Variety is the spice of life: Student use of CMC in the context of campus based study.
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Abstract

At present, courses within British higher education institutions offer a somewhat haphazard patchwork of IT-based learning resources. Through university intranets it is now possible for many students to follow at least parts of their courses online. However, the provision available is highly dependent on local resources and individual tutors. This paper focuses on student discussion supported via computer mediated communication, but not in the context of distance learning. Rather the focus is upon campus-based study, where students are working with one another in a sustained mode over a period of time. In the context of an ESRC ‘Virtual Society?’ research project we have been using the online dialogues together with interviews and questionnaires to examine two third year level psychology courses at different universities. In both cases tutors used web resources to facilitate computer-mediated communication as an integral part of the course. Different contexts for learning were created by the differing stances of the tutors. One tutor took an active, participatory role whereas the other tutor remained a non-participant. Both, however, wanted to create wide-ranging discussion amongst the learners. The differing roles of tutors were associated with a marked difference in communication styles and perceived learning outcomes.

Introduction

This paper concerns the use of computer mediated communication (CMC) in the context of conventional, campus-based university courses. The study involves a contrast between two courses in different universities, both using CMC to support final year studies in Psychology. The methodology is not that of the experiment; the courses were selected but not constructed for the purposes of the study. Inevitably, therefore, there are uncontrolled variables which make strict comparison difficult. Nevertheless, the striking differences in the uses made of CMC serve to illustrate the flexibility of the resource which CMC offers in the context of ‘conventional’ university education.

Following the Dearing report (1997), university tutors have been encouraged to offer students some form of web-based activity or resource within their courses, including opportunities for online discussions. According to Harasim (1989), computer mediated communication (CMC) provides an augmented environment for collaborative learning and teaching. It offers learners and teachers in higher education access to new ideas, perspectives, cultures and information, with group input enabling multiple perspectives on a topic (Harasim, Hiltz, Teles & Turoff, 1995). 

Conferencing has been claimed to have an equalising effect, and in some applications there is evidence that it does produce more even levels of contribution from undergraduate students than face-to-face tutorial discussion (Light, Colbourn & Light, 1997). As Eastmond (1995) notes, CMC can overcome the hegemony of those who typically dominate a classroom, as the electronic medium allows everyone unlimited ‘air time’. It also allows students to make considered contributions, with time for reflection. Thus CMC potentially offers an opportunity to raise academic standards, although as Eastmond acknowledges there is nothing about the use of computer conferencing that guarantees critical reflection. Light et al. (1997) found that one motivator for making considered contributions was the recognition that all postings appear in a public domain. The students they observed took care over presentation, wanting to show themselves in a good light.

Introducing CMC into a course can encourage both tutors and students to examine their existing roles and practices. Rather than replicating patterns of the traditional classroom, clinging to socialised role patterns (Eastmond, 1995), it offers an opportunity for both tutor and students to re-define their roles. Riel (1995) sees CMC as leading to a reconstruction of the teacher/learner relationship. With CMC, the tutor can shift from a foreground role of authority, control and power (MacGregor, 1990) to a background role of facilitator and observer (Eastmond, 1995). The task for the tutor becomes one of moving the students on from tutor-led to student-led discussions, securing ‘challenging conversations among a community of learners' (Riel, 1995). A tutor's subsidiary task may be defined as keeping topics and issues ‘fresh and interesting, as well as relevant to training in the discipline’ (Tolmie & Anderson, 1998). 

The question of the appropriate ‘profile’ for the tutor to adopt has been discussed by various commentators. Too much involvement in the discussion, answering everything, ‘will decrease the opportunities for student participation, and the conference will become teacher centred rather than student centred…’ (Harasim et al., 1995, p177). However, too little tutor engagement, can, according to Stoney & Wild (1998), result in students suffering the consequences of poor decision making regarding what and how they learn. Mason and Bacsich (1998) argue that leaving students to just get on with it and discuss course issues will not produce any significant educational outcomes. They suggest that the tutor should take responsibility for the overall instructional design of the course and build a structure within which students can pace their work, focus their study and concentrate their efforts. According to Harasim et al., (1995), this necessitates the tutor clearly stating at the beginning of a conference what the subject is, and what is expected as far as student participation is concerned, including details such as volume, frequency, type of comments etc. It also involves the tutor in a whole set of monitoring tasks: “watching students teach one another, monitoring the group dynamics, and ensuring that discussions are on topic and that the information being exchanged is not incorrect or misleading” (p128). 

It has also been noted that too little tutor engagement can lead to matters of social sensitivity arising. The discussion can become dominated by one or two contributors. Mason (1988) suggests that tutors must maintain a facilitative role in order to avoid those participants with dominant personalities taking over the conference. Such situations can break down even further into name calling or ‘flaming’. Flaming involves: “the use of negative comments, rude or insulting remarks, or other emotionally charged language…It is called ‘flaming’ because it sometimes seems like fire out of control: one person’s nasty or angry remark fuels an even stronger response by a second person, and so on” (Harasim et al., 1995, p229). 

The literature also contains suggestions as to how students should approach computer conferencing. Eastmond (1995) suggests that students should be organised in their engagement in computer conferencing; several times a week they should read through all unread messages, they should make references to other people’s comments, keep most communications short, task or topic specific and adopt an informal and clear writing style. Keeping to such guidelines, he argues, promotes a whole set of communication protocols, habits, etiquette, and role patterns within the CMC environment. Such procedures contribute to ‘climate building’ (Harasim, et al., 1995) creating a positive, supportive environment within which learners can participate. Through active participation in electronic conferencing students can gain subject-related knowledge and also transferable skills (Marsick & Watkins, 1990). 

CMC can therefore be used within the context of a variety of learning objectives. Perhaps the main one is, as Duffy, Arnold & Henderson (1995) put it, to raise awareness amongst learners of their subject and encourage them to develop a critical perspective on topic-related issues. An alternative or additional objective, however, is for learners to enhance their capability as learners, securing social and cognitive engagement in the learning process (Smith, 1982; Wild & Quinn, 1998). In a text-based CMC environment the learner has to “pull ideas and thoughts into a coherent form” (Harasim, et al., 1995), which involves refining and defending their ideas.

To conclude, it appears that there is not one way, or even perhaps a best way of using CMC to support student learning. Different tutors differ in their learning objectives and in their pedagogic styles. In this paper we have taken two very contrasting cases to exemplify this variety.

The Study

In a previous study, Light and Light (1999) compared face-to-face tutorials with CMC-based tutorial interactions on a first year psychology course, nothing the very different patterns of contribution made by students in these two contexts. The present study contrasts the tutor from the earlier study, working now with third level students, with another tutor in another university. The courses and the corresponding tutors will be referred to as A and B.

Course A was part of a combined Psychology and Computing degree programme. It was an optional final year unit on computers, communication and relationships. The students were conversant with the theoretical background of CMC issues. The course, taken by 29 students (19 males, 10 females), ran over the whole year with weekly lectures throughout. In the first term there were fortnightly face-to-face seminars, but in the second term these were replaced by an ‘online discussion’.

The students used WebCrossing for the CMC discussions. WebCrossing is an open system that is totally web-based. It uses a contextualised message structure so that all the contributions in the thread are presented together. The user does not have to open and close messages. The students were divided into groups of seven or eight, on an alphabetic basis, although they did not always stay in their allocated groups. 

The CMC discussion consisted of two phases. The first phase involved a web-based target article presented as a basis for discussion. No guidelines were offered to the students as to how this discussion should be conducted. The second phase of Course A was a reflective evaluation of the style of CMC interactions in the first phase. Only this second phase discussion was assessed: seventy percent of marks were allocated for quality of contribution (insight, understanding, ability to structure argument etc.) and thirty percent for quantity  (one posting would receive 2 marks, maximum of 10 marks).

Course B was a third year optional unit called ‘Sociobiology’, forming part of a Psychology degree programme.  There were 12 students in all (6 males, 7 females), who always worked as one group.  There were no lectures.  The course consisted of weekly seminars across a single semester with a ‘parallel’ CMC-based discussion using ‘Skywriting’. ‘Skywriting’ is a term coined by Tutor B to describe a form of multiple reciprocal email. Messages and replies were sent on email to a course list containing the addresses of all students and the tutor. In addition, the tutor regularly archived all messages unabridged, using Hypermail (Harnad, 1998). In this way, students could search the accumulated messages by author, by date or by thread.

In face-to-face classes students took turns in presenting summaries of their readings from journals and course texts. They then emailed summaries, revised in the light of class discussion, to the course list. Once the summary was available online, the other course students were encouraged to use Skywriting as an opportunity to make comments on it, or to raise questions that they only thought of after the face-to-face sessions. The tutor frequently made postings to the list in reply to student contributions. 

This paper will focus on the learning objectives identified by the tutors, the part the tutors played in the discussions, the pattern of student contribution and the students’ evaluation of their own contributions. 

Method

Though transcripts of the online discussions form the main focus for the analysis, it is important to recognise, that participating in a conference discussion is just one element of the students’ experience of learning (Jones, 1998). Lea (1998) likewise suggests that concentrating on conference text alone can give a very distorted view of an online community. In this study, the researchers used a multi-method approach to collect data, which included questionnaires, semi-structured interviews, monitoring of online discussion and observation. The two researchers got to know the students before the CMC exercise began. The latter were willing participants in the various phases of the study and were aware of the research objectives from the start.

For both courses the online discussions were monitored and the online transcripts were used to identify emergent issues and categories both at the individual and group level. Emergent issues then became the basis for semi-structured interviews. Given that the students on Course A had worked in designated groups, it was felt that they should be interviewed in those groups. The interviews allowed for open ended dialogue between the students and gave them an opportunity to raise further issues. Each of the groups were quite distinctive, although common themes and issues were identifiable across all the groups.

Subsequent to these interviews, three targeted in-depth individual interviews took place. Two of the target students had been the recipients of flaming, while the third had become ‘detached’ from the discussion quite early on. These interviews allowed the researchers to gain more insight into issues of social sensitivity that had arisen during the discussions. All interviews were transcribed and examined alongside the transcripts of online interactions. Student confidentiality was observed throughout the study and pseudonyms were allocated to each participant. 

On Course B all 12 interviews were carried out with individuals because the students had worked individually throughout the unit. Each interview session lasted about thirty minutes. All interviews were audio taped and transcribed and subjected to qualitative analysis. The familiarity of the researchers to the students allowed good co-operation and an easy, open dialogue.

The tutors gave pre- and post-course interviews which provided a basis for comparison of student and tutor perspectives. Both tutors were experienced in delivery of CMC supported courses.

Tutor perspectives

Tutor A was mainly concerned with the ‘experiential’ benefits of giving students a chance to try CMC for themselves and thus his role was deliberately low key. He saw his part as solely to act as monitor and administrator, giving dates and deadlines. The students were told there would be no designated discussion leader. One of the main learning objectives for the course was “to give the students some actual live experience of computer mediated communication!”. The CMC element also provided the tutor with “the opportunity to do other things on the back of it, to sort of experiment with, using it for delivery and for assessment…”.

Tutor A regarded his own role as simply to keep an eye on what was going on, but if possible not to intervene at all “there wasn’t any requirement for me to direct it in any particular direction”. He would only intervene “if it had started going seriously, seriously wrong in terms of harassment and misbehaviour”. He resisted intervening even when some of the messages became inflammatory. His “basic approach [was] permissive rather than prescriptive…It was really up to them how they went about [the task]…if they spent their time indulging in fripperies of various sorts, then what they should have perceived…was that they were not going to achieve the objective”.

The only reason for the tutor interceding would have been incidents of “explicit, malicious bits of bad behaviour”. However, what he observed was “quite a lot of banter and of course there is always the problem, in real life as well as mediated life, at the margins when banter stops being playful and starts being a bit more than playful”. 

Tutor B’s first contact with CMC was in the context of promoting online academic discussion between researchers. His aim, with his students was to create an environment for “intellectual discussion rather than flaming and chit-chat”. Initially he met resistance about computers “it was a bit like pulling teeth in the beginning to get them to do anything”. However, once students became competent users they found it supportive of their learning to have a tutor ‘on-tap’. The students “were getting their answers within twenty-four hours, within twelve hours some of them, and that’s when it was most enjoyable. It was stressful and taxing but I enjoyed it and I also think it was fruitful”. It is interesting to note that although the tutor himself found it such a demanding role, there were rewards: “I’ve made some lights go on”.

All the students following course B were familiar with Skywriting, as it had been introduced to them in the first year of their studies. They expected the tutor to be an active participant throughout the discussion, and this was indeed that case. The tutor responded to all the postings. His answers were detailed and frequently long, often including references. A style of long and considered rather than spontaneous postings became the norm for the students as well. The tutor hoped that, in the future, he would be able to refer students back to Skywriting exchanges from the previous years which were still available online. He felt that an FAQ (Frequently Asked Questions) file would solve a good proportion of student questions. The remaining postings would be “worth hearing because that will be the angle that you haven’t yet thought of”.

The tutor took an active role in shaping and modelling the way student contributions were made, with a particularly strong focus on language and its structure. He expected that all students would write clearly so that others in the group could follow lines of reasoning and argument. The tutor discouraged too many quotes of author names and dates and asked that all contributions be written at a ‘kidsib’ level. ‘Kidsib’ was defined by one student as “it’s like a bright younger brother or sister who is intelligent but doesn’t know what you do and you have to explain it…if you can’t explain it in simple terms you probably don’t understand it…”. 

The tutor’s intention was that both the face-to-face seminars and the online discussions would be to a large extent student led. He did not set out to be at the centre of the discussions, but recognised the reasons why so many of the postings might have been directed at him. He surmised that one reason was because his answers would be “useful for the exam and…I’m the one who’s marking the exam so all they’re interested in doing is second guessing”. However, the students later offered another reason, which was connected to the heavy intellectual demand of the course, which meant, as far as they were concerned, they needed the tutor’s expertise and knowledge. 

The tutor expected everyone to make their fair share of online contributions. At the beginning of one face-to-face seminar he reminded the students that even if they were not taking the role of presenter, they were still expected to contribute: “…not only the primary presenters but all of you are supposed to be doing comments…”. Throughout the term, during their weekly meetings, he both encouraged and reminded the students to use Skywriting: “you can read it on the screen, you can delete the parts you are not interested in” and “save the parts you want to comment on, then comment on them and send it to the rest of us”. As a tutor he acted as a prompter to keep them engaged in Skywriting. He wanted them to comment on each other’s contributions, regarding peer contributions as valuable and being part of a wider peer review process. 

Skywriting was set up to support face-to-face weekly tutorials, which it succeeded in doing.  The students responded to the tutor’s offering of “if there’s anything that comes up during today’s session, and we don’t get a chance to cover it to your satisfaction, just post…”. In practice the tutor was just as central to the Skywriting interactions as to the face-to-face seminars.

Course A outcomes

The question to be addressed in this part of the paper is how the differing contexts, objectives and tutor roles were reflected in the online discussions. Course A students were divided into four groups which will be here identified as groups 1, 2, 3, 4. The exchange took place over about 4 weeks in January/February 1998. On average there were about 60 messages per group in phase one, with messages ranging in length from a brief sentence to about 1500 words. Phase two was the evaluation discussion, reflecting back on Phase 1. This also extended over about 4 weeks in February/March 1998. Here, each group averaged about 25 messages, ranging from ten to 600 words in length.

For most of the students “initially…there was some confusion as to what was expected”. Yet, “it soon seemed to settle down…” and in post interviews, the students’ opinions as to the aim  of the exercise matched those of the tutor: it was seen as “an attempt at a way to let us experience for ourselves what we were trying to learn in theory in the lecture” and “to see how the discussion would develop especially as it was not led in a certain way”. 

Part of the students task was to invent and develop their own way of contributing. Very quickly an informal/personal style developed. Messages would be prefaced by things like “Hello”, or “Hi everyone”, and end with “Thanks for reading”, or “BYE BYE!”. There were supportive statements “I agree with…”, “Good idea” etc. and even apologies for joining in late. Group 3, one of the more successful groups, explicitly identified one of their number as a chair person, and she very effectively stimulated and moderated the discussion, at least for a while.
However, it was evident there was uncertainty about the appropriate form of contributions at the outset.  Commentary/discussion on the article started slowly, and in most groups the early contributions were ‘essay like’, i.e. long and rather formally structured. These ‘essays’ tended to produce backlashes.  Thus Elaine’s essay in Group 1 produces online criticism from several other group members about “indefatigable ramblings” and “lecturing at you”. In interviews afterwards Anthony said:  “She wrote this big lecture thing at about 10 o’clock at night, and then came in the next day and she was like, I’m just going to carry on blah, blah, blah”

In Group 4 the same kind of thing occurred when Samuel’s essay provoked the comment:  “There was no ‘Hi, hello how’s everyone doing’ kind of thing he just went straight into it and carried on for another couple of pages.  He’s not using the medium as a conversational medium”. It was not until the second phase discussion, which consisted of an evaluation of the first discussion, that there was a true “metamorphosis from essay to statement”. In this evaluation “Maybe we are taking note of the fact that long messages seem to be ignored”. 

It is interesting to note that Group 2 were the only group to agree at the outset that people should post “a short paragraph on a regular basis rather than a full-on essay once a week”. Everything went well until there was an anonymous posting addressed to an individual member of the group by “Spaceman” accusing them (albeit light-heartedly) of participating on paedophile chat lines. This message marked the beginning of a rash of personal and (on the face of it) offensive messages – though most were not anonymous.  Kevin, the author of one such message, described it as “a flaming circus”, with insults flying around left, right and centre.

Though he felt that: “In some sense it’s the other side of the coin of the group already having quite a rich social structure”, the tutor did acknowledge that: “there is always the problem, in real life as well as in mediated life, at the margins when banter stops being playful and starts being a bit more than playful”.

One of the students said afterwards that: “The lack of a regulator encouraged people to say what the hell they wanted” and it became: “like open season for duck shooting”. A small group of males, referred to by some of the other students as the ‘wandering hoards of assassination’, posted offensive messages: “one of my friends put a comment up and that got ripped into and she just said, right that’s it, and she didn’t write on it again”. There was an element of ambiguity in tone, with those on the receiving end feeling that: “if you reacted to it the joke was supposedly on you so you couldn’t win”. This phase came to an end when the tutor closed the discussion and moved them on to the second phase. The “flaming circus” might not have arisen if the tutor had intervened and the students had “more articles to talk about”. Flaming arose because “the topic at hand had been exhausted”, and “went from a structured educational experience to a bar conversation”. Those responsible for the flaming were quite deliberate in their actions “[we] wanted to instigate certain things and reactions…tap into emotions…we were after a flare up”.

In general the second phase evaluation discussions were more task-focused than phase one, and contained a good deal of thoughtful and mutually referenced exchange on questions like the importance of a good chair person, the length of messages  and the need to prevent things ‘spinning off’.  Although they were happy to share ideas they did not feel confident enough to                                                                   use them in their exams. 

For most students the CMC experience produced a blend of positive and negative attitudes: “to type and express is a whole different kettle of fish than to verbally express, you don’t get the quality and the feel of the situation…”. CMC “certainly makes you order your thoughts…you put them in a structure, prioritising them;”. “It wasn’t spontaneous; you couldn’t directly come back to someone. It just felt awkward, disjointed…a long, laborious process which, if we were actually sat round in a group, we could have discussed in a couple of hours”.

Course B

On Course B overall there were 100 messages but almost exactly half were from the tutor.  There were 18 ‘threads’. A typical one was called “The Selfish Gene”, based on the book of that title by Dawkins (1989). The first contribution was a five page summary of the book from the student who had presented to the seminar. The tutor’s response was: “Your summary and excerpts were very helpful but I would have liked to hear it in your own words and with your own comments on it”. The next contribution was an extended analysis of a particular aspect of the topic written by another student very much in her own words. This drew the response: “Brilliant and well written, so I am reduced to commenting on the odd mis-spelling (use a spell-checker everyone!)”.

Tutor B’s comments on presentation were often detailed and prescriptive.  Students accepted the requirement for well presented as well as well-thought-through contributions: “It’s only polite if they’re sending good emails.  It would be quite embarrassing to send out a rubbish piece of work”.

What the students valued was the way Skywriting extended the seminars.  The seminars were valued because of the immediacy of discussion, but the Skywriting: “Puts what you’ve spoken about [in the seminar] into words which is good, as you’ve got it on the screen and you can actually understand it”. However, many students were still wary about trusting other students’ contributions: “[you might] read through someone’s response, spend a long time trying to understand it, and then find it’s completely wrong”.  They valued the tutor’s comments because: “when you read [his] contributions you know its right”. He was ‘someone who’s a bit more knowledgeable than us”. 

Some of the students felt that it was only “after the information gathering phase” that they realised how effectively Skywriting could be employed, for example during revision time for exams. Yet, as one student said, exam time is the one time “when nobody is around answering emails”. “It would be nice if everyone had a home [computer] and you’re sat there revising and trying to think over and you come to this real dilemma, it would be nice to go hey, all you people out there I’m having this difficulty. I think it would be much more relevant then, when you actually come to the stage of actually testing what you think you do know, before an exam”. 
Students were very happy to share their ideas and provide summaries for each other, thus sharing the reading workload. They made a concerted effort to maintain a high quality of contribution, “I always make sure it’s a decent message, and that I’ve thought about it and planned it out”. However, the combination of reading ten books and contributing to Skywriting was very demanding. The students had to make a “choice in a restricted time…”. This may have been one of the reasons why they did not “start arguing back at people via email”. They could use the face-to-face seminars for this, and did: “we do most of our discussion actually in the class so usually when people send emails it’s usually things that they’ve thought of or forgotten so it’s usually directed towards [the tutor]”.

In general a consensus view was, “tutorials are good because you get immediate reactions and if you don’t understand you can ask [the tutor] to explain it straight away, and then you get the Skywriting which puts what you’ve spoken about in tutorials into words, which is good as you’ve got it on the screen and you can actually understand it”.

Discussion

Overall, Tutor A left students to their own devices, with only minimally defined objectives, while Tutor B kept his students on a very tight rein indeed. As a result, the Course A students spent a lot of time ‘off task’, but they did directly experience some of the difficulties of self regulation in CMC and did seem to be finding their feet in the medium by phase two. The students had been given the opportunity to “test their own knowledge of computer-mediated communication against personal experiences, and build knowledge about its use and applicability in educational environments” (Dehler & Porras-Hernandez, 1998). Issues of social sensitivity arose on Course A which did not arise on Course B. CMC is a medium which is not devoid of social cues. Existing off-line relationships can affect online activities. 

The Course B students happily accepted the tutor-centred style of interaction which was on offer, made good use of it, and displayed no interest in using the medium for developing direct student-student interaction around the topics. They recognised this as “a valuable opportunity for knowledge building and developing critical thinking skills” (Webb, 1989). Perhaps less reading material and related discussions would have allowed the students more time to grasp new ideas. This may have then increased their confidence and incentive to comment on each other’s ideas, moving away from more formal, longer postings to a discussion. They might have then felt happier about thrashing out ideas online. More time may also have encouraged them to reflect on the style in which they were making contributions. 

On both of these courses the tutors had decided to use CMC to provide a collaborative environment for student learning. In both cases there was collaboration and discussion but it was limited in differing ways. The two tutors tailored the online environment to fit with different learning agendas, although at the outset both sought to encourage the students to engage in discussion rather than ‘disjointed soliloquies’ (Eastmond, 1995). Tutor A thought the experience successful at least to the extent that the students had gained some useful transferable skills. Tutor B thought the experience successful because the online support had helped to maintain the currency of academic ideas between the fact-to-face meetings.

In their role as tutors, they both felt it important to provide their students with the opportunity to experience CMC as a key skill in lifelong learning. The students themselves referred to the need to become competent with the technology as more businesses, industries and homes have access to mediated communication. 

Computer-supported learning is often seen as bringing standardisation.  In this paper such a stance seems to be in question. As far as CMC is concerned it is not apparent from these examples that there is any intrinsic ‘spirit of the medium’ that ‘will out’ despite the tutor’s best efforts.  Rather CMC appears to offer a highly flexible resource capable of contributing usefully to many different visions of what university education is (or ought to be) about. As Harasim et al. (1995) put it, CMC offers a customisable networked learning environment, tailorable to a wide range of purposes.

The present study exemplifies the tailoring of CMC to very different purposes. The two courses we have examined illustrate the extent to which the attitudes, behaviour (or non-behaviour) and pedagogic style of the tutor impact upon the use made of CMC by the students. Importantly, we should recognise that neither tutor would have been remotely comfortable in the role adopted by the other. Thus even in this medium (and even when they are trying not to) tutors still have a critical role in shaping student learning experiences.
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