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ABSTRACT 

in this thesis 1 discuss how 1 developed, implemented, and evaluated a Web 

conference for leamers enrolled in Web-based courses through the continuing education 

division of my university. I address a number of research questions: How cm continuing 

distance education personnel support learnea who are isolated from the university and 

from each other? How cm cornputer-mediated forms of on-line education address 

support needs in an imrnediate fashion, allowing leamers to share their stories? How can 

the pruiciples of adult teaming, the nature of distance learnea, and the characteristics of 

cornputer-mediated on-lhe education inform the design and delivery of on-line support? 

In order to answer these questions 1 reviewed the literainire related to qualitative research 

in adult education, cornputer-mediated addt education, adult leaming theory, and the 

nature of distance leamers. From the literature, 1 dexived guiding principles for the 

design and implementation of the Web conference and became aware of the potential 

value of sharing our stories. 

1 evaluated the study using Uifomal qualitative methods. My major finding was 

that the conferencing system used for Web-based courses at my university could be used 

to provide a supportive forum for continuhg education students. Leamers reported that 

the forum was of value in overcoming their sense of isolation h m  the university and 

fiom their fellow leamers. nie principles in common among the areas of literature 1 

researched worked in practice. Nevertheless, like other researchers, I found that 

participation rates and the degree of interaction within the forum were low due to t h e  

coDstraints and the demands placed on leamers by their academic, work, and home tives. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

Cornputer-mediated delivery of continuing education via the Intemet and World 

Wide Web has become increasingly popular with educational institutions and the 

leamers they serve. Leamers who are connecteci to the on-line world of leaming have 

new opportunities to build connections with the institution, Uistnictos, and each other. 

Their stones provide insight into their experiences as distance education students and 

can infonn the professional development, leaming, and practice of continuing education 

staff. Sharing these stories, in turn, enriches the experience of on-line leamen in 

continuing education courses . 

Ln this thesis, 1 examine how 1 developed, implemented, and evaluated a Web 

conference for leamers enrolled in Web-based courses in my university. My study was 

motivated by a need to alleviate the sense of isolation experienced by many distance 

leamen, enable them to discuss issues that are not bound to a particular course, and 

develop a sense of belonging to a community of leamers that parailels the on-campus 

experience. 

Backmound - Information for the Studv 

The use of cornputer-mediated communication for leamer-instructor feedback in 

distance courses is increasing. Creative outreach through effective use of new 

technologies has been highlighted by senior administrators, including those at the 

university where 1 work It is now an essential strategy for meeting post-secondary 

education's mandate in a changing and challenging environment. Development of Web- 

based courses at the University where 1 work has become a priority activity of the School 
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of Continuhg Education; it is projected that within the next few years, more than 50 

undergraduate and graduate credit courses will be delivered on-line at the university 

where 1 work. Fostering nch on-line environments for leaming demands attention to 

theoretical and practical considerations in cornputer-mediated adult education, adult 

ieaminp, aod Liistance nlucation. S ituatiny Ihè study Ui ihe iniersixiion of these 

perspectives illuminates areas for work and reflection on ways that on-line tools c m  be 

utilized in creating these learner-centred, rather than course-centred environments for 

leaming. 

Researchers recognised quite eariy that simply transferring lecture- and paper- 

based text into cornputer text was unsatisfactory (Garrison. 1989; Mason & Kaye, 1989). 

Over the past decade, research, writing, and practice in designing and evaluating 

cornputer-based forms of addt education have emerged fiom a singular focus on the 

technology and how one could use technology to translate content for cornputer-based 

delivery. To a large extent, much of the current writing in the area still deals with 

specific, course-based exemplars of design and delivery rather than with a more critical 

delineation and assessrnent of principles for good design (Canadian Association for 

University Continuing Education, 1998). However, a more holistic approach to 

cornputer-based learning design is beginning to appear in practice and, as a result, it is 

also appearing in the literature of the adult education field (e.g., Berge & Collios, 1993; 

Burge, 1994; Eastmond, 1995; Garrison, 1989; Mason & Kaye, 1989). Good design is 

now less kquently defined by how it uses the technology and is less fkquently 

evaluated by measures of efficiency and economies of d e .  More often, it is being 
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framed in tenns of the learner characteristics, learning styles, and adult learning 

p ~ c i p l e s  that are required for successful learning and teaching. What is missing to date 

is the extension of this holistic approach into the use of computer-mediated avenues for 

more generalized leamer support, developrnent of meta-learning, and enhancement of 

on-iine enil iromènts Tir leamu>g. 

Adult leaming as a field of study has been characterized by efforts to build viable 

theoretical frameworks to guide adult program planning. For much of this century, a 

dominant theory shaping adult education has been the evolving concept of self-directed 

leaming. Educational theorists such as Candy (1 Wl), Knowles (1975), and Tough 

(1979) have tried to describe and delineate self-direction as a trait of successful adult 

learners and the nature of self-directed leaming as a phenornenon. A major barrier to 

applying this theoretical fkmework to prograrn pladg and learner support has been 

the tendency to fuse self-direction with independence and to d e h e  self-directed learners 

as independent leamea. More ment work in this area by authos such as Campbell 

(1995), Garrison (19921, and Griffith (1983) has taken a k s h  look at self-direction, and 

added the dimensions of interdependence, comection, and community to the pictue of 

how tmly self-directed individuals operate. In light of this expanded view of adult 

learning, an examination of ways in which leamer support mechanisms and structures 

can add interdependence and a sense of comection to on-line leaming for adults is 

timely . 

Distance leaming has b e n  a part of adult education fiom the earliest days of 

correspondence courses, but has k e n  relatively under-represented as an area of shtdy 
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withh addt education. The impact of a paradigm shift in distance education theory and 

practice has been described by several writers (Le., Hall, 19%; Ghson,  1989, 1997). 

Several authors contrast the traditional, mass-produceci, and industrial model for 

distance education with a post-industrial model largely driven by cornputer-mediated 

communication and çhmcter~ed by a criticai, rzfiwtire, coiia'mratire, iiigkdhly 

interactive, and persooalized approac h. Structures and planning for distance education 

are only beguining to incorporate principles denved from the themes of coostnicted 

knowledge, a knowledge-based society, leaming rather than instruction, and support for 

leamhg cornmunities. 

More attention is also being directed towards distance leamers as a group. 

especially as new technologies such as on-line delivery increase the numben of 

individuals involved in learning at a distance. Accessibility, flexibility, and a good fit to 

selfsirected Iearning styles have often been cited as reasons why distance delivery of 

programs is pIirticularly valuable for many leamen (Burge, 1990; Collins & Haughey, 

1986; Coulter. 1989). However, baseci on the experiences of distance leamers, the 

literature reveals both positive and negative aspects of even the most innovative distance 

education delivery (Hipp, 1997; Hotchkis, 1992; May, 1993,1994). For example, new 

technologies can create more mpportive, open learning environments, but they may also 

reinforce existing hierarchical ones based on the teacher as expert and the learner as a 

passive recipient of pre-packaged knowledge. Planning and leamer support need careful 

attention in order to meet the diverse needs of distance students. This study attempts to 

bring the field closer to the best uses of distance education for adult leaming. 



Or- of the Shrdy 

Several adult education principles and perspectives were important elements in 

the design of this study. As Percival(1993) indicates, professional development for adult 

education programmers must intenveave theory and practice, refiection and action, while 

buiiciing swng reiationships with other practitionen anci the ieamen bey serve. I 

envisioned the study as a means of encouraging transfomative learning (Cranton, 1994; 

Mezirow & Associates, 1990) that moves beyond the boundaries of content and course 

work and connects leamers. Brookfield's (1 984) discussion of the relationship among 

adult learners, adult education, and the community M e r  supports the value of bridging 

fornial and non-forma1 modes of leaming in an on-line envuonment. The questions that 

Potter (1 994) raises about if, and how well, adult educationai programmers support our 

distance education learners, and her cal1 to researchers and administrators to address the 

complexity and diversity of the support needs of adult leamers at a distance, challenged 

me to think about how distance education could enrich leamen' experiences. And, as 

Boud and Griffui (1987) demonstrate, a tnie appreciation and understanding of adult 

learning practice must be grounded in the perspectives of the learner. 

Several research perspectives on the use of computea for adult education were 

equally important in the design process. Burge (1994) offers a powerful ratiode for 

studying learning in computer coderences fiom a qualitative perspective based in the 

leamer's experience. Garrison (1989) presents a process-based pamdigm for distance 

education planning that treats the computer as a processor of information in the 

educational transaction and a potential tool for combining independence and 
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interactivity. The unique nature of communication via cornputers in distance education 

and its impact on both leamer interactions, and the structure and cultures of the distance 

education unit, is a central theme in Mason and Kaye's (1989) research. Work by 

researcher practitioners (i.e., Berge & Collins, 1993; Eastmond, 1995; Westrorn & 

Pani<rantz, 1997; .Eong, 1998 j provided modeis for impiernenting on-Iine projects thar 

focus on collaboration, communication, and attention to the leamer. These were al1 

important guiding principles for the design and hplementatioo of my study. 

The choice of the form of on-line communication to use was, in large part, 

dictated by what was available and by the study's s e thg  in a moderate-shed university 

offering programs by distance and on-campus. As the study was centred in my 

professional practice and involved leamen enrolled in Web-based graduate and 

undergraduate credit courses at my univenity, in consultation with my St. Francis 

Xavier University advisor, 1 discussed the study with colleagues in the School of 

Continuhg Education throughout its development, design, and implementation. They 

were able to help me place the study in the overall context of Web-based course 

development in our university, as well as to guide me through the technical and 

procedural steps necessary. The study benefited considerably f?om their extensive 

experience in working with instnicton to translate their courses into this new delivery 

medium, their experience using the AltaVista system which is used for student and 

instructor cornputer conferencing within Web-based courses, their attention to the 

principles of good educational design, and their expertise with the technology. 



ProbIem Statement 

The university where 1 work is a mid-sized comprehensive institution offering 

undergraduate and graduate programs in arts, sciences, and a number of professional 

schools to approximately 16,000 full- and part-time students on several main campuses. 

Aiier irs eievacion fiom coilege to university stanis in the i9JOs. rhe universiry 

experienced rapid expansion fiom the 1950s to the 1970s. At the same time, outreach 

was identified as a cntical objective of the university and, in the 1960s, distance 

offerings to nual communities throughout the province were established. For more than 

25 years, the School of Continuhg Education has offered credit and non-credit courses 

on campus and around the province through evening classes, intersessions and summer 

sessions, as well as through correspondence, video-tapeci, teleconference, and Web- 

based courses. in the early 1990s, e-mail was introduced as a means of student-instxuctor 

communication in some distance courses; the first Web-based course was offered in 

1996. The School is relatively large, with more than 50 staff in a variety of development, 

delivery, and instructional support roles; in ment f d ,  winter, and spring semesters there 

have b e n  approximately 10,000 single-course registrations in some 250 distance 

courses. The main focus of the School is on the provision of continuhg and distance 

education to serve the needs of its home province, but its outreach also extends 

bughout  Canada and internationally to students as far away as Asia and the 

Cari b bean. 

Distance education learners in my university frequently cite a sense of isolation 

from the Wtut ion  and h m  fellow learners as a barrier to leaming. For many learners, 
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the constraints of the ,  work, personal situations, and geography mean that distance 

formats offer their only access to the educational opportunities they need, yet they miss 

the feeling of connection and community that face-to-face settings engender naturally. 

The problems this study addresses can be M e d  in terms of severai questions: How can 

administrators and iedmer support agents ovrrcome this isoiatioa? 1s herr potential 

within the new cornputer-mediated foms of on-line education to address this problem in 

an immediate and powerfbl fashion? How can an understanding of the principles of 

adult learning, the nature of distance leamers, and the characteristics of cornputer- 

mediated on-line education infom and shape the design and delivery of on-line support 

and comrnunity? 

Puwose of the Studv 

The purpose of this study was to examine the potentiai of a Web-conferencing 

tool (AltaVista) to create an on-line community of learnen in a university-level 

continuing education program. The study focusses on three general aspects of practice 

and inqujr: the effectiveness of the design, implementation, and evaluation of the 

program to meet the needs of distance leamers in continuing education. 

The program design draws upon adult leaming theory, ideas about cornputer- 

based adult education, and the characteristics of distance lemers. The implementation 

of the study seeks to operatiooalize this theoretid and philosophical stance within the 

practical coLlStraiflts of a given institution and system. It dso provides a testing ground 

for working with administraton and instructional designers to bring the principles of 
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gwd instructional design and delivery to bea. on the wider arena of community 

building. 

The study also seeks to evaluate the effectiveness of this tool in achially meeting 

the needs of distance leamers. By analyzing leamers' contributions to the discussion 

forurn, i deveioped a quaiitative assessrnent of the ways in weich ieamen were abie ro 

use an open f o m  for discussion of meta-issues rather than course-specific concerns. 

Evaiuative feedback from learners, instructors, and colleagues within the continuing 

education unit places these resdts in the larger context of the institution. By combining 

these perspectives, 1 draw conclusions about the relevance and usefulness of this tool in 

the longer term. This study may be of use to other adult educatoa who want to increase 

interaction and to establish a sense of community with the leamen they serve. 

My midy uses a qualitative research methodology Ui keeping with the literanire 

of qualitative research in adult education. Consistent with Guba and Lincoln (1 983) and 

De- and Lincoln (1998), 1 defined my role in the study as inquirer and as the vehicle 

for my inquj.. I was involved as a researcher and as a CO-lemer with the learners who 

participated in my study. From my first contact with the group, 1 established a multiple 

role as a leamer, a continuing education professional, and a researcher. 

Denzin and Lincoln (1 998) aiso address the design of qualitative research. They 

stress the value of emergent research design which responds to the changing nature and 

needs of the gmup involved. The cornputer confereflcing system which 1 used for the 

study facilitated this research approach. 1 was able to change topics, add new 
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discussions, respond to the interests of the learners, and capture discussions to be re-read 

and reflected on to suggest new avenues and strategies. 1 believe that this emergent 

research design allowed me to adapt my study to the reality of leamers' iives and that 

qualitative research methods are appropnate for the design and study of on-line learner 

suPpo*- 

S c o ~ e  and Limitations of the Studv 

The study describes my experience as 1 designed, implemented, and evaiuated a 

Web conference (which 1 named Student Talk) with a group of learners enrolled in "new 

media" contiming education courses at my univenity. The conference was open to both 

men and women with varying degrees of familiarity with ieaming at a distance who are 

in various undergraduate and graduate classes and courses. M e r  s e c k g  the permission 

of the course instnicton, learnen h m  al1 33 Web-based courses offered by my 

university over three successive semesters in 1999 were invited to join the conference. 

Of these courses, a total of 17 leamers representing approximately 1 % of total Web- 

based course enrolments for these semesten participated in the forum. They were 

volunteers to the study and were self-selected. 

I actually wanted a mal1 group of leamen to ensure a good cornfort level and to 

encourage sharing. 1 facilitated guided discussions that formed an important part of both 

the group process and the evaluation of its effect on leamen' experience of distance 

leaming. Although it was not required, moa leamers indicated which Web courses they 

were enroiied in. In one semester of the study, two leamers h m  the same course 

participated in the forum. Learners h m  the first and second semesters were contacted 
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by e-mail and invited to participate in subsequent sessions; however, none did so. Of the 

17 learners, 12 (70%) were women, and the rnost frequenf repeated, and detailed 

participation in the forum was by women. 

Because the study depended on the solicited participation of leames emlled in 

CVzb courses, its impiementation was iimited to the ij-week acadeniic semester of the 

university with the inherent t h e  constraints this entailed. Once a base group of leamers 

was involved, and the permission of the Web administrators was secured, the forum 

could be kept open outside of the academic semester format with new lemers joining 

whenever they wished. Becaw instnictors' permission for access to course forums was 

necessary to inform learners about Student T& a certain arnount oflag t h e  was 

encountered between the initial contact with instnictors before the term started, and the 

tirne that the forum became active. 

Confidentiality issues were also important. For example, although I posted an 

invitation letter to potentiai leamers in each course forum, 1 did not view other messages 

in individuai course forums because those discussions were private to that course. 

Furthennote, within Student Tu& 1 exercised sensitivity to the leamers' need for privacy 

and balanced this with the need to use their posted messages within the study. 1 

explicitly pointed out the nature of Web-based communication in which posting to 

public forums assumes that messages are not private and can be shared. By doing so, 1 

was insuring that leamen knew fiom the beginning that their comments could and 

would be part of any published results, such as this thesis. They were al1 very clear on 

this point and knew that they could drop out at any the .  
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Because this was an ongoing forum rather than a discrete educational event, it 

was not feasible to run several trials of the study. M e a d  of severd sessions in which 

variations of techniques could be assesseci, the forum in each semester was a contiming 

process of tryhg various strategies, assessing their effectiveness, and responding to 

lemers' fcedback. ThAs k s i s  is *U;cicfcrc ï c f lcc t i~c  af a cûi1ti;;uoüs fcedback aïid 

response loop, and sets the flow for the fiiture continuation of the Student Taik forum as 

a tool in my professionai practice. 

Resources 

Human and technological resources were vital components in the 

implementation of the study. Colleagues from within my university were invaluable in 

setting up the forum and teaching me the technological and procedural "ropes," most 

notably those involved in faculty development, instructional design, and administration 

of the Web-based conferencing system. Cooperation fiom the hsimctors of Web-based 

courses was essential, as was the participation of the leamers who responded to the 

initial invitations to join the study. Implementing the snidy was sirnplified by the 

availability of the AitaVista system and an established Web environment for distance 

education at our univenity. 

In addition to these immediate resources, my study design was heavily 

influenced by research and reading in the area of cornputer-mediated on-line 

communication. Ideas published in jomals provided key concepts for doing ongoing 

searches on the Web, as did involvement in several on-iine discussion groups, 
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conferences, electronic j o d s ,  and Listservs devoted to distance education and 

computer-mediated leaming. 

Definition of Terms 

The speed and diversity of growth in the field of computer-mediated 

communicaiion iias k n  accompmid by the clevelupmznt of a workirig vocabuiruy of 

its own. Terminology has kept Pace with technology and ternis such as bytes, the 

Internet, the World Wide Web, and on-line are becoming common in everyday speech. 

However, it is premature to assume that every practitioner has had the same level of 

exposure to the language of the on-line world. In addition, many common tems in 

everyday speech (e.g., thread, file, coderence, Web) have specific and limited uses 

within this language. For couvenience, 1 provide a glossary in Appendix A that defines 

the tems used within my study. 

Plan of Presentation 

In the next chapter, 1 examine the literature related to qualitative research, 

cornputer-mediated education, adult learning, and distance education as it informs the 

design process and the implementation of the study. In the third chapter, 1 describe the 

planning process and structure of the Stutient Tuik forum, the leamers, and the 

discussions that took place over the course of the study. This chapter includes an 

evaluation of the effects that participation in the forum had for the leamers, including 

what 1 learned as a participant and as the forum moderator, and an evaluation of the 

forum's potential h m  instructors and administrators. In the final chapter, 1 examine 

how the results of the study relate to adult education theory and practice, and present 



some overarching themes and recomrnendations for practice that derive h m  this 

experience. 
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LITERATURE REVIEW 

The increased usage of cornputer-rnediated delivery of continuhg education via 

the Intemet and World Wide Web has implications for educational ins.titutions. 

Furthemore, using on-line leamers' stories as a method of data collection requires a 

critical analysis of the methodology of narrative as a tom of qualitative research within 

cornputer-mediated leaming in order to easure that the work is both methodologically 

sound and conceptuaily consistent. The design of leamer support that can give lemers a 

fonun for presenting their stories and building community M e r  requires attention to 

the nature of adult leaming in general, and the needs of distance leamen in particular. 

In this chapter 1 review relevant Literature on these topics. First, 1 discuss some 

key works relevant to my research method, focussing in particular on understanding 

stories as qualitative research. Second, 1 focus on computer-mediated leaming as a field 

of study in adult education. Mt 1 discuss adult leaming theory as it relates to the 

design of leamer support interventions. Fourth, 1 review literature pertaining to the needs 

of distance leamen. Finally, I review studies that rely on the stories of leamers to 

provide perspectives and to irnprove practice in the provision of leaming opportunities 

via cornputer-mediated communications. 

Research Method: un der stand in^: Stories as Ouaiitative Research 

The Literature of qualitative research is both large and interdisciplinary. 1 have 

chosen some representative works that are significant for my understanding of the use of 

narrative, and of the field in the most general sense. Guba and Lincoln (1983) outhe 
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methods for designing and implementing qualitative research. Their perspective is 

grounded in naturalistic means of inquiry as alternatives to quantitative methodologies. 

More recently, Denzin and Lincoln (1 998) survey the field of qualitative research from 

historical, paradigmatic, and theoretical perspectives. In their examination, which is a 

icfercncc point for m c h  of the cuiint l i t e r a ~ ~ ~ i  U: qualitative izçeuch, they reinforce 

the long-standing point that a key element of qualitative research is the role of the 

inquirer as a tool of inquiry. The researcher is not only the means of collecting and 

analyzing data, but participates jointiy and actively with the subjects of research in 

knowledge creation within the research setting. 

Trends in Usage of Oualitative Research 

Several mearchers in the latter part of the 1980s used a qualitative approach 

similar to that of Guba and Lincoln (1 983) in order to examine learning f?om the 

perspective of the leamer. Belenky, Clinchy, Goldberger, and Tarule (1986)' in their 

landmark work Women's W q s  of Knowing, challenge the male hegemony of 

developmental psychology through an examination of women's relationships to 

knowledge. Their research process involved i n t e ~ e w s  with women fiom a variety of 

backgrounds who told their stones of schooling and leaming. Boud and Grifnth (1987) 

draw on a body of master's and doctoral research in adult learning carried out at the 

Ontario Institute for Shidies in Education and in other centres to give adult education 

practitionen a view of learning fiom the adult leamer's perspective. They include work 

by Griffith (1983,1987), who extended the concept of researcher as tool to see the 



researcher as a CO-learner in a mutual exploration of the stories she presents and 

interprets. 

A volume of work by the Personal Narratives Group (1 989) is a particdarly 

powerful example of the use of wornen's written narratives as a tool for critical analysis 

connected with adult education, it is a clear example of a thoughdul and thought- 

provoking use of story. The authors are careful to examine their background 

assurnptions in their treatment of women's stones; they tackle several methodological 

issues, includkig the role of interpreter in relation to subject. 

A similar attention to the methodological implications of qua litative research is 

characteristic of ment  reviews of qualitative research (i.e., Eimer & Peshkin, 1990; 

Denzin & Lincoin, 1 998). These works are representative of current qualitative research 

in the discourse amund qualitative methodologies. Although they do not exclusively 

deal with narrative as a starting poht for leamkg, these men t  w e y s  yield a picture of 

a field that is in an ongoing process of self-examination and critical d y s i s  of practice 

and ideology. Such a process implies that an examination of the concerns of practice is 

necessary before engaging with the stories of leamers. The next subsection deais with 

these "how to" questions. 

Concerns of Practice 

Guba and Lincoln (1983), and DenPn and Lincoln (1998), ernphasise a how to 

approach to qualitative studies. The major elements of the2 mode1 for good qualitative 
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practice are: (a) the inquker as the instrument of research, (b) emergent research design, 

and (c) patterns as units of analysis. 

Beledq et al. (1986) eschew what they refer to as a male-dominated discourse of 

developmental psychology in Iooking at women's ways of knowing. Their use of taped 

interviews b h g s  the voices of Homen iéamers hic, tbéir accot.int, but thzu reliame on 

blind coding, contextual analysis, and a drive towards homogeneity raises some 

questions about methodology. For example, does their focus on commonality and stages 

leave out important concerns? As will be discussed, documenthg the divenity of 

women's expenences has led to a richer and more complex analysis of factors 

uinuencing wornen's leamhg and practices that can improve addt education for many 

leamers. 

A series of more recent articles and texts provides some benchmarks for the 

practice of workuig with, and for, leamer's stories. The learner's perspective is the 

primary focus for Boud and Griffin (1 987); however, they place nearly equal importance 

on the stories of researchers as learnen. Griffith (1983) makes this point more explicitly 

when she notes, "Understanding in the study came b m  both its content and its process" 

and Y, as researcher participant, stnved to be interdependent as 1 interacted with the 

participant researchers, myself, other penons, the data and the literature" (p. 105). Her 

research method included refiecting on her own experience through joumal-writing and 

"dialoguing" with the data (Griffith, 1987). Bmick (1988) also reflects on the 

interpersonal nature of working with people's fiones in a natinalistic inquiry into the 

relationship between environmental remembrance and life satisfaction among the 
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elderly. Block (1995) describes how leamer-written cases basecl on personal experiences 

enhanced recall and application in an adult leaming course. Similady, Randall(1995) 

suggests ways in which adult educators can assist leamers with the re-storying of their 

lives; ways in which identity is understood and defined through the interpretation and 

przsenhtion of eventj. Thz du i t  ducator a act as co-auditor, co-ejitor, and co-auhm 

of leamer's stones. 

Brookes (1992) takes the use of story even fuaher. Her work is based on an 

autobiographical nanative of her leaming. She acknowledges the work of Belenky et al. 

( 1 986) as a new way of looking at existing assumptions and h e w o r k s ,  but concludes, 

"1 want to begin fiom a different place, fiom which I cm sirnultaneously celebrate 

difference and acknowledge inequalities" (p. 60). In con-, Barone (1 992) chooses to 

be more âirect in the crafting of worthwhile stories while maintainhg more distance 

between storyteller and subject. Razack (1993) would perhaps take exception to this 

distance; in her view, cntical pedagogy has to pay close attention to the context in which 

people hear and tell stones, the relative Merence between teller and listener, and the 

w to which stories are put. She raises some cntical questions that lead to the next 

subsection on ideological considerations. 

Idedonical Concerns in Usiw Storv 

Guba and Lincoln (1983) remah faithful to an ideological status quo, in which 

research is seen as reiatively value-fke and objective, even as they challenge the 

quantitative status quo. As Denzin and Lincoln (1 998) assert, it is clearly important to 
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consequences result fiom its use. 

As an example of the way in which such a critical d y s i s  of methodolog can 

inform practice, 1 have chosen to focus on critiques of Belenky et al. (1 986) by several 

kniinisî scholars whi, base azir own work in zhz staries of womzn. C d e  (1 99:) 

devotes a significant section of her consideration of ferninist theory and episternology to 

an indepth critique of Belenky et ai. She concludes that %eir c l a h  that they studied 

and leamed fiom 'the ordinary voice' reduces diversity to a harmonized, composite 

'voice' in which specificities are effaced" (p. 260) and questions their basic conclusion 

that women leam in difTerent ways because they are women. She notes that their 

perspective is incomplete in its lack of attention to the ways in which %e construction 

of adult subjectivity takes place within a culhirally transmitted and subsequently 

internalized 'sedgender system' " (p. 262). 

Brookes (1992) concurs with Code's (1991) point of view. Although she feels 

that Belenky et d.'s (1986) work is an important te* she goes on to Say, "Yet, to 

conclude that women know differently without theoretically anaiysing why this is so, is, 

1 think, to render invisible the practices which keep women's ways of knowing outside 

the state-legitimated educationai institutions which inforni Iearning and knowing " (p. 

59). She delineates two areas that are especidy problematic in her reading of Belenky et 

al. First, they build on Perry's hierarchical scheme of development while criticizing it. 

Second, their assumption tbat women l e m  differently h m  men and, therefore, require 

a woman-centred education isolates women learners even f i d e r  and locates problems 
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in the ciifferences between men and women rather than in the political reaim of gender 

discourse. 

Lather (1992) also expresses concems with what gets lost in Belenky et a l . 3  

creation of distinct epistemological categories. Her approach to women's narratives 

includes intenieus, resemh reportts, joumûl entrics, and her OH= rcflcctions, uZUch aire 

used in tum to create four types of tales: redistic, critical, deconstructive, and reflexive. 

The resulting analysis is able to give a ncher and more complex interpretation of the 

diversity of women's experiences and the contexts in which they occur. 

Qualitative research provides an alternative to quantitative methodologies in 

which the inquirer becomes the tool of inquiry and a CO-learner with the individuals 

whose stories she presents and represents. Research based on narrative provides some 

guideposts for my practice in using story. Ideological concems raised in critiques of 

research based on people's stories indicate that it is dso important to be aware of the 

cornplexity and contingency of such inquiries. A similar attention to cornplexity and 

contingency characterizes the study of cornputer-mediated adult and distance education, 

as discussed in the next section. 

Cornauter-Mediated Leamine and Adult Education 

The development of adult and distance education has been intimately linked to 

new technologies throughout its history. Technologies for print, video, radio, telephone, 

and television have been incorporateci into the adult educator's tooikit and have affected 

both the way we "do" education, and the way we thllik about it. Cornputer technologies 

have had no less profound an eEect on the provision of education to addts. in t u .  the 
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increased prevaience and attractiveness of cornputer media for distance education haç 

made it a key m a  of inquji in adult education research. Imel(1998) reports that, since 

1995, courses taught through the World Wide Web have grown into the thousands. Ln 

1996 some 1,000,000 leamers were involved in Web-based courses; this number was 

projaieil ii, p w  'ri, 3,000,003 by the yèar 2000 (hd, 1998). W i t t  ihis enterprise, thc 

stories of on-line leamers play a pivotal role. 

History 

Compter applications for education have been around since the development 

and spread of the use of personal computers. However, the 1980s saw this use evolve 

beyond drill-and-practice, cornputer-aided instruction, and sirnilar mechanistic 

applications that were based on isolated, unlinked usen. Access to on-line applications 

such as computer conferencing, e-mail, and databases opened up a new way of linking 

leamers and resources at a distance. The Open University in the United Kingdom 

pioneered one of the first large-sale systems for cornputer-mediated communications 

(CMC) in their high-population undergraduate courses, and hosted an eady coaference 

in the field (Mason & Kaye, 1989). Themes and issues explored in the coderence papers 

and associated resource files set the stage for M e r  research: the unique nature of 

computers as a communication medium, models for distance education process based on 

CMC, and the impact of CMC on the interactions between people and organisations in 

the distance education environment. In the same year, Garrison (1989) writes f?om a 

Canadian perspective to examine the potential of the computer as  a processor of 

information within the educational transaction. He concludes his discussion of the 
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application of cornputers in distance education with a staternent that foreshadows much 

of the research in the field in the 1990s, "In the past independence and interaction were 

regarded as  mutuaüy exclusive concepts; more of one necessitated less of the 

other .... Cornputer based distance education has substantiaily altered this situation" (p. 

88). 

A number of authors in the1 990s reflected on the increasing availability and use 

of personai computers in academic settings for adult leamers; their attention began to 

establish CMC as an area of study in adult education. OveMews of this growing and 

varied element in distance education (e.g., Berge & Collins. 1993; Cahoon, 1998; 

Chacon, 1992) provide practitioners with a theoretical W e w o r k  for conceptualizing 

and understanding the capabilities, benefits and limitations of the 'hew media" Jones, 

Kirkup, and Kirkwood (1 992) evaluated the Open University's Home Computing 

Project, which required learners to acquire personal computers for course work, and 

concluded that the evol~tioi~ of educatiod models is tied to the evolution of the 

technologies on which they depend. New technologies bring new problems as well as 

new solutions, highlighting long-standing issues of equity and disadvantage. 

in a discussion of research and p d c e  in using Wtual reality for education, 

Helsel(1992) contntsts technologifal and conceptual orientations. Helsel asserts that 

technology is the primary focus of the fornier, while the human processes of learners are 

the focus of the latter and technology is seen as a tool to facilitate these processes. 

Helsel's concern with the human dimensions ofviaual reality in education is typical of 

much of the more recent writing in the area of cornputer-mediated adult education. De 
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Bruijn (1993) links cornputer-aided learning (CAL) with adult education principles and 

gives illustrations fiom research and practice of ways in which CAL can be designed to 

shift the locus of control fiom the instnictor to the learner. Increasing attention is also 

king  given to the role of the moderator in on-line discussion groups, as a recent 

biblifography dar?ictes ffor mdrraioa by Bagc 8 Callins (1996) illui*at<s. 

Canada has a long history of research and practice in aduit, continuing, and 

distance education which has extended to include the study of new media including 

cornputen. An examination of the 1998 Yearbook of Exemplary Practice of the 

Canadian Association for University Continuing Education reveals that of the 16 

prognuns submitted for the year's program awards cornpetition. 5 use Intemet-based 

communications as an integral part of program delivery and student assessment. htemet 

sites for programs and courses, on-line seminars, and use of the Intemet to connect 

learners in areas as  remote as Nunawt Arctic College and the University College of 

Cape Breton are oniy some examples of the innovative use of cornputer technologies for 

Canadian distance educatioa. One Web site called The NODE (home page available at: 

http://www.node.on.ca) is a focal point for information and discussion forums on issues 

related to teaching, leaming, and technological development A recent NODE forum 

(Ellackbum, 1998) discussed how to build interactivity in learning environments on-lhe, 

and how this process can conttibute to shared creation of laiowledge. Mer Canadian 

researchers such as Boshier (1 %8), Burge (1 994), and Haughey and Anderson (1998) 

have drawn fiom the experiences and stories of on-he learners and instmctors to relate 

learning and communications theory to the practice of adult education in the wired 
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world. Haughey and Anderson classi@ the major advantages associated with networked 

leamhg into communication and interaction, immediacy, permanence, diaision, and 

excitement; suggested activities that build on these elements are outiined for facilitators. 

Current Themes in Raearch and Practice 

Tme major -es emergd fiom ao examination of curent researcli and 

writing about the use of cornputer-mediated communication in distance education. 

First, much of the research in this field denves fiom a constnictivist viewpoint, 

stresshg collaborative learning and the mutual construction of knowledge. Hollis (199 1) 

reconciles and links humanistic leaming theory with instructional technology, suggesting 

that instructional theories must draw on the foundatioos laid by learning theory as the 

field evolves. From a leamer's point of view, the intluence of co~l~tructivism on 

instructional design has encouraged the use of cornputers as tools to encourage shared 

creation of knowledge and reflection on how leaming occurs. 

Two recent examples illustrate how this trend has k e n  manifested in innovative 

and leamer-centred distance education. Through interaction with leamen in her 

international on-line education course for practitioners, Pincas (1 998) developed a deep 

sense of how people work in this new leaming environment. She realized that engaging 

with each other was hampered in less-stnictured settings, and she fonnulated a mode1 for 

a mental representation of virtuai space and time to facilitate asynchronous discussion. 

In this theme, the stones people tell are rooted in time and place; pradces that build a 

sense of time and place in vutual environments can enrich the stones that leamers 

construct together. McVay (1998) has a wider scope-faculty and student developrnent in 
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support of collaborative uses of on-he  technologies-and McVay proposes that 

instxuctors need to pian, teach, and model behaviours that students can use to enhance 

knowledge construction and interactivity. 

The second theme centres around the relationships between communication and 

cornmunity. On-iine soçiai mtworks rirr 'king s e n  as virtuai cornmunilies Lhat cm 'or 

studied in order to understand their impact on individuals and society. One exarnple of 

this is found in a recent review of research on the topic (Garton, Haythomwaite, & 

Wellman, 1997) which argues that a wide-mnging approach is necessary to understand 

the multiple levels and a m a s  that connect on-line and ofNine relationships, especially 

as they relate to wtual communities in the real world. Car1 Cuneo, program leader of the 

Network for the Evduation of Education and Training Technologies and professor at 

McMaster Universiv, applies this sociological concem for the effect of technology on 

individuals and social behaviours to the practice of on-line education (see the NODE, 

1998a). Adult educators like Cuneo are examining the ways in which the computer can 

transcend boundaries of knowledge, time, structure, class, gender, and power to bring 

individuals together in interactive l e m h g  commuuities. Montgomery and Little-McGill 

(1 997), for example, present a rationale and model for creating on-line learning 

communities based on technology as an enabler. They discuss ways in which e-mail, 

chat roorns, computer conferencing, and similar cornputer-mediated tools c m  be built 

into Web-based courses to incfease a sense of collaboration and community that goes 

beyoad traditionai models for distance education teaching and learning. 
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The third theme concems the emergence of new paradigms in psychology and 

education which are fuelled by the stories of individuals and groups involved in the 

growing on-line world. As Turkle (1995) postdates, computer culture has affected the 

way in which people think about basic concepts like min& body, self, and machine. As 

she States, "Cornputer-mediaird txpçriençes brhg . . . philosophy down to cartth" @.in 

and are a means of making concrete the abstract ideas of postmodernism and the fluid, 

multiple self. Life in cyberspace is serious play that allows computer users to integrate 

this multiple self and enrich real-life experiences. As this section illustrates, computer- 

mediated tools for continuing and distance education are changing the way adult 

educaton practice as well as the ways in which we study and redect on this practice. 

Adult Learnine Theorv and the Desiga of Learner S u ~ ~ o r t  

Theory and practice in adult education are tightly interwoven. EGdd (1977) 

establishes this connection in his groundbreaking treatment of adult leaming, education 

to meet societal goals, and selfdirection. SimiMy, Cross (1981) directs attention to 

adults as leamers with a view to helping practitioners facilitate ieaming and increase 

adult participation. Brookfield (1984) expands the application of theory about adult 

leaming beyond f o d  settings to a consideration of how what adult educaton know 

about informai adult leaming can support and illuminate educational aspects of 

community development and activism. Throughout the growth of adult education as a 

field of study, theones about how ad& learn have been used to guide program planning 

and implementation in a wide range of settings. 



28 

More recently, authors have brought together many strands h m  adult learning 

theory to create guidelines for practitioners. Several Canadian writers (Le., Bmdage & 

MacKeracher, 1980; MacKeracher, 1996; Waidron & Moore, 1991) stress the 

importance of understanding the nature, needs, and characteristics of adult leames when 

phming ducational prograns. MacKéracher presents rui espaially detailed and 

relevant mode1 for the practitioner. She denves learning principles and facilitating 

principles from theoretical and research perspectives on leamer charactenstics, aspects 

of leaming (emotional, cognitive, social, physicd, and spiritual), leamhg cycles and 

styles. and facilitation rnodels. Her overarching themes for facilitatoa include the need 

for focussed planning, devance, responsiveness, passion, self-reflection, transfomative 

power, cntical thinkuig, and attention to both relational and autonomous learning. îhe 

importance of the leamer's perspective in understanding adult education and the role of 

the researcher/planner as a CO-leamer in the development and implementation of 

programs is central to Boud and Griffin's (1987) collection of articles fkom qualitative 

researchers, adult educaton, and leamers. Comecting adult learning theory and practice 

is as relevant for university settlligs and practitionea as it is for programs more 

fkquently associated with adult education (Brooffield, 1990; Percival, 1993). 

One of the most pervasive theoretical constnicts used to guide program planning 

has k e n  seLf-direction, as described by authors such as Candy (1991), Knowles (1975), 

and Tough (1979). Although the concept has ofien k e n  f w d  with independence, so 

that the ideal s e I f b t e d  leamer is fiequently descn'bed as a totdy independent agent, 

ment  authors (Campbell, 1995; Garrison, 1992; WfEth, 1983) insist that self4irection 
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must incorporate interdependence. M t h  defines interdependent learning in terms of 

self-directed leamhg within a community and includes researcher participants as part of 

the interdependent leaming community. M s o n  argues that se1I"direction is not an 

autonomous and isolated activity, but rather one that allows individuals both to share 

conuoi oîrheir ieaniiog h u g h  coilaboration an6 ro take responsi'oiiity for their 

leaming through self direction. 

Adult educatos who d e h e  self-directed leamers as interdependent should 

incorporate elements designed to support and connect lemers into their programs. 

Support networks are seen as crucial to transforrnative learning (Cranton, 1994) and, as 

wiil be seen later, to meeting the needs of multiple-role leamers, particularly women 

(Edwards, 1993; Horne, 1993; MacKeracher, Wall, & Doucet, 1993). 

MacKeracher (1996) outlines several principles fiom adult learning theory that 

can guide the provision of learner support. Adults benefit eorn educational 

environments that have flexible thne frames, lower stress, and an atrnosphere of mutual 

trust. Learner self-concept and self-direction can be enhanced when facilitators plan for 

validation of leamers as leamers, integration of new learning, sociaiization with other 

leamers, reflection, and opportunities for leamers to assess and plan their own leaming 

paths. Emotional, cognitive, social, physicai, and spintual aspects of leaming can be 

fostered in srnail supportive groups where individuals are able to share their perspectives 

and to explore new ideas and skills together. From MacKeracherYs principles, I infa that 

learner support interventions ought to be semitive to the variety of learning styles (Kolb, 

1984) possible for adult leamers and to the cognitive and emotional cycles that leamers 
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experience. Facilitators are directors, enablers, and collaborators of leaming and should 

incorporate a variety of modes of facilitation to respond to leamers' needs, behaviours, 

and preferred styles of interaction. 

Distance Learnin~ and Learneis 

a paradigm shift in distance education theory and practice. Garrisoo contrasts the 

rational, objectivized, and rnass-produced industrial mode1 for distance education with a 

post-industriai technology of cornputer-mediated communication. The latter is slowly 

replacing the industrial paradigm with an approach that is critical, reflective, 

collaborative, highly interactive, and personalized. 

The Changinp Conce~t of Distance Learning 

A 1996 task force of the International Council for Distance Education (ICDE) 

Standing Cornmittee of Presidents (Hall, 1996) conducted a worldwide anecdotal s w e y  

of members fiom al1 sectors of the ICDE on challenges facing distance education in the 

information age. Their report confimis the paradigm shZt that is occurring for 

practitioners-fiom objective to constmcted knowledge, kom an industrial to a 

knowledge-based society, fiom providing instruction to providing learning, and h m  

current college and university models to as-yet-unknown structures for learning 

commUIUties. A 1989 collection of articles on the state of pst-secondary distance 

education in Canada (Sweeb 1989) confimis that policies and pmctices in Canadian 

universities are foliowing this shift. New media, access and support for leamers, 

technology and design issues, and partnerships with other providers are priorities. 
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In fact, the very definition of distance has been revisited and refiamed in recent 

years, again largely driven by the growing use of cornputer networks for distance 

delivery. As Edwards (1994) explains, "The seemingly settled categones of 'distance', 

'leaming', and 'the leamer' which appear in the dominant humanin discourse of 

distance education are a c d i y  Buid and subject to change and n e d  io 'be theorised as 

such" (p. 10). Distance is no longer only defhed with relation to geography. As Haughey 

(1995) points out, distance is also fkquently defined in tenns of tirne and dBerence. For 

example, adults living in close proxunity to a university may choose a distance course so 

they can schedule leaming activities during times convenient for their work and family 

responsibilities, rathet than during the times alloned for classroom-based courses. 

Differences cm include cultural, social, and psychological distinctions that place 

leamers at a concephial distance h m  the educational enterprise. Within this concepnial 

distance, issues of leamer independence and interaction. the role of the teacher, the role 

of technology, isolation, presence, and dialogue can be reassessed. 

The Nature of Distance Learners 

Assumptions about the needs and characteristics of distance leamen are king 

challenged as the audience, importance, and scope of distance education increases and 

diversifies. Many new perspectives have arisen fiom examining women's expiences 

with distance study, for exarnple. May (1 993, 1 994) presents both commonalities and 

diversity in wornen's experiences of distance education. The women in her studies 

consider time restraiats, personal cornfort, educational access, and study style 

preferences the most important factors in thek choice to study by distance. However, 
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distance education for hem is often a matter of necessity, not choice. May also nnds that 

women leamers actively endorse and prefer the solitary nature of distance study and that 

efforts to increase social interaction are not always useful, important, or appropriate for 

them. She concludes that institutional responses should provide models for collaboration 

iluit encourage and convince distance lemers v+i*t~ut imposing inappropriate 

institutional control over when and how much they are expected to interact. 

Other writers such as Burge (1990), Collins and Haughey (1986), and Coulter 

(1989) explore the reasons why adult leamers choose to study by distance. The most 

common reasons given are flexibility in respect to family and work responsibilities, 

accessibility of prognuns and courses to leamers who cannot attend on-campus classes, 

time c o n s ~ t s ,  more ease with leaming on one's own than in a classroom, better fit 

with penonai leamhg style preferences, and higher degree of penonal control over the 

leaming process. As Coulter notes, ferninist critiques of distance education have asserted 

that these factors can also lead to a M e r  isolation of women students by encouraghg 

their separation fiom the wider university cornmunity. She responds to these critiques by 

pointing out that distance delivery can overcome limitations and rneet women in their 

real lives. in her snidy, distance education proves to be at least as effective as on-campus 

education in empowering leamers to make choices and to act in their communities. 

Burge (1 990) reviews questions and issues facing women in distance education 

and concludes that access and retention, leaniing design, and course content can both 

reinforce existing hierarchical structures and break them down. The challenge facing 

educators is to design systems and cUmcda that are sensitive to the lives of students of 



both sexes and that overcome inhibithg factors. New technologies need to be brought to 

bear on the creation of more supportive and open environments for leamers. In addition, 

distance education programs can validate, publish, and celebrate the experiences and 

has remallied a key question. Garland (1 994) distinguishes bebveen individual leaming 

and independent learning. Adults feel a need for respect, personal control, and fùlfilment 

that can create tensions between their roles as student and adult in Society. Those who 

successfdly cornplete their programs are more likely to have integrated their 

independent learning with their societal roles. Based a on a study with adult lemers at 

Athabasca University, Hotchkis (1992) concludes that distance leamers are not as 

concemed with integration and interaction with the student comrnunity as they are with 

integratkig their educational experiences with their own social networks. Unlike 

campus- based students, they have little division between academic and public 

communities. This study points to the need for distance education providea to remain 

sensitive to the wider social environment of their students, while raising questions as to 

how the nse of cornputer-based social networks could be used to foster a stronger sense 

of comection to the leaming communitytY 

S u ~ ~ o r t  for Distance Learners 

Distance education students have varied backgrounds, different levels of 

familiarity with new learning formats, and many conflicthg demands on their energy 

and time. Support services can enhance their chances of success and persistence in their 
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distance studies. However, the design of support for distance learners has generdy 

taken second place to more immeùiate instructional design and delivery questions in the 

titerature and in practice. Based on her review of literature related to the needs of 

retuming learners, Potter (1 994) concludes that supporting distance education students 

represenrs a iargeiy unmer chailenge for researciiers and practirioners. 

Leamers in distance pro- value prompt feedback and support Born 

instnictoa (S to Eel, 1 9 87). Work by Potter (1 994) indicates that they are ofien 

individuals in transition, that is, at a penod in their lives that demands personal re- 

evduaîion and opemess to change. Distance education promises equal access for the full 

range of gender, social, econornic, and geographical groups. Equal access alone, 

however, is not a guarantee of a successful leaming expenence. As Hipp (1997) 

demonstrates in a study of the support needs of women in an Australian distance 

education program, lemen need access plus equity once they are in the distance 

learning system. Planned, consistent suppoa can build leamer confidence, overcome 

isolation, and connect the leamer to the university community. 

Educators engaged in leamer support can benefit &om models for program 

planning, just as they do £rom models for instructional design. Brindey (1995) provides 

a timely and practical guide for learner services in distance education. Brindey's mode1 

the position that provision of iearners services is one of the key ways in 
which those engaged in distance teaching can demonstrate a cornmitment 
to leamer-centredness in order to becorne more cornpetitive and betkr 
positioned strategidy to serve the pressing demand for highquality, 
accessible education and training. (p. 102) 
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According to this model, learner support services should have the followbg goals: 

(a) developing independent learners; (b) empowering leamers; (c) personalizing the 

system; (d) making the system more democratic; and (e) engaging and connecting with 

leamers early in the educational experience. Suggested strategies for meeting these goals 

include recognizing and acting upon iearners' expenences and ideas, miniminng and 

explaining administrative baniers and delays, making personal contact with leamers 

through a variety of technologies, encomging active involvement of lemers in their 

educational plans by ensuring that they have access to relevant information and skills, 

and emphasizing the process of leaming as much as  the content. 

Workine With the Stories of On-Line Learners 

As the Internet and related technologies are used to deliver more educational 

experiences to a wider range of audiences, an increasing number of reports from the 

field are available to guide and challenge the reflective practitioner. Following is a 

review of the literature, rnainly taken fiom Canadian sources. As noted earlier, Canada 

has a long history of innovation in using technology for distance education. It has an 

equally well-established tradition of participant-based adult education research. Finally, 

relevant factors important to my own ~search and practice were present in cases fkom 

similar settings and sociological backgrounds. 

From the Learners' Perspective 

The majority of case studies in on-he  and cornputer-mediated learning corne 

h m  its application to the delivery of courses and events such as coderences, and they 

concentrate on the expience of lemers/participants. An eady Canadian example is a 
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labour and educators' computer conference by the Canadian Union of Public Employees 

(CUPE) and Athabasca University in 1992 (Spencer, 1993). The open agenda allowed 

diverse sectors of the labour and social movements to pilot the use of e-mail and 

computer conferencing to discuss labour education and the use of cornputers to deliver 

iahur studies at a distance. Spencer presents a seleetion of messages hem coderence 

participants which displays the variety and interactivity possible when individuais cm 

comect in this way, and which highlights the need for skilful facilitation. 

An important field study by Eastmond (1 995) in adult distance study through 

computer conferencing is based on the stones of learnea and researcher/instnictor alike. 

Eastmond's perspective is informed by his multiple roles as learner, teacher, and 

qualitative researcher, he presents a rich and detailed account of the impact of computer- 

mediated learning on the lives of a diverse p u p  of individuals, through their own 

words and reflections on their experience. Human qualities of individual leamen with 

unique experiences are central to discovering the meaning of adult on-line leamkg. 

From this anaiysis, Eastmond asserts that although cornputer conferencing can provide a 

medium for overcoming social, gender, age, and ethnic barriers, its ability to do so is not 

inherent. Course design, facihtion style, and leamer characteristics interact with the 

medium to determine how effectively it can work. The experiences of learners form the 

foundation for a work that is speculative, questioning, and applicable to the practice of 

on-line education. 

The voices of leamers can be equally important in course design and evaluation. 

Wong (1998) reports on an ongoing project at the University of Saskatchewan to deliver 



a mathematics readiness course to geographicaHy-dispersed populations in 

Saskatchewan via the Internet. Learner input via telephone interviews, on-campus 

meetings, and focus groups supplements on-line feedback to hprove course design, 

delivery, and leamer support. Much of the report consists of information quoted directly 

&om leamers, oftrn  ferr ring to thz ways in which Iht: course and Ihe university inkrsd 

with their work and family lives. Similady, the designers of an on-line course in 

computing for teachers relied extensively on leamers' comments to modi@ the course 

thereby building a learning community through e-mail, discussion groups, and Web 

pages (Westrom & Pankratz, 1997). 

Listening to leamers' stories can also alert course designers, instnictors, and 

administraton to problems and limitations of the technology. A survey of environmental 

science students in intemal and external programs at the University of South 

Queensland Australia (Spememann, 1996) reveals significant differences between 

males and females in ownership of and access to cornputen. Such differences in access 

translate into severe disadvantages for females engaged in on-line Iearning and, as 

argued by Spennemann (1 996), need to be taken into account for course design and 

administration. Limitations of on-iine discussion Listsems, conferences, and teaching are 

explored by Klemm and Snell (1996). Although their mode1 for engaging leamers more 

actively in these settings via the production of papas, discussions, and other acadernic 

products seems rather over-structured and formal, they do have practical suggestions to 

make for on-line facilitators who are stniggling with low involvement, as will be 

discussed next. 



From the Instructors9 Pen~ective 

The stories and experiences of instnicton and facilitators can also provide a 

usefùl perspective for understanding on-line leaming. Stnckland (1998) gives a 

personable and readable account of her continuing engagement with colleagues and 

Feiiow students, 'beginning w i h  her graduate school experience with an indine semimu 

on human issues in elecmnic commmities. Through this seminar, she became part of 

the creation of a working and long-lasting community whose geographicaily separated 

and diverse members communicated, interacted, and collaborated via e-mail. Her papa 

is a good example of how cornputer-mediated communication can extend the boundaries 

of ducational events in time as well as space, enabling people to continue to influence 

each other long after a given course is over. 

A similar collaborative effort is reported by Murphy et ai. (1996). The 

collaborators are instructon, graduate midents, and graduate assistants in six semester- 

long cornputer conferences for pre-service teachers and graduate students in education. 

Students took on the role of facilitating and moderating the conferences, with guidance 

and assistance fiom the instnictors and graduate assistants; their accounts of the 

experience form the core of the conclusions drawn by the group about effective on-line 

moderating skiils and the developrnent of a community of leamea. 

A final example of adult education principles applied to on-line l e h g  

provides a fitting summary for this selection of case studies. McMaster University's 

LeamLi.uk system is a university-wide network using e-mail, conferencing, and chat 

moms to Link leamers and instructors (see the NODE, 1998b). It differs fiom many 
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applications of this technology in that it links individuals across disciplines and 

backgrounds, rather than king connected tu one course or program. Learners in one 

class can access discussions in other classes, unlike most campus cornputer networks. 

The mode1 is the Little red schoolhouse where individuals can communkate and 

coilaBorare across subjects and grade irveis as their needs and intzrrsts dictate. 

Responses kom both leamers and instructon have k e n  positive, although there is some 

resistance (mainly on the part of faculty) to the breaking d o m  of haditional bouadanes. 

Developing this sort of Buid, unstnictured, and open community of leamers may 

represent the highest potential of on-line learning for the reflective practitioner. 

Theoretical Framework Drawn from Literature 

From this literature, I have drawn a theoretical W e w o r k  wiîhin which to situate 

my study. 1 also reflect on areas where my shidy may extend this same framework. 

The Overarehian Framework 

Qualitative research, adult education, distance learning, and cornputer-mediated 

leaming share severai noteworthy characteristics: (a) attention to relationships of power 

between researcher and subjec t(s), teller and listener, teac her and leamer; (b) concem for 

the ideologicai consequences of research on practice; (c) willingness to ask "Who 

benefits fkom this inquiry?"; (d) sensitivity for the human element in educational 

transactions, with its attendant complexity and continguency; (e) grounding of research 

in experience, practice, and the lives of individuals; and ( f )  constructivkt views of 

knowledge that stress collaboration and community as integral to research and leaming. 
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Story intercomects these seas of inquiry. Adult educatos are CO-leamers as well 

as practitioners. Such stones are the starting point fiom which du i t  educatos attempt to 

make sense of leaming commmities. Sharing stories grounds out research and practice 

in the real lives of our CO-leamers and provides a nchness and complexity that reflects 

the variery and uniqueness of shared experiences. 

Cornputer-mediated communications have, in a sense, facilitated the telling and 

hearing of stories within the often isolating constraints of distance education. They can 

transcend social, geographic, class, gender, and time barriers among individuais and 

have considerable potential to enhance the creation of leaming communities at a 

distance. Practitioners need to be aware of how this barrier-breaking occurs if they are to 

build in stmctures and practice skills that wili encourage community in the on-line 

environment. However, it is a potential, not a given. On-line educators need to acquire 

facilitation skills that are often quite different than those needed for face-to-face 

settings- moderating, technical, and communication skills have to be adapted to a text- 

based context with few cues to meaning. hctitioners can also ensure that program 

design and delivery maximize the technology ' s potential for creating critical, re flective, 

collaborative, interactive' and personalized environments for learning. Being attentive 

and receptive to the stones of on-line leamers is essential to bring theory into practice in 

this rapidly-changing and technology-driven area of adult education. 

Canadian universities have a history of applying leadlig-edge technology to 

continuing and distance education, and the advent of the 'kew mediay' of cornputers and 

the World Wide Web is no exception to this history. As momentun builds to deliver 



more courses and programs on-line, adult educatos need to build on existing content 

and design expertise. Course design must incorporate attention to leamhg h m  the 

leamer's perspective. It is worth noting that the process of translathg oncampus courses 

to aew media delivery frequently challenges Uistnicton' traditional views on how 

leaming and teac!hg mur. B u i l h g  comm~~nit)l and comcctiùg Imixrs is espwialiy 

important in our work because it extends over an ever wider geographicai ares* 

Analysis and review of current literatture in the fields of computer-based leaming 

design, adult learning theory, and distance learning revealed areas in which my study 

could expand on previous work. In the following subsection 1 reflect on possibilities for 

study in addt continuhg education that have been under-represented in the past. 

Com~uter-Based Learnine Design 

Research, wrîting, and practice in cornputer-based learning design remains 

dominated by speci fic, course-based, treatments of design and delivery . Ho wever, 

increasing attention is being given to a more holistic approach that includes leamer 

characteristics, leaming styles, and adult leaming principles. As seen in chapter 3, my 

study sought to extend this development to examine the use of cornputer-mediated 

avenues for more generalized leamer support, development of meta-learning, and 

enhancement of on-Iine envkonments for learning. 

Adult Leamin? Theorv 

hogram planning has k e n  a key field of inquiry within adult leaming. Self- 

direction, as a trait of successful adult leamers and as a learning phenornenon, has been a 

major influence on educational theorists seeking to build rnodels for program planning. 



42 

A major barrier to applying selfdirection to program planning and leamer support has 

b e n  the tendency to assume that self-directed leamers are necessariiy and only 

independent leamers. More recently, self-directeci leaming has been reassessed to 

include characteristics such as interdependence, comection, and community. My snidy 

sou& to incorporate inis wider view of selîkiirection, which encourages 

interdependence and connection, into on-line learner support at my university. 

Distance Learning 

Literature in distance education theory and practice has documented a paradigm 

shift in the planning and delivery of distance leaming, f h m  a rational, objectivized, and 

mas-produced industrial model to a post-industrial model that is critical, reflective, 

collaborative, interactive, and penonalized. P ~ c i p l e s  derived fiom the themes of 

consaicted knowledge, a knowledge-based society, learning rather than instruction, and 

support for learning communities are becoming part of instructional design and delivery. 

As seen next, rny study attempted to extend the application of these principles beyond 

course design and into the r e a h  of leamer support and community. 

As new technologies increase the nurnbers of uidividuals involved in learning at 

a distance, more attention has k e n  drawn to their characteristics and needs. Leamers 

value the educational opportunities that are accessible, flexible, and fit their self-directeci 

leaming styles. However, as the audience for distance learning grows and diversifies, 

previous generalizations about the needs of learners have been chdenged. Planning and 

leamer support need careful attention in order for continuing education units to meet the 

diverse ne& of distance learners. 



CEFAPTER 3 

DESCRIPTION OF THE STUDY 

As indicated in the previous chapter, the design and hplementation of my study 

were situated in the intersection of perspectives Eom adult leaming, distance delivery, 

and on-line education. This chapter b e g h  with a description of the design of the study 

and provides an ernphasis on the derivation of working principles h m  the relevant 

theoreticai areas. Next, 1 describe the more practical decision-making involved in setting 

up the study forums. From the design issues, 1 move to a description of the forum in 

action; in this section 1 present leamer messages as qualitative data and I describe the 

themes I extracted fiom these messages. The final section describes the evaluation of the 

mdy . 

Desien of the Studv 

Several addt education principles and perspectives were important elements in 

the design of the study. As an adult education programmer, 1 needed to intenveave 

theory and practice, reflection and action, while building strong relationships with fellow 

practitioners and the leamers 1 serve. 1 envisioned the study as a means of encouraging 

transfomative leaming that moves beyond the boundaries of content and course work, 

and connects leamers. For me, the importance of the relationship among addt leamers, 

adult education, and the community M e r  supports the value of bridging formal and 

non-formal modes of learning in an on-he environment Issues around support for 

distance education leamers, and the need for researchers and administrators to address 



the complexity and diversity of the support needs of adult learners at a distance, 

challenged me to think about how my institution could use the new media to enrich 

learners' experiences. And, perhaps most criticdy, my appreciation and understanding 

of addt leaming practice prompted me to ground this snidy in the perspectives of the 

f eamer. 

Several research perspectives on the use of computers for adult education were 

equally important in my design process. The unique nature of communication via 

computers in distance education and its impact on both learner interactions and the 

nnicture and cultures of the distance education unit is central to my study. Work by 

researc her practitionea provided me with models for implementing an on-line 

intervention that would focus on collaboration, communication, and attention to the 

Ieamer. 

Desien Elements Deriveci from Adult Learnin~ Theorv 

1 found MacKeracher (1 996) to be a usefut mode1 for deriving principles from 

adult leaming theory which 1, in turn, used to guide my program design and practice of 

facilitation. Key principles are derived fiom three areas of research and practice in adult 

learning: the characteristics of learners, aspects of the leaming environment, and 

learning cycles and styles. Each of these categones c m  be used as a lem to focus 

attention on different areas that design of the intervention should address. 

Many physical, emotional, and cognitive characteristics of adults are pdcularly 

important for adult leamers. Most adults l e m  best when tune Limits and environmentai 

factors are conducive to lower levels of stress. Their the  perspective and the 
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importance of prior life experience demand that leaming should have both immediacy 

and relevance. n e  literature supports the principle that learning should be designed to 

offer learners a safe environment in which they can reflect on and integrate their 

experiences. Most adults have a self-concept that incorporates multiple roles-worker, 

îamily memkr, socid *king-anci benefit fiom interventions whicii heip hem to vaiue 

the mie of the leamer as part of their development. Although individuals differ in their 

degree of self-direction (and despite conflicting theoretical opinions on the concept of 

self-direction), 1 considered it important to build opportunities for increased learner 

involvement and provide positive models for learners. The forum style 1 chose for 

Student Talk needed to be open, flexible, and not bound by course requirernents to 

follow a strict format. Learnee should be able to choose when, how, and how much they 

wanted to participate according to their physical, social, and developmental situations 

and needs. 

The literature on aspects of learning (e.g., MacKeracher, 1996) indicates that the 

multiple dimensions of leamhg are encouraged most strongly in senings that are non- 

threatening, yet allow indWiduals to test new skills and ideas with other learners. I had to 

make several choices in the planning stage in order to ensure that the Studenr TaZk forum 

addresseci, as far as possible, this holistic point of view. For example, the group was 

open to learners fkom all Web-based courses regardless of level, background, or subject 

are% upon their request. Consequently, a variety of perspectives became integral to the 

discussions. Although 1 placed no lirnit on the nlmiber of leamers, 1 expected that the 

number would be small enough to be socially cornfortable and allow ail mernbers a 
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chance to participate. As the moderator, I needed to be attentive to creating an open and 

friendly climate while paying attention to the many facets of learning. The asynchronous 

nature of the communication could be used to give leamers time to reflect before 

contributing, and to remove barries to communication. Of the 17 persons who requested 

access to the f o m  over the rhree semesers, a rotai of 8 eventuaiiy posred messages on 

it. 

Research on learning as a cyclical activity and on leaming styles was also 

important in designing the Student TuZk forum. I was aware that the individuals involved 

would join the process at &£Tering stages in their individual leaming cycles related to 

their course studies. As well, the forum itself was subject to its own cycles of concrete 

experience, reflection, experimentation, and feedback. The forum and my facilitation of 

it needed to allow time, structure, and encouragement for the leaming cycle. As a 

facilitator and co-leamer in the group, 1 had to remain sensitive to the ernotional aspect 

of learning and open to the cycle of disorientation, exploration, reflection, and 

reorientation that might occur. 

Computer conferencing can allow leamers to begin where they are most 

cornfortable in terms of their leaming styles (Kolb, 1984). in order to accommodate this, 

1 structured the fonun with a senes of folders, each of which contained discussions about 

a pdcular  topic. Within a folder, it was possible for new layers of discussion to occur 

depending on responses to the folder topic. [ndividuals who preferred a more linear style 

of learning could benefit h m  the organized folder stnictine, while more holistic 

leamers could move easily h m  topic to topic and get an o v e ~ e w  of discussions. Using 
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Kolb's (1 984) te-, leamen can be descnbed as divergers, assimilators, convergers, or 

accomodators dependhg on their preferred leaming style. Divergers prefer to move from 

overall concepts to details; they could see the entire structure of the discussions at one 

level to get the big picture, then move easily to the individual folders and messages to 

buiid detail. Assimiiators prefzr to =ad in£iomiation, r d k i  on it, and plm si3i.1 

responses with no time constraints; the conference format allowed them more 

oppominity to do so than most face-to-face discussions. Convergers typically build on 

specifics to develop larger concepts; they could focus on individual messages and move 

fiom there to the larger topics and themes of the forum. They would also be most likely 

to help define tasks, set goals, and suggest new topics. Accomodatoa are most 

cornfortable when leamhg allows for hands-on application of knowledge in practical 

ways; they could focus their active participation in the fonun on matters directly relevant 

to immediate needs and concems. I knew that the conferencing system itself, with its 

combination of layered structure and open content, could be used to encourage the 

leamers to integrate elements of other learning wle orientations into their preferred 

style. Of course, my own leaming style was important in the planning and facilitahg 

phases. 1 am strongiy divergent and therefore prefer to start by s h a ~ g  expeiences in 

order to generate ideas, questions, and topics to brainstorm. Thus, rather than starting by 

defining the entire structure of the forum, with folders and topics determîned in advance, 

1 decideci that the best approach was to begh very simply and build the structure of the 

f o m  by adding folders and suggesting new thteads of discussion in response to the 

group's feedback and interests. 



Design Elements Derived From Research on the Characteristics of Distance 

Leamers 

Several generalizations about the typical distance education leamer are still 

current among practitioners. They are considered, as a group, to be older than their on- 

campus p e r s ,  more '&& to hiive cornplaid praviow pst-xcondq- courses, out of 

formal schooling for an extensive period, more likely to belong to social and economic 

groups that were previously under-represented in post-secondary study, and more likely 

to be fernale. Distance learners are, in my experience, often a more heterogenous group 

than on-campus leamers-including niral and urban dwellers, many ethnic jpups, a 

wider range of ages, differiag socioeconomic levels, and both genden. They bring many 

individual characteristics and situations to the learning environment. They are also 

considered to be more seifdicted and independent learners. 1 therefore planned the 

forum so that it encouraged individuals with a variety of characteristics to participate, to 

share their perspectives, and to exercise their capacity for choice. For example, my 

introductory message welcomed learnea to introduce themseives, to describe what they 

were doing, and to indicate their interests; 1 introduced myself by describing my multiple 

roles as administrator, graduate student, and family mernber. 

These distance leamers' generalizations, whiie having rnuch validity, are king 

challengeci by more ment shidies. Because leaming at a distance is always mediated by 

some form of educational technology, lemers are ofien isolated f h m  the educational 

institution and nom fellow learners. However, this does not necessarily mean that they 

are more independent leamers or are Iess in need of leamer support services. In fact, the 
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nature of distance learning and teaching necessitates a more conscious focus on 

baiancing independence and interdependence in the educationai transaction. The design 

and provision of suppoa s e ~ c e s  are as important as the design of effective curriculum 

and delivery of distance courses. Learnen at my University frequentiy tell me that they 

ciioose to snidy by distance k a u s e  rhey see it as an easier, more accessible, Bexloie, or 

independent way of gaining educational credentials; they may, in fact, enter this form of 

leaming relatively unprepared for the challenges it presents and become locked hto a 

rigid and stnictured approach to their snidies. For this reason, 1 believed that the forum 

should be open to lemers in al1 Web-based courses at my univenity so that they could 

participate in a distance Ieaming activity that was not bound to theû course work. The 

topics I suggested in the introductory pages and contacts with leamers welcomed their 

comments on both what works for thern and what does not work for hem as leamers at a 

distance. 

Brindey (1995) outlines £ive goals for leamer support efforts aimed at distance 

leamers: development of independence, learner empowement, personalization, 

democratization, and early engagement and comectedness to the institution and to other 

leamers. 1 found these to be pertinent and practical goals in planning my study forum. In 

order to foster independence, the forum was open and the degree of participation was the 

leamer's choice. 1 decided to share my experiences and to validate their experiences as  a 

way to encourage empowerment; and, equally important, I decided to respond to needs 

and concems expressed in leamers' posted messages, wherever possible, in order to 

reinforce their feehg that their ideas mattered. 1 decided that my initiai e-mail responses 
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to leamers, as well as the responses 1 posted in the forum, should convey a fnendly and 

welcoming tone so that they would see the fonun as a way to make easier and more 

personal contact with the institution. By setting up this sort of non-course-forum, I also 

hoped to democratize the process by offering lemers at a distance the oppominity to 

taik about their expenences in the same way rhat on-campus iearners are abie to simply 

by vimie of king in the same physical space through much of their educational the .  I 

also chose to base the Student Talk forum in the conferencing system which leamers 

were familiar with through their Web-based courses in order to minhize barriers to 

early engagement, and to focus on topics that would encourage a more rapid sense of 

connectedness. 

Desimi Elernents Derived from the Nature of On-line Learning 

On-line or networked leaming has its own set of characteristics which 1 had to 

incorporate into the design of the study forum. Compared to other distance modes, on- 

line leaming is more interactive and d o w s  for more direct communication among 

leamers, instmcton, and institutional staff. Choosing cornputer conferencing for the 

study meant that the group could interact k e l y  via a relatively familiar technology, 

while having opportunities for reflection and thought that would not be as readily 

available in a reai-time forum such as  a chat room. 

Networked learning is characterized by immediacy, so 1 needed to ensure that 

communication with the group was timely, responsive, and sensitive to the tirne 

demands of the semester system. The latter, in fiict, was a particular challenge given the 

short (13-week) semester. Contacting the Web-based courses had to take place late 
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enough in the semester that they were settied into courses arid into using the AltaVista 

conferencing system, but not so late that course assignments and other demands wodd 

interfere with their participation. In practice, contacting the courses several weeks into 

the semester seemed appropnate. 

Cornputer conferencing, i&e other foms of aztworkii commiinication, h a j  a 

degree of permanence Î n  that the interactions (via messages posted to the forum) can be 

readily captured and saved-both for the purposes of the study, and for the benefit of the 

leamers in reading and responding to each other. However, this public record could be a 

sensitive issue for learners. 1 decided to S o m  leamers of this fiom the beginning, and 

to ensure as much confidentiality and safety as possible. By sening up a moderated 

forum, 1 could reassure learners that access was restricted to only those individuals who 

responded to my invitation to join. Early in the planning and implementation stage, the 

question arose as to whether or not instructon would be pemiitted to join the group. 1 

decided, after some thought, not to include instnictors in the forum so that learners 

would not feel intimidated or silenced. As administrator of the forum, 1 controlled access 

by cidding the login names of only those leamen who requested me to do so via e-mail. 

Cornputer-mediated learning, especially over the Web, is characterized by 

diffusion. Leamers can readily access a wîde range of resources and expertise that need 

not be geographically concentrated. By setting up this forum in a Web-based 

environment, 1 was able to tap into this wider range of resources and provide support for 

leamers th& was not necessarily limited by our intemal resources. For example, when 
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lemers indicated that they were unable to consult printed copies of the University 

cdendar in their home communities, 1 referred them to the university's on-line caiendar. 

The final characteristic of on-line leaming, especially at present, is the 

excitement inherent in using a new means of communicating. I sought to communicate 

my oiin excitemeni anil Üi tzw~  in an-lhc cîor?lin.i~atioù foi k a i g  and xp"yor't, a d  

to draw on the enthusiasm of leamen who are exploring the rapidly growing networked 

world. 

The Intersection of Adult Learnin~ Theotv, Distance Learnine. and Com~uter- 

Mediated Leaming 

My review of the literature and personal expenence working with learnen helped 

me to identify several common themes that could e@de my planning and 

implementation of the Studenr TaZk forum. First, the f o m  had to be learnercentered 

and involve learners actively. It had to include avenues to share ideas not only about 

what they had learned, but how they had leamed it. 1 knew that questions about what 

worked, what did not work, and the problems and piddls involved in leaming via the 

Web would be valuable. 

Second, it had to be flexible to accommodate the variety in leaming styles, 

situations, and needs that the leamers might bring to the group. The threaded discussion 

format of the AltaVista conferencing software used to support the Student T d k  forum 

was an appropriate means of ailowing learners some choice in the topics they 

contnbuted to, the t h e  they spent on the forum, and when they participated. An 

asynchronous form of on-line communication was preferable to synchronous forms 
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because it d o w s  learners to think about their communications to the group and to make 

them whenever their schedules allowed. 

Third, the forum would serve to connect individuais, overcome isolation, and 

foster both a sense of interdependence and membenhip in a cornrnunity of learners. 

üsing Lhr coderznchy syskm that was &edy in place and assoçiatd w i & h  Web-bwed 

courses at the study institution connected the forum to the university and placed it as part 

of our univeaity's service to leamers in its Web-based courses. 

Fou& support for learners needs to operate at many levels hcluding purely 

technical concems, research and access to information, leaming styles and skills, and 

affective elements. Again, the choice of the AltaVista conferencing system made sense 

in terms of reducing the technical bamers to participation. 1 stnichued the forum to 

address some immediate levels of support while keeping avenues open for others. 

Oreaninne the Im~lementation 

The fim stage in implernenting my snidy was to obtain approval from the School 

and fiom the instnictors of Web-based courses k i n g  offered in the winter, spring, and 

fall 1999 semesters. 1 sent the following e-mail to instnictors in al1 33 courses which 

were offered over the three semesters. 



I Hello! 
, I'm writiug to ask for your assistance in implernenting a study required for my Master 
in Adult Education program h m  St. Francis Xavier University. I've included a copy of 
my study outline as an attachment to give you an idea of wtiat I'm planning and how it 

' fits with our work in <institution>'s distance &cation and 'new media' courses. 

Essentialfy, 1 would like to facilitate a Web conference forum h t  would be open to any 
students enrolled in WWW-based courses at <institution> this term. <Name-, one of 
our instructional design team, has indicaiecl that this would shply require that 
inmctors in these courses give permission for a iink to be estaidished to tius 
conference fkom their course Web page. information on the study wodd be available to 
any students who choose to participate, 

I would appreciate it if you could grant this permission for any courses you are 
teaching this term. Piease f e l  ûee to contact me if you have any questions, concem, 
or suggestions about the study. 

Thank you for your time and consideration. 

Diana 
Program Developer 
Certificate and Affiliated Programs 
MAdEd. candidate, St, Francis Xavier University ,- , 

E-mail messages and postuigs to my conference forum are presented throughout 

this thesis in text boxes for clarity and ease of recognition. Typographical and 

grammatical errors in the original messages are retained, without using [sic], to avoid 

interrupting the flow of the message text. Emoticons-computer shorthand indicating 

emotions or States of mind-are also w d  in these messages; the most cornmon are :) 

(miiley) to indicate that the h t e r  is happy or joking, and :( (fiown) to indicate that the 

writer is unhappy. III addition, the name of the individual posting the message is given at 

the head of each message, with the date and time that the message was posted in cases 

where a message was posted once. My hîroductory messages and e-mails were posted 

several times over the course of the study and are therefore not dated. 
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A total of 22 Uistnictors replied granting permission for their courses to be 

contacted. The 33 courses contacted included undergraduate courses in business, 

education, folklore, religious studies, psychology, lïbrary studies, sociology, and 

technology, as well as graduate courses in education. Most of the instnictors had taught 

via the WeD for severai y-; one, a b i o b q  facdty mzmbzr, was responsible For 

developing and teaching one of the f i .  Web-based courses (called Biology and Society) 

offered at our university. A few were new to this form of teaching and very interested in 

any insights my study could give them on ways to encourage leamer involvement. 

Several h c t o r s  raised additionai questions and concerns. Most questions were about 

logistics-how learners would be contacted, how rny contact with the course discussions 

would be limited, how much t h e  leamers would be required to devote to the study, and 

how much pressure wouid be on learnen to participate. Many instmctors gave very 

favourable initial reactions to the concept, noting h m  their experience with teaching 

courses in this format that the study might answer some important questions about 

supporthg learners. 

After discussing the means of notimg Leamers with the Web course 

administrator, we decided that the easiest method was for me to utilize a direct and 

ternporary access to each of the existing course discussion forums in order to p s t  a 

welcome message to leamers. The instnictors were contacted for permission to do this, 

and 1 was able to post the following message inviting learners to participate in the 

Student Talk fonun, 



Isolation is a problem faced by many distance education students. We have limited 
opporhmities to talk with other students about the chalIenges, triumphs, and day-tctday 
issues we deal with as we juggie home, schooi, and w o k  Cornputer-based 
cornunication offers one way to overcome this isolation and let us talk to each other, 
student to student, outside of the boundaries of our murses. 
L'm posting to ask for your participation in a study that will give you the chance to talk 
to other students in an open f o m  via the AltaVista system you are bmiliar wiîh h m  
pur Wc&bascd m m .  This study is prat ofthe xork  required for ay Master Ut Adult 
Education program h m  St. Francis Xavier University, under the direction of Dr. Leona 
Ehglish. 

If you'd like more information about the Sfua'ent Talk forum, point your bmwser at the 
following UlU 

Hope to meet you soon in Student Talk! 
Diana 
Diana Deacon 
Program Developer 
Certificate and Affiliated Programs 
M.Ad.Ed. candidate, St. Francis Xavier University - . - 

In the meantirne, 1 met with the Web course administmtor/designer to discuss my 

study and to introduce me to the AltaVisîa conferencing system. Because 1 had previous 

experience with list servers, newsgroups, chat rooms, and Web browsing, we were able 

to accomplish this in two sessions of several hours each. She suggested that we set up an 

introductory Web page on the conferencing system where leamers codd read about the 

study, contact me, and log into the forum. This page is discussed in the next section on 

the forum. The AltaVista f o m  administration was set up so that I wodd retain 

administrative controI over the forum and could add leamers' login names to the access 

List. Once the message was posted to each course forum, 1 was removed h m  the access 

List for that course. 



Setting up the forum and adding learners was fairly straightforward once the 

page and administrative setups were complete. Leamers contacted me by e-mail to 

indicate an interest in joining the forum. 1 responded to them by e-mail welcoming them 

to the fonun and requesting their login name for the AltaVista f o m  system so that they 

could k adOcd to 'bc Est for Shidenr Tdk.  73Th addition to the list iv;is confirmed by a 

second e-mail which alerted them to the location of the main Web page, method of 

access, and security/confidentiality issues. 

Hello, <name>! 

This is to confum that you have been added to the list for the Snrdent T '  fonim. Just a 
few reminders: 

- the Web page and discussion URL is hûp~/~~~.œ.mun.ca/student~tak 

- you should use the same usemame and password that you nomally 
use to access your course discussion forum 

- this is a secure public forum; you should be aware that anything we pst to the fonun 
may be used in my study report, with my assurance bat  your privacy will be protected 
and that you will have access to the report if you wish 

I'm looking forward to getting this new forum off the pund. See you there! 

With the forum in place and a group of learners added to the forum List., we were 

ready to begin the discussion. In the next section 1 describe the forum in action, 

including a 'tcralk" through the process of accessing the forum, and the discussions 

which resuited. 



The Fowm in Action 

This section is presented in two parts. In the first, 1 walk through the process of 

participating in the forum, from the initial Web page to the forum screens. In the second, 

1 focus on the ieamers, the discussion topics, and the postings themselves-the study 

results. 

The Process 

Leamers used whatever Web browser they were familiar with to access the 

forum through the Student Talk We b page at hRp://www.ce.mun.ca/studentt~. This 

page introduced them to the study background and gave basic information for contacting 

me and for accessing the discussion forum. My main concem in designing the page was 

to give necessary information in a clear and concise way, and to make access to the 

forum as simple as a click on the page. In order to mate an initial atmosphere of 

welcome and openness, the page aiso introduced me to the leamers, outlined rny work 

and its relation to the study, and summarized my goals for the discussion forum. 

When one clicks on a highiighted hyperlink on the Web page, an AitaVista 

forum login screen appears in which the learner enters his or her login name and 

password. Once these are accepted by the system, the reader is connected to the Student 

Talk discussion forum page. This page gives a short description of the purpose and 

topics covered in the forum, and lists the folders (which contain groups of entries with a 

common theme, or threads) and ungrouped entries. Navigation buttons displayed on this 

page are w d  to move between levels of the discussion forum fiom the main discussion 

page to folders and individuai entries, to search the forum for key words, and to access 



the built-in help feature for the system. A puildown menu is used to perfonn actions 

such as adding a new folder topic, replying to a message, adminidering the forum, or 

editing an existing message. From this page, learners can navigate through the 

discussion, read messages, and respond to them. 

Learners use the active links on the Web page to move around in the forum. As 

an example, by clicking on a Problem and Pirfalls folder link, they move to a new 

screen displaying a summary of the discussion topic contained in the folder (in this case, 

1 set and described al1 discussion topics, but it is possible for any leamer to add topics). 

A list of entries responding to the question is given, with the nurnber of replies to each 

entry given in brackets. Clicking on the title of an entry moves the reader to another 

screen displayhg the body of the entry and listing the replies to it, with the author and 

time of response indicated, and so on. 

Learners in Web-based courses may also consult with Web support staff and a 

handbook explaining how to access the forums, use the most common tools, and 

perform common tasks in the system. In my experience, leamen generally report that 

navigation in the discussions is easy to leam and that the user interface facilitates a fluid 

participation in discussions. 

The Leamers and Discassion 

This section focusses on the Srudent Taik forum in the winter (January to April), 

s p ~ g  (May to August), and fail (September to December) semesters of 1999.1 

introduce the lemers h u g h  their entries and e-mail to me, and present the discussions 

that occurred. AU m e s  are fictitious. 
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Winter 1999 semester (January to Asrü). Seven individuals responded by e- 

mail to the invitation to Student Talk which was posted in their course forums early in 

the winter term. Of these, four actively participated in the forum by posting at least one 

message over the term. Although the remairhg three did not actively participate, it is 

possible that they participated by "lurking" (reading the posts and foliowing the 

discussions without posting themselves). 

In their initiai e-mail messages to me requesting access, two of the three 

individuals who did not actively participate in the forum did give some insight into theu 

situations and their reasons for k ing  interested in the program. Albert described himself 

as "age 45,25 yrs civil servant (20 in management), manied, two teenagers, don't know 

if this is pertinent, may let you know where ideas are coming from, though." He did not 

identiQ the Web course he was involved in. Amanda introduced herself with an 

enthusiastic message: 

Hi! I just read about the Student Taik thing and it sounds pretty cool, I'm 
doing business 2000, which is a communications course, by 
correspondence. The worst thing I find is that you don't get to meet other 
people like in class and the only peaon you can talk to if you have any 
questions is the prof. 

Bryan sent a basic message asking to be added to the forum, and identified himself as a 

student in the Bachelor of Technology program. 

The four active learnen gave somewtiat Mler stories of their üves and 

motivations. Charles tiad done several distance educaîion courses before, but this 

semester was his first experience with a Web-based course. Beatrice's story was a senes 

of firsts-her nrst graduate course (in Educational Psychoiogy), her first Web-based 
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course, her first course at this univesity, and her first year in the province after moving 

here f?om another part of the country. She descnbed herself as a teacher, mother of three 

children aged 2,4, and 6, and wife of a United Church minister. Candace had much in 

common with Beatrice, as she described: "1 would like to discuss concems as a DE 

student with othe B... 1 am origkdly h m  St Catharines Ontario and 1 am a teacher. 1 

am in the Masters in Ed Psy program." Candace had k e n  teaching as a guidance 

specialist and elementary teacher for the past 4 years (3 of them in a remote northem 

town); her husband was a high school teacher. They had no children. Dorothy was a 

"Ml-tirne mother, part-time student, part-time work" in the business communications 

course, and was working towards a certificate in business administration. 

As a group, the learnes were fairly representative of the range of d e s ,  

situations, and goals that are characteristic of adult and distance learnea today. They 

were enrolled in courses and programs fiom introductory undergraduate/certificate level 

to graduate study. Multiple roles seemed typical of their stories, and their participation in 

such a forum was only one of many activities that they were juggiing over the semester. 

Some lived in the same community as  the campus, others were located in cornmunities 

at a distance fiom campus, but most were at a psychological distance fiom campus. 

The AltaVista conferencing system allows discussions within a forum to be 

organked in folders, each dealing with a defineci topic and containing any messages that 

relate to that topic. Leamers can also add independent entries, to which othen can 

respond. My role as moderator of the Smdent Tafk forum included setting the stage for 

interaction, response, and discussion by suggesting topics and guiding the & h g  flow 



of messages. As 1 and many of my on-line coileagues have discovered, active 

involvement in conferences must be fostered with care, patience, and attention to the 

realities beyond the screen. Over the course of the semester, three discussion foiders and 

two independent messages were set up and attracted a moderate response fiom the active 

leamers. 

The first folder 1 set up was the Web conference equivdent of an icebreaker 

exercise in a face-to- face setting-a Welcome and Introductions thread. in rny opening 

message, 1 began by introducing myself as both a practitioner in the school and as 

another distance education leamer. The other learners were invited to share some of their 

own background and to begin telling their stories, as I told mine. 



i Diaaa 
Posted on ihursday, Febnrary 1 1, 1999 09:43 AM 

HeUo, everyone, and welcome to Srudent Tdk. I'm deiighted by the interest in the forum . 
so far, and I'm sure it will turn out to be valuable for al1 of us. 

1 thought that we could start by introducing ourselves to get some idea of who we are, 
what we're doing, and what interests us. Feel free to jump on in with an intro of your 
own! 

As 1 mentioned in my invitation to the forum, I wotk as a program developer in the 
School of Continuing Education. My main responsibility is for the certificate and 
affiliateci progranis - you can h d  out more about them on our School Web page. 1 also 
work with some of our n o n d i t  courses in areas such as gardening, nature* and math 
skills pmgrams, and wilI be coordinating our Elderhostel program this surnmer. Helping 
students is a big part of the work 1 do - everything h m  helping a 5-yr old in one of our 
kid's camps, advishg certificate shidents on course selection, to assisting a group of 
seniors on a boat tour to see seabirds and humpback whales! 

Like many of us here m Continuing Education, 1 ais0 "wak the taIkn as a part-time 
student myself. Since rny husband starteci the MBA program here on a part-he basis a 
few years ago, we sometimes feel like the lifelong learning poster farnily. Keeps us 
going, for sure! Right now, I'm exploring ways that my interest in communicating via 
the new technologies can help us to mate  learning communities for people Iike me who 
may be separated by distance (geographicai, social, t he ,  Iife, al1 kinds of distances). 

I'm looking forward to meeting you dl via this forum, and sharing our experiences and 
learning *as* leamers. 

ALI the best! 

Dorothy, Beatrice, and Candace responded with introductions that were vivid 

pichires of busy leamers with many demands on their t h e .  Responding to their stories 

was an opportunity to make connections and highlight commonalities that could begin to 

build a sense of commMity and shared experiences. It is interesting to note that the 



women in the group were the ones to immediately siniate themselves in t e m  of family, 

work, and study. 

Dorothy 
Posted on Wednesday, February 1 7, 1999 0 1 2 4  PM 
Hello, 

' 1 am a fuii time mother, a part time student and 1 work part tirne. 1 am working on a 
certificate in Business. 
1 enjoy web based courses because 1 have some flexribility with scheduling and stiIl 
have the support of feilow students. 

---PA 

Diana 
Posted on Thursday, February 18, 1999 10:48 AM 
Welcome to the group! It sounds like you have a busy time of it. 1 know that 1 found the 
option of doing courses by "distance" (even though 1 live about 10 minutes fiom 
campus!) very helpful, especidly when my daughter was younger. It was great to be 
able to use those Iittle chunks of t h e  to make some pmgress, rather than having to 
anange for a whole e v g i p  away From home once a week. 

A- 

-- - - -- . - - .- -- - A - - 
Beatrice 
Posted on Thursday, Febniary 18,1999 0757 PM 

Greetings! My m e  is Beatnce and I'm a student in the MEd program (Ed Psyc). This 
is my first grad course, my first web-based course (though certainly not my k t  
distance ed course) and my first course at <institution> (1 just got rny tint paper back 
with a much-less-thandesireable mark, so I'm feeling very sad :( ). 

I just moved to <tom> h m  <&y>, although 1 grew up m < c i p .  I'm a rnom of 3 
(aged 6,4&2) and a substitute teacher in District 2. My husband is the locd Unitexi 
Church minister. 

Previously, have jpduated with a BA, a BCEd, a pst-bac and the professional 
development program @Cs answer to the teaching degree). I bave attended 
<university> in Ontario, and <university> in BC. So, that's it! I'LU anxious about 
beginning my MEd at a new imiversity with a distance ed c k  (especially in an 
unfhiliar province!); 1 don't reaiiy feel iike 1 "belong" at <institution>, especially since 
I was toId 1 w't get a student card or use the iiirary without Eiying ttiere to get my 
picture taken (1 dont think so). 

So, that's aiI about me that I cari think wouid possMy be relevant- I look forward to 
hearing about everyone else's experience and hope thaî this site will be a usehi place to 

l check in often to see wfiat everyone else is domg/feelmg/accompf g/ or other, 



Beatrice's comment about not feeling like she is part of the institution struck a 

chord. It is interesthg that she refers to very specifîc, practical indicators such as  not 

being able to get a student card. From an organhtional point of view, her concern might 

seem trivial because she could only use the card to access on-campus services, which 

she is not likely to use as a very distant off-campus leamer. However, her feeling of not 

belonging is ml ,  and the university shodd be able to address it. M y  response discussed 

this. 
--- ---- 

Diana 
Posted on Monday, February 22,1999 10:34 AM 

WeIcome to the f o m  - it sounds like you've had lots of experience to share! Hope the 
course is going better for you. The Fust-paper blues can be daunting, as you said, 
especially when you're dealing with a whole lot of new stuff at once t h e  (new place, 
new course, new university). 

The sense of isolation and not feeling like a "realn <idtution> student seems to be a 
common thing for rnany of us. Even as a <institution> staffer in town, 1 felt the same 
way sometimes when 1 was doing courses by correspondence or teleconference. 
Although i'm sure the "powers that ben have reasons for the student card thing, it must 
feel Iike you're not quite a pmper student. That sort of thhg is one of the msons i'm 
interesteci in this forum and in the wider issues involved, for my Masters. 1 feel that we 
have the tools to overcome a lot of the lack on community and comection to the 
university - we just need to figure out how to use hem! 

A11 the bat,  and keep posting! 

Candace continued this theme of not feeling comected to the University as an 

institution. 



Candace 
Posted on Fnday, Febniary 19,1999 09:06 PM 

Hello, 
My nam is Candace and 1 am currently working part t h e  on my Masters in Ed Psy at 
<institution>. 1 have been teaching for 4 years- my 1st 3 years were in Cremote 
northem town> as the Guidance Counsellor and this year as an elementary teacher in 
<tom>. My husband is dso a teacher at the local hi& school. 1 am h m  St Catharines 
Chtario 3r?0 hop to move kack thme socle &y. I do not hxwe my childrcrt, bllt ! sti!! 
find the demands of distance courses so time consuming when working full tirne. I also 
fiel somewhat out of touch with the regular of things h m  the university. 1 am doing a 
web course now, and 1 too am feeling a bit down about my first assignment.. but there 
is stiii hope yet. Although profs are amiable by phone and e-mail nothhg is like that 
personal contact you get when on campus. 1 Iook foMlard to meeting you in this f o m  

Diana 
Posted on Monday, Febniary 22, t 999 1 O:4 1 AM 

Welcome to a fetlow St, Kitts-er :) 

We al1 seem to have very busy lives around u s  - that's one of the things that 1 feel cm 
corne across in this sort of forum that rnight not in the more conventional course-based 
ones. Does that seem right? 

Getting off the ground with a new way of doing coursework can indeed be a challenge. 
From what I've seen, the Webbased courses have their up and down sides, like any 
other format. 1 have heard that collaborathg for assignments and the like can be easier, 
but can also be more difficult. 

Our second discussion topic deait with the problems and pitfâlls we encounter as 

distance education leamers. 



Diana 
; Posted on Monday, February 22,1999 10:48 AM 

r d  just Iike to toss out an invitation to al1 the f o m  members to pst your own 
1 "problems and pitfalls". Here are a few of mine: 

* logistics - practical matters like Iate texts or changes in the course which can be dealt 
with face-to-face in a claçsroom setting but tend to slow things d o m  in a distance 

* getting in touch with the instructor - most are very good with their contact times and 
' methods, but I found that problems or questions had to be at a higher level before I'd go 
to the trouble of contacting an instnictor in a distance course 
* isolation - just talking to other students and getting other perspectives on the 
coursework 

What would you add? If you were advising someone else about doing courses by 
distance, what woulp you wam thern about? (a situation 1 often find mysel f in!) 

Charles, in his oniy post to the group, picked up on this message and added some 

advice of his own. in fact, his approach was one that 1 often recommend to leamen who 

are new to the distance education format-take a course or two in areas that you are 

familiar with to give yourself the space to get used to the method without as many 

challenges fiom the content. 

Charles 
Posted on Satmday, February 27, 1 999 03 2 1 AM 

Well, I think you've covered most of the problems I've found so fa.. I'm currently dohg 
my second and third distance courses, so mayh 1 haven't done enough to h d  any other 
problems. 

G The only advice I cm really offer on distance courses would be not to start with a full 
load. The best thing is to take one or two and see whaî ifs al1 &ut. Try to fhd an 
interesting introductory level course (mine was Sociology 2000) that won't be too taxiag 
while Iearning the topes of distance education. 

So far 1 Rally lïke aii the m C c e  courses I've dondam doing. I think i'U keep t a h g  
one or two each semester just for the fieedom of not havinp; to always be on campus. 



Candace reiterated the problem of isolation and not king able to check one's 

progress against that of other learners. She also brought in a practical problem-not 

getting materials on the-that my university's delivery unit is very familiar with. 

Candace 
Posted on Monday, Mar& 1,1999 0825 AM 

This is about my 4th distance course, The problerns 1 have e n c o u n t d  was not k ing  
able to taik to other students just to see if you are on the right track as regards 
assignments and comprehension of the course. Aiso. getting books at the right t h e  is 

, another problem. 1 have been behind in lecture material because 1 did not have the 
te,utbook to do the readings. - -- 

As Candace noted in this additional message, small problems fiom an 

administrative perspective can snowball for the distance leamer who is not able to track 

down individuais and make sure that administrative changes are made. 
- . - - - -- - -- - -- 

Candace 
Posted on Thursday, March 1 1, 1999 O3 :O2 PM 

Another problem 1 would like to add to my list is that when i moved from my oid 
resdidence to my c m t  residence 1 informecl the office of the registrar by phone and 
the department of grad studies. However, because of inept workers my mail was still 
sent to the wrong address. 1 cailed about this to advise them of the change and for the 
next couple of months they saII sent my information to the old address and told me that 
they had no record of the change. This happened recently within the last year. It was 

, very annoying as I was waihg for tuition reciepts to do rny tax forms and 1 had to wait 
an extra 4 weeks to get the needed information. 

Diana 
, Posted on Thursday, March 1 8, 1999 09: 16 AM 
, Hi, Candace 

Although I obviously can't comment on the staff& the registrais Office :), 1 agree that 
logistical pmblems üke bis  are bad enough when you live and work on-campus. 
Th* multiplieci by a large factor when youk at a distance. That's one of the reasons 

j why 1 like the tack th+ takmg with the <institution> Web pages and student access to 
i their Banner records - not a perfect solution, but the more direct ways we have for 
' students to contact us as an institution, the better off we are. 



For the third topic, 1 decided to go to a more positive focus - what works for 

distance education leamers? 

, Diana 
Posted on Thursday, March 18,1999 0928 AM 

Just a quick brainstorm on what works for me: 

- the flexibility of selfdkcâed and distance courses; if 1 already know a topic in depth, 
why waste three hours of my time sitting in class? 
- "chunking" the work into manageable pieces and focusing on them. Some sorts of 
work (doing readings and research, for exampIe) I fmd 1 can do well in little matches o f  
t he ,  but writing requins getting that good big chunk of time when 1 cm focus ahost  
100% on it for awhiie. 
- talking to other peopIe. Whether it's a case where worlanates are doing the same 
course, or an on-line fiend in Georgia who's just switched majors to an 
interdisciplinary program on Technology and Society, it's great to get chances to tdk 
about what you're doing with someone else on the sarne wavelength. 

So, what works for you? 
- - - - 

Beatnce gave an interesting solution to a typical challenge for multiple-role 

women leamers. Sometimes creating a psychological space for one's learning is the key 

Beatrice 
Posted on Wednesday, March 3 1, 1999 04: 1 O PM 

Something that redy works for me is geaing our nanny to corne m (for example, now, 
during break) when i'm not working but have a paper due. I've spent so much of my 
evening time in school over the years that Pm giving myself a break and m g  to get 
thirigs done during the &y, This way 1 can fiiffy concentrate and not wony that my 
chiidren are not getting the mention they need. Also, this simufates what it wouId be 
like if I were on campus - we'd need to hire childcare then, anyhow. 



Diana 
Posted on Monday, ApriI5,1999 OS: 18 AM 

That's a great idea, Beatrice! i've &O found that ifs hard sometimes to establish 
"s~idy/work timen (and space) when you're at home wiîh the famiIy. As my daugtiter's 
gonen older, she's beaer able to understand that Morny is working on her hamework 
now, OUI the i n s ~ c t  is sriii to cirop everytiiing when socnethhg ne& tu 'or done, etc. 
i've found that some of my most productive days for things like writing papers have 
been when h e  taken a ciay off and stayed at home while the other two are at work and 
school. :) 

In addition to these discussion folders, 1 also made some independent entries. 

They related more to building a sense of comection than to practical matten. 1 wanted to 

keep in touch with the group at a time when I sensed they were becoming busy with 

other things, and aiso to explain my own absence. The responses to the semester break 

message indicated another way in which distance learners are isolated h m  the learning 

community. Being part of a community implies king aware of its time lines' schedules, 

and seasons. Leamers at a distance are not a part of the ebb and flow of the university 

seasons unless distance educators make a deiiberate effort to give them some sense of it. 

4 Diana 
Posted on Friday, February 26,1999 1053 AM 

1 bow,  the semester break is probably something that doesn't immediaîety mean a lot 
. to those of  us who are studying "aî a distancen :) However, it does mark the part-way 
point for the semester, su ifs as good an opportunity as any to send good wishes out to 
everyone who's on the forum iist! 1 hope your respective courses and tives are going 
weL 

rd ais0 Kke to mvite everyone to take a minute or two to pst to the fo m... a M e  
miro, a responses to one of  the existmg topics, a new topic, a question for me or any of 
the other mernbers. Wharever ?ou* would Like to see here. 

! 

;Oh, and pjve yourself a Little "semester breakn, in whatever form that can take for you! 



Beatrice linked fiom the scheduie idea into a more pnictical application of if 

which Candace picked up on with her own comments. As my respooses to them showed, 

this is an area where my university has made some progress! 

Beatrice 
Posted on Friday, Febniary 26, 1999 1 1 : 14 PM 

I actuaIly had no idea it was break Maybe it would help if 1 had a calendar that was 
more ment  than 95/96. Hinf hin~. .  how do 1 go about getting one? 1 wondered why no 
new lecture was posteci!! The last U I attended dida't have any nid-sememster breaks 
(dm!). 2 snow days and 1 no-school day is enough of a brealc for me! 

. . . . . -. - . - - - . 

Diana 
Posted on Monday, March 1, 1999 0223 PM 

Luckily, tiiis one is easy :) The complete <institution> calendar is on-the at <institution 
Web page>. Just follow the links from-A@issions into the Calendar. - A  -. --- 

1 am in the sarne boat as you Beatrice, 1 too was wondering why there was no lecture 
posted for our course, well onIy through Student Tufk i now know why because of 
holidays! Yeah about the calender, 1 dont have one either, you think after sinking ail the 
money into the university that we do on courses, books, etc that we would get one 
automatidly, but 1 guess not. 

Diana 
Posted on Monday, March 1, 1999 0230 P M  

1 can sympathize about the caiendars - even <institution> staff are limited to a copy 
apiece if you request them speciai!! Fortunately, as 1 mentioned in my other reply, the 
latest calendm are always on-line these days. Not exactly "W, but close enough. i 
find that the <institution> Web site is getting more and more usehl for up-to-date 
information. You can even have a look at the Senate minutes for program changes and 
the like, ifyou're up to plowing through minutes! 



And, as the following pst indicates, even facilitators have their d o m  times. 

i've b e n  a Little incognito the last week or so, so my apologies to everyone! 1 mess it 
was a pretty good example of the work-schwl-family balancing act...our daughter had 
her birthday last week and a sleepover on  Friday, and 1 was putting in a Iot of writing 
b c  oû 3 !itcmàtm tz*.?~.~ k h f s  dso p? cf m y pm-! Ad0 3 bout of OtM! f?y 
and, well, we've dl been the- I'm sure. -- ----a 

Sadne 1999 semester lMav to Aupus?). The lowest response to the invitation 

to Student Talk occurred in the Spring semester. It was also the semester with the most 

logistical problems in &g the forum. Instnictors were contacted 2 weeks afler the 

beginning of the semester, but 1 was unable to set up the forum on our system for several 

weeks f i e r  that due to the hospitalization of the Web adminiçtrator. As a resulf it was 

towards the end of June and the beginning of summer before the forum was open to 

learnen. At the same time, my workload increased considerably over a 3-week period 

because 1 was coordinathg my university's Elderhostel program and needed to devote 

most of my usual spare time to it. 

Although the same number of courses were contacted as in the winter semester, 

only 4 leamers responded. E h  tived in the same province as my university and was 

enroîled in an undergraduate psychology course. Fran gave no details about her 

background in her e-mail to me. Gina was also h m  the same province as my imiversity, 

and was taking a library studies certificate course Ui the use of cornputers in library 

settings. As this was one of her fkst courses by distance, she exgressed a sense of stress 

and mcertainty over following course instnictions correctIy, approaching her studies, 
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and hd ing  distance courses more diacult than face-to-face courses. Holly, a graduate 

of the diploma program in adult education at my University, was completing her final 

courses in her Bachelor of Education degree in intermediate and secondary school 

methods. She lived in the same province as my university. Holly introduced herseif by 

mentionhg that she recognized my name kom a presentation 1 had made to one of her 

adult education courses. 

1 set the f o m  up as before with a welcome and introductions folder, as well as 

general posts inviting people to contribute their positive and negative expenences. 

However, none of the leamers who had joined the f o m  posted in response to these. I 

was unable to contact any of the leamers fiom that semester to detemiine why they had 

not posteci, but 1 suspect that the combined effect of the summer season, demands of 

work and family, and corne requhements was as significant for them as it was for me. 

Faii 1999 semester (Se~tember to December). A total of six individuals 

respooded to the invitation to join the forum. As in the previous sernesters, they 

represented a limited representation of the variety of people involved in Web-based 

leaming at the study institution. Darcy was an undergraduate learner on-campus who 

was completing an introductory business course on the Web. Inez lived in an adjoining 

province and had completed a Bachelor of Arts in Geography and Women's Stdies 

pnor to her current program in eiementary education at my univenity. She was enrolled 

in two Web-based undergraduate courses in education in the fd semester. Harriet was 

pursuhg an undergraduate degree in maritime studies h m  my university and was 

enrolled in English and business courses. She lived in central Canada and was in a career 



transition to operating her own business d e r  15 years in the workforce. Although this 

was her third t h e  back to pst-secondary study, it was her £kt experience with Web- 

based courses. Edward was a graduate of a naval architecture technology program who 

was studying towards a bachelor's degree in technology fiom my university. He was 

currently living in the same community as the university campus but had lived in the 

southeni United States for a year and a half. While there, he had compieted five of the 

seven distance courses he had taken. He was also the moa experienced leamer in Web- 

based courses, having completed four to date. The final two respondents never posted to 

the forum after they were added to the leamers' l i s t  Juliana was fiom the same province 

as my university and was taking two correspondence courses in business. She indicated 

that she had taken many courses by distance over the past 5 years. Katrina gave only a 

cursory response to the invitation, asking to be added and giving her login name but no 

further information. 

As with previous fonuns, I began by setting up a welcome and introductions 

folder on the forum. 1 also introduced myself with the same message used in the 

previous sessions. 

Darcy posted a brief introductory note several days later, to which 1 responded 

with a question invithg more information. Unfortunately, Darcy did not follow up to 

this p s t  and this was his only contribution to the forum. 

D a w  
i Tuesday, November 2,1999 0403 PM 
Hi 

: My name is Darcy and 1 look forward to using this forum. 1 am currentiy domg 
business 1000 via the web. i guess I am the first one to reply. Look forward to talking 



- - -- - - - - 

I Diana 
' Tuesday, November 2,1999 0434 PM 

. Thanks for the intro, Darcy. You said that you were doing Business 1000 - is this your 
: first semester at <institution>? 

Inez's introductory note reveals one aspect unique to the f d  group - severai 

group members were located outside the province of the study institution. 
- --p.-p -7 

[nez 
Monday, November 22, 1999 02:45 PM 
Just a quick note to let you lcnow who 1 am...My n m e  is <name> and 1 am an 
elementary education student at <institution>. 1 have completed a bachelor of arts in 
Geography & Womm's Studies. 1 am c m n t l y  in <adjacent province> and am enrolled 
in two distance courses h m  <institution> .... Ed/338O & EcV3520.1 look forward to 
chattinp; with you soon! :) -- 

Diana 
l Tuesday, November 23,1999 09: 10 AM 

Thanks for the introduction. It's great to have someone h m  <adjacent province> m the 
group - you're the k t  outsf-province leamer to participate! i'm looking foward to 
h d g  your comments, especially about the differences you're tinding between 
on-campus and distance courses. -- 

As Hamet's message indicates, the forum leamers in the fa11 had particularly 

diverse backgrounds, work experience, and educational histories. 



, Harriet 
Tuesday, November 23, 1999 1 1 : 13 A M  

Hi, my name is <name> and 1 am cmn t ly  studying towards a bacheior of 
MaritUne Studies at cUistitution>. 1 cwrently live in <town>, just 
west of <city>. 1 have spent many years living in <adjacent province> and also in 

I have tmn u1 the work hrc2 hr abut 15 y- and I an cura':); m a h g  a 
c m x r  switch where 1 will be m i n g  my own business. 

This is my third time "back at schod" and rny fust thne studying by distance learning 
via the world wide web. I am currently studying business 1000 and English 1 O80 and 
plan to take more business studies to finish off my degree. 1 fiope to be able to provide 
some input as to what 1 think about this fom of learning. 

In responding to Haniet's introductio~ I was able to make some connections 

between her experiences and my own. 

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - 
Diana 
Wednesday, November 24, 1999 09: 19 PM 

Wow - this is interesting! Almost everyone this time around seems to be h m  outside 
<province> :-) Should make for some good discwion about how you "comect" with 
<institution>. 

It also sounds like you're in a real transition the,  Hamiet, A few years ago, I spent 
about a year working with the Wornen's Enterprise Bureau here in <province>. 1 
gained a great deal of respect for people who are willing to take the step to nrnning 
their own busmesses ... lots of very enthusiastic and kcinating individuals! 

I'm Iooking forward to your commentson the Webbased courses. -- 

Edward was the nnal leamer to introduce himself to the group. As his post 

indicated, he was able to bring a variety of experiences into the f o m .  Although he was 

cmntly living in the same city as the study campus, he had taken distance courses in 

correspondence, telecoaference, and Web-based formats while Living in the United 

States. 



Edward 
: Posted on Tuesday, November 23,1999 0428 PM 
' hello 
I My name is <name>. 1 am a graduate of Naval Arch Technoiogy at <institution>, 
currently studying towards my Bachelor of Technology, 

AIthough 1 now live in cstudy institution city>, Of the seven courses 1 have completed, 
five of  them were taken while I was living in <city> for a year and a hatf. 

Al1 of the courses I am taking are through distance ed. 1 have completed two web 
courses, and 1 am taking two more thii semester. I have completed one telecon [ference] ' 
course. There have k n  problems dong the way. 1 guess we'll get int it later. 
Good to be here. 

On the same day as the introductory posting, 1 set up a folder focussed on the 

problems and pitfalls encountered by the learners. As seved of hem had already 

indicated that they were interested in talking about problems they had encountered, 1 

considered it important to respond immediately to this interest. 1 started the folder with a 

message similar to the "problems and pitf'ls" pst 1 made in previous semesters, 

describing some of my own difficulties with logistics, contacting instructon, and 

isolation. 1 asked learners what their expenences were and how they would advise other 

people who might be considering distance courses. 

Haniet responded with a lengthy and well-considered perspective on doing 

courses for the nrst time by distance on the World Wide Web. 



Tuesday, November 23, 1999 1 1 :24 AM 

This is my first tirne studying by distance education and also a f%st for me to study via 
the intemet. i enjoy using the computer and internet to do my studies, but 1 do find it 
very different from the more traditional class roorn style. One is more isolated 1 enjoy 
interacting with other students. 1 think that doing group project work in small tearns (not 
by distance) is also an important rnethod of Ieaming. 

*Web site exercises provide a good learning opportunity. I miss the c l a s m m  
interaction with students. 1 don't get to d l y  rneet them except by e-mail messages and 
this is d e r  one dimensiond. 1 do feel a bit isolated at the end of my computer, There 
is a certain amount of value added by having interaction with real people in your class. 1 
think you can learn more about a person by meeting them in person, even in just a few 
minutes. 

Having discussion forums using AltaVista where students p s t  respones to instructor 
questions is beneficid. it helps to fiIl the void. There is aiso the possibiiity of 
respùndiig to other students responses. 1 h d  trying to read through al1 the responses to 
"discussion topic questionsn is t h e  consuming and 1 don? have seem to have enough 
tirne to do the course work and read ail the responses, and fonnulate replies. 1 also feei 
somewhat reiuctant to reply to what someone wrote when 1 haven't met them before. 

1 feeI that a real class situation or group sening communication is more spontaneous. 
Anwmments h m  the group? -- -- -. 

In my response, 1 related Haniet's ideas to the rationaie for my study and 

reflected on the establishment of a sense of personal contact in on-he environments. 



Diana 
; Wednesday, November 24, 1999 09:30 PM 

It's interesting that you mentioned the person to person contact and isolation factors - 
my interest in testing out this sort of forum is very much related to that. Most of what 
we (as institutions and educators) are doing so f a .  with on-Iine l e h g  is mainiy 
concemed with content and delivery of courses. Sort of "translatuign existing courses to 
the new media What we haven't done as much of @et) is to mate on-line 
envhnments that help people get that sense of knowing each other and connecting 
through the cornputer. 

I agree thaî there's an element of trust, maybe, thht happens when we meet people 
face-to-face. In some on-line settings, people seem to be able to get that same sense of 
connecting with others. in fàct, for some people the on-line se@g removes barriers to 

' getting to know the person - such as the assumptions we unconsciously or consciousIy 
make based on appearance. 

What do other people in the f o m  think? 1s the lack of personal contact a barrier to 
pur lgning &$mes? Can we use this medium to overcorne thjs? - . . - . - - . . 

Edward reported on his experiences with Web courses, focussing on practical 

problerns of access and organization. He associated positive outcomes with Web-based 

courses that were well-organized and instnictors who were actively involved in 

structuring the course and responding to learnen. 



t Edward 
Tuesday, Novernber 23, 1999 04:46 PM 

I am currentIy doing my third and fourth web cames. 1 have mixed feeling towards 
, them. One course t am currently dohg is very poorly organized, and we are lef€ to wing 
it on our own. Students are e.upected to answer other students questions, and although 
this is a good way to fiicilitate discussion, If 1 was in a classroom, I would want the 
instnrctor to answer my question, not another shident. 

In contrast, the other web course is weli oqpizeâ, it is broken d o m  into an 
announcernent folder, class discussion folder, and a general social discussion folder. 
The instructor is vew involved, and does answer students questions, or comrnents on 
other students answers. 

Another big problern 1 had was with a teleconference course 1 was supposai to do. The 
telecon session was at 6:OOpm <location of study institution> time. Problem with that is 
it was 3:30pm in <city>, the rniddle of my work day. Distance ed suggested 1 ûy to 
resolve it with my prof, but he tumed out to be one of the nidest uncooperative people 1 
have had to deal with yet. i was basicaily accused of trying to get out of the manditory 
session. That was d y  huiting. I am 32 years 014 and 1 don? expect to be treated iike 
a kid. 

The other main problem is simply trying to get the courses you need, by distance when 
you are ready to do them. There needs to be more cooperation h m  the facilities. 

ironically enough, the two toughest courses so far, have been the best run h m  a 
distance stand point, those being Engineering Economics, and Scats. --- 

Again, 1 related Edward' concerns to the university's responsibility to understand 

the needs of its adult leamers. 

Diana 
Wednesday, November 24, 1999 0938 PM 

Good points, Edward, Looks like courses detivered over the Web are subject to the 
same sorts of variations as more traditionallydelivered ones. The peopie hvolved - 
lqxciaiiy the instnrctors - are still key to the quality of the experience for the teamers. 

lt can be especially fiustrating to have the experience of bemg treated "like a chiid", as 
i you Say. We can strU do a lot to orient instructors to the needs a d  characteristics of 
' non-iraditionai leamers! 

' Anyone e k  have some q n s e s  to the points Edsvard has r a i d ?  What makes a 
1 course work or not work for you? 



No further discussion resulted from this senes of posts on problems and pitfalls. 

1 posted a message inviting ideas from the group on what worked for them, as in 

previous semesters. None of the learners responded to this posting or to the following 

end-of-terni message 1 posted a week later. 

1 know that everyone must be f&eIing the end-of-tm cninch right now. It can be pretty 
hectic - especially in the fall tenn, when it cornes at the same t h e  as so many 
pre-holiday demands in our home and work lives. 

So, just a few good wishes h m  me, and an invite to stay in touch here if you need to 
vent, need some boosts, and a f k  the tenu is oveLfor a linle "decgnpression". 

A - 

To summarize, 1 was able to engender several limited discussions in the forums 

on areas of interest to distance learners. Participation rates were Iow for al1 sessions, 

with the most active use of the coderence occurring in the winter semester. The learners 

used these messages as springboards to introduce some of the realities of their 

experiences with the system. A higher proportion of women than men in the study 

continueci to contribute to the forum after their initial p o a  Although the t h e  and scope 

were limited by practical constraints, the discussion was pertinent and proceeded with no 

technical problems. The following section describes the evduation of the study h m  the 

point of view of the leamers, Uiseuctors, and continuing education personnel. 

Evalnation 

The evaluation of the Student Talk shidy focuses in three main areas. The fïrst 

level of evaluation is concemed with the outcornes of the study h m  the learners' point 

of view, the second level reports feedback h m  colleagues and instnictors, and the third 
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level evaluates the study &om my perspective as the researcher and fxilitator, and in 

reference to the stated goals and objectives. 

Learner Evaluation 

Evaluating the effectiveness of the fonun for the leamers was, in part, an 

ongoing process. As the forum proceeded, their feedback and suggestions for topics 

were implemented in the discussion. A mal1 group such as  this does not lend itself to 

overiy formal, quantitative evaluation techniques. However, I did attempt to gather 

some survey feedback at the end of the study in order to determine reasons for 

participatiodnon-participation and perceived value of the forum experience. 

1 contacted al1 17 individuais who had expressed an interest in the forum, 

whether or not they actively participated. 1 used e-mail after the Iast day of courses in 

each tem. Respondents were asked if they accessed the forum f i e r  receiving the 

confirmation notice, if they posted to the forum or lurked, and their reasons for 

participating or not participating. 1 also encouraged them to add comments about their 

expenence with the forum and to make suggestions for improvement. 

The response rate to this e-mail survey was low: only two of the leamers 

involved in the study responded. As a resdt of a chance meeting with Darcy on-campus, 

I was able to add his feedback to theirs. Several lemers could not be reached because 

their e-mail addresses were no longer active. 

Beatrice, fkom the winter semester group, responded to the e-mail, noting that 

she had participated actively in the forum. Her comments on the experience indicated 

that she felt it was a positive one for her and that "it was a great id-" She went on to 



explain that, "1 liked especially how you made an effort to participate, which is more 

than we get in our course Web sites some of the time." In a final note, she suggested that 

the only area she can see for irnprovement is more activity and participation, which 

could be encouraged by promoting the forum and devoting more t h e  to it. 

Haniet, h m  the fdl  semester group, aiso replied to the survey. She noted, "1 

read a few posted items, but found that there was not much there early on and then was 

too busy with end of semester work and exams." Time constraints were a bainier for her, 

as she explained: "1 found that 1 did not have enough tirne to get as involved as I might 

have liked. 1 had a lot of forums to respond to with my course work." 

1 met Darcy, also fiom the fa11 group, by chance in the university library and we 

discussed his impressions. He was very interested in the forum idea, and had joined the 

group with the intention of participating more actively. However, he found that the work 

involved in his other courses and the amount of on-line tirne required for his Web-based 

course left him without enough time to follow the f o m  and to post to it. These other 

activities were of much higher priority for him and were more directiy related to his 

educational goals. He believed that opporninities to share ideas and information with 

other leamers were valuable for leamers in Web-based courses, but rnight be more 

valuable to him if they focussed on certain subject or program areas (in his case, 

business). 

An informai evaluation of the forum can also be denved from a qualitative 

assessment of the messages themselves. AU the leamers showed an early willingness to 

share their stories, with details of their home lives, and reasons for pinsuing distance 
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education courses in their introductions. The most active leamers were graduate students 

in education, who are also experienced teachers or experienced distance leamers. Thus, 

their abüity to get Uito the process relatively quickly is perhaps not surprising. The 

messages discuss a mixture of specific practical questions (such as the calendar 

discussion) and more wide-rangkg topics such as how to approach distance study as a 

new learner. These two levels interacted throughout the semester, depending on the 

immediate concems of the leamers and the prompting of the moderator. Most of the 

direction of communication was between the moderator and individuais, and it was only 

toward the end of the term that people began to refer to each other's comments. Given 

the limited time h e  within a single 12-week semester when al1 leamen were actively 

involved in study, work, and family activities, it seems reasonable to conclude that 

greater interactivity and comrnunity could evolve under less limiting time constraints. 

In general, the limited results at the time of writing this thesis indicate that the 

f o m  did have a positive effect for the active leamers, that this effect could be enhanced 

by continuing the forum, and that increased attention to the process might lead to more 

active comrnunity-building within the group. 

Instructor and Coiieaeue Evahation 

Feedback fiom hstmctors and colleagues in the School of Continuing Education 

who were involved in my midy also o c c d  through e-mail and personal 

communication as my study proceeded. Most of the people who assisteci me with the 

study commentai that it was an interesting approach to providing learner support and 

that it could help deviate the isolation experienced by leamers in Webbased courses. 
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Colleagues in the School of Continuhg Education reacted positively and offered support 

readily when approached. Based on their experiences with distance education students in 

general, the consensus was that a generai leamer support forum Like Student TaZk could 

enhance our service to leamers. 

Several instnicton noted that they had also encountered diacuity in encouraging 

participation in course coderences. This was especially tme in cases where participation 

was not directly related to course evaluation or grades. uistmctors also reported a variety 

of logisticai challenges in teaching through the World Wide Web, including the time 

limitations of the semester system, the impact of technical problems, and the difficdty in 

knowing how leamers were responding to their instniction without direct face-to-face 

contact. Most of the instructoa and colleagues 1 worked with were also new to this form 

of instnictional delivery. They were therefore eager to l e m  h m  each other, from their 

students, and fkom my study. 

Faciütator/Researcher Evaluation 

I kept notes throughout my study and reflected on how well the study was 

meeting the goals and objectives which 1 set out for it in the planning stage. My stated 

research questions were: How can continuing education administrators and leamer 

support agents overcome student isolation? Is there potential within computer-mediated 

forrns of on-iine education to address this problem? How can an understanding of the 

p ~ c i p l e s  of adult leaming, the nature of distance leamers, and the characteristics of 

computer-meciiated on-line education inform and shape the design and delivery of on- 

h e  support and comunity? Within the limitations and cotlstraints of my study, 1 



believed that 1 made significant progress toward answering these questions. More 

importantiy, my study has put an avenue in place for me to continue to leam fiam other 

leamers in Student Talk. A general Web-based fonun for learners in our prograrns is a 

workable concept, and one that can contribute to ou. university's ability to support its 

learners. 

The planning and implementation of the midy also contributed to meeting more 

specific knowledge and skills objectives. In order to plan the Student Talk forum 1 had to 

connect to a number of resources, including knowledgeable individuals, on-line 

references, conferences and readings in the area of cornputer-mediated communication, 

learner services, and learning theory and design. This process enabled me to consolidate 

a theory base that could support the development of the snidy in action. These 

connections continue to inform my work within continuhg education. 

AnaIyzing, assessing, and pnoritizing a variety of influences was an important 

part of planning the forum, choosing topics, and respondiog to messages. Throughout 

the study design and implementation, I became increasingiy aware of the need to balance 

the available technology, Web course procedws and processes, needs of the leamers, 

instructor concems, and administrative constraints in order to get the fonun on-line and 

running smoothly. At the time of writing, the Student Talk forum has not been in 

operation for a semester because of the time needed to balance my work and thesis- 

writing. However, it is feasible that 1 will continue the forum in the fd semester of the 

2000-200 1 academic year with the approval of the School of Continuhg Education. 
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In chapter 4,1 analyze how the program design and implementation 1 describe in 

this chapter worked in the pmctical context. My hdings are discussed in relation to the 

relevant fiterature in the fields of qualitative research, addt leaniing, distance leaming, 

and compter-mediated education. 1 retum to the questions outlined in chapter 1 and 

close with a set of recommendations to guide my and other continuing education 

practitioners' hihm efforts to support their on-line lemen. 



CBAPTER 4 

SUMlMARY, CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

In this chapter, 1 give an overview of my study in which 1 return to my research 

questions. Then 1 re-visit the literature on qualitative research, adult learnhg, distance 

learners, and cornputer-mediated education and discuss the practical results I obtained in 

relation to this literature. Within these discussion topics, 1 highlight conclusions and 

insights 1 gained through my study. 

Ovemew of Study Outcornes 

The Student Talk study began with a set of questions. Namely, how can 

administrators and leamer support agents overcome the isolation expenenced by 

students at a distance? 1s there potential within the new computer-mediated fonns of on- 

line education to address this problem in an immediate and powemil fashion? How can 

an understanding of the principles of adult learning, the nature of distance leamen, and 

the characteristics of cornputer-mediated on-line education idorm and shape the design 

and delivery of on-line support and cornmunity? Cornputer conferencing through the 

AltaVista system (already in place for Web-based courses at my university) proved to be 

a workable environment for examining one response to these questions. A fonun that 

was open to al1 learners and free of course constraints attracted interest and generated a 

small but encouraging community of leamers. 

The implementation of the Student Talk fonun during the winter, spring, and fa11 

semesters of 1999 proceecied successfully, Iargely due to the strong existing team of 

Web support and instructional design specialists who were able to help me translate my 
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concept into working form. hstmctors and administrators in the School of Continuhg 

Education were w i h g  to support the study and offeml valuable insights into the nature 

of their students. Despite the limitations imposed on thern by busy iives and work and 

family responsibilities, a gmup of learners was interested in participating and sharing 

their stones in the forum. Although a limited degree of student community-building was 

possible given the constraints of time and other prionties, the forum shows promise for 

helping distance leamers to feel more connected to the institution in a community of 

lemers. 

Discussion and Conclusions 

The purpose of my study was to examine the potential of a Web-conferencing 

tool to mate an on-line community of leamers in a university-level distance education 

program. 1 present my conclusions in relation to three areas of inquiry: prognim design' 

program implernentation as a process of qualitative research and practice, and evaluation 

of the tool for practitioners. 

Research Method and Program Des@ 

As I designeci the study and the Student Talk fonim, I was able to approach the 

problem of meeting the needs of on-line learners at my university fiom several 

perspectives. Viewing program design through the lenses of qualitative research, 

cornputer-based education, adult leaming theory, and distance leamers gave me a sense 

of common themes and strategies that have proven to work in other contexts. The ideas 

present in the intersection of these themes guided my choice of rnethods, technologies, 

and facilitation style. 



Qualitative research. The literature of qualitative research in addt education 

influenced how 1 chose to define my d e  within the pianneci intervention. Consistent 

with Guba and Lincola (1 983) and De& and Lincoln (1998), 1 was present in the study 

as inquirer and as the vehicle for my inquiry. I was involved as a researcher and as a co- 

leamer with the leamers who joined the forum (as described by Belenky et al., 1986; 

Boud & Griffin, 1987; Griffith, 1983, 1987). Frorn my first messages to the group' I 

tned to make this multiple role clear by introducuig myself as a leamer, a continuhg 

education professional, and a researcher. 

Derizin and Lincoln (1998) also speak to design issues in qualitative research. 

Their emphasis on the value of emergent design which responds to the changing n a m  

and needs of the leamers was a usefid guiding principle for my study. The computer 

conferencing forum through AltaVista allowed me to change topics, add new 

discussions, and respond to the interests of the learners. It also captured our discussions 

in a form that could be re-read and reflected on to suggest new avenues and stnitegies. 

For example, the Iack of response later in the winter semester due to leamers' busy 

academic schedules led me to pst  most of my initial messages as soon as the forum was 

active in the following sessions. Being able to use an emergent research design allowed 

me to adapt my study to the reality of leamers' lives, and 1 conclude that qualitative 

research principles are appropriate for the design of on-line Iearner support and for the 

snidy of such support interventions. 

Commter-brsed education. The School of Contiming Education at my 

univenity is experiencing phenorneml growth in the delivery of courses on the World 



Wide Web and is entirely in keeping with the trend reported by Imel(1998). Several 

authon (Berge & Collins, 1993; Cahoon, 1998; Chacon, 1992; Garrison, 1989; Jones et 

al., 1992; Mason & Kaye, 1989) have traced the impact of cornputer-mediated delivery 

in distance education. Our experience h o r s  their consensus that new technologies 

open new possibilities for designing good educauon, but aiso crrak m w  prublems. For 

example, my program design used one application of the technology for computer 

conferencing as a means of addressing problems of access, isolation, and lack of 

comection that can be heightened by the delivery of courses on-line. I conclude that it is 

feasible for univeaities using interactive teaching media to design interventions for on- 

line learners using the technology, resources, and systems already in place for on- 

campus and distance course design and delivery. 

in planning the forum and working with Web course developers, 1 also gained an 

appreciation for the importance of building in five elements coxnmon to good computer- 

based education. The tint of these elements is the use of cornputer-mediated tools to 

shifi the locus of educationd control h m  the insmictor to the learner (DeBruijn, 1993; 

Helsel, 1992). 1 pianned the conference as an open f o m  where every learner was 

welcome to contribute ideas for discussion. In practice, much of the control of the forum 

still rested with me and with my University because the conference was hosted on our 

system and subject to the system's limitations and coIlStraitlts. Leamers could only be 

added to the forum through me, for example. However, I was able to overcome this, to 

some extent, through the invitation and weicome messages I conveyed to learners. Hollis 

(1 99 1) speaks of the shared creation of knowledge that is possible when designs for 



cornputer-assisted leamhg are leanier-centred. Our discussion in the winter semester 

session on strategies for combining study with work and family d e s  indicates that 

keeping the learuers at the forefiant in my planning stage helped them to see themselves 

as experts in their own learning. 

As Berge and C o h  (1946) assert, the roie of the moderaror is a second key 

eiement in effective design for cornputer-based leaming. Successfùl moderation of on- 

line forums m u t  be set up in the design phase, with attention to the facilitator's role in 

building interac tivity (B lackbum, 1 W8), modeling behavior and standards of conduct 

(McVay, 1 W8), and creating a conducive environment for learning (Pincas, 1 998). As 1 

planneci the forurn, I found that decisions about how to proceed and how much direction 

1 should provide were infomed by the work of practicing facilitaton of on-line leaming. 

I was able to apply the threaded discussion format of AitaVista to set up several open- 

ended topics for discussion, giving some struchire to the conference while reinforcing 

my less directive facilitation style and preference. 

A third element of successful design is the application of learning and 

communication theory to planning on-line adult education (Boshier, 1988; Burge, 1994; 

Haughey & Anderson, 1998). In order to ensure that the coderencing systern was an 

effective medium of communication and munial learning for the leamers, I paid 

particular attention to how I crafted my messages to Web-based courses, instructors, and 

to the forum. Haughey and Anderson's characteristics of networked leaming proved to 

be applicable to my concept and to the forum design. For example, the structure of the 

fonun encouraged communication and interaction by organipng posts into folders and 
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threads, so that leamers could choose topics of interest, read the complete thread of 

messages involveci, and respoad with their comments. Leamers in the study were 

f d a r  with the AltaVista system because they used it in their Web-based courses. 

Because none of the lesmers reported technicd problems with using the system, 1 

conclude that their learning curve for the technology was srnail and they were able to 

take advantage of the immediacy of computer conference discussions. By choosing to 

leave al1 messages intact in the forum over each semester, 1 was able to capitalize on the 

permanence of networked communications and to read and reflect back on our 

dialogues. Haughey and Anderson refer to the diaise nature of networked leaming in 

which leames can be linked to resources in many locations. Within the fonun, we could 

refer to other Web-based resources and link to them as quickly as needed; a good 

example is the question about the university calendar, where 1 referred the leamers 

immediately to the Web site for that information. Above ail, my interest in using this 

technology to reach my leamer audience was engendered by the excitement of the new 

media and my expenences in comecting to people around the world through the 

Intemet. 1 conclude h m  my work with leamers, resource people in the School, and 

faculty in the Web courses that others share this sense of excitement and are motivated 

to participate in activities that use the Intemet and World Wide Web. 

The fourth element is concemed with ushg the tools of computer 

cornmimication to increase and enhance the sense of a vimial community of leamers. A 

number of case studies ( W o n ,  Haythomwaite, & Wellman, 1997; Montgomery & 

Little-McGill, 1997; the NODE, 1998% 1998b) indicate that e-mail, chat rooms, 
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conferencing, and similar cornputer-based systems can build connections that cross the 

usual boundaries of statu, disciplines, and access within educational institutions. This 

was a primary goal of the study; it was important that the forum be open and accessible 

to leamers in undergraduate and graduate courses in a variety of disciplines. The only 

criterion 1 used for inciuding individuais in the forum lin was rbar they 'be ieamers in our 

University's Web courses. 

Turkle (1995) speaks convincingly of the element of play, the fuial element 

which I found to be essential in my cornputer-based design. To Turkle. cyberspace is a 

place to play with our concepts of ourselves and of othen. As I planned the Student Taik 

forum, worked with Web designers and hstructors, and thought about how 1 wouid 

involve learners, 1 often felt a sense of playfbi experimentation and fun. The same sense 

of enjoyment cornes across in many of the messages the group exchanged over the 

course of the study. For example, Beatrice responded to my message about rnid-term 

break with a joking comment that snow days and school holidays were enough of a 

break for her. 1 conclude fiom my experience with the forum that practitioners can plan 

Web-based interventions that give learners a chance to play with their leaming. 

Opportunities to reflect on learning are important; it is also important to allow 

opportunities to brainstorm, joke, experiment with new ideas, and othenvise play with 

leaming . 

Adult learnine theory. Adult education researchers have connected theoretical 

perspectives on adult learning to program design for self-direction (Kidd, 1977), 

facilitating leaming (Cross, 1 98 1 ), and community development (Brookfield, 1984). 
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These general goals of adult learning are in keeping with the way 1 plaaned the forum. 

More specinc models for program planning (Brundage & MacKeracher, 1980; 

MacKeracher, 1996; Waldron & Moore, 199 1), CO-leamhg in addt education research 

(Boud & Griffin, 1987), and applying addt education principles in universities 

@uokiieid, 1996; Percivd, i 993) dso ialormd my tiiinkiag abüt  the of thz 

study. As 1 discuss in chapter 3,1 found that the learning and facilitating principles 

outlined by MacKeracher were especiaily usefùl guideposts for structuring the 

intervention because of their clear comection to theory and theu practicality for 

facilitaton. For example, I applied principles for reducing stress levels in adult learning 

envimnments, which MacKeracher derived fiom the study of learner charactenstics, to 

the messages 1 posted to welcome learners to the forum. 

Two areas of theoretical concern-self4irection and learner support-were 

especially valuable for my program design. Based on my experiences as an adult learner 

and with other addt learnen in our university, 1 agree with the wider conceptualization 

of selfldirectness described by Campbell (1995), Gamson (1992), and Griffith (1983). 

For example, as Dorothy noted in one of her messages, many of the leamers valued the 

flexible scheduling possible in Web-based courses but also appreciated the opportunity 

that this delivery method provided for gaining support h m  other learners. 1 am in 

agreement with G r B i t h ' s  (1983) conclusion that the characteristics that enhance self- 

directed leafning, such as independence and personal control, have to be balanced by 

activities that build interdependence and connections within the community. As 

Garrison notes, seif-dùection can allow leamers to shm conml and take responsibility 
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for their own leaming. Cornputer conferencing proved to be a workable means of 

applying these principles. The conferencing tool allowed any leamer to make 

contributions, add new topics, and respond as and when they wanted to other's 

comments. Although 1 was in control to a certain exient as forum admuiistrator, 1 could 

step back and encourage others in the group ro d e  a iead d e .  i conciude rhar seif- 

direction c m  be planneci into cornputer-assisted interventions for adult leamers. 

Learner support is a cornerstone for programs designed for tramformative 

learning (Cranton, 1994) and for multiple-role leamers (Edwards, 1993; Home, 1993; 

MacKeracher, Wall, & Doucet, 1993). Again, my experience is that many leamen in 

distance programs at my university are going through transitions in their lives and ûying 

to balance numerous roles; the leamers in my study are parents, workers, and leamen 

who are taking Web-based courses to effect changes in their lives. 1 was able to use 

several of the support strategies presented by MacKeracher (1996) in my design for the 

forum. My initial contacts with learners by e-maii, on the forum Web page, and in my 

opening posts set the stage for an environment with flexibility, low stress, mutual trust, 

and validation of individual experiences. 1 was able to include attention to the emotionai, 

spirihial, cognitive, social, and physical aspects of learning by opedy sharing my own 

story and encouraging othen to share theirs. In addition, the forum was conducive to 

meeting the variety of leaming styles (Kolb, 1984) that we brought to it. As an example, 

Edward's fi-ustration with Web courses in which Wudents are expected to answer 0 t h  

students' questions" and his preference for the instmctor to answer questions, contrasts 

with Harriet's appreciation of Web-based group work and learner contributions to course 
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forums. 1 conclude that it is feasible to provide leamer support which is responsive to the 

characteristics and needs of adult leamers in a Web-based leaming environment 

Distance leamers. My university's distance education program exemplifies the 

media-dnven paradigm shift highlighted by Hall (1 996) and Sweet (1 989). Web-based 

courses in pdcular  are more interactive and responsive to our leames, rather than 

simply vehicles for the delivery of course content. Even the definition of distance is 

changing. As Edwards (1994) and Haughey (1 995) describe, geographical distances are 

not the oniy ones separating our leamen f?om the campus. They take courses by Web- 

based and other distance modes for convenience of time, access, and learning style 

preferences as well-as documented in other settings (Burge, 1990; Collins & Haughey, 

1986; Couiter, 1989; May, 1993, 1994). 1 was aware of these divene types of distance as 

1 planned the forum and was able to accommodate leamers' needs for flexibility, t h e ,  

choice, personal control, and &dom tiom institutionaily-hposed expectations. For 

example, 1 chose an asynchronous form of conferencing for the Studenf Talk forum so 

that leamers could read and respond to discussions at times that suited their schedules. 

Distance learners benefit h m  programs and senrices that help them integrate 

their individual lives, their independent learning, and their academic requirements 

(Garland, 1994; Hotchkis, 1992). 1 envisaged Student Talk as a place whete the 

academic and public lives of the leamers could meet and be validated, where learners 

were fixe to discuss whatever aspects of their lives affected their studies, and how their 

studies Unpacteci on their lives. In this, 1 chose to lead by example, presenting myself as 

a multiple-de leamer with work, f d y ,  and study in my We. The topics 1 put forward 
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to draw out initial discussions included questions about what works and does not work 

as learners tried to balance their many responsibilities and d e s .  1 was successful in 

integrating these elements into the design of the f o m .  Beaûice, for example, reported 

that b ~ g i n g  her nanny in to care for her children while she worked on papers was a 

good strategy for her. 

Support for distance leamers remains a lower priority than course design and 

delivery at my university, as Potter (1 994) asserts for the practice of distance education 

in general. The willingness of colleagues within the School of Continuhg Education to 

assist me with program design and implementation indicates their interest in developing 

stronger learner support initiatives. As I reflect on the design process, 1 realize that 

support networks within institutions are as important as networks between institutions 

and leamers in developing support activities for the leamen. 

My thinking about the study was also influenceci by other work on the needs of 

distance leamers and on nodels for planning leamer support. Leamers in Web-based 

courses have simüar needs to other distance learners, and 1 kept these in mind as 1 set up 

the forum. They looked for feedback, support, and prompt responses, consistent with 

Sto ffel(1987); the cornputer conferencing tool enhmced rny ability to respond quickly 

to learners' messages although some delay was inevitable as in any mediated 

communication. 1 had to be sensitive to the transitions that many learners expenence, as 

Potter (1994) suggests; Haniet's transition h m  the worworce to her third return to 

imiversity-level studies is typical of the multiple-role leamers that Potter describes. The 

open nature of the forum, wtiere dues to status are less obvious, meant that I could 
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encourage a sense of equity among the group members. As Hipp (1 997) indicates, the 

distance leamers in the study benefited h m  interactions that encourage this sense of 

equity between individuals fiom diverse backgrounds; for example, the Witer 1999 

group included Charles, who had done several distance courses, Beatrice and Candace, 

who were rnasters' students, and Dorothy, who was a certificate student. Brindley's 

(1 997) mode1 for planning distance learner support helped me to clar* the goals of the 

forum and select activities that enhanced independence, empowennent, personalization, 

democratization, and engagement. 1 used several of Brindley's strategies for meeting 

these goals. As an example, in the dialogue with Beatrice and Candace about mid-term 

break and their lack of access to the university calendar, I was able to recognize the 

learners' experiences with the institution. act on them, and thereby reduce one 

administrative barrier they had encountered. 

Reflecting on the project, 1 conclude that program design for the study 

successfùily incorporated elements h m  qualitative research and practice, computer- 

mediated leaniing, adult learning theory, and the nature of distance leamers. The process 

was enhanced by my work with colieagues within the School of Continuhg Education 

and demonstrates that we can plan interventions for our distance learners that use 

existing systems and good adult education principles to meet the needs of our learners. 

In the next section, 1 analyze the implementation of the Studenr TalA forum as a process 

of qualitative research and practice in adult education. 



Promm Im~lementation: A Process of Oualitative Research and Pmctice 

Throughout the planning and implementation of the study, 1 found that principles 

of qualitative research and practice exernplified in the work of Belenlq et al. (1 9861, 

Boud and Griffin (1987), De& and Lincoln (1998), Griffith (1983, 1987), and Guba 

and Lincoln (1983) gave important guidelines. At each stage, 1 needed to think carefully 

about the purpose of elements such as the introductory Web page, the forum 

descriptions, topic folders, and message content. Several areas of aaalysis became 

evident as the study proceeded: qualitative methods and ideological issues, the nature of 

the leamers, the role that various kinds of distance play for hem, the themes and 

concems raised by the sones they tell, and my role as facilitator and researcher. 

Oualitative research methods and ideological issues. A number of 

methodological issues were apparent throughout the snidy. Similar to the work by the 

Personai Narratives Group (1989), and by Eisner and Peshkin (1 WO), I had to remain 

aware of my relationship with my CO-lemen as I engaged with their stories in the 

forum. Qualitative inquiry is intrinsically interpersonai. The voices and perspectives of 

the learnen involved in the forum were the most important outcome, in keeping with the 

conclusions of Beleniq et al. ( 1 986), Boud and Griffin (1 987), and Griffith ( 1  983, 

1987). AIthough it was sornetimes dificuit to shift the balance of control in the 

discussion away h m  me as the contact with Continuhg Education, 1 was able to 

present myself early in the forum sessions as a CO-leamer, and I reinforceci this 

throughout the discussions. As Haniet's and Edward's coneibutions in the f d  semester 
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show, the Leamers felt that they had important things to say and were not hesitant about 

sharing their viewpoints. 

My focus on the stories of Leamers worked well in the forum context. As B d c k  

(1988) and Block (1995) indicate, and as the feedback 1 received fiom Beatrice, Harriet, 

and Darcy confimed, telling their stories enhanceci the learning experience of learners to 

sorne degree even when practical concems ümited their ability to contribute. 1 found 

myself following Randail's (1 995) suggestion that adult educaton can help learners to 

understand themselves by helping them to tell and interpret their stories; I was able to 

help the leamers present and re-present their stories, building on what they posted and 

relating it to my own story and to their practicai concerns as leamers. As Brookes (1992) 

did by beginning with an autobiographical account of her leaming, I discovered that my 

own story became part of the inquiry as 1 shared my work, home. and study with the 

group. However, the degree of muhial story-building that 1 had hoped for did not arise 

nom the study sessions. Although I did not deliberately distance myself fkom the 

learners, as Barone (1 992) did, it is possible that there is a certain inevitable distance 

between storyteller and subject. Razack (1993) derted me to the need to understand the 

context in which stories &se and the ways in which the real lives and pnonties of the 

leamers did not always fit well with my goals for the forum. For example, Harriet noted 

that her lack of involvement sternmed partialiy fiom the fact that "there was not much 

there eariy on" in the f d  semester-my decision to be less directive and wait for 

respooses did not work for her. 
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The ideological critiques of Belenky et al. (1986) by Code (1991), Brookes 

(1992), and Lather (1992) helped me to think about the complexity and continguency of 

inquUy. As they do, I focused on the need to represent a diveaity of voices in my study 

and needed to challenge my own assumptions about the leamers in our Web-based 

courses. Beatrice, Candace, Dorothy, and Harriet, for example, were muhipie-roie 

women at a distance £iom campus with varying expenence as distance learners. Darcy. 

in con- was an on-campus undergraduate student who took Web-based courses for 

convenience of scheduling. Edward and Harriet brought considerable expenence with 

distance study to the group. 

1 conclude that a qualitative approach to the implementation and study of support 

for distance learnea worked well in practice. The methodological and ideological guides 

provided by the literature kept me aware of my role as a co-learner with the group. 

helped me to work with the learners' stories, and alerted me to the divenity within the 

snidy groups. 

The nature of the learners. As seen in chapter 3, the learners were a varied 

group of individuals. The Studenr Tulk leamers displayed independence and self- 

direction. For example, Edward completed five of his courses at a considerable distance 

and in a different country from campus. His story about problems with scheduling 

teleconferences indicates that he was proactive in dealing with the instnictor as wel1 as 

keenly aware of king treated in a way that did not fit with his self-concept as an adult 

leamer. However, the learners did seek and need comection with other leamers, as 

discussed by several wrïters on self-direction and interdependence (Campbell, 1995; 
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Garrison, 1992; Griffith, 1983). How do distance educators encourage a healthy balance 

of independence and interdependence in our approaches to program planning and 

support? Do we, as  administrators struggling with scarce resources, count too much on 

the assumption that part-time and distance learnen prefer independence and simply 

require weil-cdieci aeiivery of content? The study resdts indicaie ihat a bdariîed 

approach is possible and that as  Harriet notes, "It [contact with other leamers] helps to 

fil1 the void." 

The concept of distance is also an intriguing one. Traditionally, the concept of 

distance has been defined in terms of geography. From the stones of Sîudeni Tak 

leamers, 1 gained a sense of distances that are more complex and include elements of 

tirne, place, and contes as well as geography (consistent with Edwards. 1994; Haughey, 

1995). My own experiences as a part-the student who lives less than five miles fIom 

campus parallelled those of the people living across the island and outside the province. 

Even fiom the limited scope of this study, 1 conclude that the stories of distance learners 

do raise valuable questions about adult education theory and its application in my 

professional practice. 

Themes and concerns raised bv the stories of on-line Iearners. Much has ben 

written about multiple-role on-line leamen and how difficult it can be to get them 

involved in initiatives beyond their course commitments (Westrorn & Pankrantz, 1 997; 

Wong, 1998). The low rate of participation in the study fonun and evaluation bears this 

out. However, a smaU number of on-line learners at my university were willing to add to 

their busy lives by participating in a forum that was flexible, accessible, and supportive. 
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In common with learners in studies by Spencer (1993) and Spennemann (1996), 

the learners in rny shidy ofien focused on practical logistical concems such as computer 

access, using the Internet for the first the ,  and navigating the administrative maze of the 

university. Candace's account of her problems with change of address and its negative 

impact on her midies highlights the way in which seemingly trivial matters can 

snowball, especially when leamers are not on campus to track down key staff members. 

Through the forum, 1 was able to offer some more direct assistance with these logistical 

concem. 

Isolation and connection is a second element in the posts from Student Tulk. 

Beatrice notes that she does not feel like she belongs at the university, Candace 

comments that she feels 'komewhat out of touch with the regular" flow of university 

life, and Hamiet feels "a bit isolated at the end of my computer." Feedback from the 

groups indicates that the forum did help to overcome this sense of isolation to some 

extent. Beatrice, in panicular, appreciated the effort I made to participate and suggested 

that more activity and participation might enhance the forum's effectiveness at 

connecting learners. Student Talk was not inherentiy able to overcome barriers between 

leamers, the univenity, and each other; this is consistent with Eastmond's (1995) 

caution that computer conferencing can be a medium for overcoming barriers but that its 

effectiveness is determined by the interaction of design, facilitation style, and leamer 

characteristics with the medium. However, the blend of personaiities and contniutions 

h m  the leamers, my facilitation style, and the design elements 1 used combined to ease 



at least some of the isolation felt by learners and to connect learners fiom several 

provinces and many life situations. 

Student Talk learners also focused on the balance (and sornetimes lack of 

balance) between their student and other roles. As Westrom and Pankrantz (1997) and 

Wong (1998) discuss, feedback fiom learners in this area contributes significantly to 

successfid on-line course design and implementation. Dorothy defined herself as "a full- 

tirne mother, a part time student and 1 work part time" and many of the other learners are 

in similar situations. S haring strategies for maintainhg this balance was one of the rnost 

hvolved discussions for both of the active semesters. Charles, for example, suggested 

taking it slow and giving oneself a chance to "learn the ropes of distance education." 

Beatrice used childcare to mimic the on-campus situation and to give her space to work 

on assignments without worrying about her children. Edward valued courses that are 

well-organized and instructos who are prompt in answering questions. By responding to 

these suggestions I validated the leamers as experts in thei. own leaming. 1 conclude that 

on-line distance learnen are interested to a limited degree in opportunities to share and 

to leam fiom each other's stories, despite the challenges they face as multiple-role 

learners using a new delivery medium. 

The role of the faciütator I researcher. Because Web conferencing is, above 

ail, a text-based environment (Eastmonb 1 995; Haughey & Anderson, 1 W8), 1 found 

myself concentrating more consciously on language and how it could be used to 

encourage, support, and create context As an example, crafting the invitation post to the 

course Web pages involved putting rnyself in the leamers' place and trying tu convey a 
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sense of welcome while emphasizing the potential value of participating. Discussion 

topics had to be selected and written kom the point of view of "what questions are 

important to ask?" In the absence of visual, auditov, and other face-to-face cues, 1 

needed to provide written cues. Details and background information added contextual 

richness to the dialogue. 

As facilitator, 1 also had to use conscious planning and attentiveness to feedback 

&OUI the learners. As Berge and Collins (1996) describe, a facilitator in a face-to-face 

se thg  can adjust strategies to respond to a wealth of perceptual cues. In the on-line 

setting, less can be taken for granted and the reasons for a lack of response are not as 

obvious. For example. early in the semester 1 set up one welcome and introduction 

folder and got a good response. The other discussion topics, which were somewhat more 

open-ended and asked for more suggestions fiom the leamen, did not attract as much 

response. This is consistent with the findings of Klemm and Snell (1996) that learners 

are more engaged in on-line learning when they are required to produce reports, group 

responses, and other formal products. My strategy of posting an introductory message 

with my own expenences as startiag points, then waiting for responses, did not work as 

effectively as 1 had anticipated. Taking a more leading role as a facilitator and source of 

idonnation, and using the specific practical questions of learners to highlight wider 

issues, was more successful. I conclude, as Eastmond (1995) does, that facilitation w l e  

intenicts with the medium of cornputer conferencing in a dynarnic fashion. On-line 

groups, like other groups, need different levels of direction and facihtation at different 

stages. 



Evaluation of Strengths. Weaknesses. and Limitations of Web Conferencine for 

Learner S u ~ ~ o r t  

The process of setting up the forum was successful, and led to a carefül appraisal 

of the Limitations and potential inherent in using cornputer-rnediated co~lllllunication to 

connecr wirh lemers ar a disrance. Airhough the response was iimited, it was 

appropriate in the context of learners' multiple roles and responsibilities and hdicates 

that this type of non-course-specific forum could be a heipfùl service to some learnen in 

Web-based courses, as was also demonstrated by the LeamLùik system at McMaster 

University (the NODE, 1998b). Studenr Talk worked as  a means of offenng support to 

learners and 1 cm envisage continuing to use it to assist leamers in my university. It 

holds considerable promise for the future of continuing distance education. 

As noted in the previous section, the AltaVista conferencing tool in general, and 

the Student Tuïk forum in particular, proved to be effective in practice. A small group of 

leamers was willing to participate, instntctoa were supportive, and the design and 

administrative resources of my universi@ were well-organized and readily available. 

Significant elements include the technology itself, the process of planning and 

moderathg the forum, and the testing of theory in practice. These results are consistent 

with literature on the testing of educational applications of on-line technology (e.g., 

Jones, Kirkup, & Kirkwood. 1992; Mason & Kaye, 1989). 

The AltaVista system was relatively easy to leam and none of the learners to date 

reported ditIiculties with using it, despite the fact that most of us were new to this 

particular conferencing tool. Support fiom the instructional design specialists and Web 
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media courses was essential. It highlighted the importance of design support that blends 

a high degree of technical knowledge with attention to the principles of good adult 

learning and is consistent with the approach taken by other Canadian researchen (e.g., 

Boshier, 1988; Burge, 1994; Haughey & Anderson, 1998) who connect learning theory 

to on-line adult education. 

Access to technology is an equally important concem. The group members self- 

selected themselves on the criterion of familiarity with and access to Web technology. in 

order to participate, they had to be enrolled in Web-based courses that have minimum 

requirements for hardware, software. and connectivity. An examination of their e-mails 

shows that they had this access through both institutionai and private channels, but it is 

fair to assert that most lemers were in positions as teachen. managers, and university 

snidents where access to the technology and the knowledge to use it were greater than 

average. Future use of Web conferencing for building an on-line community will need to 

address the access issue in order to avoid contributing to a widening of the gap between 

those who have the technology and those who do not. Initiatives in place in Canada and 

other countries are making this access more available through schools and Libraries; 

forums like Student Talk can benefit h m  the wider participation this could encourage. 

And, it would seem that access is growing in some of Canada's remote regions. As the 

number of Internet-based programs included in the 1998 CAUCE Yembook of 

Exemplury Pructice Uidicates, many leamers in remote regions of Canada have gained 

access to on-line educatiod endeavours. 
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1 also needed to reflect on the less successful outcomes of the study. The low 

response rate was a concem. It was especially dinicult to maintain contact with learners 

who chose not to continue posting to the fonun. There was no non-intrusive way to 

contact 'ho-shows" or unresponsive learners, as there might be in a face-to-face setting 

where chance encounters in hallways provide non-intrusive oppominities for contact 

with leames. Strategies proposed by EUemm and Sneil(1996), which use academic 

products such as reports and group contributions to encourage participation, may not be 

appropriate for an activity that is not purely acadernic. Time constraints imposed by the 

semester length at my univenity only magnified small delays due to technicai problems 

or other demands on my time and that of the learners. Although the AltaVista 

conferencing sy stem worked well in practice, the administrative practice of c learing al1 

course conferences (including mine) at the end of each semester harnpered o u  ability to 

carry the forum discussion and involvernent of learnea through to subsequent semesters. 

On this point, it would seem that some protocol could be put in place to ensure that such 

student support conferences were kept open past the end of the semester, that the access 

list for each semester was recorded so that these leamers could be added to the 

conference in subsequent semesten, or that leamers were contacted pnor to the end of 

each term to confinn their interest in continuhg to participate in the forurn. 

Finally, the midy dowed me to evaluate the potential usefiilness of computer- 

rnediated communication to foster an interdependent leaming community sùnilar to 

others reported in the literature (the NODE, 1998b; Murphy et al., 1996; Stnckland, 

1998). Even within the short time fhtne and with the concerns noted above, these s m d  



groups began to encourage an interdependent approach as questions and concems 

sparked responses and new questions. Connections between the leamers were fewer than 

between the moderator and the rest of the group, but this is an area that c m  be addressed 

by using similar interventions in the future. The AltaVista system is an accessible, fluid, 

and practical tool for building connections with the learners 1 serve. 

In conclusion, my evaluation of the strengths, weaknesses, and limitations of 

Web confkrencing in audent Tafk reveals 3 main points of interest to adult educatoa 

who are considering the use of this technology for learner support. This study examined 

three questions about the potential of Web-conferencing: How can administrators and 

learner support agents overcome isolation? 1s there potential within computer-mediated 

foms of on-line education to address this problem? Can an understanding of the 

principles of adult learning, the nature of distance leamers, and the characteristics of 

cornputer-mediated on-line education be applied to the design and delivery of on-line 

support and commUMty-building? As several learnea mentioned in thei. messages, a 

sense of isolation fiom the institution and from other learnea was a common expexience 

for them. As Haniet notes, they enjoyed interacting with other learners in Student Talk 

and in their Web course forums. We were able to discuss issues, such as access to 

university calendars and strategies for success in distance study, that were not bound to 

course content. Although the degree of cornmunity building was severely limited by time 

constraints, course demands, and multiple responsibilities, leamers were able to read 

about each other's experiences and expressed an interest in participating in this sort of 

on-line community of leamers. Student Talk represents a synthesis of technology and 
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process, leamers and facilitator, software and stories that shows a potential which is very 

real and worth pursuing. 

Recommendationa for Practice 

Based on this study, 1 make the following five recommendations: 

- 
i. 1 he Studenr Ialk forum, and similar iearner support initiatives, need to be 

a regular feature of Web-based course delivery systems in continuing education. 

Leamers in the study groups expressed an interest in continuing to participate as 

they move into new courses. 

3 . Technical and procedural issues shouid be worked out with contiming 

education staff, especially forum administrators. to ensure that security of the 

system is rnaintained and that administrative protocols do not hamper support. 

For example, forum administraton shouid be consuited to determine ways in 

which support conferences can be kept open fiom semester to semester. 

3. Web-based learner support needs to be publicized and promoted to a 

wide audience of continuhg education students, instnicton, and administraton if 

it is to attract significant nurnbers of leamers. Information about nich prograrns 

can be added to learner support publications and continuing education Web sites 

to encourage participation. As well, instnictors and students should be 

approached directly through the Web-based courses, with appropriate care for 

course integrity and confïdenriality as in the snidy, in order to build and maintain 

active support for the concept. 



112 

4. Results of research concerning support for on-line learners should be 

shared with continuing education students, hstmctors, and administrators. For 

exampie, learners, instnictos, and administraton involved with this study will be 

informed via e-mail so that they can read the thesis when it is available. 

5. Facilitators of Web-based learner support t o m s  need to encourage more 

active participation, refine their facilitation skills in the on-line environment, and 

connect students in a viable community of learners. This can be accomplished by 

participating in on-line conferences, listservs, computer forums, and electronic 

joumals in order to connect to other continuing educaton who are using similar 

avenues for learner support. 

C m  cornputer-mediated communication break down the barriers between 

distance education leamers and the on-campus cornmunity of leamers? Can on-line 

conference systems provide a means of extending the community of leamers beyond the 

walls of the campus? Can a Web-based network parallel the social networks that support 

and enhance leaming for on-campus leamers? Based on my experience with the Student 

Talk forum and its leamers, the answer to al1 these questions is "Yes, we can. And, yes, 

we should," 

However, 1 would also suggest that there are a number of areas of research that 

need to be investigated M e r  in this area. 



Recommendations for Further Research 

Based on this shidy, I suggest the following five areas for M e r  research: 

1. The Studenr TuZk forum shouid be continued at my university in order to 

attract a larger snidy group that is more widely representanve of the range of 

continuing education students enrolled in our Web-based courses. In addition, 

research should be undertaken to compare this intervention with Web-based 

student support programs in other continuing education departments. 

2. Research should be undertaken to compare and contrast the forum design 

and implementation possible using AltaVista with that used in similar forums in 

other cornputer-mediated systems. 

3. As noted in chapter 3, there were some gender differences in number of 

posts and duration of involvement with the forum. Further studies should 

investigate whether or not these differences are significant. and examine how 

student support could be designed to meet the differing needs and characteristics 

of femaie and male continuing education students. 

4. Sirnilarly, future research should involve the design, irnplementation, and 

evaluation of similar Web-based support for specific learner groups in continuing 

education. For example, it would be relevant in my province to compare the 

application of such student support for learners in urban and rurai settings, in 

different socio-economic groups, and in First Nations ethnic groups. 
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5. Further practical research is needed to address low participation rates. For 

example, what social and technological factors prevent continuhg education 

learners fiom participating in student support forums like Student Tale Are 

there ways in which their participation can be facilitated and increased? 
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APPENDIX A 

GLOSSARY OF TERMS 

Access lists are lists of users who have permission to enter a cornputer-based discussion. 
For example, an e-mail list server will have an access list consisting of the e-mail 
addresses of individuals who have subscribed to the list. 

Address refers to identifjhg information that allows a computer or network to locate a 
user, host computer or information resource. A typical e-mail address, for example, is 
usuaiiy in the format of: useniame@hostcomputer.ca. 

Asvnchronous forms of communication, such as e-mail and voice mail, do not occur in 
real the .  Participants' messages are composed and sent at times which are convenient 
for them, then stored until the recipient(s) are ready to read them. 

Chats (often referred to as chat lines or channels) are software programs that allow many - 
usea to engage in a text-based discussion on a computer network in real t h e .  A chat 
screen will typicaily identify each participant by a short nicknarne, followed by whatever 
text they have typed in and sent to the chat. 

Comouter networks are groups of computers which are iinked by direct wire connections 
or telecommunications devices in order to share resources, files, and communications. 

Comouter conferencing systems ailow more extensive and organized support for group 
communication than e-mail alone. Leamen can discuss topics, work together on 
projects, develop shared knowledge, and archive contributions. Most systems, such as 
AitaVista and FirstClass, use client programs to access a server located within a host 
institution or Intemet service provider. Cornputer conferences are especially weil suited 
to adult leaming because they allow the discussion to be guided and organized for ready 
access through the use of sub-conferences and folders. 

Commter-assisted learning (CAL) uses a computer program to guide and direct leaming 
without the direct intervention of a tutor or insaictor. Common examples are tutonais, 
drill and practice, and simulations. 

Cornouter-mediated communication (CMC) refers to the use of computers as a medium 
of communication between individuals. Examples of CMC include e-mail, the Intemet, 
and other forms of both synchronous and asynchronous communication. 

Distribution lists, also cded list servers or listservs, are software pro- which store 
a list of e-mail addresses for people who ask to subscribe to the list. Most distribution 
lists are fomed to facilitate discussion about specific topics of common interest to group 



members. Any e-mail message posted to the list is automaticdy re-directed to al1 
subscribed members. In a moderated List, one individual acts as a moderator for the 
discussion and filters messages prior to redistribution in order to maintain agreed-upon 
group standards. 

E-mail, short for electronic mail, is an Internet-based parailel to written mail (mail mail, 
to most internet users). E-mail servers store and deliver messages composed by one 
computer user and sent to another. 

Folders are sublevels of computer conferences which contain messages related to a 
particular topic, question, or discussion thread. Folders are a key tool for managing and 
organizing the numerous messages that are generated by most conferences. Messages 
dated to a particular theme can be posted and read within a folder, umally by selecting 
the link to that folder on a conference Web page, Subfolders cm be created within 
folders to contain messages related to subto pics generated within a discussion topic. 

Forums are set up within a cornputer conferencing system to bring together participants 
around a generai area of interest. In educational applications, fonims are created for each 
Web-based course delivered through the institution hosting the conference systern. An 
individual or individuds, O ften the course ïnsmictor, is responsible for administering 
and moderating the forum. 

A home nage is the Web page which usen first encounter when visiting a location on the 
Intemet. Home pages generally contain introductory information and links to more 
specific content and services. 

Hmrlinks are specincally Iabelled buttons or highlighted text withïn a hypertext 
document such as a Web page. By clicking on a hyperlink, users are able to link to other 
sectors within the same document, to other Web pages, or to other Internet resources. As 
a result, Web-based leaming cm be designed to be much more non-linear than other 
means of distance learning. For example, leamers can click on a hyperlink within a 
document to get definitions of ternis, explore topics in more depth, and connect to 
related resources. 

The intemet is a collection of individual, national, regional, commercial and institutional 
computer networks which use a common protocol (TCP/IP) and addressing scheme to 
enable shared access to resources. 

intemet SeMce Providers (ISPs) are commercial and institutional organhtions 
providing access to the Internet through e-mail addresses, connectivity software, and 
hardware. 

Links is the commonly used term for h y p e r b .  



A loein narne (usemame) is assigned to each user for cornputer-based discussion groups, 
conferences, and Web sites where controlled access and privacy is desired. Usemames 
can take many foms depending on the computer system or program used, but are 
generally short and easily associated with the user. Passwords are used in connection 
with login names to ensure that only the user associated with a given username is able to 
gain access to the system. They are generally known only to the user and the system 
administrator(s) . 

Lurkers are members of e-mail list servea, newsgmups, computer conferences, and 
other on-line groups who are active readers of the discussions but rarely or never 
contribute to thern. 

Modems are devices that allow computen to transmit and receive information via 
ordinary telephone or cable lhcs. Modems convert the digital signals which computen 
produce into analog signals which can be canied on these lines. 

A moderator in a cornputer-based discussion plays a similar role to a moderator or 
facilitator in a more traditional face-to-face group, teleconference, or videoconference. 
The skilled moderator must organize, stimulate. and guide the discussion, encourage 
participation, and ensure that the discussion adheres to agreed-upon standards. 

Networked leamine, occurs when instructors and learnen use electronic networks to 
communicate, collaborate. and access resources for learners. Computer conferencing, e- 
mail, and Web-based instruction are common examples of networked learning. 

New media courses are distance education courses that use a blend of media to enhance 
intemivity between instnictoa, learners, resowces, and course content. For example, a 
typical Web-based course delivered primarily via the World Wide Web rnay dso 
incorporate written manuals or texts, video, audio, and other resources. 

Newsmups are text-based, asynchronous, Internet discussion groups focwing on 
specific topics of interest to groups of usen. Messages, also called posts, to these 
aewsgroups are stored and distributed by news servers (üsenet servers). Newsgroups 
dSer fiom distribution lists in that they are open to any user who wants to read and p s t  
to the group, rather than to a list of subscribed members. 

Off-line activities take place when the user is not actively c o ~ e c t e d  to the Intemet or 
another computer nehvork. For example, most e-mail and conferencing software allows 
users to download messages, store them, then read and respond to them off-line before 
uploading responses to share with others at a later tirne. 

On-he activities take place through cornputer-mediated channels mch as the Internet 
and World Wide Web. Users often Herentiate, for example, between on-line 
environrnents and interactions, and their real-life counterparts. 



Posts refer to individual messages contributed ("posteci") to an electronic forum such as - 
an e-mail List server, internet newsgroup, or computer conference. 

Servers are computer programs which respond to requests fiom client programs operated 
by remote users. They can be housed on cornputes which are connecred to the Internet. 
As an example, large Intemet sites oflen house e-mail or computer conferencing serves. 

Sychronous foms of computer-mediated communication, such as chaning or Intemet 
voicr telephone, take piace in red iimz. 

Text-based refers to the fact that basic communication via computen is carried out by 
written (typed) text displayed on a screen. The text-based nature of this communication 
is beneficiai for composing, editing, and reflecting on the content of discussions, but 
raises concems centred around literacy and access for users who are not able to work 
readily with text. 

Threading refen to a means of organieng e-mail or computer conference messages 
according to topics. Readers are then able to easily follow contributions to a particulair 
topic, or thread, rather than sifling through al1 messages in the group. For exarnple. 
messages in a folder can be organized so that uses are directed to responses to a topic or 
message by Links at the bottom ofeach message. 

A URL KJniform Resource Locator) is the address of an Internet-based resource sucb as 
a home page, sound or video file, or text file which cm be accessed by a Web browser. 
For example, the UR, of a Web page is typically in the form: http~fmachine/lOcation . 

Virtuai realitv programs simulate real-life environments within computer systerns and 
interfaces. Many cornputer-based educational programs use some degree of virtual 
reality to create learner-fiiendly setthgs for learning. For example, a cornputer 
conference site may use graphics and links to build a visual environment that directs 
usen into and around a v i d  campus building and associated conference rooms. 

Web browsers are client programs, such as Netscape and Microsoft intemet Explorer, 
that enable usen to retrieve and display information from World Wide Web server 
programs. They provide most users' nrst point of contact with the many resources 
available and increasingly include a diverse range of hctions such a s  e-mail, Web page 
development tools, discussion groups, and search functions. 

World Wide Web IWWW), often abbreviated to the Web, is an interlockhg systern of 
Internet resources defued and organized by protocols for addressing, processing, and 
t . t t i n g  information between cornputers. The Web hm expanded at a phenomenal 
rate, ailowing individuals access to information in many formats and levels. 




