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LEVERAGING DISTANCE LEARNING TOOLSFOR
BROADBASING EDUCATION IN CONSTRUCTION
INDUSTRY DISCIPLINES: THE IMPORTANCE OF A
CONTINUOUS SOCIAL DISCOURSE

Bingunath Ingirige', Dilanthi Amaratunga, K aushal K eraminiyage and David
Baldry

School of Construction and Property Management, Research Institute for the Built and Human
Environment, University of Salford, Bgdwater Building, Salford M7 1NU, UK

History of distance learning dates back to the late 1960’s. However with the advent
of the Internet it was repositioned as a major tool for course delivery so that students
who are physically prevented from attengl class room settings can undertake
learning within a setting of their choice aligd with a pace that they can easily cope
with.

Marketing of distance learningrogrammes is a diversified business activity in many
universities and the School of Construction and property Management (SCPM)
utilises the tool predominantly in delivering Masters Courses and PhD sessions over
the Internet. Although structural and omggational aspects of DL courses facilitated

by computer mediated communication (CMC) have been dealt with in literature, the
degree to which these tools satisfying abcspects of a classroom setting (e.qg.
guidance and support, body language, feedback, interactions with other learners etc.,)
has not received adequate consideration in existing literature.

This paper therefore investigates the extenthich the distant learning tools address
the wider aspects of supporting a claserosituation during its operation so that
appropriate improvements can be madetilising these tools to attract more students
for the relevant construction disciplines.

The objective of the paper is to disseminate the preliminary findings out of literature
review based on a Teaching and Learning Quality Improvement Scheme (TLQIS)
project at SCPM.

Keywords: CMC, construction industry, distance learning, social outcomes.

INTRODUCTION

Distance education technologieave come into prominence during the last decade of
the 20" century. However, withthe advent of the Internet it was repositioned as a
major tool for course delivery so that studis can undertake leang within a setting

of their choice aligned witla pace that they can easitppe with. Marketing of
distance learning programmes is a diversified &8 activity in many universities.

At Salford University, theschool of Construction and property Management (SCPM)
utilises the tool predominantly in dediring Masters and PhD programmes over the
Internet. A student satisfacticurvey that SCPM has carried out also suggests that a
significant number of DL students penoeia gap existing beten their experiences
compared with experiences of other studevtie attend full time carses. Due to the
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importance of this @a SCPM receiveduhding to conduct ane year study to
improve the social outcomes of CMC meteid DL tools undethe Teaching and
Learning Quality Improvement Scheme (TLQIS) of Salford University. This paper
reviews literature in the field and consigehe raising of awaress of a systematic
social discourse aspaelude to utilising gpropriate DL tools.

The paper is @anised as follows. Firsit describes the miedbdology adopted. Then
it reviews the historicaévolution of distance educatio Next, thepaper introduces

the latest CMC mediated tools for DL, wh energises the following section on
identification of the researcproblem. The paper then jifges the research in this
area and finally sets out the conclusions and the way forward.

METHODOLOGY

The paper adopts a detail review of literaturehe field of dishince learning both
generally as well as specific to constranti The theoretical urdpinnings reinforce
the problem that is identified and justifizat of the research.The outcome of the
paper informs the rest of the activities endhe TLQIS researcproject at Salford
University. It is poposed to conduct further interviewsth DL tutors and learners
and detail case studies inetHield to compile guidelies for improving social
outcomes within CMC ndiated DL courses.

EVOLUTION OF DISTANCE LEARNING

DL concept mainly originatedvith the founding of theéOpen Univerdy in UK in

1969 and the development afmixed media approach teaching (Héman 2003).

DL continues to expanblecause of the growth of the Internet, increased capability and
flexibility of web based tools, increasqatoficiency in basic internet skills and
shrinking barriers with reget to accessing and usitige Interne{Lindner, 1999).

Garrison (2000) conductea detail literaturgeview of thehistorical perspective of
distance learning. Accoity to this review, Wedeyer (1971) changed the
‘correspondence study’ focusf distance learning andnstead attributed an
independent study focus fattistance learning. Thdocus on thepedagogical
assumptions of independesitidy was a shift from the wid of correspondence study
dominated by organisational and administrative concerns to a focus on educational
issues concerning learniray a distance. Communtan, pacing, convenience and

self determination of goals dractivities were also assated with indpendent study.

Holmberg (1989) broughn a different persprive by argung that distance education
is a friendly conversation foset by instructional materiaénd it is thaesponsibility

of course devejmers to create this simulatednversation thsugh well-written
materials.  This definitin, however, limits distance learning to a one-way
communication as the role dhe teacher is largely reduced to a set of written
instructions. Contrasting igwview, Moore (199Pargued that traagtional distance is
pedagogic and not geogiEc and need spetiarganisations anteaching procedures
thereby identifying the importance of stture and dialogue.According to Moore
(1990) the most distarprogram has low dialogue amalw structure wile the least
distant has high dialogue @rhigh structure. To th Moore (1990) added the
dimension of learner autonomy and teacher control. He defines autonomy of the
learners as “the extent to which in agramme the learner @emines objectives,
implementation procedures and resouraes evaluation (Mdore, 1990: 13). The
polarisation between ¢htwo extremes appears tonceptualise aohomy as less a
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function of personal responsibility and madunction of structure and the learning
materials. Garrison (1989yovided a sustaimetwo way communicain as the most
important aspect otducational experience thus @masising a continuous social
discourse. By this theory, shared controbwsaen to be reflectvof the transactional
nature of an @ucational experience and redudearner isolation. Henri (1992)
provided his transaction based psychosotiatlel which specified the collaborative
view of teaching and leamgy by coding theDL tools to enhance the nature and
quality of the discoursePeters (2000) focuseon computer medied communication
(CMC) enabled distance leangi as a significanimprovement in DL However, his
theory took into aamunt that face-to-face stiussion camnly be reproduced in part
and indeed in a reduced foroy mediated means. HeReters (2000) identifies an
important area of needed theory developimenen he rightly (orrectly?) notes the
difficulty of replicating faceto-face interactiorby mediated means.The theories
discussed in this sectionflect the progression of adbretical development of the
field of distance education and the evidence suggests that advances in communication
technology has renderdide structural constraint of distance a relatively minor design
challenge. The nexection investigates the vanis CMC tools that enable DL.

CMC TOOLSFOR DISTANCE LEARNING

The initial literature reviewsuggests that a lot of tools have been developed to
facilitate DL courses (Dedd,996; Wilson and Wikelock, 1997). Several CMC tools

are packaged within DL tools for courdelivery. ‘Blackboad’ is a very common
tool used for both foonline course delivery as well as a portal for distribution of
materials. Blackboard is considered at¥al Learning Environment (VLE) for DL.
Some of its functionalities include infoation services, communication services,
assessment services and content manageseevices. The comumication services
allow tutors to create digssion forums within which conversations can take place
between some or all of the students who are registered on the VLE. The
‘conversations' can take placgrashronously (i.e. students dot have to be using the
VLE simultaneously) trough the posting anessages to selectd@cussion forums.

In this way, whole-group osmall-group discussn can be suppatl. The overall
facilities provided byblackboard are as folles (Barrett, 2003):

e Information Services. A range of documents aravailable to students via
Blackboard these include programme regulationsit specificabns, staff and
student information and pgramme and unit schedules.

e Communication Services. Students can use @nal and grougmail facilities
from within Blackboardand have access to a rangf whole and small group
discussion forums. Thesinclude a chaforum and a range of dedicated
programme-focused and task-oriented forums.

e Content Management: Students can access coursdamals (e.g. stles and notes
from taught sessions) frorBlackboard as well as a ramg of supplementary
literature and materials. Assignmentesiications and guidance are also
available onBlackboard as well as generic study materials (for example
concerning writing assignmentadiconducting literature reviews).

Apart from this videoconferencing is uséat DL. Videoconfeencing needs extra
facilities, therefore most othe time they are carried out between universities and
other institutions (other unérsities or companies who alpossess these facilities).
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When universities want to deliver coursestiodents registered aplit site’ students,
this mode of coursdelivery is used.

Another method that is ineasingly becoming popular falistance learning is ‘web
conferencing’. Several web conferencinglséoare available to tleer online lectures
over the Internet. For instance, SCP&t Salford utilizes ‘horizonwimba’
(Http://www.horizonwimba.comas its tool to deliver both masters programmes and
PhD sessions over thetémnet. Out of the functionakis available irhorizonwimba,
SCPM uses the voice transfer, application transfer and chattindidadio ‘transact’
synchronous lecturesUse of the web cam facility isurrently being pursued and its
effectiveness is currently being exploréa comparison with other DL courses
conducted elsewhereOne of the problemboth tutors and leaers encounter in
utilising web conferencing ighe time that it takes t@érn the varioufunctionalities

of the tool. Particularlyith blackboard andhorizonwimba, the stuwhts are invited

to participate at fretutorial sessions before theictual online lectis commence to
overcome their fears of ugj the technology. Furthesome of the learners find
various connectivityproblems due to the nature okthconnection tahe Internet.
For example, applications du as Microsoft PowerPoirglides are transferred at a
relatively slowempace than voice, soahsome students complain that the commentary
does not run concurrently thi the particular slide imuestion thergy highlighting
problems relating to synchroiti. Some of the application providers have intervened
in this instance to find solwtns, so that theomnectivity problemsire addressed to fit

in with the lowest common denominator witsspect to connewity problems i.e to
tune the applications to suit dial-up cewctions rather thahigh speed broad band
connections.

Different functionality requirements, avale infrastructuresrad basic individuality
of DL courses attract differéproducts for launchg internet baseDL courses. Two
major streams of selections are in praciitgoday’s context. One approach is to
purchase off the shelf commnegal products which providextensive technical support
in terms of configuration and maintewe@.  This includes packages like
Horizonwimba and Blackboard. However,ist often pointed duthat the features
available within thes commercial packages are geaemd have problems to address
the specific needs of tutorsdstudents of a partitar course. It is arguable whether
all the features avaitde within these packa&g can really add vatuo DL courses.

On the other hand, there is a recent trendevelop custom VLE applications based
on open source pjects like Moodle Www.moodle.colm and Bodington
(www.bodington.oryy Even though thessoftware helpn saving on licensing fees, it
does not mean th#he organization can Bban internet based DL course without any
expense. Even thougiften open source gjects have supposystems based on the
user community, those projedick official suppot systems. Fulner, the cost of
implementing these open soarsoftware based VLEs hmsthink in connection with
the other associated costeglistaff trainingjn house technicaxpertise, etc.

Recent research supports tlC promotes aohomy and develop®flective skills

as well as reducing feelings of isolatiortienf experienced by distance learners (Lewis
et al, 1997; Mason, 1998)A survey done byRahm (2004) revead that several
computer based tools are hidavelied upon withindistance learning courses. This
includes use of mulgperson computer interactions suah chat rooms or listservs (20
percent of respondents repng this activity), e-mail intewction with remote students
(53 percent), as weklis use of the Internet andetorld Wide Web for class or
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program delivery (43 percent)Jse of other technologies for delivery is minimal with
20 percent reporting the usegattellites and 16 percengtlise of publi¢elevision.

The theories discussed in the previoudisecand the various tools discussed in this
section reveal that advances in communocatechnology has reeded the structural
constraint of distance a relatively minorsgg challenge. For exnple, some of the
students registered for SCPM’'s DL masteourses are from different parts of the
globe belonging to different time zones. Tdfere in this instance it is the nature of a
sustained educational transant@t a distance that mus¢ describedjnderstood and
abstracted in a manner accessitd the broader déid of educationapractice. The
next section identifieshe research problefdny developing this current thinking of
integrating CMC enabled distance learningth the necessityto facilitate a
continuous social dcourse between tutand learners.

RESEARCH PROBLEM

The previous sectioargued the importance of the transactional aspect of distance
learning as the biggeshallenge as highligatl in evolution of thories in the field.
This is mainly due to the advancesomputer mediated camunications (CMC) and

the Internet as a common ntieg place (or space) for theators and learners. We
look at CMC for DL to broaden the reseambntext in this sémn. According to
Carty (1999), CMC tools foDL encompass the modes ®fnchronous (using same
time communications), asynchrorso(communicationthat do not reque participants

to exchange information at the same tin@)e way (informatiomlelivered from one
point to one or many oth@oints), two-way (any communication in which the flow is
bi-directional but not linted to synchronous)multi-point (information delivered
simultaneously from one place® many other placesand multi-cast (usually
consisting of transmission of a video or audio clip to the computers of many users).
The advantages of stance learning, utilisg either single or @ombination of the
above modes comparedaghysical classroom setgjmre (Hellman, 2003).

e (Qreater access to eduoat that it offers, mainly tdhe ‘non tradional’ student
(generally a person who ot able to attené conventional in-class university
course);

o flexibility of scheduling of lectures;
e possibility of proceedig at one’s own pace;

e opportunity to study whout having to tragl and without leavig home and in the
best funded programmes; and

e individualised attention from the instructor.

Other advantages of distance learninglrads savings in physl space such as
student housing, parkg spaces other pbical infrastructure (Mathews, 1999).

With the increase of DL programmes hbgioffered there habeen a corresponding
increase in both synchronownd asynchronous mechanis being developed to
facilitate course delivery. Also the &ty of DL tools to ddiver overall learning
outcomes has been dealt with to a certain extent by considering student perspectives
(Wilson and Whitelock, 19971998; Whatley and Bell, 2003)But, the degree to

which these tools satisfying social asgeot a classroom getg (e.g. guidance and
support, body language, feedbagkgeractions with other leaers etc.,) particularly
addressing synchronoasd two way modes has not reeel adequateonsideration
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in existing literatue [see Diaz and Cartnal (1999)r fa comparison of distance
learning and a face-to-faceaskroom setting]. The import@nof this is pointed out
by Whatley (2004) withihe use of Kolb’s (I6lb, 1984) stages @Xxperiential learning

(concrete experience, refltive observation, concelisation and active

experimentation). Accordgto Whatley (2004:55)

“Students undertakingnline coursest®uld be given aimilar opportunity
(Kolb’s stages of experiéial learning) to experience team working, but
where face-to-face contact is not pbts technologiesmay be able to
provide additional reources to mak#he online expeence comparable”

A student satisfaction survey that SCPM @atrout also sggests that a significant
number of DL students perceive a gap existing between their experiences compared
with experiences of other students who attkildtime courses. This is reiterated by
Whatley (2004) thatonline learners, who rely onnternet connections to
communicate, oftefeel a ‘sense of isolan’ from the support obthers. TIs paper
seeks to addressishresearch probie of how this ‘sense of adation’ is dealt with by
appropriate interfacing of ¢h social dimension with DL tools to improve the
effectiveness and efficiency tife interactions between tBd facilitator and learners
during online DL stings. Further, it attempts toaintain the interconnectedness of
the historical evolution otheory emphasising continuous socialiscourse between
DL tutors and learners and new CMC facilitated DL tools.

JUSTIFICATION OF THE RESEARCH

This research is justified based on sevaealdrs. Particularly within the construction
industry, emphasis of socialspects of a classsm setting is anmportant factor
which impacts on studénumbers registering undertake DL coses. For example,

a significant number of construction workere site based andedka convenient way
of undertaking a coursef study at their ow pace, time and place. This creates the
main source of demand for DL courseghwvi the construction industry. Therefore
marketing of DL programsocupy the forefront of actities within many universities
in the UK and specifically ihin constructionschools. At SCPM, the marketing of
DL courses is fortified and driven mainly accreditations o¥arious professional
bodies on its Masters and Plptbbgrammes. Further, thehaantage that students have
being able to follow courses from overseas the overall brand name developed for
construction related courses also help ia tiptake of DL coursein construction.
The study focusing on sociaspects of a classroom settisga major issue that needs
appropriate consideration withDL. Psychological attitudeof teachers and learners
play a major role within social aspects afclassroom setting. There exist various
psychological attitudes fortilising CMC as an instructional approach within DL
(Katz, 2000). Research stuslibave estableed that psychologitattitudes such as
independence, creativity, tough-mindedness, sociability, risk-taking, stimulus-and
sensation-seeking are key tities connected with use 6MC in DL. In a study
done on school teachers, Kg2000) showed that theswho possessetihe above
attitudes were more amenable to the as€CMC in instruction than teachers not
typified by the samattitudinal constructs. A similasituation has been found with
elementary and higechool students. Acecding to Dunn & Ridgway (1991), students
who held attitudes such as positive seikge, positive sociatviage, independence in
the learning process, self-confidence time learning processsatisfaction with
learning, internal lous of control, level of contloof learning, creativity, and
motivation for study were significantly me positive towards #huse of CMC than
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students not typied by the same traits. This rael® the complexity of the social
aspects of a classroom seftias it encapsules individual attudinal problems of
both teachers and learners.

CONCLUSION AND THE WAY FORWARD

This paper highlights the fingigs from literature on how tonprove the effectiveness
and efficiency of CMC mediatl DL courses. Until recently most DL theory was
dominated by organisational and structusduamptions and not souch by the social
aspects of the transaction elemh  As significant devepments have taken place in
the development of CMC fobDL, the actual physical d@shce between tutors and
learners have loststimportance. CMC for DL can eveimulate an actual classroom
setting. Therefore improvinthe effectiveness and efiecicy of DL encompasses the
social dimension or the transaction elementairse delivery aa significant factor.
The one year TLQIS pject at SCPM focuses on thaspect of theory development
and envisages conducting oterviews and case studies develop this area. This
paper dealt with the initial literature rew, problem definitiorand justification for
the research on identifyinpe importance of @ontinuous sociafliscourse between
tutors and learnersAs the finaloutcome of this researdhis proposed to develop
guidelines to improve sociautcomes within CMC mediatl DL targeting both tutors
and learners.
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