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We are witnessing the dawning of the electronic age in higher education, and there
is no reason to believe that graduate psychology will be left behind. Most graduate stu-
dents these days are aware that word processors can simplify the task of writing papers
and dissertations. Most departments have access to a new generation of powerful com-
puters for data storage and analysis. Anyone returning to formal education after a hiatus
of several years cannot help but be impressed and overwhelmed by the way in which
computer-search strategies have replaced card catalogs in research libraries. Yet few
psychology programs are tzking advantage of the full range of educational services that
personal computers are now able to offer, and indications are clear that these services
will expand dramatically in the near future. In this chapter, T summarize and briefly de-
scribe applications of this technology to the training of professional psychologists.

Electronic Seminars

Several universities, such as the New School for Social Research (New York), the
New York Institute of Technology (Old Westbury, NY), and Nova University (Fort
Lauderale, FL), have struggled with the dilemma of serving students whose geographic
inaccessibility or scheduling conflicts prevent them from atrending classes on a regular
basis (Meeks, 1987). One solution has been to offer the same course work both as an
on-campus course and as a teleconferencing course. A teleconferencing course is not
the same as the packaged video presentations that sometimes substitute for the live pres-
ence of an instructor. it is on-line mentoring that makes use of computer conferencing
systems, personal modems, and on-line data bases.
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In the Fielding Institute Psychology PBrogram, which serves 450 midlife, midcareer
doctoral students who reside throughout the United States and Canada, one function
of computer conferencing is to offer seminars electronically, Students throughout the
System enroll to take a seminar in one of the curricular areas offered by the program,
The seminar has z set starting and ending date and lasts about 4 months. The faculty
member guiding the seminar communicates the course requirements on an electronic
bulletin board that is accessible to all faculty and students within the system no matter
where they reside. A typical seminar requirement might consist of preparing responses
to and discussing 8 to 10 questions og the topic. Aseminar on legal and ethical bases of
behavior might require answers to the following questions; “What are the legal, ethical,
practical, and moral backgrounds to the question of ‘informed consent,’ and what are
thelr ramnifications for practice in today's social and legal climate?"

One question is transmitted by the faculty mentor every few weeks. The students
then prepare answers by going to the library, reading, and researching the topic. Each
student prepares and transmits an answer to the question to the bulletin board. In thig
way, every student in the seminar is able to read every other student's response. The
course also requires the students to discuss each other’s answers, so that the seminar
becomes an engaging and scholarly discussion. Because a new question is presented
onaregular basis, the seminar can covera range oftopics. Of course, the faculty member
alsojsable to present on-line input to the students. Moreover, other students in the pro-
gram who have not registered for the seminar are able to lookin onand even download
(i.e., audit the seminat), but may not participate in the dialogue without being enrolied
formally. :

Aprimary advantage of electronic seminars is that theyallow students to cover ma-
terial at their own pace and timing. Students seem to be particularly motivated because
their work is also viewed by their peers. This method allows time for research and
thoughtful reflection, the full use of group resources, easy disserination of written ma-
terials, and a permanent record of the proceedings and of each smident’s contributions.
Interestingly, students who are relatively inactive in the traditonal classroom environ-
ment have more opportunity to participate in electronic seminars, Furthermore, it is not
possible for the seminar to be dominated by a small number of students, which is often
the case in face-to-face meetings.,

Communication Network

The electronic network at the Fielding Institute initially was introduced to provide
a cost-effective and rapid means of communication and information sharing with the
faculty —student community rather than to conduct distance learning seminars. Each
userinthe networkhas an electronicmailbox, whichenables thatperson instantaneousty
to send messages to or receive messages from the Fielding Institute offices, faculty, stu-
dents, and alumni who are users. The System is operated using U.S. Sprint's SprintMail
Service. The content and features, however, are determined by Fielding Institute's
needs and are frequently updated. Any brand of computer will operate within the sys-
tem, and the only additions that are required are a modem and a communications soft-
ware program. It takes very liutle compurer knowledge and typing ability to plug into
and use the system. However, we do retain a strong in-house support and training sys-
tem to help faculty and students overcome difficulties and increase their facility with
using the network.




Ahost of communication functions are now available to our studeats and faculty by
means of personal computer:

1. Naotice boards provide schedules for seminars and residential sessions, faculty
and student rosters, faculty assessments, course requirements; minutes from fac-
ulty committee meetings, reading lists, dissertation topics, and instant access to
other needed information.

2. Theentireacademic community can contribute to and has access tocornmon data
bases of test instruments, articles, internship sites, jobs, and so forth. ’

3. Faculty and students can review a paper, critique a thesis or dissertation draft, or
engage in supervision. They also use the network to solicit support and advice,
deal with crises, and quell rumors,

4, There is the opportunity for individuals in different locadons to involve them-
selves in joint projects, such as sharing resources regdrding research topics or
clinical approaches. We are cucrently exploring the use of the system for conduct-
ing multisite research.

5.  The network makes it possible for faculty to discuss major policy changes without
waiting for a scheduled face-to-face meeting. It is also easy to solicit stadent input

 before making important program decisions. Faculty committee meetings are
" regularly conducted through electronic conferencing,

6. It is not uncommon for faculty and students to engage in informal discussion on

avariety of provocative topics from their offices at work or at home,

There is also, of course, potential for intercommunity networking and discussion
among academic groups at different institutions. The National Council of Schools of Pro-
fessional Psychology has committed itself to establishing a learning resource center, in-
cluding information on interactive computer technologies. A next step might be to have
such resources available electronically. It would not be difficult for programs through-
out the country that share common goals to communicate with one another in this man-
ner. In some instances, electronic communication could be used to conduct low-cost
meetings, thereby eliminating teavel expenses. It would also go a long way toward elim-
inating “ielephone tag.”

Other Applications of the Personal Computer

Thereare other, less ambitious applications of computer technology that can be rec-
ommended to graduate students in professional psychology programs. First, on-line
data bases can be used for research and curriculum development. As libraries become
trapsformed into electronic data banks, they become increasingly accessible from the
personal computer in the home or the office. Both Compuserve and Diatog, commer-
cially available information services, access major data banks that contain Psychological
Abstracts and reference 1o virtually every important psychology journal and book. These
systems make it possible to conduct an electronic search based on key words, obtain a
list of relevant references on any psychological topic, and even create a personal journal
library. PsychiNet now has the full texts of most psychology journal articles available over-
night by electronic mail.

Second, the personal computer has tremendous implications for self-learning and
data analysis. Software is currently available to help master decision rules in psychodi-
agnostics using the revised third edition of the Diagriostic and Statistical Manual of




Mental Disorders (DSM-II-R; American Psychiatric Association, 1987). As personal com-
puters have become increasingly powerful, most major statistical procedures can now
beaccomplished withouta major investment in research consultants or mainframes, Sra.
tistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS) is available currently ata number of levels
of complexity for the personal computer user, as are programs for determinings sample
size and power, revising manuscripts and papers into American Psychological Associa.
tion format, producing professional quality tables and graphs, checking spelling and
grammar, searching text, and developing bibliographies,

Just several years down the road, an €normous array of opportunities will emanare
from developing information technology in higher education. The amount of informa-
tion in libraries and data bases is doubling every 8 years, creating a pressing need for
better systems of information management and use for scholars and reseacchers. Ar
Fieiding Institute, we envision an adult learning community in which electronic com-
munication will integrate textual and numerical data and voice and visual information
into a single medium and a single message. In response to a portion of a student's dis-
sertation, for example, 4 faculty member could send one message that included typed
bibliographical references, a reproduction of 2 diagram from a book, and a spoken re-
sponse to the student’s work. Through this communication network, students, faculty,
alumni, and visiting scholars would be able to participate in a rich seties of on-line sem-
inars on topics related 1o the training and development of professional psychologists.




