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Abstract

As a personal development tutor, mentor, or critical friend in virtual learning environments, the writer has preferred to remain a virtual personality, somewhat behind a veil. That decision was once endorsed by a student’s feedback that “It’s easier to be frank with you about my learning difficulties – when you’re just a name at the foot of a screen.” 
Aware of the published reservations (Joinson, 2003) regarding the possible negative effects of de-individuation, when social cues are filtered out or diminished online, the writer chose to explore the perceptions of the “other” parties in some of the virtual relationships which had developed in his purely or mainly digital communications as a tutor or mentor. In this modest enquiry, he sought to identify, understand, and possibly develop any significant features of the relationships established through his virtual support. In particular he wondered if the personalities in virtual contact had established personas therein, akin to their own self-perceptions.
Three undergraduates, two postgraduates and one academic, with each of whom the writer had had virtual working relationships, assisted in his enquiry. Members of each pairing summarised (without prior consultation): 
· the nature and purpose of their communications; 
· their perception of the other; 
· their expectation of the other’s perception of them. 
The analysis of these returns revealed general (if sometimes convoluted) agreement for each pair, in regard to:
· The purpose of the interaction;
· Their perceptions of the (virtual) other compared with the other’s self-perception;
· Their acceptance of the other’s perception of them;
· The beneficial impact of the relationship.
The six collaborators:
· Commonly used words with supportive associations;
· Often made mention of their affective needs and apprehensions;
· Noted and accepted some features in the writer’s descriptions of them of which they had not been fully aware. 
The writer concludes that virtual relationships, featuring tutoring or mentoring with little or no face-to-face contact, can effectively support both cognitive development and the meeting of associated affective needs. Both participants in such exchanges can form perceptions of the other which are in accord with that person’s own self-perception.
Collaborators 
YiChing Jean Chiu and Yumi Koganemaru, Wenzao Ursuline College of Languages, Kaohsiung, Taiwan;
Elizabeth McDonald, formerly Inverness College, UHI Millennium Institute;
Linda McGinley and Shannon Murray, Edinburgh Napier University; 
Panagiotis Vlachopoulos, formerly The University of Aberdeen.
The background
I have been commenting for around 25 years on reflective journals which are compiled by my students for various purposes (Cowan, 2006b).  Initially, these were students whom I knew well, because I taught them in other subjects.  Nevertheless, when I met one of them on campus, I abstained from referring to their reflective writings – and noted that they were equally reticent.  Increasingly, for a variety of reasons, I felt that there was advantage in my facilitations of reflection if I was not known personally to the students, even from a potted biography or a photograph. I first took this stance when the reflective students were having face-to-face contact with other members of a course team in which I served (Weedon & Cowan, 2002). This approach was endorsed when an undergraduate volunteered in feedback that it was easier to be frank with me about his difficulties and struggles within the course “when you are just a name at the bottom of my screen.”  So I found myself favouring relationships in the virtual learning environment (VLE), where I was only known, or almost only known, virtually.  This arrangement afforded the students the welcome shelter of the “veil” which was provided for them by this form of interaction (Merryfield, 2003).  
Subsequent open-ended feedback surprised me by reporting that these students greatly valued the trust which they felt characterised our virtual relationships.  This was a quality which had not been mentioned in feedback from students whom I had tutored face-to-face.  Naturally I hoped that they, too, had trusted me (Cowan, 2006a).  I returned to the literature which had influenced me in the past – to Rogers (1967, 1979, 1983), Brookfield (1987) and King and Kitchener (1994).  All stressed the establishment of trust, an affective feature which is clearly especially important in virtual support.
Virtual relationships?
When the calling notice for the 2nd International Conference on Academic Identities arrived in my e-mail, I scanned it with only mild interest - until I came to the section on virtual identities. It then occurred to me that I might compile a modest contribution under this heading.  I could pursue Blake’s view (2000) that “writer identities ..... are attributed by the reader rather than given in the text.”  For I had access to virtual relationships where there had been little or no face-to-face contact.  These pairings might reflect on the nature of the virtual identities which had emerged for us in the VLE.  Our relationships, as it happened, had not been encumbered by arrangements wherein I would be assessing the work of the other.  
Our findings, of course, would be powerfully influenced by our joint purposes and my consequent tutorial approach.  In addition, previous (almost embarrassingly positive) feedback suggested that the other persons would witness to the supportive nature of my contacts.  Nevertheless I felt that the findings and questions emerging from such a reflective enquiry might be a useful first step for me, and perhaps others, in planning further and more general studies of virtual relationships.
I contacted people with whom I might collaborate.  I opted for those who had had little or no face-to-face contact with me as facilitator, but had featured in relationships in which the colleague or student had made considerable progress during the period of my interactions with them.  The first two colleagues whom I contacted readily agreed to participate, as did a former and a current undergraduate student, and a current post-graduate student.  One former undergraduate student accepted, and then withdrew, pleading pressure of work.  At a later stage, a current Taiwanese student willingly agreed to collaborate.
My final sextet of others thus provided coverage of a range of face-to-face contacts (from minimal to none); a range of roles (from undergraduate to postgraduate students, and fellow academics); and a range of purposes in my facilitation.  For I had facilitated critical incident analysis, reflection-for-action, reflection-on-action, the development of Western critical thinking by an Eastern student of English Reading, and the presentation of academic work. 

I invited each other person to commit to paper (without prior discussion with me) short summaries of: 
· how we had worked together; 
· how they had perceived my personality in our relationship; 
· how they thought I would have perceived their personality in our relationship; 
· what the outcomes of our relationship online had been.  
I did the same for my relationships with each of them.  I compiled my own summaries before inviting the others to assemble and send me their returns.  When they each posted their summary to me, I sent them in return my own impressions of our relationship.  

The subjects, and the contexts

The descriptions which follow have been derived from edited and mutually agreed versions of the accounts by both parties of our interactions.  They are listed here in ascending order of contact beyond a merely virtual relationship.  They are described (with two exceptions) at the time of first writing, which was January, 2010.
Yumi Koganemaru is a student in Taiwan, on the course in Professional English Reading, which is taught by YiChing Jean Chiu (see below).  I assist on this course as a tutor, concentrating on the development of critical or reasoned thinking.  Yumi and I have never met, nor spoken.  We have both seen photographs of the other.  Grudgingly, I supplied a personal podcast, which was distributed to the entire class in the early weeks.  Students post to discussion boards regarding questions and tasks arising from films viewed in class and recommended readings.  But, coming from a Confucian Heritage Culture, they are reluctant to disagree formally, or in public (Chiu, 2009).  I prompt discussion by responding to student postings on the discussion boards, and by providing encouraging individual feedback in personal e-mails.  Nearly 20 messages of one type or another have travelled one way or the other between Yumi and me, during semester 1.  
· My purpose in this relationship is to prompt and develop critical thinking.
Shannon was an undergraduate student in the first trimester of 2009-10, on a module Developing Skills from Part-time Employment.  I was her Personal Development Tutor.  Shannon’s part-time employment was then in a hotel; she had begun this work around the time of commencing her studies.  The module calls on students (inter alia) to reflect upon one critical incident each week, describing and analysing the incident, noting how they felt at the time, and thinking about what they may have learnt from the experience.  Students send their logs to me for constructive suggestions, which they may follow, or not, as they wish.  At the time of writing our accounts, Shannon had sent 4 logs to me, and I had returned them with facilitative comments.  There had been a total of 10 e-mails and replies between us, in one direction or the other.  We had never met, or spoken on the phone.  
· My purpose in this relationship was to encourage and facilitate self-questioning, and the identification of options and implications.
Elizabeth, whom I came to call E-liz, was a mature undergraduate student of Social Sciences in one of the colleges in the then University of the Highlands and Islands Project.  I was her tutor, facilitating the reflections which she kept each week to analyse and prepare for forthcoming process demands in her group project work, which included self-assessment.  This engagement followed a common pattern, with me supporting Elizabeth’s consideration of what needed to be considered, and how; and responding to cover notes from Elizabeth (as from other students) which communicated lack of confidence, and awareness of difficult aspirations (for a mature student).  Communication was by e-mail, in cover notes and with attachments; and occasionally with Elizabeth’s group in a chat room, or discussion board.  There was no face-to-face contact.  The individual relationship developed until Elizabeth clearly felt comfortable to be frank about her feelings, weaknesses and concerns.  Over the ensuing years, we have only met once – at her degree ceremony.  
· My purpose in this relationship was to heighten self-awareness, engender valid confidence and encourage modest risk-taking.
YiChing Jean Chiu was paired with me as her critical friend, assisting her to revise a draft paper for a British journal, on whose editorial board I sit.  While so engaged, we discovered shared educational interests.  So we worked together on some of her other papers, for Eastern journals.  Subsequently we collaborated virtually on a conference presentation (John live, Jean on CD), a paper, and a book chapter (Chiu & Cowan, 2010).  Our e-mail exchanges were frequent, usually with copious attachments for comment and enhancement.  At the time of commencing this study, and when we compiled our impressions of each other, we had not yet met, nor even spoken on the phone.  Shortly thereafter we met in Edinburgh to plan my involvement in Jean’s Professional English Reading course, in 2009-10.  
· My purpose in the first part of their relationship was to act as a critical friend to a fellow researcher, publishing in a different culture.
Panos was a Greek research student in Aberdeen when he was introduced fleetingly to me, after a seminar which I led on reflective practice.  He then enlisted me by e-mail as a critical friend and we corresponded frequently.  Panos would send me recent and relevant papers, draft sections of his PhD, and even draft suggestions for papers.  I would comment collegially, and offer Panos my thoughts, suggestions and sometimes judgements.  Eventually, when Panos took up his post in Edinburgh, we became colleagues in the same university.  Until then, in the period on which this analysis concentrates, we had only met on that initial, brief occasion and when I attended a conference presentation by him.  We did not communicate by telephone.  We compiled to the best of our abilities our impressions of the period before we became colleagues.
· I had no purpose, as such, in this relationship; I simply welcomed all that our collegial exchanges generated for me, in engaging me with cutting edge developments in e-moderation. 
Linda is part-time postgraduate student working towards an MSc in Human Resources Management.  I am her personal development tutor/mentor for her Continuing Professional Development.  In this role I shared in presenting an introductory workshop for her class.  I then facilitated her formulation of plans for personal development, and her assembling of claims in respect of that development, for an external body – all by e-mail.  We met again when I briefly joined a group meeting; but in the main, we communicate through e-mail. We also spoke once on the phone about a particular issue which Linda had raised.  
· My purpose in this relationship is to facilitate Linda’s progress towards autonomous personal development.
Analysis of returns

I collected all the summary descriptions, and identified the separate points being made by each respondent.  I sent each person the appropriate summary and asked them to indicate any ways in which they felt the perception of them by the other in the relationship was inaccurate, incomplete, or not as they would have wished.  I checked the six perceptions of myself similarly.  All participants were satisfied with the perceptions of them by the other person.

I then prepared comparison tables in which, using all the respondents’ own descriptive nouns, adjectives and adverbs, like and similar items were set side by side, and other items were entered on their own.  Only in perhaps one case was there some discrepancy in the overall perceptions.  However I noted that, on occasions, respondents’ impressions of the other were somewhat more positive than were the corresponding self-portraits.  I also noted more use of words with affective associations in the summaries by members of the sextet, than were in my own.  
The analysis of these returns revealed that:

· The accounts of each pair’s shared purpose, and what their exchanges comprised, agreed very closely;
· Their perceptions of each (virtual) other were in reasonable agreement; 
· All participants recognised themselves in the other’s descriptions, although on occasions these mentioned features which the subject had taken for granted, or of which they had not been fully aware.

· Participants, myself included, sometimes rated the other somewhat more generously and in more detail than did the self-portrait;
· My own accounts of me centred on my efforts to encourage rigour and critical thinking, which were seldom stated explicitly by the others;
· All of the others explicitly claimed the beneficial impact of the relationship on their confidence as well as on their cognitive development;
· Words describing supportive actions were common in the accounts by the others, though infrequent in my own;
· The others’ accounts often made mention of their affective needs and apprehensions, with which they felt the relationship had effectively and overtly assisted them;
The “John” who emerged from the six descriptions of him was seemingly the same core personality; but different facets of that person had been perceived or stressed by some and not others.  They included being polite, helpful, friendly, encouraging, trustworthy and approachable, always offering reasons and examples; some described him as frank, thought-provoking, rigorous without coming across as critical, challenging without making you feel stupid. Perhaps John has facets as the tutor, mentor and colleague, just as he does as father, husband and friend? 
Conclusion

I conclude that virtual relationships, featuring tutoring or mentoring with little or no face-to-face contact, can effectively support cognitive development and meet affective needs, since “the online modality makes it possible for both sides – positively encourages them – to construct a relationship appropriate to their shared academic context and endeavour.” (Blake, 2000). Participants in such virtual exchanges can form perceptions of the other in accord with that person’s own self-perception. 
I hypothesise for further enquiry that the absence in these situations of the complications arising in much social networking is due to concentration on a shared purpose, important to both.  Thus, although these communications are not only “socially real, because they are actual interactions with real others, who react independently by their own actions” (Roesler, 2008; p 427), they are also purposeful and hence sincere, and as accurate in terms of the resulting perceptions as are face-to-face interactions.
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