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Paper

ICT IN EDUCATION AND THEREBY IN TEACHER EDUCATION

Information society, communication society, knowledge society are some of the descriptions attributed to the socio-
technological state reached today (Surmeli, 2000: 486; Kulkarni, 1986). ICT forms the base of this sate of the
society. ICT can afford opportunities to extend the connections between learners, teachers and information beyond
the formal ‘school day’ and the agreed sources of information (Loveless & Ellis, 2001: 4; Leask & Litchfield, 1999:
182- 193). No matter how well the schools are equipped with up-to-the minute hardware and software, our teachers
remain far and away the most precious element of our education system — no amount of technological wizardry can
change the performance of our children without the enthusiastic support of skilled, professional teachers
(Puttnam:1999). Teacher education today stands on the threshold of a major technological revolution. The
introduction of ICT in schools depends only on the quality and ability of the teacher handling the education system,
mainly the school education system.

CONSTRUCTIVISM IN ICT-BASED TEACHER EDUCATION

If the review of the technology usage for the education is taken, one could clearly note the impact of the behaviorist
approach in the form of programmed instruction/ programmed learning. But behaviorism does not help a learner to
develop his/ her own thinking, conceptualizing process. Education has always aimed making the learner an
independent person, a self-exploring person. This thought has gained crucial importance especially in today's
knowledge era and the age of life-long learning. If today's and future expectations from education are taken into
consideration, then there is more and more emphasis on life skills, self-study skills and so on. All these expectations
can be fulfilled by constructivist approach, wherein the learner conceptualizes the content on his/ her own rather
than the spoon feeding by anyone. In fact even web has now started using the terms like Web 1.0, Web 2.0 and so
on. In fact the technocrats have also started referring web 1.0 with the characteristics of behaviorist approach and
web 2.0 with that of constructivist one. The thought of constructivism is incomplete without considering the
epistemological angle of the same. It demands the constructivist approach not only at the level of curriculum
transaction, but right from the curriculum itself to the assessment. Thus, the application of constructivist approach
had to be envisaged from the totality angle than a peace-meal approach. Do we really train the teacher ‘through and
for’ constructivist approach? Do we evaluate in constructivist way?

OVERVIEW OF B ED (E-EDUCATION)

On this background an innovative teacher training program titled B Ed (e-Education) was designed and developed
with the support of COL and with guidance of international experts in constructivism. The program is of two —year’s
duration. The main objective has been to develop a manpower needed to work in state-of-art technology through
technology. B Ed (e-Education) was a venture taken up by a consortium formed by many institutions coming
together. Amongst these Yashawantrao Chavan Maharashtra Open University YCMOU has been the Nodal Agency
and Maharashtra Knowledge Corporation Limited MKCL has been the Technology Partner. The program is on offer
through online mode. Though technologically it was possible to have the completely tech mode, we deliberately has
insisted on the F2F component as well in order to ensure the deliberations amongst the student teachers and the
mentors. There were three study centers for the pilot run.

VARIOUS STAGES RELATED TO B ED (E-EDUCATION) AND THE CHALLENGES THEREOFF

e Program and Material Development: This was the first and the most challenging stage in the whole
process. Though YCMOU was running B Ed program through distance mode and it had its own study

material for the program, it was of little use for B Ed (e-Education). The reasons were multiple:
o Language: YCMOU’s B Ed was in the regional language, Marathi and B Ed (e-Education) was
scheduled to be in the global Language, English. Though this was not a major problem, this factor

did remain on the background.

o Constructivism: The faculty that was involved in the developmental process was having a
substantial teaching experience; this comprised of the experience for both through distance
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education as well as through F-2-F mode. But all of them were used to the behavioristic approach
and not the constructivist approach. This was the bottleneck.

o Digital Media: Even though some of the writers were used to offering programs though distance
mode, they were basically limited to print media and at times to one-way or two-way audio
(radio). Even that was limited to the supplementary media and not as a core media of instruction.
For the purpose of how to “think” in terms of digital media was another challenge. In fact the
earlier challenge related to constructivism and this challenge related to teaching through digital
mode had an exponential effect. In fact many further challenges and stumbling blocks had their
roots in these two challenges.

o Content Format: This was a bit technical part, but may be because we were struggling with the
major and complex issues, this aspect remained little side-tracked. Each course team and its leader
had their own way of looking at the format and therefore there was a lot of variety ultimately. For
some courses the divisions were as per the scenarios while in some other courses the divisions had
some other criteria for division. Also for some courses the divisions are titled as A, B, C, etc while
for some courses the divisions are I, 11, III, etc.

o Uniformity in the expected course work for each course: Just like the format every course had its
own expectation in terms of number of assignments to be completed, even in terms of the hours of
study to be spent for assignments of that course. This brought in so much variety in number of
assignments ranging from 2 to 70 +.

Teacher Educators’ Training: Though the program was offered through the digital mode, it did have
substantial quantum of synchronous interactions with the tutors as well as with the fellow student teachers
enrolled. It was a challenge for the teacher educators to interact through internet in synchronous mode as
this media was completely new for them. The technology was new; the experience to handle the sessions in
constructivist mode was also new for many of them. Hence, the teacher educators’ training was absolutely
must. We did try to organize multiple trainings for them focused on the various aspects. Attempts were also
made to organize some training through tech-mode. This helped in developing the techno- comfort in the
teacher educators, especially for those, who were not much ICT-savvy.

Technological Preparation: Since the program was to be offered through tech- mode, there were lot of
preparations on this front. The systems were to be in place for back-end administration, front- end LCMS
for the students, evaluation, normal publicity and information pages, etc. The team from the tech-partner,
MKCL, was on this task for a long time. There was a portal created for the same tiled as ERA (E-Learning
Revolution for All). Though these were the general requirements, some micro-level problems persisted.

o No Names of the Students with Assignments: The evaluators found it difficult to assess the
assignments and especially to give comments without knowing whose assignment it was. They felt
that if they knew about the attributes of the students, it would have been easier for them to give
comments.

o  Re-evaluation marks provision: There were cases when the course teams had given zero or less
than the minimum marks needed for passing due to various reasons (one of which was
plagiarism). ERA would take care of only the marks given first time. There was no scope of
editing those given marks. This increased a lot of work and data base to be handled at the PEO’s
table. It was handling even upto five emails to get authentic marks of one assignment of a course
of a single student.

o Automation of the system for generation of mark proforma for exam section: There was no
synchronization in the formats in which the marks were collected on ERA and the format in which
YCMOU’s exam section needs marks for generation of result sheets. Hence, lot of manual
intervention was needed, which used to result in errors.

o Digital Provision of marks of Lessons and Project work: Currently there is no automated system
of submission of marks of lessons and project work. Marks for each lesson and the project work
keep coming by emails and it becomes very laborious task to ‘not to miss’ any of those mails.
Hence, ERA should be able to take care of the automated submission of lessons and project work
marks by the study center.

o Provision of discussion forum for the students: There were many things to be discussed with the
students apart from the announcements from ERA. For this purpose the discussion forum on ERA
was needed.
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o Provision of discussion forum for faculty (ACC members, coordinators, mentors, guides,
tutors): There are matters to be discussed with the ACC members, coordinators, mentors, guides,
tutors, etc. The total correspondence coming on a single email ID becomes difficult to handle.

o Maximum Response Period: There have been umpteen numbers of times when the course team
Leaders, Tutors and evaluators were required to be chased by phone in spite of sending emails.
Establishing a culture of sure shot response within a specified time slot was a challenge.

=  The system was getting evolved. So there were teething troubles.
= The expenses for establishing the system was enormous as compared to the usage, thus
creating challenges for the cost- effectiveness of the inputs.

e Program Operation: Since the program was on offer through tech-mode, there were complexities in
program operation. The situation was even more complex as the venture had adopted a consortium
approach. Because of this the decision-making would take more time than normal. The various issues
related to the program operation were as follows:

o Expected Roles: Initially the manpower and infrastructural requirements at the study centers and
roles and responsibilities of the various personnel at the study center were fixed. These were fixed
on the basis of the assumption that the students would be coming at the study center for
Distributed Classroom sessions (DCs). Personnel at study centres were not much willing to come
on Sundays. They would prefer working from their homes rather than spending time and energy in
traveling.

o If ‘students coming to study center’ was not compulsory, then the infrastructure needed at the
study center would not have been the same as decided in the beginning, this in turn having the
implications on the financial aspects (each stake holder’s share of the fees).

o Study centers faced problems in arranging for the tech-support during the week-ends. This
problem was aggravated in the context of the technological expertise.

o The students with a little weak ICT background were struggling to comprehend the course work.
There were not amongst those, who completed the program at the first opportunity to appear for
viva. They were quite frustrated in the beginning. They needed more counseling, inputs and time
to complete the expected tasks.

e Tutoring and Academic timetable: Tutoring comprised the main interaction — that too in synchronous
mode — with the students amongst themselves and with the teacher educators. It had the following issues.

o  Rules of time slots: The students were comfortable participating from homes. At times they were
convinced to come at the study centers, but they would expect that the DC should happen on the
working days rather than Sundays. The availability of the tutors during the time slots convenient
for the students was a challenge. It also raised the issues related to the need of ‘synchronousness’
of the sessions. Since DC was through the synchronous mode, the complexity of the situation and
the challenges were multifold.

o  Conduction of the Distributed Classroom Sessions: Course team leaders and tutors comprised the
central pool of experts. There were the persons involved in the program development right from
the beginning of the venture. Still at times the sessions were not conducted in the constructivist
manner. A closer look to the sessions was needed. The expected roles of mentors in context of the
tutors and / or assignments were not very clear. At times there were assignments like ‘Submit this
assignment to your study center’ or ‘Submit this assignment to your mentor’. In reality the mentor
was nowhere involved in the assessment process.

o Scheduling of the courses: For the pilot batch the courses were sequenced in linear manner. That
created problems of pre-requisite knowledge for some of the assignments of some of the courses,
especially for those coming later.

o Uniformity in the DC sessions across courses: There were lots of variations in the DCs made
available per course.

e Assessment

o Assignment questions: At times the assignment questions were not such that they had scope for
constructivist thinking (eg, write a note on XYZ). This further crated the problems of plagiarism.

o Assessment of the Group Work: A few assignments were group-assignments. There were
experiences that some students would work hard while some others would not. Assessment of
such tasks was a challenge.
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WEIGHING OF SUCCESS ACHIEVED AND THE CHALLENGES FOR THE FUTURE

Though there were quite a lot of challenges and stumbling blocks in the first run of the program, we also were
surprised with some of the success stories that were beyond our expectations and imaginations. Some of them are
listed below:

e Sayali Dubhash: Sayali managed to procure some PCs for a Zilla Parishad (ZP) school in her vicinity
through her community work as a part of this program. She took up the action research as well related to
this venture.

e  Aarti Riswadkar: Aarti was home-maker prior to enrolling for B Ed (e-Education) program. She was so
much enriched during the process that her husband, who works for a multinational, says; “Now I am getting
scared to show any of presentations to you. You have become such a critique!”

e Dr Cynthia D’Cousta: Cynthia as an educator from a remote isolated college of education. She was one of
the mentors attached to a study center. Her Wikipage and the contents therein are receiving attention and
appreciation from the international jurists and the users of the web.

e MKCL gave fellowships to top five students after they completed the program successfully. These students
are now helping in the further development of the program. Their experiences are very much valuable for
the progress as they are the first-hand resources, who have experienced the innovations.

LESSONS LEARNT FROM THE PILOT RUN

e Before we go for offering the program to a larger population, we need to work on the following aspects:

e The roles and expectations from the study centers need to be made absolutely clear to them.

e Indetail ICT and English tests will be conducted for next admissions.

e Content Format: The new format has been designed be used for the matter for the next batch. Each course
team has taken up this activity with the help of the course team members.

e Assignment questions are also being revised ensuring the constructivist thinking. They are also being
linked with the reading material. Rubrics for assessment of the assignment are being developed and will be
declared to the students prior to their writing the assignment.

e Sharing Marks of assignments with others will be allowed for the next batches. An undertaking will be
taken from the students stating that ‘This is my original work. .....” . We are hoping to check the plagiarism
issue through this.

e Digital Provision of marks of Lessons and Project work and automation of the system for generation of
mark proforma for exam section will be ensured.

e Discussion forums for the students and the back-end personnel will be created.

e The tutors will provide the detailed plans of their session with special mentions about the exact roles
expected form the local mentors.

e The academic sessions will be in mixed manner unlike the pilot batch. The timetable for the same will be
announced right in the beginning.

e The B Ed 9e-Education) study centers will be tied up with MKCL technologically advanced study centers
in order to reduce the burden of the technology- related issues.

CONCLUSION

The venture of B Ed (e-Education) has been a Journey from an Innovation to a Critical Mass. An innovation, simply
put, is “an idea perceived as new by the individual.” Diffusion is the process by which an innovation is
communicated through certain channels over time among the members of a social system. The four main elements
in the diffusion of new ideas as given by Venkatesh et al (2003) are the innovation, communication channels, time
and the social system (context). When we applied Innovation Diffusion Theory to our situation, we could “observe”
the different phases as well as the various adopter categories amongst the stake- holders. The sound theoretical base
provided us the support for the further processes and made us able to look at ourselves from a third person’s
perspective. We are not claiming that all the flaws in the pilot run will be removed in the second batch, but we feel
that we are at take- off point now and are looking forward to move ahead to take up further challenges. IN the
process a mature group and thinking is evolved.
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