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ABSTRACT

This paper explores the experiences of e-learners participating in continuing professional development progammes in  three UK universities. Data was collected  using questionnaires, discussion group postings and informal telephone interviews.  These were analysed  using two approaches to content analysis: a coding scheme and metaphors. Findings  indicated that:  e-learners reconstruct their approaches to time management at an early stage in their programme; the e-learners developed different time management strategies (planned,  opportunistic, planned/opportunistic);  and metaphors illustrated their underlying experiences of time. These provide the basis of recommendations for e-tutors. Finally, the paper explores  methodological issues and outlines some implications for practice.
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INTRODUCTION

E-learning is an important mode of delivery in higher education  and an often stated advantage is that it offers ‘any place, any time’  learning opportunities. For many people it does offer new ways of learning, access to a wide variety of courses, and an opportunity to access a global virtual learning community  - all this from their desktop. However, for some people it may bring an additional burden to an already heavily pressurized workload and life style.  The starting point for the research was the author’s observation that ‘time’ was frequently an obstacle for e-learners who, in addition to their e-learning programmes, were also leading busy professional lives and  managing a life/work balance. This observation was backed up by the work of other researchers e.g. Schrum and Hong (2002), Meyer (2003).

The literature on cooperative and collaborative learning in networked communities reflects the strong influence of socially-oriented theories of learning  including constructivism and situated cognition. (McConnnell 2000).  There is a growing literature base on the learner’s experiences in networked communities e.g. with respect to their relationships with each other  (de Laat 2002, McConnell 2000), relationships between learners and tutors (Lally 2002, Allan et al 2002)  and the development of self-directed learners (Crosta 2002).  Working within this context the current study explores one aspect of the learner’s experience i.e.  time and the development of individual approaches to managing their time for their networked learning activities.  

Time and time management

Adam  (1995) provides an overview of time as a social construct and identifies different ways of perceiving time: ‘clock’ time which is linear, sequential and scheduled phenomena;  time as  an all-at-once event sometimes referred to as ‘living in the present;’  and also natural, biological or cyclical time.  Research on learner’s experiences  and approaches to time provide a range of perspectives  including positivist approaches based on learning styles theories e.g. work of Loomis (2000) and Smyth and Buckner (2001),  and also feminist approaches  e.g. Morrison (1996). Meyer (2003) explores the impact of time on classroom- based and online discussions and makes explicit the important connection between time and thinking, and the need for time and, in many situations,  the passage of time to improve critical or higher level thinking. Finally she suggests that our educational institutions are reliant on traditional ‘clock’ notions of time as illustrated by timetables and time-based assessment activities. In contrast, constructivist approaches to learning often take place ‘over time’ in an asynchronous manner, they are often ‘messy’ and not bounded by traditional temporal boundaries.

E-learning programmes appear to require a different approach to time management than traditional programmes. In contrast to traditional programmes of study where students attend sessions at specific times participation in an e-learning programme is likely to involve logging into the virtual learning environment and communicating with peers and tutors perhaps several times a week. Wang, Kanfer & Hinn (2001) carried out a quantitative study based on 29 students’ experiences of an online summer school and their findings indicate that the shift from full time traditional learner to part time e-learner was accompanied with a change in their time management.  Salmon (2002) considers the issue of time to be ‘emotive and value-laden for both e-moderators and participants’. She discusses how the traditional advantage of  anytime and anyplace  learning in virtual environments means that time is not bounded and contained as it is when attending traditional lectures or seminars that have a clearly demarked start and end time. She suggests  that e-learning has a reputation for ‘eating time.’ 

Time,  language and metaphor

Language and time are inextricably linked.  Every time we describe an event or activity then it is structured by our culture’s understanding and language of time. It is difficult to think about time without using words and structures that are defined by particular perspectives of time. Lakoff and Johnson (1980) suggest that metaphor can be used as the basis for thinking about and understanding our lives and they say that “metaphor is one of the most important tools for trying to comprehend partially what cannot be comprehended totally.”  

Case and Gunstone (2001) explore how traditional full time undergraduate students talk about time and distinguish between those who have a perception of ‘high control’ and those with a perception of ‘low control’ over time. They use the work of Lakoff  and Johnson (1980) as the basis for their analysis. Case and Gunstone found that students who talked about time as something they could control used expressions such as “spending time”, “saving time”, “wasting time” and “time management”. Students who had a perception of ‘low control’ over time used expressions such as “time not always on your side” and “time caught up with me”. Their work is of significance to the following study in two respects: it offers a methodology based on the use of metaphor; and it offers a framework for analysing data i.e. low and high control.

The context of the current study

This study focused on the experiences of 57 e-learners who participated in part-time e-learning programmes on  the theme of networked learning delivered in three universities in the UK between November 2001 and July 2002.  Each of the programmes were designed to engage learners in a range of co-operative and collaborative activities working within a developing learning community. All the e-learners were people with professional qualifications in full time employment. The aim of this study  was to explore e-learners’ experiences of  time and it was based around the key question  ‘How do e-learners’ experience time with respect to their online activities? ‘  The study focused on the following themes: management of  time with respect to e-learners’ online communications; use of discussion groups to explore time and time management by e-learners; use of ‘time’ metaphors  by e-learners.

