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QUALITY OF ADULT EDUCATION RESEARCH
CONDUCTED THROUGH THE GLOBAL
COMPUTER NETWORK

Bojan Ljujic*
Faculty of Philosophy
University of Belgrade

Belgrade, Serbia

Abstract

In the past decades the Internet has become the subject of many adult education rese-
arch studies, but it is also a tool with which the field of adult education is investigated.
If there is intent to improve the quality of adult education it seems important to ensure
the quality of research in this field in general, but also in that part which is conducted
through the Internet.

The objective of this paper is to analyse quality issues concerning Internet use in adult
education research. The method applied in this theoretical research is content analysis.
This analysis refers to: sampling quality; quality of data; software quality; ethical consi-
derations that reflect the most on adult education research quality.

The main results of this analysis indicate that the quality of adult educational research
conducted through the Internet depends highly on achieved representativeness of sam-
ples, data validity, the safety of software equipment, and ensured participants’ informed
consent, voluntariness and confidentiality.

Key words: adult education research, adult education quality, research quality, Internet
research.

Introduction

As historical analysts state, the Internet emerged in the mid-eighties of
the twentieth century as a globally wide-spread computer communication
network (Leiner, 2009; Stambuk, 2004; Keefer and Baiget, 2001). Before that
it had very strict and limited purposes. Its forerunner ARPAnet was used ex-
clusively as a defensive military network in the United States during the Cold
War with the Soviet Union. Although not conceived from the educational net-
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work, the Internet had connection with the educational field from its very
beginnings. Even in the mid-seventies of the twentieth century, before the
Internet had actually emerged, there was the intent to organise the function-
ing of an entire educational institution on networked communication based
on information and communication technologies (ICT) (Ovesni, 1998). An-
other similar attempt happened in the mid-eighties of the twentieth century
as Leiner (2009) states. These attempts were rarities since the mid-nineties,
when ICT and the Internet became a part of almost every human activity.
Thus, they became essential parts of education in general, but also a part of
adult education. So, until the communicational function of computers didn’t
prevail and the Internet didn’t emerge as a global network available to almost
every part of the human living space, the basic preconditions for their use in
the field of adult education were not satisfied and their application was rare
and limited (Watson, 2006).

In past decades the Internet is observed and investigated as a medium
through which adult education is delivered mostly through different models and
forms of e-learning and online learning (Fee, 2008; Aldrich, 2005, 2004; An-
derson and Elloumi, 2004; Bourne and Moore, 2004; Boshuizen and Kirschner,
2004; Aragon and Johnson, 2002; Rosenburg, 2001; Bonk, Kirkley, Hara and
Dennen, 2000; Ovesni, 1998; Ovesni i Samurovié, 1997). Besides that, the Inter-
net as a tool by which researches in adult education are conducted is also relevant
and an actual topic (Dillman, 2007; Dicks, Mason, Coffey and Atkinson, 2005;
Mann, 2006; Buchanan, 2004; Hewson, Yule, Laurent and Vogel, 2003; Nosek,
Banaji, and Greenwald, 2002; Mann and Stewart, 2000).

In this paper the focus is on the second of the two above-mentioned re-
search aspects referring to the Internet. To be more specific we focus on the
quality issues of adult education research conducted through the Internet, since
we find it strongly related to the quality of adult education itself. So, the objec-
tive of this paper is to analyse quality issues concerning Internet use in adult
education research. The research method applied in this exploration is content
analysis. This theoretical research and analysis of relevant previous research
findings covers subjects such as:

- Quality of sampling methodology via the Internet;

- Quality issues referring to gathering research data by using the Internet;

- Quality of software used in conducting educational research through the
Internet;

- Some ethical considerations in Internet-mediated educational research
that reflect the most on adult education research quality.

In the following sections we will discuss each issue mentioned above and
present the results of the realised analysis.
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Quality issues of sampling
methodology via the Internet

When we reflect on the quality of sampling methodology in educational re-
search that is conducted through Internet, the most important issues that arise
are the issues of sample representativeness and access to respondents. It seems
logical to assume that the Internet population is more accessible than the popu-
lation in the real (physical) world (Nosek, Banaji, and Greenwald, 2002; Mann
and Stewart, 2000). As Mann and Stewart (2000) argue when using computer-
mediated communication in scientific educational research, researchers extend
access to potential participants by overcoming barriers such as geographical
access, reaching participants that are physically hard to reach, individual psy-
chological barriers (sensitivity or shame), limited access to politically sensitive
sites, limited access to concrete interest groups etc. But, these statements are
very arguable. That is because the Internet and computer-mediated communica-
tion is still available to limited parts of any research population despite the fact
that the Internet is rapidly growing and is available in almost every part of the
world. Having in mind that the Internet demographic is dramatically skewed,
the problem of representativeness and validity becomes more visible. Results
of some inquiries (Hewson, Yule, Laurent and Vogel, 2003) suggest that there
seems to be a tendency for Internet samples to have a wider age range and to
be more ethnically diverse, and perhaps to contain more males than females.
However, it seems apparent that the type of sample obtained will rely heavily on
the sampling methodology employed, for both traditional and Internet samples.
Representativeness problems logically lead to the lack of possibilities for deliver-
ing general conclusions no matter what the subject of an educational research is,
which surely reflects on research quality in general.

The perceived fact that respondents are more accessible is also arguable. Be-
side the facts that the asynchrony of communication via the Internet provides
opportunity to get responses without thinking about the time or place factors
and that Internet-mediated research is cheaper (Dillman, 2007; Hewson, Yule,
Laurent and Vogel, 2003; Stewart, 2000), there is still a question of respondents’
availability in educational researches. So, it is important to make a distinction
between accessibility and availability of respondents in an adult educational re-
search project conducted through Internet. The point is that all the precondi-
tions to participate in an educational research project could be fulfilled but the
low response rate would still be present. For example, we conducted a research
concerning the issues of students’ computer literacy and their relation toward
some aspects of education in computer classrooms (Ljuji¢, 2013; 2011). In this
research we investigated only 34 out of 209 respondents through computer medi-
ated communication. Sheehan (2001) explains the reasons and gives some prac-
tical advice that should increase the response rate in adult education researches
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and by that improve the quality of these researches. He states that the main fac-
tors that impact the response rates are:

— The extent of the online survey - the more extensive the survey is, the
lower the response rate is;

- Early announcement about the examination - if respondents are in-
formed in the right time that the research is going to be conducted, the
response rates are more likely to be higher;

- Subsequent notification — repeated information and calls for participa-
tion increases response rates in educational research;

- Significance and contemporaneity of research topic — the more the sub-
ject of the research is perceived by participants as significant and actual,
the higher the response rates.

In our case none of these suggestions had long-lasting results. Results were
immediate, but pretty soon the response rate decreased. How to explain this?
Well, there can be different reasons — maybe respondents feel more free to decide
to not participate in the investigation when the “technological wall” is between
him/her and data collector. When they find themselves in a face-to face situa-
tion with the researcher, respondents may be more motivated to participate in
investigation rather than to come out with explanations and reasons that are not
based on logical or objective trammels for participation. However, some issues
concerning the quality of data collecting instruments will be discussed in the fol-
lowing sections and some implications referring to the problem of response rates
might be revealed.

Quality of data collecting instruments

Technological and software solutions provide the opportunity to create a
wide range of data collecting instruments (questionnaires, interviews, observa-
tion lists, etc.) that are potentially attractive and easy to apply (Dillman, 2007;
Hewson, Yule, Laurent and Vogel, 2003; Mann and Stewart, 2000). However, the
issue of validity of data collected in Internet-mediated educational researches is
actual, which threatens to decrease the quality of educational research conducted
through Internet.

As Hewson, Yule, Laurent and Vogel (2003, p. 44) argue, in general, Inter-
net-based procedures are likely to reduce the level of researcher control and in-
volvement. So when materials are delivered through a computer network, rather
than in person, the researcher is less able to judge the extent to which responses
are sincere and genuine, the conditions under which the questionnaire was an-
swered, the state of participants at the time of participation (for example, intoxi-
cated, distracted, and so on), and the identity of participants. The possibility of
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fraudulent responses means that asking participants for details of these factors
may not lead to accurate information. The extent to which this lack of direct
control may present a problem for researches that are conducted through the
Internet is still a subject that needs to be explored, especially the motivation for
giving insincere answers.

Dillman (2007) observes educational researches conducted through the In-
ternet as a specific form of social exchange. In that sense, some of recommenda-
tions he mentions should increase the quality of data collection in virtual en-
vironments and maybe reduce the rate of appearance of some of the problems
mentioned earlier. These recommendations refer to:

— Showing positive regard which means that respondents should be informed
about why the research is being conducted, provide channels through
which respondents can pose any questions considering research etc.

- Give appreciation to respondents for their effort launched in one educa-
tional research that is conducted through Internet.

— Ask for advice since people often get a sense of accomplishment from
knowing that they have helped someone.

- Support group values since most people identify with certain groups. The
values that should be supported depend on the population that is in fo-
cus in one educational research realised via Internet.

- Give tangible rewards such as small amount of money. This is effective
because it raises a sense of obligation which disappears after the ade-
quately filled research instrument is returned to researcher.

- Make the instrument interesting by improving layout, template and de-
sign, putting more interesting questions at the beginning, making ques-
tions easy to answer etc. This can lead to higher response rates, but also
to authentic answers which increase the quality of research in general.

- Give social validation means that respondents are informed that other peo-
ple have also participated in educational research via Internet. It is highly
motivating for many people to do actions that others have also done.

- Give the information to respondents that it is a very rare situation (op-
portunity) to participate in an educational research via Internet also has
a motivational effect on participants, leading them to decide to actually
participate in a research.

- Avoid subordinating language because people are most likely to avoid an-
swering questions that makes them feel subordinated.

- Avoid embarrassment that could be the result of sensitive questions, in-
distinctive questions or inadequate order of questions.

- Make instruments appear short and easy to fill out because this attracts

people to respond and increases the response rates, as has already been
mentioned.
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- Minimize requests to obtain personal information because there is a wide
range of information that respondents do not want to reveal especially in
virtual environments.

— Keep requests similar to previous requests since there is a tendency that
participants develop hostility toward participating in educational re-
search that reveals any kind of inconsistency (Dillman, 2007).

It is obvious that these recommendations are not easy to achieve all at once.
But it is also a fact that it is not impossible. So the importance of following the
points mentioned above for a sufficient level of adult educational research qual-
ity to be reached, is evident.

Software quality in educational research conducted
through the Internet

There is a variety of technological solutions that make adult educational re-
search through the Internet possible and easy. As Hewson, Yule, Laurent and Vo-
gel (2003) state FTP (File Transfer Protocol) was the basic tool for using the Inter-
net for research purposes since it was the first advanced form of data exchange
through WWW (World Wide Web) as the most wide-spread Internet service.
Today FTP is normally used since it is incorporated in different web browsers,
which are the basic software that provides the ability to surf the Internet.

According to different authors (Hewson, Yule, Laurent and Vogel, 2003;
Mann and Stewart, 2000) the WWW is the most important delivery system in
educational research on the Internet. At the core of using the WWW for research
purposes is the application of web browsers through which the stimuli are pre-
sented, responses are collected and are automatically sent back to the researcher.
Web browsers are convenient in terms of educational research since they support
many useful functions such as displaying text, graphics, animations and other
sophisticated interactive programs. In other words, web browsers provide the op-
portunity to use different forms of multimedia (audio and video streams) for the
purposes of realisation of educational research. Speaking in terms of synchrony
of communication on the Internet we can point out different kinds of synchro-
nous and asynchronous forms of computer-mediated communication. Amongst
the asynchronous forms e-mail, mailing lists, newsgroups and USENET news-
groups play the most important role in educational research. Synchronous com-
munication in virtual environments is realised through chats, audio and video
conferencing etc.

In terms of the quality of educational research conducted through the Inter-
net it seems important to point out the safety and stability of software equipment
mentioned above as aspects of technological and software quality. Since the is-
sue of stability is pretty clear, the intent here is to emphasize some aspects of
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safety regarding research via the Internet. These aspects mostly consider poten-
tial misbehaviour that could be manifested by some respondents in educational
research, which is directly connected to the aforementioned problems of validity.
First, potential “hacking” activity which is, in terms of educational research, seen
as intentional action directed toward interrupting educational research should
be brought to minimum if can’t be eliminated completely. In this regard, control
of the IP (Internet Protocol) addresses from which respondents are posting their
responses, or a log to communicate with the researcher is highly recommended
and is not that hard to accomplish. Secondly, researchers should also be aware of
the fact that people online have their online identities and that they are acting in
accordance with these identities. As an illustration for that, three types of identi-
ties that people have in virtual worlds of video games could be used. Gee (2003)
points out that when playing video games people have their virtual, real, and
projective identity in virtual worlds. In short, in virtual environments people tend
to behave as virtual characters (virtual identity), and according to that they try
to achieve a projection that is prescribed to that character (projective identity).
So, if there is recognition that respondents are significantly different in online
worlds than in the real world (if their virtual or projective identity dominate),
they should be excluded from the inquiry. These issues are connected to inten-
tional deception that is very common in Internet-mediated research.

Ethical issues and adult educational research
quality via the Internet

Ethical considerations are a very present subject in contemporary literature
concerning adult educational research via the Internet (Buchanan, 2004; Hew-
son, Yule, Laurent and Vogel, 2003; Nosek, Banaji, and Greenwald, 2002; Mann
and Stewart, 2000). Focusing on the quality of adult educational research on the
Internet, some specific ethical issues can be segregated. These issues refer to ob-
taining consent to participate in educational research, ensuring voluntary partici-
pation, confidentiality, security and anonymity of respondents and clarifying the
distinction between private and public space in virtual adult education research
environments.

As Hewson, Yule, Laurent and Vogel (2003) state the issue of informed con-
sent arises since it is easier for the participant to deceive the researcher over the
Internet. This is highly related to data validity, as mentioned earlier. Traditional
research settings provide the opportunity for the researcher to obtain consent
by asking respondents to sign an agreement for participation in research. Since
there are age limitations to participation, the problems that occur in research
conducted via the Internet are related to the fact that participants have greater
opportunity to lie about their age. Aforementioned authors suggest that the solu-
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tion for this problem may be achieved by asking the participant to click on some
kind of confirmatory button that is visible on the web page. An alternative may
be sending a password by e-mail to potential participants who were identified
to be of adequate age. By using this password, participants can then enter the
research procedure.

To ensure that participation is entirely voluntary it should be easy for par-
ticipants to withdraw from the research at any chosen moment (Hewson, Yule,
Laurent and Vogel, 2003; Nosek, Banaji, and Greenwald, 2002; Mann and Stew-
art, 2000). Again, this issue is resolvable by putting a visible button on the web
page that allows the participant to quit the research procedure at any time. It is
also recommended that respondents are informed at the very beginning of the
research that they are absolutely free to enter and leave the investigation when-
ever they want.

Ensuring confidentiality and security of information is another important
ethical issue referring to the quality of adult education research on the Inter-
net. It is more likely that research data will be seen by a third party in virtual
research environments than in those environments which are mostly defined
by physical parameters (making typing errors while sending an e-mail is only
one of the reasons this could happen). There is also a problem of potential
hacking activity that threatens participants’ privacy which is clearly exclusively
related to virtual research environments. Problems of confidentiality and secu-
rity are very close to the issue of anonymity. According to Nosek, Banaji, and
Greenwald (2002, p. 165), this issue is easier to overcome in Internet-mediated
researches than in those conducted in face-to-face settings. They argue that is-
sue of anonymity can be controlled by using floating IP addresses in research
communication on the Internet by which real-life identities of participants are
never being revealed. Another way to increase the level of confidentiality and
security and to ensure anonymity in educational research conducted online
that those authors suggest is exchanging research information through secure
server lines (SSL), which is an encryption technology that encodes information
from participant to machine in a form that it is meaningless if intercepted in
the process of transmission.

Since the Internet provides a wide range of forms of communication the
issue of the distinction between private and public space on the Internet has be-
come actual. As Hewson, Yule, Laurent and Vogel (2003) argue the main ques-
tion is whether the researcher is ethically justified in using publicly available in-
formation as data for a research study. To be more specific, the question is in
which context is this ethically acceptable or not acceptable? Authors’ positions
on this matter differ. In general, there is an opinion that all information that is
available in the public space on the WWW could be used by researchers, but not
hackers or other potential intruders in an adult educational research. On the
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other side, data that is considered to be private should never be used in conduct-
ing adult educational research on the Internet.

Conclusion

In this paper the focus was on analysis of the Internet when observed as a
tool with which adult education research is conducted. The emphasis was on the
quality issues of adult education research realised through Internet. The impor-
tance of such an investigation is reflected in the belief that the quality of adult
education itself is strongly connected with the quality of adult education research
in general. Since the contemporary state of technological development provides
more opportunities for research activity in the field of adult education (both in
a qualitative and quantitative sense) it seems quite important to examine the
aspects of adult education research quality that is conducted in technologically
empowered environments, based on the Internet as a global computer network.

The results of the literature analysis presented in this paper leads us to sev-
eral conclusions. To be more specific, the quality of adult education research
conducted through Internet highly depends on the following:

- Quality of sampling methodology via Internet. This is mostly in con-
nection with assuring sample representativeness and access to potential
participants (recognising the difference between accessibility and avail-
ability in order to increase response rates);

- Quality issues when it comes to gathering research data by using the In-
ternet. This is affected by the quality of data collecting instruments used
online, which determines the validity of gathered data;

- Quality of software used in conducting educational research through In-
ternet that is mostly defined by the stability and safety aspects of the
software application; and

- Some ethical considerations in Internet-mediated educational research
which reflect the most on adult education research quality, among which
issues of obtaining informed consent for participation, voluntariness to
participate, confidentiality, security and anonymity of respondents and
clarification of the difference between public and private space in virtual
research environments, stand out.

It is obvious that the aforementioned issues are not new in terms of phe-
nomenological meaning, but these are novelties in the sense of the changing
technological background they emerged from. Also these issues are more notice-
able in adult education research environments based on new technologies such
as the Internet, compared to environments in which relevant factors are deter-
mined mostly by physical elements.



136 | Bojan Ljuji¢

References

Aldrich, C. (2004). Simulations and the Future of Learning: An Innovative (and Perhaps
Revolutionary) Approach to e-Learning. San Francisco: Pfeiffer — John Wiley and
Sons, Inc.

Aldrich, C. (2005). Learning by Doing: A Comprehensive Guide to Simulations, Computer
Games, And Pedagogy in e-Learning and Other Educational Experiences. San Fran-
cisco: John Wiley and Sons, Inc.

Anderson, T. and Elloumi, F. (2004). Theory and Practice of Online Learning. Athabasca:
Athabasca University.

Aragon, S. R. and Johnson, S. D. (2002). Emerging Roles and Competencies for Train-
ing in E-learning Environments. Advances in Developing Human Resources, 4(4),
424-439.

Bonk, C,, Kirkley, J., Hara, N., and Dennen, V. (2000). Advances in pedagogy: Finding the
instructor in post-secondary online learning. Annual meeting of the American Educa-
tional Research Association. New Orleans: Citeseer.

Boshuizen, H. and Kirschner, P. (2004). Coaching and training in integrated electronic
learning environments (IELEs). In Jochemes, W., Van Merrienboer, J. and Koper, R.
(Eds.). Integrated e-learning — Implications for pedagogy, technology and organization
(pp- 164-175). London, New York: RoutledgeFalmer (an imprint of the Taylor and
Francis Group).

Bourne, J. and Moore, J.C. (2004). Elements of Quality Online Education - Into the Main-
stream. Needham (MA): The Sloan Consortioum.

Buchanan, E. A. (2004). Readings in Virtual Research Ethics: Issues and Controversies.
Hershey/London/Melbourne/Singapore: Information Science Publishing.

Dicks, B., Mason, B. Coffey, A. and Atkinson, P. (2005). Qualitative Research and Hyper-
media - Ethnography for the digital age. London: SAGE.

Dillman, D. A. (2007). Mail and Internet Surveys: The Tailored Design Method. Hoboken
(NJ): John Wiley & Sons, Inc.

Fee, K. (2009). Delivering e-Learning: A complete strategy for design, application and as-
sessment. London/Philadelphia: Kogan Page.

Gee, J. P. (2003). What Video Games Have to Teach Us About Learning and Literacy. New
York: Palgrave Macmillan.

Hewson, C., Yule, P, Laurent, D. and Vogel, C. (2003). Internet Research Methods: A
Practical Guide for Social and Behavioral Sciences. London: SAGE.

Keefer, A.C. and Baiget, T. (2001). How it all began: a brief history of the Internet. Vine,
31(3), 90-95.

Leiner, B.M. (2011). A Brief History of the Internet. ACM SIGCOMM Computer Com-
munication Review, 39(5), 22-31.

Ljuji¢, B. (2011). Students Evaluation of Educational Work in Computer Classroom and
Implications for Its Enhancement. In Pejatovi¢, A. (Ed.). Evaluation in Education in
the Balkan Countries (pp. 457-463). Belgrade: Institute for Pedagogy and Andragogy
Faculty of Philosophy University of Belgrade.



Quality of Adult Education Research Conducted through the Global Computer Network | 137

Ljuji¢, B. (2013). Kompjuterska pismenost studenata i procena znacaja interakcije u
kompjuterskim ucionicama. U Krnjaja, Z., Pavlovi¢ Breneselovi¢, D. i Popovi¢, K.
(Ur.). Nacionalni naucni skup Januarski susreti pedagoga “Pedagog izmedu teorije i
prakse” (zbornik radova) (str. 205-210). Beograd: Filozofski fakultet Univerziteta: In-
stitut za pedagogiju i andragogiju.

Mann, B. L. (Ed.) (2006). Selected Styles in Web-Based Educational Research. Hershey/
London/Melbourne/Singapore: Information Science Publishing.

Mann, C. and Stewart, E. (2000). Internet Communication and Qualitative Research: A
Handbook for Researching Online. London: SAGE.

Nosek, B. A., Banaji, M. R. and Greenwald, A.G. (2002). E-research: Ethics, Security, De-
sign and Control in Psychological Research on the Internet. Journal of Social Issues,
58 (1), 161-176.

Ovesni, K. (1998). On-line model obrazovanja odraslih i njegova primena u pripremanju
andragoskih kadrova. Zbornik predavanja NETFORUM ‘98 (str. 64-72). Beograd: SC
& YUCCA.

Ovesni, K. i Samurovi¢, S. (1997). Alternativni modeli obrazovanja odraslih. Andragoske
studije, 4(2), 111-126.

Rosenburg, M. J. (2001). E-learning: Strategies for Delivering Knowledge in the Digital
Age. New York: McGraw - Hill Professional.

Sheehan, K. (2001). E-mail Survey Response Rates: A Review. Journal Of Computer Me-
diated Communication, 6(2).

Stambuk, V. (2005). Informatika i internet. Beograd: Cigoja.

Watson, D. (2006). Forty Years of Computers and Education: A Roller - Coaster Rela-
tionship. In Impagliazzo, J. (Ed.). History of Computeing and Education 2 (HCE2):
IFIP 19th World Computer Congress, WG 9.7, TC9: History of Computeing, Proceed-
ings of the Second Conference on the History of Computing and Education, August 21-
24, 2006, Santiago, Chile (pp. 1-48). New York: Springer.



CIP - Karanorusanuja y myonukanuju
HapopHa 6u6morexa Cp6uje, beorpag

374.7(100)(082)(0.034.2)
37.018.48(100)(082)(0.034.2)

CONTRIBUTION of Research to Improvement of Adult
Education Quality [Elektronski izvor] / Aleksandra Pejatovi¢, Regina
Egetenmeyer, Maria Slowey (Eds.). — Belgrade : Institute for Pedagogy
and Andragogy, Faculty of Philosophy, University ; Wurzburg :
University ; Dublin : Dublin City University, 2016 (Beograd : Dosije
studio). - 1 elektronski opticki disk (CD-ROM) : graf. prikazi ; 12 cm
Sistemski zahtevi: Nisu navedeni. - Nasl. sa naslovnog ekrana. - "This
book was published within the ESRALE project — European Studies
and Research in Adult Learning and Education, Project number
540117-LLP-1-2013-DE-Erasmus-EQMC". - Tiraz 200. — About the
authors. - Napomene i bibliografske reference uz radove. - Bibliografija
uz svaki rad.

ISBN 978-86-82019-95-4 (IPA)
ISBN 978-86-6427-039-7 (FF)

a) O6pasoBame ofpaciux — Y cBeTy — 360pHuiu b) [lepMaHeHTHO
obpasoBame — Y cBeTy — 360pHMIM

COBISS.SR-ID 225776908




