people's feedback and glean understanding from them. It does take a little confidence to show others

your thoughts and ideas. I received good feedback which helped me to

continue to participate. I liked that the instructor would ask the others to comment on our

comments.

>ANSWER: You can not discredit or undermine anything that is posted. It is
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