Using IT for Active Student
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Faculty of Business
Auckland University of Technology (AUT) Inherent in the teaching and learning process at most
Tony.Clear@aut.ac.nz In_stltutlons is some f_orm of mechanlsm_ for student_s to
give feedback regarding the course. This may consist of
a process of informal dialogue between teacher and class,
it may occur through the standard formative assessment
ABSTRACT processes of good teaching and learning practice, or via
the formalised course and lecturer appraisal processes
) . of the institution. But the very nature of the teacher/
This paper describes the use of a web-baseg,jent relationship contains an imbalance of power. As
grou.pware.produ.ct (specifically a Lotus Ndtésk . .teachers we have the right to arbitrate upon the quality of
Domind™ discussion database), as a means of gaining qent work and assess whether they pass or fail the
direct and regular feedback from students on the progressy rse. This power differential mitigates against free,
ofacourse. Some of the pitfalls and issues are discussgg ang undistorted communication. Students are often
including motivation for use, barriers to effectivey,, imid to voice concerns or make suggestions and in
feedback, the value of anonymity and appropriatg,me cases (even with our student-friendly teaching
ngth_uette. Some recommendations are made for othggdy”) may fear victimisation. However by the use of
wishing to use such afeedback_ mechanism, and for th(g(/%ur) support systems there is a technology option now
who do not have Lotus Notes installed, how a feedbad »jjapie which offers the possibility of frequent, frank

system such as this might be implemented in some othg{y nen student feedback regarding the course. This paper
web based product. will discuss the issues involved in adopting web based

groupware for this purpose.
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CcMC BASED GROUPWARE

While the promise of new information technologies
is always enticing, the reality often falls short of initial
claims. To effectively introduce a new technology into
an existing context requires a managed change process.
To understand the capabilities of a technology,
communicate those effectively to the user community and
actually realise the potential of that technology in use,
can prove challenging.
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Groupware and computer mediated communicaticaiso noted “the take-off of a groupware application seems
bring their own sets of challenges. to depend on how it is embedded in the ‘local context’,
i.e. the local work practices”. The standard practice of
2.1 Pros and Cons of Computer Mediated course review at AUT is by informal interaction with the
Communication teacher and by students filling in paper forms usually at
the end of a course. This new process of course feedback
Contradictory findings regarding the suitability Ofvia a discussion database required a fresh set of habits to

Computer Mediated Communication (CMC) in the virtuaPe learnt. The students would need to regularly post issues
guestions, and the teacher would need to regularly read

classroom context have been acknowledged by Benbun%rtln ) K led he | ised d
Fich, & Hiltz, (1999). They found that the qualityofworkt e postings acknowledge the issues raised an

produced by groups was higher when using a CMC bg?monstrate responsiveness. This need for timely and
subjective satisfaction was lower. A key probl’en,?ubstantial response has been observed as critical to

appeared to be the “nature of asynchronous interactié}?vebpmg trust in agynchronous or_ll!ne e”"'fof‘fne.”ts-
Responding behaviors are as critical as initiating

characterized by delayed feedback...and Iogir\é havi q bers h licitl balize thei
lags...Apparently groups working in an asynchronou ehaviors and members have to e.xp_|C|t"y verbalize their
ommitment, excitement and optimism” (Jarvenpaa &

environment had more difficulties coordinating the® i he barri beddi h
distribution of work and had to work harder than face-tdfel ner, 1999). The barriers to embedding such a

face groups...Since no other means of communicatit?r?emmgly senglble and simple practice such as
was allowed, it was up to each team to decide when onymous any-time aljy-place student course feedback
stop waiting for absent members...For these reasog ould not be underestimated. Some of the issues may

groups who used the ALN [Asynchronous Learnin € put down to usability problems, others due to the need

Network] were the least satisfied with the processo remember both the URL for the database and the need
(Benbunan-Fich, & Hiltz, 1999). A brief overview of thel© undertake the task. More generally it has been claimed
pros and cons é)f this fl)rm of learning depicted in th@a’t “CSCW radically changes the status of the computer”.

table below may explain the frustrations inherent in thes@til "W, the computer has been used as a tool to solve
environments. problems. With CSCW, the computer/network is a

For students using the discussion database sof¢dium: a means to communicate with other human
of these issues would have been relevant. Whikeings, a vector for information rather than a box that
anonymity may have reduced “group process losses” B{ores and crunches data. If we look at the history of
encouraging greater participation, the students appeatgghnology, new media have been much more difficult to
to perceive limited “incentives for participation”. SincelNvent, create and operate than new tools. From this
students did not need to work together on the task, sof@rspective it is not surprising that CSCW has not yet
of the procrastination problems with “log-in lags” mayrealized its full potential, even in the research community”
not have been such an issue. Yet we have observed tgadouin-Lafon, 1999).
procrastination in filling in course reviews is a noted
problem in off-line contexts, and response rates drop
considerably in mail-out or other situations requiring self
motivated after the event responses. Karsten (1999) has

Advantages Disadvantages

Increase group process gains Procrastination

Decrease group process losses Frustration due to login-lags
In depth reflection on topics Pressure to meet deadline
Higher quality decisions Impersonal medium
Integration of external expertise Incentives for participation

Table 1: The advantages and disadvantages of using ALN'’s to support the solution of case studies (from
Benbunan-Fich & Hiltz, 1999)




2.2 The Role of Anonymity “To get started, a user can simply browse through
discussion topics and responses that others have
From their inception Group Decision Supportcontributecj. This is particularly useful for new Workgroup
Systems (GDSS) have been designed with certain featufég@mbers who need to come up to speed on important
to overcome problems or needs of decision makingsues that the group is working on. The history of
groups. The role of “anonymous input of ideas and votegtscussion about these issues is preserved in the group’s
in GDSS is to overcome the “reluctance of som#@iscussion database. A user can also take a more active
members to speak due to their shyness, low status'@f€ in the discussion by composing his/her own
controversial ideas” (DeSanctis & Gallupe, 1987). Weliesponses to others’ comments and by proposing new
based groupware with Lotus Notes and Domino cdRain topics for discussion. You can think of a discussion
provide for either anonymous or identified contributionsdatabase as an informal meeting place, where the members
For student course feedback anonymity is appropriaf @ workgroup can share ideas and comments. Like a
as it may enable shy students to have a voice, or giRBysical meeting, each member of the workgroup listens
students the confidence to give robust feedback or preséhtwhat others have to say and can voice his/her own
“controversial ideas” without fear of victimisation. ButoPinions. However, unlike a physical meeting, the
the need to protect individual rights is also a two waRarticipants do not have to be in the same room at the
street. In a previous semester | had conducted a simif@&me time to share information. People can participate
exercise seeking student feedback and some students WA@nN it is convenient for them to do so. And because it is
entered disparaging comments into the database abo§agy for them to share information, they will do so”.
lecturer who was co-teaching the course. This enabled Two discussion threads were set up to enable
us to discuss with students the issue of what commegisidents to give feedback on the course. One thread to
were course related, versus what comments were lectugéfe feedback on course positive aspects, and another to
related, what information was group and sharedive feedback on course suggestions/improvements.
information, versus what information was private. Thid here were two streams of the class one day stream and
then led to a discussion about the standard apprai€&i€ evening stream so the topics had to be set up for
practices of the Institution, and the ability of a nevgach stream. The introductory messages, which I posted
technology to reinforce or counteract those standard®! either topic are shown below:
Therefore this very real example of inappropriate use of
the database reinforced the dangers of “flaming” (abusive ~ Topic Heading - Course suggestions/
online behaviour) and the importance of “netiquette”, EnProvements sem 1 2000 day class: First entry - “this
topic covered in the course text (Turban & Aronsorfopic thread allows for entry of suggestions regarding

1998). the course; ways to improve it, make it more easy to
understand, or more satisfying and enjoyable”
3 STUDENT EEEDBACK ONLINE Topic Heading - Course Positive Aspects - sem 1

2000 evening class: First Entry - “this topic thread allows

for entries regarding positive aspects of the course, and

Sjnce sgmester tyvo of 1998, in teaching stude ings that we should continue, or give more emphasis
of AUT's Intelligent Business systems course, | have usgd. " 1so modelled use of the database to students by

a standard Lotus Notes.& Domino discussion templat osting a sample response to my own first message.
to enable students to give feedback on the course as it Topic Heading - Course Positive Aspects - sem 1
has progressed. This web enabled discussion datab. 890 day class: Response Message description -
permits student entries to be made anonymously, a feat Ssponse from Tony Response Message Entry -"I think
which has been exploited to provide for student feedba but th dll Tonv”

great, but then | would!! Tony
on the course. The database supports threaded
discussions, in which a message is entered under atopic | - <assion of the class relatively early in the

heading, aqd users of the database build up a d'scussé%%ester, students were notified about the database, and
py responding tp a se!ected message or.thef last MEeSSPAURL through which it could be accessed via a standard
in the thread. Discussions thus retain their history onlmﬁ,eb browser. | used the datashow in class to demonstrate
and contrlb_utlons are made 'mto a shared WorkSpac[S'students how to create a discussion entry, by selecting
Lotus describe the database in these terms. and responding to a message in the thread. Time was then
set aside in class for students to enter feedback on the
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course, under the two topic headings. Results from thip SUGGESTIONS FOR
for the day stream, which | taught, were 6 postings ORGANISING ONLINE

regarding suggestions/improvements and 2 postings
including my own regarding positive aspects of the course.  STUDENT FEEDBACK
One further posting appeared to have edited my original FORUMS

posting concerning positive aspects of the course in error,

to replace it with a student suggestion for improvement. .

This indicates a degree of confusion on the part of thjs In eliciting fee_dback from students there are some

student in using the system. Thus for a class of 20 stude'ﬁ‘ta’y fa_ctors to consider. Firstly the need to actively and

there were 8 responses posted, representing a respo C'_OUSIy structure the process, secondly the neeq o

rate of 40%. These postings were all made on the sal abh_sh and_ communlpate norms (_)f_accgptable _onlme

date, being the day of the class. For the evening cl aviour, thlrd!y selecting and administering a suitable
hnology environment.

response rates were lower - 1 response only or a é% . ) .
In a threaded discussion forum the moderation and

response rate. I ) .

The effectiveness of this exercise then. can bflg_.lclhtauon process requires some care. The choice of
questioned. Response rates were not high and acti\}j ic names, dt_ascrlpt|on and_ content for each thread is
levels were low. However it could equally be aske portant, For_ |_nstance my first entry (repeated below)
whether a purely voluntary traditional course apprais ck_ed an e_pr|C|t request that stL_JdenFs enter a response.
would differ greatly in response. | know that in off—lineTOplc Heading - COL_"SG suggeﬁthnsllm_provements Sem

2000 day class: First entry - “this topic thread allows

mode we specifically set class time aside for cour TV of i ding. th i ¢
appraisals and actively encourage and reinforce forpﬁr entry of suggestions regarding th€ course, ways 1o
improve fit, make it more easy to understand, or more

completion by students. Often a degree of success in" ;" d eniovable” This . dn b
our teaching also breeds complacency. If students eﬁ%t'Sfy'ng and enjoyable” This instruction could have been

satisfied with a course they may well have little commer\'tnplzoved by addlnbg imor:e e>_<pI|C|t sentence: Pleasze
to make, whereas if they are dissatisfied they will activel axe your entry_ y ) selecting a new response, . )
demand an appraisal and have a large number of comm osing a descr!ptlve document title for your entry_ (i
to make. In this area the “no news is good news” syndroﬁQ’é show in the v”|ev;/ f_or othe_rs_ to Eee) and 3? entering
typically prevails. But the positive aspect of the exercigfU" suggestions’. Itis surprising how prescriptive one
was that | was able to identify during the course, issu@?eds to be in web-based groupware applications, but this

about which students had concerns. | could take eaﬁfctromc communication may be the sole mode of

action to improve parts of the course e.g. demonstrat mmugltjatlokn ava;]lable. Nur;}gmlellk((aj_r (13975 haz
examples of previous student work to indicat@0Served ‘we know that geographically distributed an

expectations, or in some cases discuss my mtemioﬁgynchronous communication must be much more

behind parts of the course and why | would make pplicit than sametime/sameplace verbal interactions”.
changes Thus explicit instructions, demonstrations of the

It could be argued that communication betweeﬁpplication' encouraging trial uses by students and

students and teacher within the course was sound and viding exemplars are all ways to reinforce use. To

students were generally satisfied with the course. THjgouCce the difficulty fqr _students of locating the database
may explain the low rates of initial response an iece of paper containing the URL lost, forgotten URL

subsequent posting activity. However, the other likel r omitted to bookmark it on browser), it is recommended

factors, discussed above, are those which relate m 5“ a group email message be sent including the URL of
directly to the nature of asynchronous communicatio e feedback database. This notification could also define

some ground rules to encourage use of the application
on whatever basis might be determined, (e.g. postings by
a given date or once every Friday in which students give
feedback on the course).

Norms of online behaviour need to be clarified, and
rules of “netiquette” and acceptable use should be spelt
out explicitly. The nature of a shared workspace such as
this, is that unlike the essentially private communication
mode of email, all messages are shared and thus open to
all viewers of the database. The privilege of anonymity

and web-based groupware.




also brings with it both rights and responsibilities. Of

course, depending upon the technology supporting the
discussion forum, more sophisticated security levels may
be implemented (e.g. with different access privileges
operating at group, or role levels).

The range of technology options for an electronic
discussion forum are now increasing. Sawers &
Alexander (1998) have compared the features of
distributed learning frameworks. While this paper does
not intend to conduct an exhaustive survey of products,
their list of browser based products with discussiog
facilities included: TopClass, Learning Space, WebCT,
Courselnfo, WebMentor, Convene, WebCourse in a box
and Real Education. Since then other competitive
products have joined the list, MySmartforce (cf. http://
www.smartforce.com) would be one example. Selecting
a suitable product which is affordable, well designed and
supported and able to be installed and administered
effectively by the institution’s technicians is a key
consideration. Smaller scale teacher administered
options may prove adequate in trial mode, but will not
prove scalable for the “multi-tasking” computing teache?
as application usage levels increase. Therefore
institutional support, a good relationship with technical
support staff, an ability to administer groups, mail address
lists and security locally, combined with a solid IT
infrastructure for the product will be key considerations.

5. DESIGN AND

FUNCTIONALITY FOR A “DO-
IT-YOURSELF’ OPTION

The list of minimum features proposed by Sawers
and Alexander (1998) to facilitate a range of learning
designs (e.g. public and private discussions, debates, role
play/simulations) included the following:
4 Private email.

Threaded discussions.

Anonymous discussions.

Multiple discussions

Open and closed discussions (esp. for debates ahd

other learning activities).

Browser based.
The Lotus Notes template used in 3 above to suppojt

student feedback supported most of these features:

¢ Threaded discussios - with options to create new 4
topics, enter new postings or respond to a selected
posting. View options included views by variouss,
categories (by topic, by date or by author), and views

we

14
14
14
14
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¢
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products

of discussion entry and response trails. A full text
search feature was also provided.

Anonymous discussions users who were not
security registered could all be identified as
“anonymous web users” a general class of user within
the Notes and Domino environment. This of course
nullified the “view by author” option since they were
all the same (anonymous). However as a registered
user, if | made an entry myself via the Notes Client it
was acknowledged by my user name.

Multiple discussions- supported by multiple topics.

Open and closed discussionssupported by a “mark
expired” option for entries or in drastic cases a
“delete” option for entries.
Browser based- The Domino server supports both
Notes clients and standard browser access. The Notes
client tends to be used for application design purposes,
and for the database manager to set up security groups
and access rights for the database, whereas the browser
tends to support data entry mode
Private email - this aspect of the database was not
fully functional. While Notes can support mail quite
capably, this was not a design feature in this database
template. Students had their own separate mail
systems anyway - either Pegasus Mail at AUT and/or
another mail system at home via their ISP. The
database did however allow each user to set up an
individual user profile. Through their profiles users
could indicate preferences for email notification of
new postings 1) by selected users, 2) on a selected
topic, or 3) containing predefined or new user defined
keywords. When one of these conditions were met a
mail agent would operate to send a mail notification
to the user. However since all our users were
anonymous web users, we were unable to take
advantage of this feature.

Relatively sophisticated web-conferencing
such as WebBoard (cf. http://
bboard.oreilly.com/) offer the following list of

options:

More Options

Edit Your Profile Edit your personal

profile.

Address Book Manage your address
book.

Mailing Lists Subscribe to mailing
lists.

Receive notification of
new messages.

Search the user
database.

Email Notification

Search Users




6. Current Users View users who are unsuitable.

logged in now. 4. Views of discussion entries and response chains within
7. Today’s Users View users who logged  topics, in descending date order.

in today. 5. Views of discussion entries and response chains in
8. Top 10 Users View the top 10 users  descending date/time order.

by logins. 6. Login screen/prompt.
9. Top 10 Posters View the top 10

message posters. Suggested definitions of specific entities in the
10. Mark All Read Mark new messages asdatabase hierarchy:

read. 1. For the grandparent “Topic” entity attributes could be:
11.  Today's Messages View messages posted  author; topic category, date & time entered, topic

today. message description, topic message body.
12.  Conference Profiles View conference 2. For the parent “Discussion Message” entity attributes

profiles. could be: author; topic category, date & time entered,
13. List Boards View a list of available  message description, message bodly.

boards. 3. For the child “Response Message” entity attributes
14.  Login Again Login as a different could be: author; topic category, date & time entered,

user. response to (prior message or response in the thread),

message description, message body.

This brief review of two web based conferencingt. For the User entity attributes could be: type (instructor,
environments demonstrates the range of possible student) Topic entity rights (enter/amend/delete/read
features. Several of these (such as a full security model combination), Discussion Message entity rights
and email equivalent functionality) are relatively (enter/amend/delete/read combination), Response
sophisticated and technically challenging to implement. Message entity rights (enter/amend/delete/read
But a less ambitious design may still be worthwhile, and combination), password (simple hard-coded two
enable anonymous feedback by students, in the active password option).
course feedback model proposed here.

A cut down application capable of being developed Possible development options would include
in a web-based development product with a backemgoducts such as MS Active Server Pages and SQL Server
database would include the following features: (or even Ms-Access for small scale uses) or Cold Fusion
1. The ability to enter a new topic for a discussion.  with a suitable backend, Jade, Delphi and Interbase or Java
2. Athreaded discussion message and response hierarghty a suitable backend, PERL or Javascript and CGlI

enabling new messages to be entered and responsesipts might also be viable options. Before attempting
as well as response to response messages as requi@gelopment it would be advisable to confirm the
3. Two levels of security privileges - instructor antherformance features desired, the security level
student. The instructor would have amend/delete right@cessary, the scalability and technical feasibility of any
over all database entries - to delete/remove unsuitallgosen option. The scope of intended use should be
postings, or to edit/delete topic or discussion entriegstablished and a plan considered for moving from trial
Batch delete or expiry rights for flagged entries wouléb production mode in the event of success with the initial
be a useful feature. Students would have rights to paghl stage. More advanced implementations could include
or read entries only. Delete rights are problematic #etting up mailgroups and automatically sending mail
students are to remain truly anonymous. If individuahessages to remind users to check or add new postings,
logins are enforced, to enable amend and delete righis notify that additional posting have been made. The
for own entries then students would be known to thgRL of the discussion database would be a useful item in
system and postings would be inherently traceablghe signature of the email message as it reduces the
This might be useful for malicious and abusiveyverhead for students in locating and using the
postings, but would make the design more complexonferencing database.
add the overhead of security registration and password
management to the process and possibly inhibit active
use. A simpler design would require the teacher as
moderator of the discussion to delete entries deemed
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