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The Internet as an Extended Sociology Classroom 

  

This report describes the implementation and acceptance of an electronic syllabus on the World Wide 
Web (WWW). The greatest potential of a teaching home page on the Internet lies in a synergy effect of 
three domains: WWW pages serve as administrative tools, as powerful research instruments, and as a 
tool skill preparing students for their careers in public or private institutions. This article uses the 
empirical example of an electronic syllabus to illuminate potentials, problems, and the acceptance of the 
Internet as an extended sociology classroom by students. 

With the rapid development in networked computing and the advent of advanced communications 
software, the information age (Toffler 1995) offers new possibilities for staying competitive in an 
environment of shrinking resources. This article will be concerned with networked computing as an 
instrument to address one of the basic problems in teaching, the quest to efficiently reach the student. 
The application of the electronic syllabus will be introduced, and assessed using student evaluations. 

In my application of an electronic syllabus two components of the Internet, E-mail and the World Wide 
Web (WWW), are integrated. Some readers might see mailing lists as an alternative of using the WWW. 
While this logical extension of E-mail is a very powerful tool, it does fall short in four concerns: E-mail 
lists require the maintenance of mailing lists and leave organization and update of information to the 
student and not the instructor. E-mail does not offer the implementation of graphics and the integration 
of information resources of the WWW. However, the integration of E-mail with or without E-mail lists, 
allows a two-way flow of information. Inspired by the student's feedback, teachers can promptly update 
and distribute the electronic syllabus of the class. 

There are several good reasons for replacing traditional fixed schedules with dynamically constructed 
courses. For example, dynamically constructed courses can quickly integrate students' feedback into the 
current course curriculum. Allowing students to influence a course enhances their personal involvement 
and their motivation for learning. Many courses relate to events in our everyday world. The practical 
relevance of the course can be demonstrated to students by integrating current events into the 
curriculum. 

Often experiences during one lecture suggest changes in the timing, order, or content of the current 
course. Traditionally, these changes are announced in class. This not only takes up a considerable 
portion of a class session but tends to confuse some students. In addition, unstructured course 
adjustments are perceived by students as unprofessional and a violation of the "contract" laid out in the 
syllabus. I suggest using an authoritative structuring tool like an updatable electronic syllabus to 
complement and shorten class announcements. It is advisable to indicate in this syllabus the portion that 
is subject to dynamic development and the part that belongs to the fixed contract. The portion describing 
exams, grading, policies and content can be seen as the contractual part of the syllabus that should stay 
fixed. The dynamic or noncontractual part can be updated with changes in scheduling and timing of 
course topics. Then current events, students' contributions, and newly discovered Internet sources, can 
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be linked to the dynamic part of the electronic syllabus during the course. 

The integration of E-mail into a teaching homepage provides effective ways for students to 
communicate with one another outside the classroom and facilitates group dynamics that are likely to 
encourage collaborative learning. By breaking the traditional class schedule, networked computing 
makes the instructor more readily accessible. E-mail also avoids redundancy sometimes involved in one-
to-one conversations with students. Problems encountered by one student are often shared with her 
fellow students. It is more effective to integrate experiences into the WWW and provide guidance to the 
whole class, than dealing with one student at a time.  

  

RESULTS 

A Successful Application of the Teaching Home page 

In 1995 I developed my first teaching home page for a small summer class on "Deviance and Social 
Control" of only 15 students. Starting with an electronic version of my syllabus, I added material as the 
course progressed and interactively developed my teaching home page. Later, I used a slightly modified 
version of the same home page for larger undergraduate classes.. After these experiences, it was 
relatively easy to setup electronic syllabi for an advanced undergraduate course in "Criminology" and an 
introductory course in "Social Psychology." These syllabi can be found on the Internet at 
http://ttacs7.ttu.edu/~andreas/teach.htm and/or http://ww2.tltc.ttu.edu/Schneider. In the following I will 
describe the three main domains that contribute to the synergy effect of using a teaching home page: 
administration, student research and the training of tool skills. 

  

Administration 

A teaching home page facilitates administrative tasks like posting exam grades. Posting grades on the 
WWW is subject to the same regulations as posting them on the office door. I maintained anonymity for 
students by using the last three digits of each student's identification number as an identifier and 
increased the number of last digits only for students whose last digits matched those of another student. 
The data is imported from an electronic spreadsheet program that I use anyhow to keep track of my 
students' grades.  

Outside the scheduled class time, students have additional time to raise questions or give suggestions. 
Some students prefer to have time to formulate and write their contributions and questions, rather than 
speaking in class. Posting responses on the WWW makes this information available to other students 
who may have the same question.  

Administrative decisions, like implementing special sessions for current events, receive an authoritative 
implementation with the electronic syllabus. The time of in class clarifications of the administration of 
the course is reduced. 

  

Student Research 
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The teaching home page is a convenient place to list additional readings that become available in the 
course of the semester. Outstanding student papers or course summaries are posted. When course related 
topics received media coverage, I provide links to relevant Internet addresses. Resources of the WWW 
are linked by updating the homepage with their addresses, their Unique Resource Locations (URL). 
Students can reach the documents simply by clicking on hypertext or buttons on the electronic syllabus. 
Several sociology textbooks are already supplemented with addresses of WWW resources (Schmalleger 
1997, Stockard 1997) or even use the WWW as primary information (Ferrante 1997, Ferrante & Vaughn 
1997). Linking information to the electronic syllabus, proved to be much faster and more economical 
than producing and distributing copies of newspaper articles. In addition to supplying information about 
a broad range of topics, the Internet provides a platform for opinions that are not necessarily reflected in 
the general news media. 

The Internet is also used as a research instrument in the course papers of the students. For one paper of 
my deviance class, students were asked to describe a specific form of deviance as it appeared on the 
Internet. Students of my class in criminology compared the crime statistics provided by the Federal 
Bureau of Investigation (http://www.fbi.gov/ucr/ucr95prs.htm) and the U.S. Department of Justice 
(http://149.101.22.3/bjs/welcome.html) as a homework assignment. The research process is not only 
supported by information, but by software tools. As a paper assignment in my social psychology class, 
students used Internet based software (http://www.contrib.andrew.cmu.edu/~krack/) to graphically 
model social networks. 

  

Training Tool Skills 

Not every teaching institution has enough computing staff to support students in their computing needs. 
Educating students in computer skills is sometimes left to the classroom instructor. Some instructors 
might ask if it is worthwhile to spend time with students in a computer lab instead of working on 
material that is directly related to the main thrust of the course. I find that using the Internet in the 
classroom not only contributes to the synergy effect of administrative, research and toll skill application, 
but profits from it: 

In the first lab session, I explain the nature of the Internet and its components: E-mail, the WWW, and 
News groups. Then I acquaint students with the basic skills needed to use Microsoft Windows, and to do 
efficient searches on the WWW. After a short introduction to the basics of Netscape, students are able to 
look up the teaching home page on the WWW. In 1995, I offered a second and third lab session. A 
wider use of networked computers provided students with more Internet skills and better technical 
support. This allowed me to gradually reduce my support to only one session in 1997. 

  

Students' Evaluations of Using the Internet 

Students used the electronic syllabus extensively. In 1997 my teaching institution implemented counters 
for web pages. As I write this article, the electronic syllabus was accessed 1000 times in the last ten 
weeks of classes. Taking the assumption that the syllabus was exclusively accessed by the 65 students of 
my class, each student used the electronic syllabus on the average 1.5 times a week. 

Many mail messages thanked me for the introduction to the Internet. A more systematic assessment of 
the students' evaluations can be drawn from their voluntary and anonymous open-ended course 
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evaluations. These evaluations at the end of the semester are standard in our department and 
complement the less content-specific multiple choice evaluations from our university. 

The sample is comprised by three courses on "Deviant Behavior and Social Control" (Fall 1995, Spring 
and Summer 1996), one course on "Criminology" (Fall 1996), and an introductory course in "Social 
Psychology" (Spring 1997). Since there are only three negative, but 112 positive responses, I focus on 
explicit positive remarks. Here I do not include general responses such as: "I liked everything." Results 
in Table 1 show that of 173 valid student course evaluations 112 (or 65 %) mentioned the use of the 
electronic syllabus positively. In two courses, Summer 1996 and Fall 1996, the syllabus was not used as 
extensively as in the other courses. Because of the small class size in Summer 1996, I decided to 
distribute grades by traditional means. In the Criminology class in Fall 1996, the Internet relation of the 
paper topics was optional. Using the electronic syllabus to a lesser extend led to a lower number of 
positive remarks (50% and 40%) about the use of the Internet.  

  

Table 1. Explicit Positive Remarks About the Internet in 173 Students' Course Evaluations. Number of 
valid evaluations in brackets. 

  

  

To complement the empirical assessment, I cite some characteristic responses that I found in student 
course evaluations. (Question #1) One student's answer sums up the responses to the first question: "I 
liked being able to get the overheads from the Net. I think using the Internet is a very good idea. At first 
I was a bit worried about it, but it turned out to be a learning experience. I think I will use [it] 
more." (Question #2) None of my students complained about the dynamic quality of the syllabus. 
(Question #3) The effectiveness of the instructor's teaching was mainly seen in the availability of 
overheads and notes: "The overheads and notes on the Internet are helpful." "[The] Internet was a good 
tool for [the] classroom. It helped if I missed anything in my notes." (Question #4) In my first courses it 
was suggested to improve the effectiveness of the course by posting lecture outlines on the WWW page. 
I followed this suggestion in the following courses and received very favorable responses for that. 
(Question #5) I was surprised that some students explicitly mentioned the Internet sources as readings. 
This indicates an acceptance of electronic media on the WWW for being as authoritative as traditional 

Questions in the course evaluations Fall 

1995 

(29) 

Spring 

1996 

(38) 

Summer 

1996 

(14)  

Fall 

1996 

(47) 

Spring 

1997 

(45) 

Total  
 
(173) 

1. What did you like most about the course? 12 13 3 8 15 51
2. What did you like least about the course?       
3. What aspects about the instructor's teaching are most effective? 11 8 3 7 19 48
4. What could be done to improve the effectiveness of his or her teaching?       
5. Please list any of the readings that were valuable. 2 2 1 4 4 13

Number of total positive responses 

Total positive responses in % 

25 

86% 

23 

60% 

7 

50% 

19  

40% 

38 

84% 

112 65%
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print media. Student's mentioning of valuable readings reached from brief remarks as "the ones 
[readings] on the Web" to more enthusiastic responses such as "the Web notes & links were awesome -- 
I wish more instructors had similar homepages." 

  

Conclusion 

The extension of the traditional classroom allowed an interactive teaching style and supported the 
resulting dynamic development of the class curriculum. Teaching home pages can provide the structure 
necessary in the administration of a dynamically developing course. Student's welcomed the use of the 
electronic syllabi and valued the administrative support and information resources they received. Using 
the Internet I contributed and profited from an synergy effect that links administrative use, research use 
and the tool skill aspect of the Internet. The application of electronic syllabi recently became more 
common. They can be customized to support a wide variety of applications. Examples of electronic 
syllabi can be found at  

http://php.indiana.edu/~heise/, http://www.umsl.edu/~hsmith/, and 
http://www.stpt.usf.edu/~greek/index.html. 
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