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Related terms

Web conferencing

Computer mediated communication (CMC)

Asynchronous learning networks (ALN)

Synchronous text-based chat

Online chat

Internet relay chat (IRC)

Bulletin boards

Features of computer conferencing

Computer conferencing provides network-based, person-to-person interactive communication. At Deakin the various online communities are commonly referred to as ‘conferences’. Within these conferences the main medium of communication is text. While the technologies for voice and video conferencing are available, the network bandwidth and hardware requirements make these media neither widely available nor accessible. This will change over time, adding more tools to the online pedagogical toolbox of today’s educator.

There are many synchronous and asynchronous network-based communication or conference systems, designed to provide email, group collaboration and chat. All such systems facilitate online communication between individuals and groups. Synchronous ‘chat’ tools enable real-time interaction between people, providing a social and motivational dimension. This, if combined with an organised structure and process, can provide a dynamic communication tool for a variety of purposes.

Asynchronous tools predominate, however, as they provide the learner and the teacher with the flexibility to participate at any time of the day or night. Asynchronous conferences are usually identified by name and purpose, and these guide interactions. Users have no difficulty discriminating between different online environments, such as the library, the classroom, or the social club. Within these conferences, contributions are ‘threaded’, or linked, to facilitate ongoing conversation over time, which can be read again and again, if need be.

Simple text-based online communications can be provided by email systems and listservers. Computer conferencing systems facilitate the creation of more sophisticated communication environments. They enable one-to-one, one-to-many, and many-to-many interactions that facilitate the dynamic development and adaptation of environments, structures and processes to suit the needs of the learning community. The collective record of the contributions can be read and engaged with by participants around the clock to fit individual needs. These environments situate learning within a social context, and they can be designed and adapted to facilitate the desired learning outcomes.
It is important to acknowledge the importance of integrating your online classroom with your overall unit design. Structures, processes and access issues need to be determined upfront and the environments designed and moderated by teachers who establish regular patterns of communication, and develop online facilitation skills. This may require professional and educational development assistance.

Strengths of computer conferencing

•
Access to an online learning community is available 24 hours a day, 365 days a year from wherever an internet connection is available. Internet use continues to become more pervasive.

•
Peer support is fostered through an online environment where students can interact socially and assist each other with online activities, course-based discussions and technology access.

•
A permanent and accurate transcript of classroom proceedings is available for reflection, revision, assessment, archival or research purposes.

•
Student participation tends to be more reflective than in face-to-face interaction. Students are more likely to contribute to class discussions if they can reread and reflect on other people’s comments before responding. Reserved students are more likely to contribute.

•
The perpetual accessibility of the learning environment can foster spontaneous and inspirational contributions, often stimulated by external circumstance (i.e. workplace experience).

•
These environments can be designed and adapted to suit a wide range of pedagogical and assessment options previously not available for distance learning. They can also facilitate the integration of previously dispersed groups of learners—across campuses, across institutions, across countries, and our on-campus and off-campus groups.

•
Remote experts and other professional staff can be introduced to facilitate and add value to the learning environment, participating from wherever they maybe located and to their own schedule.

•
Students who have a disability or are restricted in their participation in face-to-face modes, can interact more comfortably in this environment because the focus is on participation and contribution. The physical attributes of students are not noticeable, or relevant.

•
As in the classroom, when one student asks a question, all receive the reply, leading to a reduction in one-to-one staff student communications.

•
If required, electronic communication enables speedy turnaround of assignments and allows opportunities for comments on work in progress by both students and staff. It is useful and encouraging for students to know more about the difficulties and insights of their peers.

•
Staff can readily provide up-to-date materials to supplement the course material, and students can contribute current articles and share them with the class.

Limitations of computer conferencing

•
While computer and network technology is becoming more ubiquitous, participation is dependent on access to computers and networks either via a local area network (LAN) from the campus or work, or a modem from home. If accessing from home, students require an Internet Service Provider (ISP) to access the Internet.

•
Skills are required to participate online. These begin with an understanding of computer operating systems, networks and communications software, and extend to keyboard and online collaboration skills, such as the ability to search and retrieve information, upload and download files, use word processing, and other specialist software. These skills maybe more difficult to acquire for some than others.
•
A major criticism by students of conferencing environments is the absence of academic staff. Academic staff need to commit to a pattern of attendance, so that students know when they can expect their participation or a response if required.

•
Unless conferencing is embedded within the overall learning program, and contributions are acknowledged as part of the unit, then the value for the learner is limited to peer support.

•
Computer conferencing is presently a text-based medium, without the visual cues provided in a face-to-face context. This provides a new challenge for many people. It requires a developed understanding of ‘netiquette’ and the ability to use clear written communication.

•
Lack of adequate support structures for students and staff is a barrier to implementation. Inability to connect and other technical problems can result in the online equivalent to being locked out of the classroom.

•
In some courses, staff may need to duplicate teaching and administrative processes in order to cater for students who have access to the technology and those who do not. Because alternative arrangements need to be made for the latter group, there can be increased demands on staff time, resulting in increased workloads.

•
Nurturing the growth of an online community and facilitating online group dynamics is a new challenge for many teachers. It requires some investigation and preparation prior to the start of a unit. 

For some students, especially those who are more accustomed to oral communication in classrooms, reticence about using written communication can be a barrier, and for some it will simply not be their preferred learning style.
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This paper describes our experience as tertiary teachers (and learners) in cyberspace. A brief evaluation of the literature on computer-mediated communication (CMC) is presented, together with a review of the major theoretical positions explaining online interaction. The filtered-cues and social information processing perspectives are compared in the light of more recent formulations of the hyperpersonal. With a desire to facilitate and critically evaluate a hyperpersonal learning context or online learning community, we developed a range of strategies including the use of aliases. The subject is described together with our observations of the benefits and disadvantages of pseudonymity for education. 

Collins, M. & Berge, Z. (1996). Facilitating Interaction in Computer Mediated Online Courses  Gives a brief introduction to computer conferencing, and looks at interaction in online learning environments, the changing roles of teachers and students and the role of the online conference tutor/moderator/facilitator.

Paz Dennen, V. (2000). Task Structuring for On-line Problem Based Learning: A Case Study. Educational Technology & Society 3(3) 2000. This article explores the story of one course that used asynchronous Web-based conferencing software to mediate the group process in a problem-based learning scenario.

Getting students to collaborate on group projects in a face-to-face scenario can be difficult enough -- but how does one approach collaborative projects in a Web-based environment? This article explores the story of one course that used asynchronous Web-based conferencing software to mediate the group process in a problem-based learning scenario. Through careful planning, assignment structure, and facilitation, this project became a success (based on comparison with previous semesters' projects, student comments and instructor's reflections). Finally, resulting from this case are suggestions that other instructors and instructional designers might use in creating their own on-line group project spaces.
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