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Abstract

There is a growing recognition that graduates from institutions of higher education
need to be equipped with higher levels of certified social skills. Recent innovations in advanced
learning technologies have provided opportunities for enhancing traditional delivery modes of
planned social skill development. While current mainstream research and practice in this area
explores approaches to computer-supported collaborative learning (CSCL), an additional

framework is put forward in this study.

Computer Supported Social Learning (CSSL) draws on Social Learning Theory and
various models for social competence, its development and assessment. CSSL essentially
focuses on individual learners and aims at scaffolding situated conceptual knowledge to
improve socio-communicative competence. For this purpose, computer technologies provide
individual learners with video-based scenes and interactive tasks pertaining to complex and

critical inter-personal situations.

In this study, the impact of the introduction and use of tailored CSSL-based
coursewares for mediation was evaluated in a university-based setting. Blending traditionally
delivered simulation training with preparational use of the coursewares was expected to
positively effect learning and resulting levels of socio-communicative competence required by

mediating third parties in group-based conflict-resolution.

Across 195 participating students from four successive yearly cohorts, courseware use
was found to be associated with superior post-curricular situational judgement. No consistent
significant associations were found between CSSL courseware use and post-test levels of

conceptual knowledge, interest in subject matter, or self-efficacy.

Potential problems of the statistical, theoretical, and internal validity as well as the
generality of the findings are discussed, and ideas for theory, future research and practice are

explored.
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1.Introduction

It is a unique and original feature of this study to attempt to systematically
evaluate the conditions of computer-supported mediation training in a progressive
higher learning setting. In this introductory chapter, the target problems to be studied
are outlined. Given that mediation training can be understood as a special form of
interpersonal or socio-communicative skills training, this study seeks to explore the
question how new learning technologies in the form of preparatory video-based,

interactive media can support learning.

In the following, interpersonal skills as needed for third-party roles in dyadic
and group conflict are briefly reviewed, and a structure of the skills is formulated.
Subsequently, the present state of research dealing with the use of instructional and

learning technologies to support the development of the skills needed is summarized.

It is contended that - in view of the scarcity of research investigating the effects
of blending traditional with technology-based soft skills training delivery formats -, it
seems a worthwhile effort to put forward and test a model for evaluating computer-

supported soft skills training.
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1.1 Mediation Training as Soft Skills Development in Higher Education

Today, “soft skills” or, more specifically, interpersonal or socio-communicative
competencies are recognized as being of high relevance in many applied contexts such as
psychotherapy (e.g. Beutler, Machado, & Neufeldt, 1994) or management (e.g. Penley,
Alexander, Jernigan, & Henwood, 1991; Cameron & Whetten, 1983). Social competent
behaviour is also regarded as a keystone for successful interpersonal conflict management
(Bowling & Hoffman, 2000, 1989; Ogilvie & Carsky, 2002; Schreier, 2002; The Test Design
Project, 1995). It is therefore not surprising that, researchers, representatives of industry and
commerce, and educational policymakers alike have repeatedly argued for the implementation
of competency-based training and assessment into existing curricula in higher and continuing

education settings (e.g. Chur, 2004; DIHK, 2004; Eurydice, 2002; Agiunis & Kraiger 1997).

This need has been described as a shortage of key skills, and, more specifically, as a
mismatch between required and actual communication and cooperation skills of higher
education graduates (Schaeper & Briedis, 2004; Garcia-Aracil, Mora, & Vila, 2003). This
common, transnational problem is also reflected in the European higher education area’s
adoption of a system of convergence in higher education to be implemented by 2010, often
referred to as the Bologna process. To promote graduates’ employability, accreditation
provisions for new curricula in higher education require a significant percentage of learning

credits to be earned through key and soft skills training (cf. e.g. FIBAA, 2000; ZevA, 2000).

This poses a number of challenges to staff, curriculum managers, and policymakers in
institutions of higher education (Redlich & Rogmann, 2007). It is a quantitative challenge in
that, on the one hand, a considerable number of additional courses focusing on key
qualifications will have to be added to extant curricula. On the other hand, qualified staff is
needed for implementation meaning that either current staff will have to be developed or new
teaching staff is to be found. Moreover, it is also a qualitative challenge in that the existing and
modules and courses of study will have to be developed in terms of content to concurrently
provide opportunities for development of key skills. And, finally, it is also a challenge in terms
of didactics and methods. For centuries, institutions of higher education have focused on
refining knowledge development, knowledge acquisition and the passing-on of knowledge. By
contrast, fostering — and, subsequently, testing (McClelland, 1973) and credentialing — skills

and competencies rather than knowledge has tended to be sidelined in most disciplines, and it
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is probably better explored in vocational and professional educational contexts such as training

and assessment for management, sales, or customer service.

Methods employed in social skills training.

Chiefly conducted in “classroom” or “face-to-face” settings (Henninger, Horfurter, &
Mandl, 2001), social and communication skills training programmes employ interactive
exercises and group discussions (Bedell & Lennox, 1997; Bishop & Taylor, 1992; Fittkau &
Schulz von Thun, 1994; Giinther & Sperber, 1993; Schulz von Thun, 1984, 2004a). Role-play
simulations are also regularly made use of, intended to promote valid behavioural and
emotional development and a foundation on which learning through modelling and
observation as well as reflection can be built (e.g. Davis & Corley, 1996; Mock, 1997; Redlich
& Elling, 2000). Often, simulations are video- and/or audio-recorded to allow for a more in-
depth instructor- and/or peer-based feed-back, collective reflection of practice (cf. Schon,
1983), or micro-training (Daniels, Rigazio DiGilio, & Ivey, 1997). Methods of in-class
communication training also include other experiential learning exercises (D. A. Kolb, 1984)
and practice techniques designed to promote self-awareness and self-enquiry (Bedell & Lennox,
1997). The latter include, for example, approaches based on the “Inner Team” metaphor
(Schulz von Thun & Bossemeyer, 1993; Ulrichs, 2004; cf. also Redlich, 2004b, for the
mediation context), or the use of self-evaluative questionnaires and journal writing (LeBaron

Duryea & Robinson, 1994).

Mediation training as “soft skills” development.

One special form of social competence or “soft-skills” development for applied
professions such as Psychology or Law is mediation training (cf. Falk, 2000). Around the globe,
mediation and Alternative Dispute Resolution (ADR) training programmes are offered by a
growing number of higher education institutions (Botes, 2004; Polkinghorn & Chenall, 2000,

Warters, 2000) as well as in private agencies or corporate training institutes.

Regularly, existing programmes include sophisticated communication training (Raider,
Coleman, & Gerson, 2000; Redlich & Elling, 2000; Schneider, 2000), methods intended to
enhance emotional and self development (Prokop-Zischka, 2000; Reilly, 2005; Schreier, 2002;
Shearouse, 2003; Stains, 2003) and opportunities for self-reflection (Marsick & Sauquet, 2000;

Picard, 2003). In general, therefore, mediation training curricula draw on the same instructional
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techniques and, possibly, learning paradigms as employed in other fields of human resource

and soft skill development (some of which are outlined above).

Some justifiably call for mediation training that aims more directly at developing the
trainees’ personal skills in handling emotions as well as their emotional self-awareness and self-
regulation skills (Schreier, 2002). However, in a precursory study of the mediation training
curriculum evaluated here, Langhorst (2005) suggests that mediation training curricula may
have the potential to further the personal social skills of curriculum participants despite their
different focus on the role of neutral third parties, for instance in the form of enhanced

individual negotiation skills and increased self-efficacy in individual dispute handling.

The need for evaluative research.

Albeit today there is an ever-growing body of research and practice literature dealing
with mediation, its models and processes, the role of third parties in conflict management,
mediation skills, and even the training of neutrals, few researchers have yet attempted to

evaluate learning progress and outcome in mediation training programmes.

In the on-going process of professionalization in mediation (Maiwald, 2004; Picard,
1994), professional societies as well as juridical and governmental bodies attempt to channel
this very process by issuing training guidelines and accreditation standards (Wassner, 2002). In
good accordance with their objective to provide a basis for quality in mediation (SPIDR Board
of Directors' Commission on Qualifications, 1995), many of these guidelines address the
evaluation of trainee progress and trainer responsibilities (cf. e.g. Pou, 2002). Here, the
solicitation of evaluative comments from trainers or trainees, the assessment of participants,
and the use of training evaluation forms are called for (e.g. CAADRS Center for Analysis of
Alternative Dispute Resolution Systems, 2004; Conflict Management in Higher Education
Resource Center, 2004) or even mandated in court programmes. Interestingly, in contrast to
these pleas, a comprehensive mediation training program evaluation has not yet been an
objective in applied psychological, educational, or social research. In 2000, Raider, Coleman
and Gerson found that

“although there is an extensive theoretical and empirical literature on the nature of

conflict and the processes of negotiation and mediation as applied in diplomacy,

business, and labor relations, there is very little systematic research on the pedagogy of

conflict resolution or on the models and methods used to teach these skills to adult or
student learners” (p. 499).
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Since, a growing body of research has further explored the field of in-school conflict
resolution education (Deutsch, 2000; Jones, 2004), manifested primarily in peer mediation
programmes (e.g. Burrell, Zirbel, and Allen, 2003) and “life skills” programmes aimed at
developing student’s emotional, cognitive, and behavioural competencies thought to be
required to deal with personal conflict (e.g. Greenberg et al., 2000). Overall, however, there
still is extremely little ‘developmental’ research concerned with helping to shape effective
educational and training programs in the conflict resolution arena (Deutsch, 2000). In addition
to difficulties evaluation researchers typically come across in higher education settings (e.g. cf.
Bulow-Schramm, 1995; Lohnert & Rolfes, 1998; McEvoy & Buller, 1990; and, discussing
specifics of e-learning evaluation in higher education, Schwarz, 2001), a number of additional

reasons could account for this phenomenon.

No evaluation tradition.
Firstly, in the relatively young field of conflict resolution, mediation program review
processes in higher education are usually an “internal matter” and curricula, course content,

student performance standards, or program structures are usually not subjected to evaluation

(Botes, 2004).

Vocational assessment of practitioners.

Secondly, as it is a common notion in the field that training is only one of a multiplicity
of paths to acquire mediation skills, much emphasis has been put on defining mediator
competencies and developing methods to assess these (Friedman & Silberman, 1993; Herrman,
Hollett, Gale, & Foster, 2001, 2002; Honeyman, 1990, 1993; Honoroff, Matz, & O'Connor,
1990; LeBaron Duryea, 1994; Matz, 1993; McEwen, 1993; Pou, 2002; SPIDR Board of
Directors' Commission on Qualifications, 1995; The Test Design Project, 1995; Wassner, 2002)
rather than evaluating the acquisition of these skills in training programmes. Moreover, despite
all attempts to pinpoint knowledge, skills, and other attributes (commonly referred to as
“KSAOs”) needed for successful mediation, recent articles suggest that it remains to be
debated whether and which KSAOs should or could be tested or, indeed, if they are

prerequisite for the employment of mediators at all (Honeyman, Go, & Kelly, 2004).

Foci of mediation research.

Thirdly, much evaluative research in the field has focused on determining the efficacy

and effectiveness of mediation programmes, while theory-driven dispute resolution research
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has accentuated experimental research strategies. In doing so, both have generally contributed

little to either practice or mediation training (McEwen, 1999).

Funding of mediation research.

And, fourthly, while there may be an interested consumer audience for research aimed
at evaluating programmes aimed at qualifying neutrals, evaluation research with the objective
to go beyond mere efficacy control typically requires additional funding and thus, the need to

accept additional evaluation stakeholders.

In sum, there is a dearth of educational evaluative research, however. Fresh
contributions to the field aimed at evaluating training programs for mediation that can help

enhancing existing programs are highly warranted.

DIGEST 1.1

It is a challenging undertaking to introduce competency-based trainings for key qualifications
into the curricula offered at higher education institutions across Europe. These training courses
employ specific methods that aim to reduce the mismatch found between the level of social
skills required of graduates entering professional life and their actual skill levels. One special
form of social skills training is mediation training. For various reasons, there is a dearth of
educational evaluative research in this area; innovative contributions are therefore highly
warranted.
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1.2 Social Skills Training: ‘Face-to-face’ and ‘Blended’ Delivery

The past decades have seen an unanticipated evolution of learning and instruction by
means of electronic media, such as audio and, later, video tapes, -disks, or —broadcasts,
computer-based applications with an increasing degree of interactivity, the use of the Internet
and other forms of digital media. The utilization of these media for learning purposes have
greatly affected (a) the ways learning content is distributed or delivered, (b) the potentials of
learner control, adaptive tutoring, and collaboration in learning, and (c) teaching activities. It
will be explored below, in what ways and to what extent technology may complement

'traditional’ social skills training methods as outlined above.

In the course of technology advancement, a vast variety of expressions have been
coined to characterise the phenomenon that traditional learning activities and learning
management are today supplemented by — or even replaced with — technological means. Some
of these expressions are “computer-“ or, more broadly, “technology-assisted (or —aided,
-enhanced, or -mediated) learning”, “e-learning”, “computer-“ or “web-based learning or
“training”, “hybrid” or “blended learning”, “online”, distance” and “multimedia learning”,
“hypermedia-“ or, shorter, “hyper-learning”, “open learning system”, “flexible” and/or
“distance learning”, etc.' The same holds true for measurement and assessment processes in
education and personnel selection, with the “learning” or “training” part of the expressions

o«

listed above being replaced by “assessment”, “testing

7w«

evaluation”, or “measurement”.

As Goldman-Segall and Maxwell (2003) explain, the functional roles technology can
have in learning are manifold. Technology can serve as an information provision system, as a
subject and curriculum area in itself, as a communications medium, as a “thinking tool”, as an
experiential environment, as a developmental scaffold, or as a discourse and perspectivity
toolkit. However, they also note that research often has “the tendency ... to use an
instrumentalist and instructionist approach” (Goldman-Segall & Maxwell, 2003, p. 397) with
little regard for social dimensions of learning. As a result, learning technologies have often
been viewed as a possible substitutes for “traditional” learning activities (often termed “face-

to-face-“ or “classroom” learning), and, consequently, researched as such: Numerous

It seems to depend on tradition, fashion (Northrup, 2002) and progress of technology (Reinmann-Rothmeier,
2003a) yet which expression is being used and what exactly is meant by it. At this point, the term "e-learning"
will be used in the following. Subsequently, for the purposes of this study, more detailed definitions will be
given below.
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comparison studies and meta-analyses (e.g. Azevedo & Bernard, 1995; Burns & Bozeman,
1981; Cohen & Dacanay, 1992; Fletcher, 1990; Fletcher-Flinn & Gravatt, 1995; Hannafin,
1985; Joliceur & Berger, 1986; Kulik & Kulik, 1989; 1991; Kulik, Kulik & Cohen, 1980; Lou,
Abrami, & d’Apollonia, 2001; Niemiec & Walberg, 1987; Olson & Wisher, 2002; Roblyer,
Casting, & King, 1988; Ryan, 1991; Russell, 1999; Shavelson, Webb, & Hotta, 1987; Sitzmann,
Wisher, Stewart, & Kraiger, 2004; Sitzmann, Kraiger, Stewart, & Wisher, 2006) have been
conducted with the aim to determine whether technology-based learning could — under which
circumstances — substitute face-to-face instruction (cf. e.g. Schulmeister, 2002a, for a critical
overview). Whether new media actually make a significant difference or not, remains, however,
a subject of controversial debate (cf. e.g. Phipps & Merisotis, 1999; Ramage, 2002;
Schulmeister, 2002a; Welsh, Wanberg, Brown, & Simmering, 2003). Perhaps it is not even
possible to create experimental training conditions that are identical in every single respect but
form of delivery (i.e. face-to-face vs. computer- or web-based), and comparative studies may

therefore inevitably be flawed (R. E. Clark, 1994).

Yet, recent contributions to the field lend support to the notion that new media should
rather be viewed as supplements or complements than as substitutes to traditionally known

systems of learning and instruction.

Potential advantages of “blending”.

Zenger and Uehlein (2001) caution against letting “...the disciplines of instructor-led
training and e-learning parallel each other when there can be huge gains through integration”
(p. 57). While, as Carman (2002) notes, e-learning “[...] industry consensus continues to point
to the use of multiple modalities for learning” (p. 1), the view that “[...] people perform better
when they have a mix of modalities and methods of learning” (ibid.) is generally known among
practitioners and researchers alike (e.g. D. Clark, 2003; and Hasebrook, 1997) to be a naive
theory assuming that there is a simple addition of effects. In their recent review of the available
blended learning literature, Graham, Allen, and Ure (2003) identified three major recurring
themes often referred to as potential benefits to blended or “hybrid” delivery formats, namely,
(1) increased pedagogical effectiveness, (2) improved accessibility and flexibility, and (3) cost
effectiveness. In these areas, traditional instructional methods and e-learning may have

different strengths that could complement each other.

For example, the inclusion of technology based delivery may save learner travel time

and cost, may allow for a higher degree of flexibility, an individualised learner progress, and,
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by means of simulation, less expensive experiential learning in a realistic albeit safe
environment (cf. e.g. Bainbridge, 1995; D. Clark, 2003; Meifert & Piehl, 2000; Sauter, Sauter,
& Bender, 2004; Voci & Young, 2001; Zenger & Uehlein, 2001). In particular, this may be the
case where technologies allowing for asynchronous formats of communication reduce the
monetary and non-monetary outlay of individual learners (Kerres & de Witt, 2003). Results
further suggest that lecture-based and computer-based learning may target at different skills
(Williams, Aubin, Harkin, and Cottrell, 2001; cit. in Berger, 2004). The incorporation of
hypermedia-based formats might also be favoured by instructors due to its comparative
pedagogical richness, the learner’s accessibility to knowledge and the ease with which learning
materials can be revised and updated (cf. Osguthorpe & Graham, 2003). And, vice-versa, fully
replacing face-to-face delivery with equated technology-based solutions may be a costly
endeavour (Shaw & Young, 2003). Trying to realize high levels of interactivity and feedback in
technology-based solutions lead to a significant increases in the instructors’ workloads

(Kearsley, 2000).

Social skill development may require situated, direct interaction.

Secondly, a certain amount of direct interaction between instructors and learners and
among learners often seems wanted by learners (Dzubian, Hartman, & Moskal, 2004) as well
as indispensable to ensure programme quality (Su, Bonk, Magjuka, Liu, & Lee, 2005) and to retain
possibilities for an assessment of the individual learner's potentials and the provision of
developmental feedback (Farrell, 2000). Moreover, face-to-face interaction may be required to
foster a positive attitude of learners towards technology-based learning (Kurtz, Sagee, & Getz-
Lengerman, 2003). While technology may be used as an environmental “scaffold” across
different teaching contexts (McLoughlin, 2004), in the area of social learning, “[...] scepticism
abounds regarding e-learning’s capacity to deliver powerful soft-skill ... development” (Zenger

& Uehlein, 2001, p. 58; cf. also Farrell, 2000). There are several reasons for this.

Social perspectives on learning suggest that “... a learner will always be subjected to
influences from the social and cultural setting in which the learning occurs, which will also
define at least partly the learning outcomes” (Mayes & de Freitas, 2004, p. 9). For instance,
social skills development may require opportunities for cultural exchange (Vygotsky, 1978) and
collaborative experiential testing (cf. D. A. Kolb, 1984). For example, the shared experiences
induced by in-class role-plays and experiential exercises often serve as a reference for the more

abstract vocabulary, the scientific terms and the theoretical concepts the learners acquaint
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themselves with. It can hardly be imagined how a common understanding and a shared

meaning of the taxonomy should come about without social interchange.

Moreover, sustainable and effective development of social and communicative skills
may necessitate coherence in that (a) learners preserve and develop (selective) authenticity in
their behaviour and (b) that their behaviour meets situational prerequisites (Schulz von Thun,
1984, 1998, 2004a). Both aspects profit from public accountability and personalised feed-back
in identifiable, credible, and trustful relationships, and direct and rich forms of interaction,
possibly even embedded in an active community of practice (cf. Lave & Wenger, 1991). While
all of these features chiefly can genuinely be cultivated in face-to-face settings, contrivance in

both solitary and collaborative technology-based learning seems seldom realistic or practical.

Zenger and Uehlein (2001) also point out that face-to-face, group-based training is
culturally anchored and a well-tried method that draws on human preferences and socialised
school experiences. It may also provide for motivating experiences, complex and unintentional

interactional learning in ways computer-based learning in itself cannot offer.

Especially in programmes aimed at developing more complex social skills and
competencies, positive comparative effects are assumed for blending (cf. Dittler, 2002; Evans,
Sparkes, Jordan, Jones, Chase, and Curtis, 2001; Jenkins Henninger, Horfurter & Mandl, 2003).
Indeed, in their recent review of technology-assisted learning formats for management skills,
Arbaugh and Stelzer (2003) concluded that initial comparative studies indicate “[...] hybrid
formats compare favourably” to both straight classroom and online modes of learning (p. 19).
However, these assumptions are based on blended learning outcome studies employing
technologies which could be regarded as outdated today (e.g. McNeil & Nelson, 1991) or are
generalizations of studies investigating the acquisition of knowledge or simpler skills such as
software application (e.g. NETg/Thomson, 2002). In summary, both the utilisation of software
for the development of professional soft skills and e-learning research in this area are presently
still in its infancy. The lack of more complex and recent blended learning research can be

attributed to a variety of factors outlined below.

“Blending” as an emerging trend.
Sauter, Sauter, and Bender (2004) as well as Reinmann-Rothmeier (2003b) view the
combination with face-to-face learning as a relatively recent development in the practice of e-

learning. Likewise, in a recent review, Welsh et al. (2003) speak of a “trend toward
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increasingly blended solutions that use a combination of asynchronous, synchronous and
classroom experiences” (p. 255). This perspective can be understood as originating from a
distance education approach or an e-learning or point-of-view, spawned by the — largely
unfulfilled (Tergan, 2004) — hopes to create compelling e-learning substitutes for face-to-face
learning. However, one could also adopt the position that traditional or “classroom” learning
had long been the only form of delivery — even, as D. Clark (2003) notes, “[...] with no
reflection at all on th