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Recent innovations in information
technology can benefit students
and instructors if they are effectively
integrated with the curriculum. As
computer technologies have become
more affordable, more powerful, and
easier to use, their integration in
education has increased.! It is no
longer unusual to find college
courses that incorporate some online
component. The most common way
to use the Internet is to post an on-
line version of the class syllabus with
links to potentially more exciting
sites. The Internet can, of course, be
used interactively and in conjunction
with other media to enhance the
learning experience.? One such me-
dium is film.

This article describes a web-based
instructional tool known as the
“WWWBoard,” or World Wide Web
Board,? and demonstrates its weak-
nesses and strengths through a re-
counting of its use by students tak-
ing a comparative class on the
politics of the Middle East. Students
in my class used WWWBoard to
discuss and analyze films and videos
they were required to watch as sup-
plements to in-class lectures and
presentations. The preliminary find-
ings of a small survey of students
who participated in this exercise are
also presented. In addition, the
views of instructors from the human-
ities and social sciences who have
used discussion boards and discus-
sion boards and film are provided.
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The Web-Based Discussion
Board: “WWWBoard”

Its creator defines the web-based
discussion board as follows:

WWWBoard is a threaded World
Wide Web discussion forum and
message board, which allows users
to post messages, follow-up to exist-
ing ones and more. ... WWWBoard
... comes with a WWWAdmin pro-
gram which helps you maintain the
WWWBoard. (Wright 1998)

A discussion board groups original
messages and the responses to those
messages in a descending “thread.”
The first entry is usually the “subject
thread” and the follow-ups are listed
in the order of their posting. Each
entry is set off by a “bullet” and in-
cludes the subject heading, name of
sender, time and date of posting,
and the number of responses to that
entry. By clicking onto the subject,
one can view the sent message, read
it, respond to the message, and be-
come part of that “discussion.” The
discussion board includes many use-
ful features. Messages can be sorted
by date or thread. In addition, one
can search the board for keywords
that appear in the texts.

There are numerous ways that
the WWWBoard can be used.
First, it can be used simply as a
discussion board on topics that the
administrator, usually the instruc-
tor, decides to address. As such, it
can be “free-flowing” or struc-
tured. The instructor has the op-
tion of guiding the discussions by
posting questions and or calling
students’ attention to concepts
and/or issues relevant to the class.
Administrators can remove redun-
dant messages, move single mes-
sages or whole threads around, and
redirect discussion if necessary.
Through the administrator’s pro-
gram, the instructor can bring up
messages by name of author and/or
by date. Thus, keeping the discus-
sion on track is not difficult.
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Second, the WWWBoard, like any
other web-based program, can be
linked to other sites and can include
images (GIF and JPEG files). For
example, it can be linked to the class
syllabus and major news sources. Digi-
tal video clips can be incorporated, as
can animated images. In short, the
board can be a simple forum in which
students share ideas, or it can be a
full-fledged web site that includes
links to other relevant and interesting
sites.

Using the WWWBoard and
Film to Teach Middle East
Politics

I have used the discussion board
as a forum for the critical analysis of
film in my Politics of the Middle
East class, a course geared to first-
time students of the region. The web
site for the course, which includes
the WWWBoard, is www.ucr.edu/
classes/posc152/wwwboard/
wwwboard.htm.

Teaching a course in comparative
politics with a geographic area focus
is challenging. Many students have
not had adequate exposure to the
political, social, economic, and geo-
strategic realities of regions other
than own. I taught the class without
the online assighment once before.
At that time, [ realized that too
many readings of an interesting, yet
widely misunderstood, region over-
whelmed many of the students. Un-
der the constraints of a quarter sys-
tem, I had to present the only
course on the Middle East that stu-
dents were probably ever going to
take as undergraduates. I was, there-
fore, obligated to present the mate-
rial in an engaging manner that
would not caricature the subject
matter. Thus, I decreased the read-
ing load, added the film and Inter-
net component, and modified the
testing methods. See Appendix 1 for
a partial syllabus of the course.

Because there is insufficient time to
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TABLE 1

Results of Student Evaluations of Film and Web Assignment

Strongly Strongly
Agree Agree Unsure Disagree Disagree
Overall the film and web assignment
increased my interest in course material 25% 33% 16 25% -
increased understanding of concepts 33 58 = 8 .
important to Middle East Politics
helped me to learn important skills 42 25 = 33 =
encouraged me to work with others 25 42 - 33 -
made the class more enjoyable 33 8 42 16 -
made discussing issues than in class 25 42 25 8 -
The film(s) prepared me for concepts
presented in class and/or texts
| would recommend this method for other 33 50 16 - =

courses

Please feel free to comment on

1) the strengths of the film and web assignment*
enhances Internet and computer skills, new way of learning, wide variety of interests, seeing film in group led to imme-
diate exchange, lets user focus on own interest, expansive learning, leads to greater interaction

2) the weakness of the film and web assignment
availability problematic, Internet unnecessary (since we were in class together), people let others do the work, not all

participated, should be voluntary

3) your overall opinion of the film and web assignment
fun, interesting, groups could focus, share information, challenging and enjoyable, do it again, “the class | remember
the most,” very good, excellent as learning tool

*Responses in descending order of frequency

cover the background of the entire
Middle East in class, and because stu-
dents tend to gloss over the critical
historical, geographical, and cultural
factors of the countries of the region
given in the readings, I require stu-
dents to watch a selection of films and
videos. Film is both visual and aural.
Thus, it can facilitate learning more
effectively than solely visual or aural
media. Ostrom (1998) argued that
people learn more and retain more
when lecture and film or visual dem-
onstrations are combined rather than
when lecture or film alone is used.*
Films have the added advantage of
being available to students outside of
class. Finally, because most images
that students have of the Middle East
have emanated from video imagery on
television and/or in cinema, it is logi-
cal that some instruction be provided
to the students via the same medium.
The Middle East is a region that
has continuously been in the news the
past two decades. Although main-
stream TV and radio cover the re-
gion, the information provided is su-
perficial at best. Often, the coverage is
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highly sensationalized. As a result,
students come to my class with a weak
understanding of the realities of the
region. The consistently disappointing
results of a map test and general in-
formation quiz I give to students at
the beginning of the course demon-
strate their lack of familiarity with
basic terms and concepts. Many mis-
conceptions that have been perpetu-
ated by the media dominate student
thinking. To address these inadequa-
cies, I have compiled a set of noncom-
mercial and independently produced
films. See Appendix 2 for a partial
listing of the films from which stu-
dents chose. These films address the
geography, history, and sociopolitical
background of the Middle East. Some
are interviews with leading Middle
East scholars, while others are docu-
mentaries that focus on religion and
culture, political conflict, and history.
Acquiring the films can be tedious.
Fortunately, many films are available
through the interlibrary loan services
of most universities and colleges. I
also was able to purchase some from
educational film companies.>

The Exercise: Group Film
Analysis and
Online Discussion

The main purpose of the exercise
was to familiarize students with al-
ternative representations of the Mid-
dle East, provide historical and geo-
graphical data, and highlight key
factors affecting the politics of the
region through critical group analy-
sis of film. Students were asked to
follow the instructions below:

1. Look over the film list
2. Choose one film to analyze

3. Find two (only two) other
students willing to work with you
(choose partners carefully)

4. Sign your names and write
out your student IDs on the sheet
that will be circulating; write out
the email address of one member
of the group who will be in charge
of posting the original analysis
(during the lengthy discussions,
individual members of the group
or outside the group can comment
under the same thread and will be
graded on their participation)
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5. Go to the Media Library; re-
serve the viewing room, or, if it is
available right away, check out the
film, view the film, and take notes

6. Divide components of analy-
sis among your group members s0
that everyone does some writing

7. Do the analysis; write it out
in essay form and proofread it

8. Go to www.ucr.edu/classes/
poscl52/wwwboard/wwwboard.
htm; on the subject line, write the
full title of the film and have the
designated sender from #4 above
fill out the “Name” and “E-Mail”
boxes; fill out the “Message” box
with your analysis; click the “sub-
mit” button

9. Go back to the board often
to view the other group’s analysis
of the same film

10. Follow up on their com-
ments, criticisms, and suggestions
within the appropriate thread

11. Make your own follow ups
to their analysis or follow up their
follow ups; and make sure you
include your name and email ad-
dress with each post

in essence, the exercise had two
parts—film analysis and debate. The
first required students to work to-
gether and write a summary of the
film in essay form. In their analysis,
students were asked to focus on
their chosen film’s statement of the-
sis, functions, effects, and/or mean-
ings, on how the film supported its
thesis, and on the broader implica-
tions of the film’s content. In partic-
ular, students had to specify what
questions, general and specific,
about the Middle East the film an-
swered or left unanswered.

Here, students had the opportu-
nity to collectively utilize their criti-
cal thinking, analytical writing, and
organizational skills. And since the
film analysis diverges from typical,
one-time, and static mini-term paper
assignments, in which writing is
done individually and read solely by
the instructor, the final product
seems to be more focused and bet-
ter thought out.

The second part of the exercise
required that each pair of groups
submit their analyses of the film to
the discussion board. Students were

then encouraged to address their
cohorts’ critiques and engage in de-
bate. Students were advised to ad-
dress the factual and logical incon-
sistencies of the messages and asked
not to engage in normative debates.
This segment provided the students
the chance to review, revise, and
resubmit their work in light of their
peers’ comments. Since students re-
ceived credit for both their group
work and individual contributions, at
this point of the assignment, a vari-
ety of views were proffered, which
stimulated the debates.

Advantages
and Disadvantages

The advantages of this exercise are
numerous. First, the WWWDBoard
allows students to engage in free-flow-
ing debate, whether they are on cam-
pus or at home. Students who might
feel apprehensive about talking in
class can participate and contribute
readily on the board. Second, gener-
ally, it saves precious class time by
allocating a significant portion of dis-
cussion to the web. Third, it allows
the instructor to think out responses
to student contributions. Common
questions can be identified quickly
and addressed effectively. Fourth, it
gives students the opportunity to im-
prove their research skills by familiar-
izing them with the World Wide Web.
Finally, typing and reading posts en-
hances students’ debating skills.

There are also some drawbacks to
this method. Some students com-
plained about access to computers
with Internet connections. Another
problem was participation by outsid-
ers. To prevent the rare intrusion, if
necessary, the administrator can ac-
tivate a password program so only
certain users can log on. Also, stu-
dents should be reminded to identify
themselves and take responsibility
for their contributions. Outside par-
ticipation is not necessarily bad. Sev-
eral outsiders happened to “surf” in
on the debates. Some made mean-
ingful and passionate contributions.
Unfortunately, others posted mes-
sages that contained profanity. Thus,
on an academic WWWBoard, if out-
side participants are allowed to join
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the debate, some screening of sub-
missions may be needed.

To assess the effectiveness of the
WWWBoard and film assignment,
questionnaires were sent to students
who took the course. The students
responded to eight items and also
gave answers to open-ended ques-
tions. The questionnaire results ap-
pear in Table 1.

The last three questions oftered
students the opportunity to list the
advantages and disadvantages of the
exercise and to give their general
opinions. With regard to the Internet
component, the main concern was the
availability of the resources. Another
criticism was that the assignment was
not voluntary. There were also com-
plaints about free riding.

Interpretation of the
Survey Results

Eighty percent or more of the stu-
dents agreed or strongly agreed that
the film and WWWBoard assignment
increased their understanding of con-
cepts, prepared them for class, and
that this method be employed in
other classes. Students were not quite
sure whether the exercise made class
more enjoyable. This mixed reaction
may be due to the fact that students
had to set aside time to meet with
members of their group to view the
film and subsequently discuss and post
their analysis. This may have been an
inconvenience for some. Also, it
seems that some students like to work
independently. That is why I advised
students to, first, present a group
analysis of the film then individually
discuss the other group’s analysis and
individual submissions. Some students
had apparently thought the follow-ups
were to be done as a group.

The post-course survey results, on
their own, do not demonstrate the
qualitative differences in student
participation and performance this
exercise brought about compared
with what students would have done
if I had only assigned the traditional
term paper, book report, thought
paper, or other written work. The
exchanges about Dreaming a Nation:
The Kurds, for example, illustrate
the high level of discussion that was
generated using this approach.
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A Sample Discussion

The first group of three students
(hereafter Group A) which analyzed
Dreaming a Nation argued that the
film’s thesis was that the Kurds
strong desire for nationhood was not
enough to gain them autonomy.
Strong internal divisions, collusion,
intervention by neighboring states
(Iran, Turkey, Iraq, and Syria), and
geography were cited as major ob-
stacles. Students offered insightful
comparisons with the Japanese occu-
pation of China, and asked, “Why
can’t the Kurds unite like the Chi-
nese did and forget their ideological
differences?” They suggested that
perhaps the West is biased against
certain nations and does not offer
enough support.

The first individual response by a
member of the second group which
watched this film (hereafter Student
1B) praised Group A’s work and
reminded them of the importance of
geography. She recalled the saying
that “the only friends of the Kurds
are the mountains.” She also be-
lieved that the West would be more
supportive if the Kurds were able to
set aside their own differences.

The second individual (student
2B) replied that Western support
was not enough. He stressed the fact
that the approximately 20 million
Kurds are spread across three na-
tion-states, the topography prevents
union, and that ideological differ-
ences between Marxist-Leninist
Kurds and liberal-democrat Kurds
are too great to be overcome. He
also made an interesting argument
that since the U.S. controlled the
“No-Fly-Zone” in northern Iraq and
Turkey, and consequently, the food
routes, the Kurds were constantly
vulnerable to outside powers (even
“friendly” ones).

In a follow up, a member of Group
A (hereafter student 1A) agreed with
many of the comments but argued
that “form of government is not key”
and that the Kurds have not agreed
upon the notion of nation-state or
national identity. Many have become
too assimilated in the states where
they currently reside. Thus, to be uni-
fied, the Kurds need an identity they
can agree upon.

Student 1B replied to this post by
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arguing that ideology is not trivial
and that form of government is im-
portant. Ideas are powerful and they
motivate peoples to unite.

Yes, agreed student 1A, “Ideology
can unify, but in this case it is divid-
ing and wasting resources and ef-
forts. Kurds need a nation before a
party ID.”

This sample discussion can be bet-
ter appreciated by
reading it on the
actual WWWBoard
in its entirety
(by clicking on
“Dreaming a
Nation” on the
course’s
WWWBoard site).
The debate contin-
ued with the sec-
ond group’s analy-
sis and individual
contributions. Con-
clusions drawn in-
cluded: the geopoli-
tics and geography
of the region will ultimately prevent
formation of an independent Kurdis-
tan since outside powers are unwilling
to create instability in an already vola-
tile region; a comparison with the es-
tablishment of the state of Israel may
shed light on the reasoning behind
international support, or lack thereof;
and the main problem is that the
Kurds have poor communication be-
cause of the mountainous terrain they
live in and, thus, have no “physical
unity” and no real sense of national
identity. If they could “escape their
physical boundaries,” wrote student
1B, “they can unite.”

Two outsiders from cyberspace par-
ticipated in the discussion. The first
was a “concerned U.S. citizen” who
wanted to know how he could help.
The second recounted a history of
broken promises and treason by
neighbors and “supporters” of the
Kurds. The Shah of Iran backed the
Iraqgi Kurds in their 1974-75 war
against the Iraqi government, but
withdrew his support when he signed
the 1975 Algiers treaty on cessation of
hostilities over the Shatt al-Arab wa-
terway between Iran and Iraq with
then-vice president Saddam Hussein.
The Kurdish resistance was crushed.
History repeated itself, according to
this contributor, when during the

The WWWBoard can
be effectively used to
teach political sci-
ence. It is simple to
set up and operate.
The board allows stu-
dents to contribute to
discussions at their
own convenience.

1980-88 Iran-Iraq War, Iraqis used
chemical weapons in the village of
Halabcheh and killed off its popula-
tion of “traitorous Kurds.”

These exchanges on the
WWWBoard about a one-hour film
demonstrate the effectiveness of
combining media for instructional
purposes. The quality of the debate
is much greater than it would have
been in an im-
promptu class dis-
cussion. The fre-
quency and
flexibility of partici-
pation allowed for a
thorough and
meaningful ex-
change of ideas. 1
would like to em-
phasize that the
comments repro-
duced above were
almost completely
the students’ and
not a regurgitation
of the film’s con-
tent. In addition, the participation
of interested and passionate con-
tributors from outside the class, in
this case, actually enhanced the
discussions.

Another important result of using
WWWBoard was that students with
“in-country” experiences in the Mid-
dle East were able to contribute more
effectively and comfortably. Several
Muslim women, who were reluctant to
offer their experience regarding hijab
(modest clothing and head covering)
and the status of women in Islam in
the classroom itself, gave the debate a
“real world” dimension by sharing
their views online. Also, some stu-
dents were more comfortable writing
their comments rather than saying
them in class and these students were
given the opportunity to contribute to
the class.

Other Instructors’
Experiences

The WWWBoard has been used by
others at UC-Riverside. A Russian
history instructor utilized it to gener-
ate discussion about lecture topics.
The instructor has told me that the
two most important advantages of the
discussion board are that it allows shy
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students to participate and it provides
an additional segment of time for
class material to be discussed and un-
derstood. The same professor named
the only major drawback as the prob-
lem of maintaining confidentiality.
The instructor complained that any-
one can log on to the board. Outsid-
ers can get on the board and “hijack”
the discussion. “Free riders have not
paid the university fees that enrolled
students have paid, yet are benefiting
from the discussion.” Password pro-
grams may deter unwanted “intrud-
ers,” but create new problems such as
students forgetting their passwords.®
Another related problem is that the
comments an instructor posts to pro-
voke discussion become public and
can be misinterpreted.

This instructor dismissed the most
common complaint students have
about using the WWWBoard—Ilack of
access to Internet connected comput-

~ers—as an excuse used by unorga-
nized students. If a student does not
have access from home, the campus
has several locations where a student
can find a terminal at different times
of the day to post his or her message.
The amount of time that a student
has to be online can be greatly re-
duced by uploading text from a disk.

Another instructor at UCR uti-
lized the WWWBoard in an English
class on gender and ethnicity. Stu-
dents were asked to comment on
the readings and the films that were

Notes

1. “The Teacher” in the December 1995
issue of PS contained a series of articles de-
tailing the use of the Internet for teaching
political science. Authors described utilizing
USENET discussion groups for class exer-
cises, encouraging online discussion between
students and the authors of course readings,
using International Communication and Ne-
gotiation Simulations (ICONS) and gophers
and email to role play international negotia-
tions, and accessing White House briefings
via the net.

2. Browning (1997) gives an extensive de-
scription of the application of Internet pro-
grams and digital video in a political science
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demic resources can be included or
added on the board at different seg-
ments of the discussion. Thus, stu-
dents can refer to authoritative
sources, learn valuable research
skills, and hone their writing and de-
bating skills. In addition, by integrat-
ing the discussion board with other
activities, the instructor can further
enhance the course.

Film analysis can be successfully
incorporated in a discussion board
assignment. Film provides students
with information visually and au-
rally. And when the viewing is based
on a focused and structured analysis,
which will be evaluated both by the
students’ peers and instructor, and
followed up with commentary and
restatements, the results are peda-
gogically effective and surprisingly
stimulating. While there are some
drawbacks, such as accessibility and
problems associated with small
group work, these will and can be
alleviated over time when Internet
connections become even more inex-
pensive and abundant and through a
combination of individual and group
activities that are clearly delineated
for the students. As information
technology advances, instructors and
students alike must be able to work
together to get the most out of these
innovations and incorporate them in
and outside of the classroom to im-
prove the learning experience.

spectively. He quotes Nobel Laureate Roger
Sperry (1993, 2) who argued that “the learn-
ing curve rises dramatically when information
is given simultaneously to both sides of the
brain.”

5. Films for the Humanities and Sciences,
Inc. is one such company. I was able to get
the generous support of the visual arts direc-
tor for UC-Riverside’s English department
for purchasing these somewhat expensive vid-
€0s.

6. This problem can be easily solved by
having a single password for all students in
the class.
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Appendix 2 continued

Women and Islam. 1994. Films for the Humanities and Sci-
ences, Inc. Islamic Conversion Series.

An interview with Leila Ahmed, Professor of Women’s Stud-
ies, University of Massachusetts, Amherst on the role of
women in Islam. Outlines the rights and responsibilities of
women according to Islam. Rejects common stereotypes.

Ousis of Peace. 1995. Jocelyn Ajami.

The story of a village in Israel where Jews and Palestinians
live happily and on equal terms. Documents the village’s
“School for Peace,” whose workshops have earned it five
Nobel Peace Prize nominations.

Beyond the Veil: Are Iranian Women Rebelling? 1994. Films
for the Humanities and Sciences, Inc.

A female reporter goes undercover to see how women in Iran
deal with the hijab and official dress codes.

Palestine: 1890-1990. 1991. Films for the Humanities and
Sciences, Inc.

An overview of the history of the Palestinian people with a
particular focus on the rise of the PLO and the intifada.
Saddam’s Killing Fields. 1992. Christopher Jeans. Films for
the Humanities and Sciences, Inc.
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