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ABSTRACT:

Today there is increasing pressure to utilize the Internet and
other new technologies to enhance and sometimes replace the
classroom experience. With this recent push, professors are
using new technologies simply because they are available
without understanding how to use them effectively. For those
that are new to these technologies, the learning curve can often
be steep and dangerous. In order to remove some of these
stumbling blocks, this paper presents an evaluation of a
distributed learning experience.
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INTRODUCTION

The last decade has seen a dramatic change in technology.
The push for new technology has seen a change in the way that
we do business in the world. It has caused the rise and fall of
corporate giants who were once acclaimed as being
technologically advanced. Many of these new technologies have
made their way into the classroom setting. With this surge of
technological might, instructors have begun to use these new
inventions in hopes of improving their teaching methods. Many
are using them simply because they are available with no clear
idea of what purpose they fill.

Probably the most powerful of these new technologies has
been the introduction of the Internet, often referred to as the
World Wide Web (WWW). This technology is not exactly new,
but it has only been during the last decade that it has been made
accessible to the general public. In the few short years that it is
been around, it has gained acceptance by the general populace
faster than any previous technological advancement, including
television and radio. The different uses for the Internet are
limitless and are only beginning to be developed.

Perhaps it is the creation of the Internet, or the changes that
it has caused that has brought about the increased demand for
Distance Education. Once ignored by mainstream academia, it
has gained widespread acceptance. Universities around the
world are trying to find ways to implement Distance Education.
New universities are being created to supply the growing
demand for more accessible education. Many of these programs
rely upon the Internet as their backbone. “Online learning” has
become a popular buzzword. It has a wide definition that
includes the use of the Internet as a tool for delivery and as a
course enhancer.
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But the term “Online Learning” does not cover all the bases,
nor do the words “Distance Education” accurately describe this
type of learning. The matter is further confused with the
introduction of new terms like “E-learning”, “Web-Based
Instruction” and “Virtual Classroom”. Each of these terms
describe a single aspect of the new teaching techniques or use of
technology, but are often flaunted as general terms that are
supposed to encompass the entire spectrum of possibilities. To
remedy this situation, the term “Distance Education” has been
broadened to “Distributed Learning”. It includes both education
where the teacher and the student are at different locations or
time (Distance Education) as well as classes that may be
traditional in nature, but are augmented by online tools and
technology.

To further clarify this idea, the Institute for Distributed
Education of the University System of Maryland has defined
three models of Distributed Learning (IDE 1997). These models
are base upon the factors of Time and Place. Sharma Pillutla
(2000) sums up those models as:

(a) Distributed Classroom: Extending a traditional
classroom using interactive technologies — time and
place dependent.

Independent Learning: Contact between students and
faculty is maintained by telephone, voice-mail,
computer conferencing, electronic and regular mail —
time and place independent

Open Learning + Class: Self-paced learning through
occasional contact using interactive
telecommunications technologies — place independent.
Pillutla then adds a fourth model:

(d) Extended Distributed Learning: extending a
traditional classroom so that some portions are time and
place dependent and others are time and place
independent.

It is this fourth model that applies most directly to our
purposes today. We are currently in a stage of development
where instructors of all levels are pursuing means to enhance
their classroom instruction. ~ When used properly, web
technologies can be used to do more than simply deliver content.
Instead of being the medium of delivery, the proper use of the
web can increase learning. At least that is what we have been
told. Jerry Gosen (2003) points out that, “the research available
dealing with online education yields few conclusions, and many
of the ... studies are methodologically flawed.” If that is the
case, then why are the universities pushing for new technologies
almost faster than they are being produced?

(b)

(c)
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EVOLUTION OF ONLINE INSTRUCTION

Just as we have seen an evolution of business uses on the
web, we have seen a similar process occurring with professor
use of the web. Initially businesses used the web as a way to
easily distribute sales literature. Called Brochureware, these
websites allow consumers to view and compare product
information with ease but provide limited means of interaction.
Similarly professors used the web initially as a means to
distribute notes and announcements. This idea becomes more
obvious when we look at the elementary educators who are now
posting assignments on class websites. These new websites
allow parents to keep track of what their children are learning
and allows children that stay home sick to keep up with class
progress. This is a huge step in increasing the communication
from instructor to student.

Then the transactional websites began to take shape and the
businesses could take orders and exchange funds with the
consumer. It still provided limited direct contact with each other,
though companies began relying on e-mail as their main tool of
contact. Universities likewise started introducing transactional
courses. In these situations the student could often find
information, take a test, or upload course assignments with the
instructor. Discussion boards became commonplace and new
courses appeared trying to take advantage of the new
transactional ability. Noriko Hara and Rob Kling (2000)
published a qualitative case study of one such online course.
Alvin Burns (1998) also presented comments on his initial
attempt to teach a course solely through the web. Both were
plagued with technical problems and student confusion.

The next phase of evolution is the full-service model. In this
phase, businesses utilize the Internet for the entire sales process
of pre- and post-sales as well as the actual transaction. These
sites are smart enough to suggest products as well as follow-up
after a purchase is made. In some instances, customer service is
being offered in real-time on the site. Some of the new online
universities are also following this model. These universities are
providing students with the means of obtaining a full education
without ever stepping into a classroom. Students can now handle
the entire process of their education from applying to the school,
to class instruction, all the way to graduation from their home
computer. Even counseling and course recommendations can be
handled through an Internet connection.

This does not appear to be the end of the evolutionary
process. Already we have seen signs of another stage of growth.
In this stage, all services are being incorporated into a single
entity. Businesses are integrating the Internet into their business
models so that there is no distinction between where the
traditional business ends and the online begins. The lines
between brick-and-mortar and electronic storefronts is
disappearing at a rapid pace. So too can we expect the line
between Internet based learning and class room learning do
vanish.

At some point the Internet will be so ingrained into our lives
that there will no longer be the distinction of “online education”.
Already we have seen this in the field of student research. In the
past 5 years, the idea of “online research” being a separate entity
from “general research” has vanished. No longer do we regularly
hear professors and students commenting on the need to “go
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online” for research. It is generally assumed that some amount of
research will be conducted online. This has already brought
concern to some. Martin Hornyak, Brian Peach and Mick Fekula
(2003) brought to our attention the possible problem with Web-
logs, or BLOGS, and how students might have difficulty
recognizing the difference to between good research and simple
opinions, both of which are readily available and often
undistinguishable on the web.

Additionally, we have the difficulty of professors who are
without experience or knowledge to effectively use these new
technologies. Even with the new products being offered to
handle the technical side of instruction, professors are still
unprepared to effectively use these resources. Many universities
have created offices or programs in hopes of instructing
professors in how to use the technology as a pedagogical tool
instead of simply as a medium of dissemination.

With the huge push towards more integration of technology
in the classroom, and little to no instruction on how to do so,
there is little wonder why there is so much confusion on this
topic. What technologies actually support and enhance the
teaching environment? Which ones detract from it? Are there
any that actually inspires the student to actively participate in
their learning process? Or are they all dependent upon the desire
of the student to learn and thus the technology has absolutely no
bearing on the outcome? Obviously there are no clear answers at
this time, or we wouldn’t be asking the questions.

COURSE OVERVIEW

It is for the purpose of bringing us closer to the answer of
these questions that I present an evaluation of an Extended
Distributed Learning course in which I participated during the
summer of 2001. It fits the model previously described as it was
taught as a distance education course with half the class located
in Germany and the other half in the United States. These two
classes were connected via two-way Interactive Television (ITV)
and were taught by a professor from the U.S. while he was in
Germany. To supplement the class work, the professor also
required that the students participate in an online discussion
forum.

The discussion board was used as a place for students to
post comments about their thoughts on a particular subject that
the professor would initiate. Each student was expected to post a
comment each week to further the discussion. They received
marks pertaining to the quality of their comments and as to
whether or not they added anything of value to the discussion.
With a class of 30 U.S. students and 20 German, everyone was
asked to keep their messages down to a reasonable size.

During the 8 weeks of class, the professor tried to encourage
the discussion in 3 separate ways. At first he provided a single
topic and let the students comment at will for the week. He only
added additional comments when asked a direct question. The
second method was to ask 2 or 3 questions at the start of the
week and then again, sit back and let the students discuss the
questions without input unless a direct question was asked. The
final method involved him actually taking a hand in directing the
discussion by posing additional questions on the board when a
topic appeared to be dying. 7 of the 8 weeks required individual
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responses from the class members. There was a single week
where group responses were allowed.

The professor is an experienced instructor that has been
teaching courses through ITV since 1998. In these instances, the
courses were taught at the main campus and transmitted to a
satellite campus about 45 minutes away. By alternating his
presence between sites, he found that he could reduce the
distress that the students at the satellite campus faced. This
practice became common for ITV courses taught at the Business
School. The distance education course taught from Germany was
the first time this process of alternating could not be used. As
such, he decided to use an online discussion to supplement the
course. This was the first time that he had attempted to use a
discussion board as a course requirement.

EVALUATION

The evaluation was performed in two parts. The first was a
general observation of the class itself, both in the formal
classroom setting (from the U.S. classroom) and the online
discussion. The second was a survey that was administered to
the students at the end of the semester. The survey was designed
as a tool to help in the future development of Distributed
Learning courses and give feedback on direct technical issues as
well as general teaching methods.

As a general observation of the ITV from the U.S. side, the
biggest issues appeared to be technical difficulties. It took some
time for students to get used to the delay inherent in this
technology. Anyone who has ever worked with this ITV before
understands the 5-10 second delay in transmission. Though the
transmission is nearly instantaneous, the computer needs 2-3
seconds to encode it, the receiving computer then needs another
2-3 seconds for decoding. Another session of delay is added if a
response is required. If the student or professor was not patient,
each could be 30 seconds into separate conversations before
either side had been given a chance to respond. In this case, the
professor was experienced in this delay and appeared to be able
to handle the situation.

The point of real interest came with the online discussion.
The first week was a new experience for everyone and thus a full
discussion did not take place. Some students seemed to
understand the requirements, while others needed further
explanation. But by the second week, the confusions had been
ironed out. The real issues appeared to be in relation to the
assignment directly. As stated before, each student was required
to add something of significance to the discussion each week.
There was a cut-off time each week when the comments had to
be added. As a result, two main concerns arose

The first area of difficulty is often called the “student
syndrome”. Give a student a deadline and the assignment is
accomplished as close to that deadline as possible. The online
discussion was no different. Each week at least half of the
students would wait until the final 24 hours before the deadline
to add a comment. This last minute mentality made it difficult
for a solid discussion to be held to flesh out ideas that the
students were offering. For these students, the online board was
(at least for that week) an “assignment” that had to be turned in
and not a “class discussion” to discuss ideas.
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Though annoying, this last minute mentality did not detract
from the discussions. Where half of the class would wait to the
last minute, the other half would participate at varying times
during the week and actually provide a good solid discussion on
the topic. With 50 students from two countries in the class, even
half of the students provided a solid base of participants to
further the discussion. And the most successful week appeared
to be the ones where a lull in the conversation was supplemented
with a quick summary and further questions (on the same topic)
from the professor.

When asked about this “last minute” behavior in class, the
general response was that there was too much to read. Because it
was all written comments, some comments would take up half to
a full page of reading. The students were advised to check the
discussion board daily, but not everyone was able to get on the
Internet regularly. And those that did were then often faced with
5+ pages of material that they had to read at the end of a hard
day at work. In order to keep up on the discussion, some
students reported that they would check the board each morning
and night. And then again in the afternoon if they had access.
Additionally, students then had to take time to write a response
at some point. Due to the asynchronous manner of this
discussion, it was not always easy to keep on top of the
discussion. In the time between a student reading the current
comments and posting their reply, the discussion could have
already moved on in another direction completely. This
frustrated students who did not have the time to reply
immediately.

The second concern is directly related to the first. In
addition to adding a comment to the discussion, the students
were expected to add something of relevance. There were many
instances where a student would post their comment, only to
learn that someone else had added the same idea just moment
before. Other times, the students simply wanted to agree with
what had already been said but due to the nature of the
assignment, felt that they had to re-write the same comment in a
different light in order to satisfy the requirements. Of course this
exasperated our earlier concern of the reading load by adding
even more to read, which would then turn-out to be a repetition
of earlier comments. At one point, some students stopped
reading the prior comments and simply posted their views and
not deal with reading 10 postings that said the same thing. Of
course this was an undesirable outcome as the idea was to have a
discussion and not simply answer questions.

In order to address the issue of “too much reading”, the
professor switched things around a little bit by allowing the
discussion to be handled in a group format. The idea behind this
was that each group would work together to formulate thoughts
that further the discussion. Groups would then post a single
response for all 5 members and thus reduce the amount of
reading that was necessary. Whether it was due to the time
constraint of only one week, or another issue, that week’s
discussion was little more than a single comment from each
group on the week’s topic. Little effort was made to build on
previous group comments and it appeared that once a comment
was posted, many groups would not even follow-up with the
discussion board for responses.

At the end of semester, the students were asked to fill out a
questionnaire rating various aspects of the class and to freely
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offer comments. The ratings that the students gave did not offer
much information to evaluate the course, but the comments that
they provided coincided with the general observations. There
were complaints about technical difficulties with the ITV. There
were the obligatory complaints about certain aspects of the
opposite culture (though it was interesting to hear that the
German students wanted more theory and the U.S. students
wanted more application).

There were a hand-full of comments from both classes that
complained that the reading was excessive, though for different
reasons. The German students felt that there was too much
reading for the credits that they were receiving, while the U.S.
students complained about having to juggle the large amounts of
reading with work and their social life. But when asked to list
the, “3 features about this class that you would improve”, there
were only 3 students who asked for less reading. And on the flip
side, when asked to list, “3 features you liked best about the
class”, 30 out of the 50 students (20 U.S. and 10 German) listed
the online discussion. And at least one of those students
commented that they simply thrived on the discussion and was,
“disappointed that it had to end”.

The only part of the class that received more positive
comments than the discussion board was the cross-cultural
aspect. On the negative side, only technical problems received
more comments than the 3 complaining about the reading load.

SUMMARY & SUGGESTIONS

Though not conclusive, the comments and general
observations do lead me to believe that the online discussion was
a positive experience. Though not discussed, the experiential
nature of the online discussion alone promises to enhance
teaching efforts. Students that are intimidated or need time to
formulate responses could go online and actively participate in
their learning. The learning would not be limited to the time
frame of the actual class session.

For future use of the online discussion board, the students
provided the following suggestions. By implementing some of
these strategies, we will be able to increase the quality of the use
of discussion boards as a learning tool.

e Provide a “me too” option that would allow students to
agree with a particular comment without having to
repeat the idea. This though would have to be tempered
in such a way that it didn’t become an easy way out of
participating in the discussion.

Spread the topics over a longer length of time. Instead
of a single week per topic, it could be spread out to 2
weeks or longer. If done as a rolling topic (ie. no set
date when a topic will begin or end), the instructor
could lengthen or shorten the discussion depending on
the level of student involvement

Do not require a weekly submission by the students. By
requiring the students to participate in 4 out of 8 weeks
discussions, they would be given the option to choose
topics on which they could provide positive
commentaries. This would also reduce the repetition of
ideas and thus reduce the amount of reading.

Make the online section a “participation” grade instead
of an assignment. Most professors have some form of
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participation grade that does not require a certain
number of comments from their students while in the
classroom. Extend this participation grade to the online
arena. This would, in conjunction with previous
suggestions, remove some of the “student syndrome”
problems.
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