COT 799 Independent Study Proposal  (draft  - 1/13/06)

Student:  Don Southwell

Sponsoring Professor:  Dr. Carol Haddad

Course Designation and Credits:  COT 799 – 3

Subject of Interest:  Issues involved with technology used for online education.  This would include software, hardware, and Internet integration.  Key questions:  Who are the current players?  How do they compare to each other?  How does  technology enhance or detract from the student and instructors online learning experience?  

Internet usage among college students is increasing in the United States (Perry, Perry, Hosack-Curlin 1998), particularly among college freshmen (ACENEWS 1999).  Ten years ago it was estimated that 92% of U.S. college students had computer access (Marklein 1995).  This number is now approaching 100%.  It is becoming more common for colleges to require freshmen to own or lease a computer, and of the colleges studied by Olson (2000), most college students had Ethernet connections in their dorm rooms.  A recent study reports that the majority of college freshmen used a personal computer frequently during the year prior to entering college (The American Freshman 2001).  On a parallel path, the usage of computers and the Internet for online course delivery continues to accelerate.  

Given the high levels of Internet usage by college age young adults and usage of the Internet as the primary delivery mechanism for online learning, researching the issues associated with the technology used to support learning and teaching in this new environment would be beneficial from both practical and academic perspectives.  As the two primary participants in the learning process, students and teachers approach the online learning experience from different perspectives and have separate/similar issues interacting with the technology and each other through a virtual interface.  Of interest, is the contribution of technology to this leaning experience and how does it affect the online learning experience for both the student and teacher.  

 Proposed Independent Study Research and Deliverables

The purpose of the research is to explore and identify contemporary issues affecting the online learning experience from a technology perspective, incorporating both the student and teacher’s perspective.  On the student’s side, some of the candidate issues include issues with the “client” GUI (graphical user interface), the facilitation of connectivity with online learning applications, and other interactive web aspects that affect course portability.  From a teaching perspective, potential technical areas of focus may involve application usage, security considerations, and providing a flexible interface.

Currently, a variety of online course software solutions are used.  Some of the big players include Blackboard, eCollege solutions, WebCT, and Educator.  All of these solutions seek to provide educational functionality through different interfaces, technical linkages, and, in most cases, support broad implementation.  Much research has been done to compare these myriad solutions with each other from a “features” perspective.  (See http://www.marshall.edu/it/cit/webct/compare/comparison.html )  As much as this comparison information supports decision makers (purchasers), it does little to address which technology provides the best learning experience for either the student or instructor.  Also, other questions need to be asked relating to which aspects of the technology provide the greatest educational return on investment.

 My intended research strategy involves examining the existing body of research from a variety of sources (e.g. journals, texts, online, etc.) and identification of core issues related to online educational technology.  Of these core issues, the most significant will support additional research designed to highlight how online course technology (either SW, HW, or delivery systems) can be improved to enhance students and teachers online learning experience.  Deliverable is an integrated discussion paper, critically analyzing the exposed issues and supporting technical suggestions for product enhancement.  This paper will be ~50 pages in length (dbl-spaced), conforming to the APA document style.  Due date for the research paper is 4/21/06.

Interim progress discussions/reports to occur every three weeks.

Tentative Workflow and Target Dates:

Week 1:  Jan. 9th – 13th, Independent study proposal.  Research planning.

Weeks 2 – 4:  Identification of potential research sources.  Thematic development of critical issues.  Exploratory reading.

Weeks 5 – 7:  Conceptual distillation to narrow research focus.  Further reading of relevant topic information.  Development of research paper outline.

Weeks 8 – 10: Further research and development of rough draft based on paper outline.

Weeks 11- 13:  Further research and continued development of second draft.

Weeks 14 – 15:  Completion of research and final paper submission.

