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Abstract 

In addition to teaching students the value of collaboration 
and team concepts as preparation for the global economies 
of the 21st century. \ve also need to teach them effective use 
of new technologies. This article describes a semester project 
which used a three-faceted approach to introductory class- 
room Internet activities: electronic mail (e-mail), gopher 
search, and UNIX functions. Our purpose is to create an in- 
terest for further classroom activities, to describe ho\v nov- 
ice learners (ourselves included) progressed, to portray \ohat 
we learned from this experience, and to offer some sugges- 
tions and caveats for other interested participants. 

Introduction 

As numerous commentators have noted, the importance 
of directing our instruction to the needs of students in the 
next century has become a paramount obligation of higher 
education. It is particularly compelling in the agricultural 
sciences and natural resources area. Students who once might 
have had clear expectations about returning to their rural 
communities and a predictable future, now must contend with 
the uncertainties and unpredictabilities of a career path that 
often is less clear and certainly more formidable than in past 
years. In pedagogical terms, this has meant that many stu- 
dents have had to rethink their academic priorities and have 
had to prepare themselves more broadly and globally for their 
future careers. 

For instructors, the new challenge is to enhance student 
awareness and abilities in the new technologies, creating a 
classroom environment that is supportive, non-threatening 
and based upon an experiential approach to learning new 
material. Unfortunately, many instructors, desirous of incor- 
porating new technologies into their classrooms, are them- 
selves operating from a position of some discomfort. Intro- 
ducing a new technology to students can be intimidating and 
a little disconcerting, especially when the teacher is more in 
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the learning mode than in a position of approaching the ma- 
terial from full knowledge and high confidence. Thus, the 
challenge for the instructor in getting started is to redefine 
the student-teacher relationship so that both students and 
teachers can approach these ne~vapplications as co-equal and 
simultaneous learners. 

The proliferation of Internet technologies is so recent and 
explosive. Many instructors are no longer in the position of 
knowing more than their students. However, situations such 
as this can be treated as invitations for more open classrooms 
where this sense of "mutual novice" status becomes an op- 
portunity - for considerable interactive learning among all 
members. Crucial to our notion of success. however, was never 
to lose sight of our relationship as co-learners with our stu- 
dents in a new learning adventure. Clearly, it re-defined the 
purpose of our assessment strategies in that we needed to 
become more fully sensitized to learning as a process largely 
achieved through repetitious practice and with a high toler- 
ance to mistakes. 

Project Goals and Objectives 

The overall goal of our project was to introduce our stu- 
dents to Internet tech~iology involving the use of interactive 
e-mail communication, gopher searches and limited UNIX 
commands. More specific classroom goals included: 

1. To create a classroom climate that encouraged vigorous 
discourse communities. 

2. To facilitate and improve student-instructor/student-stu- 
dent communication practices. 

3. To empower students through assisting them in develop- 
ing knowledge and abilities in the area of Internet tech- 
nology. 

4. To encourage students to examine their attitudes about 
technology and its role in a global society. 

The objectives by which we hoped to achieve these goals 
included: 

1. Development of assignments that focused on the integra- 
tion of related skills: locating information. analysis of sig- 
nificant data, reporting in appropriate written formats and 
for specific audiences, and drawing relevant conclusions/ 
recommendations. 
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2. Creation of tasks that were realisticwith practical applica- 
tions and value issues incorporated. 

Our pedagogical approach tended to be both pragmatic 
and eclectic but borrowed, as appropriate, from a social con- 
structionist theory of knowledge. That is, \ye operated from 
the assumption that the matrix of thought is produced 
through the shared language of a community ofpeers. Stated 
more siniiply, we believe we are participants in an on-going, 
continuous "conversation" through which our participation 
actually facilitates what we come to experience as reality and 
experience (Bruffee, 1986; Faigley, 1986). 

Project and Assignments 

The project was conducted with approximately 60 under- 
graduate students enrolled in a basic technical communica- 
tions course. Assignmenk covered three basic Internet func- 
tions: electronic mail, gopher search and UNlX commands. 
Through a pre-instruction sunlev, we learned that most stu- 
dents would come to the course with computer experience, 
but most had little or no experience working with the lnternet. 
Taking this inexperience into account, assignments were de- 
signed to progress developmentally from basic tasks (explor- 
ing various system menu items) to more complex tasks (re- 
vising and redesigning an e-niail/lnternet manual for other 
technical communication students who would work with 
Internet). Each student was assigned an individual account 
on the campus computing system for use throughout the 
semester. 

Electronic mail (E-mail) 
The first component introduced in the course was e-mail, 

which has been called "the communication tool of the 90's" 
by McCaslin and Torres (1992). We provided basic in-class 
instructions on how to access e-mail but did not provide for 
much in-class practice time. Students were expected to prac- 
tice at various centers around campus at their own conve- 
nience. We did design exercises which encouraged students 
to explore the Internet on their own terms: the e-mail jour- 
nal became a critical tool in encouraging independent explo- 
ration of the system and student attitudes about the technol- 
ogy. The following excerpt from one student entry demon- 
strates how a vigorous discourse community could begin at 
the same time individuals became more empowered to par- 
ticipate: 

In class, it was almost as i f  people were afraid to iet 
others know their feelings on our discussion topic. 
However, when reading everyone's journal entries, I saw 
a wide variety of opinions written in great detail. It is 
sad to say, but some people communicate better through 
e-mail than face to face.. . . E-mail does add a lot to the 
con~niunication process in class. . . . 

The E-mail journal was set up with a distribution list simi- 
lar to a listserver. Each week the instructor prompted a topi- 
cal discussion related to various aspects of technology, rang- 

ing from newspaper opinion pieces, for example, which ad- 
vocated pen-and-paper writing over word-processing to dis- 
cussions about technology creating a new underclass in our  
society. Once topics were assigned. students had one week to 
make their response and forward it, via the distribution list, 
to the class and the instructor. 

We did not overly concern ourselves with evaluating these 
journal entries for grammatical and surface-feature correct- 
ness (spelling, punctuation, etc.). E-mail, generally, assumes 
a more casual standard than other types of documents. Rather, 
our criteria applied to length and timeliness. Credit was given 
for the weekly entry to be completed and distributed by spe- 
cific dates according to prescribed screen lengths. 

Important to the distribution process was our insistence 
that discourse in this class was, hy definition, public rather 
than private. E-mail documents, once distributed, take on 
the nature of public rather than private discourse, which 
implies, of course, that one must practice a degree of caution 
and circumspection with respect to content and style - as is 
appropriate to any professional work-place situation. And, in 
order to facilitate a degree of interactivity. we asked our stu- 
dents to make some reference to other student comments as 
part of their own response. We found that this practice con- 
tinued throughout the semester and tended to give students 
a growing confidence in their own voices and opinions as the 
semester progressed. \Ve suspect one reason for these vigor- 
ous interactions had to do with the non-threatening social 
contexts we had created for the construction of new ideas. 

E-mail was also used as a communication tool among stu- 
dents and between students and the instructor. Students 
would con~municate anticipated absences, request clarifica- 
tion of assignments or exchange greetings. There was a dis- 
tinct. increased interest in communicating with friends on 
other campuses via this method. Frequently, students were 
complimentary and appreciative of receiving instructor-re- 
sponses to inquiries on a same-day basis. One instructor, us- 
ing a niotlem, was able to access her on-campus messages 
from home and respond accordingly and a t  her convenience. 

Gopher search 
Gopher search was the second lnternet component intro- 

duced to students in the project. As an initial assignment, 
students were provided with step-by-step instructions for ac- 
cessing U.S. census data about their home counties stored 
on a University of St. Louis (MO) gopher system. Once the 
data was accessed, the students were instructed to identify 
salient statistical data, analyze its potential meaning and sig- 
nificance and then, drawing appropriate inferences and con- 
clusions, produce a memorandum report that reflected both 
useful generalizations and suggested predictions about their 
home county demographics. Obviously, such an exercise as 
this challenged students in several important areas of cogni- 
tion as well as gave them good practice in the preparation of 
formal written reports. 

Again, hvo student's journal entries reflect something of 
the added insights we were hoping to see demonstrated: 
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One of the facts that surprised me \\.as the number of 
poor people in my county. In 1980, there were 83 people 
living belo\\. the poverty line. In 1990, ho\vever, there 
were only 53. I was surprised that there were even 53. 
It's difiicult to tell the 'poor' people in [my] county be- 
cause every one looks after everyone. I have never k n o w  
of any homeless or unemployed people in the county. I f  
people there do have a lot of money. it doesn't sho\v. 
They invest most o i  it fight back into their ranches. 

The part of the census data that I felt was interesting. 
but yet I \vasn't shocked by. was the numbers of mi- 
norities living in my county. 1 have always known that 
there were not too many minorities in my community. 
\+%en I saw that we were 99.5% white, it just basically 
proved that fact to myself. In a way that saddens me 
because the people that never leave the area and espe- 
rience the tvorld \\*ill alivays have certain bias [sic] to- 
wards other people. 

UNIX Commands 

A third area of Internet activity which we introduced in- 
volved basic UNIX commands, specifically "finger" and "talk." 
When used in combination, these two commands rillo\v you 
to determine who is logged on to any Internet system, then 
to connect with someone for a real-time, on-line discussion. 
These tools proved valuable for instructors because w could 
"finger" our home system to see if  any of our students \\*ere 
logged on, then connect with them for a brief on-line conver- 
sation. 

Elajor Project: Designing an Internet Elanual 

As a means oi encouraging students to synthesize their 
new kno\vledge of the lnternet with principles of technical 
communication, students spent much of the last part of the 
semester writing a manual which will be used for students in 
future sections of our course. This project involved students 
working as collaborative teams (three or Four students per 
team). Initially, teams critiqued an existing manual devel- 
oped by staff in the Comp~~t ing  Resource Center (CRC) for 
lnternet users. Then, using the CRC manual as a resource, 
and drawing on their own experiences, each team produced a 
more user-friendly and coursespecific document for begin- 
ning technical communication students. This project loas 
encouraged by the CRC staff, who expressed a strong interest 
in reviewing these student manuals for the purpose of help- 
ing make their own documents more relevant and audience- 
centered. We continued to emphasize the project's . practi- 
cality and useiulness to our students. encouraging them to 
think in terms of a product that would be actually used by 
other novices like themselves. 

Analysis 

Based upon course e\laluations, careful observations and 
other kinds of anecdotal evidence, we believe the project met 
the stated goals and objectives. The creation of a vigorous 

discourse community was clearly evident; students had op- 
portunities beyond the classroom, with its primary emphasis 
on orality, to engage in another forum for con\*ersation. One 
noticeable obsenvation we made was the identity people de- 
velop over E-mail in conjunction with the roles they assume 
in the actual classroom: that is, the persona reflected via elec- 
tronic media c;in stand at considerable variance from that 
reflected in the classroon~. Students also tended to wrile 
longer journal entries via e-mail than had been our experi- 
ence with more traditional journal writing. Most entries av- 
eraged hvo-to-three screen lengths in lieu of the required 
one screen length. h d  students also tended to turn entries 
in earlier than the due date, suggesting perhaps an interest 
and enthusiasm in simply working the new technology. Our 
observations here are consistent with what other researchers 
have reported from work in computer-assisted learning 
(Montague, 1990; Holdstein and Selfe, 1990; Handa, 1990). 

Learning and writing about the lnternet was the most valu- 
able component of the course to most students,. However 
many espressed a ready willingness to experiment beyond the 
parameters of the syllabus and an eagerness to explore other 
gophers and listservers within their own disciplines. One stu- 
dent, initially fearful of computers, mentioned his gratitude 
for the opportunity to become more knowledgeable about 
computers and lnternet through this course. Not one com- 
puter science course was required in his major. 

Throughout the course we consistently examined techno- 
logical issues through multiple frames. Ct'e felt it essential to 
have students contend with larger ethical and values issues 
at the same time they were learning the basic skills. For es- 
ample, students debated the confidentiality issues relating to 
the uses of e-mail versus other forms of communication. They 
were disturbed to find that e-mail provided little assurance of 
privacy and confidentiality. Again, this merely emphasized 
the need for caution and a sense of professionalism in their 
messages and underscored the public nature of much of our 
discourse. 

Strategies and Implications 

W i l e  our own technical knowledge of the medium was 
initially cursory. we discovered that technical assistance 
through our campus computing resource centers~vas readily 
available. We would suggest that anyone interested in repli- 
cating our experience should include computer-resource staff 
in the planning stages of the project. Establishing these early 
relationships will, in all likelihood. help avoid certain glitches 
and lessen others. Our experience was always positive in our 
frequent use of these services. Our classes were not taught in 
a computer lab, though labs were available to us on an as- 
needed basis. 

Another advantage of integrating Internet technology into 
your course plan, is that it is readily adaptable to nearly all 
disciplines. Internet resources provide a valuable research tool 
which extends well beyond most library resources for up-to- 
date material. The Internet allows immediate access to many 
experts in numerous disciplines. librar). resources at better 
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equipped colleges and universities, and texts which are in the 
pre-publication stage. Discipline specific assignments which 
are similar to the Internetle-mail manual our students pro- 
duced might include preparing a guide to gopher data bases 
which hold valuable information for students studying corn 
production, compiling a list of listserver devoted to horticul- 
tural topics or developing a guide to news groups which fo- 
cus on biotechnology. 

By taking advantage of Internet technology, students also 
have the ability to take a more active role in their learning. 
Rather than passive recipients of knowledge, assignments 
which place students in the role of instructor are easily de- 
veloped. For example, rather than having students merely 
report on a topic they have researched. students can instead 
lead an instructional session where they teach other class 
members how to  access subject-specific information via the 
Internet. The key is to use the technology to enhance the 
subject matter you usually teach, not to allow the technology 
to become the focal point of the course. 
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NACTA Suitcase Display for 
Membership Recruitment 

Order one today along w ~ t h  an adequate supply 
of the new NACTA recruiting folder from Prof. 
Murray A. Brown, NACTA Secretary-Treasurer, 
P.O. Box 2088, Sam Houston State University, 
Huntsville, TX 77340. Let your state NACTA co- 
ordinator know of your activities and get his sup- 
port when you need it for local efforts. 
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