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Chapter 6: The Internet and New Media Today

7. Think carefully: would you prefer to “go to university” without leaving home? What are the pros and cons?


With the development of the Internet, it is now possible for one to get information and data without stepping out of the house. One just needs to search the Internet and download any information that might be useful. Current technology has allowed users of the Internet to ‘talk’ and ‘interact’ with one another virtually, allowing the sharing of resources and ideas online. 

This technology has been extended to the arm of education, where students can learn online, without physically making the trip down to their campus. Several universities have started pilot projects with online courses. Taiwan, for instance, has started Web-Based Virtual University, where students explore and learn materials put up by lecturers on websites and download information and submit their assignments online. This has been especially beneficial for students who live in the more rural parts of Taiwan who found it pressurising to attend lessons in school because of the huge amount of time they take to travel from their homes to their campus.

In a small country like Singapore, this problem of long travelling times faced by students here is not as great as that faced by the Taiwanese students. However it is still a problem as two of the universities in Singapore are located at the western area in Singapore, which is considered to be quite far for students who live in the northern and eastern areas. 

Also, even though the transportation network of the MRT and buses is quite efficient, the peak hour times especially in the morning can be headache for many students who have to rush for their morning classes. The MRT and buses are normally packed in the morning with commuters made up of students and the working population who are rushing to make it to class or work at the same time. Hence, students might be late for class and miss out information.

Thus, in this scenario, the option of being able to study from the comfort of the home without having to rush to class or being late does seem highly feasible at first glance. But there are several factors to be considered before any conclusion can be made as to whether going to school physically or virtually is the better option for students.

Before we can look at the various pros and cons of going to university without leaving home, I would like to establish the lecture-tutorial system adopted online. Lectures would be in the form of notes that can be downloaded by the student at any time and read at their own time and pace while tutorial sessions would be scheduled at fixed times for students to meet up in small groups with their tutors. 

The pros of this system would most obviously be the time and money saved by students, who will not need to travel from their homes to campus anymore. “The provision of subject materials in an online environment enables access to learning resources so students can work independently…” (Ponting, J. ‘A Way Can Be a Guide’). Time-wise, students will have more flexibility and can work at their own time and pace without being constrained by fixed time-schedules.

However, learning online “challenges [students] to enter an unfamiliar learning territory in which they are expected to take responsibility for their learning”(Ponting, J. ‘A Way Can Be a Guide’). The shift from teacher centred to student centred learning will also take some time for the student to get used to. 

As we all know, the Internet presents to us a whole range of multimedia resources such as video clips, graphics, animation, sound clips and etc. These resources are limited but if they are uploaded onto websites, the students will be able to download the material easily without having to waste time waiting for the material to be available. This means that information and materials can be presented in many different forms, rather than just the normal power-point presentation. In addition, desktop virtual reality presents images on a normal monitor and allows students to interact with the computer-generated images.

“Virtual environment could act as an excellent visualisation tool where it enables the learners to visualise the three-dimensional representations of a problem or simulated environment and present abstract information in a more cognitively accessible format.” Therefore, this reduces the students’ cognitive burden in visualising a problem or situation. “Also, the virtual environment is a cognitive tool that is capable of making imperceptible things perceptible.”(Chen, C.J., TehC.S. ‘An Affordable Virtual Reality Technology for Constructivist Learning Environment’) To illustrate this point, a medical student will be able to look at a bone structure in three-dimensional format rather than imagining what it would look like when the tutor is explaining about abnormal bone growth.

Of course lecturers can use these images on a power-point presentation in a lecture hall or even have students interact and view these images in a computer lab in school but then again, why would students need to use the computers in school when they already have computers at home? Why should they even bother wasting time to travel to school to use the computers when they can directly download software to view these images at home?

One problem with this system is that of downloading time. Even though connection speeds are much faster now, downloading a large file can still be a chore. Some people may argue that cable modems are the answer to long downloading times. But “even with high-speed cable connections, it will be some time before we’re able to get a large enough data stream into the home to display a 30-minute broadcast quality video over a home Internet connection”. (Dominick, J.R, et al, ‘Broadcasting, Cable, the Internet, and Beyond’ pp.129)

Also, as mentioned earlier, tutorial sessions would be held at fixed times with a small group of students and their tutor. Here, time lag can be a problem. Students might have different Internet connection speeds; some might be using a cable modem, while others might still be using a normal 56 kps modem. The difference between downloading times for the two is quite substantial. Here’s an example of the downloading time for a 2 minute MPEG video (about a 5 MB file).

	Modem Speed
	Approximate Time

	14.4 kps modem
	45 minutes

	28.8 kps modem
	23 minutes

	56 kps modem
	12.5 minutes

	128 kps (ISDN line)
	5 minutes

	10 Mbs (Cable modem)
	12 seconds


Source: Dominick, J.R, et al, ‘Broadcasting, Cable, the Internet, and Beyond’ pp.129

Due to the differences in connection speeds, when a multi-user interface is set up amongst students and their tutor, students with a faster connection rate might be slowed down by someone with a slower connection rate. Hence the online discussion might be a slow and laborious task. Also, access to materials might be further slowed due to the fact that there are multiple users online causing a server jam. Thus, online discussions and downloading of materials might be hampered by the differing connection speeds.


Another disadvantage of not going to campus is that of the lack of social interaction. While is may be true that students can still interact online using bulletin or message boards, software such as ICQ, chat rooms like IRC and online electronic groups like ecircles, there is little or no face-to-face interaction with other students. In addition, no school activities will be organised to bond students together and friends will be hard to find. Moreover, as students will be interacting primarily for academic pursuits, cultural exchange of ideas and experiences will be missed out. In a worst case scenario, students might no longer know how to interact with one another face-to-face because they are so used to interacting online. 


Some people view the university as a place to build contacts for the future. School mates will become future partners or fellow workers in the different or similar fields. Without face-to-face interaction, it is quite hard to build up a strong contact base. Also, there is a limit as to how much you can trust a person’s identity and personality on the Internet. It is known that people can adopt different personas on the Internet quite easily and it is quite hard to tell which is the true persona. Another point would be that we would not know who to trust as well as how much trust one can place on the information that is put up on the Internet. 


To sum up the points, “going to university” without leaving home does has its pros and cons. Even though time and money is saved and multimedia resources are at our fingertips, we give up social interaction, which is important in our lives. We may also face technological problems such as time lags and slow downloading speeds that might impede the course of study.


Perhaps instead of looking at this question from a mutually exclusive angle of either going to school or attending lessons online, I think that we should look at a combination of the two instead. A suggestion would be to place subject materials online such as lecture notes, multimedia resources for students to read and download, while conducting classes in school for students to interact and exchange ideas, to do projects and hold discussions. This would be a better arrangement as it allows for the utilisation of the Internet, yet allows for social interaction between students and lecturers.


Personally, I would like to have two options, to go to school for lessons as well as to be able attend lessons online. Some courses might be particularly suitable for online lessons like those that are very theoretically-based while other courses might demand the physical presence of student for practicals or discussion purposes. Also, the option of being able to attend classes online would give me more flexibility time-wise. During the event of illness or other time commitments, I can choose to attend lessons online and not miss classes.

Thus to conclude, the best of both worlds is something I would want to have. I would want both options of being able to attend classes at home and in school.
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