PAGE  
36
Draft; do not cite without the permission of the author: normf@athabascau.ca

Worlds and Words: The Language of Digital Technologies

Equivocal Vocabulary

Teaching Virtually with WebCT:  May 5: Lab 12-0E, 9:00-3:30

Build a virtual course online quickly and easily with WebCT.  Join Norm Friesen as he takes you through the stages of setting up a WebCT instructor account, uploading your course materials, hosting an online discussion, and more!

Responding to this announcement, over 15 instructors and faculty have registered to attend a full-day session of training.  It is held during the intersession in an otherwise empty student computer lab.  As the instructor, I begin the session by greeting everyone as they enter the lab, thanking them for coming to the class.  

When I see that it's already 9:05, I begin:  "I'd like to welcome everyone to this introduction to WebCT.  I'm glad you could all make it!"  

As people in the lab settle down, I continue: "As you may already know, WebCT is a product that you can use to accomplish on the Internet just about anything you can do in the classroom: class discussions, taking attendance, giving out and marking tests and assignments, distributing course handouts, showing video clips, even virtual labs: you can do all of these things and more with WebCT, and with its various tools or components.  In fact, the "CT" in WebCT stands for 'Course Tools.' 

We'll start today's session by trying out WebCT's discussion tool and some of its other communication tools.  Then, we'll look at putting course content online with WebCT's file manager and content module tools.  Finally, we'll try testing and managing your courses with WebCT's quiz and student management tools.

This scene has become familiar in one form or another in many schools and institutions of higher learning.  It involves the use of products or systems called "courseware" (Boston University, 2002), "learning management systems" (Hall, 2002), "virtual learning environments" (Britian & Liber, 2002), or "online course delivery platforms" (Moore, Winograd & Lang, 2001).  WebCT is just one example of many products that go by these names.  Thousands of educational institutions support and encourage the use of such systems by both instructors and students (e.g. WebCT, 2002).  These products can be used to augment courses taught in the classroom or to teach courses completely online.  

Significantly, the development and use of these systems has given rise to a wide variety of new word usages, combinations and phrases.  Terms such as "virtual classes" and "instructor accounts," as well as the "course tools" and "components" that make up these systems are just a few examples.  The ways that many of these words are used in these virtual contexts would seem unlikely in "non-virtual" contexts of the physical classroom:  Talk, for example, of a tool specifically for discussion, another for chat, and various components for handing out and receiving assignments would seem strange while working face-to-face.  These tools, components and systems, moreover, accomplish many of their respective purposes in ways that are quite different from the classroom entities and activities to which they are implicitly compared.  For example, in the classroom, "chatting" and "discussion" are, of course, oral and auditory phenomena; their counterparts in Web-based systems tend to rely exclusively on written language or text.  It would also be difficult in a face-to-face context to clearly and consistently differentiate between a "chat" and a "discussion."  But online, these two forms of dialogue correspond to two clearly separate tools.  Also, access to a "virtual" WebCT class or course is gained through an instructor or other account--by supplying a specific user name and password--whereas a physical course is accessed through the doors of a classroom, and via the building in which it is located.

By implicitly bringing these very different physical and virtual phenomena together, terms such as "chat tool" and "online discussion" work in a broadly figurative capacity.  They describe one thing in terms of another.  In doing so, they highlight the characteristics that the two things may share.  A password-protected Website is seen as being similar to a classroom, and forums for exchanging messages are compared to a face-to-face discussion.  In some senses, these kinds of terms and phrases can be regarded as metaphors--where one word is used very directly in place of another to imply similarity between the two.   For example, in using the phrase "online discussion" takes the place of "message exchange" (or something like it) in the same way as "a red, red rose" would take the place of "my love" in a poem.  

However, when an exchange of text messages is referred to as a "discussion," the implication is perhaps not so much that the exchange is merely a figurative discussion.  The words "discussion" or "chat" are not used with quotation marks around them, and there is little to indicate that they are being used in any kind of unconventional way.  Instead, the implication seems to be that words like "discussion" or "chat" identify both their online and offline counterparts with roughly equal accuracy--or that the qualification provided by terms like "tool," "online" or "virtual" is sufficient to make the implied equivalency acceptable.  Terms like "discussion," "chat," "classroom" and others like it, in other words, become polysemous, or equi-vocal: they are made to embrace multiple meanings simultaneously.   

Many other word combinations and concepts taken from the literature of educational technology can be added to illustrations such as those provided above.  The computer as "tool," as "tutor," "tutee," or as mediating, for example, a "guided didactic conversation" all represent further instances of polysemous words--referring to experiences or phenomena familiar from the classroom in order to describe computer systems or applications, or experience of engagement with them.  But the metaphorical, unconventional, or poetic character of this comparison, again, is not foregrounded in these terms.  Instead, they are seen as embracing both their more conventional meanings, as well as ones newly ascribed to them--all without being used in a figurative or radically new way.

More Metaphors
 As early in the day as possible, I try to get the participants to begin using WebCT for themselves:  "Please open up a Web browser window.  For those of you who do not have a browser currently open, please find the blue icon on the top left of your desktop, and double-click on it.  From the bookmark list or menu, please choose the item labelled 'WebCT 101.'"

I notice that one of the instructors is squinting at his computer screen, and seems uncertain of what to do.  I ask him if his computer is working properly.  He replies:  "I'm not sure.  I think there might be something wrong with the monitor."  I walk over to his computer, and see that the desktop does not fit on his computer screen: it extends far beyond it, leaving the icon for his Web browser somewhere off the left side of the visible area.  I immediately suspect that there is a problem with the screen resolution, so I right click on the desktop, and a tabbed dialogue box appears, allowing me to change this setting.  A few moments after I do so, the entirety of the desktop becomes visible on the screen, with all of the contents scaled down in size to fit in the visible area.

In describing how to begin, and in assisting an instructor with a technical problem, more polysemous vocabulary comes into play: desktop, bookmark, menu, and tabs are all put to significant use.  All these carry meanings that refer simultaneously to realities in the world of the computer and the world of physical objects.  This time, however, this vocabulary does not involve educationally-oriented terms taken from the classroom.  Instead, it describes computer phenomena in general using terms taken from worlds of print artifacts, the office, and other domains.  

In the research literature discussing the use and design of these windows, icons and other elements of the computer interface, they are referred to explicitly as "interface metaphors."  As one source explains, such metaphors refer to "something that exists in the users’ real world that could make it easier for the user to understand the use of the system" (Ericsson & Linköping University, 2002).  A trash can, for example, is intended to signal to the user that, like its physical counterpart, it can serve as a means of disposing of unwanted documents.  

However, if such elements are metaphors, then they are perhaps closest to what in rhetoric are called "dead metaphors:" words "which, like 'the leg of a table' or 'the heart of the matter,' [have] become so common a usage that we have ceased to be aware of [a] discrepancy" between the two entities being compared (Abrams, 1981, p. 64).  As in the case of "discussion tools" or "content modules," we do not perceive word like "files," "documents" and "icons" as being figurative, unconventional or poetic in their juxtaposition of online and physical phenomena.

The sheer quantity and proliferation of such figures and tropes is remarkable.  The words emerging from worlds opened up by the computer and the Internet is already something that already fills specialized dictionaries.  And this language changes and proliferates with such rapidity that any such listings or lexica are quickly rendered obsolete.  

When is a Discussion a Discussion?
After a brief overview of WebCT and its features, I get everyone in the lab to log on to the same sample WebCT course.  This allows them to try out the communication tools as members of a single class using WebCT.  

"From the homepage, click on the 'communication' icon to try out WebCT's 'discussion' tool."  When it looks like everyone in the lab has reached the right spot, I continue:  "I'm going to begin the conversation first by selecting 'New Topic,' and then typing in a message in the text box." I enter a short, obligatory greeting, and click "send."  I ask everyone in the class to click on "update listing," to check for new messages.  I then ask them to respond to at least one message by selecting the "reply" button and writing in their own greeting.  What follows is a flurry of typing and some quiet chatter and even laughter in the computer lab, as instructors and faculty send one or more messages to everyone in the room.  Soon afterwards, I select "update listing" on my own computer and a long list of messages is produced--mostly replies to my initial message, but even some replies to these replies.  I now draw the classes' attention to the front as I continue my presentation of the discussion tool; and I use the list of new messages to illustrate how quickly messages can pile up.

Referring to "communication," "discussion" and "chat" and even providing definitions and descriptions of these terms is not nearly as effective as allowing people to experience these things online for themselves.  If one expects teachers to feel comfortable using these technologies in their courses, it is best to let them first try out WebCT's (or any other system's) tools or components.  When they have such an opportunity, teachers can instantly recognize, for example, how quickly unread messages can accumulate in an online forum.  They can also easily gain an understanding of how one or more messages can be a reply to a previously existing message, or a reply to yet another reply.

One might conclude from this that the terms used to talk about communicating online are limited in their capacity to express what this experience is actually like.  On their own, words like "discussion" or "chat" do not seem to clearly convey the particularities and characteristics that are a part of online discussion.  Indeed, one can argue that they draw attention away from the many differences that separate an online experience from the physical activity with which it is implicitly compared. 

Such a conclusion is given greater weight in the literature that provides tips for leading or "moderating" successful educational discussions online.  A significant number of these tips identify characteristics and techniques that would clearly not apply to discussions held in more conventional classroom settings, and thus would not be meaningfully connoted by words such as "discussion" or "chat."  For example, Morten Paulsen recommends that discussion facilitators attempt to "synchronize and resynchronize" the online conference:  "Make sure that everyone begins concurrently and not in disarray and offer periodic occasions to restart in unison, summariz[ing] the state of the conference every week or two as a means of focusing discussion" (1995, p. 86).  In a classroom discussion--where everyone is in the same place at the same 
time-- such synchronization is obviously not necessary or at least does not carry the same signficance.  As another recommendation, Paulsen suggests that the moderator consider "simulat[ing the role of] an agent provocateur.  By using a pen name, instructors can question or challenge their own entries.  This device could be used to set up a discussion or to set an example for student inquiries" (1995, p. 87).  Again, in a  face-to-face setting, where individuals are clearly visible to one another, such advice is also not pertinent.  It is only in a text-based, online setting, where self-presentation occurs through description, that such a suggestion is at all reasonable.

These and other recommendations indicate that the word "discussion" is used equivocally to designate two very different things:  a face-to-face conversation and the exchange of written messages using a networked system.  On and offline, this innocuous word opens up and stakes out possibilities and limitations that differ substantially in meaning and practice. 

Bulletin Board
Next, I provide some advice on how to deal with the accumulation of messages in the discussion tool:  "There are many features for organizing and coping with the messages that accumulate in a discussion.  For example, WebCT lets you divide the discussions into a number of "topics."  Each of these is a separate listing or page of "threads" and replies.  This allows you to divide discussions up by subject, or by unit or week in your course.  WebCT also lets you download the messages in a compact form so that you can easily print them off or read them offline.  And WebCT also lists only new or unread messages by default, sparing you the need to see all the messages each time you enter the discussion forum."

Judging simply by the number of features designed to deal with the large quantity of messages that can accumulate in an online forum, this is one of the most obvious differences that separate online discussions from their counterparts in the classroom.  Indeed, simply coping with the accumulation of messages is acknowledged in the literature as one of the primary challenges of teaching with this technology.  Citing a variety of sources, Hara and Kling describe the "'daunting prospect' of being behind in reading messages" as one of the clearest "complications of asynchronous computer-mediated communication" (2000).  As a result, they observe, "some students [do not have the time to] read other people's postings before writing their own. . . messages," resulting in fragmented communication (2000).  In the physical classroom, on the other hand, the quantity of contributions that can be made is limited by the duration of the class and the course themselves.  Students are forced by these and other constraints to take turns and to restrict the length of their comments. 

All of this points to the fact that the concrete experience of sending and receiving text messages via a password-protected Website might be more effectively captured by using terms other than "discussion."  These other terms should bring this particular experience into polysemous association with phenomena in the physical world with which it might have more in common.  

Significantly, use of the term "discussion" seems to be a relatively recent means of designating these networked forums.  It is a term whose use is clearly antedated by the use of the word "bulletin board."  In its definition of "bulletin board systems," the Microsoft Press Computer Dictionary indicates that these systems were based on a type of modem-to-modem networking that predates the popular use of the Internet: 

BBS n. 1. Acronym for bulletin board system.  A computer system equipped with one or more modems or other means of network access that serves as an information and message-passing center for remote users. . . . Users dial into a BBS with their modems and post messages to other BBS users in special areas devoted to a particular topic, in a manner reminiscent of the posting of notes on a cork bulletin board." (Microsoft Press, 1997)

So at some intervening point, it appears that the term "discussion" started to be used preferentially over the term "bulletin board."  And with this new term comes a variety of possibilities and limitations--ones that are quite different from those suggested by the word "bulletin board."   

Some of these numerous and considerable differences are explored in an early article by Don Beckwith.  In it, Beckwith describes how he used a physical bulletin board in the 1980's in an effort to cheaply simulate the experience of posting and receiving messages in a networked computer "conference."  

At that time the primary application of computer conferencing was that of an asynchronous bulletin board through which participants could send and receive messages.  The idea of using a real bulletin board was suggested.  From a cluttered storage area came an old, portable 4x6 bulletin board on wheels.  This was positioned in a hallway corner, giving access to the students before, after and during class.  A stack of 3x5 index cards and thumbtacks were provided. (1987, pp. 91, 92)

So instead of a computer "conferencing" system serving as a figurative bulletin board, an actual board, with cork and thumbtacks serves as a figurative version of its online counterpart.  By focusing on the physical thing that facilitates the exchange and by indirectly referring to the specific means through which it does so--messages, ordering, posting over a period of days or weeks--Beckwith is able to bring these old and new communications technologies into explicit comparison.  And this helps him to establish clear and useful guidelines for the new technology.  

when putting a bulletin board on a conferencing system, we know from experience with the older technology to make the information readable, classified by topic, updatable, and scanable [sic]; and to provide mechanisms for keeping track of read messages, responding to messages, and so on. (1987, p. 90)

And not surprisingly, his description identifies a number of challenges that have been also identified in the literature of online conferencing:

While the messages were interesting, with most of the ideas contained within coming from the students' outside readings, they didn't seem to be leading toward task completion.  Rather, by the end of three weeks we had a bulletin board filled with disparate bits of information, all related in some way to the educational potential of the newer media, but with no creative focus. (1987, p. 92)

The term "bulletin board" thus may provide a means for orienting students to the technology that is much more specific and less ambiguous than the connotations provided by the term "discussion."  The language that co-emerges with the technology shapes our experience of it.  At the same time, the characteristics of the technology itself can make the meanings or connotations carried by certain words relevant or irrelevant, despite the significance that the words seek to convey or perhaps even impose.    

Content, Content Everywhere
After the lunch break, I begin with an overview:  "WebCT's most important course tools fall into two main groups:  first, there are the communication tools, including discussion and chat, which we looked at this morning.  

"The second set of tools is WebCT's 'content tools.'  We will be looking at these this afternoon.  These tools allow you to do things like uploading and managing your course content, and sharing it very efficiently with your students."  

I explain this in more detail:  "WebCT and the Web in general can accommodate a wide variety of types of educational content: video and audio clips, animations, simulations, interactive exercises, and more.  This multimedia content can be used to engage and motivate students; it can accommodate various learning styles, such as visual and auditory learning; and it can also be used to present difficult concepts and ideas clearly and effectively."

Much has been made of the variety of media available on the Web, and the convenience with which it can all be brought to our finger-tips.  In her Web Teaching Guide, Sarah Horton explains that

One of the most important advantages of Web-based instruction is the ability to employ multiple media types to present ideas and concepts.  With Web multimedia, you can combine text, images, sound, and moving images on a single page.   . . . Simply making these materials available on a Web site is of great value to your students. . . . Presenting students with multiple media options addresses learning at several levels and allows them to choose their own approach to comprehending the materials. (2000, p. 73)

The multiple media facilitated through the Web is seen as being even more powerful when connected together as "hypermedia."  The term "hypermedia" refers to "the extension of hypertext to include other media" like "sound, graphics, and video" (FOLDOC, 2002).  Jonassen underscores the potential of hypermedia as a means for both disseminating and creating educational content:  "ultimately, we could think about eliminating textbooks in the classroom and enabling learners to research ideas and develop their own interpretations in hypermedia" (2000, p. 211).

Radically new forms such as hypermedia become a possibility in part because computers and networks reduce all media formats and types of information to binary, digital codes of ones and zeros.  Computers and networks are, simply put, mechanisms for encoding, transmitting and decoding these binary codes or bits.  Nicholas Negroponte's Being Digital celebrates the uniform, interchangeable, instantaneous nature of these bits--and contrasts them to the much more cumbersome constituent parts of material goods, "atoms."  Unlike atoms, Negroponte says, "bits commingle effortlessly.  They start to get mixed up and can be used and reused together or separately" (1996, p. 18).  They are not necessarily tied to any one physical format, and can take on many different forms, making it much easier to transport them, to present simultaneously, and to link them together.

However, when bits--audio and video clips, PowerPoint slides, texts, simulations,      etc.--are used, reused, and mixed up in this way, factors other than their "weightlessness" and movement "at the speed of light" (Negroponte, 1996, p. 14) come to the fore.  Different ways of using words and concepts suddenly become possible and acquire new cogency.  In reducing everything to a homogeneous world of bits, these technologies give existence, force, and autonomy to abstractions and generalities that would otherwise be difficult to see as meaningful.  They allow for words to be used in polysemous or equivocal ways that span a wide variety of things previously understood as separate.  Because of their abstract nature, computers can elevate words to a very high level of generality, and form categories that cover large numbers and new combinations of phenomena.  

The word "content" exemplifies this kind of semantic shift and expansion.  As this term is used in discussions of the Web and new media, content can be understood as practically anything that can be and is encoded as bits.  It designates anything that a person could see, hear or act upon in being engaged with a computer.  This semantic breadth is reflected in assertions that content is (or is not) "king" (e.g. Odlyzko, 2001), and in talk of content being provided, managed, rated, analyzed, guarded, or syndicated.  As the breadth and range of these words indicate, content extends to practically any specific instance of a networked system's use:  text messages, chat transcripts, and even logs of transactions can also be considered as content.  

However, this is actually not the first time that the word "content" has been used in such an expanded sense.  A conspicuous example is provided by educational and curriculum theories.  Writing as early as 1966--well before the emergence of digital          multimedia--Saylor and Alexander define "content" in terms that are remarkably similar in their all-inclusiveness to those used in discussions of digital media.  Content, he says, consists of

those facts, observations, data, perceptions, discernments, sensibilities, designs, and solutions drawn from what the minds of men have comprehended from experience and those constructs of the mind that reorganize and rearrange these products of experience into lore, ideas, concepts, generalizations, principles, plans, and solutions. (Saylor & Alexander, 1966, p. 160, as quoted in Miller & Seller, 1985)

Content as understood in curriculum studies works as an abstract generality that encompasses just about everything that it does in the context of computer media.  The difference is that with computer media, this abstraction is actually instantiated: it is realized in a form that can be experienced directly through engagement with computers and Internet technologies.  Content is no longer just an empty category; it is made real in the bits and bytes moving at the speed of light in a computer network.

Not all Content is Created Equal
But before I allow those in the lab to work with WebCT's content tools, I warn them:  

"In putting content online, it is important not just to take texts, notes and just any other material, and upload it, regardless of what it is.  This generally does not help students.  When you do this, you end up with what is called       'shovelware'--the result of just 'shovelling' course contents online."  

"Instead, you should ensure your materials are specifically suited for the Web.  There are many ways to do this, and they often involve shortening text, using points form, using small file sizes for images, audio, video, and providing your students with as much concision and clarity as possible."  

Alistair Fraser explains that the term "shovelware" emerged during the 1990's with the introduction of CD-ROMs.  As he defines it,

shovelware can refer to any content shovelled from one communication medium to another with little regard for the appearance, ease of use, or capabilities of the second medium. (Fraser, 1999, p. B8; see also FOLDOC, 2002)
The medium, form, context, and situation in which "content" is presented, in other words, is important.  Digital content is not simply bits of digital data, qualitatively undifferentiated, weightless, capable of being mixed, remixed and reused, simply on the basis of their homogeneous and atomic nature.  When content is actually experienced or is the subject of engagement--when issues such as ease of use, appearance or educational value are of concern--this free-floating content suddenly becomes inextricably bound to the time, space and context of its instantiation or embodied use.  Content, in other words, is closely associated with a form and a context in which it is useful or appropriate, and with a way and setting in which it is known and made knowable:  It is encountered as a image on a Webpage, a sentence in an e-mail, a passage in a page or book, or a sequence in a multimedia presentation, for example.

When the abstract notion of content is concretized in specific instances and situations, the unity to which the abstraction appeals to suddenly appears fragile.  As soon as we talk about content in any specific instances, it immediately becomes something other than simple bits of "content"--free-flowing, weightless and interchangeable.  Questions of appropriateness, engagement, usability, preferences, styles and much more come up.  Something similar also happens in relation to the abstract term "communication:" Along with "content," it is one of the prime categories in which the tools and functions of WebCT are presented--and in which the educational and other potentialities of the Web as a whole tend to be understood.  However, like content, as soon as "communication" is seen in terms of specific tools, contexts, and types of engagement, it becomes divided into the categories or tools of "discussion" and "chat"--and further into "topics," "threads," and "replies."  All of these are words or categories register significant qualitative differences in terms of subject or theme, order, and temporality.  

The problem is that after making such differentiations we then return to the use of categories like "content" and "communication" in educational discussions as if such differences can easily be ignored.  Computer and network technologies enable and instantiate expanded and new meanings in their abstract, computational realm.   These words then return to the concrete world and are used as if they had the same force there.  

In explicit recognition of the local, specific, and embodied dimensions of education that the abstraction and generality of computers tend to conceal, the next two chapters are as particular in their focus as possible.  They look at specific, concrete examples or anecdotes; first at two specific phenomena that are often covered by the term "interaction," and then at experiences that are often labeled with the word "communication."   In both cases, I hope to break the spell of homogeneity and identity that is cast by the abstraction and generality of computational and theoretical constructs.  I will consciously avoid the uncritical usage of broad and conceptually-loaded terms such as "content," "communication" and "interactivity."  I hope to show how the experience of that which is frequently gathered under the rubric of "interaction and "communication" is inevitably realized in and emphatically oriented to the concrete, the specific and the local.  


