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The Pedagogical Significance of the 

Computer-Student Relation

Abstract

New computer and Internet technologies are commonly believed to hold great promise for higher education.  But quantitative measures of efficiency, and cognitive understandings of these technologies have produced inconclusive results--especially as these technologies are compared to more conventional educational forms.  In a field dominated by technical and computational understandings, this dissertation uses the methodologies of human sciences to inquire into the human ends these technologies ultimately are to serve.

This dissertation employs a qualitative, hermeneutic-phenomenological method of inquiry that is relatively unfamiliar in educational technology research.  This methodology understands the computer as opening up spaces of existence or "worlds" to its user in much the same way as a novel opens up an imaginary world to its reader.  It focuses on computer-mediated communication and human-computer interaction, comparing these activities to the forms of face-to-face classrooms.  

The types of experiential worlds opened up by these activities, as well as the experiential dimensions they present, structure the main chapters of the dissertation.  Chapter one presents an introduction and overview of issues as they are discussed in the literature of educational technology.  Chapter two contrasts the human sciences methodology utilized in this dissertation with the scientific understandings that are so effectively instantiated in computer technologies.  In chapter three, the worlds to which computers give rise are described in terms of their co-emergence with language that deeply affects how we think about computers and education.  Chapter four continues with a critical examination of this language, undertakes an extended investigation of human-computer interaction, and studies the ways we act in these worlds in terms of body, time, space and relation.  Chapter five employs these same analytic terms to further examine the experiential world opened up through computer networks.  This chapter also focuses on computer mediated communication, as exemplified in what are often called online discussion forums.  The sixth chapter offers a sustained reflection on the themes and issues emerging from the experiential analyses in the previous three chapters.  The dissertation concludes by summarizing its findings, and presenting a number of suggestions for further research and for practice.  
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