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1. Introduction®

For most teaders, in-class or other kinds of faceto-face ativities are the most natural,
effedive, and convenient ways to interad with students. However, this ideal world was not to
be for most teaders in Hong Kong in April 2003. The dty and, indeed, most parts of China
and East Asia were squarely confronted with a highly contagious disease @lled Severe Acute
Respiratory Syndrome (SARS), aso known as Atypicad Pneumonia SARS remains a
mysterious disease. We do not sill have a clea idea of how it is exadly transmitted. Asa result,
precaitionary measures in April 2003 included weaing face masks, avoiding crowds, and
isolating oneself as much as possible. In such an unsettling environment, it was natural and
logical for all formal classes in universities in Hong Kong to be suspended for two weeks
(from April 1 to April 13) or more in some case.

Given the situation where faceto-faceinstructions and lecures were not possible during this
period, the University of Hong Kong encouraged its staff members and students to make use of
other modes of communication to sustain leaning. Information Communicaions Tednology
(ICT), thus, played a prominent role in this situation. Some of the natural questions would then
be: (i) How did our students respond to this sudden chage in learning and teading modes? (ii)
Were their experiences positive or negative? and (iii) How can we improve on the situation, if
nedl be, in the event of another SARS-induced non-faceto-facecourse ddivery gtuation?

One of the ams of this preliminary report is to share my experiences with colleagues and
othersin Hong Kong in the hope of finding better ways to curriculum development and course
delivery should another SARS situation arise in subsequent yeas. On my part, | dedded to
deliver ‘online ledures for two of my courses, LING2041 Language axd Information
Tednology and LING2018L exical-Functional Grammar, on the WebCT chatroom. In order to
evaluate the dfedivenessof such 'atypical ledures, a survey was caried out. The aim of the
survey was mainly to investigate students perception and attitudes towards the effediveness of
leaning with ICT when there was no formal classoom teading. It is believed this and similar
surveys are necessary in the seach for improved ways of sustaining leaning in potential
environments of Atypicd Pneumonia or any other contagious diseases.

1| am grateful to my graduate students and teaching assigants, Tai-Chung Pui, Carmen Leg OliviaLam, Sophia
Lee and Natalie Yu, for their help in coordinating the online ledures. | also wish to thank those undergraduate
students who participated in the survey for providing valuable data for this study.



2. Background I nfor mation

This questionnaire survey was conducted in mid-April 2003 Two linguistics classs, involving
35 students, participated in the survey after ‘attending’ two online ledures or tutorials using the
chatroom system on WebCT, aweb-based coursetooal.

3. The Results

An online questionnaire, consisting of 12 multiple-choice questions and one open-ended
question (see Appendix), was administered on WebCT to the 35 students who took two of my
courses by my teading assistants. These questions ranged from how and where they accessed
the course materials to their preferences about mode of course delivery. The following is a
summary of the survey results, along with brief interpretational remarks about the import of the
results.

3.1 Frequency of Internet Access

Questions 1 and 2 asked students how often they accessed the Internet before and duing class
suspension. The purpose of these questions was to seewhether students would use the Internet
more (or lesy frequently when there were no classes.

More than half of the sudents said that they used the Internet more often during class

suspension.

Figure 1: Frequency of Internet AccessBEFORE and DURING
Class Suspension
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Figure 1 illustrates this point, showing that most students (27 out of 35) used the Internet more
often during the class sispension period.

3.2 Purpose of Internet Accessduring Class Suspension
Question 3 was a general question that examined what students used the Internet for during

class sispension. The most common uses of the Internet during class sispension were, as
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depicted in figure 2, (i) email communicaion (35%), (ii) doing information seach (25%), and
(iii) using the WebCT (15%).

Figure 2. What do you usethe Internet for DURING
dass sigpension?
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3.3 Location of Internet Access

Questions 4 and 5 addressed theissue of where students got accessto the Internet. The aim was
to investigate whether there would be achange of locaion of acass because of the suspension
of classes.

Figure 3: Location of Internet Access
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Interestingly, class suspension did not affed where students used the Internet. As clealy
exhibited in Figure 3, both before and duing class sispension, students usually logged on to
the Internet from home, but seldom on campus and ather places. This may be due to the fad
that, nowadays, aimost all students have their own computers and have acess to Internet
connedion from home.

3.4 Preferred Medium of Communication for Teaching and Learning DURING Class
Suspension

Question 6 asked students what channel of communicaion they would prefer for teading and
leaning during the dasssuspengon period. Theresuts ae shown in Figure 4 bd ow.



Figure 4. Preferred Communication Media DURING ClassSuspension
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Of the 35 dudents, 12 dudents (34%) said that email would be the best mode of
communicaion during class sispension. 7 students (20%) supported the use of WebCT while
the use of bulletin board system was also supported by 7 students (20%).

3.5 Frequency of WebCT Access

Questions 7 and 8 examined how often students logged-on to the WebCT before and duing
class sispension, and whether students would log on more frequently during the dass
suspension period.

Figure 5: Frequency of WebCT Access BEFORE and DURBN
Class Sugpenson
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As would be expected, more students logged on to the WebCT during class sispension. As
many as 28 of the 35 students logged on 2 to 6 times a week, while only 20 students did so
before class supend on. Since students weremostly away from campus, it was naturd that they
relied mainly on ICT to accessinformation about the courses.

3.6 Preferred Mode of University Education

This question aimed to find out what, from students perspedive, was the best mode of
university educaion. There is quite a sustained debate in the literature on the merits and
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demerits of non-faceto-face ourse delivery and it is necessary to find out what these students,
some of who were presumably ‘attending’ ledures from a distance for the first time, fet about
this mode of delivery.

Figure 6: Preferred Mode of University Educdion
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As is expeded, most students dis-preferred solely web-based course delivery. They did not,
however, entirely rejed the ancept of web-based course delivery. Indead, as many as 68% of
the students agreed that a mixed mode i.e. a combination of online acivities and faceto-face
interacions was the best mode of university education. This finding certainly presents a
challenge to university ledurers who plan for how best to sustain leaning and possibly
continue interading with students in the event of another SARS outbreak

3.7Modeof Learning in Other Courses

Question 11 asked students how they kept up with their leaning in other courses that did not
make use of WebCT. The aim here wasto find out how studentsrated or evauated other means
of course delivery, such as telephone and email communicaion, which are different from the
more comprehansve course delivery padkages like WebCT and Bladboard.

Figure 7. Method of Learning in Other Courses (without WebCT)
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As can be seen in Figure 7, in most cases, the instructor would communicae with the students
via email, while the rest of the students had to learn on their own i.e. they almost lost touch
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with their course instructor or even leaning as a whole. Though email communication fared
better than the other non-WebCT means, it lags behind WebCT means in terms of the number
of students maintaining contad with their course materials and course ledurers.

3.8 Evaluation of Online Lectures/ Tutorialsduring Class Suspension

3.8.1 Overall Effectiveness of Online Lecturesusing WebCT chatroom

Figure 8: Overall Effedivenessof Online Ledures
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In an attempt to gauge the effediveness of these atypical, solely 1CT-based, lectures, we sought
student opinions. Feedbad from the students was quite positive in general. As can be rea off
from Figure 8, over 60% of the students found the online ledures effective or quite effedive,
while the rest, 37% of the students, thought that online lectures could be rather ineffedive. The
results are in line with the faa that most students preferred a mixed-mode leaning
environment.

3.8.2 Comparison of courseswith and without WebCT intervention

In order to find out how course delivery on ICT mode fared compared with other
non-face-to-face means during class sispension, question 12 asked students to evaluate
whether they leant better through participating in WebCT adivities during suspension of
classes.

Figure 9: Better Leaning with WebCT?
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The results are very encouraging. More than 80% of the students said that they did lean better
with the WebCT during classsugpend on (than with other means of delivery).

4. Open-ended Comments

Besides multiple-choice questions, students were dso asked to give open-ended comments.
Such qualitative ways of gauging informant attitudes often go a long way to gving a more
elaborate perspedive of the survey situation. Of 35 students, 16 made cmments on the online
ledures or on the use of ICT for leaning as a whole. We present below a mostly unedited
version of student responses.

>

| think the use of chatroom is a way to teach during the times of schod suspension. However, |
till think that face-to-face interaction is more important and useful. This is because when using
the chatroom, sometimes, many people speak at the same time, and this will cause confusion. For
example, someone may be answering the previous question whereas other people may ask
anather question.

Sitting in front of the computer for alongtimeistiring.

| prefer to use the discusson board for discusson because the messages come in a more
sequential order and it is easier for me to refer to previous messages and reply the others. The
chatroom has also been very useful these two weeks, but maybe there are too many people and
sometimes too many people speak at the same time and sometimes many people remain sil ent.
Due to technical problems, | sometimes cannat type any English in the chatroom. Maybe next
time, we should have online tutorials instead o online ledures. We can divide the whole class
into smaller groups and this can ensure every classmate can take part in the discusson. Everyone
can get some attention from the others. At the same time, the time for each session should be
shortened, just like the formal tutorials. Maybe these arrangement would help a little bit. The
online ledures these two weeks have been very interesting to me. Having been studying in HKU
for nearly 3 years, | have my first time to have online ledures. From the first online discusson at
night to the online ledures these two weeks, | recogrised that there were fewer and fewer
technical problems. | think this is really the efforts of Dr. Bodamo and air TA, Chung-pui.
Anyway, these have been very goad experiences. And it redly helps me learn during the
suspension period.

Theonline lectureis a hit confusing sometimes. So many peopletalk at the same time. It is rather
hard to follow the threads. The questions and answers posted may be separated far far away
(other people s comments may intervene in between the question and the answer). So, this makes
late-comers very hard to foll ow what it has been talking.

| think it' s good that our course has been making goad use of the webCT all along, and the
suspension period dd nd really affect our progressas much as other courses.

Though ICT tools can help alot during the class sispension period, | persorally don' t liketo rely
heavily on ICT tools because it is not yet well constructed. Many problems can be raised which
would slower the learning pace.

It would be better if some audio applicationis used.

| think the main problem of using the chatroom is | can' t follow the discussion when | come the
chatroom a little bit late. | don' t know what have been discussed bf. It seamsto misssomething. |
thinkit' s better to provide the script or summary of the discusson after the chatroom ssson.

It is quite difficult to communicate and join the discussion in the chatroom when there are many
people.

The use of WebCT and mline lectures allows the course to carry on without affeding the
originally schedule, and also, allow student to carry ontheir learning. | think it is a good mode of
learning especially during classsugension.

The technical prablem should be miminised. Other than chat room and email, tutor or lecurer
can try to use ICQ to answer our questions as it is a more instant way

| do believe the WebCT is quite useful and effedive during the class sispension period, esp the
online ledure and the exchange of information between ledurer and students. However, this
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mode of teaching a communication can only operate on a secondary role, that means it can only
ASJST the comnunication, the face-to-face teaching is more reli able and effective.

» | think online lecure conducted in the chatroom of Web CT is very time consuming. The amount
of discusdon is quite limited. It may be better if we are assgned to different smaller groups. This
moativates people to have more active participation.

i always cant conrect to the rver and it wasted me alot of time

>
» usingICT modes of learningis good
» It will bebetter if thetime for having web classes is more flexible

As can be deduced from these cmments, many of the students recgnized the alvantages of
using ICT during class suspension. They agreed that participating in online lecures could help
them keeg up with their leaning to an appreciable extent. Some of the students gave
suggestions as to how the online lectures could be improved, though many of these mmments
had to do with tedhnical isaues, which did not necessarily refled their opinions of the delivery
of course contents.

5. Concluding Remarks

In this document, | have tried to share my experiences with other teaders about how a group
of students coped with my effortsto bracethe SARS outbreg and continue to tead my classes
and sustain leaning. | do this in the hope that, by sharing our experiences, we can find better
ways of sustaining leaning in the event of a similar outbregk. To improve on managing this
situation of atypical ledures, we need to understand the dtitudes and preferences of our
students. In general, this preliminary study showsthat online adivities seem to be the preferred
mode of communication when face-to-face instruction is not possible. In courses where
WebCT was not used, instructors would still keg in touch with students via email
communicaion, though | have doubts as to how interadivity was achieved in such a rather
delayed mode of communicaion environment.

However, even though it was reagnized that the use of ICT was gererally hepful during class
suspension, most students preferred a mixed-mode learning environment, i.e. a combination of

faceto-face interadion and online adivities. ICT tools like WebCT may thus be good learning

aids that complement formal classroom education. One of the most salient points from this

study, in my opinion, is that this dudent preference for a mixed-mode leaning environment

constitutes a dhallenge for our further development of course management and delivery in the

event of SARS and ather contagious diseases. Teachers would have to find ways of simulating

a more faceto-face situation without being in the same physicd surroundings. One such

(imperfed) solution is the provision of resources sich that teaders can do red-time, live,

video-broadcasts of their ledures.
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APFENDIX:

QUESTIONNAIRE SURVEY (APRIL 2003)
THE USE OF ICT DURING CLASS SUSPENSION

1. How often dd yau get accessto the Internet BEFORE classsugension?
lessthan 3 times a week

3-6 times a week

lessthan ore hour per day

1-2 hours per day

3-5 haurs per day

more than 5 hours per day

mmo o w>

2. How often do yau get accessto the Internet DURING classsugension?
lessthan 3 times a week

3-5 times aweek

lessthan ore hour per day

1-2 hours per day

3-5 haurs per day

more than 5 hours per day

mmoow>

3. What do yau use the Internet for DURING classsugension (Chocse TWO)?
information search

web surfing

informal online chat

email communication

using web-based course tods (e.g. WebCT)

moow®»

4. Wheredid yau often get accessto the Internet BEFORE classsugension?
A. campus
B. your home
C. friendshome
D. internet cafes

5. Wheredo yau often get accessto the Internet DURING classsugpension?
A. campus
B. your home
C. friendshome
D. internet cafes

6. Which o the following communication media would yau prefer for teaching and learning DURING
classsugension?

stationary phore
web-based course tods (e.g. WebCT)

A. buletin board system

B. chatroom (eg. IRC, chatroom on WebCT)

C. Emall

D. instant messaging (e.g. ICQ, MSN/Yahoo Messnger)
E. mobilephore

F.

G.



10.

11

12

13.

How often dd yau log orto the WebCT of this course BEFORE classsuspension?
lessthan orce a week

2-4 times a week

5-6 times a week

daily

more than orce a day

moow®»

How often do yau logonto the WebCT of this course DURING classsugension?
lessthan orce a week

2-4 times a week

5-6 times a week

daily

more than orce a day

moo®»

In GENERAL (i.e. with/ without the threat of SARS), what, in yaour opinion, should be the best
mode of university education?

A. faceto-face clasgoom education

B. entirdy web-based education

C. mixed mode

How would yau evaluate the dfectivenessof an orline lecture using a chatroom DURING class
suspension?

highly ineffective

ineffective

quite dfective

effective

highly effective

moo®»

How do yau keep upwith your learning in oter courseswhich do nothave awebCT platform?
A. Theinstructor / tutor communicateswith you via email / instant messaging.
B. Theinstructor / tutor communicates with youon telephore.
C. Sdf-accesslearning (e.g. reading reference books, web-based information search)
D. Nore Learning hes been suspended throughaut the class sispenson period.

As compared to ather courses which do nd make use of any ICT modes of learning during class
suspension, do yau think that you can ke upwith your learning better through participating in
WebCT activities DURING classsugension?

A. Yes

B. No

Any aher comments?
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