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How Technology is Destroying Higher Education 


In a society driven by modernity and everything hi-tech, the younger generation is embracing all that technology has to offer, especially when it eases the effort needed to bring students to the top of the class. Tech-savvy students are raising issues about the fine line between beneficial and destructive use of the Internet and other modern luxuries by bordering on abuse of non-essential web-resources in school. While this is a major concern at the post-secondary level of education where schooling is not government-funded and a student's expulsion could break his or her parents' bank, or destroy his or her educational experience with a bad record, this abuse of technology occurs even at the high school level. 


A teacher with the Saint Clair Catholic District School Board, Stephanie Westelaken is concerned about the effects of technology in her world religions classroom. Not only does she feel board money is not going towards purchasing the right technological resources (such as televisions viewable from the back of the classroom or a digital camera as she uses her personal one for special assignments on personal faith), but the ones she is using to supplement her students' classroom learning are being abused (Westelaken). Recently, on the day of a major test students protested writing the exam because the email resource with the review questions had been non-functional the evening before.  Mrs. Westelaken had handed out the review in print two weeks before on the last class before March Break. The students had ample time to study over the break and, Mrs. Westelaken wonders sarcastically, “did they all lose their handouts the night before the test?” (Westelaken) Traditionally, students would not be given a review in her classroom, nor a spare copy in an email. Having to postpone the test, Mrs. Westelaken feels that her extra effort in making the review information available was unappreciated and misused. It had not been a necessary resource as students are expected to take their own notes and to study well in advance for a test. Mrs. Westelaken observes that other teachers in her school have varying preferences about the amount of technological resources in the classroom. While movies are a vital asset to a world religions class, some teachers prefer an absence of visual aids in the classroom and of Internet resources that students can access from home. For the time being, no major fuss has been made in the Saint Clair school system for the board to worry about legislating the use or limitations on technological resources.  For now, Mr.s. Westelaken knows she must issue review handouts with a warning that under no circumstances are students to rely on the web resources and that exceptions will not be made in the case of technological glitches. 


At the university level, instructor of a first-year astronomy course, Jan Cami knows that exciting technology is the only way to keep (at least most of) some three hundred students in his evening three-hour-long lecture awake and attentive.  In addition to slides, movies, animations, current news articles, and clicker questions to earn students participations marks, Cami maintains an extensive resource on WebCT OWL. The WebCT resource contains updated grades, class statistics, answers to clicker questions from class, weekly topics for thought, lecture notes, exam review, and a discussion board for students to post on. The discussion board is quite popular, with a few dozen new posts weekly on around thirty open threads. Cami himself responds to some questions about course material or on tricky topics of astronomy both in the course and for special interest, but the majority of posts are by students. This encourages a support-group feel to the discussion area, which is frequented most often near test times. 


On March 16, 2008, an assignment was due in class, for which students were supposed to have completed a section of an interactive textbook on the Internet. No class time was given for this, but the assignment was introduced in class the week before, and promptly made available on WebCT. Nearly a fifth of the class of three hundred and twenty-seven students attended that day's lecture with complaints that WebCT had been unavailable that day before class and the whole day previous (Cami). Cami laughed and told the whole class that if they had read the assignment sheet available on WebCT before the assignment due date, the students with incomplete assignments would have known that it directed them to the website for which the pass-code and class ID had been in discussion for many weeks previous (Cami). The website directions and individual access codes were part of the textbook package mandatory for each student at the beginning of the course. So it turns out that the WebCT resource had not been necessary to the completion of the assignment, and Cami did not permit any extensions (Cami).  As of yet, no complaints have been made to the dean of the department, but this is perhaps because the assignment was worth very little in the whole course. Here, it is not the teacher learning to keep students' use of technology resources in line, but students learning not to rely on them to be available when needed (Cami). 


Obviously students are beginning to forget the 'old ways' of pens on paper (or chalk on slate!), telephone communication, day planners, and organizers for handouts and class notes.  This new-generation idea that technology simplifies education causes difficulties for both students and instructors. Faulty links, power-outages, dead batteries, low signals, corrupted files, and many other things cause undue stress for tech-savvy students, while teachers worry about the many ways technology can assist student in cheating. High school, college, and university instructors have to exhibit due concern for plagiarism and cheating in examinations moreso than in the past when cheat notes were pretty limited to being written under one's uniform skirt or on the underside of a ball-cap brim. Now micro-sized headphones, wireless blue-tooth earpieces, cell phones, calculators with whole gigabytes of stored memory, and pens with built-in digital displays and memory are added to the cheater's repertoire. Some college and university mathematics-based courses not requiring large calculations have banned the use of calculators in exams for fear that students will store formulas or examples in the device's memory. 


In addition to cheating on in-class examinations, post-secondary institutions have recently found themselves concerned for cheating on independent assignments. This cheating is primarily accomplished via Internet groups now taking the place of cozy study groups in quiet library corners. Ryerson first-year engineering student Chris Avenir was accused of cheating as administrator for a Facebook study group for his chemistry class. According to eCanadaNow , university officials allege the group contained "cheats, tips, and ways to get around the online testing methods that the University uses for its classes." (eCanadaNow) The group homepage also encouraged submission of assignment  solutions to the group. Avenir faces potential expulsion for encouraging solution submission, as this allows some student to leech off of the hard work of others. 


Just as the students from Mrs. Westelaken's world religions class teamed together to pressure her into an extension on the test, students of Ryerson and other universities have teamed up to support Chris Avenir, even so much as to start as website in support of Avenir. The site, www.chrisdidntcheat.com, (ChrisDidntCheat.com) polled visitors as to whether they though Avenir should have been expelled or not. As of March twenty-third at 6 o'clock in the evening, a resounding seventy-eight percent of voters said he should be allowed to remain at Ryerson, however, bearing in mind this site is visited mostly by supporters of Avenir, that statistic doesn't say much about the general population (ChrisDidntCheat.com). 


Perhaps the majority of the voters should have said 'no', and that Avenir should have been expelled for cheating as an example to his peers. Allowing this misuse of technology in an academic environment will foster a setting in which students will no longer have to think for themselves, do 100% of their homework, or even attend lectures. In a post-secondary world of Coles Notes summaries of novels, textbooks available on-line, and turnitin.com which checks for plagiarism, independent learning can be a scary and seemingly impossible feat for the faint of heart. The next generation of academic scholars will have nothing to pride themselves on for hard work, perseverance, and originality. 


Administrators can limit abuse of technological aids by regulating what is acceptable and what is out of bounds. Though it is difficult to govern such independent bodies as the Facebook community, there is much that could be accomplished within a school setting. Perhaps, in time, when more obstacles like these have been encountered, school systems can find ways to crack down on the crafty ways students find to manipulate the system, though surely students will continue to persevere with new methods.


This essay is going to be posted on the www.chrisdidntcheat.com website for cheating supporters to think about. Perhaps it may broaden the minds of some up-and-coming students and bring morality and honour back to the campus. 


Next time, Mrs. Westelaken, remember to tell the class beforehand that test dates are inflexible, no matter what the technical glitch excuse!
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