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A Special Issue

Introduction to
Special Issue on ICT
and E-learning
in the Middle East

Badrul Huda Khan
McWeadon Education, USA

Mohamed Ally

Athabasca University, Canada

Guest Editors

This special issue is dedicated to our friend,
Professor Robin Mason.

While attending an e-learning conference in Dubai
organized by Hamdan Bin Mohammed e-University in
February, 2009, | discussed with Robin, a pioneer in
the field, my interest in doing a Special Issue on “ICT
and E-learning in the Middle East” for Educational
Technology magazine. | was very happy when she
readily accepted my invitation to serve as a co-editor
for the issue. She reviewed several proposals for the
special issue, and then | did not hear from her. After
some time had passed, Dr. Josie Taylor of the Open
University informed me of Robin’s sick leave from
work. Robin passed away on June 15, 2009. We will
miss her. —Badrul Khan

About the Issue

This issue contains articles from several countries in
the Middle East, though it is by no means an exhaustive
representation of ICT (Information and Communications
Technologies) and practices in the Middle Eastern
region. Within the scope of our efforts, we are able
to cover practices with contributions by authors from:
Saudi Arabia, Qatar, Turkey, Gaza, Oman, Iran, Israel,
Jordan, Lebanon, United Arab Emirates, Morocco,
Malaysia, and Jordan. We would like to thank Dr.
Josie Taylor of the UK Open University, who reviewed
several articles for this issue and provided feedback
for improvement.
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In planning and preparing for this issue, we received
encouragement and support from many individuals,
including: Hamza Ghulman, Lawrence Lipsitz, J. Goodlett
McDaniel, Robert Wisher, Abdullah Almegren,
Mohammed Al-Abdulkareem, Ibrahim Al-Mohaissin,
Mishan Al-Otaibi, Mauri Collins, Alice Bedard-
Voorhees, Mohammed Aalsalem, Ali Al Musawi,
Abuhena Saifuliislam, Mohammed Afifi, Mustafa
Hariri, Nouf Kahtani, Keysha Gamor, Solaiman Alj,
Abdullah Almohaya, Abdullah Alwalidi, Aysha Murad,
and Her Excellency Ambassador Houda Ezra Nonoo.

The Authors in This Issue

Abdullah Alwalidi and Paul Lefrere describe the
progress at King Khalid University in the Kingdom of
Saudi Arabia in developing and implementing a user-
centered road map for teaching and learning, with
pervasive e-learning as a core element. The article
addresses ways to capture and share expertise and how
to provide and increase personalization.

Martha Robinson and Mohamed Ally describe a
study that examines female Arab students’ experiences
in a pilot eSchoolbag project in Qatar. The project used
a blended approach, which combined face-to-face
instruction with e-learning resources and strategies.
The study found that educational values, English-
language ability, and experience with computers
emerged as structural issues that affected students’ e-
learning experience. Three essential elements of the
experience of female Arab students were motivation,
belonging, and adjustment.

Yasemin Gulbahar and Filiz Kalelioglu explore the
use of proper instructional techniques in online discus-
sions that lead to meaningful learning. Their research
study, in Turkey, looks at the effective use of two
instructional techniques within online environments,
based on qualitative measures. “Brainstorming” and
“Six Thinking Hats” were selected and implemented
through online discussions.

Anthony ‘Skip’ Basiel and Ralph Commins describe
the process for training Palestinians in Gaza in
developing e-learning courses using WebCT. The
training was delivered at a distance using information
and communications technologies. The project used a
problem-based approach to introduce e-learning
concepts and practice for the pedagogy of online
content, learning theory, and management.

Andrea Hall discusses innovative, pedagogically-
sound design principles that were developed from
theory and refined in an Arabic learning environment,
in Oman. These principles are recommended for
designing online learning that is culturally compatible
with the learning preferences of the Arab world.

Carol Goldfus and Edith Gotesman describe a study
in lIsrael to determine whether assistive technology,
specifically text-to-speech software, can be used to help
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students with dyslexia cope with academic texts in
English. Results from the study indicated that text-to-
speech software enhances students’ immediate and
long-term academic reading performances.

Hazel Owen describes a 40-week Computer,
Research Skills, and Projects (CRSP) blended learning
course designed and implemented at Dubai Men’s
College. The learning employed a design using socio-
constructivist principles in a blended approach to cater
to the learning preferences of students.

Ismael Rumzan, Imran Chowdhury, Saudah Mirza,
and Raidah Shah Idil note that the use of ICT in the
Middle East is expanding at a fast rate; hence managers
and decision-makers must decide on the best learning
solution for their organizations. This article describes
how a small team of individuals in Jordan developed an
effective learning solution to a social problem. This
may provide some useful lessons for other organizations
which would like to start using e-learning or are using
e-learning but are facing financial constraints.

Souad El Harrassi and Michel Labour outline how
Moodle, as an open-source Learning Management
System, can be made more interoperable. This was
done by testing, in Morocco, two software standards
compatible with socio-constructivist norms.

Uma Narasimhamurthy and Khuloud Al Shawkani
describe a model, used in Saudi Arabia, for teaching
Java Programming Language through Dynamic Learning
Objects. The design of the learning objects was based
on effective learning design principles to help students
learn the complex topic of Java Programming.
Visualization was also used to facilitate the learning
of the concepts.

Reeja Riyaz reports on the evaluation of the use
of Smart Boards in learning and teaching second
language writing skills in Oman. Results showed that
the use of Smart Boards in learning and teaching
improved students’ second language skills.

L. Heidi Primo examines women in Islamic
countries in general with regard to sustainable futures,
equity, and social justice. Some barriers to ICT use for
women in the Middle East include access to computers,
gender discrimination by employers, marginalized
political participation, high rates of illiteracy, and lack
of independence. Distance education offers a pathway
to gain legitimate, respectable higher education
qualifications and opens new pathways to learning, but
online learning faces obstacles and potential cultural
barriers in Islamic countries.

Fawzieh Makkawi describes the role of the head-
teacher (or principal) in successful implementation of
ICT in schools. It highlights the importance of the
headteacher to understand and lead the change process
and having a clear and shared ICT strategic plan. The
article, based on work in Lebanon and other countries
in the Middle East, also explores the major factor of ICT
progress, the continuous professional development

for school staff in general, especially headteachers.

Emad Ghaeni and Babak Abdehagh describe the
current state of e-learning in Iran and look into the
future of e-learning in virtual universities and organiza-
tions in Iran. The article also presents a model for
implementing e-learning in Iran.

Aytekin Isman, Zehra Altinay Gazi, and Fahriye
Altinay Aksal present a study that examined students’
perceptions toward the online learning process. The
results indicated that both cultural background and
personal qualities affect the students’ perceptions of
online learning. U

Making E-learning
Invisible:
Experience at
King Khalid University,
Saudi Arabia

Abdullah Alwalidi

King Khalid University
alwalidi@kk.edu.sa

Paul Lefrere
Open University, UK

p.lefrere@open.ac.uk

The authors describe progress at King Khalid University
(KKU) in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia in developing
and implementing a user-centered road map for
teaching and learning, with pervasive e-learning as a
core element. They named the approach “Invisible” e-
learning. As part of it, they are investigating ways to
capture and share expertise, as in master classes, and
ways to provide and increase personalization.

Abdullah Alwalidi is Director of the e-Learning Center at
King Khalid University, Saudi Arabia. Paul Lefrere is Senior
Research Fellow at the Knowledge Media Institute, Open
University, UK; Professor of e-learning at the Research Centre
for Vocational Education, University of Tampere, Finland; and
Partner at Strategic Initiatives Inc., USA.
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Figure 1. KKU e-learning and e-knowledge platform.

Introduction

History of E-learning at KKU

The King Khalid University (KKU) is one of the largest
universities in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia (KSA)
(more than 70,000 students; over 20 sites, with more
campuses being built). It offers courses in a very wide
range of subjects (e.g., medicine, science, engineering,
liberal arts). Technically, its current e-infrastructure is
the best available commercially in KSA, and compares
well with many US universities (see Figure T). A portal
run by the e-Learning Center (eLC) leads to a robust,
fully integrated Learning Management System (LMS) and
supporting applications and knowledge resources
including Facebook and Google.

This LMS extracts data from the Student Information
Systems (SIS), the KKU library, and Blackboard’s e-
Portfolio. It is supported by the Classroom Capture
Application, Authoring Tools, e-Assessments, Virtual
Classroom Tools, and a highly capable Learning Object
Repository (LOR) that can share learning objects drawn
from a variety of international open learning resources
and content providers. As a whole, the system offers
ease of use; high integration with administrative
systems; easy access to commercial training and
support; and, prospectively, 24/7 availability.

The infrastructure began with a single-campus
implementation in 2004. Expectations were high: at that
time, e-learning was strongly hyped in the West “as the
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means of making education better, cheaper, more
available or more responsive” (Mason & Rennie,
2006). Strong claims about its efficacy and acceptabili-
ty were made, but there was:

...little or no supporting evidence and insufficient
understanding of the complex relationships involved
[leading to]...disappointing levels of uptake, of
engagement, limited development of ‘learning communi-
ties’ in HE courses...a disparity between the potential
learning benefits that are claimed for e-learning and the
outcomes from actual learning activities and experi-
ences that are observed in practice....When it comes to
e-learning, both teachers and learners don’t always get
what they hope for. (Kirkwood, 2009)

In the two years of the first implementation, the eLC
focused on urgent issues: ensuring that the infrastructure
worked; developing high-quality content to make it
worth using the system; and training people to use
the technology and the content. All of those steps were
necessary to get the system ready for use, but the steps
were not sufficient to ensure it was used. Uptake and
engagement with e-learning were lower than expected.
Initially, it was not realized that the experience in KKU
mirrored the experience of many colleges in the West.
So the lack of uptake was interpreted as reflecting some
unseen deficiency in KKU’s “absorptive capacity”: its
ability to appropriate innovations and benefit from them
(Graeme, Jane, & Thomas, 2003).

Experience elsewhere in the Gulf region shows that



absorptive capacity can be low, and can be reduced by
cross-cultural differences (lbraiz & Paula, 2009). On
the face of it, lack of absorptive capacity seemed a
likely cause, especially given there were shortages of
skilled staff; the shortages delayed the cross-KKU
exploitation of the e-learning investments, and progress
at the course level was slow. This led to a re-appraisal
by KKU leadership three years ago. They made a long-
term commitment to increasing KKU’s capacity to
innovate, by improving the educational process using
the latest tools and methodologies including pervasive
e-learning as an “invisible” core element. They decided
to refresh the strategy; to re-launch e-learning to ensure
achievement of the original goals; and to re-appraise
and if necessary update the goals and the road-map for
e-learning, in the light of today’s KSA national priorities
and wider changes in the world.

Re-launching E-learning

The revitalized eLC team put considerable effort into
planning and preparations for the re-launch of e-
learning at KKU, and paid much attention to identifying
critical success factors for improving uptake, engage-
ment, and learning outcomes. To illustrate: in the first
implementation, the eLC had focused on content and
technology issues. As part of the re-launch, a much
broader perspective was adopted: focusing on enabling
and empowering people (faculty and students) to achieve
their own goals, to help them feel comfortable and
confident about adopting e-learning and related innova-
tions. The new approach was determined intuitively and
pragmatically, rather than as the result of a literature
search; in this approach, e-learning was introduced as a
fully-embedded and integral part of all teaching and
learning activities instead of as a standalone part.

The re-launch paid off. There is much growth in the
use of e-learning. Internal authoring capacity has
shown a huge increase on previous years. Because of
this resurgence, the eLC now performs much better on
mainstream benchmarking metrics, such as how many
students take courses involving e-learning, and how
many students achieve a passing grade.

Next Steps

Following the successful re-launch of e-learning at
KKU, the eLC is working with KKU leadership, includ-
ing deans, to co-create a strategy and tactics for their
use of e-learning that leads to a new level of integration
and completeness. The value propositions include:
sharing and reusability of content and best practices;
and seamless integration of e-knowledge and e-
learning platforms, flexibility, consistency, simplicity,
and enhanced learning and sharing at reduced costs.

As part of its preparations for achieving each of those
goals, and positioning itself for complementary goals
(e.g., to do with greater collaboration, knowledge sharing,
and links with informal learning), the eLC is organizing

international master classes to demonstrate a variety of
approaches to both the development and the implemen-
tation phases of e-learning, that make teaching practices
explicit and visible, and that show ways not just to repli-
cate current academic practices but to supplement or
extend them or find radical alternatives to them.

The repository functions of the elLC systems help
here. They can be used to give KKU faculty easy access
to examples that range from the transmissive to the
facilitative and the self-directed. As observed by
Kirkwood (2009), transmissive e-learning involves “the
presentation of information and student interaction with
resources and data that the teacher has provided or
recommended...[and tasks that]...tend to reward the
acquisition of accurate answers or the application of
correct procedures,” while facilitative e-learning tries to
“...promote the active engagement of learners...through
discussion and collaboration...to allow learners to
demonstrate how their understandings have developed
and the appropriate application of their knowledge and
skills in novel situations.” The eLC supports those
approaches. In principle, the eLC can also support learn-
ers who choose their own path and goals (self-directed e-
learning) but, as yet, not many students ask for this; they
are more interested in basic functionality: being in charge
of the pace, place, time, and quantity of their learning.

The master class program brings in international
experts. Each master class is recorded and sections are
then made available online. Attention is being given to
further exploiting each section; for example, each
teaching point made during master classes can become
the basis for discussions using social networking (Mason
& Rennie, 2008). In parallel with those investments,
consultants are seeking out complementary materials
and approaches. Potentially this work is very broad.
Faculty new to e-learning will need information and
training on the basics of interactive education (Golub,
2000). They and their more experienced colleagues
can benefit from re-assessing their own beliefs and
practices concerning teaching and assessment—and
their impact on the experience of learners—to clarify
“why e-learning activities are to be undertaken and
the rewards expected to be derived” (Kirkwood, 2009).
This revealed gaps in research on how to enable
students to succeed when they encounter ideas from an
unfamiliar culture taught with unfamiliar pedagogical
strategies (Robinson & Ally, 2009). A corollary is how to
facilitate cross-cultural changes in mindset and practices
by individuals and groups (Peng & Yufeng, 2008; Signer,
2008; Sturko & Holyoke, 2009; Thompson, 2009).

What was needed was an approach that filled the

gaps...

“Invisible” E-learning
The eLC focus changed from content and technology
to achieving learning outcomes by empowering and
enabling people (faculty and students) to improve their
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current practices and/or innovate with new practices.
The eLC deliberately avoids trying to persuade people
towards a goal of adopting e-learning best practices
from elsewhere. Instead, the elLC supports people
with their wider goals; as part of that, they find ways to
embed e-learning in their everyday practice, that is, it
becomes “invisible.” In the experience of the eLC, many
faculty are more innovative when they are in charge of
innovating their teaching, and discover that “I can do
much more with those new tools than simply lecturing.”
All this is part of the eLC role. We find there is no one
best approach in implementing e-learning. We
facilitate change, we do not impose it. With the help
of the eLC’s emerging network of partners, faculty and
students start to see more possibilities with e-learning.

E-learning as a Platform
In KKU, e-learning is considered as a platform instead
of as e-education. Similar to the idea of YouTube, faculty
and students are encouraged to use e-learning tools to
achieve their own educational goals in their own ways
(connect, sharing, interaction, producing, innovating, etc.).

Facebook and Google Are Here

E-learning is used at KKU as a new way to engage
students in learning. One approach to achieve that is by
reaching the students using their own tools. KKU students
are enabled to use e-mails, Google tools, and Facebook
to access their courses and to participate in knowledge,
communication, and construction. The opportunity is to
work within those norms to make students at ease, and to
empower them to link some of their informal peer-to-peer
discussions and their official campus discussions, in ways
that stop treating them as if they are “working alone at
their computer as in a correspondence model of distance
education [since]...the so-called isolated student may
just as likely to be carrying on online conversations
with many others” (Haythornthwaite, 2009). Tactics for
facilitating awareness and reflection in learning in
general need to be extended to e-learning and social
networks (Mason & Rennie, 2008).

E-learning for Everyone

As a result of the integration between KKU student
information systems (SIS) and the KKU learning manage-
ment system/BlackBoard, all KKU courses (now more
then 5000 courses) are accessible to everyone. There is no
need to register or submit any form to teach online, as
everyone is online by default. In some cases, students
started using the LMS to interact and share files with their
peers without any involvement of the KKU infrastructure.

Concluding Thoughts
Much remains to be done: linking e-learning needs
and opportunities that have been ignored or largely not
noticed, and processes in learning that have mostly
been under-studied or unobserved; also, making rapid
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advances towards global competitiveness by nurturing
an entrepreneurial mindset, as part of a new approach
to education, where King Abdullah has led the way
with reforms.

In recognition of those wider goals, the eLC’s
strategy now includes ideas and approaches that
facilitate the acquisition of the advanced study skills,
higher-order thinking skills, and high-value socio-
technical competencies identified in reports as needed
for success in the Knowledge Economy.

Examples include teaching sense-making and critical
thinking, creativity and innovation, and showing
students how they can learn by making mistakes.
Changing the culture via strategies that are based on
respecting, enabling, and empowering people is
proving achievable at KKU.
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This article describes a study that examines female
Arab students’ experiences in a pilot eSchoolbag
project. The project used a blended approach which
combined face-to-face instruction with e-learning
resources and strategies. The study found that educa-
tional values, English-language ability, and experience
with computers emerged as structural issues that
affected students’ e-learning experience. Three essen-
tial elements of the experience of female Arab students
were motivation, belonging, and adjustment.

Introduction

The advent of new technologies that facilitate commu-
nication and information-sharing worldwide have
opened new opportunities and challenges in the design
of e-learning. As research and experience expand,
educators become more aware of the need to design
programs that respond to the specific needs of diverse
learners (Andone et al., 2009; Hedberg & Ping, 2004;
Kanwar, 1999; Kumar, 1999).

In the country of Qatar, the government has
embarked on an ambitious plan for reform of the
education system (Supreme Education Council, 2006)
in order to prepare citizens to fully participate in a
modern information society of the 21st century. In the
K-12 sector, grade seven students at Al Wakrah
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Independent Girls’ School received e-Schoolbags
containing Tablet PCs as part of a pilot project intended
to develop technical and intellectual knowledge and
skills and to integrate in-school and at-home learning
activities (Supreme Education Council, 2006). The
purpose of this study was to explore the experience of
grade eight female students participating for the second
year in the eSchoolbag project, and to suggest
approaches to enhance their motivation and achieve-
ment in the program.

The theoretical framework for the research draws on
literature about education among Gulf region Arabs,
and gender in online learning.

Education in the Gulf States. In order to achieve
their economic and social goals, Qatar needs to
produce a modern, highly trained, and motivated
industrial workforce while maintaining traditional
Muslim values (Kapiszewski, 2000). Bahgat (1999)
noted deficiencies in the education systems of Gulf
countries due to a mismatch between educational
traditions and the needs of an information society, the
imbalance between indigenous and expatriate labor
skills, and the traditional gap between men and
women, which dictates separation and precludes
women’s full participation in the workforce. Research
from diverse areas throughout the Gulf illustrates efforts
to address these deficiencies, especially in the realm of
gender issues (Al Kharafi, 2003; Beatty, 1996), with
varying degrees of success.

Females in e-learning. Recent studies have shed
light on gender differences in the use of technology for
learning. Gender-based differences have been reported
in the amount of time spent on computers, the purpose
of use, confidence, features used, and preferred styles
of communication.

Venkatesh and Morris (2000) provide evidence that
gender plays a vital role in shaping initial and sustained
technology adoption. Asandului and Ceobanu (2008)
found that Romanian female students spent about half
as much time working on computers as males, while
[nal et al. (2008) report that among Turkish high school
students, males use the Internet to a greater extent at
home and at Internet cafes, whereas females lead usage
in school labs. The purpose of Internet use also differed
by gender, with males using the Internet to a greater
extent for shopping, chatting, group discussion and
forums, reading the news, downloading software, e-
mail, and gaming, while more females used it for
accessing information and doing homework (Inal et al.,
2008; Tekinarslan, 2009). Romanov and Nevgi (2007)
found that female medical students more actively use
video, multimedia, and collaborative tools and
consider these significantly more useful for learning
than their male counterparts. These practices were
found to correlate with higher grades.

Studies that describe gender-related differences in
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satisfaction in online communication have vyielded
conflicting results, most likely due to differences in
the design of the communication, whether or not it is
moderated (Ally & Fahy, 2005; Fahy & Ally, 2005), the
level of teacher presence (Lewis, 2007), and the gender
composition of the group (Giilbahar & Madran, 2009;
Prinsen et al., 2007; Savicki & Kelley, 2000). Herring
and Martinson (2004) assert that, online, females use
language in different ways than males, preferring to
justify, express emotion, support, and use polite
language to a greater extent, while males generally
communicate in more assertive, self-promoting, and
challenging ways.

Miiller (2008) found that personal growth and sense
of community were major themes in support of
women’s persistence in online programs. Diverse
research indicates a female preference for recognition,
support, acknowledgment, cooperation and camaraderie
(Lewis, 2007), and social interdependence (Jaffe et al.,
1999), as well as the willingness to initiate discussion
and share information in collective knowledge construc-
tion (Farmer, 2008) and its concrete application.

The segregation of male and female students in Gulf
Arab educational institutions magnifies the gender
characteristics of each in e-learning and necessitates
gender-specific study in order to identify the optimal
approaches and design for all students. It also provides
the opportunity for gender-related study in an environ-
ment where there is minimal cross-gender influence.
Knowledge gleaned from such study can inform the
development of e-learning, in the Gulf and in other
regions of the world, which addresses the particular
preferences of females.

The Study

This study utilized a qualitative approach to examine
students’ emotional and intellectual experiences, as
reported by the students themselves, in the context of
their cultural and educational environment (Cresswell,
2003; Neuman, 2003). The intent was to describe the
experience of a particular segment of the population in
light of current theory, in order to broaden the general
understanding of that experience for the group in ques-
tion. It did not seek to explain or predict, and the devel-
opment or revision of theory was not a goal, due to the
limited generalizability of the results.

Data Collection and Analysis
In order to obtain an accurate understanding of the
participants’ viewpoints, the following steps were taken:

1. Letters of introduction and permission for the
head administrator, parents, and students, a
pen-and-paper survey containing open-ended
questions related to the research questions, and
a semi-structured interview plan designed to
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clarify and build on themes identified from the
survey were prepared and translated.

2. The researcher secured the assistance of grade-
level teachers, who distributed the surveys to
eligible students, providing background informa-
tion and answering student questions in English
or Arabic as required. Students were invited to
complete the surveys in English or Arabic.

3. Survey responses were translated into English as
required, then analyzed according to the
psychological approach espoused by Moustakas
(1994). In recording codes, the participants’
original voices were maintained through the
use of direct quotations from the surveys. As
recommended by Barritt et al. (1983), disagree-
ments were not ignored, but rather noted as part
of the procedure. Once all survey data had been
analyzed, interview questions were revised to
clarify or expand on themes that arose.

4. Group interviews with three students each were
conducted at the school. Interviews were audio
recorded to facilitate natural flow of conversation
and to maintain the participants” authentic voices.
Participants were encouraged to give concrete,
detailed descriptions and examples from their
own experience. Once all interviews had been
completed, they were transcribed and all data
was compiled according to themes identified
from the surveys.

A second round of interviews sought validation from
the participants of the preliminary report. Discrepancies
were addressed by seeking input from the range of
participants, and then triangulating the responses.
According to Neuman (2003), reliability in qualitative
research results from internal consistency, that is,
whether data is plausible given all that is known
about an event. This second round of interviews served
to confirm this reliability.

Results

In the students’ voice. A total of 12 students respond-
ed to the survey, seven in Arabic and five in English.
Computer knowledge and home access varied among
participants. The following is a summary of their
comments, in the students” own words when possible:

Overall satisfaction. Students ranged in their appre-
ciation for the eSchoolbag: “Some people like laptop,
some people hate the laptop. Not all the class. They
are different.” Two qualities that students appreciated in
the course material were “fun” and comprehensive-
ness. One recalled enjoying the games in her courses.
Another, however, found content-related games uninter-
esting.

Learning materials. Language of instruction was a
relevant issue as none of the students at the school



have English as their first language, but all course
material is presented in English. Throughout the surveys
and interviews, it was apparent that those students who
displayed greater ability and confidence with English
were more positive and self-directed about e-learning.

While some students enjoyed the convenience of
having Science experiment designs, videos, and results
in their laptops, others preferred hands-on experiments.
In Math, the students generally expressed satisfaction
with the design tools on the laptop. All indicated that
their marks were higher in Math when working with
the laptops. One student expressed concern, however,
that she would be unable to do as well if at a later date
such tools were no longer available. For English,
teacher presentations on a “smart board” were com-
bined with student worksheets and homework on their
laptops. Most appreciated this mixed approach, as it
created a comprehensive unit on their laptops which
they could review.

Technology. Technology support was an important
component of the program, as there was a wide
discrepancy in computer skill experience among the
students and their families. Some interview respondents
described feeling knowledgeable about using the lap-
top, indicating that it was “easy” and that they “didn’t
have any difficulty with it.” They related that they had
received initial training and felt welcome to ask for help
from the Program Manager or her assistant as required.
One student recalled (translation) “maintaining, how
she fixed the computer problems, how to make it easi-
er. She saw how to do it and she can do it herself. She
would like to be an engineer for ICT and computers.”

Teaching/Learning Activities. Teachers’ duties in-
cluded presenting some lessons, helping students to use
the technology, sending work to the students, super-
vising their use of the Websites, and providing transla-
tion when required. The multimedia nature of the
presentations appealed to some students, and the
variety of activities also provided motivation. While
most students responded positively to this content-
centered design, some students preferred traditional
teacher-centered explanations and presentations. The
students felt positive about the teachers’ role as facilita-
tors, recognizing and exploiting learning opportunities
within and beyond the course material. They appre-
ciated teachers’ flexibility and openness to answer
questions, clarify problems, negotiate answers, provide
deadlines, and even specify the medium used to
complete assignments. Students valued the opportunity
to use the online tools to track their own academic
progress and the reinforcement provided by instant
electronic assessment on some tasks.

Academic Support. When asked whether and from
whom they access help, students recalled consulting
the self-correcting programs, the Knowledge Net (Knet)
Website, and their teachers in order to check their
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understanding of new material. Some described
examples of their own initiatives to have marks changed
when they felt they were inappropriate. They agreed
that they had more contact with teachers when using
the eSchoolbag, although they reported disparity in the
amount of help required by individual students to
organize themselves.

Though they could and sometimes did e-mail teach-
ers regarding homework, those who needed help with
assignments while at home preferred to call on friends
in the same class. The students admitted that this assis-
tance with homework was at times abused, as students
shared assignment answers on flash drives, and they
acknowledged that this practice was not appropriate.
Regarding help from family members in e-learning as
compared to traditional homework, most reported no
difference, although one student indicated that she
received less help with her coursework for e-learning,
as her mother did not like to work on the computer.

Interaction and community. Most students described
feeling an integral part of the class group, welcome to
participate, help each other, and share ideas, though
this varied according to skill with English and academ-
ic confidence. Several students emphasized group
work.

They reported helping others especially in the areas of
technology, English medium, and course content. Some
recalled feeling isolated when they fell behind the
group’s progress due to software or hardware problems.

Students appreciated the opportunities for commu-
nication made possible by the technology, but de-
scribed the conflict between their enjoyment of com-
munication for social purposes as opposed to the
school’s emphasis on communication for academic
purposes. At school, they were able to connect only
to the teacher or approved academic sites, which in-
cluded conferencing and e-mail capabilities within the
intranet. Several students expressed a desire to access
MSN or other applications with which to communicate
with friends outside the school-controlled framework,
admittedly for social as well as academic purposes.

Discussion

Al Wakrah Girls Independent Preparatory School is
located in a small urban center just outside of Doha,
the capital of Qatar, and is the only girls’ Independent
School in the town. Although the girls who attend the
school are mainly Qatari or from other Arabic-speaking
backgrounds, they have diverse family and socio-
economic backgrounds. This diversity was apparent in
their educational values, English-language ability, and
use of technology. Those students who were conversant
in English generally were able to participate more fully,
were not discouraged by the challenges of e-learning,
and seemed to appreciate the long-term benefits of
the new skills they were required to learn.
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Educational values. Traditional Arab education
systems feature a school environment that is teacher-
centered, in contrast to the student-centric nature of an
e-learning community, where the teachers’ role is to
facilitate the learning of students, who display
independence and initiative in pursuing their learning.
At Al Wakrah School, rules and policies, teacher
behaviors, and available support enabled those students
who wished to embrace the e-learning experience
to achieve success, within the limitations of their aca-
demic, linguistic, and domestic realities. This approach
was not valued by some students, who felt more
comfortable in an environment where they were simply
told what to do by an authoritarian teacher. During the
interviews, several participants contrasted those girls
who were interested in learning and becoming inde-
pendent, with or without technology, and those who
preferred a highly structured classroom environment.

Collectivist tendencies were apparent, as students
consistently referred to themselves as a group, using
“we” and “the girls in my class” rather than “I” to
describe experiences. They enjoyed the high level
of communication and collaboration required by
their studies, which suited their need for belonging.
Some described their discomfort when problems or
constraints of technology isolated them.

Throughout the study, students showed evidence of
a gender-specific preference for community, social
interdependence, collaboration, information sharing,
and collective knowledge construction reported in
various studies of females in e-learning (Farmer, 2008;
Jaffe et al., 1999; Muller, 2008). Their desire to use the
technology as a social as well as academic tool supports
Farmer’s observation that females prefer to span formal
and informal learning and communication. The use and
enjoyment of multimedia and other communication
tools parallel the observations of Romanov and Nevgi
(2007) regarding females’ online learning behaviors.

Technology. Some students came from families
where one or both parents used computers for work
or recreation, where students had their own personal
computers, and were comfortable using them inde-
pendently. These students were able to address school
requirements and their own interests and needs via the
technology. Conversely, those students who did not
have computers or Internet connections, or academic
and technological assistance from family members at
home, were required to complete some assignments
during their break time at school. Students who had
their own computers at home did not feel a strong need
to load games, music, or other software onto the school
laptops, a practice that was frowned upon by the
administration and many of the students themselves.

Conclusions and Recommendations
Motivation, belonging, and adjustment formed the
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essence of the e-learning experience for the students in
this group. Despite a disparity of skills in academics,
technology, and the English language, all participants
described issues with each of these elements.

From the findings, the following recommendations
may be drawn:

e E-learning design should recognize that, this
being a society in transition, the two critical skills
of technology and English language are not
equally distributed among the population. Some
environments are culturally conservative and have
not embraced rapid changes taking place in the
greater society, thus precluding the home as a
source of supportive educational values and
motivation.

e An appropriate level of English in all content,
including enrichment, support, and outside Web
resources, is necessary to ensure that all students
have similar access to content and computer-
based support.

¢ Introduction to e-learning strategies and skills in
the school beginning in the primary grades might
help students gain greater skill, confidence, and
self-discipline with technology, and thus ease the
transition to home use.

e Access to adequate hardware, software, and
infrastructure, such as an effective wireless
network in the school, would make the technolo-
gy more transparent from the beginning and help
build positive attitudes.

e Policies, procedures, and course design that are
equitable for all and do not penalize those
students who do not have computer or Internet
access and support at home would promote a
positive view of e-learning.

e The female preferences for communicative,
collaborative, and supportive interaction need to
be addressed in the design to avoid isolation.

This was a small exploratory study that set the
groundwork for implementing e-learning in the Middle
East. Broader studies that enlist participation of a
greater range of students would ensure that there are no
hidden issues related to the demographics of those who
self-select. Because of the very different roles of males
and females in Islamic societies, a similar study on the
experiences of boys in e-learning would also be
enlightening.

It is hoped that, by understanding the process
learners undergo when encountering e-learning
methods for the first time, policymakers and distance
educators will be better equipped to tailor programs
and approaches to the needs of Arab students and
national development in the Gulf. U
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general, your message should be up to 750 words in
length, though longer contributions will be considered,
depending on the specific topic being addressed. Join in
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This article explores the use of proper instructional
techniques in online discussions that lead to meaning-
ful learning. The research study looks at the effective
use of two instructional techniques within online
environments, based on qualitative measures.
“Brainstorming” and “Six Thinking Hats” were selected
and implemented through online discussions.

Introduction

The contribution of active learning techniques to
students’ success and socialization has been derived
from many research studies. Active participation in
learning processes enhances not only critical thinking,
research, and inquiry skills of students, but also social-
ization, by encouraging collaboration (Lacina, 2007;
Leahy & Twomey, 2005). Thus, educators should sup-
port students’ engagement in active, constructivist,
authentic, and collaborative learning environments.
Shu-Sheng (2001) paid special attention to the potential
for collaborative learning by providing interactivity and
a communicative learning climate through the use of
proper technological tools. Online discussion sessions
can be conducted, and students can collaborate,
through either synchronous or asynchronous commu-
nication activities.

Duffy, Dueber, and Hawley (1998) mentioned that
collaborative inquiry involves a variety of types of
interactions. The researchers concluded that to support
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students to learn something of substance from posting
messages it is vital to organize and facilitate the syn-
chronous or asynchronous discussions. Yang, Newby,
and Bill (2005) investigated the effects of using Socratic
questioning on enhancing students’ critical thinking
skills in asynchronous discussion forums. The results of
their study indicate that teaching and modeling of
Socratic questioning helped students demonstrate and
maintain a higher level of critical skill. Similarly, Yang
(2008) found that small groups facilitated by an instruc-
tor using Socratic dialogues in online discussions can
successfully develop students’ critical thinking skills.

As active learning techniques affect the quality of
what is learned by students, instructors should carefully
adapt these techniques to online environments. Our
study was conducted to reveal the process of use of
active learning techniques in online discussion sessions
to provide suggestions for effective use.

Method

This is a case study carried out with 20 juniors
attending the compulsory course “Distance Education,”
at the Department of Computer Education and
Instructional Technology at a university in Turkey. Of 20
juniors, 11 were female and nine were male students.

The “Distance Education” course was designed in a
blended way, using both traditional and online activi-
ties in concert. One of the communication tools, chat,
was used by students to direct discussion sessions.
Starting with the 10th week of the course, chat sessions
were conducted, with five groups having different
moderators each week. Thus, students in each group
played the role of moderator once. During discussions,
“Brainstorming” and “Six Thinking Hats” were used as
instructional techniques for constructing the discussion
process. Prior to discussion sessions, the discussion
topics were announced to students in order to provide
students enough time to search and get prepared for
each session.

The topic selected for discussion in “Six Thinking
Hats” was: “We are aware that virtual communities
create new structures based on a social network frame
for knowledge sharing. In this framework, discuss the
concepts ‘blog” and ‘wiki’ together with the other
applications of Web 2.0. Provide different solutions for
building a blog page.” The topic selected for discussion
in “Brainstorming” was: “What do you foresee in terms
of changes and innovations for the future of distance
education? Based on your discussion, what are your
perceptions about the possible scenarios that we may
face in the next five years?”

At the end of the course, students’ perceptions about
these discussion processes were elicited through four
open-ended questions via a questionnaire. These
questions were as follows:

1. What concerns did you have about the discussion
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process shaped by the instructional technique
“Six Thinking Hats”? Did you have any difficulty?
How did you overcome difficulties?

2. How effectively did you adapt the “Six Thinking
Hats” technique to the online environment? Do
you have any suggestions about this topic?

3. What concerns did you have about the discussion
process shaped by the instructional technique
“Brainstorming”? Did you have any difficulty?
How did you overcome difficulties?

4. How effectively did you adapt the “Brainstorming”
technique to the online environment? Do you
have any suggestions about this topic?

The content analysis was done inductively by two
different researchers for all qualitative data, namely,
students’ perceptions and chat logs. For the content
analysis, the stages of coding of the data, finding
emerging themes, organization of codes and themes,
and interpretation of the findings followed.

Research Findings

The experiences of students with the instructional
technique “Six Thinking Hats” Of 20 students, eight
had positive thoughts towards the process of discus-
sion, whereas nine were negative. Among positive
thoughts, the discussion process was found as valuable,
functional, and pleasant by the students. One of the
students said that “I liked the technique, and I think all
my classmates liked it, too.” Conversely, the discussion
process was found to be hard, not useful, and tiring by
the other students.

With regard to the organization of the chat environ-
ment, moderators preferred various ways of adaptation.
All stated difficulties were solved with the help of
moderators.

Thoughts and suggestions about adaptation of the
instructional technique “Six Thinking Hats” to online
environments. Of 20 students, 14 found the adaptation
process of the implemented instructional technique to
be successful, whereas six students found the process
to be unsuccessful. Among the reasons why the adapta-
tion was found to be unsuccessful were: adaptation
was a hard task (three students), group members were
not adequately prepared (two students), it was hard
to get the hats on one-by-one (two students), and the
technique was not properly understood by the group
members (two students).

Students also provided some suggestions for effective
adaptation. Two students stated that the moderator has
the key role in successful implementation, two students
declared that the number of group members should be
increased (i.e., more than five members), and finally
one student stated that this kind of discussion should
be done through audio, not a textual medium.

The experiences of students with the instructional
technique “Brainstorming.” Of 20 students, eight had
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positive thoughts towards the process of discussion,
whereas eight were negative. Among positive thoughts,
the discussion process was found to be enjoyable,
valuable, and successful. Conversely, some found the
discussion process to be hard, not useful, and tiring.

Of 20, seven students stated that they faced no diffi-
culties. On the other hand, three students said that they
could not differentiate the technique from free discus-
sion, and two students mentioned that some students
could not focus on the topic during discussion. All
the stated difficulties were solved with the help of
moderators, as in the case of “Six Thinking Hats.” One
solution mentioned by the students to overcome
difficulties was obeying the previously set rules strictly.

Thoughts and suggestions about adaptation of the
instructional technique “Brainstorming” to online
environments. Of 20 students, 15 found the adaptation
process of the implemented instructional technique to
be successful, whereas three students found the process
to be unsuccessful, and two students declared that they
found the adaptation process successful to some extent.

Students also provided some suggestions for effective
adaptation of “Brainstorming” to online discussion
environments. Two students stated that discussion
topics that would address diverse ideas should be
selected; two students stated that discussion rules
should be declared in detail before starting the discus-
sion; one student underlined the importance of the role
of the moderator, and finally one student suggested
discussion with audio support.

Analysis of the chat logs: “Six Thinking Hats.” Of
five groups, four used the instructional technique “Six
Thinking Hats” efficiently. The moderator of the other
group, which was not found to be successful, neither
set the rules, nor facilitated the group using the “Six
Thinking Hats” technique. Of five moderators, only two
set the rules for discussion before starting. Moderators
preferred different strategies in the adaptation process.
Hence, one group was very strict about the rules and
when and what to do, whereas the other three groups
had a more “democratic” climate. The success of the
adaptation of “Six Thinking Hats” to online environ-
ments results from the moderators’ success in facilita-
tion of the environment.

Analysis of the chat logs: “Brainstorming.” Of five
moderators, three set the rules for discussion before
starting. Similarly, three groups gave a detailed explana-
tion of the instructional techniques that would be
used during the discussion. The moderators of only two
groups wrapped-up the opinions of the members.
Although all the groups generated enough original
ideas during the discussion process, the ones that set
the rules prior to discussion experienced a more
effective process than the others. By obeying the rules,
not only were the members not confused about when
and how to talk, but also managing the process was
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easier for the moderator. In general, the adaptation of
“Brainstorming” was found to be successful by the
researchers, except in the absence of wrap-up at the
end of each discussion session.

Discussion and Conclusion

In this study, two instructional techniques for active
learning were used by students and evaluated based on
their experiences and perceptions during the process.
All the groups discussed the given topic in a detailed
manner and created meaningful ideas and examples
whenever needed during the discussion. Moreover,
students learned the topic, which was expected by their
instructors, in a constructivist manner through collabo-
ration. Thus, based on the research data and informal
interviews, the researchers agreed that both of the tech-
niques can successfully be used in online environ-
ments. This study revealed the main points that should
be taken into consideration for more effective usage:

1. Before discussion, the moderator should set the
rules which have to be followed during the
discussion, should explain the procedure of using
the instructional technique, and should carry out
an informal chat session for gaining experience.

2. During discussion, the moderator should manage
the environment, carefully observing the partici-
pants, and should resolve conflicts by providing
practical solutions. The entire group should obey
the rules strictly.

3. The moderator should summarize ideas whenever
necessary, and minimally at the end of the discus-
sion.

As seen above, the technical features of the
environment and the chat tools used by students are
enough to use the mentioned techniques. Hence,
effective use is based mainly on the management skills
of the moderator rather than the specific features of the
online environment. As a conclusion, the adaptation of
different discussion-based instructional techniques can
be effectively done in online environments. U
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Introduction

In 2004 the Higher Education Academy eTutor of the
year was awarded to us for our efforts in the British
Council (BC)-Islamic University Gaza (IUG) e-learn-
ing workshop project." The original purpose of the
study was to go in-person to deliver a one-week
face-to-face training session on developing WebCT
courses. Our Middlesex University Risk Assessment
Department denied permission for us to travel there,
in view of unsettled political conditions on the ground
in Gaza.

So, we explored some various options, from meet-
ing ‘in the middle’ in Cyprus to conducting a totally
distant learning workshop. In the end, a compromise
was met, with a represetative of the British Council
going over in-person to meet the delegates while we
ran our workshop induction from London via our
Web video conference (WVC) system, Macromedia
Breeze (now Adobe Connect), and a landline phone
for the audio. Our split-platform approach ensured
that workshop sessions could continue by telephone
with local hardcopy documentation even if the
network connection dropped out.

Another variation in the workshop structure was
the curriculum design. We were now able to spread
the one-week session over a seven-week time frame.
This allowed us to take a problem-based approach
to introduce e-learning concepts and practice for the
pedagogy of online content, learning theory, and
management.

Induction

The Dean of the School of Lifelong Learning and
Education at Middlesex University started the Web
video induction event with some words of support
and encouragement to all of us in the project. It was
this powerful human side of the event that kept us all
motivated to see it become a success.

The 1UG delegate profile of 40 academics varied
in knowledge domain (Humanities to hard Sciences)
and their information and communications technolo-
gies (ICT) capabilities.? Mastery of the English lan-
guage was also a factor. The solution we took was to
have each delegate construct a personal learning
agreement. This comprised an individual set of
goals for designing and implementing their WebCT
course based on their learning objectives, resources,
activities, and assessment style.

These pedagogic goals steered what e-learning
tools the IUG delegates would focus on during the
workshop. On the induction day, each delegate
introduced themselves to the tutors through the WVC
system to establish rapport and personal bond.

With the individual goals in place, we needed to
establish an evaluation criteria and strategy. The
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delegates decided elements such as usability, clarity
of instruction, and appropriateness of the e-learning
tools. A peer-review assessment model was approved,
with the IUG delegates giving short presentations of
their WebCT courses through the WVC system.
Feedback was then posted on discussion boards by us,
the tutors, and their peer-academics.

One task on the induction day was a mind mapping
exercise using the white board on the WVC system.
The Global Rich Picture (GRIP) technique® was used
to identify the delegates’ concerns and priorities. As
issues emerged through the discussion, we would post
labels in the GRIP diagram and draw lines to show
relationships between the topics (see Figure 4 in the
project report*). In this way we were able to identify
an unexpected concern about the use of English.
Since the WebCT courses would be used at IUG,
Arabic was also accepted for the WebCT content.

Local Facilitator Model

We realized that a distributed support model was
needed if we were to facilitate such a diverse group of
academics through an e-learning system. With the
tutors coordinating the workshop curriculum in
London, we asked for ‘local facilitators’ for smaller
sub-groups in Gaza (two Humanities and two
Sciences). We recruited UG staff members that were
a bit more confident in using ICT and English who
agreed to be sub-group moderators. While the London
tutors would ask questions of the Gaza group, the
local facilitators would speak into the Webcam to
answer for the group.

Each week we would introduce new topics of
e-learning curriculum to the project stakeholders to
include in their WebCT learning areas. Motivation
was very high in the group, and they added addition-
al face-to-face sessions organized by them for
peer-support. This ‘team approach’ with some groups
was another unexpected outcome of the project,
which helped contribute to the 100% completion of
the Websites for the final project presentations.

Assessment

For the final assessment day, we arranged to have
the IUG delegates go to the local British Council
office to use their ISDN video conference system.
Unfortunately, there was a block on the access, as
all communication into the area was controlled
externally. The need to adapt quickly became second
nature to us in this project, both with the human and
technical systems. We went back to our Web video
conference and phone combination for the final
assessed presentations from the British Council office.
It was seen as a successful e-learning assessment
strategy based on the ‘critical friend” style comments
posted by the IUG staff to each other in the WebCT
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text discussion boards.

Recognition of successful completion was a con-
cern for the IUG delegates. They wanted their
efforts to go towards their continuing professional
development (CPD). Work Based Learning at
Middlesex University was able to provide certificates
to acknowledge that the IUG staff had successfully
met the project requirements, but more opportunities
developed from the original project remit upon
critical discussions. We brought the e-learning work-
shop curriculum to the university Accreditation
Board for review. The project stakeholders were
pleased to find that along with their certificates of
completion we were able to assign Higher Education
level credit to the project as well. This meant that
the delegates would be able to apply their credit to
any post-graduate study or towards a Master’s degree
at the Institute for Work Based Learning at Middlesex
University.

The final award ceremony was held at the London
British Council office for the UK members and the
local British Council office for the Gaza participants
via a video conference. The IUG vice-chancellor
was present to recognize the achievement made in
the project.

The project received media attention with coverage
in various newspapers and magazines in Gaza. The
Higher Education Research Opportunities (HERO)?
stated that this project was an example of a successful
e-learning project. Additionally, the project was
presented at the annual ONLINE-EDUCA conference
in Berlin in 2005. We received further recognition by
being given the e-learning Network Special Mention
Award in 2005 by e-Learning Age Magazine.®

Conclusion
Some of the lessons learned in this project were
powerful and profound on a professional and person-
al level:

* Flexible design. We would not have been able to
finish the project if we did not debrief and
review the results of each weekly session. This
flexibility can be summarized by our willingness
to adjust to the needs of the Gaza delegates. In
one instance they were unable to attend a work-
shop session due to their passage to IUG
being blocked by military tanks! This had an
emotional impact on us, which strengthened our
commitment to make the project successful.

e Back-up plans for technology. Lengthy technical
pre-testing was done to find out what ICT
systems would work within the constraints of the
technical/political infrastructures of the project.
For each task and event that we scheduled,
we planned for back-up systems in our project
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strategy. This often meant that we were able to
continue the program with minimum disruptions.

e Human relations forged through the online sys-
tems. The Web video induction/workshop ses-
sions, follow-up text discussions, and project
presentations gave us opportunities to deal with
the delegates beyond the e-learning curriculum
and establish relations with the UG staff as indi-
viduals. Follow-up activity included the IUG link
representative stopping in London to meet us on
route to a research conference.

Reflections 5 Years On...

The pedagogic design principles that were devel-
oped from this project were applied to the Institute for
Work Based Learning at Middlesex University. Here
are some examples:

e WVC for interviews, tutorials, and project
presentation assessment. Refinements in the
pedagogic use of Web video conferencing from
the IUG project have allowed us to integrate
these system tools into student support and
assessment policy and procedures.

e Mind mapping built into the e-learning design.
WVC design now includes recording learners
responding to pre-set questions to capture
unexpected Q & A. This allows us to supplement
pre-made voice-over PowerPoint lectures with
samples of student interactions.

* Project design should factor in the opportunities
to apply for e-learning awards with organizations
such as the Higher Education Academy e-Tutor
Award, e-learning Network, and the Association
for Learning Technology (ALT) to get recognition
in the e-learning industry.

This project, a blend of Work Based Learning and
e-learni