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Information Technology and University Teaching

This edition of Focus pursues the theme of
the Dalhousie workshop series “Information Tech-
nology for University Teaching, Learning, and
Research” held earlier this year Our contribu-
tors, Professors Ronald Tetreault and Patricia
Monk, were among the many faculty and staff
who played a part in the success of the six events.

The Virtual Classroom
Ronald Tetreault, Department of English

A recent story in the Toronto Globe and
Mail* reports results of a survey that should be
encouraging to anyone interested in integrating
information technology into education. In the
500-channel world of information and entertain-
ment to come, a majority of Canadians would
prefer access to distance education over movies
on demand and home shopping. The poll con-
ducted by Gallup Canada indictated that 62.6%
of those contacted are looking for educational
services on the information highway, while only
18.8% found home shopping attractive Perhaps
this result says something about the social nature
of shopping as a human activity.

At Dalhousie University, we are poised to
answer this demand for distance education that
seems to be growing symbiotically with the com-
munications revolution of the late twentieth cen-
tury. Our Distance Education Task Force has
givencloseconsiderationto thechallenges posed,
and has just made its report and action plan

*(April 20/95, p.B-1)

available, fittingly, ontheinternet via Dal’s World-
Wide Web server (http://www.dal.ca/
~dewww/derep.html).

There is no doubt of the need to address
these imminent changes in our educational cul-
ture, for, as the Task Force points out, “new
technologies are capturing students’ interest,
making high quality distance education far easier
to deliver than in the past, promising access to
new markets and potentially reducing course
delivery costs.” On the level of practical peda-
gogy, our second annual series on computing in
the humanities and social sciences offered faculty
workshops on the use of presentation software
and spreadsheets, e-mail, and internet resources
for enhancing teaching and learning: With the

‘enviable infrastructure supplied by our Univer-

sity Computingand Information Servicesand the
dedication of our faculty and wonderfully sup-
portive staff, Dalhousie can take the lead in pro-
viding an education without walls. The virtual
classrooms of the future promise to spread learn-
ing free from the constraints of time and place.
But the information highwayis not without
its potholes. There are clear benefits to using
spreadsheets to keep track of students’ grades,
and to integrating presentation software like
PowerPoint into our classes to make visually
arresting overheads. E-mail enlarges our contact
with students and colleagues, and the internet
offers a vast sea of information to feed the appe-
tite of researchers. Real-time interactive compu-
ter video now makes it possible for a teacher to
engage individual learners at remote locations,




and for the learners to respond to the teacher
almost as if they were in the same room. How-
ever, that “almost” should remind us that there is
more to education than efficiency of delivery.

We must never lose sight of the fact that,
first and foremost, education is a social activity,
too. A flesh-and-blood physical presenceis indis-
pensable to this process, because teaching is not
just the transfer of information but includes an
exchange of thoughts and feelings, a subtle at-
mosphere that is as much emotional as intellec-
tual. Perhaps these values could be retained by
incorporating technology that beams “star teach-
ers” into theclassroom; butifinstructionis turned
over to leading expertsin the field, the roles of the
rest of us will be diminished to that of acolytes to
a prevailing othodoxy. It will become increas-
ingly difficult to be exposed to a wide range of
methodologies and opinion, and harder for radi-
cal ideas to challenge what is being purveyed to
a mass learning audience. Technology can make
us better at what we do, but it cannot replace all
that we do.
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An attentive workshop participant.

Notes on E-Mail and Teaching
Patricia Monk, Department of English

Istarted using e-mailto help me withalar ge
science-fiction class (60 students). I thought, as
science fiction readers, they might be responsive
to this form of student-professor contact. I had
two principles:

* it had to be low tech. Ididn’t want to have to
learnmoreabout e-mail than [already knew (how
to send, receive, forward, edit, etc. messages, and
to make up a distribution list) and could explain
to students.

* it had to be one-to-one mail. Ididn’t want to set
up a conference or a modified list. I wanted an
exchange between me and one student at a time,
not a free-for-all among the students.

I'announced therulesin the first class. Ttold
the students that they were required to do certain
thingsinvolving e-mail as part of their class work,
and, in return, I would use e-mail to help them
with the work of the class. The requirements
were:

— each of the students had to obtain a username
{account) onthe VAX, and send me a message so
that I would know she/he had carried out my
instruction I would then be able to make up a
distribution list to send messages to the whole
class.

—each of the studentshad tosend me one message
per week on the subject of science fiction. It could
be about any aspect of it, not necessarily the book
we were reading that week

In return for their fulfilling the require-
ments, I promised them the following:
—thatI'would respond, on aregular basis, to their
comments;

- that, in addition, I would answer any question
or respond to any problem they wished to raise
with me by e-mail that concerned the work of the
class;

—that, depending on the nature of the question or
problem, they could expect either a full response
immediately (if I knew the answer), or a quick
response saying I would have to check theanswer
and would get back to them, or a request to raise
the point in the next class because I thought it
would be interesting for general discussion, or an
invitation to come to my office because I thought
whatever they had said needed in-person atten-
tion; and
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— that T would take as much time as necessary to
deal with what they said; there was no limit on
their questions. And it was time consuming
(minimally an hour to an hour and a half most
nights, and sometimes longer)!

The benefits to the students included the
opportunity for the confident to try out their
favorite theories on me and correct me if they
thought I was wrong about something (science
fiction fans own the God-given right to correct
everybody in science fiction, including the au-
thors); the opportunity for the less confident to
say things they were too overwhelmed by the
confident to say in class; and for everybody to say
things that there wasn’t time for ina class discus-
sion among sixty people.

The benefits to me included an opportu-
nity
— to deal with more members of the class on an
individual basis than I could have hoped for
otherwise;

— to encourage the quiet ones (From the begin-
ning of September, I had an ongoing discussion of
Star Trek: The Next Generation with one student
who was, in September, too shy to open her
mouth in discussion - by mid-January she was
contributing freely.);

— to defuse potential confrontations about some
matters (a student who felt my request for per-
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sonal names on message headers conflicted with
the right of anyone on the net to write behind a
pseudonym); and
—to count on them, by the end of November, to be
sufficiently alertto their e-mail to send themessay
topics, class cancellations, information about the
availability of text books, and so on.

It worked well for the students and for me,

As a result, I have tried using e-mail, with
varying results, in other classes at different levels.
It works least well with first-year students (with
some exceptions); students in honoursand gradu-
ate seminars respond well, since an introduction
to Internet and e-mail is part of their progzamme,
and welcome the opportunity to practise. In
addition to the original set-up, special uses for my
graduate students included their submission of
abstracts of their oral presentations ahead of time
toallmembers of the seminar, and special uses for
my honours students included the submission to
me ahead of time of a written opinion (one para-
graph) on the subject of the discussion in the
week’s classes. (I would then download these
and printthemupina handout for the wholeclass
to refer to during the discussion.)

The foregoing notes should be regarded as
hints, not as a recipe.




Does Technology Make It Better?

“We cannot . . . take for granted that infor-
mation technology will enhance the learning en-
vironment.” So observes Steven Sliwa in sum of
the point that the tendency since the Industrial
Revolution has been to first use technology to
increase productivity and hope that improve-
ments in quality will follow.

He sees a bit of that trend in education. We
began with one-on-one meetings between stu-
dents and tutors —Socrates and the students who
followed him around. Then, along line of “inno-
vations” began intruding on education: chalk
boards, semesters, course schedules, prerequi-
sites, credit hours, lecture halls, overhead projec-
tors, standardized tests. “Did these innovations
occut to augment the quality of learning, or did
they rather come about to accommodate mass
educationand to assure consistency of teaching?”
(p8)

Atthe current intersection of higher educa-
tion and technology, Sliwa finds relevant an im-
portant distinction the manufacturing and serv-
ice sectors of our economy already make:

@  mass production, with a focus on reducing
the cost of inputs while increasing the consist-
ency of outputs,

9 mass customization, with a focus on increas-
ing options for the consumer at the point of sale.

There's no question that technology can
make higher education much more efficient -
something most attractive in times of financial
difficulty. The point here is to use technology to
do something other than simply automate cur-
rent teaching practices. “The integration of infor-

_mation technology into academia should not be
motivated by faculty management optimization,
but should emerge as-a result of a new
conceptualization of learning ” (p.9)

Yes, technology can and should be used to
help teachers do the routine and repetitive tasks
of teaching as efficiently as possible, so they can
focus on designing and preparing instructional
experiences that inspire students and nurture
their development. Sliwa notes that, as we apply
technology to time management issues, “oneedu-
cational goal should not be lost: to increase the
number and quality of one-on-one interactions or
one-on-few interactions between faculty and stu-
dents.” (p.9)

In other words, the notion behind mass
customization is that we respond to the learning
needs of a diverse range of students with an
educational experience appropriate to who they
are, where they are, and what intellectual devel-
opment issues confront them.

However, although technology may return
us to our roots, it does so on drastically different
terms. Must this central faculty-student interac-
tion occur in a conventional classroom? Must it
happen on a campus with brick and ivy build-
ings? Must it be face-to-face? Must it be governed

_ by conventional time constraints? Noto all these

questions, if we incorporate technology.

Is that the way to go? Sliwa offers a sure
guideline as we consider an intriguing array of
new options:

Rather than improving productivity
through mass production, the higher
education of the future should em-
brace new information technologies
whichsignificantly improve thequal-
ity of learning. (p.12)

Reference: First appeared in the March issue of
The Teaching Professor, Magna Publications, as
adapted from Steven Sliwa, “Re-Engineering the
Learning Process with Information Technology.”
Academe, November-December 1994: 8-12.
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