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ABSTRACT

During the last two decades, there has been great interest in integrating computers and
technology in higher education. Currently web tool services for learning have attracted
researchers in the field of education technology to integrate eLearning within the learning
environment. In particular, the Internet has become an increasingly important and novel feature

of the modern learning environment.

Amongst the innovations, a certain tool has become extremely popular worldwide. It is known
as web 2.0. It is a read/write web. Blogs (web logs) are one its fastest growing features. The
researcher investigated the exciting prospect of developing an elLearning environment by
utilizing and applying effective blogs. To date there has been little use of blogs as online tools
in higher education, especially in Saudi Arabia. This study concerned the disclosure of more

understanding of the use of web 2.0 applications in higher education in Saudi universities.

The first purpose of this study was to develop an eLearning model for web 2.0. Its second
purpose was to examine learners’ perceptions and attitudes toward web 2.0 applications, i.e.
blog tools by exploring the relationship between learners’ attitudes toward blog tool instructions

and factors identified as potentially influencing these attitudes.

This research adopted an approach based on an interpretive philosophical paradigm
accompanied by a qualitative methodology coupled with action research methods. Learning
theories were considered as a theoretical framework. The learning theories considered was
Behaviorism, Cognitive and Constructivism with Bloom’s Taxonomy and Boud’s Model. Data
was collected qualitatively and analyzed thematically. Triangulation was conducted upon the

outcomes of the questionnaires, interviews, observations and blog content analysis.

This research made four main contributions. First, it identified the factors that influenced learner
acceptance for the use of blog tools in higher education. Second, it investigated the relationship
between learners’ attitudes and their acceptance of the utilization of blog tools within their
learning environment. Third, it responded to calls from the literature review to investigate blog
utilization by conducting an in-depth investigation that utilized qualitative methodology with
action research. Lastly, it provided further insight and a better understanding of blog usage with

respect to structured/ unstructured learning environments.
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KEY TERMS

eLearning

“E-leaning refers to use of Internet technologies to deliver a board array of
solutions that enhance knowledge and performance.” (Rosenberg, 2001, p 28)
eLearning could be introduced asynchronously and synchronously in education.

Online learning

‘Online learning’, is mainly used when research adapts web services (Kear et al.
2012) to design learning activities through the use of website tools.

Blended learning

‘Blended Learning’ is frequently used when researchers attempt to combine
activities and teaching styles (Reem Alebaikan and Troudi 2010; Yushau 2006).

Web 2.0 or
read/write web

Web 2.0 is a new concept that makes it a platform for sharing information for
users to design and provide content via Internet. The website allows users to add
and post comments and interact in different ways via multimedia, text and audio,
such as, Blogge.com, twitter.com and wikipedia.org (Solomon and Schrum
2007).

Blog

The term weblog is composed of two words, i.e. ‘web’ and ‘log’ joined to form
the name ‘weblog’. It is often referred to simply as a ‘blog’. It is widely used by
journals and popular media , in political campaigns, by news organizations,
businesses and in classrooms (Nardi, et al. 2004).

Action research
(AR)

“Action research is a method that means different things to different people.”
(Zuber-Skerritt 1992) Action research is a systematic process that involves four
main steps: plan, act, observe and reflect. It could be used in many different
education situations, as it provides structure and a continuous approach to
improve features using novel processes of investigation and is a cyclic process
that validates social issues (Enid Mumford 2001).

Behaviourism

This theory is concerned with giving instruction about by what means by act (i.e.
behaviour respond). It is commonly linked to dedicated pedagogical beliefs
(Child 2004).

Cognitivism

Is a theoretical study that attempts to understand the processes that are involved
in how we understand, think, learn and remember knowledge (Au 1997).

Constructivism

This theory involves, “The principle that knowledge is created from experience.
One key characteristic that distinguishes constructivism from other learning
theories, such as, behaviourism and cognitivism is the nature of reality. The
constructivism learning paradigm emphasizes that there is no single or objective
reality “out there,” which the instructor must transmit to the learner.” (Almala
2006, p.34)

Thematic analysis

Thematic analysis is a type of qualitative analysis. It is used to categorize and
present themes (patterns) that relate to raw data. It is able to illustrate data in
detail and deal with diverse subjects through interpretation (Boyatzis 1998). Data
that has been gathered both inductively and deductively can be analysed by this
method.
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1 INTRODUCTION AND RESEARCH BACKGROUND

The incorporation of web based systems in higher education learning environments is
considered beneficial because they facilitate teaching and learning (Mylonas et al.
2004; Mason and Rennie 2008). Many educators agree that utilizing eLearning as an
asynchronous, i.e. using online facilities outside and inside the classroom improves the
quality of education by, for example, integrating web services and using internet
applications, tools, learning management systems (LMS) e.g. blackboards and online
forums. Further, it is anticipated that electronic systems such as these will enhance the
learning environment by raising the quality and efficiency of teaching for their learners
(Garrison and Anderson 2003; Blomeyer 2001; Alebaikan 2010; Alhojailan et al. 2011;

Solomon and Schrum 2007; Bennett et al. 2012; Chit Hwa 2006).

In addition, eLearning via web technology has the advantage of enabling learners and
academics to improve their skills and communicate with each other (Solomon and
Schrum 2007; Mason and Rennie 2008). This presents a chance to innovate the
learning system (Weller et al. 2005). This significant evolution in the field of
information technology, particularly in higher education, has been recognised by a
number of observers (Top 2012). In particular, web 2.0, i.e. read/write web technology
has become an attractive application for many universities and researchers (Rogers et
al. 2007; Casey and Evans 2011; Chang 2008; Ajjan and Hartshorne 2008; Goh 2010;
Alhojailan 2012b). It has captured the attention of a wide spectrum of institutions and
practitioners that include universities, researchers, organizations and businesses

(Schiano et al. 2004).

It has been claimed that web 2.0 supports and promotes innovative learning techniques
and methods, which enable the construction of information (Du and Wagner 2005).

Moreover, learners are able to contribute and analyse information via their

1



communications and interactions (Solomon and Schrum 2007; Meyer 2010). Different
styles of learning are supported by community, knowledge and learner-centred online

activities (Kang et al. 2011).

Despite a paucity of research in this area in some regions, it appears that web 2.0 via
blogs could be a powerful new internet phenomenon in education (see chapter 3, in
sections 3.2, 3.3, 3.3.2 and,3.3.4). It has the potential to become an effective eLearning
application in higher education (Lujan-Mora and De Juana-Espinosa 2007; Lin et al.
2006; Kim 2008; Garrison and Anderson 2003; Solomon and Schrum 2007). In
addition, the literature review shows that researchers need to be encouraged to conduct
further investigations into the utility of web 2.0 via blogs (Divitini et al. 2005a; Kim
2008; Lujan-Mora and de Juana-Espinosa 2007; Sim and Hew 2010). Furthermore,
there is a need to conduct practitioner research to understand the best pragmatic way to
implement web 2.0 with respect to educational theories. Lack of experience and
practice in utilising this tool needs to be investigated by in-depth analysis (Garrison
and Anderson 2003; Clark and Mayer 2011; Morrison 2003). Educators, therefore,
have to ensure that web 2.0 is implemented effectively to maximise the potential
benefits and avoid possible short-comings. The current researcher was encouraged to
conduct an investigation in a country other than the USA or Europe (Sim and Hew
2010). This intention agreed with the results of the literature review that indicated the
importance of researching this topic in the Saudi Arabian context (Al-Othman 2009;
Al-Shehri 2010; Reem Alebaikan and Troudi 2010). The next section discusses the

justification for this choice.
1.1 RESEARCH MOTIVATION AND CONTRIBUTION
The justification for this research is based upon the following factors.

1- Sim and Hew (2010) found, as of 30" January 2009, only 24 empirical papers
2



out of 1,127 publications that investigated blogs. They concluded that most of
the claims and made suggestions about the advantageous use of web 2.0 via
blogs in education were infrequently empirically based and only a few of these
pertained to higher education. Thus, there is significant lack of reliable research
in the literature that determines the effectiveness of web 2.0’s blogs in the
tertiary sector. This conclusion is supported by Downes (2005). Furthermore,
the current researcher agrees with Lujan-Mora and De Juana-Espinosa (2007).
They said, “there is not much published material on the subject of weblogs in
education” (p.2). Nevertheless, a small body of research that is analyzed later in
the thesis strongly agrees and proves the lack of research in this field (see
chapter 3, the first point in section 3.3.4 and, the summary in Appendix J).
Thus, inquiring into the benefits of using blog tools within learning
environments is an appropriate area to research. The diverse use of web 2.0 via
blogs for eLearning practised in higher institutions must be discussed first in
order to identify existing common values and practises before change is
introduced. Understanding the process of students' academic development and
in particular their perceptions and attitudes is the key to making change
productive. It is also important to understand how technology works and
whether it is effective in learning environments (Clark and Mayer 2011; J. W.
S. Sim and Hew 2010). This research attempts to involve itself in-depth with
these concepts.

Understanding the perception and characteristics of eLearning with respect to
Internet applications, e.g. web 2.0 via blogs is very limited. Learners’ attitudes,
skills and knowledge are yet to be fully investigated. The literature review
shows that most research in this area is narrowly focused upon one tool and

perspective. For example, learners’ reflections of blog implementation in the
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study by Hall and Davison (2007), significant impact upon learners occurred
when they applied specific learning skills in Wu (2005) study. Furthermore,
improvements in learners’ outcomes took place when they were encouraged to
read the blog content of others in Ellison and Wu (2008) (for more information
see chapter 3, section 3.3.3 and Appendix J with the studies analysed in Sim
and Hew (2010) study. In addition, this research attempts to combine three
concepts for investigation, i.e. learners’ skills, attitudes and knowledge to
increase the success of eLearning implementation.

Based on number one above, the literature review showed that the analysis of
previous studies was based on non-theoretical backgrounds. More particularly,
new technological implementation has often appeared appropriate with respect
to the social perspective taking into consideration the underpinning of the
impact within the perspectives of different education theories. This factor is
neglected by these studies (Kang et al. 2011). Researchers need to consider
learning theories. They support and inform researchers to make the best
technological choices for innovation. The accurate recruitment of these
technologies makes for solutions within a systematic framework, e.g. the use of
Bloom’s Taxonomy to determine learners’ levels of critical thinking (for more
information see chapter 4, section 4.4.1). This research constructed and utilized
a theoretical model that relied upon learning theories and models relevant to this
research, including the important points abstracted from previous studies.
Chapter 3, sections 3.3.4 and chapter 4, section 4.7 describe the original
contribution of the existing learning theories and models to this research.

The literature review showed there was little research into the use of web 2.0
via blogs for learning. In these pieces of research methodologies were applied to

blogs as phenomena within learning environments, which came from different
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perspectives, such as, case study and experimental design (see chapter 3, section
3.3.3 and, 3.3.4 and Appendix J) (Sim and Hew 2010). Only one of the studies
that were reviewed considered Action Research (AR). Action Research is
strongly recommended when the understanding concerns ‘needs’, especially
with phenomena that mediate social perspectives, i.e. accounting for the
complex variables that surround and influence the application of technology in
learning environments (Baskerville 2001). Action Research has proved suitable
to investigate the development and improvement of concepts that derive from
practice and experience (Jean McNiff & Jack Whitehead 2006, p44-68 and
Costello 2003, p15-16). In this research, Action Research proved valuable to the
researcher to investigate and develop an understanding of learners’ perceptions
and knowledge. In addition, Action Research, coupled with multi-instruments
could be integrated to discover ‘how’ it works. The multi-instruments used in
this research included, observation, questionnaires and interviews. Using this
methodology, the researcher was able to inquire into the effect of eLearning
upon the learning process and so determine its effectiveness (Clark and Mayer
2011, pp.51-54; Zuber-Skerritt 1992; Spector 2008). More information upon
this point can be found in chapter 5, section 5.6. Furthermore, this research
gathers information through multi-references and sources that plan Action
Research methodologies. These offer the researcher greater opportunities to
become involved in the design and execution of learning activities and the
application of intervention strategies (see more information in chapter 4 section
4.7).

Higher education institutions in Saudi Arabia have come to appreciate the
importance of integrating technology with instruction. The very small amount

of research into this field, however, shows that few institutions have the
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knowledge to use web 2.0 services via blogs effectively in learning
environments (see chapter 2 in section 2.3.1.3) and the research literature does
little to improve this paucity. Al-Othman (2009) analyzed more than sixty PhD
thesis and Master dissertations in the field of educational technology in Saudi
Arabia, which covered research into virtual learning, the use of laptop
computers, of synchronous and asynchronous Internet services, eLearning tools
and approaches. She claimed that the quantity of research in education with
regard to the use of Internet applications compared to other subjects was very
low, particularly with respect to the implementation of web 2.0 via blogs in
higher education (more information in chapter 2 section 2.4.5). This finding
significantly backs up the suggestion made by Sim and Hew (2010). These two
workers found a significant gap in research that examines the influence of the

web 2.0 blogs outside North America and Europe. They said,

“There is a continual need to study participants in other countries in
order to better understand how different geographical and socio-cultural
contexts might influence the use of blogs differently."(p.158)

Putting the above into action, the diversity of technology planning and the
eLearning that is practiced in learning institutions must be discussed and some

common values and practices should be established.

Historically, universities in Saudi Arabia have looked at different ways to
implement effectively eLearning for teaching and to establish and measure best
practice. Furthermore, Saudi Arabian universities take internet services as the
fundamental vehicle for creating an eLearning community and as a medium for
instruction, which supports a variety of skills (see chapter 2, section 2.3.1.2).
Furthermore, a marked gap has been noticed between what is currently perceived as

a good integration of computers and what actually occurs in practice ( Sim and Hew



2010; Mason and Rennie 2008, p.142; Solomon and Schrum 2007) (see points 3
and 4 above). Further, it is important to note that in professional development how
to use internet services and integrate web 2.0 via blogs as an instructional tool can
be a barrier to integration (Clark and Mayer 2011, p.52). Furthermore, learners
perceive their own internet skills to be rudimentary in terms of how to adapt
internet facilities for the benefit of their learning. Currently Saudi Arabia, as a
developing country, does not have a critical community of professionals or
educators with adequate skills to effectively utilize these tools that affect learner’s
perceptions and attitudes and more importantly to facilitate the learning process
(see chapter 2 in sections 2.3.1 and, 2.3.1.1). These needs are addressed by this

research.

Overall, previous discussions show that there is a significant lack of knowledge and
empirical studies based on theoretical designed. Very rarely such studies been done

in Saudi Arabia. This research is required for that reason.

1.2 RESEARCH AIMS AND QUESTIONS

This research seeks to investigate the main issues that influence the implementation of

web 2.0 via blog tools within learning environments in higher education. For the

purposes of this study, the researcher will conduct an in-depth investigation into

adaptations of an elLearning environment using web 2.0 via blogs. This environment

will be transposed to the classroom, where the use of blog tools will be subject to

examination. The findings are expected to inform educators. It is hoped that

practitioners gain insights that are more thoughtful and are able to develop a deeper

understanding of the issues that are involved by the use of blog tools. Thus, this

research aims:

1) To gain an in-depth understanding of the present practice of elLearning,



particularly with respect to web 2.0 via the implementation of blog tools, in
order to develop an authoritative model that resolves the issues that surround
their implementation.

2) To identify the influence of blog tools upon learning environments with respect
to the attitudes of learners in Saudi Arabian universities.

3) To explore the relationship between learners’ attitudes toward blog tools and

instruction together with other factors that may influence them.

1.3 RESEARCH QUESTIONS
The research raised the following questions, which the inquiry attempts to answer.

1. What is the potential utilized by eLearning via web 2.0 via blog tools in
learning environments in higher education?

2. Can web 2.0 via blog tools be developed and utilized effectively to cater for
the requirements of Saudi Arabian universities?

3. What are the learners’ attitudes toward utilizing web 2.0 via blogs within
their learning environment?

4. Which theoretical model and factors consistent are appropriate for web 2.0?

1.4 THESIS STRUCTURE
This thesis been is composed of nine chapters.

Chapter One: Introduction and Research Background: includes an introduction to
the research together with its background, motivation, aims and objectives and

structure.

The literature review is divided into three chapters i.e. chapters 2, 3 and 4, to provide a

compressive picture of the research subject and relevant topics.

Chapter Two: Education Systems - Higher Education in Saudi Arabia: is divided
into two sections. The first section includes the background to eLearning and internet
services in higher education in Saudi Arabia where this research is located. It also

includes a description of current initiatives for improvements to higher education
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projects while pointing out some of their short comings. The second section describes
the features of eLearning in terms of seeking a suitable definition by discussing the

wide range of terminology that is used.

Chapter Three: Web 2.0 [read/write web] in Higher Education: presents an
extensive discussion of the literature on web 2.0 technology and blog tools. It begins
with a description of the innovation of web 2.0 and blog tools. Its features, drawbacks
and specifications for use in higher education and the perception of the learners are then
discussed. The various methods of communication that could be adopted within a
learning environment are reviewed. The chapter concludes by discussing and analysing

the relevant empirical studies associated with the current research.

Chapter Four: Educational Theory: opens by addressing the roots of eLearning and
learning theories. The relationship between them is defined. The chapter concludes by
developing the research’s theoretical basis that arises from associated theories and
concepts. Three main contributory theories are described, i.e. behaviourism,
cognitivism and constructivism together with leaning concepts of the three models that
are relevant to this research, i.e. Bloom’s Taxonomy, Boud’s Model and the TAM

Model.

Chapter Five: Research Methodology: discusses the research methodologies used by
this research. It includes research paradigms and data collection techniques and a

justification for their use.

Chapter Six: Research Design: describes the pilot study’s framework, i.e. its
procedures, the selection of the participants and adapting and testing the data collection
instruments (observation, interviews and questionnaire) and the final modifications that

were made to the research’s design. In this regard, the problems found associated with



IT are identified and discussed together with the benefits and lessons that were learned,

which will be adopted for the empirical study.

Chapter Seven: Implementation of the Study and Data Analysis: describes the
empirical study’s implementation, a description of the empirical work, the module’s
syllabus, the objectives and participants’ demographic information. The chapter
continues to describe how the data was organised in preparation for analysis. The
chapter closes by justifying the research’s approach toward its data analysis techniques,

i.e. thematic analysis.

Chapter Eight: Action Research Cycles: describes, in-depth, the three action research
cycles, which were adapted by utilizing the bog tools of the empirical study. Each cycle
included a number of processes, i.e. preparation, planning, action and the order to
follow by describing the order by which the data was collected, evaluating the results
and re-planning the subsequent cycles. The chapter describes learners’ interactions and

opinions with respect to their observed reflections.

Chapter Nine: Conclusion Discussion and Recommendations: includes the answers
to the research questions. It presents the research’s key contributions to knowledge,
practice and theory, its recommendations, evaluation and limitations together with

suggestions for future research.
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2 EDUCATION SYSTEMS - HIGHER EDUCATION

IN SAUDI ARABIA

2.1 INTRODUCTION
This chapter describes the cultural basis of the Saudi Arabian education system, the

development of its higher education institutions and the concept of eLearning. The
chapter’s first section presents an overview of previous efforts to bring about
improvements in current projects that seek to integrate eLearning in the country’s
higher education institutions. It is by understanding these recent initiatives, plans and
efforts that the reader can gain an insight into this study and learners’ perceptions. The
chapter gives a brief overview of Saudi Arabia, i.e. its society, social life, economics
and the culture of its education system. In addition, the chapter describes the recent
radical improvements and developments in eLearning strategies in higher education in
the country. This study will fill an important void in the relevant research literature.
This research aims not only to identify and discover learners’ attitudes, skills and
knowledge that arise from the implementation of web 2.0 via blogs but also to identify
those factors and their interrelationships that are associated with diverse perspectives,

such as, educational culture.

2.2 SAUDI ARABIA’S COUNTRY, POPULATION AND
EDUCATION SYSTEM

The official name for Saudi Arabia is the ‘Kingdom of Saudi Arabia’. It includes
thirteen administrative regions. The capital city is Riyadh with a population of
approximately 6 million. The Kingdom’s area is 2,250,000 square km? and occupies
almost four-fifths of the Arabian Peninsula’s 3,237,500 square km? (see Figure 1). The

official language is Arabic. According to The Central Department of Statistics and
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Information® (CDSI), the country’s total population is 28,376,355 million, of which
19,405,685 355 million are Saudi nationals (CDSI 2012). Saudi Arabia is planning to
establish two new cities to accommodate the increase in its population over the next 50

years (Al-Khalifa 2010).
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Figure 1: Saudi Arabia's map

Government institutions were traditionally the kingdom’s major employer. The Sixth
Development Plan (1994-1999) however, allowed for the expansion of the private
sector® into the public one. As a result, private sector involvement increased and
became responsible for running some government ministry services including the
establishment of private universities in 1999. Education in Saudi Arabia is free from
pre-school to university level (i.e. bachelor, diploma and master and PhD levels) but
not in private education institutions. In publically funded institutions, books and health

services are supplied without charge.

From 1949 until recent seven universities existed that offered higher education in the

Kingdom. In the last few years, the number of universities and colleges has increased to

! http://www.cdsi.gov.sa/english/

2 MoHH, updated in Jul 2012 http://www.mohe.gov.sa/ar/studyinside/Private-higher-Education/Pages/default.aspx

3pasa result, in last decade, two private telecommunication companies were established to improve internet access and raise the
number of those connected to it.
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fifty-seven®. The number of universities in the Kingdom is as follows. There are
twenty-five publically funded universities incorporating three hundred and twenty-three
colleges and thirty-two private universities incorporating eighty-nine colleges (Ministry
of Higher Education 2012). The increase in the number of higher education institutions
has enabled ninety-two per cent of high school graduates to be accepted for places in
higher education. This means that participation (for the target age range) in higher
education over the last ten years has risen from 18% to 34%. Moreover, it is expected

that one million students will enrol in 2012/2013 in higher education institutions.

By 2013, there were twenty-five publically and thirty two private universities (see
Appendix H and Appendix I). The total number of students enrolled in higher
education in public universities is 898,251 with 275,905 students enrolling in
2011/2012°. There are 45,024 students enrolled in private universities and colleges. In
addition, 130,000 students with government scholarships study at different universities
in 46 countries around the world’. The total number of staff involved in higher
education is 45,593% (Ministry of Higher Education 2012). This increase was the result
of the growth of government plans and programmes for education, especially in the

higher sector (Al-Khalifa 2010).

* Statistics Centre of Muinistry of Higher Education in SA

http://www.mohe.gov.sa/AR/MINISTRY/DEPUTY-MINISTRY-FOR-PLANNING-AND-INFORMATION-
AFFAIRS/HESC/UNIVERSITIESSTATISTICS/Pages/default.aspx

° 258,617 students have been accepted in 2012/2013 in government university

(SPA 2012): http://www.spa.gov.sa/NewsHeadlines.php?pg=3&lite=

® Statistical summary of students Enrolled in 2010/2011 available at MoHE: http://www.mohe.gov.sa/ar/Ministry/Deputy-Ministry-
for-Planning-and-Information-affairs/HESC/Ehsaat/Docs/B1431-1432-1-1.html

"Statement of the Deputy Minister of Higher Education April 2012 at: http://www.alriyadh.com/net/article/730746

8 The information from the official websites of the MOoHE, updated:17/4/2012 available at:
http://www.mohe.gov.sa/ar/ministry/deputy-ministry-for-planning-and-information-
affairs/hesc/universitiesstatistics/pages/default.aspx
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Currently the MoHE aims to develop initiatives that promote the integration of new
technology® by encouraging scientific research in different areas, preparing and training
academic staff and sponsoring conferences, etc. (Ministry of Higher Education 2012).
The next sections describe the country’s higher education system and current
developments in eLearning.

2.3 ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT IN HIGHER EDUCATION
The significant growth of eLearning in Saudi Arabia is a result of increased national
income. The budget allocated to education is at an historic high, which affects many
projects. In addition, the increase in national income has dramatically affected the
development of higher education. By 2004/2005, in line with rising prices, oil
represented more than 80% of the country’s income. Saudi Arabia has the largest
reserve of oil, i.e. 26% of its proven total. Other income comes from petrochemical
products, iron, gas, copper and gold (UNBD 2008). The budget allocated to education
for 2012 will result in spending 168.6 SR billion ($45 billion, which is 24% of the

national budget™*.

In response to this fiscal increase, most institutions, whether government or private
began revised their development plans and strategies. The Ministry of Higher
Education (MoHH) has focused upon developing strategies that develop the county’s
higher education sector. Over the last seven years, the Ministry has instituted and
conducted a number of projects that are relevant to this research, namely, it established

the National Centre for eLearning and Distance Learning in 2006.

® Goals and objectives for MoHE updated August 2010: http://www.mohe.gov.sa/en/aboutus/Pages/default.aspx

101 GBP = between 6-5.5 SA (Saudi Riyal).

11 . . . . I .
Recent Economic Developments in Saudi Arabia, Highlights the Final Years 1432/1433 (2011) & 1433/1434 (2012) updated 26
December 2011.

http://www.mof.gov.sa/English/DownloadsCenter/Budget/Statement%20by%20the%20Ministry%200f%20Finance%202012%20F
inal.pdf
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This centre was set up as a response to a demand for the need to support the efforts of
universities in developing and coordinating the best use of eLearning based distance

learning applications provided over the Internet*? e.g. blackboard.

2.3.1 HIGHER EDUCATION IN SAUDI ARABIA
This section describes the key aspects of the higher education system in Saudi Arabia.
The section also describes the dramatic growth over the last few years that have led
higher education institutions to receive the highest level of funding in their histories.
This section also reviews the efforts made by universities to integrate elLearning
strategies brought about by the project referred to above. This project has received
significant attention and support form the highest authorities, especially with respect to

integrating technology, e.g. web services within classroom environments.

2.3.1.1 Overview of the Higher Educational System in Saudi Arabia
The education system of Saudi Arabia was formally established in 1953 by three
government institutions. The first institution was the Ministry of Education (MoE). Its

function was to

“Range from policy-making, planning and budgetary staffing to provide physical and
teaching materials and supplement all elementary, intermediate and secondary
schools. ”(Alsalloom 1995, p.22)

The second institution was the Ministry of Higher Education (MoHE), which was

established in 1975 to administer, develop and coordinate the Kingdom’s demands with

12 The internet officially became available to the public in 1997. Originally the government was responsible for providing Internet
and telecommunication services. These services and internet access was very weak and slow because it relied upon dial up
connections. As a result of the engagement of private telecommunications companies (i.e. STC and Mobily companies), internet
access has become faster and is available nationally. In addition, new services, e.g. mobile internet access (web browser), home
broadband cable Internet have been introduced. Indeed, the Internet continues to grow rapidly; it will become faster accompanied
by a lower cost. Consequently, the number of internet users rapidly increased from 1 million in 2001 to 6.2 million in March 2008,
to 11.4 million users in 2011 and to 14.2 million in March 2012 (CITC 2012). Internet access is becoming faster and available for
any purpose in most regions of SA, such as, for use in education systems. Thus, the engagement of the private sector in

telecommunication services has caused a massive improvement in Internet services. It is becoming better with a decrease in price.
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regard to higher education. Its intention was to develop a national cadre of specialists in
the administrative and scientific fields to facilitate national development (Ministry of
Higher Education 2012). The third institution was the Technical & Vocational Training

Corporation (UNEVOC). It function was:

“To train and develop the national manpower in technical and vocational fields
according to the labour market’s needs both in quality and quantity terms.”
(UNESCO)*

In addition, national policy states that the main aim of education (in general) is to
satisfy the needs of the country’s communities and reflect its cultural norms and ways

of living.**

The Ministry of Higher Education supports and maintains the development of all the
country’s universities i.e. for male and female colleges™. Diplomas, Bachelors, Masters
and PhD degrees in different scientific and humanity specializations are offered. In
addition, there were no private universities in the Kingdom prior to 1999/2000. Up to
that date there were just seven government-funded universities, see Appendix H and,

Appendix I.

13 Global Network for Technical and Vocational Education and Training,

http://www.unevoc.unesco.org/netw_dir3.php?browse=id&id=300

14 Foundation of education systems in Saudi Arabia, http://www.moe.gov.sa/Pages/educationPolicy.aspx

%% The higher education system in Saudi Arabia started is segregated by gender since it stabilised (MoHE 2009). The
minister of higher education (MoHE), however, is obliged to provide equally for both males and females.
Consequently, each university college has two departments for each field of study, e.g. educational technology
departments for males and females exist. Further, a single manager administers them. It is usually drawn from the
male department. Frequently, male instructors teach males student at same time are able to teach female students if
required but via interactive TV (ITV) or one-way video conference or two way audio, which may incorporate
broadcasting (see Alanazy 2011 and Al-Khalifa 2010). In this research, the researcher only had access to male

students (more information concerning the criteria for the choice of participants is found chapter 7, sections 7.3.1).
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In addition, as the researcher mentioned above, the government is responsible for
establishing universities, the provision of places, funding students, maintaining the
number and training of faculty members and any other issues that relate to the

development of a comprehensive system of higher education.

Moreover, Saudi Arabia, like any other country, has faced numerous challenges in
higher education including technological ones. In particular, technology has not been
effectively integrated into the teaching process (Alnujaidi 2008). Some of the
challenges arose as a result of the inquiry to increase the number of university places
caused by an increase in the number of higher education students [696,152 students in
2008/2009 to 898,251 students in 2011/2012]*° (Alkhazim 2003; Ministry of Higher
Education 2012). To achieve the increase, existing plans for higher education had to be
radically revised. One plan is to increase the Kingdom’s higher education
infrastructure, by for example, building new utilities that are more efficient, introducing
effective management systems, buying new equipment, increasing staffing levels,
integrating technology and improving teaching skills (Ministry of Higher Education

2012).

Utilizing technology has become a major concern for education in the country,
especially in higher education. The country seeks to gain perceived benefits by utilizing
technology. Some of these benefits include improvements not only in the quality of
critical thinking and learning (Chang 2008; Lin et al. 2006) but also to the learning
environment via enhanced interaction, communication, motivation and the removal of
the restrictions of time and place on the educational process (Asiri et al. 2012;

Garrison and Anderson 2003). Other benefits that are thought to accrue from the

16 MOoHE final statistics: http://www.mohe.gov.sa/ar/Ministry/Deputy-Ministry-for-Planning-and- Information-
affairs/HESC/Ehsaat/Docs/B%201429-1428%20G%201-1.html
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correct use of technology are improved pedagogy, increased cost-effectiveness, wider

access, flexibility and simplified revision (Alebaikan and Troudi 2010).

These aspirations were enshrined in the National Communication and Information
Technology Plan in Saudi Arabia (NCITP)!' in 2007. The plan focused on the future
development for the deployment of information communication technology in
education. The Ministry of Higher Education supported the eLearning project in the
country’s universities by establishing the National Centre for eLearning and Distance

Learning NCEDL.

2.3.1.2 National Communication and Information Technology Plan

The National Communication and Information Technology Plan (NCITP) gained the
approval of the Council of Ministers (decision n0.160) on 27 May 2007 (NCITP 2005).
It included a long-term perspective for communication and information technology in
Saudi Arabia for the next twenty years. The plan offered a vision of the future,
incorporating seven general aims, an initial five-year comprehensive plan including
twenty-six goals, sixty-two operational policies and ninety-eight projects. In particular,
objective fifteen supported the deployment of information communication technology
in education, training and the adoption of eLearning (ibid 2005, p.46). More

specifically the NCITP identified this aim as,

“... the establishment of a national center for e-learning to offer the service and its
encouragement by preparing the regulations and policies governing the e-learning
process, formulate a unified model for e-learning using standard specifications,
develop quality assurance standards for e-learning, issue quality assurance
certificates for e-learning systems and measure the efficiency of various technologies
as aids for the e-learning process.” (NCITP 2005, p.75)

17http://www.mcit.qov.sa/NR/rdonI\/res/E8(3255A7—E423—4F36—BQBS—CSCAABGAE87A/0/2NICTPEnq.pdf This is an unofficial
Translation of the Arabic text of the National Communications and IT Plan from Ministry of communication and information
technology
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Over the last few years, universities have begun to appreciate that integrating online
services can make a positive contribution towards improving systems. One of the most
important steps universities have sought in recent years is the development of the web

services using eLearning strategies.

2.3.1.3 ELearning in Higher Education in Saudi Arabia

Before discussing eLearning projects found in Saudi Arabia, several points first need to
be addressed. A recent report in Saudi Arabia predicted that the value of the eLearning
market in the Kingdom would increase from thirty to one hundred and twenty-five
million dollars by 2008 (Al-Jazira 2005)". Institutions of higher education in Saudi
Arabia have recently become aware of the significant contribution that elLearning
makes. They, therefore, have invested heavily in the field of pedagogy and training
using technology as an aid to make education more accessible, thereby, raising
standards and improving its quality. The report claims, that the volume of the
eLearning market in Saudi Arabia is expected to be the largest in the Middle East. It is
assumed that the volume of eLearning in Saudi Arabia will multiply by 33% over the
next five years™. Furthermore, use of information technology in Saudi Arabia is
growing rapidly since the government feels the need to integrate information

technology in order to provide a good quality of learning in higher education.

With regard to that objective, the Ministry of Higher Education in Saudi Arabia
commissioned a team responsible for designing and developing a model to be

circulated to academic institutions. As a result, in 2006/2007 the National Centre for

18 Al-sazerah newspaper, http://www.al-jazirah.com/ is one of main daily magazine in Saudi Arabia, which is sponsored by the
Saudi Arabian government. It was established in 1960.

' There iis no current information about the hypothesis correction of this number.
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eLearning and Distance Learning (NCEDL)® became established under the auspices of

the Ministry of Higher Education. Its objectives®® were:

N o g s

8.
9.

Disseminate quality eLearning strategies to universities.

Expand the capacity of e-learning applications.

Disseminate technological awareness and raise the cultural vision of e-
learning in academic societies so that it can make a positive contribution
to the society of the future.

Participate in the evaluation of e-learning projects and distance learning.
Establish quality standards for the design of educational multimedia.
Provide advice about different educational systems and e-learning.
Produce educational programmes and help the public and private sector
to do so.

Promote special projects in educational institutions.

Prepare for conferences and seminars in the field of e-learning.

10. Co-operate with international centres for e-learning.

As a result, two international conferences were arranged and supervised by the

NCEDL. The first conference was held in March 2009. The purpose of this conference

was to focus on eLearning strategies to develop the learning environment and rules for

utilizing and focusing upon recent research into this kind of technology and its

applications. The second conference was held under the title “Unique Learning for

Future Generations.” It was held in February 2011. Twenty-nine points were

recommended and are summarised as a conclusion as follows.

1. Take advantage of the read/write web by incorporating its applications into education
and attempt to derive the benefits.

2. Integrate recent strategies for online learning in education and research to design e-
learning courses and to discover best practice and methods of verification and to derive
maximum benefit from them.

2 http://www.elc.edu.sa/portal/

2 http://www.elc.edu.sa/portal/index.php?mod=content&page=24
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3. Encourage the research centre to conduct research into the area of eLearning courses
and training, especially for read/write applications.

‘The NCEDL .... has laid down many of required foundations and
infrastructure and provided the resources to help kick-start the process.
Through the practice of prudent management of resources the national
center hope to provide best eLearning experience to diverse group of
students. ” (Almegran et al. 2007 para.21)

All the projects conducted by universities in the field of eLearning have been
implemented in accordance with the NCEDL’s objectives and recommendations
described above. With respect to the importance of technology for integrating
eLearning strategies to improve the quality of learning, some universities started to
develop, revise and organize their use of eLearning strategies. For instance, in 2007
King Saudi University established a Deanship of eLearning and Distance learning.? Its

aims are listed below:

1. Develop a strategic plan for e-learning programmes at the University.
2. Find a suitable environment to promote e-learning applications.

3. Develop the technical standards and regular applications of e-learning at university
level.

4. Co-ordinate the faculties of the University and its branches regarding plans and
programmes for e-learning and distance education.

5. Provide and train technicians to support the development of faculty members.

6. Provide technical and training support for faculty members in the development of
electronic decisions and digital content.

7. Supervise the systems of e-learning and distance education and co-ordinate them with
the relevant actors.

As a result of the NCED initiative, a total of 2,336 courses were provided by Saudi
universities for training their faculty members during the first semester of the academic
year 2009/2010 using, for example, eLearning portal systems, e.g. blackboard and

different ways of utilizing Internet services within the learning environment (Hussein

2 http://www.ksu.edu.sa/SITES/KSUARABIC/DEANSHIPS/ELEARN/Pages/Introduction.aspx

21


http://www.ksu.edu.sa/SITES/KSUARABIC/DEANSHIPS/ELEARN/Pages/Introduction.aspx

2011). In addition, as far as the researcher is able to ascertain, there are no references

whether these courses been evaluated.

The first university to apply eLearning strategies was King Abdul Aziz University in
Jeddah using distance-learning approaches. The provision of this system has served
numerous learners who cannot physically participate in campus-based education. This
new and modern project represented a huge step in the development of education in
Saudi Arabia at that time. More recently, for example, in 2005-2006, King Khalid
University initiated a new and experimental project, which used e-learning methods on

a large scale to provide online services, curricula and material for staff and students.?®

All the various research projects have aimed to keep abreast with the direction being
followed by public education so that the latter can adopt the latest researched eLearning
strategies. Impelled by the need to improve the quality of general education, a number
of initiatives have been under taken by education societies and institutions to integrate
eLearning into the national education system at all levels. Apart from the efforts made
by Saudi Arabian universities to integrate eLearning there are many indications, which
give optimism that these strategies will be introduced into the country’s general public
education system. One of these indicators shows that Saudi Arabia has the desire to use
the power of eLearning systems in their institutions of education. In 2007, Riyadh (the
capital city) hosted the first large scale conference on elLearning®. One of its
recommendations was to conduct further research into the field of eLearning in Saudi

Arabia in order to develop teaching methods to achieve four main aims, which are:

1. To identify e-learning systems (Understanding / Theories / Aims)

2z http://portal.kku.edu.sa/KKU_Website/Ar/index. htm#

2% http:/hwww. elf.gov.sa/

22


http://portal.kku.edu.sa/KKU_Website/Ar/index.htm
http://www.elf.gov.sa/

2. To demonstrate to the world of education what needs to be integrated into eLearning
systems and its applications and to apply the correct educational approach. In other
words, to recognize the requirements of eLearning, including the barriers and factors
that would affect it.

3. To define management systems relevant to the e-learning environment
4. To present other experiences in the field of eLearning.

The sponsor of this conference was the Ministry of Education in Riyadh. In addition to
the main conference, there were peripheral activities, such as, workshops, papers,
meetings and an exhibition to raise awareness and sensitivity as well as to demonstrate
the importance of elLearning in education. The conference made twenty-four
recommendations, which all focussed on how to improve e-learning strategy in terms of

pedagogy in Saudi Arabian institutions (for the most part in public education).

The final report, in 2008, of the Communication and Information Technology
Commission (http://www.citc.gov.sa) into the use made of the Internet at all levels in
the education system in Saudi Arabia showed that the majority of institutions in the
public and higher education sectors have computer facilities. A quarter, however,
remained unconnected to the Internet. The report indicated this was because some of
these institutions considered the Internet unimportant; therefore, there was no need for
it. The most significant reason, however, was associated with a lack of knowledge of
how to use the Internet for educational purposes (CITC 2008). Furthermore, they found
that the Internet was more widely used by high schools and higher education
institutions compared to elementary and secondly schools. The report’s most significant
finding was that eLearning implementation was not popular in educational institutions,
in other words, education institutions made limited use of eLearning strategies. The
report, however, did stress that there was a year-by-year increase in awareness of the
concept of Internet usage by education institutions. The report found that while forty-

six per cent of education institutions possessed a portal website only fifteen per cent
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provided eLearning services. The report did not mention what type of eLearning was
provided but indicated that thirteen of these latter institutions used the Internet for
education activities, while, “surprisingly, the teachers are less than any other members

in education institutions for using the Internet” (CITC 2008, p.12).

As described above there have been efforts by some institutions to implement
eLearning strategies. One such initiative is to support research projects. The use of the
elLearning services by lecturers in higher education is very limited and they tend to be
used as supplementary resources for modules (Alebaikan 2010). This may be because
of the dearth of research projects into the potential use and benefits of eLearning. In
addition, the report found that fifty-eight per cent of the universities and institutions did
not provide appropriate training programs for eLearning (CITC 2008). A second reason
for the paucity of eLearning was the lack in fully understanding the concepts behind
some of the new innovations, e.g. web 2.0 (Alzahrani and Woollard 2012; Al-Khalifa
2010; Alebaikan 2010; Al-Othman 2009). Moreover, the CITC report (2008) showed
that the proportion of their budgets spent by Saudi educational institutions on training

programs and technical support was less than in 2007 (CITC 2008).

The study of Al-Othman (2009) concurs with the previous report. She analysed more
than sixty PhD thesis and Master’s dissertations in the field of educational technology.
She found that the number of studies in education with regard to the use of Internet
applications compared to other subjects was very low. Furthermore, she strongly
recommended that higher education institutions should pay closer attention to
eLearning research and strategies, particularly with respect to Internet applications. In
addition, she suggested an increased focus upon research with regard to utilizing web

2.0 (read/write web) in higher education.
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Research by other Saudi universities showed there was a serious desire to integrate
eLearning tools and services® by providing commercial Learning Management
Systems, such as WebCT (e.g. Blackboard) and to encourage the use of elLearning
(Alebaikan 2010). For example, universities have started to get some of their objectives
recognised and integrated into eLearning strategies. Some universities have opened
elLearning gates. These are products that service eLearning systems and provide the
tools to help students and staff to improve learning. These gates have the potential to be

used with eLearning courses in universities (http://www.elf.gov.sa/).

2.3.2 SUMMARY
This part of this chapter has discussed the culture background associated with the Saudi
Arabian education system. It also presented a chronological overview of the plan for
the massive improvement in elLearning strategies and its introduction into higher
education in Saudi Arabia. The research found that fiscal resources for developing
eLearning strategies aimed to develop its implementation and practice in higher
education. Conducting this research in the field of eLearning is a consequence of this

project’s plan in Saudi Arabia.

The next part of this chapter discusses the concept of elLearning, its features and
drawbacks. Furthermore, it will discuss the different visions that are held of eLearning.
The features of eLearning that make universities in Saudi Arabia demand eLearning

services and tools will be identified and discussed.

2 Fow years ago ,e.g. King Fahad University (KFUPM), King Saudi University (KSU), King Abdulaziz University (KAU) and
King Khalid University (KKU) established eLearning centre with an e-Portal to administer and assist an interactive web-based
supplementary. It includes e-services, academic support, training provided and an e-Library.

See: KFUPM: Information technology centre ITC: http://www.kfupm.edu.sa/centers/itc/default.aspx

KSU: Deanship of ELearning and Distance learning: http://ksu.edu.sa/sites/KSUArabic/Deanships/Elearn/Pages/default.aspx

KAU: Deanship of ELearning and Distance learning http://elearning.kau.edu.sa/Default.aspx?Site_1D=214&Lng=EN

KKU: Deanship of eLearning http://elearning.kku.edu.sa/
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There is little research and meagre reference in the literature about the factors that
influence the implementation of new elLearning tools, i.e. read/write [web 2.0]. The
affect of exposure to Internet applications, such as, read/write [web 2.0] on a learner’s
behaviour, knowledge and skills is poorly understood. These issues will be discussed in
the next section.

2.4 ELEARNING: CONCEPT, FEATURES AND DRAWBACK
The previous section reviewed the education system in Saudi Arabia, particularly the
plans for improvements to its higher education sector. The massive improvements due
eLearning projects in higher education in Saudi Arabia have already been
acknowledged by this researcher. The huge increase in the number of students enrolled
in higher education is a result of a rapid growth in the country’s population and heavy
investment in its educational infrastructure. This investment has come about via
financial support that has enabled new universities to be established including private
ones. In addition, there has been support for other projects that have developed and
improved the education system. The most relevant projects with respect to this research
are the ones that develop eLearning services and applications at different levels within
the country’s higher education system by establishing, for example, deanships of
eLearning strategies in Saudi Arabia’s universities and support eLearning research and

projects.

This section complements the previous one, because it will describe the reasons that
propelled plans in Saudi Arabia for the development of elearning services. A
discussion of the different definitions of elLearning, its categorisation and ways it is
used in education is included in this section. The discussion will focus on describing
the features of eLearning that make universities in Saudi Arabia seek to adopt it.

Furthermore, there is little research and meagre reference in the literature about the

26



factors that influence the implementation of eLearning tools, learners’ behaviour,
knowledge and skills due their exposure to Internet applications, e.g. web 2.0. These

issues will be considered in the next section.

2.4.1 THE ELEARNING CONCEPT
By the 1990s, multimedia development brought about substantial improvements in the
quality of educational programs and software. The development and dissemination of
eLearning was greatly enhanced by the development of the World Wide Web [WWW],
because its software was able to incorporate Internet sources and applications as well as
resource tools. Technology and learning continued to improve with respect to the rapid
developments associated with improvements to the learning environment. Furthermore,
eLearning developed by effecting changes to the structure of those technologies

(Demiray 2010a).

ELearning has attracted the attention of educational institutions, especially with regard
to adapting it to the classroom environment (Guri-Rosenblit 2005). ELearning offers a
number of educational advantages, for example, its flexibility is considered to be a
contemporary approach that supports teaching and the learning environment (Mylonas
et al. 2004). In addition, eLearning supports professional development and best practice
via the use of Internet tools that provide ‘rich-technology’ to classroom activities

(Margolin et al. 2011).

2.4.2 DEFINITION OF ELEARNING
The definition of elLearning changes frequently according to the precise Internet
application and technological development. Romiszowski (2004) found more than

twenty definitions for eLearning from fifty articles. He said,
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“.but as I managed to count more than 20 different definitions in the 50 articles, the
chances of an author’s understanding exactly matching that of the majority of the
readers are very low—unless the specific definition to be used is actually stated in the
article”(p.6).

In addition, understanding the different ways of utilizing eLearning may lead to an
appreciation of the limits of its meaning. Furthermore, eLearning is a strategy that
could be applied to the educational environment in two ways. Firstly, as synchronous,
adapting in real time with an actual learning process, which means using eLearning
during classroom time, i.e. autonomously or individually by either using Internet access
and websites services or with a group of learners, such as, in a chat room or through

applied video or audio conferencing. Mostly it is used,

“..with those who need to conduct meetings with a distributed work team through
technologies, such as, WebEx " (Palloff and Pratt 2007, p.69).

Secondly, it can be used as asynchronous communication between participants in

flexible time. It is,

“A type of communication that can occur at any time and at irregular intervals,
meaning that people can communicate online without a pattern of interaction”

(Ibid p.271).
In other words, learners in an educational environment are able to communicate when
they are off-campus. Examples of asynchronous activities are downloading coursework
materials from the Internet or participation in an online learning group or
communication with/via email groups (Romiszowski 2004). Furthermore, Henderson
(2003) added an additional way through which elLearning acts, i.e. self-directed
learning. This involves learners engaging in actions alone on their own using resources
that are delivered over the Internet. Some researchers consider that self-direct learning
promotes skills that the learner could gain by using eLearning tools. Al-Shehri (2010)
said, “E-learning enables learners to be more self-directed, inquisitive and reflective.”

(p.147).
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Learners, however, engage in research via online browsing when on campus. They seek
particular materials to assist them with their tasks. At the same time, they are connected
to software for learning e.g. CD-ROMs i.e. Story Board. It would then be consistent,
therefore, to be synchronous with asynchronous ways, which one could describe as

self-directed learning.

In addition, improvements to and the flexibility of Internet applications and services
create areas that intersect with respect to the different meanings of synchronous and
asynchronous. For example, by using two different methods in the learning
environment or presenting video conferences to record and play back for the benefit of
learners who are not present (Morrison 2003, p.7). Furthermore, Morrison (2003) used
the terms eLearning in his book “E-learning Strategies: How to Get Implementation
and Delivery Right First Time”. He focussed solely on synchronous and asynchronous
learning and emphasized elLearning is a term administered by utilizing Internet

technologies. He said:

“E-learning is the continuous assimilation of knowledge and skills by adults
stimulated by synchronous and asynchronous learning events and sometimes
Knowledge Management outputs, which are authored, delivered, engaged with,
supported, and administered using Internet technologies. ”(p.4)

This concept is similar to the eLearning definition given by Rosenberg (2001). He
asserted that eLearning combined with ‘Internet’ technology provides and delivers a

solution that enhances knowledge and performance. He said,

“E-leaning refers to use in Internet technologies to deliver a board array of solutions
that enhance knowledge and performance.” (p.28)

With regard to the above combination, different definitions are presented via different
visions, for example, the term elLearning is defined as the utilisation of a computer
network with any technology or Internet service in education (Welsh et al. 2003). In

addition, eLearning could be defined as the use of Internet services to provide the
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instructions for teaching (Rahmat and Mohd-Saudi 2007). The term is also used
when,”... someone is learning in a way that uses information and communication
technologies (ICTs), they are using e-learning” (Department for Education Skills in

UK 2003).

According to this definition, Internet services occupy the apex of the wave of the
concept of eLearning in most of the studies in this field. This research will use this
definition, but also, eLearning includes the integration of Internet service usage in the

learning environment, i.e. web 2.0 via blog tools in an asynchronous way.

2.4.2.1 Online, blended, and E Learning, is it same meaning?

Significantly, the term “online learning” is used rather than ‘utilizing Internet for
learning’ when referring to eLearning (Biggam 2004). Researchers used the term
‘online learning’, particularly when the study concerns web services (Kear et al. 2012;
Casey and Evans 2011; Wang 2011). Some researchers also use this term to refer to the
same methods that were mentioned in the previous paragraph, i.e. elLearning
technology via computer adaptation but they are often referring to Internet services

(Biggam 2004; Tan 2009; Alhojailan 2012c).

ELearning is frequently engage via Internet applications and services (Rosenberg 2001;
Morrison 2003; Biggam 2004). Furthermore, it is always involved in changes due to the
development of the applications and tools or to differences in the services that are
provided (Henderson 2003). This is one reason to tighten and restrict the term
eLearning to the ‘term online learning’. Moreover, the term ‘blended learning’ mostly
used when the researchers seek to combines activities and teaching styles adapt via
online and in-class i.e. face-to-face (Reem Alebaikan and Troudi 2010; Yushau 2006)

e.g. utilize web-based activities, this meaning is very similar to the term
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‘Asynchronous’ i.e. the second style of eLearning (see previous discussed in section
2.4.2), some researcher used the term ‘blended eLearning’ described teaching course
with online and face-to-face, as it “requires students to participate in online activities”
(Kanuka 2006, para.2), for that reason, the term blended learning will not be used in
this research as it represent the same meaning of the term asynchronous (see previous
section). Additionally, ‘blended learning’ term could be indicated as a combination
with “eLearning” term to describe when utilized internet with face to face activities so

they named it as “blended e-learning” (Yushau 2006).

In addition, the terms eLearning and online learning could be used synonymously due
to the type of the technology being implemented. For example, Brownson (2010) used
the term ‘online learning’ to investigate the use of read/write web services (web 2.0)
while Palloff & Pratt (2007) used the term ‘eLearning’ when utilizing same application.
Therefore, elLearning and online learning in this case share same meaning. A
comprehensive definition is given by (Stojanovic et al. 2001, in Drucker, 2000) who

described eLearning as,

“....the delivery of individualized, comprehensive, dynamic learning content in real
time, aiding the development of communities of knowledge, linking learners and
practitioners with experts”(p.2).

This definition ignored the usage of non-real time, i.e. when the learners are off-
campus using elLearning. There is, however, more than one definition of eLearning
even when there is no agreement on the way of writing the term, whether it is
‘ELearning’ , ‘eLearning’, ‘e-Learning’ , ‘E-learning’ or even ‘online learning’
(Romiszowski 2004). On the contrary, Biggam (2004) argues that some education

institutions support the meaning that ‘eLearning’ refers to a broader concept than
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‘online learning’. ‘Electronic’ as a term should depend on the wider materials that
could set it within a range of media, such as, CD-ROMs or PDAs. The Australian

national training authority identified eLearning (ANTA) as,

“ELearning is a boarder concept (than online learning), ......the term e-learning is
now used in the Framework to capture the general intent to support a board rang of
electronic media (Internet, intranets, external, satellite broadcast, audio/video
interactive TV and CD-ROM. ” (Backroad Connections Pty Ltd 2003, p.3)

Morrison (2003) offers a completely different argument. He said, “...online learning
and e-learning mean the same thing” (p.xvi). He claimed that the use of the terms
‘eLearning’ and ‘online learning’ depend on the research context or the studies that
refer to the learning materials, e.g. activities or tasks that use the web, such as, online
services or tools, reflect the word ‘electronic’. In addition, with reference to the
definition of eLearning given by the eLearning Centre in Port Said in Egypt*® (ECPSE),
there appears to be a wide range of conceptual meanings. They define the term as

follows.

“ELearning is transfer of an educational program from its position on the campus of
an educational institution to other geographically separate locations and aims to
attract students who cannot under normal circumstances to continue an educational
program in a traditional. ” (http://elc.psu.edu.eq)

The different definitions that been given by various education and academic institutions
indicate that elLearning involves electronic applications and services, such as, the
Internet, web-based services (applications), blogs, wiki, CD-ROMs and TV
programmes. ELearning has become available in both real (during classroom) and
flexible time (off-classroom) for learners to take the opportunity to become interactive.
This definition includes all the resources that could be used to transfer educational

programmes and materials to a leaner’s location whether he/she is either off- or on-

% The eLearning centre in Port Said in Egypt official website: http://seu.edu.sa/
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campus. Nonetheless, this definition does not indicate what electronic services are used

to affect this transfer. The transfer could be paper-based.

A similar concept, which has a wider vision places eLearning in the digital age. This
definition includes all the technology that is required to improve learning, such as,
Internet  services  outside or  within  the  classroom  environment
(Asirvatham 2003 in Selvaratnam 2004).  This  definition  recognises Internet
involvement with information technology, that is, data (content or information) is

transferred via Internet portal sources or applications (Collis and Moonen 2001).

The definition of eLearning given by the Saudi Electronic University?’ (SEU) focused
on the synchronous way of eLearning, which provides electronic educational support to
learners at the same time and in the same place, i.e. within the campus, they defined

elLearning as,

“The recruitment techniques and applications of computing and information
networks and others in support of the educational process that takes place in
traditional learning environments that are based on the existence of learners in the
same place and time”( http://seu.edu.sa/pages/view/35/).

This definition revolves around the synchronous way of eLearning, as it aims to
provide eLearning tools to learners at the same time and in the same place. This
approach, however, does not allow the use of eLearning tools when the learners are out

of class.

The differences inherent in the arguments about definitions lead one to acquire
different ideas that relate to actual usage. For example, an argument has arisen over the

term eLearning with respect to two different levels for its implementation. The DMU

%" saudi Electronic University official website http://elc.psu.edu.eq
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University’s?®® technology school # divided learners into two groups for the module
entitled “COMP5262: Research, Ethics and Professionalism in Computing”. One group
sat at home® and communicated via Internet services (they used blogs as their
interactive service). The second group sat on campus®!, which meant that the learners
attended class. Both groups utilized elLearning (a forum via blackboard and a blog
application with email communication). It would, therefore, not be consistent to
categorise both groups as eLearning in the same way. One group is not completely
dependent on Internet services. In this regard, Bates (2001) claims that eLearning can
exist as a mixture of the two modes, i.e. synchronous and asynchronous. It is possible,
therefore, to establish an eLearning environment for learners where they only receive,
act and communicate with materials off-campus by technological means, e.g. they
communicate via Internet tools. This eLearning environment could be integrated within
a traditional learning setting where learners receive, act and communicate with the
materials of their modules off-campus via technology, e.g. activities should to be done

via WebCT tools.

The importance of classifying the term ‘eLearning’ is to support plans to build an
infrastructure and strategy for educational purposes. For example in the previous
paragraph, the definition given by SEU concerned and supported the use of eLearning
tools by learners at same time and in the same place, i.e. the synchronous way (for
more information see section 2.4.2). The strategies and plans for eLearning adoption

with this definition should logically focus upon the integration of electronic facilities

2 http://www.dmu.ac.uk/home.aspx

2 Centre for Computing and Social Responsibility at Technology school (CCSR), http://ethics.ccsr.cse.dmu.ac.uk/ccsr

30 T .
In this situation, it is not compulsory for learners to come into the classroom unless they want.

31 L
In this situation, learners have to come and attend class.
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during classroom teaching (teaching with electronic tools), because the strategies and
plans should to provide a guide to direct and administer universities with respect to
successful adoption of eLearning (Biggam 2004). With that, the definition given by
SEU is not compatible with the system of the education in the university, because they
claim that the main rule of their system is to adopt and build-in eLearning [blending
learning] within the learning environment, which conflicts with the education system
that requires learners to attend 25% of the modules and the remaining 75% is
distributed via eLearning strategies, i.e. in virtual classrooms [ review the content via e-
classroom e.g. live chat room], electronic forums and digital-materials, e.g. e-books and
multimedia®. In this case, this description tends to be asynchronous, i.e. reflects the
main rule of the university systems but by its definition is non-synchronous, i.e. reflects
the definition they gave (for more information see section 2.4.2). In other words, it
means that the definition will be more reliable if it focused on integrating technology
utilised asynchronously, which should be facilitated by electronic materials, such as, e-
mails and discussion boards between learners and instructors, when they are either on-

or off-line.

Another important reason for attempting to define eLearning is to place it within the
context of education, teaching and research (Wilson 2012). Most researchers tend to
use comprehensive definitions of eLearning for their research projects to determine the
framework and theory that they will use. For example, Selvaratnam (2004) used a wide
definition, which included the term ‘information technology’ with Internet portals or

technology providers. He said “For the purposes for this research the concept of e-

% studying rules in the university for all subject and field http://seu.edu.sa/pages/view/57
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learning as a whole will be addressed.” (p.28), while Laurillard (2006) used a different

angle for defining eLearning. He said,

“E-learning is defined for our purpose here as the use of any of the new technologies
or applications in the service of learning or learner support. ”(p.72)

After all, this research aims to utilize the innovative web application, web 2.0, within
the classroom environment to enable learners to share, communicate and contribute
when they are mainly off-campus. That concurs with the asynchronous way (see
section 2.4.2). In this research, the definition of ‘eLearning’ will be used. This is
because it will be used in the read/write web application (web 2.0) via blog tool
applications. In addition, the asynchronous way is used in this research to introduce
blog web services into the learning environment as learning activities via the Internet.

Learners will be able to communicate through the Internet at different times and places.

2.4.3 BENEFIT AND DRAWBACK OF ELEARNING IN HIGHER

EDUCATION
ELearning is very effective in higher education if it is conducted correctly (Al-Shehri
2010; Horton 2001). It has been argued that eLearning has the advantage of enabling
learners and academics to improve their skills and provide channels for
communication. The introduction of eLearning offers a chance to innovate the learning
system (Weller et al. 2005; Laurillard 2006). Moreover, it is claimed that eLearning has
been used very advantageously in HE in terms of enabling learners to become self-
direct learners (Al-Shehri 2010). Consonant with that, eLearning applications support
individual learning experiences and interaction (Lin et al. 2006), encourage critical
thinking, improve communication between learners and instructors, develop
cooperative learning and facilitate the learning environment (Alhojailan 2012c; Lin et

al. 2006; Tan 2009; Kim 2008; Ocker and Yaverbaum 1999; Nichols 2003).
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ELearning provides learners with rich opportunities to connect to appropriate learning
experiences, which offers them the opportunity to engage and experience a variety of
diverse techniques and thus receive different support for their learning and so develop

their understanding (Conole et al. 2006).

There is considerable scope for the use of eLearning in education. Alexander (2001)

asserts that there are four main reasons for eLearning initiatives in higher education:

To develop the value of learning.

To reduce the cost of education

To develop accessibility for teaching and training purposes
4. To improve the impact value of education

wn e

In addition, Lai (2005) expanded the vision by describing the benefits of eLearning by

determining four R’s that could assist learners.

1. Relationship - learners’ engagements with eLearning tools provide a chance for
collaborative activities, e.g. shared websites (blog and Wiki).

2. Reflection - it is required and needed when completing actions via eLearning.
Learners are able to develop their reflective skills in terms of academic aptitude
and commitment.

3. Resourcefulness - utilizing eLearning provides skills by dealing with different
resources, e.g. data based and searching skills. In addition, learners could gain
knowledge via experience and communicate with different activities though
Internet interactions.

4. Resilience - because of the above three points, there is an opportunity to provide
a resilient environment where learners have to attain a high level of interactivity
thus developing time management skills.

Similar advantages have been addressed by Rosenberg (2001). He said that lower costs
together with flexibility of time makes eLearning efficient. He continues to argue in
more detail that time is not restricted for doing tasks via elLearning resources. For
example, it is not disrupted by breaks, conversations, class rules, etc. Another point is
that the learners are able to move from one task to another. There is a tendency for
learners to exceed any information that they already know. The learner, therefore, is

free of the negative effects of being in a classroom. Some learners need more time to
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achieve some tasks and their successful completion will improve a learner’s experience

and motivation.

Interestingly, Biggam (2004) had a different vision with regard to the provision of time
and learners’ experiences. He argued that the process of education becomes more
efficient if time is saved and that would appeal to management. He gives as an example
of his idea, i.e. reducing the three-year degree to two years. Saving time in education
can bought by the use of eLearning and the courses could be completed in less than the
official time. It now becomes possible, for example, to reduce the length of degree
courses. Moreover, Biggam makes another point about the provision of experiences

within learning environment. He said,

“...(staff bumping into students in the corridor and engaging in jovial banter staff/
student nights out, etc.), may add to the educational atmosphere and play an
important role in a student's experience at a university.”(p.50)

Sole reliance on eLearning can cause learners to miss some very important experiences.
This is because of the lack of face-to-face or social interactions between educators and
learners, e.g. these interactions could build experiences via dialogue and conversation.
This factor should be considered, especially, when eLearning is used in a synchronous
way, i.e. learners take modules, act, communicate and receive course work materials

only via Internet applications.

Freedom from a fixed place of learning is an obvious feature of eLearning
Biggam (2004). He argued that eLearning provided a change for learners in terms of
reducing the need to be physically present on campus, if it is not necessary to be there.
Rosenberg (2001) agreed with that and used the term eLearning is 24/7. This feature
allows information to be immediately updated at any time and to any place that is

online. Large numbers of learners, therefore, can obtain access to course content
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anywhere and at any time, (ibid). In addition, this feature of eLearning opens up the

possibility of lifelong learning for whole communities.

There is agreement that utilizing eLearning within the learning environment improves
the quality of education systems by integrating web applications, such as, storyboard
and the blackboard portals via the Internet. There is evidence that the learning
environment is also enhanced because it gains high performance, skills and efficiency
(Al-Kahtan 2006; Blomeyer 2001; Alexander 2001) and it seems that higher education
has increased the use of eLearning, especially through the use of the new Internet

services (Solomon and Schrum 2007).

There is a need to benefit from the experiences that are encountered when using
eLearning applications. Researchers have noticed a marked gap between what is
currently perceived as good implementation with what actually occurs in practice (Al-
Othman 2009) and what educational institutions do to achieve success (MoHE 2009).
Saudi Arabia currently does not have a critical mass of professionals or educators with
adequate skills to effectively utilize the tools and positively affect a learner’s
perceptions and attitudes and more importantly to facilitate the learning process by

identifying the factors that could influence the implementation of web 2.0.

Thus, most educational institutions around the world are seeking and trying to integrate
eLearning tools and applications, especially those in higher education (Demiray 2010a;

Demiray 2010b).

2.4.4 RESEARCH INTO ELEARNING IN SAUDI ARABIA
Saudi Arabia like any other country has faced numerous challenges in higher education
socially, economically, demographically and technologically (Al-Shehri 2010;
Alkhazim 2003). In order to address some of these challenges, attempts are being made

to develop systems that integrate the new technology and train academic staff in its use,
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improve scientific research facilities, sponsor many conferences including those that
pertain to eLearning and support research (Ministry of Education 2012; Alenezi 2012;
Alkhazim 2003). As mentioned in section 2.3, during the last few years, universities
have begun to appreciate the importance of integrating eLearning to gain the benefits of
an improved system. One of the most important steps, therefore, that universities have

sought in recent times is development of Internet services.

Educational plans and strategies have changed during last few years in SA (see section
2.3.1.1). Utilizing eLearning has improved some of these process, e.g. from printed
hand-outs to electronically transmitted material (Alenezi 2012). This means that the
education process will frequently change in response to different eLearning projects
that are embraced by the universities. Researchers have a responsibility to focus on the
perception of eLearning tools, i.e. on Internet applications and identify the challenges
that these present to the learner (Al-Othman 2009; Al-Shehri 2010). Clarifying the
attitudes, knowledge and skills of learners is important for the successful
implementation of eLearning. This is a very important issue. ELearning projects could
fail because the learner plays a very significant role in eLearning implementation. Al-
Shehri (2010) explained the biggest challenges in implementing successful eLearning
are the knowledge and skills of the learners and instructors. He argued that eLearning is
not a case of integrating technology or web applications; it is principally based on
attitude, knowledge and skills. Sumathi (2010) agreed with that. He claimed that
understanding the way that technology takes place within the learning process is the
main issue for instructors to consider and part of that understanding is the ‘learners’.
That made Al-Shehri (2010) emphasise the importance of understanding the potential

of eLearning. He said
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“...emphasizes the importance of preparing E-learners before embarking on major
E-learning programs. We need to know the characteristics, motivations, and potential
of E-learners before asking them [learners] to join E-learning programs.”(Al-Shehri
2010, p.149)

He indicated the importance of learners’ perceptions, €.g. attitudes when attempting to
apply eLearning applications. Assessing and evaluating the potential of new eLearning
applications is essential. For example, Kumar (2009) claimed that utilizing new
services in web 2.0, such as, Wiki and Blog (as new eLearning applications) should

occur after identifying the benefits of the application’s technology. He said,

“It is more important to first assess their [Internet application] potential for
improved educational outcomes” (Kumar 2009, p.308).

Currently, a lack of research exists into the effect of learners’ positive and negative
attitudes towards the implementation of eLearning applications via web 2.0 (read/write
application) in higher education. Moreover, there is a lack of evidence in the literature
concerning the effectiveness of web 2.0 in Saudi Arabia (Al-Ghonaim 2005). The need
to increase the beneficial use of online applications via computers is necessary and
significant. Researchers have noted a marked gap between what is currently perceived
as good integration of computers and what actually occurs in practice in SA (Al-

Othman 2009; Al-Shehri 2010; Alebaikan 2010)

2.4.5 THE CURRENT SITUATION OF ELEARNING PRACTICE IN SA
Higher education systems in SA face their own challenges and demands that need to be
investigate within its national context. These challenges, with respect to eLearning,

include the following:

1. An accurate way to utilize eLearning in SA’s education systems (Al-Shehri
2010).

2. A lack of resources for eLearning, e.g. the loss of benefits of not utilizing web
2.0 in higher education (Al-Shehri 2010; Al-Othman 2009; Alkhazim 2003).
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3. A lack of knowledge, skills and positive attitudes on behalf of the instructors
and learners with regard to elLearning implementation and its potential for
higher education (Al-Shehri 2010; CITC 2008; Al-Othman 2009).

The response to some of these challenges has been to develop appropriate systems,
provide new technology particularly for scientific research, train academics to utilize
eLearning and sponsor many conferences that aim to raise awareness of eLearning by

providing a data -based eLearning field (MoHE 2009).

With regard to Internet usage in higher education in SA, the final report, in 2008 of the
Communication and Information Technology Commission®® (www.citc.gov.sa) focused
on the use made of the Internet at all levels in Saudi Arabia’s education system. It
shows that in general the majority of institutions in higher education possess computer
facilities. A quarter, however, remained unconnected to the Internet. The report
indicated this was because some of these institutions considered the Internet
unimportant; therefore, there was no need for it. The most significant reason, however,
was associated with a lack of knowledge of how to use the Internet for educational
purposes (CITC 2008). Furthermore, they found that the Internet was more widely used
by high schools and higher education institutions compared to elementary and secondly
schools. The report’s most significant finding was that eLearning implementation was
not the most popularly used teaching technique in educational institutions, in other
words, education institutions made limited use of eLearning strategies. The report,
however, stressed that there was a year-by-year increase in awareness of the concept of
Internet usage by education institutions. The report found that while forty-six per cent

of education institutions possessed a portal website only fifteen per cent provided

% Final report of Internet used in education sector

http://www.citc.gov.sa/arabic/Reportsandstudies/Studies/Documents/I T%20011%20A%20-
%20EducationReport2008.pdf
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eLearning services, e.g. WebCT tools. Nevertheless, it did not mention what type of
eLearning was provided but indicated that only thirteen institutions used the Internet

for education activities, while,

“Surprisingly, the teachers are less than any other members in education institutions
for using the Internet” (CITC 2008, p.12)

As indicated in the above paragraph, some efforts have been made by institutions to
implement eLearning strategies. One such initiative is to support research projects
(MoHE 2009). For example, the use of elLearning strategies by lecturers in higher
education is very limited and they tend to be used as supplementary resources for
modules (Alebaikan 2010). This may be because of the dearth of research projects into
the potential use and benefits of eLearning tools. In addition, the report found that fifty-
eight per cent of the universities and institutions did not provide appropriate training
programs for eLearning (CITC 2008). A second reason for the paucity of eLearning
was an insufficient understanding of the concepts behind some of the new innovations
in eLearning strategies, e.g. web 2.0 (Alzahrani and Woollard 2012; Al-Khalifa 2010;
Alebaikan 2010; Al-Othman 2009). Moreover, the CITC (2008) report showed that
Saudi educational institutions used a smaller proportion of their budget on training

programs and technical support than in 2007.

The study of Al-Othman (2009) concurs with the previous report but resulted in
different perspectives. She analysed more than sixty PhD thesis and Master’s
dissertations in the field of educational technology, i.e. virtual learning, using computer
laptops, synchronise and asynchronies of Internet services. She found that the number
of studies in education with regard to the usage of Internet applications compared to
other subjects was very low. Furthermore, she strongly recommended that higher

education institutions should pay closer attention to eLearning research including its
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strategies, particularly with respect to Internet applications. In addition, she suggested
an increased focus on research with regard to utilizing web 2.0 (read/write web) in

higher education.

The result of the interpretive study of Al-Shehri (2010) with thirty decision makers
involved in eLearning units and organisations in Saudi Arabia (senior academicians and
consultants) indicated that Saudi Arabia occupies an advanced position in terms of
implementing eLearning projects and plans. The study strongly suggested that a major
inquiry be undertaken into the perception of elLearning with respect to the skills,
understanding, knowledge and the motivation needed to achieve successful

implementation of eLearning. Such an inquiry is necessary avoid a fiasco.

Research by other Saudi universities showed that there was a serious desire to integrate
eLearning tools and services by providing commercial Learning Management
Systems>, such as, Blackboard and WebCT to encourage elLearning to be utilized
(Alebaikan 2010). As an illustration, universities have begun to have some of their
objectives recognised and integrated into eLearning strategies. Some universities have
opened elLearning gates by using applications that service eLearning systems that
provide tools to help students and staff to improve their learning and skills. Moreover,
these gates have the potential to be used in elLearning courses in the university

(http://www.elf.gov.sa/).

* Few years ago, e.g. King Fahad University (KFUPM), King Saudi University (KSU), King Abdulaziz University (KAU) and
King Khalid University (KKU) established an eLearning centre by providing an e-Portal to administer and assist an interactive
web-based supplementary. It included e-services, academic support, training provided and an e-Library. KFUPM: Information
technology centre ITC: http://www.kfupm.edu.sa/centers/itc/default.aspx

KSU: Deanship of Elearning and Distance learning: http://ksu.edu.sa/sites/KSUArabic/Deanships/Elearn/Pages/default.aspx

KAU: Deanship of Elearning and Distance learning http://elearning.kau.edu.sa/Default.aspx?Site _ID=214&Lng=EN

KKU: Deanship of eLearning http://elearning.kku.edu.sa/
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Despite the importance of learners’ perceptions, the empirical evidence that supports
eLearning adoption for the new eLearning application web 2.0 is rare. This research,
therefore, aims to determine the factors that influence (positively and negatively) the
implementation of web 2.0 and determine learners’ attitudes and perceptions toward it.
2.5 CONCLUSION

The first part of this chapter described Saudi Arabia’s higher education system. It
presented an overview of the system's evolution, the challenges, the issues that are
raised for improvement and their possible solutions. In addition, it makes suggestions
for further developments in higher education policy. The chapter discussed the cultural
background of the Saudi education system. It presented a chronological overview of the
plan for massive improvements in eLearning strategies and its introduction into higher

education in Saudi Arabia.

The second part of this chapter discussed the concepts and features of eLearning that
make universities in Saudi Arabia demand the presence of huge projects into eLearning
in higher education. It showed that the goal of implementing eLearning is obtainable if
strategies are utilized as indicated by the studies that have been conducted into this area
in Saudi Arabia. Saudi’s universities demand the integration of eLearning because it

intersects with the advantages of eLearning applications.

A lack of literature surrounds the implementation of eLearning in higher education,
particularly with respect to determining the characteristics of web 2.0 [read/write] with
regard to identifying learners’ attitudes, skills and knowledge as well as factors that
could influence the integration of read/write web 2.0 applications (see sections 2.4.4

and 2.4.5).

There is a significant lack of knowledge in the area of eLearning adaptation via web 2.0

in higher education (Demiray 2010a; Conole et al. 2006), especially in Saudi Arabian
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universities (Al-Othman 2009; Al-Shehri 2010; Al-Khalifa 2010; Alebaikan 2010). The
number of investigations with regard to the usage of Internet applications compared to
other subject areas relevant to educational technology has been mentioned (elsewhere)
as being very low. Conducting this research in the field of eLearning is a consequence
of this project’s plan (see sections 2.3.1.2, 2.3.1.3 and,2.4.4) . The inquiry aims to gain
an in-depth understanding of learners’ perceptions and attitudes toward web 2.0 via its

blog tools in order to maximise the benefits of using this technology.

The next chapter will provide a detailed description of the new Internet technology,
web 2.0 [read/write web]. It will discuss the blog’s features and drawbacks, tools and

its other characteristics by providing an analysis of recent studies in this area.
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3 WEB 2.0 [Read/Write web] IN HIGHER EDUCATION

3.1 INTRODUCTION
The previous chapter outlined the education system of Saudi Arabia including the

current plans for improvements to higher education (HE). Moreover, it discussed the
existing substantial improvements that have been made due elLearning projects. The
previous chapter also identified the deficiencies that were made apparent by desire to

introduce eLearning into the Saudi HE system.

The main aim of this chapter is to describe in more detail the new read/write websites
[web 2.0]. The description will include their features, drawbacks and specifications for
use in higher education and the perception of the learners. This chapter introduces the
web service’s blogs that were used during this research. It describes their main features
and the results of the recent research that utilized them. The chapter continues by
describing the purposes of this inquiry, its framework, methodology and results of
learners’ perceptions of the blogs’ tools. One of the objectives of this study is to
discover ways to use blogs in higher education by identifying their potential. This

requires an understanding of the way to adapt blogs for learning in H E.

This chapter is divided into two main parts. The first part describes the read/write web
in education. It includes details about the attractive features of the read/write web
application that encourage universities to embrace it. In order to determine these
features the researcher had to gain an in-depth understanding of the strengths and the

weaknesses of these tools when they are used in HE.

The second part of this chapter discusses blog tool specifications. It includes the
different techniques that have been used to adapt blogs within the learning
environment. This is followed by a detailed description of recent studies carried out

into blogs in the field of education together with their conclusions.
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Finally, the chapter attempts to develop the research plan, its instruments and context
by using specific portions abstracted from the literature review on higher education
systems in Saudi Arabia, the read/write web, blog usage and the techniques for their
use as well as learning theories.

3.2 WEB 2.0, FEATURES AND CHANGE THE ABILITY
Higher education systems seek to take advantage of elLearning (see section 2.3.1.3).
Using the Internet in education is not something new. From the learners’ perspectives,
it provides rich opportunities to connect and engage with learning using a variety of
techniques. These techniques offer different forms of support for their learning (Conole
et al. 2006). There remains, however, further scope for the use of technology by
learners in HE education. With regard to the factors that influence the adaptation of
Internet technology within learning environments, Conole et al. (2006) have identified
several that are contained in their report of “JISC LXP”* entitled Student Experience of

Technology”®.

The report aimed to describe learners’ personal experiences and
learning contexts when they integrate technology into their learning. Three methods of
data collection were used to cover two main phases. During the first phase, data was
collected to achieve a wide contextual review for use of the technology. It included a

board spectrum of learners. The second phase involved in-depth overviews of

individual participants. Data was collected using the following three techniques:

1. Data gathered through audio logs,

2. Interviews and,

® Jscisa “Regional Support Centre across the UK, it assists higher and further education colleges and skills providers with
information, advice and guidance in the strategic use of technologies to achieve their organizations goals. They offer leadership
and support to UK educational organizations at a local, national and international level. They provide resources; knowledge and
expertise that colleges and universities would struggle to source individually. In addition, they keep up to date with developments
in information and digital technology to help the UK education community make the investment decisions that ensure they deliver
the learner experience their students demand”

Official website: http://www.jisc.ac.uk/

e report can be read
in:http://labspace.open.ac.uk/file.php/1/kmap/1176712833/references/L XP%20project%20final%20report%20dec%2006.pdf
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3. A questionnaire (online survey).

Significantly the authors claimed that their reasons for using a combination of methods
allowed them to collect rich empirical data that enabled them to effect an interpretation
from the perspectives of different individuals and groups (Conole et al. 2006, pp.10-
11). The online questionnaire aimed to gain a wider understanding of learners’
experiences and their perspectives via specific information regarding the technologies
they used including web applications. The interviews with the audio logs focused on

gathering individual perspectives due to the use of these technologies.

This report focused on the ‘owned technologies’ that the learners used i.e. mobile
phones, laptops computers, personal digital assistants, web applications and hardware,
e.g. USB’s. The main findings showed that web applications are popularly used and are
“first port of call’ for learners. Learners used technology extensively to communicate
with peers and instructors by utilising a diversity of tools, such as, chats, Skype and
emails. With respect to the read/write web, strong evidence contained in the report
showed that this application is appropriate for meeting their personal needs. The main

results of the report are:

1. Pervasive and integrated: Learners use technology to discover control, manage
and present content. They aim to find new ways to support their studies to
complete their tasks. Meeting individual needs are the main priorities for
learners, for example, the ability to provide tools with more flexibility at any
time or place. This is reflected by evidence that showed learners mixing and
matching some Internet applications, i.e. switching between sites, tools, content
and media.

2. Personalised: Learners prefer technologies that meet their learning needs.
Learning becomes interactive and multifaceted when they use technology, such
as, eBooks and computers to meet with their learning needs.

3. Socially: Learners engage in a diverse network of communities of peers where

they practice, exchange resources, share ideas, ask for assistance and so on.
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4. Interactive: the value of content changed with respect to learners’ perceptions.
Many interactive resources and materials are free to download. Content on the
Internet is easily edited by ‘copying and pasting’ and so is “fixed.” Therefore,
web content is seen as a starting point with which to interact. In addition,
learners expect online materials to be of high quality that can be viewed any at
time and place. Content is expected to be easily editable via ‘cut and paste’ and
amenable to remixing.

5. Changing skills: learners developed new skills and evaluation strategies, e.g.
restricting, searching, validating critical conclusions, especially when negotiating
content from diverse sources. In addition, the findings of learners’ became more
sophisticated. Conole et al. (2006) said,

“Students are becoming sophisticated at finding and managing hybrid
forms of information drawn from a multitude of traditional (text books),
existing (Google search engines) and emerging (blogs, Wikipedia)
sources.”’(Ibid p.6)

6. Transferability: Learners tend to believe they obtain the same degree of
recreation and learning from the Web. There is evidence that web activities are
transferable to other aspects of their lives, e.g. MSN chats. Nevertheless, learners
perceive that the PC is an important learning tool that enables them access lots of
resources and tools.

7. Time: Connecting via different types of applications and tools, such as, email,
mobile phones and Skype, allows learners to be synchronised and connected via
the Internet.

8. Changing working patterns: There is a greater integration of new tools as new
practices emerge. Learners are changing the way they work together. They
utilize and produce knowledge and there is a sense that integrating these new
tools would shift the basic skills from the lower to the upper level of Bloom’s
Taxonomy (more information see chapter 4, section 4.4.1). Therefore, they need
to integrate complex technology to “make sense of their complex technologically

enriched learning environment” (Ibid 2006).

The report found that the learners in higher education prefer the services provided

through the web rather than any other technology, i.e. Board Story.

50



“The Web is unequivocally the first port of call for students - with extensive
examples across the study of how students are using search engines, dedicated
subject-specific sites and journals.” (Conole et al. 2006, p.5)

Learners adapt technology to their learning environment, especially web applications. It
enables them to obtain what is needed to complete their tasks. Learners, however, are
critically aware of the ‘pros and cons’ when using different technologies, i.e. they
prefer technologies from which they can gain benefit, not for the sake of technology
itself. Learners do not see technology as something unique but as another tool that
supports and enhances their learning. Further, information and resources are expected

to be up to date.

Learners view technology, including web services, as tools that support and assist their
learning in order to reach their goals. Moreover, technology itself is not completely
meaningful. A very important question is, “How to take advantage of technology?” The
answer to this question explains why learners are attracted to and prefer web services
rather than other types of technology. The report indicated that learners felt adapting
technologies was convenient and “integral to their learning” (Conole et al. 2006, p.6).
In addition, learners found that technology opened up diverse possibilities for
communication and interaction. Furthermore, it enabled them to keep up to date with

information and improve their IT skills.

Learners in this report stated that they used technology to share materials with other
students and with their lecturers, “hinting at a move toward more of a collaborative
approach in their strategy for learning ’(Conole et al. 2006, p.75). By the same token
Baltaci-Goktalay and Ozdilek (2010), Solomon and Schrum (2007) and
Lin et al. (2006) concurred that sharing information, materials and experiences is one of
the main advantages of Internet services, i.e. web 2.0. They all agreed that

technologies, i.e. the Internet are central to how learners organise their learning. This is
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because technologies provide an environment where the learners are able to interact and

communicate at home and university and life-long learning becoming manageable.

The main reasons why learners prefer to use technology that is related to the Web. The
reasons are it is easy to use, it reacts fast, it is effective in meeting a learner’s needs, it
engages learners with different tools enabling them to do many things at the same and it

is accessible. Al-Shehri (2010) agrees with these reasons when he said,

“Internet and Web technology can assist in transforming education in the 21* century
but there is always a risk of putting technology before education.”(p.149)

He means that technology should to be adapted so it becomes compatible with learning
purposes, e.g. improving the free sharing of knowledge between learners through web

tools to raise experiences and skills (Kang et al. 2011).

In terms of utilizing technologies, it is not a matter of just applying them in learning
environments to gain benefit for learners. This has been noticed by Nichols (2003). He
claimed that the ‘How’ of using technology in education is more important than ‘which’
technology is used. This is because ‘use' itself is not sufficient to ensure its benefits
(Garrison & Anderson 2003, p.20). This opinion is similar to that of Ebner's (2007)
conclusions. Ebner emphasised the need to change one’s concepts, in general terms,
due the new read/write web. This is because an application presents a new didactical
concept. Ebner insisted by saying, “The biggest fault would be to use web 2.0 [i.e.
read/write web] for a traditional lecturer” (p.4). This means that utilizing web 2.0 the

same way as web 1.0 is very erroneous.

By same principle and identical with the conclusions of the previous report
(see the report of Conole with his colleagues 2006), learners were aware of the ‘pros
and cons’ of the technologies and how to utilize them within their learning

environments rather than taking new technologies or web innovations. The term “How”
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remains the important principle. Technology is neutral and could be applied to almost
all pedagogy theory, e.g. constructivism or collaborative learning, improving
communication and so on (Nichols 2003, p.3). ELearning, i.e. web services usually
include numerous web tools that could be applied to numerous contexts. Therefore,
many techniques could be used that might associate web technology with the
knowledge that learners need to gain and adapt to their learning needs. The following

sections will describe these innovative Internet services and their techniques.

3.2.1 THE NEW INNOVATIVE INTERNET APPLICATION - READ/WRITE

WEB [WEB 2.0]
The web has a large number of tools and services that are used for communication. The
read/write web, (often call web 2.0), has become synonymous with the innovation of
web services. Sometimes, researchers call it the ‘social network’ or ‘social websites
technologies’ (Hughes and Consultancy 2009; Alexander 2008). O’Reilly coined the
term web 2.0 in 2005 (Mason and Rennie 2008). In this research, the researcher often

uses the term read/write web or web 2.0.

The read/write web is a new concept that makes the website a platform for sharing
information, for users to design and provide content. The website allows users to add
and post comments and interact via different means, such as, multimedia, text and
audio (for example, Facebook, blogs, and Wiki) while the previous web [web 1.0] only
“displayed information” (Solomon and Schrum 2007, p.54). Visitors were only able to

read and interact by sending emails to the website’s customer service.

The new read/write web service focuses mainly on its usability for its users. It links
people rather than focusing on its basic platform, e.g. the web’s services [web 1.0] used
to be structured; users could just read whereas the users of read/write web [web 2.0]

can read and write. In principle users are now able to add value and opinions, which
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means being more interactive and engaging. Therefore, the authors of the application
gave it the term ‘write’ because of the ability of contribute after reading (Richards

2007).

The read/write web delivers users’ experiences and activities by a variety of discrete
applications and services, which enable users to easily communicate ‘socially’ (Craig
2007). In addition, the read/write web focuses on the extensive services provided by a
variety of applications, e.g. content posting (blogs), video broadcasting (Justin.tv and
recently YouTube), social networking (Facebook or Twitter) and sharing media
(Justin), etc. With these services, users have more authority to contribute or add
valuable information, give opinions and share thoughts. Furthermore, users are now
able to read and add value or even provide new content rather than just read it
(Anderson 2007) Table 1 (below) shows the variation between read web or ‘web 1.0’

and read/write web or ‘web 2.0’.

Web 1.0 Read/write web, or web 2.0
Double-click Google AdSense

Ofoto Flicker

Akamai BitTorrent

Britannica online Wikipedia

Personal website Blogging

Evite

Upcoming.org

Domain name speculation

Search engine optimization

Page views

Cost per click

Screen scraping

Web services

Publishing

Participating

Content management systems

wiki

Directories (taxonomy)

Tagging (folksonomy)

Strictness

Syndication

Table 1: Examples of the main differences between web 1.0%" and web 2.0

There is, however, no agreement upon a definition for read/write web services. It is

known by some researchers as the ‘social web’ or ‘social software’ or even web 2.0. In

37 Since this research started, these websites in the list of web 1.0 (table 1) used to provide their services and tools based on the old
concept of web, which was based on reading the content then the user was able to communicate with the website’s support in
regard to do/use their facilities or follow a long process of registration. In the final stages of the writing up this research (Sep/Dec
2012), these websites re-designed these facilities to follow the new concepts of web 2.0, e.g. Evite was a present whithin the
concepts of web 1.0 website, which by now enables users to create their invitation/gift cards after a few simple steps. They

converted into the same concept of web 2.0. http://new.evite.com/#home.
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addition, some researchers defined it as “second generation” (McLoughlin and Lee
2007, p.665). Most web providers only require registration and processing that involves
a few steps in order to access the facilities and services of web 2.0 through a web

browser, such as, Blogging, Wiki, and Amazon so,

“encouraging ... user participation in the sharing, consumption and generation of
content, including through remixing and repurposing; and also amenable to
developments in functionality consistent with user demand — users can and do, in
effect, contribute to service and software design.” (Hughes and Consultancy 2009,
p.15)

Moving these concepts into the education field, learners accessing a read/write web will
logically and most likely exercise their new empowerment and contribute when
utilizing these tools. Such actions are consistent with the software and reflect the reality
of the read/write web. By the same token, Solomon and Schrum (2007) believe that
integrating the read/write web will require that a new concept of integration to be
developed. Special attention has been given in recent years to the integration of new
applications of the read/write web because it allows a new space for development,
interaction and an improvement in learners’ skills by sharing web services to insert,
manage and interact via the web application (Ibid). Research, in this area, attempts to
address the outcomes of learners’ experiences and perceptions of the read/write web
and aims to provide a practical framework for them (i.e. perceptions) in higher
education as well as for researchers and educators. The next few sections discuss the

new technology in more detail in education.

3.2.2 READ/WRITE WEB IN EDUCATION
3.2.2.1 Internet application
The read/write web has become an attractive application for many universities and
researchers (Alhojailan 2012c; Popescu 2010; Wang et al. 2008; Instone 2005). It has
gained significant attention from universities, researchers, organisations and businesses
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(Schiano et al. 2004). In addition, web technology has the advantage of enabling
learners and academics to improve their skills and communicate through the web,
which presents a chance to innovate learning systems (Weller et al. 2005). During the
last few years, the read/write web has rapidly opened the way for utilization, e.g. blogs
for contributing content and Wiki for sharing and spreading knowledge (Franklin and

Harmelen 2007; Tan 2009; Anderson 2007).

The second generation of web-based services, such as, Facebook, Blogging, Flicker and

Twitter, etc., provide and emphasize online facilities in four main ways:

Collaboration
Sharing (Hughes and Consultancy 2009; J.W.S. Sim and Hew 2010)

w e

Communication
4. Participation (Hughes and Consultancy 2009).
More particularly, Baltaci-Goktalay and Ozdilek (2010) categorized five mains

strategies that could affect ways of interacting when using the read/write web

application:

1. Sharing content, where the learners are able to share thoughts, ideas and
experiences via online,

2. Developing content via groups of learners,
3. “For large sets of users contribute content” (Ibid p.4738),

4. Providing a content trend that invites contributions (Howe 2006 in Baltaci
Goktalay and Ozdilek 2010) and,

5. The ability to create a virtual world-learning environment.

The fifth strategy, mentioned above, has recently been studied further. It has been
found that learners express their thoughts and experiences to their instructors using

posts and comments about course materials via the read/write web (Maag 2005).

The above five categories focus on contributing content, whether it is structured or not

via individual or group activities. It gives an insight into the range of activities that
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could be achieved in a learning environment with read/write web services.
Collis (2009) has discussed the five categories in greater detail with regard to the
potential gains made by using the read/write web in higher education. In terms of
contributing knowledge, learners are able to present their ideas via content for sharing
and so contribute to the accumulation of learning resources. Web 2.0 catalyses
community development because sets of individuals seek to provide content. This
means that users work as a part of a community to improve content. Here, contributions

with learning activities intersect (Ibid p.10).

3.2.2.2 Web based tools

From another perspective, the read/write web may be viewed with respect to its
growing collection of new web-based tools or services rather than installing or
designing software. This view may have arisen because the browsers used to access the
many tools along with their services are free. The latter provides an easy way to have
options and space to acquire an account and become active. It also means that
instructors and learners without a high skill level can use these learning environments.
This makes the nature for which the web is used different. Web facilities are now more
social in terms of users-sharing personal materials. They assure self-expression, e.g.
sites for sharing information via websites, such as, Wiki and sharing ideas as in blogs,
which allow one to input multimedia and texts. This allows many users to participate,

to share and become active in a single online-place (Solomon and Schrum 2007).

In terms of self-expression, Chen and Bonk (2008) emphasize that information, sharing
ideas and thoughts consequently enable learners to develop their thoughts due their
self-evaluation of a task. This is termed ‘personal knowledge’. Likewise, blogs would
be helpful for instructors in terms of providing a clearer record of learners’

interactivities and contributions. In addition, thinking skills may be further developed
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as different visions from diverse individuals may be expressed in blogs so enabling

learners to become more critical (Chen and Bonk 2008, p.46).

A large amount of information will become available because of the large number of
users that participate. The value of some websites is based on how many activities are
provided by its users, such as, blogger.com, YouTube.com, Facebook.com and

Flicker.com.

In addition, web sites have changed because of the recent concepts and the features that
new service providers have introduced. The skills required to use them have also
changed, due to the integration of web services with higher education. This change
needs to be understood if one is to adapt successfully. It is important is to measure the
impact of the website on learners, i.e. whether it is beneficial or not is very essential
even if they are familiar or able to use it easily for social purposes. Using the read/write
web for social purposes is not the same as using it for education. This is despite the fact
that education systems are able to implement and provide services and learners are able
to present and transfer information and have the required ability and understanding to

engage successfully with the read/write web.

Popescu (2010) claims that research into read/write web implementation in education is
growing but many questions remain unanswered and need to be explored, e.g. what is
the challenge of the innovation, i.e. the read/write web in which knowledge is
generated and assimilated within the academy. His study aimed to address the
perspectives of the learners about these new Internet innovations for educational
purposes. In addition, he aimed to investigate learners’ attitudes toward blog tools. The
research focused on what was their perception of blog services as interactive
educational environments. Popescu’s work concurred with the

Hughes and Consultancy Report (2009). This report aimed to identify and explore the
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key consequential issues for higher education participants. The inquiry, which
concerned read/write web usage, focused on the impact of the newest technologies and
took these to be the read/write web application. The majority of the participants were
young learners. Furthermore, the inquiry considered the expectations of HE by
exploring the nature and purpose of the learners’ use of the read/write web. It
concluded that HE institutions are responsible for providing the skills that are needed to

deal with the read/write web. The report indicated,

“Higher education has a key role in helping students refine, extend and articulate the
diverse range of skills they have developed through their experience of web 2.0
technologies. It not only can but should fulfill this role and it should do so through a
partnership with students to develop approaches to learning and teaching. ”(p.9)

The report emphasized that universities should become more proactive in providing and
developing learners’ experiences and skills and this should intersect with knowledge
about their expectations. The report gives a few examples of the use for most of the
new technologies involved with the read/write web and the way they are integrated into
the learning environment, e.g. blogs come top of the list. Blogs were utilized as an open
website between instructors and learners as a peer group for comments and

communication (Hughes and Consultancy 2009).

Read/write web services provide a big range of interactions, resources for information
and a variety of ways to communicate. Furthermore, in the report by an independent
committee of inquiry into the impact on higher education of learners’ widespread use of

read/write web technologies, Hughes and Consultancy (2009) found,

“Using read/write web technologies leads to development of a new sense of
communities of interest and networks and also of a clear notion of boundaries in web
space, for example, personal space (messages), group space (social networking sites,
such as, Facebook) and publishing space (blogs and social media sites such as
YouTube). ”(p.6)
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Learners have the opportunity to develop a new sense of instructiveness and
communication due to the nature of these tools. Thus, there is a chance to develop
different skill areas of practice, e.g. working interactively in groups through new
concepts of communication via those websites (Hughes and Consultancy 2009, pp.6—
9). It means that these web sites could provide the opportunity for diverse interactions
to share, communicate and contribute. The researchers concluded, however, that the
limitations of read/write web services could be developed to support learning and
teaching in higher education by building and steering the learners’ perceived
advantages/disadvantages of the read/write web, e.g. collaboration or critical behaviour
to information (Hughes and Consultancy 2009). In addition, this report went beyond
investigating improvements in practice in learning environments. It sought to improve

the role of education institutions.

In addition, the read/write web makes it easy for individuals to engage and join in all its
services. In the specific context of learning, it enhances support and encourages
individuals to exchange knowledge, share experiences and learning. In this research,
the blog was found to be one of the most popular read/write web services investigated
in higher education, being especially used to develop community knowledge (Hughes
and Consultancy 2009; Franklin and Harmelen 2007; Hossain and Aydin 2010; Oravec

2002).

This part of the chapter has presented an overview of the read/write web, i.e. web 2.0. It
highlighted new concepts of web design, features and opportunities for improvement
within the learning environment in HE. It found that learners in higher education prefer
to use www (Internet) applications rather than other technology within their learning
environment. The main issue for the utilization of web applications is their ‘pros and

cons’. Educators should consider the benefits that learners and teachers will gain by
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using web applications. Thus, the most important and significant issues of the
read/write web are: how/what is the best way to use it within learning environments
rather than simply resorting to adapting it. It is confirmed that changing the concepts of
the read/write web strongly necessitates altering the way it is receive within the

learning environment.

The read/write web is a new concept that forces skills to change, however, that
channels the learning process into specific skill areas, i.e. improvements in
communication, sharing information, enhancing interaction between learners and

instructors, simplicity of action and improved self-contributions.

The following sections describe the characteristics blog tools. It includes different
strategies for utilizing blog tools in education. In addition, recent research and reports
that apply to blogs is discussed. The section ends by investigating the use of blog tools

in classrooms followed by conclusions.

3.3 BLOGS: FEATURES AND DRAWBACKS, WITHIN
LEARNING INVESTIGATION

The previous section stated the need and described the importance of further research
into web 2.0 implementation in higher education. This study acknowledges the
importance of using technology in education as explained in the previous section. This
study aims to give a clear account of the use of read/write web services via blogs by
learners in HE. Furthermore, it is important to review the characteristics of the blog to
include its features, strengths, weaknesses and use, which will assist this research to
design an instrument for collecting the data. The second part presents and analyses
previous studies into blogs that are used in education. In addition, this part enabled the
researcher to understand better how to design the tools for gathering the research data

and plan the empirical work.
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3.3.1 CHARACTERISTICS OF BLOGS, POTENTIALS AND DRAWBACKS
The word weblog is composed of two parts: web and log joining to form weblog. It is
often commonly referred to simply as a blog (Huette 2006; Chen and Bonk 2008).
Recently, educators have adapted the term and begun implementing them as a new
service to deliver education. These adapted blogs are often called 'Edu-blogs' or simply
‘blogs’ (Tan 2009). Huette (2006) identified five basic components of a blog on a
website. A blog entry typically consists of the following (see Figure 2):

e The main title or headline of the post.

e The body - the main content of the posted article.

e Comments — the comments added by users.

e Permalink - the URL of the full individual article.

e Categories (or Tags) — which means the new subject entry.

e Trackback - links to other sites that refer to the entry.

e RSS aggregator that enables the reader to obtain updates
Blogs have increased pedagogical power more than other tool over the last few years

(W. J. Lin et al. 2006; Franklin et al. 2007). This is very beneficial for education if they
are well adapted. Blog tools have appreciably reduced the difficulties previously

experienced by instructors when dealing with technology.

Blog title

Search in blog
content

Updated as latest \ 2011 «iom 20 in ¥ _ R op Ragsd ok
post linked with URL _ . PP
04 comransiate Archived posts

1 227 «
Date and time for all i e . 2 :
activities e vy Ability for adding
e categories
2011 428 ___7
Linked with URL Y :
inked wi \ £ =4 / Link to RSS feed

Figure 2: Shot screen for the main basic web blog tools (Tan 2009)
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The process of engagement with technology that uses blog tools is very similar to that
encountered with the older generation of internet services (more information is
contained in section 3.2.1). This is because the integration and utilization of any of
read/write web does not require the use of any programming language or knowledge of
a web-designed programme. Now any instructor is able to practice with blog tools. As

Huette (2006 p.4) thought,

“The easiest system to get started with is the developer-hosted system. Once you pick
your hosting system there are usually four simple steps to complete. ”’(p.6)

As the use of blogs tools gradually increased, their design, structure and purpose
became more varied to the point that one can now create and use blogs for whatever
purpose without any real limitations. This maturation process attracted further use and
now bloggers can connect their sites with others enabling linking and cross-linking.
Bloggers often provide one another with information and resources online using high-
level technology and specialist tools (audio and visual). Nardi et al. (2004) explain that
blogs are used widely in journals and popular media and have been included in political
campaigns, news organizations, businesses and classrooms. It is clear that the
proliferation of blogs is because of their simplicity and user friendliness, allowing

simple online posting to be used as sources of education (Chan 2007).

3.3.1.1 Blog studies in education

Recent research suggests that weblogs have huge potential and are a powerful new e-
learning tool, especially in education systems ( Kim 2008; Schiano et al. 2004; Lin et
al. 2006). In addition, Ray (2006) claims that the weblog is a system that resides on the
Internet and has slightly different features from any other application. This is because
its posts and comments could be created simply by visitors or registered users. Hughes

and Consultancy (2009) described blog as,
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"An Internet-based journal or diary in which a user can post text and digital material
while others can comment. ”’(p.15)

The use of weblogs is advocated for many reasons. These reasons include the use of
blogs for the improvement of learning experiences and to support both social and
individual learning (Lin et al. 2006). Ocker and Yaverbaum (2001) extend the list to
include the encouragement of structured thinking and revision. Huffaker (2004) added
the possibilities for transformation to meaningful knowledge from learned information,
sharing information between learners and exploring the potential of weblogs with the
aim of gaining more understanding and promoting a better learning environment within
the classroom. To date, many researchers consider weblogs suitable for a variety of
purposes (Kim 2008) but many educators have failed to address the issues that make its
implementation so successful at different levels. This issue will be discussed in section

3.3.3.

An aim of this research is to identify the potential of blog tools within higher education
learning environments by using a focussed in-depth investigation to reveal perceptions
of learners with respect to blog implementation. In order to achieve this aim the
researcher will describe, in this part of the thesis, the characteristics of blogs as

demonstrated by recent studies in the field.

In the following paragraph, the researcher will discuss and present an analysis of a few
empirical studies into blog tools that were adapted for higher education. The discussion
and analysis of these studies will be in terms of their research contexts, the methods
used to select the research sample, data collection, analysis of the data and the research
findings. Such an analysis assists in understanding the design of blogs, including its
features and limitations. By addressing these issues in terms of their management and
logistics, the researcher gained a better understanding of the perception of learners in

different situations and the variables that influence the implementation of blogs.
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3.3.1.1.1 Blog definition

Researchers cannot agree upon a clear definition. Webster's Online Dictionary®
provides a definition including an explanation but many writers would claim that it not
ideal. To define something, the best way, is to look at an entity’s common properties,
including its appearance and form. Several features are unique to blogs, which
distinguishes them from their own websites and communication boards. This section

will discuss these features based upon a selection of current blog studies.

The term ‘blog’ has several definitions. Nevertheless, most of these definitions rely
upon the way a blog is utilized. Lipton (2002) describes a blog as a website managed
by time. O’Shea (2003) defined a blog as commonly updated information via an online
website while (Loving et al. 2007) viewed them as Internet-based data disseminating
service tools. In the end, a blog could be seen as a website that provides a space to
present digital content, e.g. texts, videos and audios. A blog includes three basic

features: title, link and description (Chan 2007).

Two indication genre studies are those of Miller & Shepherd (2004) "Blogging as
Social Action: A Genre Analysis of the Weblog" and Herring et al. (2004) "Bridging the
Gap: A Genre Analysis of Weblogs." Both of these studies tried to define generic rules
for blogs based on their rhetorical outline and features. Miller and Shepherd's article
addresses little rhetorical argument concerning blogs but includes the public/personal
issue, exigency, forms and features. The article of Herring et al. (2004) considered
another aspect, which looked at the blog’s nature, such as, its aims, structural
characteristics and temporal measures in order to embed the article in earlier research

on blogs and subsequently analyze the results of these studies. Miller & Shepherd

% http://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/blog a Web site that contains an online personal journal with reflections, comments
and often hyperlinks provided by the writer; also the contents of such a site.
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(2004) insist that content is very important to bloggers (generally) because it constitutes
a major component of a blog. This work agrees with that of Blood (2000) who stated
and that the content of a blog makes a noticeable transfer from link-driven to own
personal interpretation. She further classified blogs into two different styles. The first
style arises when a blog is based on its content. In this style, the bloggers are
principally acting as editors and administrators of content. The second style arises when
the blog becomes more personal since bloggers start to present self-expression. It
seems, however, that blog tools have a variety of uses and are very easy to adapt

(Blood 2000; Downes 2004; Felix 2007; Wang and Hsua 2008; Tan et al. 2011).

Historically, the design of blogs has been affected by the changing nature of internet
applications or tools. The temporal evolution of the blog started with the standard web
page then to online journals and finally to weblogs (Herring et al. 2004, p.10). In
addition, according to Herring et al. (2004), blog features can be used to develop an
asynchronous e-learning style (more information see section 2.4.2.1). They mention
that an asynchronous style provides text-based interaction and by same token Ferdig
and Trammell (2004) said, “Research suggests that many of these advantages [of blog]
can also be afforded by asynchronous discussion forums [dialog process]”(p.13).
Updated information (usually) makes the authors (instructors) and the readers (learners)
within their roles in blogs highly asymmetrical. They form the content that could be
utilized in blogs only as text let alone images and multimedia with hyperlinks; still the
vision of the blog reflects their characteristics in terms of the ways they are used and
demonstrates the association between the author and the audience, i.e. in the education

context, between teachers and learners (1bid).

In order to understand fully blog perspectives in terms of higher education, it is

important to trace the ways by which they were first set-up and introduced into the
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learning environment. Blogs in education are tempting because of their simplicity for
both instructors and learners. The software is not difficult to use and is connected to
services that are provided by websites. This structure allows bloggers to become

interactive and able to communicate.
3.3.1.1.2 Blog in classroom

In order to try to grasp blogs nearly endless uses, researchers have begun making lists
and catalogues that define their possible use in the classroom. Stephen Downes (2004),

in his article “Educational Blogging”®

refers to a blog posting by Henry Farrell in
which he identifies five main uses for blogs in classrooms. Subsequent to Farrell's list,
Downes said, "First, instructors use blogs to replace the standard class Web page"
(p.18). Farrell also remarks on how websites often include a "few static pieces of
information - class times and rules, links to the syllabus, etc. - and a few dynamic -
cancellation of office hours, announcements of essay topics and the like" (Crooked

Timber*®). Farrell states that blogs also offer these two forms of information but in a

simple updatable arrangement.

Continuing to follow Farrell's list, Downes makes clear the second important use of
blogs in education, i.e. that instructors could start to content the blog with internet
subjects related to modules. Therefore, the blog become part of the module. Here the
course blog would function similar to a filter blog, where the educator takes action as a

web editor offering content that is linked to other websites for benefit of the learner.

A third way to utilize a blog, according to Farrell, is "organizing in-class discussion™ by

using the educators’ areas as a place to jump-start in-class discussions by asking

% http://net.educause.edulir/library/pdf/ERM0450.pdf

“0 http://crookedtimber.org/2003/09/15/the-street-finds-its-own-use-for-things/
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learners either to comment/post before class or to follow-up by posting after class
discussions. Some instructors use blog tools as the forum for class discussion, requiring
learners to post original responses as well as commenting upon their peers' postings. As
will be explained later in this study, many instructors who use blogs in university
courses cite fostering class discussion and interaction as one of the main goals for using

blogs.

Fourth on Farrell's list of blog uses are intensive seminars. He claims that learners are
able to provide summaries of any reading task. When instructors ask learners to
complete summaries on the blog, they are giving learners a chance to engage further,
deal with the content of the course and have an easily accessible record of the learner's

work.

Finally, Farrell comments on one of the ways by which blog usage is changing.
Instructors that utilize blogs in their classrooms have several opportunities how they
will use blog tools pedagogically. Most instructors use one or a mixture of the

following set ups:

1. Blogs are only for the instructor to disseminate information, which flows mostly
in one direction only.

2. Blogs are for both the instructor and the learners, information is shared and the
information flows in two directions.

3. Blog are for each learner each posting his/her own with the option of
commenting upon the blogs of other learners (depends on the instructor’s aims)

4. Blogs are for sharing, i.e. a group of learners share blog content. It is essential
to note that when instructors have set up a learner’s individual blog, they
regularly link from either a website or blog.

The amount to which educationalist support and encourage or require contact with the
blog tools’ space varies. Contact may range from obliged personal blogs with no co-
operation and interaction to very public blog spaces in which learners, as well as those

from other subject areas or the general community are encouraged (sometimes required
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for a grade) to comment. Farrell's final use alludes to the fact that many educators now
require their learners to establish individual blogs. This requirement might produce a
shift from their former use that relied narrowly on instructor production, such as,
Farrell's first use of blogs for restoring class’s websites. Furthermore, Farrell's list of
five aims for integrating blogs in education represent a first stab at researching this new
electronic tool. The list it does not completely capture the many social, practical and

eLearning uses to which blogs are being put and used in the classroom environment.

One of the aims of this study is to attempt to expand the current research as well as
defining and cataloguing all the ways in which learners in higher education perceive
blogs as an effective electronic tool. Huette (2006) gives some general advice,
particularly to instructors how to use blogs and gives an idea of how to integrate and

employ their tools in the classroom:

To reflect the instructors’ experiences,

To keep a log of instructors’ thinking experiences,

To write a description of specific teaching units,

To describe what and did not work in the classroom,

To provide some teaching tips for other instructors,

To write about something you learned from other instructors,
To share ideas for teaching activities to use in classroom and,
To explore important teaching and learning issues.

NG REwWD PR

All these variables were taken into the account when running the pilot and main studies
(see chapter 7, in sections 7.3.5.2, 7.3.7 and chapter 8 in section 8.2.2), however, it
seems that most authors focus on the concepts of sharing information, enhancing
learning, saving time and could be engaged in any place and the ways these could be

integrated.

3.3.1.2 Drawback of blogs
As it discussed above blogs have various features that can be utilized in education, such
as, ease of use, improving communication and assisting critical thinking. Despite its
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advantages, the weakness of blogs for use in learning environments is that they require
updating and need to remain content interactive, otherwise learners may collaborate and
contribute less, especially when the module’s rule is structured. Furthermore, in this
situation, learners are conscious of their instructor’s interactions and require to be

updated via feedback (Alhojailan 2012c; Chan 2007).

Chan (2007) addressed two disadvantages of blogs as a result of his literature review.
The first disadvantage is that some learners prefer not to ‘write’ on blogs since they are
open to public scrutiny public. No authorization is needed unless the blog is designed
with security features (see Finneran (2006) and Mason and Rennie (2008, p.63). The
second disadvantage is that of learner persistence for using blogs. This raises the
question how far could that be controlled via instructors in terms of encouraging the
practice. Chan was concerned if instructors are able to keep communicating thoughts
and exchange experiences (Chan 2007), which “may localised a student’s interests in a
small circle” (Tan 2009 p.52). In addition, content reliability should to be critically
reviewed. In connection with issues of reliability, the following queries should be
raised. ‘What are the purposes of utilizing blogs?” ‘How may information be
validated?’ and ‘Who is responsible to ensure the quality of blog content?’ (Chan 2007,
p.37). These issues made Clyde (2004) suggested criteria for evaluating blog activity
e.g. determine the subject and control the information. By the same token
Robin Mason and Rennie (2008) agreed with Clyde but felt that education institutions

are “still not being able to ensure the quality of the posts”(lbid p.62).

In addition, it is often argued that using online services in education saves time
(Rosenberg 2004). This could be different for utlizing blogs. It has been stated that
learners spend more time using blogs compared to face-to-face encounters for learning.

This may be because blogs require involvement with more activities, such as, further
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reading and following other content using hyperlinks, interaction by replaying for a big
amounts of learners in short time (Alhojailan 2012c, p.123). Additionally, instructors
could receive a large number of inquiries, especially when the module is structured and

needs to be updated with materials and content (Ibid).

3.3.2 BLOG TECHNIQUES IN EDUCATION
The following sections focus upon and discuss the different opportunities for the
implementation of blog tools as an assist web-tool in practical terms for techniques that
could be implemented in classrooms during teaching. As previously mentioned, blog
tools have the potential to provide online learning services using hyperlinks, pictures
and audio segments, i.e. multimedia. By combining these features suitable and
attractive tools can be developed for learners and instructors to use in classroom

environments (Sim and Hew 2010; Huffaker 2004).

Learners and instructors together with blog content will form the pillars that will

manage the output/input of the interactions using blog tools.

There is a lack of studies that provide a clear vision of how to construct a blog and
which techniques to employ. Further, as far as this researcher can ascertain from the
literature review, most researchers have adopted blogs that follow different types of
blog engagements and communication. They utilize different strategies in a ‘practical’
way in terms of building interactions between the three main elements that comprise
classroom learning environments, i.e. instructors, content and learners. This study
suggests that different techniques may be suitable for different learning styles. The
findings of this section revealed that blogs as Internet tools could be utilized using three

main techniques as follows. These are discussed in the next section.

71



3.3.2.1 Blogs used in classrooms in a one way direction
This technique uses blog tools in a one-way direction, whether they start either from the

learners or the instructor’s end as illustrated in Figure 3

Blog website
[ Teacher Inputs-comment Contents Output - comment Students

Connected

by hyper link

Other website
Contents

Figure 3: The act of using blogs in a one-way direction engaged by the outside environment. This is either another website’s
information or an outside audience.
Here, the participants are the learners and there is one instructor per class. Instructors
organise and outline a subject for a learner by using a blog. In other words, instructors
order the course subject by topics and manage the strategies that frame the learning
activities. Moreover, discussions are started by the instructor in order to generate
feedback by posting comments and using other types of content, such as, media or
connected iteratively with other content to support and encourage any point.
Additionally, blogs can act as an effective tool for instructors and the learners as well
as an attractive way to archive knowledge so creating an institutional history (Huffaker

2004), which means all the information that has been posted will be saved in a secure

location.

This approach provides a good way for participants to communicate, as blogs present
online environments where instructors and learners are able to contribute further by
continuing their discussions. For example, Noytim (2010) found that learners became
more interactive and motivation about the tasks when they were provided via blogs.
Moreover, it promotes learners’ creative thinking. This is because learners, by
publishing blogs, take important leadership and ownership responsibilities. When

learners are in this position they become aware of the audience (outside the class). This
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makes them prudent and encourages them to review their tasks. Review is an important
side to blogs. Careful revision of content obviates the concern that blogs are open to the
public and helps to overcome the reticence that some learners may possess about

posting their thoughts and ideas publically (more information see section 3.3.1.2).

3.3.2.2 Blogs as a discussion environment

Here blogs allow instructors and learners (group) to transfer ideas and thoughts about
subjects discussed in the classroom onto the web via weblog tools (see Wu 2005). In
this situation, there exist equal opportunities for learners and instructors to post, reply
and comment upon any new topics or discuss any other issues. Figure 4 illustrates the

process.

Teacher

—

Blog website

Inputs-comment-output
Contents

—AN—

[ Students

Connected

by hyper link

Other website
Contents

Figure 4: Started by either the instructor or student in a blog interaction with each other and linked to other websites

A two way intercourse is involved in this learning environment. For the first way the
instructor posts and acquires the learner’s attention about the topic(s) and subsequently
creates other pieces of knowledge (content). The second way may prove more
attractive. Here the instructor will act as an audience and a second advisor for a
learner’s posts. Furthermore with this method both instructor and learners have equal

functions. Mostly, no rules apply for contributions.

The instructor and learner act in individual ways. The instructor, learner or both could
own the blog. Moreover, the tasks move asymmetrically between instructor and learner
for posting and comment, which might provide them with opportunities, especially for

learner, for example, to exchange/present the experience and the information with
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others. This approach, nevertheless, should be based on methods the instructor/learner

plan to use to achieve a certain outcome, e.g. supporting communication.

Using variations to the technique depend upon the purposes of the utilizations. The first
technique in Figure 3 may be more suitable for structured modules. Learners in the
Noytim study were required to perform a pre-determined number of tasks involving
structure modules via blog activities. The results showed that this technique, as
illustrated in Figure 4, could be more suitable when the modules are unstructured. This
is because learners and the instructors are in the same position to contribute. This
situation, however, is not obligatory as this technique could be utilized for any purpose.
For example, the blog in the study of Alhojailan (2012) utilized a blog for instructors,
which learners adapted with structured activities following the techniques illustrated in

Figure 4.

3.3.2.3 Blogs as a group-learning environment

In this technique, the learners supply their own individual blogs. These are linked
together to form a class blog. As a result, there exists a group of blogs per class, which
may be connected to other classroom groups or websites. Moreover, each classroom
member has the responsibility to manage their blogs according to the aims of the
course. The instructor’s liability will be to track the learners via their interactivities, e.g.
adding either content to their own or another’s blog or evaluating it. This technique is

illustrated in Figure 5.
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Figure 5: The instructor’s blog is central and connects to individual learners’ blogs and all the blogs connect to external with
internal resources
Here instructors are in a position to encourage learners to create and use blogs to assist
their learning and to communicate with others (e.g. see Lin et al study in 2006). This
will include connecting to other online sources of information. This technique aims to
enhance the learning process in the classroom where learners are able to react with and
exchange information and share experiences by using diverse sources or by proffering

their knowledge and opinions. Additionally, this process could be commensurate with

engaged with practical course when the learner may get benefit from other experiences.

The different techniques illustrated by Figure 3, Figure 4 and, Figure 5 utilize blog
tools to enhance learning. These techniques could prove appropriate and benefit
learners either as individuals or as a group and this should be the main goal of the
modules. Moreover, it would lead instructors to use a variety of ways of setting their
classes the task of utilizing these services. It does not, however, guarantee beneficial
outcomes. In some circumstances, learners find that this type of technology and its
associated techniques are unable to encourage and motivate them for unknown reasons
(Divitini et al. 2005). Furthermore, the learners often seek the ‘pros and cons’ of the
technology (see section 3.2). In this situation, therefore, it seems these techniques

probably would assist to plan, build and develop learning environments but is not
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enough for learners to benefit. This may be because learners are affected by different
variables, such as, their perceptions, e.g. if they have a negative attitude toward
utilizing the new technology it could depress their motivation and interactions

(Hajihassani 2010).

Other researchers have found that utilizing blogs develops a learner’s potential and
skills and thus provides benefit. Lin and his colleagues (2006) said (with respect to blog
services), “proves to be an effective tool that enable student learning in an
environment.” This means that the learner has the possible ability at any time to find
different information from different resources. This, however, is unconfirmed and there
remains need for future research. This study will examine learners’ perceptions by
identifying the factors that influence their attitudes towards blogs. The results would
inform a constructive way to use blogs in the educational setting (Huffaker 2004;
Divitini et al. 2005). The aim of this research, therefore, is to clarify a suitable way to

implement the read/write web via blogs.

The possible techniques for implementing and adapting blogs to learning environments
in higher education have been described above. They provide little assistance in
understanding their current use in terms of the factors that affected their
implementation. In addition, as the above the literature review shows, the few studies
that investigated blog adaptation used different ways to explore how to pedagogically
utilize them and answer the question, what is the impact of blog tools on the learning
process among learners. These pieces of research, nevertheless, have contributed
towards an understanding of the current situation for integrating blogs within learning

environments in higher education.

Educators have recently begun to adapt and implement read/write blog tools in

education for multi-purposes, e.g. to identify learners’ attitudes, deliver information,
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exchange experiences and in some case improve learners’ skills and knowledge
(Alhojailan 2012b; Hajihassani 2010; Glogoff 2005; Divitini et al. 2005b; Lin et al.
2006). Furthermore, as far as this researcher can ascertain, none of these pieces of
research provide readers with background information about blog implementation in
higher education learning environments. These pieces of research give details of their
aims, the methods that were applied, their participants and their results with their
findings. But in fact, technically, most of the above research followed the essential
techniques perception of blogs that been suggested in previous paragraphs, which
includes communication between the learners and the instructors to manage content,
i.e. text and multimedia via blogs for educational purposes, i.e. enhancing learners as

described Figure 6

Hyvperlink, Graphics, Video and Audio

\ ZA .
[ Leamers 4 Communication > Instructors ]
. o \
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[ Integrating Blog Activities Text, J

Interactive, treatment jointly with
different resources and content

Figure 6: Essential perception for utilizing weblog services in education

3.3.3 INVESTIGATION OF BLOGS
In this section, the researcher will describe in detail a number of studies that have
investigated blog services related to learning environments that have used empirical
research methodologies. The aim of this section is not to comprehensively review all
the research on blog tool implementation but rather to summarize the most relevant
studies to establish findings that would be beneficial to this research. The main findings
in this section will be referred to again during the conclusion of this study. The

important of this section is that it presents different views of a study’s reflections and
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strategies. Furthermore, since this study aims to identify the current utilisation of blogs,
their potential for development in learning environments in higher education,
discussing these studies with the results of the current study, will lead to building a

decent picture of the valuable contribution that blogs is able to make to learners.

In addition, the very important questions are posed, namely, what process is used to
develop blogs in education and upon what theoretical concepts can blog be based?
Numerous studies view blogs as a new area in education to investigate. Moreover, to
measure the effectiveness and the impact of blogs on a learner’s knowledge, experience
and skills using eLearning tools, scientific evidence is required before these techniques
are generally implemented in the classroom. This means obtaining evidence for
addressing and understanding the phenomena (Popescu 2010). Some of these studies
set blog tools as examples of effective pedagogical web services. Other studies have
been unable to substantiate the expected success from utilizing blog tools. These
studies recommend further investigations into blogs to find successful applications

(Divitini et al. 2005).

Lin and his colleagues (2006) felt that blog services enable learners to develop their
personal learning environment. In addition, they stated, blogs are acceptable as an
online application by the effect of their tools. They were able to make this statement
because of the outcome of their empirical research, which utilized blogs in the context
of an international course. The module was designed as an online course for two
different groups of learners from two universities in two countries (Japan and
Taiwan*!). The course involved distance learning using web blogs. The blogs became

tools to encourage learners to reflect and communicate with each other. Instructors

! Kyoto University in Japan http://www.kyoto-u.ac.jp/en and,

National Taiwan University http://www.ntu.edu.tw/engv4/
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motivated each learner to have his/her own blog that documented their learning in order
to share it with others and to exchange their experiences about the module’s syllabus
with respect to the two different countries, similar to the techniques suggested in
section (3.3.2.3) where blogs were used to develop group-learning environments. In
addition, the researchers directed that instructors help learners to solve their problems

(not determined in the study) and support them throughout the course.

With regard to the last point, Hall and Davison (2007) offered a different interpretation.
They found in their empirical study into blog utilization that half the learners did not
reflect their learning through their comments via blogs. They analysed ‘only’ the
learners’ comments instead of the learners’ entries, i.e. the main posts in the blog. This
point has been considered by this research, which focused and analysed the learners’
main entries and comments at same time to avoid missing any data that could explain in

more depth a learners’ behaviour and perceptions (see chapter 8, sections 8.2.1.5.3,

8.3.2.3.3and, 8.4.4.3.3).

Analysis the content of non-compulsory blogs, using a questionnaire that was
distributed to the participants at the end of the course, showed that blogs provide
learners with the necessary credibility to develop their personal learning. Over 700
entries were analysed (the majority was related to the course syllabus). The researchers
concluded that blogs encourage learners to become reflective and better able to
communicate with their peers and instructors. The design of the blog that was used was
unprecedented because it catered for two different groups of learners from different
universities in two countries (Japan and Taiwan®?). Furthermore, web blog usage

involved an international distance-learning course.

*2 Kyoto University in Japan http://www.kyoto-u.ac.jp/en and,
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An analysis of the top 20% of active blogs in this study showed that learners benefitted.
The blogs seemed to assist in integrating learning in “relatively a long term” (lbid p.
unknown). In conclusion, using blog tools in an international distance-learning course
is effective and gives an opportunity for learners to exchange their experiences and

greatly enhance their learning.

Learners that come from different countries, most likely have different backgrounds or
at least different visions. Thus, they have different thoughts. This not made clear by the
analysis of this research. This issue need to be allocated a position in future research in
order to clarify participants’ backgrounds and the differences in their perceptions due to
their culture. Furthermore, it was not clarified what were the components of the data
collection, e.g. the questionnaire. Applying the questionnaire at the end of the course
denies the researchers the opportunity to measure the change that has occurred before
and after the study, which will better explain the effect of blogs upon learners’ thoughts

and skills.

Examining the potential of blogs in terms of providing learning space for learners in
higher education proved positive in research carried out by Williams and Jacobs
(2004). Blogs support attractive learning and usability by learners. The data for this
research was collected via an online open and close questionnaire distributed to two
groups of learners. No instructions and very little advice were given about how to use
blogs. Thus, the blog administrator completely relied on the learners’ own techniques.
In addition, blog participation was optional in the two courses modules. Five marks
were awarded to the learners. The researchers indicated “but students were advised that

five 'meaningful’ contributions in the six-week period of the unit would be sufficient to

National Taiwan University http://www.ntu.edu.tw/engv4/
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earn them five marks” (lbid p.236). The learners were satisfied to use blogs in future
modules. According to the advice given to the learners for them to contribute at least
five posts, they struggled. The researchers admitted that it was a mistake to include a
fixed number of contributions for blog usage while it remains an optional assessment. It
was found that exchanging experiences was very valuable and proved efficient. The

researchers concluded by saying,

“.Blogs have the potential, at least, to be a truly transformational technology in that
they provide students with a high level of autonomy while simultaneously providing
opportunity for greater interaction with peers. ”(Williams and Jacobs 2004, p.242)

In addition, a few points should to be mentioned. Online questionnaires are not always
reliable unless they has been properly designed, e.g. to avoid any irrelevancies that may
distract the participants. This was not mentioned in the above study. Statistics, for
example, do not demonstrate a relationship between certain variables, e.g. learners’
attitudes and their practice. This makes the results unclear in terms of understanding in-
depth learners’ perceptions and attitudes. The very important point here is that each
quotation that is collected is not analysed by following a particular technique, e.g.
grounded or thematic analysis, as this will not support the rest of the results. This
means that each statement needs to be individually analysed. Finally, the type of
questions used seem more suitable for market rather than social research, e.g. questions
five says, “would you like to see blogging used more widely in the MBA as a
learning/assessments tools?” (Ibid p.240) The authors used only one question for each
variable and this type of format could measure a number of items to provide proof and
give strong evidence for the statements and what the participants claim, especially

when the aim is to measure attitude (Gliem and Gliem 2003).

The results of the above research are similar to another study done by Wu (2005). He

conducted an experiment that aimed to measure the impact of blogs and their
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advantages with respect to English writing skills. Technical instructions of how to
create and structure blogs were given to the learners®. The study gives a description of
the learners’ reactions. Each one of the learners had their own blog and they were able
to connect to the teacher’s blog, similar to the technique suggested in section 3.3.2.3.

The details of the two groups of learners can be seen in Appendix J.

The open-ended questionnaire was conducted at the end of the study, similar to
Lin et al. (2006), i.e. after the experimental phase. This study showed that blogs help
learners to improve their skills because content is easily added but in terms of posting
multimedia, e.g. photos or clips, learners found it difficult. To be more specific, the
majority of the learners believed that publishing their tasks and homework enhanced
their confidence with respect to their work. Furthermore, more than half the learners
believed that it is a good idea to used blogs from their modules. On the other hand, only
one learner disagreed with that. Less than half the learners responded to their
instructor’s advice and invited their classmates on other modules to share and
contribute as visitors. Interestingly, it has been found that there was wide gap between

learners’ beliefs and actions over blog usage. The researcher claimed,

“...wide gap between belief and action. The fact that most students agree that
posting articles on a blog is a good idea cannot be transformed into an action to post
more articles. ’(Ibid p.428)

No reasons were offered to explain this issue, i.e. learners’ attitudes and action
complexity. Furthermore, one should mention that the learners followed their instructor
in terms of how to utilize blogs via postings and comments. Therefore, each reaction
could only show that the learners followed the line of the structure of the subject and

mostly nothing else. This phenomena and the lesson learnt from the pilot study of this

** How to register with the blogger services and to add or remove comments
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research were taken into account when designing the empirical investigation (more
information is included in chapter 6, section 6.4 and chapter 8, section 8.2.1) and
particularly when designing first action research cycle (more information is included in

chapter 8, section 8.2.2).

With regard to the designation of marks to blogs, it is worthwhile to mention that the
two groups were not equal. Furthermore, Group B gained 20% of their final marks
according to their activities via blogs. Therefore, the reality of the participants’ actions
did not reflect their real attitudes. This could be the reason of why the researcher found
a wide gap between learners’ actions and attitudes. Furthermore, the tasks required for
both groups were not same. This probably caused the mismatch between learners’
performances and their actions for the same tasks or activities, which made the
research, in this sense, similar to Williams and Jacobs (2004) study (see the previous

paragraph).

In addition, as the course descriptors were different, any single or generalised opinion
drawn about both will mostly not be valid. In addition, it is not clear whether the
researcher intended to compare the two groups by measuring their differences or just
use them as one group to collect data. The authors collected the data only once at the
end of the course (the same in Lin etal. (2006) and Williams and Jacobs (2004)

studies.

Different results have been obtained by Divitini and his colleagues in 2005. Their work
focused upon the advantages and disadvantages of blogs in supporting learning®*. Each
learner had to create his own blog and used it in their course (similar to the techniques

in section 3.3.2.1). Furthermore, the researchers presented the blog to learners as diary

4 Applied in Norwegian, University of Science and Technology, http://www.ntnu.no/
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tools with an online website for sharing and interaction. The learners were required
individually to explore the blog, e.g. how to use the blog (technically), post and
comment. Data was collected by a multi-instrument questionnaire, blog analysis of
content and learner observations (Divitini et al. 2005 p.220). The methodology was the
same as Wu (2006) and Lin with his colleague's (2006) studies. Nevertheless, in our
research, the researcher planned to collect the data before and after the empirical study.
This particular feature of the research had been previously used in another piece of
research (see chapter 7, section 7.3.5.1). The original researchers found that by
collecting data before and after the learners had experienced the blog enabled the

collection of more accurate information about their perceptions..

The empirical investigation by Divitini and his colleagues in (2005) does not seem to
have succeeded. Few learners felt the need to use blogs during their course for a
number of diverse reasons, e.g. it takes time to acquire an overview. Some learners had
no idea how to use the technology while others mentioned that it was hard to overview
all the information that was provided. In the end the researchers suggested using a blog
might be useful in other situations when its functions and concepts have been defined.
In this regard, a researcher ought to indicate that the blog has been introduced to the
learners:
1. Asadiary and,

2. As atool for sharing ideas and nothing else.

That will probably encourage learners to engage with the blog and attempt these two

concepts.

As far as the researcher can ascertain, little research has been conducted to discover the
potential of blogs in higher education to develop and enhance critical thinking skills of

learners. These studies show that integrating blogs probably promotes critical thinking
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and are found an area not available for assisting learners’ performances (Goh 2010).
Nevertheless, blogs create an environment for collaborative learning, sharing ideas and

exchanging experiences. The following paragraph explores these studies.

Instructions were given to 24 learners by Kang and his colleagues in (2011). The
learners in this study had to share and write a report about their learning environments
both formal and informal. In addition, synchronisation was used, i.e. one week they
communicated through blogs and during the other week in class. Furthermore, learners
were required and encouraged to submit individual and team products or items that they
generated. The main result of this study was that blogs were able to enhance
communication between learners and instructors. This was because blogs were easily
accessible and simple to engage while at the same they supported the exchange of
experiences between learners and instructors. Interestingly, the findings in this study
support the commonly held idea that web 2.0 is about the attitude of learners and not
just its technology (more information is included in section 3.2.2.1 and, 3.3.1.1). The

interaction between learners in this study could described via blog as,

“Extending far beyond the more confining perspective and function of an online
journal or diary. Rather, a blog or blogging activity is a pedagogical tool for learner-
centered, community-based and content- or knowledge-based instruction.”(Kang et
al. 2011, p.233)

The analysis of this study was based completely on blog entries. This, as mentioned
earlier does not inform about learners perceptions, especially when they follow

particular structures.

With regard to the importance of rules of structure for blog implementation,
Alhojailan (2012b) concluded, from learners’ perceptions, that structured modules

could be unbeneficial. The reasons is,
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“...the nature of web 2.0, which is based on user participation. With structured
modules, learners will miss the opportunity to participate freely. In addition, all the
actions for the learner will reflect the rules and the assignments of the
modules”.(p.124)

The main variable that affects the implementation of a blog was interactivity, especially
those that originate from the instructor. Most learners agreed that blogs enhance
motivation. In addition, the module instructor did not express a clear opinion whether
or not blogs enhance learners’ performances but claimed that interactivity delivered

from face-to-face into online activities did.

Perschbach'’s investigation in (2006) aimed to discover evidence for critical thought in
learners followed by an evaluation of the growth in blogging that provided
opportunities for reflection. He used three instruments to collect the data: a survey
including learners’ demographics, a reflective essay and analysis of blog content. He
established a non-private blog via Internet services before the start of each semester.
Processing was structured for each learner by creating individual blogs. Twenty-eight
learners participated from two courses. The ‘reflection element’ of this study aimed to
identify the factor of time, linked to others’ websites, learners’ collaborations and their
attitudes. With regard to time, learners complained about the time constraints and

linking blogs to others’ websites, which is an intrinsic part of this kind of service.

The learners, however, seemed to cooperate. Only 8% claimed that they were not
interested in reading or interacting with others. Generally, learners have a sense to
agree with the importance of co-operating as the world is changing and technology can
affect any part of it. Learners have to be willing to share their thoughts and be open-
minded and some learners claimed they have gained information by sharing their

experiences.
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The majority of learners felt encouraged and a sense of satisfaction when they
integrated their blogs into their education environment. Blogs, however, may not be
suitable for all learners for several reasons, e.g. the technical issues of dealing with
blogs, feelings and convenience to share with others in the class via an analysis of the
content of their blogs. Blogs seem offer an effective learning service regarding
learners’ comments and statements but here the reflection of learners via posted blogs
does not seem to match their responses, which clearly shows that learners may possess
complex actions that are likely to cause conflict. Further, there are differences between
learners’ attitudes and their actions. This could be addressed by utilizing multi-
instruments that could highlight inconsistent actions and behaviour. These issues are
taken into account by this research. Multi-instruments are used for gathering data from
different positions. The researcher expects to experience multi-action regarding one or
more concepts By using this approach, the researcher hopes to gather data from
different perspectives and is more likely to be able to link relationships between
different factors within learners’ attitudes and actions (more information is contained in

sections 7.3.5, Table 10).

Jones (2006) used eighteen learners in his study He conducted in-depth interviews
using a closed-ended questionnaire at the beginning and end of the study. His study
aimed to investigate how blogs are utilized with respect to the writing processes
adopted by learners and to investigate how they respond to the pedagogical application
of blogging in a community college. Qualitative research coupled with action research
was used. The main finding of this study was that utilizing blogs most likely assists
improvements in critical issues with respect to a learner’s trust and confidence. This

was due to their tasks having been completed during the study. Positive reaction has
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been concluded. The researcher used the results of the analysis of the reflective

learners’ posts; the important outcomes of this research are listed below.

1. Learners focused on the content of blogs to develop their skills in writing. This
blog characteristic made learners more interactive.

2. Feedback made it easy to refer to their work and their corrections.

3. Learners were easily able to read and respond, as posting in blogs are powerful
for building knowledge-structured environments.

4. Blogs improve learners’ skills of receiving and remembering and so knowledge
shifts-up into a position where they are able to analysis and criticize it.

5. The researcher claims that action research (AR) supports new knowledge by
providing evidence and linking it to existing knowledge (more information see
Whitehead and J. Whitehead (2009).

6. The majority of learners indicated that their abilities improved by reading the
feedbacks, e.g. reading others’ explanations, which helped to confirm some of
the concepts they studied.

7. Only one participant claimed that her critical thinking improved via reading and
giving feedback but the researcher could not detect any improvement. One

should be aware of this when comparing learners’ claims with their actions.

Blogs provide multi-ways for learners and instructors to become active. In addition,
they make the learning environment communicate more effectively. Blogs support the
relationship between teachers and learners. Finally, blogs provide new ways of
interacting with learners and fulfil the desire of instructors not only to be active but also
to become co-learner contributors with their learners (Felix 2007). This investigation
aims to determine the impact of blogs’ as a web service for teachers to use in the
classroom to communicate with their learners. The research also investigates teacher

perceptions of blog usage and the way in which they are usefully used.

A qualitative approach is adopted for this study, which involves action research, a
survey with interviews for data collection using an open-ended structure and document

analysis.
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Promoting the reflection of learners’ thinking using technology via blogs is the aim of

Chan's (2007) action research methods study. The results of his study are shown below.

1. Collaborative learning is not necessary a consequence of validating
collaborative tools, i.e. blog tools.

2. Blogs may be positive. There is a small amount of proof that shows that learners
become slightly interactive but not enough to change their way of learning.

3. There is a room for improvement, as 73 learners consider blogs to be
inconvenient while 34 learners prefer to practice and share ideas.

The researcher claims that the nature of blogs facilitates communication between
instructors and learners. They were active on a weekly basis and progressively they
come to understand more of each other’s actions. Feedback is one main issue in this

study.

“Feedback serves the function of knowledge construction, encouragement and
motivation for students to sustain their learning.” (Ibid, p.137)

Furthermore, some learners claim that they actively look for and desire their
instructor’s feedback, because it enables them to monitor their progress and it provides
guidance. These comments confirm the theory, which says that learners go to gain
advanced advantage via feedback, which would lead to revision and the successful
completion of their objectives (Popescu 2010). In this study, specifically in the pilot,
learners claim that poor feedback via blogs makes them less interested in becoming
active; however, some of them claim that not knowing their instructor’s opinion makes
them confused, especially when they are not confident about the context. This point
leads to the very important issue of the reliability of content through blogs. It is a factor
that may affect learners’ perceptions (see section 3.3.1.2 for more information). Issues
that concerned interactions between learners and instructors that involved feedback
were considered when designing the pilot study and the empirical investigation of this

research.
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3.3.4 SCOPE IN PRACTICAL LEARNING
Previous studies (summarised in Appendix J) show that blogs have characteristics that
make them useful in education in diverse ways, e.g. collaborative learning, group/single
discussions, developing learners’ thinking skills and sharing experiences and
knowledge (see Ferdig and Trammell 2004). One of significant advantage is the
potential to raise the level of a learner’s skills from first level of Blooms” Taxonomy to
the critical thinking skills level, i.e. from cognitive knowledge to analytical skills (more
information is contained in chapter 4, section 4.4.1). Blogs increase communication
between teachers and learners and they improve instructors’ skills and teaching
methods within classroom environments. Furthermore they increase the confidence of
learners and their instructors. It is also very important that these studies provide the

technical basis for any future research.

One feature of a blog is that learners can omit information that contradicts what they
believe or do not represent but at the same time they can hid the reality of their feelings
from the researcher. The researcher should be careful when comparing participants’
attitudes with their actions to determine the relationship between them. It is, therefore,
not easy to claim those factors associated with action and attitudes significantly affect
the effectiveness of blogs in the classroom. It depends on many factors that affect the
process of utilisation of blogs. It seems from previous study (see Appendix J) that blogs
have the potential to be used and integrated into the learning environment in different
ways, especially in higher education. The process could be natural and no benefits
noticed (Hall and Davison 2007; Nardi, Schiano and Gumbrecht 2004; Kim 2008;
Wang et al. 2008). A few points that have been addressed by these studies as listed

below and are taken into an account by this research.
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Firstly, a brief analysis of the empirical studies on the current usage of blogs in higher
education (see the previous sections that summarises the studies in Appendix J) reveals
their strengths and weakness. There is no guarantee of successfully utilizing blogs in
higher education environments; however, practice is one way, which provides evidence

to inform better utilization. Garrison and Anderson (2003) said,

“Internet and ELearning are wonderful sources of ideas but to be ‘genuinely
educative’ they must provide an experience that assures ‘continuity’ of the foundation
of new, worthwhile learning experience”’(p.13)

In addition, a numbers of studies reported that they received negative attitudes from
some learners without explanation. Claims by learners that blogs offer insufficient
experiences and opportunities to demonstrate knowledge due to its tools need to be
investigated by in depth analysis that focuses on learner’s perceptions, especially when
researchers report that there is a gap between learners’ practice, their interactivity and
their opinions due blog engagements. At the same time, educators should cautiously
consider the impact and influences on learners before they implement any new web
tools (Lin et al. 2006; J. B. Williams and Jacobs 2004; Divitini et al. 2005a; Tan 2009;

Huang 2002), (more information see Clark and Mayer 2011, pp.50-54).

Secondly, when investigating educational technology coupled with social study, one
should be aware regarding the choice of instruments for collecting data. This research
found it is better to apply more than one instrument as participants (learners) could
enact information that contradicts what they believe or does not represent the reality of
their feelings. The data collection instruments chosen for this study are

1. Questionnaires (Lin et al. 2006; Williams and Jacobs 2004; Wu 2006)

2. Interviews (Huette 2006; Alhojailan 2012c)

3. Observation (Alhojailan 2012b; Divitini et al. 2005a) and, Analysis blog’s
content (Lin et al. 2006 ; Divitini et al. 2005), (more information is contained in
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chapter 5, sections 5.9.1, 5.9.2 and, 5.9.3 and chapter 6, sections 6.3.4 and
6.4.1.1).

Thirdly, to reflect, keep, write, describe, provide, share, explore and develop, all these
phrases were adapted by this research to discover the factors that influence blog
services. This provides the research with a massive range of information, which can be
localized by exploring those areas that influence education environments from the
literature review’s findings. The most common factors taken into an account in this
research are -see Figure 7- : learner’s attitudes (Alhojailan 2012b; Williams and Jacobs
2004; Al-Arfaj 2001), ease of use (Downes 2005; Chan 2007; Solomon and Schrum
2007; Alhojailan 2012c), content (Anderson 2007; Conole et al. 2006; Jones 2006),
convenience (Eilon 2001; Alhojailan 2012c), interactivity (Goh 2010; Tan 2009;
Alhojailan 2012c), motivation (Sim and Hew 2010), time (Chen and Bonk 2008; Sim
and Hew 2010; Al-Arfaj 2001), transferability, i.e. the capability of deliver content and
information from or into the blog and interest (Xie and Sharma 2005; Alhojailan
2012c) (for more information see chapter 5, section 5.3 and, 5.9.4 with chapter 7,

section 7.3.5).

Attitudes Motivation
Content Transferability
Ease of use Time

Interactivity Convenience

Figure 7: The most common factors influence the implementation of blog tools in higher education

Fourthly, using previously studied issues very important questions could be outlined to
ensure that the researcher uses the best methodological approach and is able to sense

the intention of researchers who want to perform a similar study. These questions are:

e s there any need for learners to utilize blog services for classroom activities?

92



e How and why do they want to use it as a strategy?
e How to design the data collection instruments to get an appropriate answer?
Finally, is there any instructional model that the researchers should follow in order

to adopt web 2.0 tools?

Another important point, most of these researches rely on a non-theoretical
background. This means that they focus on adapting blog tools, e.g. for improving
skills, developing or improving communication but very few researchers concede to
frame their empirical work theoretically, e.g. the studies of Williams and Jacobs (2004)
and Wu (2006) did not build their empirical work on theories or models. Only a few
researchers designed a specific framework based upon theories to substantiate the study
on proven findings. This led to better blog implementation and an appreciation of the
limitations of utilizing blog in higher education (e.g.

Ali Zuhdi 2003; Chan 2007; Alhojailan 2012).

Final point, blog interaction has been investigated from different perspectives, for
example, most authors claim that they investigate the best way to improve the
introduction of blog tools into the classroom in higher education. As far as this
researcher can ascertain, only one considered action research (AR) as a method (Jones
2006). Action research is strongly recommended when researchers attempt to develop,
understand learners’ perceptions and knowledge. The literature review also showed that
effective compatible techniques include multi-instruments that could be integrated.
More information is contained in chapter 5, section 5.10 (Zuber-Skerritt 1992; Spector
2008). Action research needs to be consolidated, especially, e.g. when the research
investigates learners’ actions and behaviours with the integration of Internet
technology. Such an inquiry would involve an in-depth investigation, which links to

this research. Furthermore, this research is expected to provide knowledge by
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conducting multi-references and support from different perspectives, which are
obtainable by planned action research. In addition, this research will provide an
opportunity for the researcher to become engaged in cycling activities with learners, i.e.
intervention by practice (For more information see chapter 8. section 8.2).
3.4 CONCLUSION

This chapter sought to construct the literature review of this study in two parts. First it
overviewed web 2.0 by describing its nature, features and benefits for higher education.
Web 2.0 has the potential to be utilized by higher education. Furthermore, learners in
higher education are receptive to this technology but the main consideration is its
advantages and disadvantages, ‘the pros and cons.” Attempting to apply empirical
research is one of the most efficient ways to address the factors that negatively affect
web 2.0 utilization. Determining the factors that could affect the utilization of web 2.0
has been considered by this research. The second part discussed, in detail, blog
characteristics, its features and drawbacks. Three main techniques were suggested that
could be used with blog tools. In addition, it described the empirical research that gas
been completed within higher education. These pieces of research have inquired into
improved communication, raised levels of critical thinking, the provision of an online
place where learners and instructors can interact and share knowledge from different

resources. Diverse benefits have been identified and are considered by this research.

The next chapter will focus on describing relevant learning theories with their related
models to propose a framework that relates to the appropriate technology that forms the

subject of this research.
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4 EDUCATIONAL THEORY

4.1 INTRODUCTION

The two parts of previous chapter described the new phenomena, which is available on
the Internet, i.e. the read/write web [web 2.0]. The features and drawbacks of its
implementation in higher education have been reviewed. The chapter also discussed the
nature of blogs and the personal skills that are necessary to use them in higher
education. In addition, the chapter suggested three different techniques by which blogs
could be adapted for use in learning environments. Last section of the previous chapter

reviewed the relevant empirical research that been done in HE learning.

In this chapter, the researcher aims to give a brief overview of various learning theories
based upon the three main schools, i.e. Behaviourism, Cognitivism and Constructivism
(Siemens 2005). Subsequently, Bloom’s Taxonomy of Cognitive Learning with
reference to Boud’s Model for Learning Experiences will be discussed together and
with different styles of interaction between learners and teachers. These are most

relevant theories that are involved with this research.

In addition, the current chapter will highlight the main concepts that have been
extracted via learning theory, which is considered in this chapter. Subsequently and
during the discussion, this chapter will provide information concerning the utilisation
of web 2.0 in higher education where the research takes place. Issues related to
learners’ perceptions, attitudes and skills will be discussed theoretically in terms of
interrelationships and interrelatedness between the learning theories and the results

achieved through the integration of Web 2.0 via blogs.
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4.2 LEARNING THEORY

“A theory is a way of thinking and a model of how things work, how principles are
related and what causes things to work together. ”(Austin et al. 2001, p.15)

Yang (2003) argues that the principle of any learning theory aims to explore the
development and change in human perspectives and behaviour. Phillips & Soltis (2004)
believe that diverse investigation processes into learning phenomena have resulted in
the production of a variety of learning theories. According to the above researchers, this
diversity derives from different directions in terms of differences in practitioner
perspectives, for example, by focusing on learners’ perceptions and experiences, which
is one of the most appropriate ways to investigate instructional learning. It is argued that
exploring learners’ thoughts, attitudes and actions serves to develop new concepts or
theory (Marton et al. 1997; Bloom et al. 1984). This means that it lies with the learning
process to develop learners’ concepts rather than knowledge itself. In next sub-section,
the study briefly discusses the fundamentals of behaviourist, cognitive and
constructionist learning theories and includes Bloom’s Taxonomy and Boud’s Model
with their associated concepts.
4.3 BEHAVIOURISM

Waston (1913) coined the term “behaviourism”. It comes from the Greek word
“didaskein”, which means “teach” (OED 2012)*°. This school is concerned with giving
instruction about how to learn and is commonly linked to dedicated pedagogical beliefs.
This theory is based on the idea of setting off a stimulus and obtaining a response for
each unit, in which the stimulus and response are obvious, therefore, observable and by
extension measurable (Ali Zuhdi 2003). The importance of this theory for teaching and

learning is that behavioural change can be engineered within the learning process.

** Online of Oxford English Dictionary, http://www.oed.com
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Further, learners’ thoughts are not important compared to what he or she is or doing. In
other words, the teacher has full responsibility for the pedagogical tools, constructing
content and managing the learning tasks to ensure that learners possess the skills they
need to be successful only in the expected behaviour. This behaviour could be
transferred by learners and adapted to other cycles of behaviour to elicit appropriate
responses (Bruner 1996). This procedure, in some way, is engaged during any education
process with respect the context of the learning, e.g. passing a driving test is an
empirical examination. The test’s objective is to measure a driver’s learning ability (his
knowledge). Therefore, the learners acts are more important than the knowledge they
have gained to ‘reflect not think’. The function of the teacher is to provide conditions

necessary to adapt or change a learner’s behaviour, reactions and actions (Burner,

1994).

Content is transferred repeatedly until the goal is reached. The goal is to make learners
preserve and remember and retrieve content when it is needed, i.e. remembering and to
act, rather than focusing on analysis or improving thinking skills (Child 2004). In
addition, as discussed in the previous chapter educators seek to utilize technology, i.e.
learning based technology, especially Internet services in higher education, such as,
integrating the read/write web in education. This research aims to gain benefit from this
potential (see chapter 3 sections 3.2, 3.3 and, 3.3.3). Web services are one of the
technologies being introduced into education as a priority. Education and technology
interdependence first began with Skinner (1904-1990)*. He applied the theory of
behaviourism to instruction using a teaching machine (Gagné 1985). This teaching

machine aimed to manage a curriculum of programmed instruction, which included a

“® An American behaviourist, author, inventor, social philosopher
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list of questions. When the child elicited a correct answer; he/she obtained a reward
from the machine. The idea of a teaching machine was based upon reinforcement and

reward.

“Skinner reinforcement means a particular arrangement of stimulus and response
conditions that bring about learning of new associations.”’(Gagné 1985, p.9)

This theory, therefore, aims to get learners to respond to external stimuli and subsumes

the role of the instructor. Here a learner’s behaviour is caused by external incentives.

Like other theories, behaviourism has been criticised as it focuses only on learners’
actions. It measures the learner in terms of his/her, e.g. verbal ‘act’ and nothing else. It
ignores his/her intellectual and emotional potential regarding different issues. It neglects
the effect of the environment that surrounds the learner, such as, the social impact
(Gagné 1985; Ally 2008).
4.4 COGNITIVISM

Cognitive theory emerged after many learning concepts had been developed. It is used
in education systems in terms of establishing reinforcement rules and affects practice
and the nature of tasks within learning environments (Bolles 1975). Moreover, it has
been claimed that a person’s perception of any situation could be the basis for
responding to stimulation. This means that a person could understand by delivering a

cognitive description (Child 2004).

Cognitivism was a response to the development of behaviourism. Cognitivism is
concerned with the process of the mind (the cognitive process). It is a theoretical study
that attempts to understand the mind (the process) of how we understand, think, learn
and remember knowledge. Behaviour itself constitutes theory for the Behaviourists
while Cognitivism focuses upon the advantage/disadvantage of the response to the

principle of acquisition of knowledge (Au 1997).
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In Cognitivism, the acquisition of knowledge is central when it engages with the
curriculum. In other words, teaching processes derive from the textbook (specific
content) and the lectures focus on research and practice based upon the text (Mayer
1996). Cognitivism is concerned with how a person ‘individually’ deals with knowledge
to go further, e.g. how to solve problems. Thus, learning is individualised as knowledge
is structured by the learner’s own understanding. New knowledge will be formulated on
prior experience and constructed on a person’s perceptions, not receive as facts or
axioms. It means that, educational styles are based upon structured content delivered

continuously to learners.

Vygotsky (1896-1934) and Piaget (1896-1980)*" were the main names who established
and developed this theory. Piaget emphasised that the evolution of a learner’s thinking
(as an individual) comes differently at different periods with different situations. Thus,
the ability to gain knowledge in cognitive content is always expressed as stages of
intellectual development (Child 2004, p.67). Yang (2003) claims that this theory
significantly influenced the cognitive theories of the 20" century and remains applicable
for some present day activities, such as, those that involve the use of computers

(Eysenck and Piper 1987).

The concept of cognitive theory is concerned with internal thinking processes, in
contrast to behaviourism. It leads to the belief that learning relies on previous
knowledge or experience (these ideas are emphasis by Boud’s Model in section 4.5.1),
different level of thinking, cognitive structures and the depth of cognitive stages. The

theory in its early stages of development failed to recognize whether learners’

*7 Jean Piaget “(9 August 1896 — 16 September 1980) was a French-speaking Swiss developmental
psychologist and philosopher known for his epistemological studies with children. His theory of
cognitive development and the epistemological view are together called "genetic epistemology” (Piaget
1952)
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performances could be affect by their motivation and emotions (Eysenck and Piper
1987). In research into the development of problem solving abilities based on
motivation, it was found that a learner’s attitude could influence his/her cognitive
processes and intellectual skills. Some learners struggled to construct their own
thoughts and this produced negative attitudes. These learners tended to rely on

memorising skills (Wesch 2008 in Goh 2010) .

There are differences between Behaviourism and Cognitivism. Behaviourism is only
concerned about learner’s skills and how much is remembered. The learner’s act is
about value (see section 4.3) rather than the value of what is remembered (Ally 2008)
and focuses upon rules of instruction rather than on the learning process itself. Learning
is affected and improved via feedback and rewards (Du and Wagner 2005). Cognitivism
focuses upon knowledge itself, how to utilize it to provide content (Eysenck and Piper
1987, p.214) and how to develop styles regarding any procedures and mechanism of
choosing, keeping, organizing, recovering and evoking knowledge and information

(Phillips and Soltis 2004).

Cognitivism, however, overlooks two very important points. Firstly, there is the
environment that surrounds the individual’s knowledge, such as, the affect of culture
upon the learning process. Secondly, it focuses on a child’s age characteristics (Piaget)
and the knowledge that is processed by the individual’s effort, which is still used in
education systems to transfer knowledge (Du and Wagner 2005). Its main critique
comes through assertions about the affect of culture on education and learning, i.e. the
social setting as Vygotsky later discovered (this is discussed in section 4.5) (Phillips and
Soltis 2004). Secondly, Cognitivism ignores the results of the accumulation of
knowledge by the individual. This effect is noticeable when new knowledge is linked to

previous knowledge (Bruner 1977).
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Based on the above, Vygotsky with Bruner*® shift-up their theory to another level to
accommodate learning interactions with the world, e.g. the social environment
(Vygotskii and Rieber 1997; Du and Wagner 2005). This level not only supports but
also affects information and instructor assistance by providing learners with structured
tasks and activities (Bruner 1977). For learners, knowledge acquisition could be assisted
by collaboration. From this point of view, planning tasks and activities, developing
learning materials and working collaboratively is the responsibility of the instructor
who must introduce learners to it so “cognitive apprenticeships stress the collaborative

efforts of groups of learners as sources of learning” (Ullrich et al. 2008, p.706).

Vygotsky’s most important point is that he believes in the potential of young learners to
acquire knowledge within social interactions because they are stimulated by others’
experiences (Phillips and Soltis 2004). His developed ideas contributed to the phrase
‘cognitive constructivist’ to address the critical thinking of learners who are engaged
with interactions and the support that is involved in collaborative learning. In other
words, determining a learner’s needs, choosing the content and structuring the learning

activities should to be aimed to produce a better learning environment.

With regard to a learner’s ability in terms of cognitive theory, people differ in their
ability to receive, think, address and organise knowledge and information. As a
consequence, the way of following the concept of cognition may not be the most
‘correct’ one in all its stages for all learners at same time even though instructors are
responsible for managing and preparing the materials for all their learners (Au 1997).
From this position and connecting to technology, eLearning faces challenges in terms of

utilizing its tools to cater for individual learner differences (Graff et al. 2012). Further,

8 American psychologist 1915, 97 years old
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utilizing elLearning probably provides knowledge from diverse resources and

perspectives via cognitive tasks and activities (Cunningham and Duffy 1996).

The implementation of eLearning intersects to meet the differences in learners’ abilities
in terms of constructive cognitive perspectives. Further, two points are raised that are
cognisant with this condition. Instructors have to appreciate two variables that affect the
learning process when eLearning is used with constructive cognitive concepts. They
are:

1. The learner’s ability (differences and similarities) in terms of how they are
learning and what type of skills they embrace when utilizing technology (Goh
2010).

2. Understanding how to use elLearning for learning purposes, particularly with
respect to web 2.0 services. This point is particularly significant as there is lack
of instructor experience and knowledge how to effectively adopt and use web
2.0 (Mason and Rennie 2008), particularly in higher education in Saudi

Arabia(Alebaikan 2010; Al-Ghonaim 2005). In this regard, this research aims to
fill the gap (see section 2.4.4).

In addition, the radical development of the elLearning through web 2.0 innovation
allows for the effective but limited use of Cognitivism, because web 2.0 engages a large
number of learners in a form of continuous but controlled constructivism (see section
3.2 and 3.3). This phenomenon arises because the visions and experiences of others are
mixed with what has been neglected (theoretically), especially during the early stages of
the development this theory, because the effect of social factors on constructive

knowledge was not appreciated (Phillips and Soltis 2004).

Internet technologies, i.e. web 2.0 are considered applications where experiences need
to be developed, shared and exchanged. These applications use the high potential of the
social environment to gain different aspects of knowledge through constructive
cognitive perspectives (see chapter 3, section 3.3.3 for more information e.g. Alhojailan
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2012; Miyazoe and Anderson 2012; Sim and Hew 2010). In addition, as mentioned
above, Cognitivism ignores the fact that learners learn in a diversity of ways because of
the differences in their abilities to understand and analyse current and previous
knowledge. Further, technology resources, i.e. Internet applications, often provide
assistive tools that are consistent with different levels of a learner’s cognitive skills. It

has been claimed,

“Technology makes possible to target the right approaches for each student in order
to provide individualized and differentiated instruction.”(Solomon and Schrum 2007,
p.37)

The learning styles have moved from behaviourism, cognitivism and instructor-centred
(where instructors are fully responsible for organizing, managing and determining what
is not suitable for learners) to learner-centred. Here the role of the instructor becomes
transformed to assist and prepare learners for the collaborative learning environment,
which is supported by technology, e.g. Internet tools (Barab et al. 2002; Almala 2006;
Ullrich et al. 2008). Furthermore, it allows learners to base their own thoughts upon

their own experiences that merge with any new concept (later work of Vygotsky).

With regard to the importance of the factors mentioned above due to cognitive theory

learning processes, this study ‘practically’ attempts to fill this gap in terms of:

1. Providing knowledge of How to use Internet technology, i.e. web 2.0 via blogs,
2. Providing practical experiences for learner interactions and activities by implementing

web 2.0 via blog tools.
The aim of this research is to focus upon learner engagements with interactive learning
environments to provide conceptual frameworks that involve diverse concepts, i.e.
learner’s perceptions, skills, attitudes, knowledge and the relationship among these

factors that affect the implementation of blog services in higher education. As far as this
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researcher can ascertain, there is a lack of research that considers all these factors in one

piece of empirical research (see chapter 3 section, 3.2.2, 3.3, 3.3.1.1, 3.3.3 and, 3.3.4).

Later work by Piaget, Vygotsky and Bruner into behaviourism and cognitive theory
development demonstrated the existence of a very common concept in learning theory,
i.e. constructivism and social-constructivism (Almala 2006; Dewey 1998; Bednar et al.
1992; Du and Wagner 2005). Before discussing this theory, it is worthwhile to describe
Bloom’s Taxonomy Model, which focuses on a brain level analysis. The Taxonomy
aims to provide a better understanding of the cognitive style of learning and to analyse
in-depth the process of how people learn cognitively and how it could be adapted for

this research.

4.4.1 BLOOM’S TAXONOMY MODEL
Cognitive theory in education, as we discussed above, is concerned with a learner’s
ability in three main skill areas: remembering, processing and problem solving by
emphasising what a learner acquires. Bloom’s Taxonomy categorised learners’ thoughts

and objectives.

“It is a multi-tiered model of classifying thinking according to six cognitive levels of
complexity” (Forehand 2010, p.42)

The attributes of Bloom's Taxonomy focus on three domains of learning, i.e. Cognitive
(knowledge), Psychomotor (skills) and Affective (attitude). These were identified by
Benjamin Bloom and his colleagues in 1956 (Bloom 1956). The Taxonomy was revised
in 2001 (Solomon & Schrum, 2007). It is used to set learning objectives and classifies
by categorising thoughts, i.e. ‘thinking process’ (Fee, 2011; Anderson, 2001; Bloom,
1956). The three domains of Bloom’s Taxonomy categorize structure and stages of

learning.
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1- Cognitive: (knowledge) or mind skills, which apart from containing the
knowledge base of the learner also improves his/her intellectual ability. One
could argue in this category that thought would be divided into different levels
of difficulty, thus, thinking must be gradual (Bloom, 1956).

2- Affective: (attitude) refers to the treatment of things emotionally, such as,
principles, beliefs and attitudes (Bloom et al. 1984). In other words, it is the
learner’s attitude to issues.

3- Psychomotor: (skills) was finalised for the Taxonomy by Dave in (1975)*.
This domain deals with skills, such as, physical actions and the benefits that

may be acquired from motor-skill areas.

Bloom's Taxonomy has been applied to a variety of situations within learning
environments. Fee (2011) and Draper (2011) suggest six ways that the three main

domains could be used within learning environments.

1. How to promote learning objectives via activities, e.g. possible activities to
develop remembering skills could be lists and labels and social networking via
searches (Churches 2009).

2. Ensure the preservation of harmony between activities and intervention in
education.

3. “It could be used to choose appropriate learner objectives to meet identified
needs.” (Fee 2011, p.27)

4. How learners learn.

5. Preparation for intervention into learning by an analysis of learning needs.

6. Assist instructors to design course materials so that their objectives are
consistent with those used by different levels of the Taxonomy, e.g. one
objective is ‘to understand any issues’ so the instructor should aim to recall the

requisite knowledge to shift a learner’s understanding.

%9 «He seems to have been one of Bloom's students” (Draper 2011)

105



4.4.1.1 Bloom’s cognitive elements

With regard to the cognitive domain, Bloom's Taxonomy categorises the different
levels of thinking skills and objectives that could be achieved. The Taxonomy is the
first attempt to methodically organize levels of thinking (Forehand 2010). Academics
can use the framework in education (Anderson 2001). For example, Bloom’s
Taxonomy can be used practically in education to manage content. Furthermore, the
Taxonomy “described learning in six cognitive demonstrations” (Ibid p. 35) in terms of
a hierarchical structure from the lowest to the highest level, i.e. Remembering,
Understanding, Applying, Analysing, Evaluation and Creating. Figure 8 shows the

different levels of Blooms Taxonomy including examples for each level.

The assumption that this model follows is based upon the concept that ‘you are not able
to understand (e.g. explain any concepts) unless you remember it (e.g. memorize this
concept or its related variables) and equally you are not able to apply (e.g. operate) any

practical work unless you are able to understand it (e.g. classify)’.

One could argue that some learning tasks do not need or are not required to transverse
every level of the Taxonomy. This contradictions the belief that learners differ in their
ability to learn skills (Au 1997). Churches (2009) agreed but he redresses that Bloom’s
different levels of elements are not obligatory, as the Taxonomy could be used by

starting at any point. He said,

“While Bloom's in its many forms, does represent the learning process, it does not
indicate that the learners must start at the lowest taxonomic level and work up.
Rather, the learning process can be initiated at any point.”(p. 2)

The Taxonomy brings to education the idea of low and high level thinking. This
provides a connection with multiple intelligences through which, for example, critical
thinking, problem solving skills and recently technology have become integrated

(Noble 2004). The Taxonomy provides a model for cognitive improvement and
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consequently enhances the understanding of knowledge content. This involves,
remembering or acknowledging particular facts, procedural styles and concepts that
improve intellectual skills and abilities. This researcher could argue that these
categories of thought would be divided into different levels of difficulty, thus, thinking

must be gradual (Bloom, 1956; Anderson, 2001).

Construct, create,
design, develop and,
formulate

Argue, defend, judge,
select, support, value

Analyzing

Demonstrate, Employ : ) ) ;
Xamine, experiment,

Operate and, Choose
4 Compare, contrast and,
WL Applying criticize
Classify, discuss,
explain and, identify 74 Understanding
Memorize, recall, Remembering
and repeat,

Figure 8: Bloom’s Taxonomy of Cognitive elements (revision version) with example for each leve

ISO

The experience of this researcher shows, from nearly eight years as an instructor and
lecturer in elementary schools and teacher training colleges and as a post-graduate
learners, that few modules exist that guide one how to adopt educational objectives by
determining learners thinking using Bloom’s Taxonomy levels. It is possible to
measure learning outcomes within the three main domains of the Taxonomy, i.e.
knowledge, skills and attitudes. Nevertheless, when this researcher first negotiated
learning environments as a practitioner (at elementary school and higher education) he
found that the education system had not catered for the higher levels of Bloom’s
Taxonomy, i.e. for the analysis and evaluation elements. In Saudi Arabia, some
knowledge content has been adapted according to the first three stages of Bloom’s

cognitive elements, i.e. remembering and understanding. One reason for this could be

%0 http://ww2.odu.edu/educ/roverbau/Bloom/blooms_Taxonomy.htm in (Churches 2009)
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that materials and knowledge content are based on textbooks. In addition, there is little
assistance available for teachers to develop the appropriate skills due to the lack of
teacher-guide books. Furthermore, education in the classroom is based on cognitive
ability, for example, an instructor’s explanation of the material is dependent on
knowledge aspects and how to deliver it to students and, therefore, instruction is
instructor-centred. Nevertheless, in Saudi Arabia 70% of the marks were exam based
while the remaining 30% counted towards evaluation during the semester. This has
now been changed. Education institutions now recognise the importance of how to
address and customise knowledge in order to improve the skills of learners with respect

to the higher levels of Bloom’s cognitive elements, e.g. critical thinking.

Bloom’s Taxonomy in practical terms is used a guide for instructors to determine at
what level of cognition they attempt their activities with their learners. The Taxonomy
has also been very helpful in resolving a variety of other issues and different situations
(Forehand 2010). For example, Wang (2012) found from analysing the outcomes of his
study that “only the educational objectives of remembering, understanding and
applying can be achieved” (p.163). From this result, he rebuilt the objectives of the
modules so that a higher level of the Taxonomy could be achieved by his students. He

indicated that Bloom’s Taxonomy was inspiration in terms of,

“Rewrote the learning outcomes and renewed the assessment format and the marking
criteria, trying to achieve the educational objectives of Bloom’s Taxonomy.”(p.62)

Forehand (2010) supported Wang’s outcome. He claimed that Bloom’s Taxonomy
offers practical levels with a clear vision for the instructors to be more adjusting
between criteria, objectives, activities and module goals. With regard to elLearning,
Bloom’s Taxonomy could be adapted to assist learners to progress towards critical

thinking skills, i.e. the analysis and evaluating elements. In addition, Goh (2010) found
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that eLearning via web 2.0 motivated learners to develop critical thinking skills. He
argued that by using eLearning, learners are able to build their own knowledge and
integrate it with their previous experiences and interactions with the tools they used.
Furthermore, engagement with elLearning activities, e.g. posts, discuss and content
contributions via eLearning tools offer very good opportunities for support and enable
learners to build their own reasoning so that they are able to restructure concepts. Thus,
eLearning activities facilitate a learner’s thinking via Bloom’s Taxonomy. This is a
valuable concept, because through eLearning, learners are provided with the
opportunity to discuss, share and exchange ideas (in accordance with the claims of
educational theories) to raise the level of their thoughts from understanding to
evaluating (see Figure 8 for an example). Consequently, experience is accumulated.
The learner acquires a variety of skills, concepts, new information and diverse visions.
The concept that experience affects the learning process has become a major issue for

constructivists and it is discussed in detail in the next section.

The learners’ mind has largely been the concern of Cognitivism Theory rather than
their behaviour in Behaviourism Theory. This neglects the role played by behaviour
during the learning process. The mind’s cognitive processing of knowledge could be
described as a processing of information, once it is received by the mind, with an

interest in its outputs as an active brain.

This research considers Bloom’s Taxonomy as a model that is able to assist in defining
the influences of integrating web 2.0 via blogs with a learner’s cognitive processes
(Goh 2010). It has been indicated that Bloom’s Taxonomy “seems particularly suited to
evaluate the learning of students involved with wiki, blog and online discussion.”
(Meyer 2010, p.229) This research aims to acquire a comprehensive understanding of

learners’ thinking processes and it attempts to understand the rules and the effects of
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activities upon learner’s opinions due to their engagement with web 2.0 via blogs. In
addition, the intellectual orientation brought about by interactions through web 2.0 via
blogs will be considered.
4.5 CONSTRUCTIVISM

Constructivism was established during the 1980s and 1990s as interest in behaviourism
declined (Liu and Matthews 2005) and it has become one of the most popular theories
of learning (Ullrich et al. 2008). It heavily relies on Piaget, Bruner and Vygotsky’s work
on equilibration, which is derived from cognitive constructivism (see the previous

section 4.4). It is based on the

“Principle that knowledge is created from experience. One key characteristic that
distinguishes constructivism from other learning theory, such as, behaviourism and
cognitivism is the nature of reality. The constructivism learning paradigm emphasizes
that there is no single or objective reality “out there”, which the instructor must
transmit to the learner.”(Almala 2006, p.34)

Learners here begin to exert more control and annunciate explanations to a degree that
accords with their ability to learn. This ability is also related to culture (YYang 2003).
This theory perceives learning in two different ways.

1. Its psychological perspective focuses on the concept that learning is an active
process, which is emphasised by Bruner. Here the learner makes sense of
his/hers experiences, for example, by interacting with others or with objects
(Fosnot 1996).

2. Its philosophical perspective perceives the world subjectively not objectively in
reality. This means that reality is based on accumulated experience and a
personal perception of procedures or processes (Von Glaserfeld 1990).

According to constructivism, new knowledge results from constructed activities
generated by learners. This means that learners unify what they know with what they
learn “Rather than providing didactic instruction and expecting students to repeat facts on
test” (Solomon and Schrum 2007, p.35), i.e. behaviourism. The process of the learning

by constructivism, therefore, directs instructors to focus on and provide collaborative
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learning environments, emphasize exploration and discovery and engage with learners
to make them access their personal explanations/interpretations about any subject
(Solomon and Schrum 2007; Ullrich et al. 2008). Furthermore, learning styles currently,
“incorporates more participation, collaboration and flexibility in creation, adaptation
and use of learning materials” (Rogers et al. 2007, p.20). Whereas constructing
knowledge in social-constructivism builds on the significant impact of culture and
context that surrounds any subject. This means that the result of learning is influenced

by different variables, such as, culture (Kim 2001). Constructivism

“... views learning as an active process of building knowledge and skills through
practice within a supportive community. It comprises not only a process of continual
personal development and enrichment, but also the possibility of rapid and radical
conceptual change” (Taylor 2009, p.5)

In addition, learners themselves make sense of their experiences by interaction with
objects, especially with those that lead towards attractive knowledge and information.
Constructivism, further, describes how the process of learning prepares an outline for
learners to collaboratively interact with different aspects associated with different issues
(Bruner 1977). From this point, because of Vygotsky’s early investigations, the concept
of constructivism evolved to include a ‘social’ aspect, which is conceded as a fragment
of knowledge. Here the instructor ‘should’ form part of the learning process and ‘act as
a co-assistant’ rather than dominate it and ‘act as a taskmaster’ (Vygotsky and Rieber

1997).

4.5.1 BOUD’S MODEL FOR REFLECTING LEARNING
Boud (1994) asserts that the process of learning is thought-based and depends upon a

learner’s previous experience with their activities (see Figure 9) He said,

111



"...learning is always rooted in prior experience and that any attempt to promote new
learning......the process of learning from experience is necessarily an active one,
which involves learners in engaging with and intervening.”

The word ‘intervening’ means that learners are part of any learning activity or event.

Boud’s model includes three main stages:

— First stage: prior experience is composed of three aspects:

e Learners’ previous experiences with his/her intention
e The learning milieu or “atmosphere”
e Learners skills or strategies, i.e. the style of learning
— Second stage: concerns the learning experience itself, i.e. the learning activities

and interactions. This stage includes three aspects:

e Intervention, i.e. a learners’ responses to activities
e Noticing, i.e. a learners’ awareness to, e.g. learning environments
e Reflection-in-action, i.e. a consequence of noticing and intervention with
respect to the learner
— Third stage: concerns a reflective process, i.e. learners will re-evaluate their

practice and experiences.
The model focused on the significant effect of different levels of previous experience
upon learners’ responses, which emphasizes Vygotsky’s thoughts about the importance
of interaction through experience (previously discussed). Boud’s model stresses the
importance of sharing experiences and communication for reflecting upon practice as

shown by figure 8 below.

MILIEU e

Focus on:

ntervening Return to Experience

Reflection

in Action

- Learner

Attend to Feelings

- Milieu Personal
Foundation
of
Experience

Re-evaluation of the
Experience

- Skills/Strategies

Intent

~_ 7
PREPARATION EXPERIENCE REFLECTIVE PROCESSES
Figure 9. Boud’s model of reflection in learning, in (Boud 1994)
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In addition, Boud et al. (1985) asserts that feelings, i.e. learners’ attitudes could include
or affect experiences that involve the maximum use of any positive experience and
avoid negative feelings. The above researchers claim that determining those factors may
provide an opportunity to evaluate experience and thus the chance for better learning.

Boud said the basic assumption of his model claims that

“Learning is always rooted in prior experience and that any attempt to promote new
learning must in some way take account of that experience”’(Boud 1994, p.51)

Finlay (2007) has different vision. He argues that the problem with Boud’s model is that
it limits reflection on learning to a retroactive process, in terms of “reflection-on-action
rather reflection-in-action” (Ibid p.3). Moreover, reflection is concerned with the
individual’s activities rather than the wider picture for learning elements. For example,
in the case of social interaction, there is a possibility that the feeling embraced or
affected by the social aspect will divorce this model from its association with
constructivism (Vygotskii and Rieber 1997; Ally 2008), where ‘“knowledge is
constructed in a social and cultural context” (Densten and Gray 2001, p.120) and that is

neglected by this model.

4.5.2 DIFFERENT VISION WITH GAINING KNOWLEDGE
Another issue that relates to constructivism is how learners gain knowledge ‘how to
learn’, whether they use their ability to understand concepts or through the results of a
constructed processes. Furthermore, the constructed knowledge or skills could originate
from accumulated experiences or concepts that include remembering and analysing
(Behaviourism and Cognitivism). Consequently, the design of learning should be based
on or include collaborative learning and the sharing of knowledge. Three different

visions form constructivism:

113



— Firstly, it emphasises learner-centred and analysis-oriented learning procedures,
which focused on learners’ requirements and rely on Piaget’s vision (Ullrich et
al. 2008).

— Secondly, the persons affected by the social context need to be considered
according to Vygotsky vision (Vygotsky and Rieber 1997). This vision focuses
on the function of the social environment in the learning process. Here,
knowledge is viewed as a social construct and instructors act as co-collaborators
with learners rather than taskmasters.

— Thirdly, learning is considered an active process, which relies on Bruner’s
vision. Here the learner’s knowledge is based on her/his personal concepts and
are affected by internal cognitive structures, i.e. previous experience (Bruner
1977; Boud 1994).

The differences between the educationists and psychologists in terms of cognitivism
predicates on the effects of the concepts of motivation and emotion (Eysenck and Piper
1987). Psychologists "Failure to manipulate motivational and emotional states means
that they do not know whether cognitive performance is affected by motivation and
emotion.” (Eysenck and Piper 1987, p.215). To the contrary, the educational theory of
constructivism states that learning is based on a range of accumulated knowledge,
commonly built up within a social perspective. In addition, the role of the instructor
changes as learners assume more control over their learning in a social environment.

Ullrich and his colleagues (2008) stress this issue. They said,

114



“In constructivism, the control over the learning process shifts from the teacher to
student, with the learner playing an active role in the learning process. Learning
takes place in context and in collaboration and provides opportunities to solve
realistic and meaningfil problems.”(p.706)

Learning, therefore, is constructed and reconstructed supported by a learner’s interests
and his or hers prior knowledge. The role of the instructor focuses on assisting and
preparing activities and acting as a learning advisor (Ibid).

The learning process in constructivism is continuous, which means that each new
concept is based or reliant on previous knowledge or experience. Sometimes learners
could possibly acquire knowledge by a process of assimilation in the absence of the
relevant ground knowledge (Cognitivism). Resnick (1989) claims that the possibility
exists to acquire knowledge based on interpretation while ignoring cognition by purely
remembering and repeating information. He describes learning using three concepts

derived from constructivism theory.

“First, learning is process of knowledge construction, not of knowledge recording or
absorption. Second, learning is knowledge-dependent; people use current knowledge
to construct new knowledge. Third, learning is highly tuned to the situation in which
it takes place."(pl).

Hoover (1996) proved and emphases that period knowledge is a consequence of new
understanding when novel information (new knowledge) is received in terms of
constructivism. Further, he discovered that learners accommodate new experiences
when current and new knowledge are inconsistent. It is the learner’s own understanding
that is the key for constructivism knowledge. In this regard, Ally (2008) has
compromised thoughts. He emphasised that there is a possibility to use theories, such
as, Bloom’s Taxonomy. He explained that learning could combine the three types of
theory; Behaviourist Theory to teach ‘what’, Cognitive Theory to teach ‘how’, e.g.

steps, process and principles and Constructivist Theory to teach ‘why’. This approach
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would lead to an improvement in higher thinking because it “promotes personal
meaning and situated and contextual meaning” (p.20).

The concept of constructivism has been criticised during its early stages of development
because it seems to focus only on learners as individuals. At this point, the concept is
graded in later stages of cognition, which can be recognised by the adaptation of new
information with new experiences that lead to understanding. The critics ignored the
social perspective, e.g. collaboration and interaction in peer activity, which comes later
(McLoughlin and Oliver 1998; Kim 2001). By the same token behaviourists and
constructivists almost overlook the influences of the social content within the

educational situation (Liu and Matthews 2005).

4.6 LEARNING THEORY CONCEPTS AND ELEARNING
The three main schools of learning theory can be used as a taxonomy to improve the

acquisition of knowledge (Mishra 2002; Hoover 1996). Such taxonomy could use
interrogation to teach the ‘how’ for principles and processes, which reflect cognitive
theory. Behaviourist theory could be used to teach the ‘what’ for evidence and the
‘why” in terms of encouraging higher-level thinking and practice. A number of learning
concepts are raised by the development of these theories when they become associated
with practical empirical work, particularly web 2.0 via blogs (see chapter 1, section
3.3.2). These concepts are described below.

i.  Cooperative learning via a group of peers: Constructivism indicates that interaction
between peers is an essential element for the ‘information construct’. This construct is
developed by the social interactions of learners when they act cooperatively to share
experiences. This develops cognition and so improves critical thinking (Goh 2010;
Ahern-Rindell 1999). Sharing information and ideas are major factors that enhance
learning (Lazarowitz and Hertz-Lazarowitz 1998; Alhojailan 2012c). In terms of

utilizing web 2.0 in classrooms, cooperative learning often comes about when learners

116



associate in groups during website activities and this leads to improvements in critical
thinking (see chapter 2, section 2.4.3). Web 2.0 elevates learners to the role of
contributors via ‘user control’ to provide information ‘content’. The software often
relies on learners’ own experiences or knowledge, e.g. via blog activities and wiki
(Miyazoe and Anderson 2012) rather than completing particular tasks with others or
working with a group of learners guided by a leader (Sharan and Sharan 1992). This
system thus supports the principle of learner-centred learning (see the earlier discussion
and the following point iii). Cooperation, therefore, is the main key that provides web
2.0’s blog tools (Alhojailan 2012c; Lin et al. 2006; Kim 2008; Ocker and Yaverbaum
1999; Nichols 2003). Blogs support interactions with peers (Williams and Jacobs 2004)
as they could be implemented as “community centred online space” (Kang et al. 2011,

p.233).

Communication: It has been claimed that the relationship is strongest when learners
and instructors communicate, exchange knowledge and experiences to enhance learning
(Mayer 1996; Eysenck and Piper 1987; Boud 1994). Interrogation supports learners
cooperative learning in peer or group activity (see section 4.4 and the previous point).
In addition, asynchronous communication, i.e. the style used in this research with
‘collaboration’ tools in eLearning provides website environments that the instructors
and learners are able to share and exchange knowledge at any time and at location or
independent sites (see chapter 2, section 2.4.2 and the different types of communication
that blogs can provide in chapter 3, section 3.3.2). It means that learners and instructors
have the ability to work together at different times and in different places so conferring
an advantage for utilizing web 2.0 in learning (see chapter 3, section 3.3.4 third point).
Participation flexibility through web 2.0 via blogs enhances different strategies of
learning (see chapter 3, section3.3). The tool to be applied in this research is a blog,
which is expected to “Provide a means of ongoing communication with other group

members.” (Poling 2005, p.15)
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Interaction: Dewey (1938) describes a learning experience as a “transaction taking
place between an individual and what, at the time, it constitutes” (in Garrison and
Anderson 2003, p.41). This statement highlights the importance of the interaction
between different persons and non-person actors that form part of the environment, i.e.
social context. This establishes a social venue for sharing and exchanging experiences,
i.e. socio-interactions (see section 4.5). Interaction is defined as “Reciprocal events that
require at least two objectives and two actions. Interactions occur when these objects
and events mutually influence one another.” (Wagner 1994, p.8)

Furthermore, diverse methods of interaction could be applied in education via web
services in three main ways (see Figure 10 below). This will include different types of

interactions with their resources, instructors and learners (G. Moore 1989).

Student-student

Student

Student-content Student-teacher
Deep and
meaningful
learning
Content Teacher
Teacher-content
Content-content Teacher-teacher

Figure 10: Modes of interactions (Garrison and Anderson 2003, p.43)

— Student-content-interaction: This interaction relies on the content
provided via online facilities, i.e. discussions about the process of the
interaction through, e.g. blogs that could act as a medium for examining
and exchanging thoughts and responding to ideas between the participants.
Here ‘content’ plays a pivotal role (mentioned in chapter 3, section3.2, in
paragraph 4). The value of ‘content’ is that it motivates learners to become
interactive. Web 2.0 gives learners the tools by which to become involved
and easily share diverse resources that pertain to content. In another
perspective analysis of contributed content via blogs would mainly provide

instructors with guide lines to analyse the different cognitive levels of
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learners and the ability to determine the level of their critical thinking (for
more information see chapter 3, section 3.3.4 (Lin et al. 2006,
Divitini et al. 2005).

Student-teacher-interaction: This interaction is described as an
asynchronous approach (see chapter 2, section 2.4.2). This type of
interaction includes not only websites but also face-to-face interactions
(F2F). Here, instructors are responsible for encouraging and motivating
learners. Feedback from the instructor may prove insufficient as F2F
interaction could result in the underuse of the interactive potential of
websites (Garrison and Anderson 2003). When utilising blog tools in higher
education, learners mainly become involved with instructor interactions to
seek feedback, knowledge and motivation (Garrison and Anderson 2003;
Solomon and Schrum 2007; Alhojailan 2012c)
Student-student-interaction: This type of interaction supports social
communication in learning in terms of providing and enhancing
collaborative learning styles to build a rich body of knowledge via learners
themselves (Garrison and Anderson 2003). Further, this type of interaction
brings about ‘cognitive conflict’ because it encourage learners to explain,
understand, elaborate and address substitute visions as a consequence of
interactions between peers (for Piaget vision of cognition, see section 4.4).
It has been observed that blog tools offer an environment for interaction
between learners, especially between peers (see chapter 3, section 3.3.3).
Recent technological developments have enabled web services to support
interactive learning among groups, peers or individuals in their
communications and activities with content and non-human resources
during eLearning (Garrison and Anderson 2003). Furthermore, eLearning
supports instructors and learners by stressing the importance of interaction

in the learning environment via e learning tools, i.e. web 2.0 via blogs
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(Ibid; Alhojailan 2012) as teachers and learners “use blogs to empower
their social interaction with people” (Sim and Hew 2010, p.154).
ELearning enhances different types of learning styles, such as;
collaborative learning, guidance and motivation (see the previous points
and the summarising study in Appendix J.
Critical thinking: It is associated with a learner’s own thinking and analysing.
Cognitive theory presents this perception in terms of the access that enables a learner to
enter the higher stages of analysis, which allows one to integrate their experience with
previous knowledge, i.e. ‘construction knowledge’ (see section 4.4 and, 4.4.1.1). There
is evidence that learners construct their own critical meaning by restricting new
concepts with prior and current experiences (see section 4.4.1.1 and in the study of Goh
2010). Critical thinking “Includes the acquisition of deep meaningful understanding as
well as content-specific critical inquiry.” (Fadel 2007, p.17) Bloom’s taxonomy
measures learner interactivities with their intellectual patterns of analysis (see section
4.4.1.1). In this study, the possibility that blogs would be involved to improve critical

thinking for learning is considered.

Attitude: The importance of attitude is that it constitutes a centre for the future
development of a learner’s acceptance. Dewey’s contributions to this area have been
extended by the Boud Model (1994). Boud stresses the importance of a learner’s
reflection during their re-evaluation of a new or current learning experience. The learner
could enter into a greater level of reflection about new knowledge or the effect of his or
hers attitude towards it (see section 4.5.1). Dewey (1933) felt that reflection included
skills with attitude, as a consequence of the acts sharing and communicating (see point
ii in the previous discussion) (Chan 2007). Attitude has been defined as “The degree to
which the individual favours the behaviour being examined.” (Ajjan and Hartshorne

2008, p.73)
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User satisfaction is a major factor that is used to measure the successful adoption of
technology by individuals (Hamilton and Chervany 1981). Furthermore, because of the
significant impact of a user’s perception, the Technology Acceptance Model (TAM) has
been adopted by this research to identify a learner’s acceptance and perception due to the
use of computer based information, i.e. internet usage (Chen et al. 2007; Davis et al. 1989).
The TAM “Models user acceptance of an information system with the aim of explaining the

behavioural intention to use the system.” (Chen et al. 2007 p.303) See figure 10 below

Perceived
Usefulness \\‘

External Actual
Variables Atiitude [P Behavioral i gygiem

Intention Use
Perceived /'

Ease of Use

Figure 11: Technology Acceptance Model (TAM), from (Davis 1989)
The TAM includes the concepts of Perceived Ease of Use (PEOU) and Perceived

Usefulness (PU), which affect the attitude towards Behavioural Intention, Behavioural
Intention to Use and Actual System Use, which are preceded by External Variables.
PEOU and PU are the two main elements in this model and positioned where they could
predict the attitudes of users (Davis et al. 1989; Davis 1993). PEOU is described by
Davis (1989) as “The degree to which a person believes that using a particular system
would be free of effort.” (p.320).

PU is described as a person’s belief when trying to use a particular technology, e.g. the
Internet, which will enhance his or her performance, skills or work. Further, an
individual’s view plays a main role in his or her perception. PU is used to measure
‘computer usage’ through its applications and programmes within a particular
environment, which promotes a very specific use for this concept. The TAM has been
criticized in that it ignores the social effects on the acceptance of technology and this
limitation should be noted (Chen et al. 2007). With regard to that, researchers should

integrate other models that considered social and human effects upon attitude.
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Vi,

With respect to web 2.0 usages in higher education, it has been found that learners
consider the pros and cons of adopting any technology in their learning environment,
which is one of the main elements of the TAM, i.e. Perceived Usefulness (PU) (see
chapter 3, section 3.2). This is in addition to the other fundamental elements of the
model. Ease of Use is one of the main features of web 2.0 (via blog tools) that has
accounted for its growing use within learning environments (see chapter 3, section
3.3.1). Linked to that, Perceived Ease of Use (PEOU) possibly affects and influences
learners’ attitudes (a major factor investigated by this study) due to Internet usage. In
addition, the possibility of influencing a learner’s attitude toward PU and PEOU is
considered by this study. The study’s theoretical basis and the results of the empirical
research have been discussed in chapter 3, section 3.3.2 (e.g. Alhojailan 2012a;

Solomon and Schrum 2007).

Activities: The important of ‘activities’ within a leaning environment became manifest
during the development of Cognitive Theory following Constructivism theory (see
section 4.4 and, 4.5). The process starts by considering the potential of learners to learn
in conjunction with others during which the importance of designing the learning style
becomes apparent (see section 4.4 above). The design of the activities forms the
education style and is supported by the underlying educational theories. For example,
developing tasks and activities that support cooperative learning enhance the ability of
learners to exchange experiences. In addition, Wang (2012) found that the style of
activities he wrote enabled him to elevate participants’ perceptions from understanding
and remembering in Bloom’s Taxonomy to higher levels (for more information see
section 4.4.1.1). With regard to the utilization of web 2.0 for learning, it provides the
required potential via different services, e.g. blogs and Wiki for “facilitating teaching
and learning activities” (Fard et al. 2010, p.567). Web 2.0 encourages learners to

participate collaboratively by working through it and adapting different connection
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Vii.

styles that enhance a learner’s ability to choose whether to engage in learning as an
individual or within a peer group (e.g. see chapter 3, section 3.3.3).

Exchanging and sharing experiences: Vygotsky was the first to recognise the
importance of social interactions in his late work when he identified socio-cognitivism
(see section 4.4). The Boud Model considers that one feature of constructive learning
arises because learners’ reflections are integrated with prior experiences, which are
subsequently extracted to develop new experiences and concepts (see section 4.5.1).
Furthermore, it has been argued that the mutual exchange of prior experiences between
learners has resulted in a positive association culminating with the acceptance and
utilization of technology, e.g. websites (Boud et al. 1985; Davis et al. 1989). In
addition, learner’s interactions with web 2.0 via blogs involve their own contributions
and over numerous sessions these contributions overlap with the experiences and
knowledge gained from others and website content. Furthermore, exchanging and
sharing experiences is enhanced by the use of blog tools, the support of instructors and
by the learner’s ability to provide and contribute towards interactions that could manage
the retrieval and exchange of experiences within the educational environment.
Contributed knowledge, therefore, is often and inevitably social (for more information

see chapter 3, sections 3.3.2, 3.3.3 and, 3.3.4).

4.7 LEARNING THEORIES AND CONCEPTS WITH WEB
2.0 IN THE LEARNING ENVIRONMENT

Following the literature review, the three learning theories (Behaviourism, Cognitivism

and Constructivism) were discussed together with Bloom’s Taxonomy for constructed

cognitive notions, the Boud Model for the impact of prior-experience and behaviour

intention and the TAM model for acceptance of technology in terms of external

variables together with ‘Ease of Use’ with ‘Usefulness’ for technology acceptance.

Furthermore, taking into consideration the important points that been abstracted from

the relevant empirical studies in chapter 3, sections 3.2.1, 3.3 and, 3.3.4 , the present
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researcher considered the interrelationship between these theories and models with the
current research’s empirical work. From these deliberations, an intersecting assistance
framework was constructed that enabled concepts to be considered by this research. The
new technology via web 2.0 was found to promote new learning techniques and
facilitate the construction of knowledge (Du and Wagner 2005). Table 2 is a summary
of the main assumptions and the differences of the three main pedagogical theories and
their relationship to the applications and strategies that could be utilized via web 2.0’s
blogs. These strategies and styles could link together to identify and explore learners’
perceptions in order to regulate how the learner learns, perceives, the value of their
actions and interactions and how one can measure that and compare it to their
observable behaviour and attitudes toward the use of web 2.0 via its blog tools. Such an
approach would promote further investigation into learners’ attitudes, interactions and
perceptions in terms of their cooperative behaviour and the impact of shared

experiences.
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Learning
Theory

Assumption

Web 2.0 application

This research

Behaviourism

- Can be strengthened
and reinforced by
affective
positive/negative
feedback.

- Act of learners has
been considered.

- Step by step teaching and
learning material for any series
of topics, e.g. maths.

- Developing skills through
particular constructions, e.g.
improving spelling and writing
skills

- Actions of learners
are valuable in terms
of their responses,

Cognitivism

- Learner evaluation
can be achieved by
observable behaviour.

- Focused on the
cognition of a learner’s
processes

- Emphasises content-
centred learning

- Delivers knowledge by content

Improves critical thinking via
dialogue and discussion

- Peer-assessment of learning

- Creates groups to contribute
knowledge

- Learner
contributions and
analysis of content
can be achieved via
their post and
comments.

-Learners’ critical
improvements with
regard to Bloom’s
Taxonomy

-Increase higher-
order thinking skills.

Constructivism

- Social setting affects
the learning process
more

- Emphasises learner-
centred learning

- Emphasises
interaction between
peers, which is
supported by co-
operative learning

- Active learning is
achieved and new
knowledge is
constructed

Importance of prior
experience

- Interactions take place

between learners and
the content itself.

- Developing a learner’s

ability to connect to
solve life issues

- Communication to practice for
a project

-Supporting learning group
projects, e.g. Wiki or streaming
media via YouTube and blogs

- Present subjects for discussion
thus promoting interaction
leading to the sharing of ideas,
which results in the exchange
of thoughts, e.g. through blogs

- The possibility to
promote
interactivity

- Improve
interactions by
developing
communication
between students,
their teachers and
content.

- Accumulate
knowledge thus
constructing
meaning.

Table 2: The main assumption of the pedagogical theories of Behaviorism, Cognitivism and Constructivism by giving an example
of different applications of web 2.0 via blogs could be applied (see summaries from sections 4.3, 4.4, 4.5 and 4.7 with Chapter 3
section 3.3.3, and Appendix J)

In addition, as previously discussed, these theories and concepts have been used as

guidance to build instructional practices for utilizing web services via blogs for learning

purposes (Wang 2012; Hamat and Embi 2010; Mishra 2002).

Further, it has been

claimed that the three main theories of learning could be used to design learning
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pedagogies by integrating web services in an asynchronous style (Huang 2002; Au
1997; Goh 2010). This is investigated by this research. Significantly, Mishra (2002)
developed a framework model that is “useful in online delivery ”(p.496). The model’s
ideas are in line with the thoughts of Hoover (1996) and compatible with the above
discussion. The model’s basic assumptions rely on the fact that the three theories, which
are grounded within its concepts, can be integrated into one scheme. This is especially
important if integrated web services are to provide comprehensive learning
environments (see adapted model in Figure 12). In our research, this integration makes
this framework very attractive and practical. It uses every beneficial and suitable
concept that is associated with the characteristics of the web 2.0 via its blogs to build
the research’s framework with the theories and concepts that been discussed. In this
adopted model, all the points addressed in boxes 1, 2 and 3 have been considered by this

research.
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Figure 12: Adapted model that includes all concepts that comes through linkages that rely on learning theories, models and concepts with the outcomes of the potential practicing of Web 2.0 via blogs in higher
education (see the model by Mishra 2002, p.494) with (K. K. Chan 2007; Alhojailan 2012a; Alhojailan 2012b; Goh 2010; Williams and Jacobs 2004; W.-J. Lin et al. 2006; Downes 2004; M. J. Wang 2010; W. C. Chen
and Bonk 2008; Forehand 2010; D. Boud 1994; Solomon and Schrum 2007 and section 4.7)
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This research aims to explore the perception of learners’ attitudes, concepts and
reflections due to the utilization of web 2.0 via blogs within the learning environment
by identifying the factors that could influence the implementation of blog tools.
Furthermore, the research inquires into learners’ actions (i.e. behaviours). This
involved observing their interactions, responses and perceptions towards knowledge
with respect to their critical thinking. Cognitivism measures any improvements in
their thoughts, perceptions towards knowledge and attitudes with respect to the impact
of other variables, e.g. the culture that surrounds the learning environment.
Constructivism, e.g. measures interactions and the impact of culture. Consequently,
this research concentrated its efforts into that while learning theories, despite having
their own characteristics complement one another (see section 4.3, 4.4 and 4.5).
Furthermore, since the blog utilized by this research depends upon discussions and
responses about contributed content it demands more from constructivist concepts

compared to those of other learning theories.

In addition, with regard to Figure 12, this research focuses on the Venn diagram in
Figure 12, more specifically, number 1, 2 and, 3. For example it states in number 1,
Figure 12 that the “Learners act through blogs, i.e. posts and comments reflect the
magnitude of their activities.” This means that learners respond and act through blogs
during experiments (Perschbach 2006). Another example from number 2 said, “By
Bloom’s Taxonomy leads to measure process of the mind and critical thinking
thought.” This pertains to improvements in learners’ critical thinking (e.g. Chang
2008). In a final example from number 3, the participant mentioned that blogs,
“Emphasize exploration and discovery and engage with peers via hyperlinks.” This
research will observe how learners deal with interactions that are received from

different resources (Cunningham and Duffy 1996) and peers via blogs and its
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associated services (Williams and Jacobs 2004). This will be discussed in detail in
chapter 7, sections 7.4.3 in Table 10 and chapter 8 sections 8.2.2, 8.2.3, and 8.4.1.

4.8 CONCLUSION
This chapter highlighted that leaning theories and concepts are related in this research.
It described and discussed the main assumptions for each learning theory, model and
concept and the impact upon them when web services are used in learning
environments. Each theory and concept offered its own explanation, which included

their meaning, reliability and differences.

It has been found that the learning process relies on many variables that affect the
integration of web 2.0 via blogs in higher education, e.g. cooperative learning,
interaction and critical thinking (see section 4.6). All of these processes have been
subjected to practical and experimental studies that considered the impact of
eLearning via blogs upon them. This chapter concluded that the three main theories,
i.e. Behaviourism, Cognitivism and Constructivism with their various related concepts

could integrate into one framework that could assist this research to attain its aims.

The next chapter will discuss these findings and examine the outcome of the data,
results and issues constructed during this study. A final theory of the factors that
affect the implementation of blog tools in higher education is described, which will

include the attitude perception of the learners.
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5 RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

5.1 INTRODUCTION

This chapter describes the research methodology that was adopted by this inquiry
including the data collection techniques (instruments) that were used. In addition, the
chapter will provide a justification for the chosen methodology and the instruments that

were used to collect the data.

Conducting research in the field of education can be achieved by using a diverse array
of approaches and philosophies. The suitability of a particular approach depends on
the nature of the aims of the researchers. According to (Pring 2004), each of the
methodologies available to educational research consist of certain characteristic
features. Different methods require different types of investigations and inquiries in

order to provide a better chance to reach multiple outcomes.

Generally, research requirements that often use particular techniques are based on
three philosophies: ontological, epistemological and methodological (Guba 1990). A
common feature of educational research is that a variety of research methods can be
applied in order to successfully carry it out. It could be said that with the selection of
a diverse philosophical model, research can be made adaptable so that meets the needs
of different situations (Pring 2004). This chapter aims to discuss and justify the basic
assumptions of the philosophies of research methodologies in detail together with the
appropriately utilised instruments for data collection for this research, e.g. action
research methods.
5.2 ONTOLOGY: WHAT IS REALITY?

According to Guba (1990), ontological inquiry appeals to the nature of reality. It has

been defined as the study of being. It emphasizes the inquiry ‘what is the nature of
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existence?’(Crotty 1998). There are two different types of ontology are considered.
First is relativism, which means that there is consummate knowledge but there is a
relevant value of subject in qualitative methods frequently used in this concept. The

second is realism, this type is defined by Pring (2004) as,

“The view that there is a reality, a world, which exists independently of the
researcher and which is to be discovered.” (p.59)

Primarily, realism tends to engage with quantitative approaches within research areais
more often than qualitative ones. For instance, when the aims are to describe and
illustrate any phenomenon in the environment, e.g. observing the acts of people or
analysing dialogues of the activities via tools or instruments. This could, however,
include three types of speech, which are: exploratory, cumulative and disputation
within the framework of socio-cultural theory. In addition, the terms relativism and
realism could be considered opposite in terms of the assumption of meaning of
ontology with respect to the reality where the subject is associated with a particular

position.

5.3 EPISTEMOLOGY: HOW IS THE KNOWLEDGE?

Ontology is concerned with the maturity of reality while epistemology assumptions
are associated with the sense of ‘how’ is the knowledge. Epistemology is also based
on how is knowledge created and evaluated (Halaweh et al. 2008). Jean McNiff
(1993) claims that questions transmitted through epistemology commonly inquire into

“the knower and the know” (p.22).

The scientific method of inquiry is frequently used to assess the objective reality that
exists “out there already” in the universe, while the social constructivist view is
“constructed by human beings as they engage with the world they are interpreting”
(Crotty 1998 in Creswell 2003.p8). According to McNiff (1993) there are two
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different schools of thought about the nature of knowledge. The first school holds that
knowledge exists, i.e. it is already created waiting to be discovered. It means that the
researchers explore something that somewhere exists and one gains access to this
body of knowledge by researchers who wish to know. The second school has been
presented by Polanyi in 1958°! and Grene in 1969. They accepted that only some
knowledge exists and resides within the individual knower. They claim that this is a
more important structure of knowledge than the former type and called it ‘personal
knowledge’, which enables researchers to discover unknown knowledge (McNiff

1993).

5.4 THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN THEORY AND

PRACTICE

Theories give and produce the interpretation of different models or strategies already
tested by practice. It seems that the relationship between practice and theory is
correlation. For example, using implicit theories or strategies, researchers may derive
a conclusion with something new and unintended, which leads to the development of
a new concept or theory. In addition, both deductive and inductive methodologies
conduct the relationship between theory and practice in terms of exploration theory.
This occurs through practice. Practice may develop new aspects of theory. Theory
should first be tested to confirm its validity before being considered for application
(Bryman 2008). The ideas of constructed theory as components are due to the
outcomes of the practices of researchers following research processes. Simply, the
researcher takes a tested or proposed theory to obtain a finding via observation and as

a result returns with new vision whereas the inductive process attempts to make an

51 Michael Polanyi, (1891-1976) was a Hungarian—British polymath who made important theoretical contributions to physical
chemistry, economics, and philosophy (Wiki 2012c).
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observation and perform an analysis first. The deductive method is viewed as a scion
of the theory of epistemology that explores cause association can examine method of
procedure (Khazanchi and Munkvold 2003, p.34). Research may combine these two
methods. This depends on the type of research, whether the researcher attempts to test
the theory with new assumptions or is aiming to examine new theory or concepts via
practice. This parallel situation has to be determined by the researcher. Bryman (2008)

said.

“As with “theory” in connection with the deductive approach to the relationship
between theory and research, we have to be cautious about the use of the term of
the context of inductive strategy too.” (p.12)

So, it is essential for researchers to carefully choose the direction that differentiates
their study and direct an appropriate procedure. It is also important to know what the
research methods aim to answer during the inquiry. In the education field, it has been
suggested that practice should be based on structure with theories. Most practice is
determined by theories, which means it needs to be tested then it becomes reliable for
further research. In education, theories provide an interpretation of social interaction

toward the world in diverse situations (Pring 2004).

A discussion of the above concepts directed the researcher to consider the research
paradigm. The purpose of the next section is to discuss the three paradigms and justify

the one most appropriate for this research.

5.5 RESEARCH PHILOSOPHY

5.5.1 POSITIVISM PARADIGM
According to the ontology considerations, research philosophy could be defined in
terms of three main research assumptions: interpretivism positivism and critical. On

the other hand, some researchers claim that research philosophy contains two
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paradigms: positivism and naturalist. The reason for using the concept ‘naturalist’
instead of ‘interpretive’ and “critical’ is due to the capability of enforcement research
of a physical nature compared to research of a social nature (Kumar 2005).
Historically, positivism is linked to the 19™ century by the French philosopher
Auguste Comte®. He built the foundation for positivism philosophy. According to
Oates (2006), the positivism assumption is “about the nature of our world and how to
find out about it” (p.286). The difference between physical and social natures is not

distinct. Cohen said,

“The term positivism has been used in such different ways by philosophers and
social scientists that it is difficult to assign it a precise and consistent meaning..
(Cohen et al. 2001, p.8)

Oates (2006) identified five characteristics to distinguish this philosophy.

The first characteristic concerns the quantitative data analysis strategies, which
preference mathematical methods, i.e. nhumbers diverted to description that lead to
meaning, This is contrary to (Kumar 2005) who claims, « positivism lends itself to
both qualitative and quantitative research.” (p.13) When researchers aim to find
answers to questions they may use both methods and they should be tested first to

verify validity and the reality of the framework.

The second characteristic is objectivity. It means the studies stand on natural and
objective methods based on the suggestion that the world could be measured and so
discovered. The third is a hypothesis test. This kind of methodology could include
examining theories to resolve an issue or develop a situation. The nature of the
methods of the studies that have been reviewed by this research have proven to be

based on empirical testing of models or assumptions. The fourth is measurement and

%2 “French philosopher, a founder of the discipline of sociology and the doctrine of positivism”(Wiki 2012a)
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modelling. The essentials of these methods in studies are based on: measurements,
producing models and observing. Additionally, testing different models of theories
and hypothesis frequently produce a single model or theory for a single concept. The
fourth is universal law; the key for studies here is generalisation. Even with these
specific characteristics this methodology becomes less applicable in terms of the

social aspect, i.e. each researcher has his own vision of same situation.

Oates (2006) argues that “different people see their worlds differently and their views
and perception can change over time” (p.289). This leads to make positivism a
“plastic version” philosophy with which to understand the social world as it
personally acquired. The researcher should integrate it with the action that is being
investigated. Nevertheless, researchers from the late 19" century developed another
research paradigm: interpretive and critical in order to conduct research into social
issues in terms of the concepts and thoughts about any situation, which in turn refers

to the nature of changing thoughts and perceptions (Cohen et al. 2011).

5.5.2 CRITICAL PARADIGM
Critical research is defined as “social reality created and re-created by people” like
Interpretivism (Oates 2006, p.296) but in terms of (why) rather than (how). In
addition, they go with the experience’s reflected by seen the world. For instance, if
there is research into a social institution because they want to adapt some new
information by integrating members into its system, critical research would aim to
explain extensively (why) a certain way to interpret the result via these systems while
the interpretivism would rather see (how) to classify the systems for better

understanding. Critical research aims
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“to focus on the power relation, conflicts and contradictions in our modern world,
and help to eliminate them as cause of alienation and domination.” (Oates 2006,
p.297)

Nevertheless, it seeks (with interpretation) to empower people, and identifying the

relation between the theory and practices, also it could be seen as,

“a world view that consists of beliefs about the physical and social reality
(ontology, social relations and human rationality), knowledge (epistemology and
methodology), and the relationship between theory and practice”(Stahl 2008, p.2)

5.5.3 INTERPRETIVISM PARADIGM
The main word key of interpretivism is ‘social’. It could be described as
understanding the social situation by human interpretation. In addition, it does not
concern or focus on hypothesis as the positivism paradigm does. In addition,
interpritivism is “...try to identify, explore and explain how all the factors in a
particular social setting.” (Oates 2006, p.292) Furthermore, paradigms explore human
thought due dissimilar /similar concepts within the same/different situations in
different cases. In addition, interpretive has six characteristics according to Oates
(2006). The first one is multiple subjective realities, which regards the understandable
of “truth” as precarious. Here knowledge and reality are constructions of our thoughts.
These thoughts could pertain to single individuals or with groups of people. For
instance, by adapting new developments that used different participants one would get
different results due to differences in participants’ understanding. There could,
however, be a definitive way to construct ‘understanding’ of social constructions for
realization and to identify concepts in a more mature manner. The second is the
reflexivity; it simply means researcher’s own ‘logical’ tendency toward a particular

scheme. (Oates 2006) here researchers are reflexive. He said,
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“The researcher must therefore be reflexive or self- reflexive........, acknowledge
how they influence the research and how their interaction with those they are
studying can themselves lead to renegotiation of meaning, understand and
practice.” (p.293)

So, the descriptive of any issue stands on the different variables that may be produced
by different concepts, however, socially these concepts are not solid as they could
vary with time and place. The third aspect is Dynamic, social constructed meaning.
No matter what is the meaning of reality thought by the participant, e.g. constructed
socially more than culturally and ethically bias towards concepts. The fourth is
qualitative data analysis, which describes and categorises words to concepts. Oates
(2006) claimed, “There is often strong preference for generating and analysis
qualitative data” (p.293). The fifth is multiple interpretations. Researchers here
should not seek only one explanation; instead the explanation should be based on
evidence. So the result of the outcome could lead to more than one direction/solution
or even explanations. The last is investigation of people in their natural setting,
however, the researcher should seek to understand the different visions that emanate
from the same group of people in their environments. All these concepts will be

considered in related parts of following chapters.

5.5.4 CHOOSING THE RESEARCH PARADIGM
Based upon the previous discussion, the critical paradigm is based on the assumptions
of epistemology, which forms the basis of the reality has been constructed by people.
This means that reality is objective and it can be at variance with the interpretive,
which focused upon and accepted subjectivity (Oates 2006, pp.268-269). In contrast,
the critical paradigm is concerned with the objective aspect that shapes our
expectations of the concept or idea (Orlikowski and Baroudi 1991) Socially, the action

and meaning of participants in interpritivism is the target of analysis and determines

137



our understanding toward any situation (Khazanchi and Munkvold 2003). Oates

(2006) argues that the interpretive tries:

“ ... to identify, explore and explain how all the factors in a particularly social
setting (web development team, an organization and so on) are related and
interdependent. They look at how people perceive their world (individually or in a
group) and try to understand phenomena though its meaning and value that people
assign to them. “(p.292)

Thus, the nature of the researchers forms the main grounds by which to choose the
paradigm. This research is concerned with the disclosure of more understanding when
utilizing web 2.0 in higher education in depth. It includes an examination of
participants’ perception of their attitudes toward skills and knowledge. This
examination, therefore, explores the relationship and interrelationship between
behaviour and interaction toward new technology instructions. A number of factors
were identified as potentially influencing these attitudes. This will assist to gain a
more thorough understanding of the newly addressed technique for utilizing web 2.0
in the learning environment. Based on the previous explanation of the theories of
paradigms, it is clear that positivism is more concerned with observational theories to
further determine or develop understanding. This, therefore, makes this methodology
less appropriate to the nature of this research as it focus on the natural sciences while

interpretivism is initiated for social aspect.

From a different perspective, the critical approach would possibly be appropriate for
this research but it would be unable to examine the social reality as it is concerned
with attempting to discover the conflicts of the social structure of the systems
themselves (Oates 2006; Oates 2006). Current research into participants’ perceptions
towards a particular phenomenon is probably linked to social perspectives and
analysis, therefore, multi- and diverse concepts would mostly be gathered. On the

other hand, all actions and responses doubtless have sense and ought to be considered
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(see previous section 5.5.3, Oates’s lists). In addition, participants’ reality increases.
Chua (1986) argues that the nature of the research (scientifically), which is related to
interpretivism aims to gain understanding through practice engaged with human
though. This researcher with respect to the context of the literature review believes
that the nature of the interpretive methods seem to be, therefore, more acclimate with
the aims of this research than other paradigms, i.e. to investigate within learning
environments with integrated technology where different concepts cross with different

responses.

There are other reasons that make interpretivism a suitable choice for this research.
This is because the methodology relies on understanding and exploring new
phenomena through human perceptions, i.e. in current research, interpretivism
recognises that the researcher has the ability to investigate factors that could influence
the implementation of the new read/write web from the learners’ points view (for
more information see ‘mentioned’ in chapters 1 and 2) These factors are probably
influenced by different issues, such as, culture, technology concepts and psychology
(see chapters 2 section 2.2,chapter 3 in sections 3.3.4 and chapter 4 in section 4.7).
Nevertheless, Billig and Waterman (2003) assert that “Interpretivism framework in to
determine the nature of the meaning assigned by insiders a social situation.” (lbid,
p.158) are appropriate because they fit this research. These factors are concerned with
learners’ perceptions and their visions rather than the nature of the impact, “knowing
is personal and involved the interaction of features of situations and cognitive

structures of their participants.” (Ibid, p.158)

5.6 RESEARCH METHODOLOGIES

Social research uses numerous and diverse techniques in order to explain, investigate,

analyse and comprehend social life issues. Denscombe (2010) argues that there are no
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fully acceptable strategies or methodologies in social research. He adds that the
research should be scientifically acceptable and researchers need to choose an

appropriate approach for their requirements to answer their research questions.

The research methodology used in this research was the interpretivism paradigm,
established in the previous paragraph. In the following section we will look at the
particular methods that have been used. The term “method” is often used to illustrate
the procedure that is used for collecting data (Bryman 2008). Methods are techniques
and strategies for collecting and converting data to make it understandable
(Denscombe 2010; Moore 2000). The three research strategies, namely quantitative,
qualitative and mixed methodologies are discussed sequentially followed by a

justification of the chosen one.

5.6.1 THE QUANTITATIVE RESEARCH
Oates (2006) asserts Quantitative data means, data, or evidence based on number.”
(p.245) The quantitative method has been designed as a strategy that collects
information, which could be the facts or data (Moore 2000). Martyn Denscombe
(1998) adds that quantitative data “Carries with it an aura of scientific responsibility.
Because it uses number and can present finding in the form of graphs and table, it
conveys a sense of solid, objective research,” which means collecting data from
participants or things, which are then described in words (Oates 2006). Moreover, data
may include experiments, observations, social surveys, content analysis and official
statistics (Silverman 2009). Qualitative strategy is effective for communication
projects as it appears to investigate a variety of social issues by describing the
experiences individuals or groups (Lindlof and Taylor 2010). It is, however, not

appropriate when a small number of participants are involved.
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Quantitative methods have several advantages as well as disadvantages (Oates 2006;

Denscombe 2010). Its advantages are listed below.

1. Quantitative research provides scientific reason. Some researchers believe the
generation and analysis of quantitative data is suitable for some research
requirements, especially when the scale is large.

2. The analysis is based on a well-established technique and tests of significance
that confidence to the findings.

3. The statistical tests can be checked by others because the analysis is based on
measured quantities, not subjective impressions and the analysis is an
objective rule rather than the value or effect ascribed by the researcher.

4. Tables and charts provide an effective way for the data to communicate the
finding.

Despite these advantages, a number of disadvantages exist.

1. The researcher has to be clear about what statistical tests he will use, and what
kind of quantitative data he requires.

2. Decisions taken by researchers could affect the result, such as, the value of the
scales and the size of the group used for frequency counts.

3. The quality of the data is only as good as the quality of the methods used to
collect them and the questions that are asked (Oates 2006).

In addition Bryman (2008) and Gorman et al. (2005) claims that, quantitative

methodology can be described by two features.

1. It is a hypothesis deductive approach in terms of identifying the result derived
from conceptual theories.

2. The majority of research that uses quantitative methodology tends to be
positivist and here reality is objective, which means the guiding principle that
claims objectivity assumes the independence of the researcher.

5.6.2 QUALITATIVE RESEARCH
If understanding is less concerned about counting the information and more about
describing it, then qualitative methods are more appropriate (Moore 2000). M.

Denscombe (2007) said,
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“.qualitative data is an umbrella term that covers a variety of styles of social
research, drawing on a variety of disciplines such as sociology, social anthropology
and social psychology. ” (p.333)

Qualitative methods, therefore, are concerned with sense and the way in which people
deduce issues related to things. It is also concerned with the outline of actions and
behaviour. Moreover, (Oates 2006) states that data from qualitative research includes
all non-numeric words, images, sound content, researcher diaries, interviews and
historical documents. Denscombe (2007) listed three distinguishing features of

qualitative research.

1. The information is grounded in reality, which means the data has its roots in
the condition of social existence.

2. The data is rich and detailed. In other words, the information is probably in-
depth and comprehensive.

3. The results could have an alternative explanation, i.e. different researchers
could reach different conclusions but both are equally valid.

Some researchers may have to use both qualitative and quantitative methods i.e.
mixed methodology. Denscombe (2007) argues that the distinction between both
“Relate to treatment of data, rather than the research methods as such.” He also
mentioned that “In the theory, the approaches are not mutually exclusive,” which
means that theoretically, they cannot be separated from each other. For instance, if the
strategy used in a piece of research is quantitative (the data is based on gathering
numbers) and an explanation of the relationship between these numbers and its
variables is necessary, then any description as to the meaning of numbers’

connotations will be qualitative.

5.6.3 CHOOSING THE METHODOLOGY
One main difference between qualitative and quantitative research comes with the
methods that are utilized, scale, the technique of gathering data and the paradigm held

in different epistemology, ontology and methodology (Blaikie 2000). Commonly,
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quantitative methods are concerned with positivism and epistemological research
while qualitative methods commonly represents the interpretive approach (Orlikowski
and Baroudi 1991). Furthermore, quantitative methods are used when the information
in the research has statistical hypotheses and is frequently applied to a large research
sample while qualitative methods involve small numbers of participants (Denscombe

2010).

Based on the previous, Creswell (2009) argued that associating the problem with the
characteristics of each method would lead to choosing the appropriate one. Qualitative
methods are considered to be more appropriate for the discovery and the analysis of
relationships and concepts for the current research (Oates 2006; Benbasat et al. 1987).

In addition, Strauss and Corbin (1990) said,

“Qualitative methods can be used to uncover and understand what lies behind any
phenomenon about which little is known.” (p.19)

This is due to the need to explore phenomena that require in-depth study so that a
better and deeper analysis will enhance understanding. It has already been discussed
that little is known or understood about the implementation of web 2.0 in higher

education (see chapter 3, section 3.3.4).

Attempting to gain a better understanding of the issues that surround web 2.0
implementation through participants’ thoughts, which are different due their personal
perspectives on the issue would require multi instruments and experiences for
collecting the data. Qualitative methods are suitable to describe, explain and analyze

the data. Denzin and Lincoln (1994) said,
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“Qualitative research is multi-method in focus, involving an interpretive,
naturalistic approach to its subject matter. ...., attempting to make sense of or
interpret, phenomena in terms of the meanings people bring to them.... involves the
studied use and collection of a variety of empirical materials - case study, personal
experience, introspective, life story, interview, observational, historical,
interactional, and visual texts.”(p.2)

In addition, another significant reason to choose a qualitative strategy is the scale of
this study. It involves a research small group of learners and statistical approaches to
analysis are not required. In educational inquiry, qualitative research aims to improve
and increase the depth of interpretation of the data that is provided by the learners, i.e.
by integrating new methods of instruction into the classroom. Consequently, it has

been mentioned that the qualitative method is

“Devoted to developing an understanding of human systems, be they small, such as
a technology-using teacher and his or her students and classroom.” (Spector 2008,
p.768)

This research aims to conduct empirical inquiry with one group of learners, which will
require the use of multi-instruments to cover different perspective, i.e. knowledge,

skills and attitudes in depth.

5.7 RESEARCH METHODS

A researcher needs to choose a method that assists in achieving the goals of the
research. Oates (2006) divides research strategies into six categories: survey, design
and creation, experiment, case study, ethnography and action research. He claims that
all of these strategies could be used since interpretive information is required. Each
one possesses special features that make them appropriate for particular issues. In
following section each of the above categories will be discussed with respect to their
relevance for this research. A relevant method for this study will be chosen and

justified.
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5.7.1 SURVEY
Generalization is probably its main feature, however, Oates (2006) claims that

SUrveys,

“..obtain the same kind of data from large groups of people ...... You then look for
patterns in the data that you can generalize to a large population ... ’(p.93).

The concept of survey comes under the umbrella of positivism paradigms since the
strategy that is used looks at “patterns and generalizations” (Oates 2006, p.93).
Characteristically, it is a method concerned with searching an extensive field of
subjects in order to assess or explain any generalized potential (Cohen et al. 2011).
Nevertheless, the relevant information is mostly extracted from a large set of data,
because the survey’s ability to give generalised statements would be less well
supported if it was based on a small group (Ibid). Cohen et al. (2011) claims that
collecting data in surveys is probably a one-shot/onetime event, which means the
period for collecting data, which covers a wide range of the population will be over a
short/one time. In addition, a survey has the ability to use the same instruments for all
participants at different times. For some research a survey will be inappropriate.
Denscombe (2010) argues that surveys could assist any kind of research that is
unsuitable for presenting an in-depth study, i.e. providing multi-justifications.
Moreover, it seems that, surveys as methods do not provide an opportunity for
involvement and allow the researcher to improve, change and insert any value or re-
evaluate any variables generated during the process of the research of the concept,
therefore, the search field is probably not legitimate, which makes it unsuitable for
this research. This is because in this research, the researcher aims to complete an in-
depth investigation of participants’ perceptions from different perspective, i.e.

cultural, technical and attitudinal. Thus, multi-instruments, i.e. interviews,
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observations and questionnaires with data analysis are proposed as explained in

following sections.

5.7.2 CASE STUDY
Case studies are used when there are unknowns or when very little knowledge exists
about the factors of the inquiry (Benbasat et al. 1987). Qualitative methodology is
naturally linked to case studies, i.e. it allows the researchers to perform an in-depth

exploration of the issues. Oates (2006) claims that the case study,

“...is studied in depth, using a variety of data generation methods ....... the main aim
is to obtain rich details into the -life- of that case and its complex relationship and
processes. ”(p.141)

It is possible to use interpretive case studies, i.e. a current study, as it provides a way
to conduct in-depth investigations by adapting multi instruments, which make it, in
this respect, similar to action research and unlike the multi-repeated method. These
differences would make case study methodologies less likely to achieve the aims of

this research as active involvement is not allowed (Yin 2010).

5.7.3 EXPERIMENTAL RESEARCH
Oates (2006) explains that the experimental research strategy works when we “mean
we will try something out and find out what happened.” In other words, in education,
for example, when the instructor aims to examine the effectiveness of new tools or
models in the classroom environment. We can describe it here as the hypothesis of the
teacher, which will be generated utilising the new strategy with one group of learners
and comparing the derived data with those of non-experimental groups of learners.
The aim here is to explore the results for both groups and, therefore, measure the
effectiveness done to the control and experimental groups. Experimental methods are

concerned with examining the relationship between hypotheses and variables by
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utilising statistical data, i.e. quantitative methods. The nature of experimental research

is based on controlling the variables in the environment (Oates 2006).

In addition, Oates (2006) claims that experimental research is a method that relies on

cause and effect. Additionally, he argues,

“It is often associated with the research in physical science, for example, physics,
chemistry and metallurgy. ” (p.127)

Studies show that research that involves this methodology is able to use it to start to
prove or disprove a model, theory or ‘hypothesis’ and uses evidence to draw
conclusions based upon empirical work, which has been examined within clear

variables (Oates 2006).
Martyn Denscombe (2010) proposes three main ideas that pertain to this method.

1. In terms of control, researchers have to decide what to include and what is not
a variable that would affect the research.

2. Here, the researchers can examine the cause and effect regarding the inclusion
or non-inclusion of factors within the research procedure.

3. In terms of observation and taking accurate readings, the researchers should be
concerned about detail and accuracy.

With this considered, it is obvious that with this type of research, researchers should
be concerned with determining the factors and variables that could affect the
processing of the experiment. They should also identify, in advance, the extent to
which they may integrate factors and variables and way such changes would affect the
result, as these variables and factors have been known to control the research. As we
have clearly indicated in chapter 3, section 3.2, 3.3 and, 3.3.4, the variables that affect
the implementation of web 2.0 via blogs are not well known and need to be
investigated, which make this method inappropriate as these variables have not yet

been identified and, therefore, not amenable to examination.
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This research is an attempt to carry out an investigation, which involves social
phenomena, group activity, culture aspects and participants’ behaviour. This makes
the research complex to control as some of these aspects are not yet proven. In other
words, the issue here is insufficient to ascertain because the research attempts
determine the cause and effect of factors that are unknown. Nevertheless, engagement
with the processes of the research provides extensive knowledge and understanding
when the subject is a phenomenon, which is not catered for by experimental case

studies and survey methods. In contrast,

“A major strand of action research is that the practitioners should participate in the
analysis, design and implementation processes and contribute at least as much as
researchers in any decision making.” (Oates, 2006. p159)

Action research method has been considered to be utilized in this research as it will

justify in following sections.
5.8 ACTION RESEARCH

“Action research as a method is concerns different things to different people.”

(Zuber-Skerritt 1992).
This section will focus and justify the definitions of the term Action Research (AR).
As with any other method, Action Research is continually undergoing alteration and
development as it confronts different issues thus and thus it contains a variety
concepts and improvements (Oates 2006; Cohen et al. 2011). The subsequent sections
discuss action research as a method that can be applied to education, its concepts and
the purposes that have has been suggested for its use. The discussion also focuses on
an interpretation of its nature to justify its selection as the method of choice for this
research. Action research emerged as the best method that meets the requirements of

the research’s aims.
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5.8.1 WHAT ISACTION RESEARCH?
Action Research (AR) is used when instructors want to improve their way of
introducing the materials into the classroom and develop a learner’s understanding of
the knowledge that is being transmitted (Zuber-Skerritt 1992; Cohen et al. 2011,
Spector 2008). It is useful to start this section by giving overviews of the different
situations for which Action Research can be employed before discussing the issues
that surround its definition. When the researchers generate or develop new knowledge,
it is centred on an investigation carried out, which uses a prepared practical
framework. Koshy (2005) stated that Action Research is a method of how to learn

during the actions, which enhance an individual’s strategy development processes.

“The scope of action research as a method is impressive... may be used in almost
any setting where a problem involving people, tasks and procedures cries out for
solution or where some change of feature results in a more desirable outcome.”
(Cohen et al. 2001, p.226)

In addition, improving social issues in small or large groups for organisations or
institutions is one of the reflective processes of Action Research that could affect
individuals as members of a community. Action Research methods could be adapted
to develop and improve (in the real world) the approach, practices and the knowledge
transmitted in learning environments (Zuber-Skerritt 1992). Another vision given by
Oates (2006) is that action research metamorphoses researchers into actions, i.e. the
investigator plans to do something in order to discover the reflection. What will he/her
during the process? The researcher should go through three steps: plan-act-reflect; and
then set up the same three steps again but this time based on the results of the first
cycle to gain a depth of understanding. This process is termed the Action Research
Cycling Style. This cycling illustrates the important features of Action Research,
which gives the researcher and opportunity to mix up the process. Action Research

simply means getting knowledge from an act (Oates 2006).
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Historically, Action Research was coined by Lewin (1890-1947)> for a group of
dynamic social theories and practices, It was further developed by Kolb (1984) and
Carr and Kemmis (1986) and others (Zuber-Skerritt 1992). Contributions to
knowledge should be achieved by involving the instructors with the process. This
method includes, as shown in Figure 13 the traditional spiral of the action research

method (Zuber-Skerritt 1992).

Figure 13: Action research process (Zuber-Skerritt, 1992)

The term ‘plan action’ refers to the implementation of arrangements for this approach,
‘observation’ relates to the evaluation of actions by appropriate processes and
techniques; ‘reflection’ means reflecting on the results by evaluation. It encompasses
the whole active research process. These steps lead to the identification of a new
outcome and hence, a new cycle of needs, i.e. plan-act-observe and reflect.
Furthermore, the participants and instructors are involved with these steps
dynamically, aiming to understand and develop as individuals. For instance, Action
Research is effective for learning approaches when the aim is to adapt or integrate
new strategies for the learning environment, particularly teaching and learning styles

to discover whether the new strategy works or not (Cohen et al. 2011).

>3 “polish-American psychologist, known as one of the modern pioneers of social, organizational, and
applied psychology” (Wiki 2012b).
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The fundamental thought behind the action research method comes from the
assumption that people can learn and create knowledge on the basis of adapting their
experience. They can then observe and reflect on that knowledge, further structuring
concepts and then test the implications of the new position and that will probably lead
to new accumulated experiences that consequently begin another improved cycle
(Zuber-Skerritt 1992). Mumford (2001) claims that Action Research provides
structure and a continuing approach to improve features by new processes of
investigation. It offers evidence of produce hence validating social issues. These
arguments led this researcher to conclude that this method gives researchers
verification of participants’ knowledge (interpret) and theories by practising the

experience of adapting the multi-repeating cycle’s process.

5.8.2 ACTION RESEARCH IN EDUCATION
In education, Action Research is valuable because it engages instructors and drives
improvement in terms of discovered or developing educational practices (Biggs 1999).

Action Research argues that the researcher (teacher’) able to

1. Become involved with the process of the study’s practices and,

2. Improve and develop education conceptually being driven from the practices
(Costello 2003, pp.15-17).

The instructors in Action Research have a chance to learn and understand via different
visions through the processes of the practices in actual activities, both the intended
and unintended ones (Denscombe 2010). It comes into the field of improving the
values of examining environments. Kumar (2005) claims, “It is carried out to identify
areas of concern, develop and test alternatives and experiment with new

approaches.”(p.108)

151



In AR, making changes and improving understanding at local level, i.e. in classroom
environments when adhering to adapted new methods of teaching or understanding

issues, could be powerful. AR could be adapted to be

“Used in almost any setting where a problem involving people, tasks and
procedures cries out for solution or where some change of feature results in a more
desirable outcome.” (Cohen et al. 2011, p.226)

Kumar (2005) argues that AR officially focused on two kinds of research:
1. New approaches or involvements in terms of classifying the opportunity to

develop practicing in order to enhance results that would become the basis for

change.

2. When there is an issue that needs to be unravelled, explained, even focused
upon, the important side of something by collecting evidence, Action Research
is an appropriate method to be implemented by researchers, particularly in

these situations, furthermore, he said,

“Thought research, evidence is gathered to justify the introduction of a new
services or intervention. Research techniques establish the prevalence of the
problem or the importance of an issue so that appropriate action can be taken to
deal with it.” (p.109)

This research intends to conduct an investigation to gain more understanding of
learners’ perceptions regarding the integration of the new phenomena, web 2.0 in
higher education, i.e. blog services and more specifically to gain an in-depth
understanding by measuring the reflections and attitudes before, during and after the
project’s plan. Practice is an appropriate way to identify the factors that will develop
the usage of these web services. Learners points of view and the culture factors with

different variables are also considered (see chapter 3, sections 3.3.4)

It has been claimed by Oates (2006) that the results of AR relate to both inside-actions

and the result of the whole process, which means it offers the benefits of

1. Improvements in practical teaching from studied situations and,

152



2. Getting knowledge from the process of planning, acting and reflecting upon
the issues themselves. The research here, however, is intended to not only
scrutinise and analyse the situation but also to act by changing it to gain
different perspectives in different situations. (This will be discussed in detail in
chapter 8).

As we have mention above, AR has a massive range of understanding as a method.
The experiences of different researchers have been addressed to develop AR concepts.
The natural processing of AR methods gives one the ability to learn and improve the
process itself by evaluating the results then deciding to take further actions. Oates
(2006) claims that the AR method strives to provide a wider view of understanding
through the process itself and the capacity to adapt. It seems that AR processing
allows researchers to understand new thoughts regarding:
1. The process itself and,

2. The outcomes of the project.

Cohen and colleagues (2011) reviewed various concepts of AR described by other
authors, see Appendix O. The concepts of AR began with a focus on finding a
solution to problems and then gradually focused on discovering theories via practise.
This occurs when new ideas are extracted from the results through practise and
training on an issue. Further, Zuber-Skerritt (1992) claimed, AR is assisting
practitioners to theorise their experiences through practise. This argument, agrees with
the larger view that been suggested by Schon (1991), namely, that AR makes the
teacher the ‘researcher’ by

1. Engaging ‘intervention’ in the project within the practice.

2. Developing the theories that derive from the experience and practises via the
study (Jean McNiff & Jack Whitehead 2006, p44-68 and Costello 2003, p15-
16).

Subsequently “meaning” developed into the idea of developing practical strategies. It
also involved the social aspect for improving cultural issues to the stage that the focus
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changes by allowing the researchers to observe, evaluate and reflect, which is

demanded by this research.

It seems that, the concept of AR has become transformed from solving problem in
1953 to developing new understandings or creating a theory in 2001. It is, however,
understandable that AR itself as a pure process has the ability to reach all goals
regarding these concepts as long as the nature of being involved with it is maintained.
It provides researchers opportunities to intervene and engage, i.e. AR makes
researchers conversant with most of the actions or data they aim to reach as well
becoming aware of any other potential non-target information. In addition, AR can be
utilized to generate new knowledge, which is centered on the investigation and carried

out within a prepared practical framework.

Even though, different concepts of action research exist Koshy (2005) stated that
AR’s single method of learning during the actions further develops the individual or
strategies in any situation. That statement is completely different to that of Elliot
(1991) who focused upon AR to improve practices rather than produce knowledge. He
said, “The fundamental of action research is to improve practice rather than produce

knowledge or theory. ”(p.49).

This is dissimilar to Greenwood and Levin (1998) who believe that AR generates
knowledge for changing social life and with Costello (2003) who presented AR as a
process that could be used when a researcher aims to change, improve and develop a
better understanding of a particular issue. He asserted that it provides the research or

teacher to

1. Participate in engagements to
2. “Develop their own educational theories driven from that practice.” (p.15) but it is

most important for current research.
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AR methods are appropriate to

“Create a new knowledge, researchers following a socio-technical approach will
want to test out the validity of new theory through applying it is practice. ”(E.
Mumford 2001, p.17)

To sum up, the previous paragraphs shows that AR methodology is designed to bridge
the gap between theory and practice for many different purposes. AR offers an
opportunity for researchers to become involved and intervene in processing research
steps for applications. This improves the quality of the research by continuing the
cycle to develop understanding, which addresses a new framework. In addition, AR is
also concerned with contributing to the growth of practice and theory. This method
allows research in different subject areas to enter the same subject area and be
examined and exchanged with other ones in the field. Furthermore, utilizing AR in
educational fields would relate similar issues, the processing of the systems more
realistic and make the evaluation of any situation easier to investigate. This research
aims to explore the impact of the implementation of internet tools in higher education.

The researcher plans to run the study with learners in higher education.

A significant stage of this research involved choosing appropriate data collection
methods that will allow the researcher to obtain the correct data with respect to the
researcher’s engagement with the phenomena of implementation. The participants for
this inquiry are a group of learners in higher education in Saudi Arabia whose
perceptions need to be analysed and understood in depth. Consequently, the research

methods applied is AR.

5.9 RESEARCH INSTRUMENTS

According to Zuber-Skerritt (1982) and Oates (2006), the nature of AR typically

involves using more than one instrument for data collection. In education, instructors
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have an option and the ability to utilise more than one instrument when researching
learning environments. Some authors believe that utilising one instrument reduces the
potential of the research to acquire relevant and accurate results (Hammersley et al.
1994; Shackel 1994). Nevertheless, AR mainly used ethnographic instruments, e.g.
interviews because they involve common social intercourse (between the interviewer
and all the interviewees) and focus on insider perspectives of a situation (O’Hanlon
2003). A number of instruments are available to interpretive paradigms. These
instruments are questionnaires, structured and unstructured interviews, observations,
gathering and analysing documents and recording data (see the previous discussion
for the recent publications about instruments that are used for data collection in
chapter 3, sections 3.3.3 and 3.3.4). Thus, selecting the instruments for any research is
a task normally based on the nature of the requirements of the data and their proven

ability to deal successfully with data in previous pieces of research.

The data for this research was collected utilising AR methods to investigate learners’
involvement and attitudes towards utilising new websites services. In order to answer

the research questions, different instruments for collecting the data were applied.

Martyn Denscombe (2010) argues that knowledge regarding the issues under
investigation improves when data is gathered using more than one instrument.
Consequently, researchers use more than one instrument to ensure the reliability of
their data. That been proofed by this study, for example, during the pilot study in the
pilot study of Alhojailan (2012a) one learner mentioned, in the middle of the project,
that he was less active now than at the outset of the research. Two different reasons
for this change were identified using a post-interview and a questionnaire. During the
questionnaire this learner claimed that time was tight and he was unable to be as

active as he had been previously with regard to posting and editing the article. He also
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claimed, in the post-interview stage, that the procedure and arrangement of the blog
did not encourage the same level of activity as that required during the study phase.
Consequently, it was apparent in this case that using one instrument would have
presented just one cause, which would not have fully reflected the actual problem;
whereas, integrating interviews gave the researcher the opportunity to consider the
problem in more depth and so identify the genuine motivations for the student’s
behaviour. To benefit from the use of multiple instruments for data collection, this
research included three main instruments, i.e. interviews, observations that involved
data analysis for blog content and a questionnaire. Furthermore, Clark and Mayer
(2011) agree with integrating these three instruments when researchers investigate
whether individuals learn better with technology [How to learn], because there is the
possibility that a participant will express more than one opinion that concerns the
same issue. The following section will discuss the above three instruments in more

detail (more information could be seen in chapter 3 second point in section 3.3.4)

5.9.1 INTERVIEWS
Interviews, for the purposes of research, involved presenting different types of
conversations that aim to reach particular data from participants (Oates 2006). The
interview technique encourages researchers and participants to discuss their thoughts
and reveal their understanding of different issues and to express their points of view
through argument (Cohen et al. 2011). It was used in combination with observations
and the questionnaire for several reasons (more information could be see in Table 3 in
chapter 5, section 5.9.4). It allowed data to be collected at different stages during the
study. In addition, this approach makes it possible to validate and compare and
measure the interview data in the light of other information that has already been

collected by the other instruments (Ibid).
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Interviews allow the researcher to collect data when the required information may be
difficult to access or directly observe, especially when the information is based on
participants’ feelings or when the aim is to collect data concerning the opinions or
perceptions of participants that needs to be discussed (Arksey and Knight 1999). In
addition, there are three types of interviews: unstructured, semi-structured and

structured in this research, the interviews have been developed during the courses.

Furthermore, interview questions were developed regarding the need to acquire
different information in different places during the conversation, e.g. when learners
were asked a structured question to determine their backgrounds and their beliefs
regarding the use of technology in their activities, they were asked, what is the
advantage of using a web application in education? If the respondent lists reasons this
is an ideal response, however if the answer is “I do not think there is an advantage,”
then the conversation would need to be adapted with semi-structured questions, such

as, “Why do you say that? Or, “why you do believe that?”

Arksey and Knight (1999) claim that when the research aims for an in depth
exploration, an unstructured interview is more appropriate than a structured one. In
this research, because there is a recycling of the AR method, new actions and
reflections are constantly being provided by the learners. These acts need to be
justified with new questions every time when the participant is exhibiting a new
behaviour, for example, “Can you please give more explanation?” Or, “what leads
you to this opinion?” so the researcher in this situation tends to need flexible

questions at different times.

The interview is used to gather data directly from learners. It allows data to be
compared with alternative information, which in some cases might not be available by

using other resources or if the data were independent of other instruments. According
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to Eden and Huxham (1995), some learners may indicate positive opinions or
attitudes rather than telling the truth. The reason behind that is a belief that the truth
might adversely affect the instructor’s evaluation; thus, the most reliable information

is likely to be yielded by integrating interviews with other data collection techniques.

Answers given in the interviews can hold various meanings; the semi-structured
interview can successfully assist the researcher to elicit interviewees’ answers to
questions and abstract relevant meanings e.g. Which one? How it could work? Why
do you chose that part? Thus, most questions are expected to originate through the

interviews during the action research cycles.

5.9.2 OBSERVATION
Observation is one of the main strategies for collecting data in AR (O’Hanlon 2003).
It relies on researchers being in a position to effectively observe, record and collect
data from participants; it is a method by which to “gather live data from live
situations” (Cohen et al. 2007, p.305). Moreover, observation can provide and collect
information that may otherwise be overlooked. Furthermore, it is possible that
participants may not give complete sets of information during interviews regarding
certain situations, so observation provides the possibility for the researcher to ‘fill any
gaps’ in the information that has been acquired. Additionally, observation provides
the researcher with the ability to acquire a wider view and understanding of the
multiple actions that result from different instruments. For example, in this study, the
researcher observed the learners’ actions during web activities and compared these
with their statements in questionnaire and interview in to gain full understanding for
their actual attitudes, because judging their actions via one method does not provide
all the data required from the participant. In this way the researcher is allowed access

to their knowledge to understand respondents’ genuine attitudes (Cohen et al. 2007).
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Cohen et al. (2011) suggested there types of observations:

1. Structured observation where the researcher has a full list of data to collect. It
“is very systematic and enables the researcher to generate numerical data
from the observations” (Ibid, p306).

2. Semi-structured observation where researcher has a small number of concepts
and is consequently collecting data to clarify these issues.

3. Unstructured observation where the researcher intends to observe, then to
decide what information is relevant and important for the research.

In this research, a pilot study and semi-unstructured observation will be used to

observe any behaviour or acts that might affect learners’ perceptions.

Overall, observation of learners’ behaviours and their related activities outside the
classroom assisted in providing a deeper understanding of the situation (Patton 2002).
Furthermore; this helped the researcher to more accurately illustrate significant
participant perspectives. Patton (2002) noticed that observations in combination with
interviews might provide researchers with a more in-depth understanding of the field
of inquiry. Obtaining information from different sources improves the likelihood of

receiving acceptably validated data.

5.9.3 THE QUESTIONNAIRE
In order to discover the relevance of integrated blogs for learners, the study sought to
cover the perceptions of all the participants (Oates 2006). Any research questionnaire
should be carefully designed to meet the research’s requirements by covering all the
questions that need to be answered. Primarily, two different types of information can
be gathering by a questionnaire: accurate data, e.g. name, age, job title and computer
skills (e.g. in this research, Appendix O, section 1, 2, and 3) and opinions, e.g. Can

blog activities allow me to participate from convenient times and places? Why?

Open questions with an empty space for participants to fill in the answers and closed

questions with a limited choice of answers are the two options available to the
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researcher (Oates 2006). This researcher designed the questionnaire for this research
to include some variables e.g. demographic data, computer access and computer
experience of the learners. The questionnaire was design to consider whether a
particular variable relates to or affects the data that has previously been given could
be influenced by computer experience in terms of the usage (Jiamton 2006). A
questionnaire with a combination of open-ended and closed questions is the most
appropriate data collection instrument that could achieve the target results for this
research. Since this study involved a pre- and post-test (for more information see
chapter 3, sections 3.3.3 and the third point in section 3.3.4), the questionnaire can
facilitate a comparison of the differences between learner’s perceptions before and
after the study, which will lead to identifying the impact of the study and classifying
the relevant concepts. Furthermore, it has been identified that a questionnaire is one of
the most commonly used collection data instruments for empirical studies that utilize
blog tools (Sim and Hew 2010, p.152). The following section will explain how these

instruments will be applied in this research.

5.9.4 DATA COLLECTION APPLIED IN THIS RESEARCH WITH ITS

PURPOSES
Table 4 (below) summarises the instruments that will be used in this research together
with their purposes. Furthermore, the strategies that were used to deliver these
instruments are described in detail in chapter 5 in section 6.3.1 and chapter 6 sections

7.3.5,7.3.5.1and 7.3.5.2.
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Collecting data

Features, aim, purposes

Utility for this research

Observation

The researcher can observe direct
data rather than second-hand
accounts and make the researcher
look into fresh data steadily with
gathered non-verbal data (Cohen et
al. 2011, pp.465-475). Concerned
with “What people actually
do”(Avison et al. 1999; Oates
2006). It “Allows analysis to
compare an expert’s description of
the task with actual events”
(Spector 2008, p.580).

Unstructured, will use direct and indirect.
Demands, in-depth understanding to
support interview information pre/post-
questionnaire analysis. Moreover, will look
at:

1. The interaction among learners’ posts
and their comments, e.g. what they
concede, their interactions.

2. Their interaction with each other and
with the instructor.

3. Actions that would occur whilst using
the activities.

4. Learners’ usage and behaviours.

Questionnaire

Powerful for collecting survey
information, covers large amounts
of participants (Cohen et al. 2011).
Useful to use to focus on precise

issues, e.g. to measure one variable.

Also, evaluates attitudes and
feelings (Spector 2008, p.771),
collects data about group processes
(O’Neill 2002).

(1) Perceptions and attitudes of the learners
towards integrating blog tools within their
learning environment and (2) determine the
potential of utilising blogs. Moreover, the
questionnaire was designed to measure the
impact of blog services on learners through
social convenience and capability,
information and content, interactive
capacity, motivation and discipline,
transferability, assist and enhancing
learning and interest ( see chapter 3section
3.3.4)

Interview

Discuss participant’s interpretation
regarding their interactions and
confederation of the study (Cohen
et al. 2011).

Some data difficult to directly to
observe, especially when the
information is based on
participants’ feelings (Arksey and
Knight 1999), further, interview is
suitable in this case.

Series of interviews were planned: at the
beginning, during the study plan with
selective. Moreover, the purpose of the
interviews is to anticipate the outcome
(data) and to understand in more depth
participants’ perspectives regarding current
issues, i.e. gathering learners’ opinions of
the experience, along with the advantages
and disadvantages, possible improvements,
interaction and the actual experience. Also,
some participants could claim positive
opinions or attitudes rather than telling the
truth.

Blog content

Analyse the content of learners’

It aims to gain a deeper analysis by identify

analysis blogs, posts and comments, note improvements in learners’ critical thinking
their actions and responses and interactions via their posts and
comments through the activities
(Perschbach 2006).
Documents To obtain a better vision regarding ~ Will consider, any, emails, common
the relevance of the research, discussions, communications, analyse all
include all the keys to eLearning actions, related behaviour, blog
(Lin et al. 2006; interactivity, comments and actions during
Divitini et al. 2005). (for more the empirical study with learners.
information see Sim and Hew
(2010) study ).
Literature Gaining a better understanding of Electronic search of DMU’s database and

the related issues of the
implementation of web technology
in education environments.
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library, books, Google challer.com, journals
and conferences. KSU database.
Publications and related projects.

Table 3: Instruments utilized in this research with their purposes and their relationships



5.10VALIDITY IN ACTION RESEARCH
As mentioned in section 5.8, Action Research will be practiced creatively in an

inductive way during this study. Whilst creating or developing theory during a study,
the research should focus on existing practices that have already been developed or on
successive experiences (Elliot 1991). Researchers are involved in collecting data and
frequently intervene to varying extents during the process depending on the approach
they have adopted. This research uses an in-depth qualitative study to investigate the
impact on learners’ perceptions and to identify the concepts that affect their attitudes,
along with the flexibility on the part of the researcher that is required by Action

Research. Thus, collecting the data could involve bias (Fraenkel and Wallen 2003).

The reality of the social situation in Action Research holds a multiplicity of
perspectives. Thus, generalizations tend to be drowned by one sampling act or
situation. Therefore, the outcome of Action Research is mostly reprehensive of the

situation in which they were generated and make claims to generality.

The basic assumption of the nature of Action Research relies on researcher
intervention, which makes AR require internal validation. This means that Action
Research does not carry out what it claims to do and that the results are reliable
(McNiff 1993). A research must apply rigours strategies. It is clear that the process of
Action Research relies on the researcher’s ability to devise a plan to collect
information and data. Furthermore, the data should applied systematically, accurately
and continuously (Oates 2006). It is necessary that the processes of Action Research
be presented in a clear and fully descriptive account for the reader in order to
convince one of the research’s apparent credibility. One negative side, internal

validity could diminish the applicability of the research’s inferences to other
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situations but this is countered on the positive side by a research’s detailed description

and the collection of accurate data (Ben-Yehoshua,1990 in Eilon 2001).

Other way to avoid bias and to validate the data is by using triangulation (McNiff
1991; Price 2007). It has been argued that triangulation is most likely to be the main
technique for assisting researchers in ensuring that analysis is rigorous and the data is
carefully scrutinised to validate the literature (Elliot and Adelman 1974; McNiff and
Whitehead 2002; Elliot 1991). Consequently, researchers should present and
document a large quantity of references to help to acquire a better understanding of
the research and to make sure that the meanings and concepts are accurately
understood. Triangulation is concerned with gathering a variety of data from multiple
sources, aimed at constructing and obtaining a wider portrayal of the issues. McNiff

and Whitehead (2002) argues that validity involves,

“Cross-checking the existence of certain phenomena and the veracity of individual
accounts by gathering data from a number of informants and a number of sources
and subsequently comparing and contrasting one account with another in order to
produce as full and balanced a study as possible.” (p32)

This research has integrated more than one instrument for two main reasons:

1. To gain a wide view of the situation and avoid reliance on restricted
perceptions, because the data acquisition process involved social interaction
amongst learners, which means their behaviours possibly may be subject to
change for many reasons (Cohen et al. 2011).

2. To use different data collection methods to provide a vast quantity of data of
conflicting perceptions that will require in-depth analysis. Contradictions in
some of data may occur and such conflicts may be resolved by observing other
behaviour during the course or via using different instruments in different
situations.

By carrying out the research in a number of different ways over a long period of time
credibility is heightened, “To show how certain findings can obtain the same results
when they are transferred to other contexts with similar properties.” (Halaweh et al.

2008), as it will be explained in details in chapter 9, section 9.3.
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The aim of using triangulation is to ensure that all the required data is gathered for the
purpose of answering the research questions. This allows the researcher to build on
the data to make it as reliable and valid as possible (Cohen et al. 2011). Triangulation
causes data to be incorporated from more than one source, which will add value when

the researcher comes to explain any discrepancies in the data. Hence,

“Triangulation is important in action research. Using multiple sources of data and
avoiding reliance on a single source enhances corroboration of the findings.” (Ary
2009)

In seems that triangulation could enable the researcher to gain a better understanding
of conflict behaviour in social issues, e.g. the perceptions of the learners regarding
integrating new technology within their learning environment, as this research
attempts to determine this relationship. Triangulation made the researcher be sure of
the points that comes from different resources, i.e. each piece of information collected
will support or refute other evidence (Cohen et al. 2011; Ary 2009).
5.11 CONCLUSION

In this chapter it has been discussed that studying and discovering the phenomena
concerned with technology in education are dependent on the tenets of the
interpretation of paradigms, especially when the human perspective is the main core
of investigation. In addition, this chapter started to describe the three main paradigms.
It then moved to define the research methodology and the data collection strategies

chosen for this research.

The most appropriate paradigm chosen for this research was interpretivism because it
believes in and receives subjectivity, further; it provides a wide vision of
understanding and practice through learner’s thoughts and perceptions. Furthermore,
action research methods have been chosen, as it enables the researcher to develop

understanding by intervention and grasp learners’ experiences and practices through
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the empirical work of this of this inquiry. Furthermore, Action Research coupled with
interpretivism offers multi instruments for data collection, which have been utilized

by this research.

The next chapter will describe the research’s design, the pilot study, the validation of
the research instruments, results and the lessons learnt when preparing for the

empirical study.
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6 RESEARCH DESIGN

6.1 INTRODUCTION

The previous chapter discussed the research paradigm, methodology and instruments
for data collection that will be used for this research. This study aims to explore the
impact of blog web services on learners’ perceptions, as well as carrying out an
investigation into their attitudes in order to identify the issues that may affect the use
of this technology in developing prototype models that include the factors that would
influence the implementation of web 2.0 via blog tools. The following section
describes how the pilot study tests the research design and also discusses the
methodology used in the pilot study, i.e. the procedures that were followed, the
participants that were selected, the interviews, the questionnaire and the observation
steps. In addition, it will describe the difficulties and problems that were encountered
and discuss the outcomes and lessons learned for future consideration for empirical
studies.
6.2 THE PILOT STUDY

Having identified research questions and constructed the methodology to answer them
(in chapters 1 and 5), experts were consulted, as part of this research study, some of
whom work in the same field (see Appendix L). Before conducting the study, it was
imperative to ascertain whether or not the research design needed refining.
Furthermore, it was equally important for the researcher of this study to gain some
experience before embarking on the main study since this might help to avoid

problems (Chan 2007; Ercikan and Roth 2009).

Cohen et al. (2007) suggested that a pilot study is an appropriate way to improve and
gain knowledge of the research process. They said, “It may be better for the teacher to

develop a pilot study and uncover some of the problems in advance of the research
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proper.” (Cohen et al. 2007, p.56). In addition, it assists to have a wide view of the
empirical work by the experience that is gained from practice during AR. (Yin 2010)
said,
“Pilot studies help to test and refine one or more aspects of a final study, for
example, its design, fieldwork procedures, data collection instruments or analysis
plans. In this sense, the pilot study provides another opportunity to practice. The
information from a pilot study can range from logistical topics (e.g. learning about

the field time needed to cover certain procedures) to more substantive ones (e.g.
refining a study’s research questions.)” (p.37)

Consequently, the pilot study was set up with the following objectives in mind.
Firstly, test the proposed research design and gather data from the participants that
might identify any potential problems (it addressed in Figure 14). Secondly, the pilot
study would enable participants to familiarise themselves with the research
procedures. Thirdly, the pilot would prepare the researcher for the main research,
allowing him to become more familiar with the methods and instruments, data
collection and analysis. Fourthly, it would present an opportunity to refine the
questionnaire and interview questions so that the participants could fully understand
them so that they could give appropriate answers. The main objective of a pilot study
is to enable the researcher to obtain data for analysis that was meaningful,

comprehensible and unambiguous (Hocking 2003; Gay et al. 2000).

6.3 THE PILOT STUDY AND THE DETAILED PLAN

The pilot study was carried out at The School of Technology, De Montfort University,
Leicester, United Kingdom, during the second semester of 2009-2010. All the
participants were from Saudi Arabia (since the main study examined university
students in Saudi Arabia) taking part in a module labelled COMP5262 entitled

“Research, Ethics and Professionalism in Computing.”
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Before starting the pilot study, it was essential to make sure that the sample
population was representative of the main study sample (Phillips and Soltis 2004).
Therefore, as mentioned above the pilot sample consisted of a small number of Saudi
Arabian students who were involved studying the above mentioned module. The pilot
study sample was, therefore, deemed to be representative of the main study sample.
The similarities were twofold. First both groups shared the same background in terms
of being post-graduates and they had experienced similar systems of higher education
in Saudi Arabia. As mentioned in section 2.3.1 all government universities in Saudi
Arabia share the same system, learning styles and modules being administered by the
MoHE, for example, learners from Um Alqura University who graduated in Art
Education generally share the same background and knowledge as learners of the
same subject who have graduated from King Saud University because the modules are

structured in mostly in a similar way.

Secondly, the participants of both studies were similar in the sense that they had not
previously experienced the read/write web, i.e. web 2.0 applications in education,
especially with blogs. The participants in pilot study shared same background as those
involved in the main study (see section 7.3.4). They all shared similar experiences

regarding the integrated technology they used in their education.

6.3.1 THE FRAME WORK OF PILOT STUDY
Qualitative methods were used to collect data from the learners to pre-test the
strategies and instruments that were proposed for gathering the data. All the
participants were students who attended class and completed tasks assisted by blog
services. The intention during the pilot study was to collect the data via questionnaires
and interviews in order to measure the changes that took place in learners before and

after experiencing the blog tools in class.. It was planned that a series of three
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interviews should be conducted during the study. The first interview was to be held at
the beginning of the study, the second in the middle, and the third when it was
complete. In addition, pre and post-test questionnaires were to be distributed at the

beginning and at the end.

The plan was to collect the data at three different times during the study. Initially, the
pre-questionnaires will be collected and the first set interviews conducted to assess
learners’ attitudes, reflections and opinions towards blog services before integration
with the blog. The second set of interviews will then be conducted in the middle of
the study; this will provide data that measures the extent of the influence of blog
service usage. Finally, the post-study questionnaires will be collected at the end and
the third set of interviews, which are carried out in order to compare the pre- and post-
data. By comparing the differences before and after the study, it will be possible to

assess the impact of the tools on the learners’ experiences.

6.3.2 PILOT STUDY’S PROCEDURE
Action research was used for the pilot study. According to Whitehead (1985), the
strength of this method is that it is very practical and it expected to accrue participant
organisation as a result. One of the limitations of this approach lies in the possibility
of different interpretations of the data. Another is lack of control over individual
changes. The difficulties, therefore, lie in distinguishing between action and
reflection. In this inquiry, Action Research allowed the instructor to become involved
‘intervention’ with the learning process, which meant that any change could be

observed and linked to the details provided by the learners.

Due to the absence of module assessment when the second set of interviews was
conducted, participants displayed less interaction and co-operation. Thus, the second
set of interviews was carried out over the whole duration of the course due to
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constraints on participants’ time. The first and third sets of questionnaires were
distributed as planned. Unstructured observation was used in this research. It was also
the researcher’s intention to observe participants’ actions and interactions through
blog posts and their comments during the course tasks outside the study. The aim was

to observe some of the concepts already included in the questionnaire and interviews.

The aim of the pilot study’s procedure was to collect compatible data by using
different instruments to gather data from both similar and different directions with
each instrument supporting the other in order to build confidence and validate the data
(Messick 1995). It was planned to draw data from diverse sources in order to measure
the differences brought about by learners’ experiences at three different times during
the course. The objective was to establish whether this procedure, which relies on
three episodes of data collection, would reflect the three action research cycles, and so
produce relevant answers for the study. The final aim of the procedure was to refine
the procedure itself, removing any barriers or obstacles that might confront the

researcher. Figure 14 includes the plan for data collection.
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Deep understanding through: activities, usage,
attitude, and the perceptions of learners

v

Investigation of blog integrated

Y
Instruments used For
collecting data

The expected result of the questionnaire was
designed to answer the requirements of the
research regarding:

(1) Perceptions and attitudes of the learners
towards integrating blog tools within their
learning environment and (2) determine
what is the potential of utilising blog tools in

Questionnaire: constructed from
previous resources. (See Section
4.3.3) used two different types:

(1) Collecting demographical data

used closed questions.

(2) Open questions to cover
learners’ perceptions. The data
planned be collected before and
after the study.

Observation: Covering the blog’s
content as well as the
communication between the

learnersand the instructor during
the pilot study phase. One goal was
to compare the outcome using
different instruments.

the learning environment. Moreover, the
questionnaire was designed to assess; the
impact of blog services on learners (socially,
for convenience and capability, information
and content, interactive capacity, motivation
& discipline, transferability, assist and
enhancing learning. and interest).

Designed to cover:

1.The interaction among learners’ posts and
their comments, e.g. what they conceders,
their interaction. Etc.

2.Their interaction with each other and the
instructor.

3.Actions that would occur whilst using the
activities.

« | 4.Learners’ usage.

Interviews: were structured
questions aimed to collect more
details from the learners. Also the
aim was to do more in depth
investigation with some learners
who demonstrate different
interactive e.g. learners stop being
active.

This step was designed to
cover the concepts of
organisation, personal,
pedagogical, technological and
cultural issues in more depth;
also, to test the use of multi-

| 5.Learners’ behaviours.

This stage takes into account the following
points; one aim of this instrument is to match
the outcome with different tools. Also the
limitations of the analysis will cover the
factors that will be used in the questionnaire,
also covering, other learner behaviours
relating to the subject and the relation
between the learner and the tools web.

The interview: a series of three interviews
were planned for the beginning, the middle
and the end of the pilot study phase. The
questions were structured, closed questions.
Moreover, the purpose of the interviews was
to anticipate the outcome (data) and to

instruments for gathering data.

A

P understand in more depth the participants’
perspective. It included five questions
covering several concepts, focused on
gathering the learners’ opinions of the

experience, along with the advantages and
disadvantages, possible improvements,
interaction and the actual experience.

Figure 14: Research design for pilot study plan
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6.3.3 ETHICAL ISSUES
Ethical approval from of the Faculty Human Research Ethics Committee of De
Montfort University has approved this research [See Appendix A]. The researcher
informed all the participants of the inquiry’s aims and that participation was
voluntary. The main components of the ethical issue are informed consent and right to
privacy (Leedy and Ormrod 2009). All the information will be gathered protected.
The researcher submitted the important forms in the line with De Montfort
University’s regulations. These forms included the Consent Form for Research Study
[see Appendix B], Simple Research Consent Letter [see Appendix C], Application
Form for Research Activity Requiring Human Research Ethics Consideration or
Approval [see Appendix D], Participation Procedures Letter for Pilot and Empirical
Studies [see Appendix E], Interview Guide [see Appendix F] and Sample Research
Consent Letter for use in Conjunction with Human Research Ethics Clearance for
Ethically Simple Interviews [see Appendix G]. Basically, all these forms and
applications covered all the inquiry’s ethical issues, e.g. the purposes of the research,
the participant’s right to not volunteer and the right to withdraw, data protection and
anonymity etc. In addition, the participants were informed of all the procedures that
were involved in collecting the data including recording the interview and the way the

data will be used.

6.3.4 DATA COLLECTION PROCEDURES
To summarise, this pilot study included the following data collection methods: closed
and open questionnaires, closed questions in the interviews and unstructured
observation (see Table 4). The participants were asked to answer questionnaires each,
one before and one after the study. The researcher also planned to conduct a series of

three interviews during the project. The first interview was to be carried out at the
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beginning of the project, the second in the middle and the third after the project was
complete. Observations were to be made by examining student activity during data

collection time, as outlined above.
6.4 LESSON LEARNT

The pilot study was designed to test the intended research methodology, its
instruments and its cost-effectiveness. The purpose of a pilot study is not to obtain
evidence or to gather the data itself but to test the techniques to be used and to
improve the research by adapting the methods, instruments, times and data collection
procedures. In addition, the researcher will gain experiences in advance, which in turn

will hel