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ABSTRACT

This chapter presents a theoretical framework for under standing the Web-based learning
(WBL) phenomenon based ondi sciplinesother than education. First, fromtheorganizational
communicationfield, it proposes mediarichnessand social influence model sto under stand
factors affecting media communication choicein WBL. Second, fromthe managerial field,
it proposes the theory of knowledge reuse to understand the managerial challenges that
instructor sfacewhen creating knowl edgerepositoriesfor WBL.. Finally, fromtheinformation
literature perspective, it proposes the information structure framework to assess the
adequacy of the information for a particular situation. In reviewing these theoretical
perspectives, implications of the proposed framework for research and practice are
highlighted.

This chapter appears in the book, Web-Based Education: Learning from Experience, edited by Anil
Aggarwal. Copyright © 2003, Idea Group Publishing. Copying or distributing in print or electronic forms
without written permission of Idea Group Inc. is prohibited.
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INTRODUCTION

Web-based learning (WBL) refers to the use of Internet technologies for delivering
instruction. Tosomeextent, WBL constitutesanew field, becauseit bringstogether anumber
of previously separate domains that underlie practice in education and technology. While
thelnternet providesthefunctionality of previoustechnologies, including audio, video, and
videoconferencing, it al soaffordsnew technol ogical possibilitiesthat arelikely totransform
many aspects of education. Among the facets of education likely to change are the forms of
content delivery, the level of interaction between students and instructors, and the roles
played by students and instructors. To be able to study WBL effectively, researchers will
need to be able to apply the theories and findings of diverse disciplinesthat have been only
poorly related until now. Withthisrequirementinmind, theintentinthischapteristo present
a framework that supports WBL researchers by connecting the theoretical foundations
provided by the reference disciplines of WBL.

Because WBL isamultifaceted phenomenon, different pointsof view leadto different
impressionsof it. Asanexample, from oneperspective, theimplementation of WBL isitsmost
important aspect. Given thisviewpoint, any instance of WBL implementation isa project.
Researchers adopting this perspective need to understand the WBL project’ sresources, its
critical successfactors, and other i ssues associated with project management. From another
perspective, thelearning that studentscan achievethrough WBL, rather thanimplementation
of WBL, isthe most important aspect. From thisviewpoint, researchers need to understand
the determinants of motivation, as well as the influences of students’ cognitive character-
istics. Still another perspective on WBL focuses on matters of technology acceptance and
human—computer interaction, because WBL requires students to use computers.

Recognizing that theory is needed to understand WBL is not new. There have been a
number of effortsto createtheoretical frameworksfor studyingWBL. Miller and Miller (2000)
discussed theoretical foundationsinthe design of WBL. Leflore (2000) presented different
theoriessupporting WBL design. Piccoli, Ahmad, and Ives (2001) devel oped acomprehen-
siveframework toanalyzefactorsaffecting WBL effectiveness. Intheseworks, thetheoretical
foundationshavecome, largely, fromtheeducationfield. Inthischapter, aframework for the
study of WBL isalso devel oped, but it approachesthetask of framework devel opment from
adifferent vantage point.

The perspective assumed in this chapter considers that there are disciplines, not
specifically focused on educational settings, that can be useful in understanding the WBL
phenomenon. For instance, WBL requiresthat peoplecommunicate with each other through
the computer. The field of computer-mediated communication has studied, among other
things, factors influencing media use, and has developed theoretical frameworks such as
mediarichnesstheory (Daft & Lengel, 1986) and thesocial influencemodel (Fulk, Schmitz,
& Steinfield, 1990). Thesetheories, although not originally developed with WBL in mind,
provideinsightsinto mediacapabilitiesfor it.

To summarize, this chapter proposes a framework for the study of WBL based on
theoretical foundations from disciplines other than the education field. To accomplish this
objective, first, learningtheoriesarereviewed, aspreviousworkson WBL do. Thenwemove
ontotheoretical foundationsfrom other disciplines. Drawing onthe organizational commu-
nicationfield, inthechapter, theliteratureon mediacapacity isreviewed. Morespecifically,
themediarichnessmodel andthesocial influencemodel arereviewed. Then, drawingonthe
management field, particularly the knowledge management area, the theory of knowledge
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