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General computer knowledge and 
literacy are essential in the education of 
today’s advertising practitioner. While re- 
search suggests the availability and use of 
computers has become widespread in ad- 
vertising education (Kendrick, 1995), there 
is little research to confirm that students 
are acquiring the computer literacy and 
general knowledge they need to success- 
fully make the transition from campus to 
workplace. Furthermore, despite the fact 
that use of computers in higher education 
appears to have reached a “critical mass” 
(DeLoughry, 1996), there is little evidence 
regarding the extent to which general com- 
puter knowledge contributes to education 
outcomes, such as improved course perfor- 
mance. 

This article examines the role com- 
puter knowledge may play in the accom- 
plishment of short-term advertising course 
educational outcomes, as well as the long- 
term goal of improving advertising educa- 
tion. 

Background 
Computer technology has been in- 

vestigated extensively as an instructional 
technology. Less frequently examined, 

however, is the issue of basic compu 
knowledge and literacy and its relatic 
ship with academic performance. Incre< 
ing exposure for students to computers 
higher education (Arant 1996; DeLough 
1996; Kendrick, 1995), elementary/secor 
ary schools, as well as the potential for 
emerging gap between technologic 
“haves” and “have-nots,” clearly sugge 
the importance of examining the issue 
prior computer knowledge and its re 
tionship with advertising course perf1 
mance. 

Yet, despite the rather intuitive i 

sumption that student computer knol 
edge should be associated with higher 1c 
els of performance in college courses, ff 
studies have attempted empirically to c 
amine this issue. For instance, Reed (19! 
found that students, who were instruct 
to use computers during a semester-lo 
English course, soon began to develop mc 
effective ways to accomplish their cour! 
related work with the computer. Unfori 
nately, he did not address the possibil 
that prior general computer knowled 
might have affected the students’ perfi 
mance in the course. Novitzki (1991), 
his study of business administration pi 
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grams, found that when the emphasis on 
computer instruction in a course is fo- 
cused on applications needed for students 
to understand course content, the students’ 
performance in the course is likely to in- 
crease with their computer knowledge. 

Advertising faculty generally have 
been positive toward the use of computer 
technology. For example, Kimbrough 
(1992) sees the computer as a powerful 
stimulus for creativity. Alvey (1992) con- 
tends that computer technology can im- 
prove students’ work in advanced level 
courses. Barnes (1996) reports that over 
one-third of her students visited Web sites 
on their own after her demonstration in the 
class. In their examination of the Internet 
as a teaching tool, Farnall and Geske (1996) 
developed a Web site and used it, and other 
resources on the Web, as an instructional 
strategy in two sections of an advertising 
creative strategy course. Their results in- 
dicate that students in the two Internet 
sections performed better in the course, 
based on midterm exam scores and indi- 
vidual student projects. Thus, their study 
suggests that computer knowledge, at least 
in the form of Internet knowledge, may be 
associated with improved course perfor- 
mance. However, the study did not differ- 
entiate between types of performance as- 
sessments, e.g., exams vs. computer-based 
assignments. 

In contrast to the faith in the poten- 
tial of using computer to enhance learning 
shownby the advertising faculty discussed 
above, Smith’s (1994) experiment of using 
computer-mediated communication in his 
three media law classes shows no improve- 
ment in students’ course performance and, 
further, that it can arouse objections from 
the students. 

One of the most extensive studies of 
student general computer knowledge is 
Geissler and Horridge’s (1993) survey of 
790 students enrolled at a large university 
in the southwest. One of the goals of this 
study was to predict computer knowledge 
levels of students. Their study found that 

students who own computers rated them- 
selves significantly higher in all areas of 
computer competence than those who did 
not own a computer. Notably, those who 
claim to have higher computer knowledge 
in five of the six computer competence 
areas have lower G.P.A.s. They also found 
that students in business administration 
said they had significantly higher levels of 
computer knowledge than other majors in 
four of the six competency areas. Males 
reported significantly higher levels of com- 
puter knowledge, compared to females, in 
three of the competency areas. 

In a scathing criticism of the value of 
computers in higher education, Shields 
(1996) argues that, “There’s little basis for 
believing that computers have helped to 
alter, let alone transform, the cognitive- 
intellectual capabilities students need to 
develop in college ... ”(p. 43). Thus, it 
seems imperative to examine in what spe- 
cific ways general computer knowledge 
may be associated with better performance 
in advertising courses. 

Questions and hypotheses 
The primary purpose of this study is 

to identify the computer knowledge levels 
of college students enrolled in advertising 
courses and, further, to examine the rela- 
tionships between this knowledge and 
performance in the courses. This was ac- 
complished by identifying students’ 
present levels of general computer knowl- 
edge and literacy in several usage areas, 
and students’ performance in advertising 
courses in three performance areas. The 
following questions were addressed in this 
study: 

1. What is the general computer knowl- 
edge level of students enrolling in adver- 
tising courses? How great are the differ- 
ences in computer knowledge levels be- 
tween advertising majors, marketing ma- 
jors and other majors? 

2. Does prior computer knowledge pro- 
vide a competitive edge to students in their 
advertising course performance? 
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3. In what areas does computer knowl- 
edge enhance course performance? 

In addition, the discussion presented 
earlier in this article leads to the following 
hypotheses: 

HI. General computer knowledge corre- 
lates positively with course performance 
assessments that highly involve computer 
skills; 

H2. Internet knowledge correlates posi- 
tively with course performance assessments 
that involve some or high computer skills; 
and 

H3. General computer knowledge does 
not enhance students' performance in as- 
sessments that involve no computer skills 
(e.g., exams). 

Method 
Data-gathering for this study involved 

the tracking of scores and prior computer 
knowledge levels; thus, it was not feasible 
to conduct a random sample of schools. 
Controlling computer knowledge levels of 
students through assignment of groups in 
different classes using experimental de- 
signs was also out of consideration because 
no school can assign students into different 
advertising classes based on their com- 
puter knowledge levels. The survey method 
was deemed the most appropriate way to 
conduct the study. 

To collect information on student 
computer knowledge levels, a self-admin- 
istered survey questionnaire was distrib- 
uted to all students enrolled in the adver- 
tising classes that the authors taught be- 
tween August 1995 and December 1996 
(summer courses excluded). These classes 
were offered in the marketing department 
and the journalism department respectively 
in two public universities in the United 
States with comparable student popula- 
tions. One university is located in the Mid- 
west and the other is located in the South- 
west. The advertising classes ranged from 
Introduction to Advertising to the capstone 
course of Advertising Campaigns in the 
journalism program (Table 1 is a list of the 

TABLE 1 
LIST OF COURSES UNDER STUDY 

Percent of Student Cases 
Introduction to Marketing Communication 44.6 
Advertising Management 12.6 
Advertising Research 10.9 
Advertising Media 5.8 

Introduction to Advertising 10.2 
Advertising Campaigns 2.0 
Copy and Layout 9.2 
Contemporary Problems in Advertising 4.4 

(n=294) 
Note: The first four courses were taught by the same 
instructor, the atherfour courses were taught by two 
other instructors who taught two courses each. 

courses used in this study). A total of eight 
courses and 12  classes were covered in 
this study, which represented all the core 
courses in the advertising sequence or ad- 
vertising option in each of the universities 
under study. 

At the beginning of the courses, the 
students filled out the questionnaire as 
student information sheets for the faculty 
members. To facilitate students providing 
candid assessments of their computer 
knowledge levels, the students were as- 
sured that their questionnaire responses 
would not affect their grades in the courses. 
The questions on knowledge about spe- 
cific computer software was open-ended 
so that students could freely write the 
name of any software packages they knew. 
To aid them in matching software pro- 
grams with types of applications, three to 
four examples were given in each applica- 
tion category. Computer knowledge was 
divided into four application types in this 
study: 

1. Word processing or desktop publish- 
ing software such as Microsoft Word, 
Wordperfect, and PageMaker; 

2. Internet communication tools such 
as e-mail, the World Wide Web, gopher, 
and file transfer protocol (ftp); 

3. Statistics and spreadsheet software 
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such as Lotus 123,  Microsoft Excel, and 
SPSS-PC.; and 

4. Graphics and presentation software 
such as Aldus Freehand and Harvard 
Graphics. 

The knowledge score for each stu- 
dent was computed by summing the num- 
ber of tools or software programs that the 
student reported knowing in each applica- 
tion type. Although this only indicated the 
breadth of the computer software knowl- 
edge of students, it would have been diffi- 
cult to measure actual knowledge more 
rigorously without having students take an 
aptitude test on each program they re- 
ported knowing. However, it is reasonable 
to assume that the more software programs 
they know about in a certain application 
area, the more they know about how to use 
a computer in that area. 

This study is a preliminary research 
on the relationship between prior com- 
puter knowledge levels and advertising 
course performance. Its goal is to cover the 
whole core advertising curriculum in both 
marketing schools and journalism schools 
so that the findings can be applicable to 
different advertising programs in other 
colleges. The authors were only interested 
in the extent computer programs were in- 
volved in course performance assessments, 
not specific assignments in each course. 
Therefore, course performance of the stu- 
dents was measured by the type of scores 
they attained in each course at the end of 
the semester. 

The scores for each course were cat- 
egorized into three types: (a) non-com- 
puter related assessment scores such as 
exams and term papers; (b) partial com- 
puter-related assessment scores such as 
group projects which students may use, at 
their discretion, Internet research skills, 
graphics and word processing skills; and 
(c) computer-based scores that require stu- 
dents to use a certain computer program to 
accomplish an assignment, such as an ad- 
vertisement created with PageMaker in the 
Copy and Layout class. To facilitate com- 

parison across courses, all the scores were 
standardized into percentages. The total 
score was used as a reference to compute 
the overall performance of the student in 
that course. In this study, any course with 
multiple sections was taught by the same 
instructor; thus, the confounding effect of 
different instructors is eliminated. The 
scores can reflect a consistent grading 
scheme of the same instructor for each 
course. 

The unit of analysis of this study was 
a student case in each course. If a student 
enrolled in two courses under this study, 
he or she would become two cases in the 
statistical analysis. The only exception was 
in the analysis of the general computer 
knowledge levels of students in which the 
individual student was the unit of analysis 
to avoid bias caused by counting some 
students twice. This study didnot exclude 
students enrolling in more than one course 
in the analysis of course performance for 
two reasons. First, students can perform 
well in one course and perform poorly in 
another course. By including students en- 
rolled in more than one course, we could 
attribute the results to the course rather 
than individual differences among stu- 
dents. Second, we have no justification to 
exclude students enrolling in more than 
one course because they were allowed to 
enroll in  several courses at the same time 
and they would take progressive courses in 
different semesters. We would not be us- 
ing a probability sample if we excluded 
them from the study. Furthermore, addi- 
tional bias would be caused by excluding 
them. Using individual cases in each course 
increased the reliability of the results of 
this study across courses. The results due 
to chance would be minimized. 

S ta tis tical analysis 
We do not presume that computer 

knowledge level is the only factor that deter- 
mines a student’s performance in a course. 
Many reasons can contribute to a student’s 
performance such as the student’s interest 
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in and prior knowledge about the course 
content. Nevertheless, computer knowledge 
may positively contribute to learning out- 
comes in certain portions of a course. There- 
fore, significance tests and correlation sta- 
tistics were used to analyze the relationship 
between computer knowledge levels and 
course performance. T-tests or chi-square 
tests of significance were used in the study 
depending on the number of groups. T-tests 
were used in two group situations such as 
comparing the mean difference in computer 
knowledge between gender and the two 
universities. Chi-square tests were used in 
three group situations such as comparing 
the difference in computer knowledge 
among the three different majors. Because 
majors were measured on a nominal scale 
while the dependent variable, computer 
knowledge level, was measured on an inter- 
val scale, we used the Eta statistic to indicate 
the strength ofthe association between these 
two variables (Norusis, 1988). Finally, 
Person’s Correlation Coefficients were com- 
puted to indicate the strength ofthe associa- 
tion between prior computer knowledge 
and course performance. 

Results 
The student sample. A total of 244 

individual students (294 student cases) 
were analyzed in the study. Sixty-three 
percent of the respondents took the adver- 
tising courses offered by the marketing 
department of the Midwestern university, 
and 37 percent enrolled in the advertising 
courses offered by the advertising sequence 
in the school of journalism at the South- 
western university. The gender distribu- 
tion of respondents was equal between 
males and females. All the students were 
either juniors or seniors in class standing. 

Most of the advertising courses in 
this study were open to all majors. As a 
result, the respondents of this study were 
comprised of 42 percent business majors, 
37 percent advertising or communication- 
related majors, and 2 1  percent other ma- 
jors such as fashion merchandising, sports 

management, and visual communication 
technology. 

Similar to the faculty estimates in 
the national study by Kendrick (1995), 
about 44 percent ofthe respondents owned 
a computer at home. Macintosh comput- 
ers, as students’ home computers, were 
less popular than IBM compatibles. Among 
those that owned computers at home, 63 
percent owned an IBM or compatible. 

General computer knowledge level. 
One should bear in mind that most college 
students learn computer software on their 
own without taking classes. The few 
courses mandating the use of a desktop 
publishing programs such as PageMaker in 
the copy and layout class are the major 
sources of formal training they have on a 
software package. 

Table 2 shows that among the four 
computer applications investigated in this 
study, word processing was the most widely 
used. On average, students knew two word 
processing programs and 1.6 Internet com- 
munication tools, but had very little or no 
knowledge about statistics or spreadsheet 
applications (mean=0.8), and graphics ap- 
plications (mean=0.7). 

Consistent wi th  Geissler a n d  
Horridge’s (1993) results, students who 
owned a computer at home tended to re- 
port higher knowledge levels on some of 
the computer applications than those who 
did not own a computer at home (r = .21,  p 
= 0.001). The strongest advantage for those 
who owned a computer at home was knowl- 
edge of Internet communication tools (r = 
.25, p c 0.0001). Owning a computer at 
home was also associated with reporting 
higher knowledge levels of graphics and 
presentation programs (r  = .17, p = 0.01). 
Nevertheless, there were no significant re- 
lationships between owning a computer at 
home and knowledge of word processing 
applications (r  = 0.08, n.s.) or statistical 
applications (r = 0.02, n.s.). 

Word processing. Microsoft Word 
(84%) and Word Perfect (65%) were the 
two word processing software programs 
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TABLE 2 
TVES OF COMPUTER APPLICATION 

SOFTWARE KNOWN BY RESPONDENTS* 

Word Processing/Desktop Publishing 
Microsoft Word 
Word Perfect 
PageMaker 
Other (e.g., Write now) 

Internet Communication Tools 
The World Wide Web 
E-mail 
Gopher 
FTP 

Spreadsheet and Statistics 
Microsoft Excel 
Lotus 123 
Cricketgraph 
SP s s-PC 
Other (e.g., Quattro Pro) 

Graphics 
MacPaint 
Other (e.g., Photoshop) 
Freehand 
Powerpoint 
Harvard Graphics 
n=244 
. Multiple-response i tems 

83.9% 
65.3% 
28.2% 

21% 

56.9% 
55.3% 

10.1% 
32.7% 

34.3% 
28.6% 

3.6% 
2.4% 

12.5% 

21.8% 
18.1% 
10.1% 

8.1% 
9.3% 

used most by students. Less than one-third 
of the respondents knew any desktop pub- 
lishing programs such as PageMaker . 

Internet communication tools. Al- 
though the Internet is arather new technol- 
ogy on most college campuses, it has been 
experimented with by quite a large propor- 
tion of students. Fifty-seven percent of the 
respondents knew how to use a browser to 
access the World Wide Web; and 55 per- 
cent knew how to use e- mail. The student 
with the most experience in using e-mail 
had only 3.5 years of experience. The aver- 
age e-mail usage experience was only 4.4 
months. More than half of those who used 
e-mail checked it every day or several 

times a week. Frequency in using e-mail is 
positively correlated with the length of 
time respondents have been using e-mail. 
The longer the time they have used e-mail, 
the more often they check their mail ( r = 
.53, p < 0.001). Almost one-third of the 
respondents reported knowing how to use 
Gopher, the Internet navigation tool. The 
least known Internet communication ap- 
plication was file transfer protocol (ftp), 
which enables one to upload or download 
files from the Internet. Only 10 percent of 
the respondents knew how to use it. 

Spreadsheets and statistics. Stu- 
dents’ knowledge about spreadsheets and 
statistics (computation) applications was 
generally low. Among those who knew this 
application, Microsoft’s Excel (34%) and 
Lotus 123 (29%) were the two most fre- 
quently used. Cricketgraph (a Macintosh- 
based program used to create graphs and 
charts) and SPSS-PC (a PC-based statisti- 
cal software program), were much less 
popular with only 4 percent and 2 percent 
of students respectively knowing how to 
use them. Other spreadsheet software pro- 
grams with which students were ac- 
quainted include Quattro Pro and Para- 
dox. 

Graphics and presentations. Graph- 
ics and presentation software programs 
were the least known computer applica- 
tions among the respondents. MacPaint 
was a graphic program that slightly more 
than one-fifth of the respondents (21.8%) 
mentioned using. Only 10 percent of the 
respondents knew Aldus Freehand. Power 
Point and Harvard Graphics, which are 
commonly used presentation programs in 
the business world, were known by less 
than 10 percent of the respondents. Some 
students indicated that they knew quite a 
few other graphic software packages such 
as Adobe Photoshop and CorelDraw. 

Difference between majors. Compari- 
sons were made between business majors, 
advertising/communication majors, and 
other majors on their computer knowledge 
levels as shown in Tables 3 and 4. Interest- 
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ingly, out ofthe four applications, only two 
applications show significant differences 
among majors. There were no significant 
differences in Internet communication tool 
knowledge (2 = 10.52, df = 8, p =.23), and 
graphics and presentation knowledge (f = 
12,71, d f =  8, p =.12). Yet communication 
majors and business majors differed sig- 
nificantly in spreadsheet knowledge and 
word processingldesktop publishing 
knowledge. Namely, business majors had 
much higher knowledge levels about sta- 
tistics and spreadsheet programs than ad- 
vertising/communication majors and other 
majors (2 = 40.4, d f =  6 ,  p < 0.0001, Eta = 
.38), while advertisinglcommunication 
majors had much higher knowledge levels 
in word processing and desktop publish- 
ing programs than other majors (2 = 22.7, 
d f =  6, p < 0.0001, Eta = .25). 

University and gender differences. 
The two universities under study offer 
comparable levels of computer facilities. 
Both offer free e-mail services to students 
and have public computer labs housed in 
the same main building as the department. 
It should be noted that the computer plat- 
forms that each department under study 
uses for teaching were different, but repre- 
sentative of many universities. The com- 
puter platform of the marketing depart- 
ment is the IBM PC while its journalism 
counterpart is Macintosh. It is possible 
that such differences might have affected 
the computer knowledge levels of students. 
The knowledge of each computer applica- 
tion of the students in each school was 
compared to ensure that the results were 
not confounded by the schools or pro- 
grams that were chosen. 

When a comparison of the mean 
knowledge score of each application be- 
tween the two universities was conducted 
using t-tests, no significant differences in 
most of the computer applications were 
found, with one exception. Students in the 
university where advertising was taught in 
the journalism department had a slightly 
higher mean score in word processing1 

TABLE 3 
WORD PROCESSING/DESKTOP 

PUBLISHING SOFTWARE 
APPLICATION KNOWLEDGE BY MAJORS 

Business Advertising/ Other Majors 
[n=zO1) Communication [n=52) 

[n=88) 
Number of 
software 

None 5 2.2 1.9 
1 26.7 17 25 
2 51.4 35.2 53.7 
3 or more 16.9 45.4 19.2 
Total 100 100 100 
Note: All figures are in percent 

Eta = 2 5  
2 = 22.7, df = 8,  p < 0.0001 

TABLE 4 
SPREADSHEETS AND STATISTICAL 

SOFTWARE APPLICATION 
KNOWLEDGE BY MAJORS 

Business Advertising/ Other Majors 
[n=Zol) Communication [n=52) 

[n=88) 
Number of 
software 

None 21.8 48.9 71.2 
1 47.5 34.1 25 
2 25.7 15.9 1.9 
3 or more 5 1.1 1.9 
Total 100 100 100 
Note: All figures are in percent. 
2 = 40.4, df = 6, p < 0.0001 
Eta = .38 

desktop publishing skills than students in 
the university where advertising was taught 
in the marketing department ( t  = -2.1, p = 
0.037). This might be explained by the fact 
that PageMaker, a desktop publishing pro- 
gram, was taught in the copy and layout 
class in the journalism department, but not 
in any course in the marketing department 
of the other university. 

Many computer usage studies have 
found that males are more likely to use 
computer technology, especially the Inter- 
net, than females (e.g., GVU’s World Wide 
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Web User Survey, 1996). To examine if this 
holds the same for the college students in 
this study, the gender of the respondents 
and their mean score in each computer 
application was compared by one-tailed t- 
tests because males were presumed to have 
higher scores than women. The notion that 
males have more computer knowledge was 
partially supported in this study. In terms 
of overall general computer knowledge, 
males scored slightly higher than women ( t  
= 1.72, df =242, p < 0.05). Males were 
indeed particularly strong on the Internet 
communication tools ( t  = 2.71, df = 242, p 
c 0.05) and to a lesser extent, graphics and 
presentation programs ( t  = 2.35, df =242, p 
c 0.05). Nevertheless, there were no sig- 
nificant differences between males and 
females in statistical applications ( t  = 0.2, 
df= 242, n.s.) and word processing skills ( t  
= -1.5, d f =  242, n.s.) 

Prior computer knowledge and 
course performance. In contrast to the find- 
ings of previous studies by Reed (1990), 
Novitzki (1991), and Farnall and Geske 
(1996), which suggest computer knowl- 
edge could enhance course performance, 
this study found no relationship between 
prior computer knowledge and overall 
performance in an advertising course (r = 
0.023, n.s.). In other words, prior computer 
knowledge does not appear to give stu- 
dents a competitive edge in their perfor- 
mance in a course. To further explore if the 
knowledge of a particular computer appli- 
cation facilitates performance, each com- 

TAI 

puter application area was correlated with 
the overall course performance score. None 
of the applications have any significant 
relationship with overall course perfor- 
mance (Internet, r = -0.085, n.s.; Word 
Processing, r = 0.06, n.s.; Graphics Presen- 
tation, r = -0.052, ns . ;  Statistics, r = 0.057, 
n.s.). Even after controlling for gender, 
university, and major with partial correla- 
tions, the correlation coefficients were still 
insignificant, indicating the lack of a statis- 
tically significant relationship between 
prior computer knowledge level and over- 
all course performance. 

Where computer knowledge helps. 
To investigate whether certain computer 
application knowledge might enhance stu- 
dent performance in a particular aspect of 
a course, each computer application knowl- 
edge level was correlated with each type of 
assessment: computer-based, partial com- 
puter-related, non-computer-based, and 
total score. The distribution of the course 
performance scores is shown in Table 5. 

Hypothesis 1 proposes that general 
computer knowledge correlates positively 
with course performance assessment on 
computer-based assignments. The results 
of this study did not support this hypoth- 
esis because there was no significant corre- 
lation between general computer knowl- 
edge score and the computer-based assess- 
ment scores (r = -.08, n.s.). 

Hypothesis 2 proposes that prior 
knowledge of Internet communication tools 
facilitates students’ performance in partial 

$ 5  
DISTRIBUTION OF COURSE PERFORMANCE SCORES 

USED IN THE STUDY 

n* Range Mean SD 

Partial computer involved score 225 45-100 88 8.2 
Nan-computer related score 294 30-98 80 8.5 
Total score 294 48-100 85 7.6 
* The n represents all the coses thot contain thot measure of performance in the eight courses. 
Note: All figures are in percent 

Computer-based score 59 57-76 80 9.4 
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computer involved or computer-based as- 
signments. Examples of partial computer 
involved assignments are the use of the 
Internet to do research or the use of combi- 
nations ofgraphics and word processing or 
even statistics software such as course 
projects and presentations. An example of 
a computer-based assignment is a second- 
ary research report using the World Wide 
Web. This hypothesis was also rejected 
because there were no significant correla- 
tions between the Internet knowledge score 
and performance in either partial com- 
puter involved assignments (r = .07, n.s.) 
and computer-based assignments (r= - .08, 
n.s.). Such non-significant relationships 
still hold true even if the application was 
specific to the assignment, such as knowl- 
edge of the World Wide Web and an assign- 
ment of conducting research on the World 
Wide Web, or the knowledge of PageMaker 
in a Copy and Layout assignment. 

Hypothesis 3 indicates the limita- 
tion of computer knowledge level in en- 
hancing course performance. It does not 
appear to aid a student at all if the course 
assessment, such as an exam, does not 
involve any computer skills. This hypoth- 
esis was supported as there was no signifi- 
cant relationship between computer knowl- 
edge level and non-computer involved as- 
sessment scores (r = 0.007, n.s.). 

Discussion and conclusion 
Many administrators and educators 

in higher education have put high hopes 
on computer technology to improve stu- 
dent learning, while critics have worried 
about its effectiveness and the widening 
knowledge gap among students in com- 
puter technology. The results of this study 
suggest both good and bad news. The good 
news is that prior computer knowledge 
does not give a student any competitive 
advantage in any kind of course perfor- 
mance measure across the eight advertis- 
ing courses under study, at least for the 
students in the present sample. It seems 
the “haves” may not pose a significant 

threat to the “have-nots” in a course. There- 
fore, even if students have no knowledge of 
a computer application, as long as they are 
willing to learn in a course, they are not at 
a disadvantage compared to those who 
have prior knowledge using certain com- 
puter applications. As educators, we do 
not need to worry so much about the stu- 
dents’ prior computer knowledge as this 
study has shown that students with differ- 
ent knowledge levels competed on an equal 
plane even if the course required the use of 
specific computer programs. Students can 
learn new computer applications with 
equal aplomb. 

The finding that there is no relation- 
ship between prior computer knowledge 
level and course performance, even in com- 
puter-based assessments, has two implica- 
tions for advertising education. First, many 
students are not yet computer literate. Stu- 
dents who claimed to know a variety of 
computer programs did not necessarily 
know how to use them to improve the 
substance of their work. For example, 
while they may have been capable of using 
the Internet to conduct secondary research 
or statistics software to perform more so- 
phisticated analyses of data, the findings 
reported here indicate that they did not 
necessarily do so. Another implication is 
that instructors, when grading assignments, 
look not only at the appearance of the work 
(in which using a computer can help), but 
also at the substance or content of the 
student’s work. This dispels many stu- 
dents’ belief that the more time they spend 
on “packaging” an assignment, the better 
the score they will get from instructors. 
Educators not only need to educate stu- 
dents on the importance of substance in 
any assignments, but also have to show 
their students how appropriate use of dif- 
ferent computer applications can improve 
the substance of the work. 

The bad news is that, especially to 
technology advocates, the findings of this 
study may seem to be a blow to the opti- 
mism regarding the contributions computer 
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technology may bring to advertising edu- 
cation. Universitioscontinuetodivertmany 
of their precious resources to investing in 
computer technology. Ilnfortunately. the 
returns from this investment niay not tie as 
high as the expectations for thorn. At least 

Computer skills niay tie important 
for collego students to get entry-level jobs. 
Yet, industry professionals indicato that 
such skills art? only a proferred, but not 
cxpccled, qualification (Rappoport, 1 We). 
They place more iniportanc:e on othnr as-  

- ._ ~ ~~ . . . .. ... ” . 
pccts of thn candidatc such as 
personalitv and prol)lctni-solv- 
ing ability (Wagner, 1 ~ 2 ) .  
Keeping this in mind. educa- 
tors must not let the high-tech- 

‘We have found that prior 
computer knowledge makes 
little contribution to a nology trend in advertising 

e d 11 cation overs ha tl o w the 
smdent’s performance in any 
advertising course.’ 

fundamentais of a c:oIIege e t i -  
vertising education (the culti- 
vation of intellectual ability, 
the mastery of the subject 
mattcr, and tha development 

we have found that prior computer knowl- of critical thinking skills). 
edge makes littlc contribution to a student’s 
performance in any advertising course. Limitations and suggestions 

The current knowledgt! level of stu-  
dents in computer applications shown in 
this study indicates a weakness students 
may experience in competing for jobs in 
the business world, especially advertising 
or communica t ion-rela ted majors. Many 
of them did not know any presentation 
programs or statistical packages, both of 
which are commonly used in the business 
world. In competing for jobs that requirt: 
formal presentations, the students would 
be at a disadvantage. More importantly. 
presentationsorstatistical applicatinnsare 
often not required in classes. They are 
usually optional and may he used in a 
group setting in which only one member 
doesall thedesignorstatisticalwork.Many 
students might not be able to see the need 
to learn such applications. Faculty mein- 
bers might want to emphasize the impor- 
tance of knowing such applications. One 
way to d o  so is by giving individual assign- 
ments that require the use of some of the 
commonly used presentation or statistical 
softwareapplications. Certainly, such strat- 
egies should be contingent upon the avail- 
ability and accessibility ofcomputer facili- 
ties at the university. 

\OlIRNAl.ISM & M A S S  c O M M f 8 N l c  ATION Eufic ATOR 

Nevertheless. this study is limited in 
two respects. I t  did not examine the use of 
computer technology as a teaching tool, 
which means the cniplovment ofa custom- 
designed computer application as an in- 
s truct ional strategy. The present st II d y only 
examined students’ prior and current 
knowledge of commercial computer soft- 
ware programs as a predictor of course 
i1erformanc:e. Second, not all of the eight 
courses under study required the use of 
coniputerapplications. Only three courses 
had totally computer-based assignments: 
COPY and Layout, Advertising Research. 
and Advertising Media. In other classcs. 
the use of computer applications was 
largely dopendont on the individual 
student’s choicc. Nonctheless. such pres- 
ence of computer-based, partial computer 
involved and non-computer related assign- 
ments reflects the reality of an advertising 
curriciil~ini. Many advertising programs 
still use a combination ofcourses of which 
some use computers heavily, scime iise 
computers at the discretion of  stutlents, 
and sonic do  not its(? any c:omputors in 
their course assignments. 

Finally, this studyb measures of com- 
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puter knowledge are far from perfect. The 
diverse sample of classes and universi- 
ties that we used forbade us conducting a 
detailed test of computer knowledge. Sim- 
ply measuring an individual’s knowl- 
edge of one computer program is already 
a very complex task that deserves a spe- 
cialized study. More sophisticated mea- 
sures of students’ computer knowledge 
can be developed in future research to 
further understand their ability to apply 
different functions of a computer program 
that is related to a course. We can identify 
key areas that we would like students to 
know in a program and ask the students to 
perform tasks of those areas as a verifica- 
tion of their knowledge or competency in 
those areas. 0 
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