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Unit ﬂ Theses and Case Studies

Guided Speaking Guided Reading Writing Practice

Greetings Passage A: Let’s, You and Me, Have a Little Discussion Job  Application
Passage B: On the Development of Humanities in Liberal Sci- | Letter
ence-based Education

Passage C: Cott Corporation—A Case Study

Part One Guided Speaking

® Greetings
Formal Greetings
A: Good morning.
B: Good morning. How are you today?
A: Just fine, thanks. How are you?
B: Wonderful. Things couldn’t be better.
Informal Greetings
: Hi! How are you?
: Fine, thanks. And you?
: Just fine. Where are you going?
: To the library.
: OK. I’ll see you later. So long.

@ > 0 > 0 >»

: So long.

>

: Hi. What’s up?
: Nothing much. What’s new with you?

&>

o}



A: Not too much. I’ve been pretty busy.
B: Me too. Seems like all I do is to eat and sleep.
A: Gotta go. Call me tonight.
B: Okay. I’ll call you later.
Part Two Guided Reading
® Passage A

Let’s, You and Me, Have a Little Discussion
by V. Light and P. Light
computer mediated communication in support of camp-based university courses

Introduction

Much of the research literature on the use of computer mediated communication (CMC)
in higher education focuses on its potential to support distance learners who may never meet
one another or their tutors. However, CMC is also increasingly being introduced, often a-
longside other computer-based supports for learning, in conventional campus-based courses.
In this context, computer supported teaching and learning is frequently advocated as a way of
dealing with growing numbers of students. Many tutors now have to deal with large tutorial
groups and are coming to use computer-based resources as both an aid and a supplement to
face-to-face meetings. Tutors are placing course materials on the worldwide web and estab-
lishing E-mail and conferencing systems as a basis of communication between themselves and
their students. Some tutors are also setting up on-line course discussions to run alongside
face-to-face tutorials. These electronic opportunities theoretically allow students to organise
their own learning to suit their lifestyle. On-line, they can discuss course issues, develop
their understanding through debate and be alerted to different interpretations and perspec-
tives. The course topic can be kept alive and updated from one week to the next.

Light & Light (1999) describe one course where, as a supplement to course E-mail,
the tutor extracted messages and contributions from students to create a Hypermail archive
on the Internet. In this case the tutor played a key role both in structuring debate and as a
resource provider. Warren & Rada (1998) suggest that this very active involvement of the
tutor may be a necessary condition for productive interaction. However, CMC exchanges
have also been held to be of value with much lower levels of tutor engagement. Thus,
Durham (1990) suggests that student-student exchanges with low tutor involvement allow
the creation of a very “immediate” environment for the exchange of information and for in-

creasing some students’ sensitivity to their own and others’ writing. Durham describes stu-




dents resorting to a wide variety of approaches, from humour and fantasy to persuasion and
appeal. This experience, he suggests, allowed them to learn about creating roles for them-
selves within their group (e.g. information seeker, compromiser and summariser).

Durham observed little response to abusive or ridiculous messages. However, Lea et al.
(1992) found that such “flaming” contributions did take on an unwelcome permanence of ex-
istence, when compared to a similar spoken comment. This permanence heightened the im-
pact of such remarks and led to a perception of there being more flaming than actually oc-
curred.

Duffy ez al. (1995) found that groups using CMC “developed a real sense of solidari-
ty”. It is not clear what effects pre-existing social groupings may have on electronic contribu-
tions. Spears & Lea (1992) rightly emphasise that, just because in CMC many social cues
are excluded, one cannot assume that the “social dimension” is rendered irrelevant. Rather,
learners have distinctive relationship histories, and these unobservable determinants are often
difficult for researchers to tease out.

The research described here takes the form of a case study based on a third-year under-
graduate course, in which the tutor set up group-based CMC discussion of a course-relevant
topic but did not participate himself in any way in that discussion. This “virtual absence” of
the tutor contrasted markedly with the situation observed by Light & Light (1999), though
the course was similar in subject and level. Amongst the questions we sought to address were
the following. How effectively, and by what means, will communications and exchange of
ideas be achieved in this situation? How stable will such interaction be? If groups diverge in
their patterns of interaction, what factors underlie this divergence? How, and how similarly,
will students and the tutor judge the value of this experience?

The research was conducted in 1998 at a UK university. The focus was on student dis-
cussion supported via CMC in the context of a third-year optional unit on communication in
an applied psychology and computing degree course. The 29 students (19 male, 10 female)
attended weekly lectures for two terms. In the first term they also met fortnightly for practi-
cal workshops. In the second term, the workshops were replaced by on-line discussion. Prior
to the start of this discussion the students familiarised themselves with the web-based com-
munication environment, WebCrossing.

WebCrossing is an open system that is totally web-based. It has a distinctive contextu-
alised message structure. All the contributions in a “thread” are presented together. The user
does not have to open and close messages. In the tutor’s view these features encourage “a
kind of cut and thrust... a more fluent repartee”. It was used as an unmoderated though
supervised system, effectively run by the participants. As the tutor noted, there is nothing
to stop students posting an out-of-thread message if they want to. He compares this with real
life behaviour. “What characterises conversation is unpredictability and jumping about!”

In an initial interview the tutor stated that “a primary objective of the exercise is sim-



ply to give the students some live experience of computer mediated communication ”. He felt

that he was giving his students “a chance to experience what it [ CMC] was like”. The tu-
tor established four on-line discussion groups with membership corresponding with the prior
workshop groups, and each consisting of seven or eight students. The original allocation to
these groups was arbitrary; as the tutor put it , “no social engineering”. The groups will be
referred to here as A, B, C and D. The students’ contributions to the web-based interaction
contributed to the unit assessment. Assessment of the students’ contributions was undertak-
en by the tutor, with independent moderation by a colleague. Nominally, 70 % of the marks
were allocated for quality of contribution and 30 % for quantity; therefore, the students were
advised to “think before you speak” .

The basic format for the CMC activity was that the tutor posted an article for open dis-
cussion within each of the four groups. The original intention was to post several articles in
succession. In the end , however, the tutor decided to restrict the CMC activity to two dis-
cussions. The first discussion centred on an essay posted on the web by Sara Pitman, a Si-
mon Fraser University student. The essay was titled “From keyboards to human contact:
love relationships through computer mediated communications” (Pitman, 1997). The essay,
written in an informal style with Internet-based references to related literature, addresses the
issues of computer mediated relationships. The students were originally given a 3-week dead-
line in which to make on-line contributions discussing this article. This original deadline was
extended to S weeks. For the second discussion the groups were then asked, by the tutor, to
evaluate, on-line, their own web-based discussions of the Pitman article. Given the focus of
the unit, the students had had lectures about CMC and were thus aware of particular issues
surrounding such communication.

Method

The two researchers involved in data collection, one a previous-year graduate of the
course in question, attended classes and got to know the students as a group before the CMC
exercise began. Students were aware of the research objectives, were assured of confidentiali-
ty, and were willing participants in the various phases of the study. The two sequential on-
line discussions in the four groups were monitored, and the length and frequency of the mes-
sages noted. The on-line transcripts themselves inevitably offered only a limited perspective
on what was happening. To explore perspectives upon and perceptions of the on-line discus-
sions, a number of group and individual interviews were conducted.

The content of the on-line exchanges was used to identify emergent themes and cate-
gories. Initially the two researchers looked at the on-line material separately. First, each re-
searcher independently examined the transcript material for each group discussion, seeking to
identify characteristics of the material both at the level of individual contributions and in
terms of the relationships between contributions (e. g. agreement, disagreement, personal

supportive, humour, provocation). The researchers then shared their initial analysis and



