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Abstract:
							                           
The Covid-19 pandemic has changed social mechanisms of our world causing many countries to impose either partial or complete lockdowns. Consequently, many people have resorted to online platforms for undertaking their daily business activities and jobs. Similarly, there is also an increasing trend of online education followed by both teachers and students around the world. Therefore, the aim of this research paper is to explore how a mentee learnt research techniques from a mentor through online platforms. Although researchers have studied the challenges and opportunities of online education during the pandemic, this research will explore how the mentee learnt research techniques from the mentor through emails, WhatsApp interaction, and Microsoft Word track changes feature. In this paper, we have used experiential research methodology for carrying out research. Employing qualitative method of data analysis, we have found out that the feedback and suggestions provided by a mentor to a mentee’s research work through the online platforms have been very safe and effective in improving the mentee’s research skills. Moreover, purposively selected chunks from the mentee’s six revised drafts have been discussed to demonstrate how online education facilitates practical learning during the pandemic. Finally, we are of the view that online platforms may be used as effective pedagogical tools because these facilitate learners to read their mentor’s feedback and suggestions as many times as they desire to improve their performance.
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I. INTRODUCTION


In December 2019, the novel coronavirus started spreading infectiously from one person to another forcing many countries to impose lockdowns and to prevent the spread of the pandemic. This imposition of lockdowns disrupted social routines causing people to maintain physical distance to guard themselves against the lethal virus. Moreover, many people around the world shifted their social activities and professional jobs to online platforms to sustain their needs and wants. Similarly, educational institutions also relied upon online platforms to achieve their aims and objectives. Providing education through online platforms and digital means boosted during the pandemic. Both teachers and students collaboratively interacted with each other through conference calls, zoom meetings, WhatsApp interaction, and emails to make learning happen effectively. These online platforms made learning both safe and effective in the wake of Covid- 19.

This emerging trend of education also provided the Pakistani mentee with a much-needed opportunity to learn research techniques from the Malaysian mentor. One day, the mentor shared a Facebook post entitled as ‘For my Angels’ in which there was a call from a research journal for submission of research papers on any of the given topics. The mentee was interested in one of the topics, however, his research skills needed to be polished to produce a quality research paper. Therefore, he showed want and need of working on one of the chosen topics under the supervision of his mentor. In this regard, they chose to work on a joint research paper. The mentor gave him guiding suggestions on how to write a research paper which he afterwards worked on and sent her through email. Furthermore, they decided to make learning more practical which, perhaps, would not have been possible without the online communication and interaction.  Both the mentor and the mentee live in two far distant countries, but thanks to the online platforms they have been able to overcome the distance. Then, the mentor gave him further suggestions and feedback using the ‘track changes’ feature of Microsoft Word. They also used different media of communication, such as email, WhatsApp, and Facebook and many online research websites including Academia, ResearchGate, and Google Scholar which facilitated their educational goals and objectives effectively. Utilizing all these online platforms along with the mentor’s constructive feedback, the mentee developed six drafts of the research paper all of which reflected consecutive improvement.

During the Covid-19, the educational institutions world over went off causing many of the people to stay at home and stay safe. The pandemic made them go online and thus the mentee explored many opportunities of learning online. Besides, the mentor is from Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia, and the mentee is from Sindh, Pakistan. Their countries are very distant from each other. However, they overcame the distance through the online communication in the wake of Covid-19. Therefore, the aim of this research paper is to trace the consecutive improvement which the mentee embarked upon considering the mentor’s feedback and suggestions. We will explore the processes of improvement by analyzing the purposively chosen chunks taken from all the drafts which were modified considering the suggestions and feedback. All the drafts which they collaboratively developed were about language policy and politics of languages of Pakistan.





II. Research Questions


What research suggestions and feedback did the mentor give to the mentee?

What online platforms and digital means did they use to make learning happen effectively?

How did the mentee incorporate his mentor’s suggestions in the joint research paper?

How did the mentor help him in improving the six consecutive drafts?


III. Conceptual Framework


We have developed a functional, conceptual framework based on the interaction and discussion the mentee and the mentor carried out throughout the systematic process of learning and hence improving the six consecutive drafts. We will use this conceptual framework in discussing and analyzing the research findings. The framework of analysis is described here:
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Figure 1:



The Improvement Process















This process of learning was a continuous interaction in which both the mentor and the mentee were involved through online means such as email, and WhatsApp. Moreover, they also collaboratively made use of digital means such as track changes feature of Micro Soft Word which enabled them to effectively share their views and responses. The mentor used the track changes feature as a pedagogical tool through which she wrote very informative comments on the mentee’s research draft which he later incorporated into the paper to improve its quality. We have classified the mentoring suggestions into ten categories based on their aims and guidelines. All these categories of suggestions which were shared through the online platforms and the digital means are described here:



A. Suggestions pertaining to theoretical framework


Almost all the suggestions which the mentee got from his mentor were given to rectify the mistakes which the mentee had made in the research paper. First, the mentee did not include the theoretical framework which he was supposed to use in the paper. This was indeed a blunder. Thus, the mentor told him to describe and use the known theoretical framework in his paper. The mentor also specified the place where the mentee should put the framework in the research paper. Hence, the mentor gave the mentee suggestions with respect to improving the section on the theoretical framework.





B. Suggestions pertaining to sequence


The other type of suggestions which the mentor gave to the mentee were about properly sequencing the paper, especially, the section on the data analysis. In fact, the mentee had written the data analysis section in a disorderly manner. Therefore, the mentor guided the mentee to follow both geographical and temporal parameters of sequence in the data analysis section of the paper.





C. Suggestions pertaining to delimiting the scope of the research paper


The mentor also suggested the mentee to delimit the scope and focus of the research paper to the country of his residence, Pakistan.





D. Suggestions pertaining to literature review


In addition, the mentor also suggested the mentee to make the literature review more relevant to Pakistan.





E. Suggestions about avoiding sweeping statements


In the earlier research drafts, the mentee made sweeping statements with respect to the work of other writers. Consequently, the mentor asked the mentee to town down such words like always, never, and not to use wide sweeping statements.





F. Suggestions pertaining to discussion section


The mentee had written a very short section on discussion, so his mentor suggested an elaboration and provided how this could be done.





G. Suggestions pertaining to citations and references


The mentor also suggested that the mentee should cite relevant research works where it was necessary to do it. The mentor also instructed the mentee to check in text citations against the sources mentioned in the reference list.





H. Suggestions pertaining to the tone of criticism


The mentee’s tone of criticism of the research work which he had reviewed was harsh, so the mentor suggested him to soften it.





I. Suggestions about proof reading


The mentor also instructed the mentee to proofread the article against errors and mistakes.





J. Suggestions pertaining to plagiarism 


Since the mentee was a novice researcher, he did not know that some journals required the writer to provide data regarding similarity index. The mentor taught him about research ethics, and how the mentee can check plagiarism on the research paper using turn it in.

All the above given suggestions were given through online platforms and digital means as discussed above. Moreover, all the improvements incorporated in the six drafts have been analyzed in correspondence with the respective suggestions given by the mentor. The improvement process has been traced and evaluated as shown in the figure 1 given above.







IV. Literature Review


Many researchers have studied the influence of Covid-19 on the modes of imparting education (Bhuwandeep and Das, 2020; Khezrimotlagh, 2020; Patra and Sahu, 2020). Bhuwandeep and Das (2020) have qualitatively reviewed about one hundred Scopus indexed research works on the thematic emergence of education in the wake of Covid-19. They found out that blended learning has emerged as a widely used mode of teaching and learning online (Bhuwandeep and Das, 2020: pg. 6). These researchers view blended learning as an emergency response adopted by educational institutes during Covid-19. However, this effective, pedagogical mode has been already used to reduce learning and communication distance even before the pandemic occurred. Furthermore, the context of experience-based learning of research techniques from a mentor through digital media and communication has not been much explored.

In addition to Bhuwandeep and Das (2020), Khezrimotlagh (2020) drew upon personal experiential methodology and qualitatively assessed the impacts of online learning during the pandemic. He argues that online education is ineffective because it does not facilitate students with required skills to face the future challenges (Khezrimotlagh, 2020: pg. 13). Instead, he suggests the use of hybrid education which he thinks “can be a reasonable solution in this pandemic. The hybrid design provides [solid] learning opportunities to experience both in-person learning and online digital learning” (Khezrimotlagh, 2020: 14). Although his suggestion is reasonable, but it is obviously not applicable when both the teacher and the learner live in two distant areas or countries and thereby in-person teaching is not possible. Additionally, Khezrimotlagh’s experience-based findings generally deal with the broader area of education, however, the area of learning research skills from a mentor through hybrid means of education is yet to be explored.

Unlike Khezrimotlagh (2020), Patra and Sahu (2020) used quantitative, secondary data and analyzed it to describe the benefits of online education during the pandemic. They found out that online education is the most popular way of teaching and learning in schools and colleges after the pandemic disrupted the traditional ways of education (Patra and Sahu, 2020). Moreover, they also say that through online education "the regular assignment, screen shared materials and interaction between teachers and students reflects “regular” class feeling” (Patra and Sahu, 2020: 46). Online education also results in less travelling time for both teachers and students (Patra and Sahu, 2020). Patra and Sahu have demonstrated the advantages of online education, such as ease of access to education and thereby ease of dissemination of knowledge, however, the use of online educational tools for teaching and learning research techniques during Covid-19 has not been discussed in their research work.

Much more relevant than the above given findings are the research work of Nicola Byrom (2020) who employed quantitative, secondary data and qualitatively analyzed the data to illustrate the challenges faced by early-career researchers in the United Kingdom. She found out that the early-career researchers are facing issues of research impairment, and poor mental wellbeing (Byrom, 2020). Byrom’s discussion is confined to the challenges posed by the new normal, however, the pandemic has also resulted in online opportunities of learning from great scholars from all over the world.

Additionally, Nusantari (2020) has qualitatively evaluated the challenges associated with digital literacy. Nusantari’s research work deals with socio-emotional literacy, while the role that digital literacy is playing in the development of the research learners under the supervision of their mentors has not been discussed. Therefore, it is the aim of this research paper to explore the role of online, digital platforms in facilitating novice researchers to learn from their learned mentors through email exchange, WhatsApp interaction, and other online platforms.





V. Methodology


This research is qualitative, descriptive in its design and method. It employs experiential methodology drawing upon the data from the six drafts which the mentee produced under his mentor’s guidance and supervision. It was through Facebook, emails, and WhatsApp that the mentee approached his mentor, and his journey of learning research techniques began online in a virtual world. They used email for exchanging the revised drafts and sharing feedforward and feedback. If there was a further need for discussion on a point, they resorted to WhatsApp messages. When necessary, the mentor would also call the mentee on WhatsApp if a particular point in a section needed much explanation and elaboration. The process of learning and producing the six drafts through the suggestions took place over a month.  The purposively chosen chunks from the mentor’s comments and suggestions (within track changes) and the corresponding modifications from the mentee’s research drafts have been thematically analyzed to illustrate and elaborate the process of learning research techniques and skills through online, digital means.





VI. Findings and their Analysis


In this section, the research findings have been analyzed based upon the mentor’s suggestions and the mentee’s corresponding improvements in the consecutive six research drafts.



A. Analyzing the suggestion-based improvement of Draft 2


In this segment, the data has been tabulated to systematically show and analyze the research findings as shown in Table-1.





Table 1:




Research Findings 1
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The first research draft which the mentee produced contained many weak areas which needed to be improved. The mentee sent the draft to his mentor through email. The first draft did not clearly define the scope of the research paper. The mentee vaguely discussed in the background section that the research paper would deal with the language policies and politics of India and Pakistan. The mentor, based on her experience, gave the mentee a suggestion through email to delimit the research area and scope. Consequently, the mentee delimited the scope of his research to the context of language policies and politics of Pakistan. Additionally, the mentee had not proofread his first draft, and many of the mistakes escaped the mentee’s attention. When the mentor read the draft, she turned the mentee’s attention to the errors using the track changes feature of MS Word. When the mentee saw the track changes, he was able to track the errors easily. Accordingly, he rectified the mistakes and errors as suggested by his mentor.

In this way, the mentee came to understand the importance of being patient when doing research. Moreover, the mentee’s research draft was written in a disorderly way, so the mentor used digitized means and gave suggestions about properly sequencing the mentee’s research work. The mentee improved the sequence; however, it was after several attempts that the mentee internalized the art of sequencing a systematic research paper. Moreover, in the literature review section of the first draft, the mentee was very harsh in criticizing the works of other scholars. Using the track changes feature the mentor emailed him the suggestion of softening the tone of his criticism.

Furthermore, much of the mentee’s review of the literature was irrelevant. It did not deal with the literature on the language policies and politics in Pakistan’s context. The mentee first reviewed literature on different countries’ language policies and then discussed the literature on Pakistan’s language policies. He was assuming that he was going from general to specific, while his assumption was misleading him to write and review irrelevant research papers. Therefore, the mentor rectified the mentee’s mistake and asked him to be relevant and specific.





B. Analyzing the suggestion-based improvement of Draft 3


The suggestion-based improvement of the draft 3 has been analyzed in this section using the tabulated data as shown in Table-2.


All the learning process given in the table took place through online means such as email, and WhatsApp, and the track changes feature of MS Word due to the pandemic.

In the introductory section that the mentee wrote he did not use the relevant citations. He only assumed a stance without citation. He wrote: “The politics of language polarized around the Urdu-Hindi controversy which was fueled by the institutionalized ‘divide and rule’ policy of the British colonial government”. This statement does not contain the citation which the mentee should have given. Therefore, using the track changes feature of MS Word, the mentor wrote a guiding comment attached with the above quoted statement: “cite a source”. Accordingly, the mentee searched through different databases and came up with a relevant citation. This comment was made by the mentor several times and almost all the time the mentee made the suggested changes. These suggestions also taught the mentee to be careful in how he cited certain sources. When citing a source, he had to Ensure that what he said was a correct and accurate paraphrase of what the source cited had said/written.

The mentee not only missed the relevant citations but also did not explain the key words which he was to use throughout the research paper. The words, for instance, critical junctures, path dependency, institutionalist traditions, and language regimes, were central to the paper but the mentee did not explain their meaning and concepts associated with them. Consequently, the mentor suggested: “Perhaps since you have mentioned them you should then go on in the next paragraph or section [and] state their approach. Also, provide definitions of the terms like critical juncture…”. Then, the mentee incorporated these suggestions into his introductory section and improved the section by further clarifying it.




Table 2:




Research Findings 2
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Much like the introductory section, the methodology section of the paper also needed much improvement. The mentee was unaware where to put it in the research paper. When the mentor checked the sequence of the methodology, she tracked it using the MS Word feature and engaged the mentee into rethinking the methodology and relocating it into the place where it belonged to. This MS Word track changes feature helped the mentee in learning by doing. It was through the track changes that the mentee interacted with his mentor since it was a much safer and much more effective way of learning research during the pandemic.

In addition to the incongruent way of writing methodology, the mentee also made novice attempts in writing literature review. First, he included some irrelevant paragraphs in this section which should have been embedded in the introductory segment of the paper. In one of the paragraphs the mentee gave introduction of a political leader and his policy statements. He added the paragraph in the literature review section because he thought it would clarify the beginning of the politics of languages of Pakistan. However, the mentor using the track changes suggested the mentee to exclude the paragraph, because in the section on literature the mentee was required to review research works. Only then, the mentee realized what to include and what to exclude from the literature review section. Moreover, in the section the mentee had skipped the names of the researchers like ‘Ali et al.’ even though he mentioned them for the first time. Using the track changes feature, the mentor suggested the mentee not to skip the names of the researchers and thus the mentee also improved the art of mentioning the names of all the researchers who had jointly published a paper.

The mentee did not describe the key concepts and took it for granted as if the readers would know those concepts. Therefore, the mentor tracked those words and suggested an explanation of those words. Afterwards, the mentee explained the words in the background section. Moreover, the mentee had not mentioned the key events that were related to his research.  Therefore, the mentor employed track changes to suggest the mentee to include and discuss the key events in the relevant places of the data analysis section of the paper.  For instance, the mentor wrote a comment: “Mention 21 February and students who were killed. Cite some from the data sources mentioned”. Thus, the mentee incorporated the suggestion in an appropriate section of the research paper.

The sequence of the data analysis section was also not up to the mark. The mentee had followed neither geographical parameters nor temporal indicators when analyzing the data. In this regard, the mentor gave some insightful comments using the track changes feature. For instance, guiding on sequence she wrote: “Somewhere much earlier in the paper you must mention that Pakistan when formed was made up of disparate regions including Sindh, Punjab, Northwest Frontier Province and Baluchistan. Put it in the sequence. You are discussing in this paper where you start with Bangladesh first then Sindh etc... Good to have a map of these parts”. After a few paragraphs when she noticed the same sequential issue, she said: “This information should be mentioned earlier in the [background] of the paper”. In response to the section which did not deal with any geographical regions like other sections, she rhetorically suggested: “Should this not be mentioned before you move on to Sindh and other regions of Pakistan?”. Also, to one other section of the same type, she persuasively commented: “you have Sindh, Baluchistan, N.W.F.P., now is this Punjab or ???”. Accordingly, the mentee made the suggested changes to the research draft.

To improve the mentee’s analytical skills, the mentor suggested him to make comparisons between the events and facts of the same nature. For instance, she suggested him to draw comparisons between the critical junctures which took place in Bangladesh and the critical junctures which are taking place in Sindh, a province of Pakistan. The mentee tried making the comparisons and came up with systematic findings.

Besides these suggestions, the mentor also gave the mentee more guiding suggestions on improving the quality of the data analysis section. First, she suggested the mentee to mention the ethnic identity of political leaders because it would be helpful in clarifying the research topic. Second, she told the mentee that the mentee should restrict his overuse of subjective analysis because it problematically associated some words/ideas with a person who, in fact, had never used the words. Third, she suggested the mentee to factcheck his content using authentic sources.

Finally, in the discussion section the mentee repeated some points which he later deleted as suggested by the mentor. Moreover, she also suggested him to check the citations against the references which the mentee had not done. Consequently, the mentee rectified the references and thus improved the quality of the paper.

After making all the suggested changes, the mentee emailed the draft naming it as ‘draft 4’ to the mentor.





C. Analyzing the suggestion-based improvement of draft 4


This draft was also commented on by the mentor using the track changes feature, and she sent it back to the mentee through email for further modifications. The process of learning and teaching has been tabulated in Table 3.




Table 3:




Research Findings 3
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The mentee’s introductory section of the draft 4 contained unauthentic sources. He had taken maps from Wikipedia without giving second thought if it was acceptable to the research community. Besides, the mentee had included irrelevant points in the methodology section which were not required there, so the mentor asked the mentee to either remove the points or modify them to look more relevant to the context. Afterwards, the mentee applied the suggestions to the methodology section and thereby improved it.

Even in the section on the literature search, the mentee resorted to subjective assertiveness. This was, of course, not up to the research standards which the mentee learnt later from the mentor. For instance, with unrestrained confidence, the mentee wrote that some of the researchers did not even mention the specific point in their research works. Then, the mentor suggested the mentee if he was sure that the scholars did not even ‘mention’ the points being discussed. Although what the mentee wrote was relevant, but it was much assertive in its meaning and content. Therefore, using the track changes feature the mentee interacted with his mentor: “Ma’am, all through their research paper they have approached power as if it were irresistible. They have only discussed linguistic ‘marginalization’. They have not discussed how that ‘marginalization’ ultimately bounces back and brings about critical junctures”.  This type of two-way interaction made learning research techniques very effective and safe during Covid-19.

Apart from the section on the literature search, the mentee made some novice attempts in the data analysis section as well. He used some words which he did not adequately define in the section. One such word was ‘apparently’ which he did not explain so it did not convey the impression which the mentee intended to build up. Hence, using the track changes feature, the mentor wrote a guiding comment: “Apparently? Elaborate. Are you saying in paper they were given recognition but in reality, they were not? Can you cite from any of the data mentioned earlier?”. This methodology of teaching through questions with the help of track changes feature of MS Word helped the mentee in improving the section in the data analysis. Additionally, the mentee did not give background against some key points which he had included in the data analysis section. Employing the track changes as a pedagogical tool, the mentor made an instructive comment: “Interesting but you need to give some background to this. I read...distance themselves from their language and prefer to use... So, who are the commoners? And explain, elaborate on this sentence once you include the other details I have mentioned”. Accordingly, the mentee made the suggested changes using the track changes feature so that the mentor could see if he made the suggested changes.

Finally, in the discussion section the mentor asked the mentee to cite the relevant sources for the highlighted statements. Earlier the mentee had removed the repetitions from the section, but this time around he missed citing the relevant sources. Moreover, the mentor also suggested to reword a few statements which were vague, hence, the mentee reworded the statements and improved the discussion section of the paper. The mentor also suggested the mentee to check the references if these were according to the style they had decided to set up. Thus, the mentee improved upon the draft 4 and renamed it as draft 5 and emailed it to the mentor for further suggestions.





D. Analyzing the suggestion-based improvement of draft 5


The data has been tabulated for analysis in Table 4.


In almost all sections of the draft 5 the mentee had incorporated all the suggested changes except the section on the references which still needed some improvement. Finally, the mentee made the suggested changes to the references and then emailed the draft naming it ‘Draft 6’ to the mentor. Thus, the draft was finally improved, and it was ready to be sent for publication.




Table 4:




Research Findings 4
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VII. Discussion and Concluding Remarks


During the pandemic, the mentee learnt writing a research paper using email, WhatsApp, and MS Word track changes feature. It was a practical way of learning in which the mentor facilitated the mentee with guiding suggestions and feedback all through the process using the online platforms and the track changes tool. Under the mentor’s online supervision, the mentee learnt how to write abstract, introduction, methodology, literature review, data analysis, discussion, and conclusion of a research paper. He also learnt different styles of giving citations and references in a research paper. Moreover, since the feedback was written on the mentee’s paper, the mentee was able to use it at any time. Over the process of writing the research, the mentee would often look at the feedback and successfully drew insightful guidance from it. The process of learning through the online means was both safe and effective.

The mentor systematically evaluated all the six drafts which the mentee produced. She made sure he made his best efforts to improve both the content and structure of the paper. They also used WhatsApp calls to discuss the areas which the mentee needed to improve. The process of learning through suggestions, feedback, and evaluation was a continuous process which lasted over a month. This period of continuous learning has ameliorated the mentee’s research doing skills. The mentee can now write a systematic research paper in accordance with the requirements of different SCOPUS/ISI indexed journals. The mentor also taught the mentee to know his academic setting and thereby write a research paper which has much more chances of publication in the solid journals.

This research draws its inspiration from the fact that online education has been well received among students. Since research is a part and parcel of higher education, we decided to explore how effectively it can be learnt using online means. Our results build upon experiential methodology by showing that online learning is effective.

The advice provided by the mentor was provided in a face- saving manner. The mentor used several rhetorical questions to save the face of the adult learner. Although there were times when the same error was repeated despite earlier advice on the same issue in polite written discourse such advise can be given in a non- threatening manner. The pandemic has resulted in much written feedback, which if diplomatically given, can encourage mentees to persevere till the mentor and mentee are fairly satisfied with the finished product.

Finally, we are of the view that in this pandemic both mentors and mentees should rely on online means and track changes feature to make learning both effective and safe. In this new normal, students and teachers should maintain physical distance and collaborate in the constructive process of learning using email, WhatsApp, track changes and other online means at their disposal.  Thus, leaning in the times of pandemic can be made both safe and effective.
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