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Abstract

Many researchers and practitioners are appealing for more innovative approaches
where online lecturer use of technology is guided by a clear philosophy of
learning to engage students in more meaningful learning. This research aimed to
better understand teaching and learning in an online learning environment through
the development and application of an appropriate pedagogical framework to
facilitate successful learning experiences. To achieve this aim, a qualitative
interpretive methodology was adopted to case study an online lecturer and his 14
students’ experiences in a semester long fully online asynchronous graduate
Research Methods course in a New Zealand tertiary institution. The study had

three phases.

Phase 1, the Review Phase, was a baseline survey to elicit the views of various
online lecturers and their students on the nature of online learning and how
learning can be successfully facilitated in such environments. The findings and
recommendations from the literature led to identifying five guiding principles to
frame the development of a pedagogical intervention. The principles, which map
onto five key sociocultural ideas, depict learning as a mediated, situated,
distributed, goal-directed and participatory activity within a socially and culturally

determined learning community.

Phase 2, the Designing the Intervention and Implementation Phase, concerned
designing an intervention to facilitate student learning experiences. An emergent
and iterative strategy, the negotiated intervention strategy, framed the
collaborative design process used by the researcher to work with the case study
lecturer. Teaching strategies supporting each of the guiding principles were shared

with the lecturer, planned for and implemented in the case study course.

Phase 3, the Evaluation Phase, examined how successful the intervention was in
terms of three planes of participant development: personal, interpersonal and
community. The key findings from this research highlight successful online
teaching and learning experiences as involving active and changing participation
in a learning community. This participation is framed and shaped by the use of

authentic and relevant tasks that situate activity; interaction and teamwork to tap



into cognition as distributed; goal-directed activities; and Web-based
technological tools and activities to mediate action. Participation is realised
through the kinds of roles members of the community adopt in support of

intellectual, social and emotional development over time.

Overall, the findings confirm the value of a sociocultural approach in the design
and facilitation of online learning experiences. The notion of participation in a
learning community through the adoption of different roles provides a useful
orientation for understanding lecturer and student responsibilities and strategies to
serve different purposes of teaching and learning. These ideas inform our
understanding of appropriate conditions for successful teaching and learning and
have important implications for guiding teaching-learning practices in online

learning environments.
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Preface

Getting the kids hooked in for the graduate courses...I'm constantly racking my
brain as to how to get them more involved and get more interaction
going...Because it seems to me as though they are not necessarily engaging. |
don’t know whether the resources aren’t catchy enough or whether there’s
nothing I can do, whether it’s actually them in the sense of they just haven'’t got
the time or they just don’t see it worthwhile. I tear my hair out. I don’t know what
to do to change it and I don’t have the time to change it which is probably part of
it as well (Laura, lecturer interviewee, p. 21).

Online teaching and learning is hard work. For novices, it represents challenges
ranging from the basics of grappling with the “switch on” button on the computer
to actually trying to teach or learn productively and efficiently in the online
environment. Though touted by the powers-that-be in institutions as the way
forward and viewed as a panacea in higher education, translating online learning
effectively to those who really matter - the learners and their teachers is a very
different picture. The above quote from Laura succinctly highlights the challenge
faced by online lecturers. If lecturers are at a loss as to how to wield the
technology effectively, what more their students? What kind of quality learning

experience can they expect and actually receive in their online courses?

My interest in how computers are used to facilitate the teaching-learning process
began in an Education programme in the early 1990s in a Malaysian university.
Eventually, when the Internet became accessible in Malaysia, my first thoughts as
a young university tutor were, “Wow, how can we use it to make our teaching and
students’ learning experiences more interesting and effective!” I became
disillusioned when the early efforts and finances undertaken by the government
and tertiary sector in general went into procuring more hardware and software and
into sending educators by the droves to attend professional development
workshops aimed at merely providing training in basic computer and Internet
skills. There has to be more than this. How do | engage my students with this? |
wasn’t satisfied with merely putting powerpoint slides of my lectures online for
students to access. It was not evident in any of the professional development
workshops how the technology could be translated and integrated into a classroom
lesson or lecture more efficiently in order to engage students in effective learning
experiences. As highlighted in Laura’s quote, the challenge in teaching using the

Internet or online technologies involves more than just getting the technicalities



sorted. It alludes to a complex interplay of factors influencing good teaching be it
in a face-to-face or online distance learning situation. The teacher’s role in
establishing the appropriate and conducive environment for learning becomes
crucial. What is often highlighted is the ability of the technology to help students
learn better, relegating the teacher’s role second to that of the technology used.
This is worrisome in the current mushrooming commercialisation of online
distance learning programmes offered by educational institutions worldwide to
reach pockets of students from traditionally less accessible backgrounds or
geographical locations. There have also been troubling reports from distance
learners’ (and teachers) revealing the serious challenges faced in the online
teaching-learning process. They result in a lack of motivation on the part of the
online teacher and/ or learners, high dropout rates, tutor absence or lack of

preparation, and lack of support when facing technical difficulties etc.

I embarked on this research project to better understand how to enhance and
implement high quality learning experiences in online courses particularly for
tertiary learners. This thesis documents my research journey and that of those who
have collaborated with me at the University of Waikato without whom it would be
impossible to understand the rich complex processes involved in online teaching
and learning and the benefits derived from an online class that is well conducted. |
am indebted to those who have chosen to work alongside with me. It has enriched
me in many ways beyond my own expectations and, most importantly, given me
insights into understanding how successful online learning experiences can occur

and the nature and circumstances that give rise to them.
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Chapter 1

Introduction

E-learning is distinguished, in a paradigmatic sense, from what went before. It
represents a new ‘learning ecology’. This is not just another add-on, but a
technology that is transforming our educational institutions and how we
reconceptualise and experience teaching and learning (Garrison & Anderson,
2003, p. 122-123).

1.0 Introduction

This research arises out of my personal concerns for improving students’ learning
experiences in online learning environments at the tertiary level. This is in line
with my observations that online classes are being designed with little
consideration of sound pedagogical frameworks to underpin and guide the

teaching and learning experiences in the online class.

To expound on this issue, this chapter outlines the background leading to the
research and introduces the key ideas and research questions addressed in this
study. Attention is given to the New Zealand context in which this study is
situated. The chapter also discusses the scope of the research and provides an

overview for the chapters in this thesis.

1.1 Background of the Research

The introduction of the Internet and online learning has generated much interest
from educators and students keen to exploit its potential in distance education.
The increasing popularity of online learning is a result of a merger between the
fields of distance education, computer-mediated communication (CMC), and
World Wide Web technologies (Porter, 1997). Although the general
characteristics of distance education have remained the same over time, the way in
which distance courses have been delivered has changed substantially with the
development of new technologies. Distance education is observed to have evolved
historically through four phases or generations (Rumble, 2001):

1. The Correspondence phase based on print technology;

2. The Broadcasting phase where radio and television were used extensively;

3. The Multi-media phase based on print as well as telecommunications



technologies such as audio and video-conferencing; and,

4. The World Wide Web phase based on online delivery via the Internet.

At the same time three social changes have also been noted in distance education:
1. A growing acceptance of distance education, and its expansion;

2. A change of perception of distance learning, from low status to acceptance,
with increased confidence as its methods are adopted across education as a whole;
and,

3. The evolution from an essentially modernist form of education into a post-
modernist phenomenon with a focus on the student as consumer, on flexibility and

on global reach (adapted from Rumble, 2001).

Distance education in the form of online learning is becoming increasingly
recognised and accepted as part of mainstream education (Rumble, 2001).
Educators, policy makers, governments, researchers, and organisations are
commending its merits in creating educational and training opportunities to
develop the competitive edge in the Information Age and in making such
opportunities more accessible to potential students, including those formerly
excluded due to the confines of distance, space and time (Daniel, 1998).
Furthermore, increasing affordability and pervasive use of information and
communication technologies (ICTs) specifically, the Internet and Web-based
technologies are driving the demand for distance education. These technologies,
embedded with a variety of CMC and learning tools such as text, video, audio and
communication resources, currently surpasses previous modes of distance
learning by bringing the classroom to the regular desktop. They allow the rapid
exchange of information implying that distance learning course materials can be
continuously updated to incorporate current references to daily events in a much
faster turnaround time compared to postal correspondence between a tutor and
student (Mason & Kaye, 1990). The key contribution of current Web-based
technologies lies in the tools for communication and interaction between the
lecturer and student and between students and their peers; allowing the potential
for a higher level of student engagement in the teaching and learning process and
for more authentic learning resources and environment (Bonk & Dennen, 1999).
These technologies facilitate education and training opportunities that go beyond

the confines of a traditional classroom increasing the demand for open and
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distance-based learning programmes (Dhanarajan, 2001). In response, four types
of distance learning organisations have developed (American Federation of
Teachers, 2001):

e Existing higher education institutions that have developed or are
developing distance education programmes such as e-Cornell, NYU
Online, the University of Illinois On-line, and the SUNY Learning
Network;

e Corporate-university joint ventures, including those that provide course
management systems such as Blackboard, Campus Pipeline, eCollege, as
well as those that package and distribute courses or content from existing
institutions such as UNext.com, Global Education Network and
Universitas 21;

e Full virtual universities such as the University of Phoenix Online, Western
Governors University, University of the Artic, Canada’s Athabasca
University, the UK’s Open University, South Africa’s UNISA, India’s
Indira Gandhi Open University and Japan’s University of the Air; and,

e Corporate university or training institutions such as the Corporate
University Xchange and Click2learn.

Other initiatives include the formation of international educational consortia, as
well as mega-universities spanning national boundaries (Bonk, Cummings, Hara,
Fischler, & Lee, 2000). Such institutions are forcing traditional universities to
compete for students by re-examining their practices in order to provide higher
quality standards in teaching-learning and research (Trindade, Carmo, & Bidarra,
2000).

Allen and Seaman (2007) observed three trends in the demand for online courses
in the United States: the number of online students have more than doubled from
1.6 million students taking at least one online course in 2002 to the 3.48 million in
2006, online course enrollments have overtaken the rate of growth of the total
higher education student population as indicated by the 9.7% growth rate for
online enrollments compared to the mere 1.5% growth of the overall higher
education student population, and finally, nearly 20% of all higher education
students have taken at least one online course in 2006. Such important advances in
ICTs, Web-based technologies and societal expectations are fuelling the demands

for a new form of education; one that is affordable, efficient, easily accessible,
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open, flexible, well-designed, and based on learner-centred learning environments
(Khan, 2000; Mason, 2003).

Over this period, there has been a pedagogical shift, in both face-to-face and
distance contexts from transmissive to constructivist approaches in teaching using
CMC tools (Rumble, 2001). As such, while many are enthusiastic and convinced
of the educational potential of the Web, there are others who question the quality
of teaching and learning in such learning environments and are demanding
evidence of the effectiveness of such initiatives in engaging students in deeper and
more meaningful learning processes. Tertiary institutions are still observed to be
adopting a technicist approach and slow to respond to the development of online
courses guided by sound pedagogical frameworks to ensure quality learning
experiences and outcomes are not compromised. Brown and Duguid (1996), for
instance, describe universities as “schizophrenic combinations of high-powered
computational infrastructure and highly conventional institutional practices” (p.
11). Teaching is still very much transmissive, student learning passive, and
knowledge viewed as a commodity to be delivered to students. Oliver and
Herrington (2000) warn that if opportunity, competition and efficiency rather than
pedagogical imperatives drive the introduction of ICTs in education then new
learning technologies are likely to be simply added to the existing list of available
resources and used in superficial ways akin to the notion of gift-wrapping
(Fischer, 2003). In this case, traditional content is simply delivered using a new
medium. Lai (1997) notes this will only result in superficial skills such as
electronic page turning and information transmission amongst students rather
than any hoped for changes. In addition, studies have confirmed that simply
providing students with access to the Internet is no guarantee that worthwhile
learning will take place (Collins, Neville, & Bielaczyc, 2000; Swan, 2001). The
Internet is but a tool, a vehicle for a teaching and learning to take place. Lecturers
therefore need to consider how the technology itself can best be integrated into
their teaching and learning repertoire to engage students in deeper and more

meaningful teaching and learning process and outcomes.

There is research of lecturers eager to adopt new technologies, or perhaps coerced
into using new technologies, but whose adoption is superficial and technicist

rather than effecting meaningful change in either the teaching or learning (Brown,
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2001; Nitza, 2007; Perkins, 1985). A seminal study by Mioduser, Nachmias,
Lahav and Oren (2000) evaluated teaching practices of 486 educational web sites
to confirm the prevalence of ineffective, out-dated pedagogy in online courses. Of
the online courses sampled in their study, only 5% provided students with
opportunities for problem solving, only 4.6% provided opportunities for creation
and invention, while 42% involved rote memorisation and another 52.5% were
concerned with information retrieval. Mioduser et al.’s study highlighted the fact
that online learning was driven more by a technicist approach than by effective
learning theories or consideration of student needs. In another study, Bonk (2001)
surveyed online lecturers in the United States who had shared their online
teaching materials in repositories such as the World Lecture Hall or the
Multimedia Educational Resource for Learning and Online Teaching
(MERLOT.org). He found that only 23% to 45% of these lecturers adopted online
activities related to critical and creative thinking, hands-on performances,
interactive labs, data analysis and scientific simulations, even though 40% had
acknowledged the importance of such activities in online learning environments.
This revealed a gap between lecturers’ preferred and actual online pedagogical
practices due to a lack of consideration for a pedagogical framework appropriate
to achieving the learning goals in the class. Current studies in online learning only
marginally address the pedagogical aspects of the online learning environment,
opting instead to focus on issues such as satisfaction, compensation, ownership,
course load and job security (Bonk & Dennen, 2003). This dearth of focus on
pedagogical frameworks in online learning led Mioduser et al. (2000) to conclude,
“For every one step ahead for technology there are two steps back for the
pedagogy” (p. 73). Cuellar (2002) aptly pointed out that, “resources for lecturers
on the technological how-to’s of web-based course development are readily
available, however what is lacking is the pedagogy, or the ‘art of teaching’ in
web-based courses” (p. 5). As can be seen from the above examples, there is a
resounding call in the literature for a focus on the pedagogical philosophies when
adopting technologies to improve learning (see also Bonk & Cummings, 1998;
Collis, 1997; Forsyth, 1998; Hiltz, Coppola, Rotter, Turoff, & Benbunan-Fich,
2000; Jonassen, 1996; Khan, 2000). Successful online learning environments need
to address a complex interplay of social, psychological and emotional factors that
are quite different from face-to-face situations (Berge, 2000; Bonk & Dennen,

1999; Collis, 1997; Davis & Denning, 2001; Mason, 2001; Oliver & Herrington,
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2000; Palloff & Pratt, 1999). Successful online learning is not simply the transfer
of traditional teaching methods into the online setting, as recognised in the quote
that introduces this chapter.

This section then has highlighted concerns regarding online teaching and learning
practices that are driven more by the technology rather than a careful
consideration of the pedagogy and students’ needs. Such a technicist approach can
result in the superficial adoption of technologies rather than effecting meaningful
change in either the teaching or learning. This research sets out to address the call
and gap identified in the literature and to explore and better understand online
teaching and learning in a New Zealand tertiary institution. A brief description of
the development of online learning in the New Zealand tertiary sector is,

therefore, warranted before addressing the research aims.

1.1.1 Online Learning in the Tertiary (Higher Education) Sector in New
Zealand

New Zealand, an archipelago located in the south west corner of the Pacific
Ocean, is a long and narrow country consisting of two main islands with a total
land area of 26.9 million hectares. It is approximately the same size as Japan or
the British Isles (Ministry of Agriculture and Forestry, 2008, | 1). It, however,
only has a population of 4 million people: 15% are Maori (indigenous Polynesian
inhabitants), 74% are of European descent (or Pakeha) with other significant
ethnic groups such as Indians, Chinese and Pacific Islanders (Statistics New
Zealand, 2008, p. 1, 14). Although Maoris are well outnumbered by Pakehas, both
Maori and Pakeha cultural views remain significant and underpin many aspects of

New Zealanders’ way of life.

Despite being an isolated country geographically, New Zealand’s isolation has
been minimised to an extent through the adoption of a range of Web-based
technologies (Campbell, 2004). Since 1999, New Zealand has consistently been
among the top 10 Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development
(OECD) 30 member countries in terms of the number of Internet Service Provider
(ISP) accounts, Internet hosts, domain name registrations and secure servers per
head of population (Howell & Obren, 2003). The percentage of people with

Internet access from any location in New Zealand increased steadily from 22.2%
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in 2000 (UMR Research, 2007, { 4) to 72.3% in 2006 placing New Zealand in
10th position out of the 30 countries in the OECD (Statistics New Zealand, 2007,
p. 162). A growing trend for Internet use in distance education in the New

Zealand tertiary sector is also observed.

The public tertiary education sector in New Zealand is currently composed of
eight universities (all universities in New Zealand are public universities), 20
polytechnics/institutes of technology, and three wananga (Maori learning
institutions) (Ministry of Education [MoE], 2008). Of these, the universities are
becoming increasingly accessible to students. For example, there has been an
increase in the number of students from 128,981 in 1994 to a total of 156,797
students in 2002 (MoE, 2002). From these figures, the percentage of students
enrolled in post-graduate degrees constitutes 7.8%, and 37.3% for undergraduate
degree respectively in public institutions in 2002. Interestingly the percentage of
students aged under 25 was 47.2% in 1999 but decreased to 42.0% in 2002, while
the percentage of students considered as mature students (25 years and above) was
52.8% in 1999 but increased to 58% in 2002. The percentage of part time students
attending courses in public institutions also increased from 48.2% in 1999 to 52%
in 2001 to 48.4% in 2002 (partly due to a change in the classification of full and
part time students in 2002). These indicators portray the demand for increasing
access to university education and academic and training opportunities, a
changing student population with a rising number of mature students and an
increasing interest among those pursuing part time studies; all of which drive the
demand for online distance teaching and learning programmes. Although newly
introduced in the last decade, online distance learning efforts at the tertiary and
schooling level are already gaining impetus through the positive responses from
key distance learning institutions such as Massey University, the Open
Polytechnic of New Zealand and the New Zealand Correspondence School
(Bewley, 2004).

Governmental support for online teaching and learning initiatives ensures New
Zealand does not lag behind in this Information Age. The New Zealand MoE
provides strategic direction for such initiatives and has centrally funded a series of
e-learning projects. The adoption of online learning or e-learning in the tertiary

sector was “to facilitate tertiary education providers working in partnership to
7



develop e-learning, to improve access to tertiary education, and to ensure that
New Zealand continues to be internationally competitive in e-learning” (MoE, nd-
d, 15). In 2001, the Ministry established the E-Learning Advisory Group (ELAG)
to consider the opportunities for integrating e-learning capability into the tertiary
education sector. Three ELAG recommendations included: the establishment of
the e-Learning Collaborative Development Fund (eCDF) involving the investment
of '$NZ28 million dollars; the launch of an electronic portal to support tertiary
level online learning efforts in New Zealand; and the establishment of an e-
learning leadership centre through funding a consortium of tertiary education
providers to coordinate the development of e-learning research within the tertiary
education sector and manage both the portal and the eCDF (E-LAG, 2002, p. 8).
The eCDF was accessible through contestable funding from 2003 to 2007 “to
improve the tertiary education system’s capability to deliver online learning that
improves education access and quality for learners” and “to help achieve the co-
operative and strategic implementation of e-learning in tertiary education
organizations” (MoE, nd-a, 1 1). Further funds were allocated to the Tertiary e-
Learning Research fund (TeLRF) for “research into tertiary e-learning in New
Zealand in order to provide a more comprehensive context and framework to
inform strategic investment and decision making around e-learning for tertiary
education organisations” (MoE, nd-c, { 1). Additionally, the proposed consortium,
E-Learnz, was established with membership from nine tertiary education
providers to develop a centre of excellence in e-Learning in New Zealand. E-
Learnz has already started on projects to develop and promote collaboration in e-
Learning across the country ( E-Learnz, 2003, 1 14). In 2004, ELearn (the tertiary
e-learning portal) was created to facilitate the development of an online
community of practice to share e-learning information in New Zealand (MoE, nd-
b, 1 1). A document titled Taking the Next Step outlined the government’s vision
for “a networked, flexible education system offering accessible, relevant and high-
quality learning opportunities to all New Zealanders” through the Interim Tertiary
e-Learning Framework (MoE, 2004, p.6). Figure 1.1 summarises the

government’s vision, five guiding principles and seven key action areas.

! The exchange rate for the New Zealand Dollar to the American Dollar is $NZ1.00 = $US0.57.



The Interim Tertiary e-Learning Framework

Relevance

e-Learning viill lead to life-long Iuning’
learners’ individual needs

Quality Rk
e-Learning will lead to better qualit

+  Be innovative
+  Develop models for financial af

learning pathways
+  Bxploration of new e-learning opf

Figure 1.1. New Zealand Interim Tertiary E-Learning Framework?

The framework highlights how e-learning efforts in New Zealand need to be
guided by five key principles: adopt a learner-centred approach, follow and share
good practice, exploit opportunities for collaboration, explore innovative and
creative ways of using e-learning and be based on financially affordable or
sustainable models. These are translated into seven action areas. An action area of
interest for this research includes ‘reliable research into e-learning in the New
Zealand context’ (see Figure 1.1). This focus highlights New Zealand’s distinctive
identity and the need for e-learning to be relevant to the New Zealand context
(Milne & Suddaby, 2005). Several of New Zealand’s unique qualities for
consideration when developing an online learning environment include a focus on

learner-centred teaching, a long history of a mix of campus-based and distance

2From Interim Tertiary E-learning Framework by Ministry of Education, 2004, Wellington, New
Zealand: Ministry of Education. Copyright 2004 by Ministy of Education. Reprinted with

permission.




education, striving to be a bicultural nation, and being a geographically remote
country with a highly respected education system and open to new ideas and
experiences (ELAG, 2002, p. 16). Furthermore, with public and political pressure
for provisions to be made for distance learners’ needs including concerns for
learner support and reducing student isolation, flexibility in learner entrance into
formal educational institutions (Bewley, 1996; Higgins, 1998), and attention to
quiet innovations in teaching style and emphasis on teacher support (Campbell,
2004), New Zealand’s distance education strives to “evolve its own worthwhile
and well respected national character” (Bewley, 2004, p. 23). The Interim Tertiary
e-Learning Framework, supported by the government’s Tertiary Education
Strategy 2002-2007 and the Tertiary Information Strategy (MoE, 2004), provides
a useful reference for online learning practice in the tertiary sector. It is intended
to be subsumed by an integrated online learning strategy encompassing all levels
of schooling in the future. The keen governmental interest has resulted in the
establishment of a set of e-learning quality guidelines for the New Zealand tertiary
sector (Milne & Suddaby, 2005). These guidelines provide support for lecturers
and studens and inform lecturers, managers, resource persons interested in online
learning of good teaching practice, assistance in the design of learning and
provide an evaluation framework to evaluate the quality of online learning
materials. Overall, these initiatives highlight the strategic importance of online

learning to the entire New Zealand education sector.

In line with government support for online learning initiatives in New Zealand,
online distance teaching and learning research literature in New Zealand during
the period of 1998-2003 has risen according to Baker, Ferguson, Roberts and
Fielden (2003) who surveyed 40 research papers. Their survey revealed the
dominance of qualitative case studies in most subject domains and a growing use
of constructivist epistemology and approach in online learning research and
practice. They recommend a more focused and strategic research direction at the
institutional and national levels, a broader research database to promote
collaboration among New Zealand tertiary institutions and for research targeting
the sociocultural and learning differences of students studying in the New Zealand
online learning context. These findings support Marshall’s (2005) survey findings
of e-learning capability within New Zealand tertiary institutions highlighting the

need for broader institutional systems and processes supportive of effective e-
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learning adoption and implementation. Finally, Hegarty et al. (2005) examined the
role of staff development in adopting online learning and its impact on efficacy
and working practice to conclude that most professional development activity for
online learning adoption was “not adequate to assist staff to fully develop their
capability and potential for e-learning as they were mainly providing a beginning
competency” (p. 2). They recommended a multi-faceted approach to online
learning adoption that included funding, academic time release for development,
and using a team approach to course development. These studies indicate that
although some progress has been made in adopting and incorporating online
learning at the tertiary level, the New Zealand tertiary sector can still benefit from
a more informed understanding of successful online learning practices and

experiences.

The next section describes online learning initiatives undertaken at one of the
eight public universities in New Zealand, the University of Waikato, which also

provides the context for this research.

1.1.2 Online Learning at the University of Waikato, New Zealand

Established in 1964, the University of Waikato is one of New Zealand’s eight
public universities. Instituting electronic education or eEducation is one of the key
objectives in its University Strategic Plan. In 1997, the university first introduced
its online supplemented courses (a combination of both face-to-face and online
approaches) for teacher education at the School of Education. Known as the
Mixed Media programme [MMP], it was the first of its kind in primary teacher
education in New Zealand. The MMP programme provided the basis and impetus
for the development of other online courses at the university and expanded the
early initiative to steadily encompass fully online courses offered by other schools

and faculty at the university.

To continue facilitating this vision, a specialised centre, the Waikato Innovation
Centre for Electronic Education (WICeD) was established in January 2001 to
primarily enhance the quality of teaching-learning in electronic or online
education and foster the expansion of such opportunities at the University. All
online courses are offered over the Internet using the ClassForum platform

(previously Top Class) developed and maintained by WICeD. The University’s
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seriousness in pursuing its vision of quality online teaching and learning is
reflected in the increasing effort to better understand and advance research and
development in areas such as online pedagogy, administration, management, and
technical expertise (Campbell, 1997; Campbell, Yates, & McGee, 1998, 2001;
Donaghy & McGee, 2003; Donaghy, McGee, Ussher, & Yates, 2003; McGee &
Yates, 2000; Taylor & Biddulph, 1999, 2000).

Acting in response to enhancing quality in distance learning is one of the
University’s graduate centres; the Centre for Science and Technology Education
Research (CSTER), which provides the specific context for this research (see
Chapter 8 for further details).

1.2 Research Aim and Questions

The general literature indicates intensifying efforts and initiatives in online
distance learning by tertiary institutions and lecturers to provide and access
educational and training opportunities in a convenient and flexible manner. As
discussed earlier, this process is driven more by a technicist approach rather than
the integration of a systematic pedagogical framework to engage students in
deeper and more meaningful learning processes. This research is conducted in
response to these concerns. It aims to better understand teaching and learning in
an online learning environment through the development and application of an
appropriate pedagogical framework to facilitate successful learning experiences.
In the study, a pedagogical framework is taken to encompass teaching-learning
strategies developed from a sound view of learning. Such a framework needs to be
appropriate to the research context in order to meet the teaching and learning
needs of the particular lecturers and students. Additionally, in this study,
successful learning experiences refer to experiences which engage online class

participants in deeper and meaningful learning processes and understandings.

In order to achieve this aim, the following research objectives are considered:
1. To identify a suitable pedagogical framework to guide the development
and implementation of an intervention for improving student learning
experiences in an online course. This is achieved by obtaining a better

understanding of the nature of online learning and strategies to effectively
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facilitate students’ learning experiences from the views of online lecturers
and their students;

2. To develop an appropriate intervention to improve the teaching and
learning experiences in an online course based on the findings from the
first objective; and,

3. To assess the usefulness of the intervention from the online lecturer’s and
students’ perspectives.

These aims can be translated into the following two main research questions and
their corresponding underpinning questions:
1. What is the nature of online learning?

a. How can students’ learning be facilitated in online learning environments?
and,

b. What view(s) of learning can better inform us about the design of

successful online teaching and learning practices?

2. How were pedagogical strategies designed to complement a particular view of
learning, helpful in facilitating the teaching and learning in an online graduate
Research Methods course?

a. To what extent do the findings support the efficacy of the view of learning

proposed?

1.3 Scope of the Research
Some limitations to the scope of this research exist. They are discussed in terms of
the key terms adopted and the research strategy and approach used for

investigating online learning in this research.

Many terms have been proposed to describe online learning. They include e-
learning, Web-based learning, Web-based instruction, Web-based training,
Internet-based training, distributed learning, advanced distributed learning,
distance learning, distance teaching, mobile learning or nomadic learning, remote
learning, off-site learning, CMC, asynchronous learning network (ALN),
electronic conferencing, flexible learning, tele-learning or tele-computing, virtual
classroom and remote classroom teaching. All of these imply the use of the
Internet in open, and flexible and distributed teaching-learning activities. For the

purposes of this research, the term online learning is used to describe formal
13



teaching and learning activities using the Internet and the World Wide Web (Web)
to support teaching and learning (Daugherty & Funke, 1998).

Many formats on how online learning can be incorporated into an online course
also exist. For example, Bonk et al. (2000) proposed a 10 level continuum to
denote the different ways the Web can be incorporated into a course. Levels 1 to 5
refer to informational uses of the Web, for example, to advertise an online course
or to share course resources and prior work with potential students. However,
Levels 6 to 10 involves the compulsory use of the Web for accomplishing graded
assessments of an online course or programme. Lai, Pratt and Grant (2003) also
reported that the Web can be integrated in three ways to support online learning:
Web-supported learning where student web access is voluntary, Web-enhanced
learning where student access and participation is likely to contribute to their
learning and Web-based learning where full access and participation online is
compulsory. For the purposes of this research, Lai et al.’s (2003) characterisation
of Web-based learning is adopted to investigate the development and
implementation of a pedagogical framework in a fully asynchronous online
course. The term asynchronous refers to online learning interactions that are Web-
based and self-paced occurring at any time between participants located at any
place, whereas synchronous refers to Web-based interactions occurring

simultaneously in real time between participants located at any place.

Additionally, this research adopts a qualitative case study approach in
investigating online learning in a one semester Masters level course in the
Research Methods subject domain at a particular tertiary institution in New
Zealand. This course is jointly offered through CSTER and the School of
Education at the University of Waikato. The present study is not intended to
produce generalisable results applicable to online courses taught in other subject
areas or at other tertiary institutions; instead, it sought to provide an in-depth
examination of the development and implementation of a pedagogical framework
to improve students’ online learning experiences. It is expected that other
researchers, educators and policy makers will be able to learn from the lessons
gleaned from this research and apply them appropriately to their own context of

interest.
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Additionally, some potential pedagogical frameworks and approaches could be
identified from the general literature to guide the development and
implementation of online learning experiences in this study. However, this
research is particularly concerned with frameworks that acknowledge the social
and cultural aspects of researching educational issues in the New Zealand context.
This approach addresses the ELAG’s (2002) and New Zealand Ministry of
Education’s regard for New Zealand’s unique qualities when developing online
learning environments and recognises caution about undue application of
educational findings from international forums in the New Zealand educational
context:
The international [educational] research provides a substantial
resource...but, when using international research, New Zealand
educators and policy-developers need to know if what the evidence
indicates works in other countries would apply in the New Zealand
context, given regulatory, policy, institutional, cultural, language,
professional and other contextual differences (Alton-Lee, 2004, p.
1).
This research hopes to contribute to gaps in understanding how such a
consideration can assist in identifying a pedagogical framework relevant and

appropriate for this research’s aim and context.

It is further hoped that the research outcomes can inform the University of
Waikato specifically, and other institutions and educators in general, to play a
more strategic and responsible role in the development and implementation of

online distance education.

1.4 Thesis Overview

This thesis is organised into 10 chapters. The next three chapters examine the
literature on online learning. Chapter 2 is theory-based and surveys the different
views of learning useful to understanding how technology-based and online
classrooms can be designed, organised and evaluated. It makes the case for the
value of the sociocultural approach in understanding learning in online learning

environments. Chapters 3 and 4 are research-based literature reviews of the field.
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Chapter 3 revisits the themes introduced in Chapter 2 regarding successful
learning experiences based on sociocultural ideas to further consider the complex
interplay of technology, lecturers and learners in online learning environments.
The chapter concludes by affirming the theoretical position for this thesis. Chapter
4 argues for the notion of online learning communities as an embodiment of key
sociocultural ideas in facilitating successful online learning within this research’s
context. Attention is also given to describing the nature of a specific community
of practice concerned with the teaching-and-learning of Research Methods as the
unique context for this research. Chapter 5 considers the research methodology,
research design and data collection methods adopted in the study. Issues related to
maintaining the research’s quality and ethical considerations are discussed
including an explanation of how the data was analysed. Chapter 6 provides the
results and discussion from the first phase of the research based on lecturers’ and
students’ perspectives on successful online teaching-learning practices at the
University of Waikato. These results are distilled in Chapter 7 to provide a set of
guiding principles which affirm the usefulness of the sociocultural position
adopted in this research for facilitating successful online learning experiences
appropriate for this research’s context. This informs the design of the intervention
in the subsequent phase of the research. Chapter 8 details the second phase of the
research through the use of the negotiated intervention strategy to develop an
intervention to improve the teaching-learning experiences in an online graduate
Research Methods course. The last phase of the research, which evaluates the
impact of the intervention, is reported in Chapter 9. Finally, the discussion and

conclusions based on the research findings are drawn in Chapter 10.

1.5 Summary
The above discussion provides a background of the research, which includes the
current trends in tertiary education and the contribution of Web-based
technologies to fuel these trends. It further situates the study in the context of a
New Zealand tertiary institution and details the research aim, questions and scope
of the research.

The next chapter reviews the developing theoretical perspectives adopted in

online learning environments.
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Chapter 2

Perspectives on Learning

2.0 Introduction

The previous chapter highlights this research’s general intention to contribute
towards a better understanding of successful online learning experiences. This
chapter provides a theoretical orientation for understanding how learning occurs
by considering five different views of learning to feature their contributions and
limitations (Sections 2.1 to 2.5). Each view importantly implies the different ways
technology-based class activities can be designed, organised and evaluated.
Emphasis is given, in each view, to illustrating important pedagogical ideas and
implications for online learning environments. A case is made for the value of
sociocultural approaches in understanding learning in online learning

environments.

2.1 Behaviourism

Early computer learning systems and online learning programmes were based on
the Behaviourist approach to learning. Behaviourism, an individualistic
conception of learning, was concerned with overt behaviour that can be
scientifically observed and measured. The mind and inner processes of behaving
organisms were considered a black box and denied any role in learning (Skinner,
1974). Learning is seen as a pure behavioural stimulus-response relationship
based on conditioning (Motschnig-Pitrik & Holzinger, 2002) and promoted
mainly through the manipulation of the external environment (Barker, 2008).
Behaviourism based its fundamental ideas from studies on animals in controlled
lab settings. It sought to identify general laws of learning applicable to all higher
order species (Woolfolk, 1998).

The key proponents in Behaviourism were Thorndike (1913), Pavlov (1927) and
Skinner (1974) (Ally, 2008). Ivan Pavlov, a Russian physiologist first described
the ideas in classical conditioning and was interested in the learning of
involuntary emotional or physiological response (automatic responses to stimuli)

such as increased heartbeat, salivation, sweating and so forth. Famous for his
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experiment on training a dog to salivate in response to the sound of a bell. Pavlov
importantly showed how a neutral stimulus (sound of a bell) became a
conditioned stimulus through the pairing to an unconditioned stimulus (food such
as meat/ meat powder). Pavlov called this learned association the conditioned
response. He further demonstrated how learning is indicated through concepts
such as generalisation, discrimination and extinction. His work was criticised

however for failing to account for human operant (goal-directed) behaviours.

In line with the tradition of scientifically measuring observable behaviour, John
Watson was the first to coin the term Behaviourism and established the
psychological school of behaviourism to focus the research on animal behaviour
using the stimulus-response mechanism. He is known for claiming he could
mould any 12 healthy infants using behavioural techniques into any kind of
persons he wanted. He importantly introduced key concepts such as frequency and
recency in behaviour training. Other behaviourists promoted the ideas in operant
conditioning. Edward Thorndike, for example, experimented with cats in problem
boxes. The cats learn to escape, more rapidly after each successive attempt, from
the boxes to be rewarded with food (the reinforcer). Thorndike demonstrated
behavioural learning as a process of trial and error and that reward (or

reinforcement) can strengthen the correct responses (Mowrer & Klein, 1989).

B.F. Skinner, on the other hand, experimented with pigeons and rats to study
learning through associating consequences and behaviour. His ‘Skinner box’
isolated and described behaviour that acted upon the environment to show how a
desired behaviour can be formed through scheduled reinforcement (Barker, 2008).
His key ideas of schedules of reinforcement, punishment and rewards, as
strategies to shaping a particular behaviour (Mowrer & Klein, 1989), have

pervasive effects even in current education, training, and clinical settings.

From a Behaviourist perspective, learning is viewed as strengthening the
stimulus-response association where the teacher is the dispenser of reward and
punishments with the student as recipient (Mayer, 2003). Some applications of
Behaviourist ideas include behaviour modification programmes; instructional
design where learning is defined by specific objectives and analyses of tasks to

achieve; improving performance in organisational systems through meticulous
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planning, carrying out the objectives and evaluation; managing learning and

behaviour in the classroom through the use of tokens, instructional objectives,

mastery learning, direct instruction, prescriptive principles, contingency contracts,

personalised systems of instruction, positive and negative reinforcement, praise,

punishment, chocolate fish, rewards, management, control, assertive discipline,

logical consequences, and so forth (Barker, 2008; Driscoll, 2000; Schunk, 2008;
Woolfolk, 1998).

Weaknesses with Behaviourist principles, however, include (Lachman, Lachman,
& Butterfield, 1979; Mayer, 2003; Schunk, 1991):

Its emphasis on lower-order skills such as rote memorisation could not
account for the teaching of higher thinking skills involving synthesis and
evaluation or those that require a greater depth of processing (e.g.,
language development, problem solving, inference generating, critical
thinking);

Its approach to teaching has been criticised as a form of indoctrination
where the teacher controls and directs students’ learning to achieve a
desired result;

Learning is viewed as a reproduction of knowledge where students rely on
the teacher’s authority to shape their ‘correct’ behaviour; and,

Behavioural methods have failed in helping students generalise their
learning to new situations, are inadequate to account for all kinds of
learning, and unable to explain circumstances when young children are

able to recognise new language patterns.

Technology-based classrooms that adopt a behaviourist framework typically use

computer-based instruction where students have programmed instruction for

individual learning purposes such as drill and practice of basic skills (Hung, 2001;

Mayer, 2003). From a behavioural perspective, institutions and organisations were

keen to adopt online learning and training programmes due to the potential

increased access to training, cost effectiveness, speed, and maximisation of the

learner’s time and retention of learning (Burton, Moore, & Magliaro, 2004;

Mason, 2001). The first generation of online learning programmes focused on

delivering classroom-based content over the Internet that merely repeat or compile

online versions of classroom-based courses (Singh, 2004). Emphasis is given to
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the “electronic nature of the content and not the communicative potential of the
Web” (Mason, 2001, p. 28). Features such as clearly presented content, facilities
for testing the learner and multimedia materials for increasing learner motivation
are important to improving learning outcomes in online learning (Mason, 2001).
Online learning programmes adhering to behaviourist principles must have clear
objectives and learning outcomes for learners, incorporate online testing to assess
the individual learner’s achievement and provide feedback, as well as sequence
the learning materials from the simple to the complex to promote learning (Ally,
2008). However, criticisms directed towards these early online programmes
include their function as “long sequences of ‘page-turner’ content and point and-
click quizzes” (Singh, 2004, p. 51). Dissatisfactions with the behaviourist tradition
in teaching and learning eventually led to the next wave of views of learning

which recognised the central role of the human mind.

2.2 Cognitivism

Cognitivism acknowledges some key contributions of Behaviourism in teaching
and learning in circumstances where manipulation of the environmental
conditions can facilitate learning. These include strategies such as instructional
explanations, demonstrations, illustrative examples and the role of practice with
corrective feedback (Ertmer & Newby, 1993). It is, however, less concerned with
external or environmental conditions and concentrates on the internal or mental
processes occurring between a stimulus and response (Schunk, 2008). It shifted
the focus from animal learning in laboratory settings to human cognition, from
behaviour to knowledge, from forming stimulus-response associations to applying

cognitive processes (Mayer, 2003).

Cognitivism arose from cognitive psychology’s revolt against behaviourist ideas
fuelled by the invention of the electronic computer. In the 1950s, the computer’s
growing popularity served as a metaphor for human learning and a psychological
research tool (Mayer, 1996). Human learning or information processing became
analogous to computer processing where both humans and computers participate
in cognitive processes such as acquiring knowledge, remembering (or retrieving
information), make decisions, and answer questions (Mayer, 1996; Schunk, 2008).

Lachman, Lachman and Butterfield (1979) explained this analogy as:
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Computers take symbolic input, recode it, make decisions about it,
and give back symbolic output. By analogy, that is most of what
cognitive psychology is about. It is about how people take in
information, how they recode and remember it, how they make
decisions, how they transform their internal knowledge states, and

how they translate these states into behavioural output (p. 99).

Hence, similar to the computer, humans are thought to receive input or
information from the environment, and transform this information into a form of
representation that can be manipulated, stored and retrieved for subsequent output.
Such forms of internal mental representation are discussed through ideas such as
symbols, schemas, concepts, and mental models which can be manipulated at

various stages or levels of information processing.

Cognitive theories address complex forms of learning (thinking, memory,
reasoning, problem-solving, language, concept formation, information processing)
rather than behavioural perspectives (Ertmer & Newby, 1993). Learning is viewed
as a process of knowledge acquisition where the teacher transmits information and
assists learners to develop more efficient processing strategies to organise the
information in a meaningful way. Learners as information processors are active
seekers and processors of information and able to attend to, code, select,
transform, rehearse, store and retrieve information in their attempt to develop the
appropriate metacognitive skills (eg. self-planning, self-regulation) and assert
control over their own learning (Ertmer & Newby, 1993; Schunk, 2008). Some
examples of cognitive strategies applied in teaching and learning include the use
of lectures, textbooks, mnemonics, outlining, summaries, recall of prerequisite
skills, synthesisers, advance organisers, analogies, concept or mind mapping,
meaningful learning, hierarchical relationships and matrices (Ertmer & Newby,
1993; Motschnig-Pitrik & Holzinger, 2002). They assist learners in structuring,
organising and sequencing information to relate new information to prior

knowledge and facilitate optimal processing.

Technology-based classrooms informed by cognitivism sought to provide access
to information such as tutorials, information databases, encyclopaediae, internet

resources, search engines for large scale databases, hypertext presentations and
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multimedia lessons (Hung, 2001; Mayer, 2003). Online learning programmes
adhere to cognitive principles of learning by incorporating strategies to enable
learners to process the learning material efficiently, utilise the processing and
multimedia capabilities of the computer to present information in different modes
(textual, verbal, visual), encourage and motivate information encoding, use
concept maps or ask learners to form their own information maps, allow learners
to apply the information in real life to contextualise the learning and facilitate
deeper levels of processing, adapt learning materials to suit a variety of learners’
learning styles, utilise intrinsic and extrinsic motivational strategies to motivate
learners to learn, give learners opportunities to reflect on their learning, and check
their progress through self-check questions and exercises with feedback so that
they can develop metacognitive strategies to improve their learning approach
(Ally, 2008).

Cognitivism, a key theoretical orientation during the 1950s to the 1970s, was
eventually criticised for failing to consider the affective, social, and biological
bases of human cognition, over emphasising information rather than knowledge
and focusing more on laboratory-driven tasks than realistic academic situations
(Mayer, 2003). Knowledge from the cognitivist perspective still involved the
recognition of complex patterns and mastery of complex techniques. Hence, the
teaching approach advocated by both the Behaviourist and Cogntivist traditions
remained “direct instruction and practice under conditions designed to optimise
motivation and transfer of learning” (Case 1996, p. 77). These paved the way for

the next view of learning which stressed active learner construction of knowledge.

2.3 Constructivism
Constructivism advocates learning as the active construction of knowledge. As
Salomon and Perkins (1996) notes,
the acquisition of knowledge is not a simple, straightforward
matter of “transmission”, “internalisation”, or “accumulation”,
but rather a matter of the learner’s active engagement in
assembling, extending, restoring, interpreting or in broadest
terms constructing knowledge out of the raw materials of

experience and provided information (p. 5).
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Proponents of cognitive constructivism include John Dewey, Ausubel, Bruner and
Piaget (Woolfolk, 1998). Piaget, a biologist, constructed a model of how humans
made sense of the world through the proposal of his stage theory. He maintains
humans employ two processes of adaptation: assimilation (the utilisation of one’s
current scheme to make sense of the world) and accommodation (the changing of
one’s existing scheme to make sense of new information). Piaget proposed four
cognitive developmental stages that built progressively on each other. The
sensorimotor stage depicts the major intellectual structures during the first two
years of an infant’s life. An infant increasingly develops symbolic and logical
structures of thinking from preoperational, logical to formal stages of
development. Children’s intellectual development is inherent in the “internal
mental activity in which they engage in as a result of their universal tendency to
explore their environment, to build models of it and to reflect on the adequacy of
these models” (Case, 1996, p. 78).

Constructivism views learners as actively involved in creating meaning from their
experiences to create knowledge instead of being spoonfed knowledge through
instruction (Ally, 2008; Ertmer & Newby, 1993; Salomon & Perkins, 1996). The
constructivist teaching approach shifts the focus from the teacher to the learner.
Teachers do not teach knowledge but adopt the role of coaches and guides to help
learners acquire knowledge themselves (Motschnig-Pitrik & Holzinger, 2002).
Emphasis is given to the process of guided discovery to engage the learner’s
natural curiosity and the provision of constructivist activity and collaborative
opportunities for exploration and reflection on the results of that activity (Case,
1996; Tapscott, 1998). Constuctivist applications in education also saw gaining
support for understanding the learner’s prior knowledge in order to effect
important changes in his or her mental structures (Barker, 2008; Motschnig-Pitrik
& Holzinger, 2002). This fuelled research in domain-specific subject areas where
educators attempt to generate teaching approaches that are more detailed and
content-focused such as investigating contrasts between a child’s and scientists’
notions about the world (Barker, 2008; Case, 1996). Specific teaching strategies
used by constructivists include situating tasks in real world contexts, goal-based
learning (based on a learner’s individual interests), case-based learning,
presentation of multiple perspectives (collaborative learning to develop and share

alternative views), social negotiation (debate, discussion, evidence-giving), use of
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authentic examples, reflective awareness and providing considerable guidance on
the use of self-regulated processes (Ertmer & Newby, 1993; Jonassen, 1994). The
main goal of Constructivism is competence, unlike knowledge as in Cognitivism
or performance achievement as in Behaviourism (Motschnig-Pitrik & Holzinger,
2002).

Technology-based classrooms embracing  constructivist — principles are
demonstrated through research such as LOGO programming by Seymour Papert.
Other common technological tools include databases, concept mapping tools,
spreadsheets, expert systems, microworlds, systems modelling tools, visualisation
tools, word processors, simulations, hypertext and hypermedia, and computer
conferencing tools (Hung, 2001; Jonassen & Carr, 2000).

Online learning programmes embracing constructivist principles provide learners
with opportunities to contextualise and personalise information for themselves;
adequate time for reflection through embedded questions in the content;
generation of a learning journal during the learning process; meaningful learning
materials to allow them to make sense of and apply the information; and, a degree
of control over the learning process where they can make decisions about learning
goals with guidance from the lecturer (Ally, 2008).

Criticisms were, however, raised against this view of learning: the findings that
the role of context and personal experience could be more significant in
influencing a child’s developmental stage (Barker, 2008), arguments against the
universality of the context-independent stage theory in all knowledge domains
occurring at exactly the same time (Case, 1996), observations that learners do not
always engage in effective knowledge construction in open-ended learning
environments unless highly motivated, or the fact that such knowledge
construction process can occur in relatively didactic environments (Salomon &
Perkins, 1996), and, the unlikelihood for individual learners to discover scientific
ideas verified and endorsed by the scientific community on their own accord
(Driver, Asoko, Leach, Mortimer, & Scott, 1994). Dissatisfaction became
apparent as others raised the inadequacy of this endogenous learning perspective
to suggest a view of learning as more of a product of complex sociocultural

processes (Barker, 2008).
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2.4 Social Constructivism

Greeno (1989) challenged three assumptions inherent in earlier views of learning:
the fact that thinking resides in the mind rather than in interaction with persons
and in social situations, that processes of learning and thinking are relatively
uniform across persons and situations, and, the resources for thinking are derived
from the accumulation of simple components from the knowledge and skills
developed in formal school settings rather than general conceptual competencies
developed from one’s experiences and innate abilities. He argued that learning
and thinking are situated in physical and social contexts, and children are able to
develop their own conceptual competence rather than simply apply and acquire
cognitive structures and procedure. His and other researchers’” work began to
recognise the value of social and contextual processes in contributing to learning.
Views of learning in the 1990s shifted towards acknowledging the role of social

interaction and collaboration in learning.

The proponent of social constructivism, Russian psychologist Lev Vygotsky
(1978) recognised the social nature of knowledge and how it is created in
interactions. Important ideas associated with social constructivism include the
zone of proximal development (the difference between an individual learner’s
achievement while working on his or her own and the potential extent of their
achievement with the assistance of more able peers or tutors), scaffolding, the role
of language in mediating meaning and collaborative learning and problem solving
(Schunk, 2008). Learning is the mediation of different views where learners are
assisted to discover different perspectives and share meanings. Such social
dynamic interactions are thought to lead to individual higher levels of learning
(Hung, 2001). Educators adopt the role of a facilitator to scaffold the learning
process. Educational strategies adopting social constructivist principles include
the use of small group cooperative/collaborative learning, peer tutoring, reciprocal
teaching and learning, cognitive apprenticeships (modelling and coaching a
novice toward expert performance), anchored instruction (using an anchor
stimulus at the onset of a lesson to attract attention and gain interest), jigsaw
method, situated learning, and problem-based learning (Ertmer & Newby, 1993;
Hung, 2001; Motschnig-Pitrik & Holzinger, 2002).
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Well-known examples of technology-based classrooms embracing social
constructivist principles are demonstrated through projects such as the Computer
Supported Intentional Learning Environment (CSILE) (Scardamalia, Bereiter,
McLean, Swallow & Woodruff, 1989), anchored instruction (The Cognition and
Technology Group at Vanderbilt (CGTV), 1992), community of learners (Brown
& Campione, 1994) and practice fields (Barab & Duffy, 2000). These projects
underscore how technology is utilised as an essential tool to promote simulation,
interactivity and team and collaborative processes in facilitating the social
distribution of thinking (Salomon & Perkins, 1996).

Current online learning programmes and research are heavily based on social
constructivist principles as the Web-based technology is viewed to afford learners
a means of electronic access and interaction with learning materials, fellow
learners and tutors. The focus is on the communicative and interactive potential of
online learning rather than content delivery (Mason, 2001). To employ the
communication and collaborative capabilities offered in online learning, online
lecturers need to develop communication strategies to assist students to find,
present, share information and construct knowledge in an effective manner
(Anderson & Wark, 2004).

Online learning environments adhering to this view generally have the following
characteristics: a shift from individual to collaborative learning, a reflective study
programme among teacher and students, opportunities for peer learning through
interaction and negotiation, role change of the lecturer from an expert to that of a
co-learner, and a student-centred approach to learning in which students become
responsible for their own and others' learning (Maor, 2003; Mason, 2001).
Examples of research supporting this include Garrison, Anderson and Archer’s
(2000) online Community of Inquiry model to examine critical thinking, Collis
and Moonen’s (2001) flexible activity framework to promote the contributing
student, Grabinger and Dunlap’s (2000) Rich Environments for Active Learning
(REAL) based on intentional learning, Salmon’s (2000) model of e-moderating,
Kearsley and Shneiderman’s (1998) engagement theory, Moore’s transactional
distance theory (1990, 1993), and Laurillard’s (1993) conversational framework.
However, the optimisation of online collaborative learning requires good

organisation, design and strong leadership by the online tutor especially at the
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initial stages and the need for students to be guided and scaffolded in accepting
collaborative strategies (Mason, 2001). There is evidence that significant learning
gains are obtained through these strategies by most but not all students (Meyer,
2003; Mason, 2001).

2.5 Sociocultural Views of Learning

The mid-1990s saw the incorporation of ideas centered on culture in education.
Originally known as sociohistorical or cultural historical, sociocultural views
extend constructivist ideas of learning to include the notion that learning and
teaching are fundamentally cultural processes (Barker, 2008). This view embodies
the original contributions from the early writings of Russian psychologists and
educational theorists such as Vygotsky and Leont’ev and cultural psychologists
such as Cole and Engestrom (1993) (Wertsch, Rio, & Alvarez, 1995). In arguing
that social and cultural processes are central to learning, this view recognises the
role of social interaction in collaboration with others in facilitating meaning-
making but more importantly also acknowledges mental processes as situated in a
broader community’s valued historical, social, institutional and cultural context
(Bereiter & Scardamalia, 1996; Brown, Collins, & Duguid, 1989; Cobb &
Bowers, 1999; Putnam & Borko, 2000; Roth, 1995). Wertsch (1995) summarises
the goal of the sociocultural approach as, “to explicate the relationships between
human action, on the one hand, and the cultural, institutional and historical
situations in which this action occurs, on the other” (p. 11). Seen this way,
understanding how learning occurs requires a focus on how learners participate in
particular activities and practices, how they draw on the available tools and
artifacts and social networks, and how they use and value the different discourses
involved in a local setting (Nasir & Hand, 2006). Sociocultural views of learning
locate the fundamental unit of analysis for understanding learning in activity, or
cultural practices (Nasir & Hand, 2006; Rogoff, Baker-Sennett, Lacasa, &
Goldsmith, 1995).

A lack of clarity, however, exists in many of the common terms used to address
sociocultural ideas and practice. Different researchers have different
interpretations. There are overlaps between the terms used as well as a lack of
researchers quoting from one another’s work (Bell & Cowie, 2000; Wertsch et al.,

1995). For example, terms such as social cognition (Resnick, 1991; Salomon, &
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Perkins, 1998), social constructivist views of learning (Bonk, & Cunningham,
1998; Driver et al., 1994), situated learning (Greeno, 1997; Lave & Wenger,
1991; Resnick, Levine, & Teasley, 1991;), sociocultural psychology (Cole, 1996;
Rogoff, 1990), activity theory (Engestrom, 1999), apprenticeship (Brown, Collins
& Duguid, 1989; Lave, 1988), communities of learners (Brown & Campione,
1994), communities of practice (COP) (Wenger, 1998), distributed cognition
(Salomon, 1993), distributed intelligence (Pea, 1993), person-plus (Perkins,
1993), mediated action (Vygotsky, 1978; Wertsch, 1991b) all fall within the
broad domain of what is discussed within the sociocultural approach (Bell &
Cowie, 2000).

In general, sociocultural theories incorporate several themes (Cole, 1998) but the
following five core ideas related to learning are especially pertinent to the
purposes of this research (Bell & Cowie, 2000; Brown & Duguid, 1993; Case,
1996; Lave, 1991; Lave & Wenger, 1991; Nasir & Hand, 2006; Rogoff, 1990;
Salomon & Perkins, 1998):

1. mediation through cultural tools and artifacts embodying the distributed
nature of knowledge/cognition as part of the sociocultural heritage of a
community;

2. distributed cognition acknowledging the important role of social others;

3. situated activity in authentic contexts;

4. goals embedded within activities to foster the kinds of desired cognitions
and participation; and,

5. increasing individual participation or appropriation (learner undertaking of
the ways of acting and thinking provided by their culture) in
socioculturally appropriate activities.

It is acknowledged that the key issues surrounding each of these ideas are still
being debated. However, the next section examines each one by grounding them
in interpretations of particular authors. The final section sets out the theoretical
orientation of this thesis as a sociocultural view of learning and briefly discusses

the implication of these ideas for this research.

2.5.1 Learning as Mediated by Cultural Tools and Artifacts
The idea of learning as mediated action (Vygotksy, 1978; Wertsch, 1985, 1991b)

or learning as mediated by cultural tools, signs and artifacts is especially pertinent
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to this research with its heavy reliance on Web-based technological tools for

purposes of teaching and learning.

Mediated action refers to human action that makes use of cultural tools as
mediational means to accomplish a task or objective (Wertsch, 1991a, 1998).
Wertsch (1991a) argues that human action typically employs mediational means
such as tools and signs. This action can occur externally as well as internally and
can be executed by groups or by individuals (Wertsch et al., 1995). He provides
an example of mediated action through the track and field event of pole vaulting
(Wertsch, 1995, 1998). Although pole vaulting over a 20 feet bar in the air may
appear to be an individual achievement, when considered as a form of mediated
action, it illustrates the irreducibility of the individual agent (the vaulter) and his
cultural tool (the pole). He contends that,

On the one hand, the pole by itself does not magically propel

vaulters over a cross bar; it must be skillfully used by the vaulter.

On the other hand, a vaulter without a pole or with an inappropriate

pole is incapable of participating in the event, or at best can

participate at less than an optimal level of performance (Wertsch,

1995, p. 66).
Because the individual and the tools they use to achieve their goals are
irreducible, the term individual-operating-with-mediational-means (Wertsch,
1985, 1991b, 1995) is coined to emphasise the importance of both. This connotes
the functioning of the individual in relation to his or her unique sociocultural
setting and how the setting in turn mediates, influences and transforms certain
actions of the individual as a result of the interaction. From this perspective, the
unit of analysis is people-in-action, usually with others, using tools of some kind.
In Saljo’s (1999) words, “learning has to do with how people appropriate and
master the tools for thinking and acting that exist in a given culture or society”
[emphasis in original] (p. 149). Hence, in the sociocultural approach, credence is
given to both the psychological and social interactional processes as part of a
wider analysis that takes an activity setting into account (Bell & Cowie, 2000;
Wertsch, 1995).

Learning as mediated action also embodies two critical Vygotskian ideas.

Vygotsky (1978) emphasises sign systems such as human language and its role in
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semiotic mediation bridging inter-psychological (social) and intra-psychological
(individual) processes. These “mediational means do not simply facilitate an
existing mental function while leaving it qualitatively unchanged” (Wertsch,
1991b, p. 91) rather they shape and transform mental functioning in fundamental

ways.

Secondly, Wertsch also agrees with Vygotsky (1978) on the role of tools (which
can be physical, technical, psychological or symbolic in nature) as social
mediators of learning. These tools and signs range from systems for counting,
mnemonic techniques, algebraic symbol systems, works of art, writing, schemes,
diagrams, maps and mechanical drawings and different types of conventional
signs as part of the repertoire in human learning and construction of knowledge
(Bell & Cowie, 2000; Case, 1996; Wertsch, 1991b). They embody the
accumulated shared sociocultural understandings and heritage of a community
and are necessarily situated in the sociocultural context where they are used. Such
tools, particularly psychological ones, are seldom invented by individuals nor
discovered out-of-context in isolation from others (Cole, 1996; Wertsch, 1985,
1991b, 1995). Individuals can access these tools by their participation in the

sociocultural context of a community.

Four important characteristics of learning as mediated action applicable to this
research have been further proposed by Wertsch et al. (1995). Firstly, mediated
action is an active process where the cultural tools or artifacts involved in the
mediation can have an impact only when individuals use or appropriate them.
Secondly, the introduction of a cultural tool into a process has a powerful
transformatory impact on the speaking, thinking and other forms of human
action. Thirdly, mediation involves constraints as well as empowerment. While
new cultural tools empower and provide new avenues of action, they usually
introduce new forms of limitations as well. Finally, although cultural tools
mediate particular kinds of action, there can be unanticipated benefits or spin-offs
of some kind, dictated by other sociocultural forces, where the same tool
facilitates actions other than the original action it had been specifically selected

for.
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The characteristics of mediated action when applied to the purposes of this
research emphasise the role of the Web-based tools, activities and signs such as
language in structuring and shaping the online environment for teaching and
learning purposes. By participating in an online class, an increasing discursive
quality as marked by increasing sophistication in the jargon, terminology and
concepts used in the class is expected, as students become increasingly
enculturated into the activities within the online research methods class.
Additionally, mediated action is particularly important in the online learning
context due to the existence of particular affordances and constraints offered by
the tools, artifacts and sociocultural setting that will allow for and inhibit certain
opportunities in the teaching-learning process. This research will investigate the
extent particular tools mediate certain learning opportunities for the participants
while limiting others, the extent participants are able to appropriate them when
taking part in goal-directed activities to extend their learning and how this
impacts on learners’ learning and interactions. Finally, an interesting spin-off
acknowledged in online learning research is that asynchronous communication
provides written records of participants’ thinking. This benefit has led to reports
of deeper levels of thinking, reflection and questioning by students and teachers.
This research will also investigate unanticipated benefits of the tools used in the

online class in mediating important learning and interaction opportunities.

Viewing learning as mediated by tools and artifacts is not inconsistent with the
notion of learning as distributed between a system of people and the tools they

use. This idea is pursued next.

2.5.2 Learning as Distributed Cognition

The idea of learning as distributed cognition where learning is distributed between
and among important social others and tools to achieve goal-oriented activities is
highly relevant in this research. This notion suggests that learning involves more
than just the individual learner (person-solo). It involves the learner and his or her
surroundings or the person-plus (Perkins, 1993). Pea (1993) opposes the idea of a
solitary decontextualised view of intelligence and uses the term distributed
intelligence to highlight how the resources that shape and enable activities are
distributed among people, environments and situations. Salomon (1993) describes

distributed to mean sharing, for example, the sharing of authority, language,
31



experiences, tasks, and cultural heritage. The nature of distributed then does not
have a focus solely on the inside of the individual. Rather the focus is on
cognition as stretched over people, places and things (Lave, 1988). It assumes that
the product of an intellectual partnership cannot be attributed solely to one or
another partner (Salomon, 1993). Cognition is then accomplished, residing in
between and jointly composed of the individual, his or her peers and or tools as
they work rather than being possessed solely by an individual merely as-in-the
head activity or product of the mind (Pea, 1993; Salomon, 1993).

Salomon (1993) maintains that two versions of distributed cognition exist. The
radical version adheres solely to the people-in-activity or performance of joint
system involving the individual, peers and available tools. It would not be feasible
to view any one of these decontextualised from one another /other(s). This radical
view has been criticised as performance-oriented and situation determined
involving cognitive off-loading onto tools or human partners to allow for
cognitive “division of labour” (Salomon, 1993, p. 132). He advocates instead a
less radical view to consider the role of both the individual and distributed
cognition as interacting in a developmental spiral and reciprocal relationship
(Salomon, 1993; Salomon, & Perkins, 1998). The argument here is that “not all
cognitions, regardless of their inherent nature, are distributed all the time, by all
individuals regardless of situation, purpose, proclivity or affordance” [original
emphasis] (Salomon, 1993, p. 113). Hence, in a learning system, distributed
cognition can serve the individual’s development of cognitive residue and vice
versa. Salomon proposes that distributed cognition be viewed more of guidance in
situations involving shared activity (e.g. in cooperative learning, teamwork, joint
problem-solving etc.). When social partners provide guidance, prod, simulate or
direct each other’s participation, such qualitative scaffolding is more likely to

result in the development of desired cognitions.

Using people-in-action as a unit of analysis, Pea (1993) identifies two dimensions
of distributed intelligence — the social and the material. In the social dimension,
learning is a social process involving joint or a social collaborative effort between
people with the assistance of peers, experts or tools. It is when people participate
in activities such as individual exploration, collaborative efforts with others or

guided participation (Rogoff, 1990, 1995) to achieve shared objectives that
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distributed knowledge is exploited. In the material dimension, knowledge resides
in the available resources such as tools and artifacts. These tools both organise
and constrain activity and can range from being social, physical or artifactural in
nature (Bell & Cowie, 2000). These are used to achieve results that would
otherwise be difficult for the individual alone (Perkins, 1993). For example, tools
supporting cognitive capabilities include calculators, computers or symbolic
representations such as language, mathematical symbols, graphs, diagrams and a
physical environment such as a workbench (Pea, 1993). It is the affordance
(Gibson, 1977) provided by these tools that enables learners to access greater
opportunities for learning. Pea (1993) highlights the need to attend to the
affordances offered by the tools, artifacts and activities employed in educational
settings in order to encourage the learner to attend to the relevant properties of the
environment or activity such that he or she is able to contribute to distribute

intelligence in that activity.

This research builds on the less radical description of distributed cognition to
understand ways of improving the learning experiences in the online graduate
course through the social and material dimensions. As the participants become
enculturated into the social and cultural practices embedded in the online course,
they are expected to access the knowledge, understanding and skills distributed
across the community within the unique affordances and constraints offered by
the available Web-based technology and class resources. Hence, this research
would need to consider what and how the participants are learning and the
qualitative changes that take place as they participate in a distributory process of

learning and knowledge construction.

Viewing learning as distributed among other people, tools, and the cultural
context in which learning is embedded augments the view of learning that is
situated in a particular social practice, and knowledge as socially and jointly

constructed. This is described next

2.5.3 Learning as Situated Activity
Early cognitive theorists view learning as the manipulation of symbols in the head
to acquire knowledge and skills applicable to a wide variety of settings. This view

is increasingly debated with studies emphasising how cognition and problem
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solving abilities are typically context-bound (CGTV, 1993). Terms such as
situated learning (Greeno, 1997; Lave & Wenger, 1991; McLellan, 1993; Tripp,
1993), or situated cognition (Brown et al., 1989; CGTV, 1993; Greeno, Collins, &
Resnick, 1996; Kirshner & Whitson, 1997; Resnick et al., 1991; Wilson & Myers,
1999) describe the idea that learning and knowledge are inherently situated in the
contexts, activities and culture in which they are used (Greeno et al., 1996). This
perspective argues that the physical and social context in which an activity takes
place is an essential part of that activity which in turn is an essential part of the
learning that occurs within it (Putnam & Borko, 2000). Importantly, learning and

activity are irreducible into separate processes (Kirshner & Whitson, 1997).

Furthermore, in contrast to traditional cognitive views of acknowledging the
individual learner as the basic unit of analysis, the situated perspective focuses on
the broader interactive activity system to include the individual learner interacting
with others as well as the tools, materials and representational systems they use
(Cobb & Bowers, 1999; Greeno, 1997; Putnam & Borko, 2000). This
acknowledges the role of social interaction, and negotiation of shared meaning as
critical for novices to construct personal meaning and become involved and
enculturated in the beliefs and behaviours of a COP (Barab & Duffy, 2000; Brown
et al., 1989; Greeno & Middle School Mathematics Through Applications Project
Group, 1998; Jonassen, 1998; Wilson & Myers, 1999).

Viewing learning as situated activity also gives importance to the use of authentic
activities as the context for learning and development. For J. Brown et al. (1989),
these activities constitute the “ordinary practices” that are “coherent, meaningful
and purposeful” (p. 34) to a particular COP-activities similar to practitioners
practicing their craft. School and classroom learning and activities are considered
generally inauthentic as they are very different from what authentic practitioners
do. Ann Brown et al. (1993), however, disagreed with this definition and sought
to define authentic activities as envisaged through a community of learners’
perspective. This was to dispute the impracticality of J. Brown’s ideas based on
time constraints of enculturating students into practitioner culture and that
practitioners do not generally populate schools. They instead viewed schools as
having the goal of producing lifelong intentional learners and as “communities

where students learn to learn” (p. 190). School-based activities are regarded
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authentic to the extent they serve that goal. They argue that such “thinking” or
“learning” apprenticeship (p. 223) will foster the kinds of thinking and problem
solving skills important to outside of the school setting regardless of whether the
activities themselves mirror what authentic practitioners do. Greeno (2006) agrees
with this idea of thinking apprenticeship with this assertion, “if an aim in
education is for students to learn practices of inquiry and sense-making, then
learning environments must provide opportunities for them to participate in such
practices” (p. 92). This research adopts a similar position to Ann Brown et al.
(1993) and Greeno (2006) to acknowledge the kinds of thinking and problem

solving skills facilitated by a learning activity to be a criterion for authenticity.

Additionally, as the situated perspective focuses on the activities and practices of
learning, there is a need to attend to the affordances offered by a learning activity
to encourage students to participate in these activities (Greeno, 1994). Emphasis
in a situated learning classroom is given to the learning of both the content and the
process of participating in collaborative inquiry to solve authentic problems
(Greeno, 2006). Evaluation of learning in situated learning environments typically
involve portfolios, story construction or use of scenarios or complex problems and
design-based projects (McLellan, 1993, 1996).

This research adopts suggestions (e.g. by CGTV, 1993; Greeno, 1994; Pea, 1993)
to pay attention to the particular affordances of a learning activity as some
activities afford better opportunities than others in encouraging student
participation and collaboration with their peers to develop the kind of authentic
thinking and problem solving skills desired. Based on this suggestion, the use of
scenarios, cases or complex problems as suggested by McLellan (1993, 1996) is
explored in this research as a strategy to create an authentic situated context for

learning and evaluation in the online course.
Consistent with the notion of learning that is based on activities situated in

authentic contexts is the view that learning is driven by the goals and purposes

that are valued in such contexts. This is addressed next.
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2.5.4 Learning as Goal-Directed

The notion of learning as goal-directed draws attention to the goals embedded in
and valued in activities designed to foster the kinds of learning desired. The
importance of recognising and understanding the goals involved in shaping and
directing human behaviour is promoted by Activity theorists. As Engestrom and
Miettinen (1999) observe, “human conduct tends to appear as a string of goal-
directed acts of rational actors” (p. 11). Goals are significant and warranted
“because behaviours will continue only as long as goals are present” (McDrury &
Alterio, 2002, p. 139). In extending Vygotksy’s original writings concerning
social and cultural forms of mediation into human activity, Activity theory defines
activity broadly as encompassing a set of actions directed towards accomplishing
a particular goal (Hirst & Manier, 1995; Hung & Wong, 2000). Scribner (1990)
elaborates that the basic dimensions of human activity consists of three facets:
structure which is mediated by tools or signs, function which is characterised by
goal-directed activity, and mode of development which are both historical and
social in nature. Hence, the artefacts, tools and signs utilised in a goal-directed
activity act as mediators to transform their significance or meaning in achieving a
goal (Cole, 1985; Martin, Nelson, & Tobach, 1995; Wells, 1999; Vygotksy,
1978). As such, the unit of analysis becomes neither the individual nor the social
but “tool mediated, goal-directed action” (Wertsch, 1985, p. 210). Since activities
are characterised as always motivated or goal-directed, such socially determined
goal-directed activities help promote the psychological functioning of the learner
(Billett, 1998; Martin & Scribner, 1991). Cole (1985) adds that examining such
goal-directed activities is a useful basis for understanding the relationship between
individuals’ cognitive processes and development and the social sources of
knowledge as constituted in the activities and goals located within a particular
social context. Accordingly, people are considered to normally “act with a goal or
purpose in mind and they act in relation to their sociocultural world” (MacCleave,
James, & Stairs, 2002, 1 17).

Viewing learning as goal-directed in the classroom means that teaching involves
structuring goal-directed learning activities and assisting students to achieve those
goals through meaningful and productive social interactions (Smith, Teemant, &

Pinnegar, 2004). Students are encouraged to adopt goals of value to the class
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community through interactions. These are a central component in carrying out
goal-directed actions (Wells, 1999). A possible concern, however, arises when
lecturers become focused on their own goals and the need to move forward and
their goals are not shared by their students. This raises the need to regularly revisit
the learning goals throughout the learning process to allow both lecturers and

students to “clarify, re-negotiate or adjust direction” (Smith et al., 2004, p. 139).

Another implication is the importance of understanding the goal or purpose of an
activity, and the relation of each step of the process in contributing towards the
accomplishment of the overall goal or purpose (Rogoff, Paradise, Mejia Arauz,
Correa-Chavez, & Angelillo, 2003). This idea is highlighted in Rogoff et al.’s
(2003) distinction between learning through intent participation and learning
through assembly-line instruction. In the former, students are assigned activities
where they see and understand the purpose for participating in an activity, for
example, to learn about measurement by designing a habitat for animals. In the
activity, the goal made sense and was of interest to students. This contrasts with
the assembly-line instruction where the goal or purpose of the activity is often not
clear to students. In such classrooms, the overall learning process is broken “down
into isolated steps” for learners to practice “with little or no chance to see how the
steps fit together or the overall purpose of the activity” (Rogoff et al., 2003, p.
189). These implications connote the importance of designing teaching-learning
activities to foster goals of value to learners and lecturers and where they are
encouraged to participate meaningfully and understand how every step is related
towards achieving those goals. To sum up, they highlight learning as a goal-
oriented process rather than an incidental outcome (Bereiter & Scardamalia,
1989).

This research builds on the notion of goal-directed learning and refers to the types
of goals embedded within situated activities designed to foster the kinds of
interaction and participation likely to benefit to participants’ learning in the online

graduate Research Methods course.

Viewing learning as shaped by goal-directed activities is related to and supports
the notion of learning as participation in the valued cultural practices of a COP.

This facet is addressed next.
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2.5.5 Learning as Increasing Individual Participation in Socioculturally
Appropriate Activities
The idea of learning to participate in socially and culturally appropriate activities
comes from the traditional notions of apprenticeship in learning craft and trade
skill where a novice learner slowly undertakes increasing responsibility of a
craft’s practice under the guidance of a more expert or skilled craftsman. For Lave
and Wenger (1991), participation in practice is the main activity through which
learning occurs:
Conceiving of learning in terms of participation focuses attention
on ways in which it is an evolving, continuously renewed set of
relations...Participation can be neither fully internalized as
knowledge structures nor fully externalized as instrumental
artifacts or overarching activity structures. Participation is
always based on situated negotiation and renegotiation of
meaning in the world. This implies that understanding and
experience are inconstant interaction — indeed, are mutually
constitutive (p. 49-52).

The goal is for the learner to achieve mastery and production of examples of
mature practice (Lave, 1991) and to think, perceive as well as behave like the
expert (Nuthall, 1997). Lave and Wenger (1991) introduced the term legitimate
peripheral participation (LPP) to describe the process of how a newcomer attains
membership (the legitimate right to enter into such membership) into a
community of craftsmen by assuming the role of a novice craftsman. Through
increasing participation via enculturation in the responsibilities, beliefs, practices,
rituals and rules of the trade, the newcomer progressively acquires (or
appropriates) the knowledge and skills to move from the periphery to the centre of
the community and become active members of the COP. Lave and Wenger (1991)
defined a COP thus:

[Community does not] imply necessarily co-presence, a well-

defined identifiable group or socially visible boundaries. It does

imply participation in an activity system about which

participants share understandings concerning what they are
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doing and what that means in their lives and for their
communities (p. 98).
It is the practice or activity in the COP that fuses the individual to the community,
and the community in turn legitimises the individual’s practice (Barab, Kling, &
Gray, 2004). Social interaction, communication and negotiation of meaning are
critical components of this notion of apprenticeship as novices move from the
periphery to increasingly engage with the community’s cultural and institutional

practises before assuming the role of old-timer (Lave, 1991) or expert status.

This perspective of learning as increasing participation also implies that the
novice learner’s learning is heavily shaped by the shifting roles and relationships
and formation of identities as he or she becomes incorporated into a COP. For
Lave and Wenger (1991) and Wenger (1998), this emphasis on the individual
learner’s relationship with the people in the community is of primary importance
and is emphasised over the relationship of the activity itself to the wider practice
although it is the practice that identifies the community (Mayes, 2001). In this
process, acceptance and interaction with expert practitioners and others in the
community legitimises and adds value to the novice learner’s learning as Lave and
Wenger (1991) contend,

a deeper sense of the value of participation to the community

and the learner lies in becoming part of the

community...Moving toward full participation in practice

involves not just a greater commitment of time, intensified

effort, more and broader responsibilities within the community,

and more difficult and risky tasks, but more significantly, an

increasing sense of identity as a master practitioner (p. 111).

The formation of identities is viewed as a long term, living relations between
persons and their place and participation in the COP and is an ongoing negotiation
of a way of becoming or a way of being in the social world (Lave & Wenger,
1991; Wenger, 1998). Wenger (1998) and Greeno (1997) characterise such shifts
in roles and social relationships in cultural practices as learning that is progressing
along identity trajectories. A community’s members can assume different levels
of participation (Lave & Wenger, 1991, Wenger, 1998) or roles (Kim, 2000). For

example, the novice learner can participate by simultaneously performing several
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roles ranging from status subordinate, learning practitioner, sole responsible agent
in minor parts of the performance, aspiring expert and so forth, each of which
implying a different sort of responsibility, a different set of role relations, and a
different interactive involvement (Lave & Wenger, 1991). Such changing
identities are an integral part of the learning process as Lave and Wenger (1991)
claim,

the development of identity is central to the careers of

newcomers in communities of practice, and this fundamental to

the concept of legitimate peripheral participation. In

fact...learning and a sense of identity are inseparable: they are

aspects of the same phenomenon (p. 115).
Brown and Duguid (2000) further add that a distinct characteristic of identity
formation is learning about and learning to be. Learning about is the accumulation
of factual knowledge while learning to be is knowing how by application and
practice. It is the latter that is important in the notion of social participation and

enculturation within the context of a valued community’s life and practices.

By viewing the online class participants as thinking or learning apprentices
(Brown et al., 1993) in a COP, this research is interested in examining the
development of identities as espoused through the roles the participants undertake
as they participate in the class activities and interact with one another to
contribute to further the understandings of the community and how they are
themselves transformed in this process.

This idea of apprenticeship in COP has been extended into education research
with the introduction of terms such as cognitive apprenticeships (Brown et al.,
1989; Collins, Brown, & Newman, 1989) to situate the apprenticeship within
communities of learners (Brown et al., 1993; Brown & Campione, 1996; CTGV,
1994). As participants in a community of learners, both lecturers and learners are
intentional and acquirers, users and extenders of knowledge, individually and
collaboratively to become partners in the interactive, developmental process of
teaching-and-learning. The notion of partnership here implies that the goals,
knowledge and skills of the lecturer and students evolve together in a mutually
influential way in the formation of their identities as knowers and learners in the

Research Methods course in this study. Although the lecturer is clearly the senior
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partner in knowledge and experience of the material being taught and learned, this
notion of partnership implies that the aims, strategies and expectations of the
lecturer are shared, and perhaps negotiated, with the learners. In this way, the
lecturer manages the planned and the emergent curriculum so that teaching-and-
learning interact (Wenger, 1998). The pedagogical focus changes to emphasise
learning as entry, enculturation, and legitimate participation in valued activities
situated within a COP (Brown & Campione, 1996; Case, 1996; Leach & Moon,
1999). Pedagogical strategies supportive of this notion include lecturers and
students working together to develop a community of learners emphasising
dialogue, lecturer co-learning, peer collaboration, questioning, students bringing
knowledge to class and joint knowledge construction (Brown et al., 1993; Wells
& Chang-Wells, 1992). Joint knowledge construction activities include student
group collaboration to solve authentic problems, developing shared learning goals
and histories, forming a sense of identity and belonging in the group, utilising
shared workspace to generate multiple perspectives, and involving accountability
structures, negotiation of meaning and team products (Bonk, Wisher, & Nigrelli,
2004; Hung & Der-Thang, 2001; Jonassen, 2003, Palloff & Pratt, 1999).

Observations of learning and development embedded within the notion of
participation or apprenticeship can be investigated from a multiple level of
development perspective — each level distinct in its own right and yet constitutes
and mutually informs other levels (Cole, 1996). Such multiple levels of
development is of interest in this research and particular attention is given to the
sociocultural framework provided through COPs, in particular, Rogoff’s
conceptualisation of a learning community (Rogoff, 1994; Rogoff, Matusov, &
White, 1996) (see Section 4.5) and multiple planes of analyses as they underpin
the focus and analysis of this study (Rogoff, 1995; Rogoff, 1997; Rogoff, 2003;
Rogoff et al., 1995; Rogoff, Radziszewska, & Masiello, 1995; Rogoff, Topping,
Baker-Sennett, & Lacasa, 2002) (see Section 2.5.5.1).

Within the sociocultural orientation, it is acknowledged that the concept of a COP
and a related and alternative perspective, Activity Theory (Cole & Engestrom,
1993), provide compelling explanatory power in describing and understanding
individuals’ changing role in the community or activity system as a function of

their developing knowledge (Riel & Polin, 2004). Activity Theory is further
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substantiated by a systematic and complex framework of analysing the
individual’s development of meaning making and the mediating role of artifacts
and have been used, for example, to analyse the design of online communities (Ng
& Hung, 2003). However, Issroff and Scanlon (2001) investigated the use of
Activity Theory in computer-supported collaborative learning environments and
concluded that it is more useful as a framework for describing and communicating
findings and less effective as a framework for uncovering further insights into
designing and interpreting computer-supported collaborative learning activities.
Due to the exploratory nature of this research in online learning, the framework of
a COP is considered to be more useful and thus chosen over Activity Theory to
provide the theoretical description and analytical framework to facilitate the
investigation of similar issues but with an emphasis on the social processes of
learning within a COP (Gray & Tatar, 2004). Further, the broad analytical
framework to investigate learning within a COP will utilise Rogoft’s multiple
planes of analyses as this is considered to provide a sufficient and broad enough
structure to accommodate constructs from related perspectives such as Activity
Theory (Gray & Tatar, 2004) and to allow the exploratory investigation of the
critical issues in online learning to be examined from different foci without losing

sight of the totality of learning in this research’s context.

2.5.5.1 Multiple Planes of Development
Rogoff’s (1995, 2003) study on multiple levels of development and provides an

analytical tool to discern learning and development along three planes of analysis
or development in sociocultural activity — personal, interpersonal and community.
According to her, each plane must be considered in relation to the others. They are
“inseparable, mutually constituting planes comprising activities that can become
the focus of analysis at different times, but with the others necessarily remaining
in the background of the analysis” (Rogoff, 1995, p. 139). Although each plane
can be understood as distinct levels in activity, they further influence and mediate
the other two planes to provide a comprehensive analysis of the individual and the
active processes of individuals as they participate in shared endeavours in cultural
communities. These planes are neither separate nor hierarchical but provide
different and complementary foci of analyses on the whole sociocultural activity
(Rogoff, 1995). Although each person may appropriate knowledge, skills and

understanding individually, the process is shaped by his or her participation in the
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social, cultural and historical activity (Cowie, 2000). Rogoff (1995) defined
processes for each of the three planes as participatory appropriation (at the
personal level), guided participation (at the interpersonal level), and
apprenticeship (at the community level). Each of these inseparable processes was
explicated through an annual Girl Scout cookie sale in the United States as part of

an annual fundraising drive.

In the personal plane of analysis, the process of participatory appropriation
describes how “individuals change through their involvement in one or another
activity, in the process of becoming prepared for subsequent involvement in
related activities” (Rogoff, 1995, p. 142). By participating in valued activities,
people contribute and learn in a process in which individuals and their social
partners “are interdependent, their roles are active and dynamically changing and
the specific processes by which they communicate and share in decisions-making
are the substance of cognitive development” (Rogoff, 1995, p. 151). Rogoff
(1995) contrasts the process of participatory appropriation with that of
acquisition or internalisation (which played a central role in Vygotsky’s theory) to
distinguish between two theoretical perspectives, “the appropriation perspective
views development as a dynamic, active, mutual process involved in people’s
participation in cultural activities; the internalization perspective views
development in terms of a static, bounded ‘acquisition’ or ‘transmission’ of pieces
of knowledge” (p. 153). She emphasises that the process of appropriation is the
transformation that occurs through participation. At the individual plane, this
process of appropriation studies changes or transformation to an individual’s
understanding, beliefs, emotions, values, skills and behavior (Nasir & Hand,
2006). The Girl Scouts in Rogoff’s study successfully appropriated their task of
cookie sales and delivery by gradually assuming greater responsibility for
handling the complicated aspects of the activity, showing more sophisticated
planning of spatial routes for delivery and becoming efficient within the context
of resources and constraints faced in their situation. In this research, this plane of
analysis investigates the online lecturer’s developing understanding (at the
intellectual level), responsibilities (at the social level) and attitudes (at the
emotional level) towards the teaching of the online Research Methods course.

Online students’ developing understandings and increasing sophistication with
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research methods ideas (at the intellectual level), responsibilities (at the social

level) and attitudes (at the emotional level) are also considered.

The interpersonal plane of analysis focuses on guided participation processes and
refer to the mutual involvement of “individuals and their social partners,
communicating and coordinating their involvement as they participate in
socioculturally structured collective activity” (Rogoff, 1995, p. 146). She
describes the guidance in guided participation as the “direction offered by
cultural and social values, as well as social partners”, while “participation”
involves “observation as well as hands-on involvement in an activity” (p. 142).
Guided participation can occur explicitly in face-to-face interactions or implicitly
at a distance in shared tasks involving familiar peers or distant unknown
individuals or groups. Guided participation need not be symmetrical (or equal) in
interpersonal interactions as a learner “who is actively observing and following
the decisions made by another is participating whether or not to contribute directly
to the decisions as they are made” (Rogoff, 1995, p. 147). Changes and
transformation along this interpersonal plane are marked by communication, role
performances, dialogue, cooperation, conflict assistance and interactions with
important social others (Nasir & Hand, 2006). Hence, in the Girl Scout annual
cookie sale study, emphasis is on the arrangements and interactions between the
Girl Scouts and their social partners (peers, parents) using the tools available to
sell and deliver the cookies safely to maximise the profits obtained. In this
research context, this plane of analysis examines the nature of interaction and
participation between the online lecturer and his students and among the students
with regard to their intellectual, social and emotional development in the context

of the tools and activities utilised to accomplish joint purposes or goals.

The final plane of development, the community plane, uses the apprenticeship
metaphor to refer to “community activity involving active individuals
participating with others in culturally organised activity that has as part of its
purpose the development of mature participation in the activity by the less
experienced people” (Rogoff, 1995, p. 142). It focuses on the way developing
participation is influenced by and shapes cultural and institutional structures and
practices. Transformation along this plane involves the development of shared

history, shared language, shared rules, shared values, shared beliefs and identities
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(Nasir & Hand, 2006). In the Girl Scouts’ fund raising drive, the collective
activity of planning, selling and delivering the cookies within the constraints and
resources provided by the tradition and practices adopted in the Girl Scout
movement is examined. In this research, this community plane of analysis
considers the broader cultural context of the online course. It takes into account
institutional regulations, structures and practices and the tools and activities of the
course to consider how they resource and constrain lecturer and student
participation. The extent to which participants were able to evolve shared learning
goals as part of their apprenticing to learn more about research methods is also of

interest.

In this research, Rogoff’s three planes of analysis are used to analyse the success
of the research intervention strategies in facilitating learning based on

participants’ personal, social and community learning and development.

2.5.6 Implications of the Sociocultural Approach for Online Teaching and
Learning

This research adopts the sociocultural approach as a theoretical underpinning to
understand the social and cultural forces influencing learning experiences in an
online graduate Research Methods class. Learning from this perspective has the
following characteristics (Forret, Khoo, & Cowie, 2006):

e Learning as mediated action. The role of the individual learner and his or
her unique social, cultural, historical even institutional context influences
the development of mental functioning. As such, the tools and activities
used in an online class can greatly influence a learner’s developing
understandings and the processes involved in developing these
understandings. This notion shifts the primary unit of analysis from either
individual or social perspectives to a human-in-action, incorporating a
collection of people, tools in use and the physical environment (Greeno,
2006). In online learning, the individual, social and cultural processes need
to be attended to although most learning and assessment practices in tertiary
institutions tend to focus solely on the individual. The notion of mediated
action, thus, calls attention to the types of Web-based technological tools
and activities likely to mediate rich teaching-learning interactions between

participants in the course;
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e Learning as distributed cognition. Knowledge is not received ready-made
but is actively developed by the learner through social interaction and
negotiation with his or her cultural and physical environment. This
distributory learning process is aimed at appropriating the intellectual and
physical tools of the learner’s culture and is mediated through language and
participation in culturally validated activities. This is especially important in
the light of the affordances and constraints offered by the Web-based
technology and class resources. The distributed expertise available
facilitates and scaffolds novice learners’ learning through more capable
peers, lecturers or other experts to overcome the limitations of the
individual, unaided human mind (Fischer, 2003; Hung & Der-Thang, 2001).
Of interest in this idea of distributed cognition is the kinds of interactions
and participation useful to students’ learning within the context of the tools
and activities available in the online class;

e Learning as situated activity. The context within which meaning is
negotiated influences the nature and meaning of knowledge for the learner.
The use of teaching-learning activities situated in authentic and meaningful
contexts constitutes an important part of a lecturer’s online pedagogical
repertoire. Such situated activities provide learners with a meaningful
learning experience and fosters the development of cultural practices that
are applicable to situations in the outside world. Attention, therefore, needs
to be given to developing authentic activities and the affordances they
provide that that might encourage learners to attend to relevant ideas and
can contribute to distribute intelligence in that activity;

e Learning as goal-directed. All action is goal-directed. Within a teaching and
learning context, the lecturer designs activities to foster the kinds of
interaction and participation likely to be beneficial to participants’ learning
in the online graduate Research Methods course. To do this, they need to
consider the way different goals for interaction might emerge and or be
required if students are to engage with and complete an activity; and,

e Learning as participation in authentic community practices. Learners’
learning is shaped by, and, in turn, shapes the communities in which they
belong. Learning is viewed as transformatory participation where learners
learn through increasing participation in the valued activities of a

community. This notion of transformatory participation is upheld in online
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classes adopting COPs (Balcaen & Hirtz, 2007; Barab & Duffy, 2000; Hung
& Nichani, 2002; Rogers, 2000) and in the deliberate development of
learning communities as a pedagogical strategy to draw attention to the
entry, enculturation and legitimisation of participation of new student.
Ideally, as students become increasingly engaged in the practices of
interacting and collaborating to complete online activities they appropriate
the knowledge and skills required to progress towards expert-like status. In
this process, their interactions and developing relationships and roles with
other members of the community are crucial in bringing about the mutual
shaping of goals, identities and transformation in participation.

These pedagogical implications serve as a framework for designing a pedagogical

intervention in the context of this research.

2.6 Summary

This chapter has overviewed the development of views of learning and their
associated pedagogical approaches adopted in online learning. Although learning
involves a cognitive process, it can be argued that because this research is
concerned with understanding how students learn in an online teaching-learning
environment separated by time and distance, where fundamental teaching-learning
interactions are mediated only by the Web and its relevant tools, earlier theoretical
perspectives that focus on the individual as the unit of analysis are inadequate for
explaining learning. How learning is viewed has shifted from an individual focus
to encompass a view of learning as mediated, distributed, situated, goal-directed
and participatory activity within a socially and culturally determined COP.
Chapter 3 revisits these themes and adopts a roles framework to further consider
the complex interplay between the technology, lecturers and learners in the

context of online learning research.
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Chapter 3

Online Learning: Emerging Roles

3.0 Introduction

The previous chapter surveyed the views of learning pertinent to online learning
to highlight the potential of a sociocultural theoretical orientation in understanding
learning in online learning environments. This chapter narrows the discussion of
the literature review to research in the specific context of online learning. It
centres its discussion on three key elements in online teaching and learning: the
role of Web-based technology in mediating specific opportunities while
prohibiting others for both lecturers and students (Section 3.1), the role of the
online lecturer (Section 3.2), and, finally, the online student’s role (Section 3.3). A
roles framework is adopted in analysing the literature, in support of sociocultural
ideas viewing learning as a transformation of roles and identities due to
participating in socioculturally appropriate activities. For each section, critical
issues arising from the literature review are considered and implications drawn for
the conceptual and methodological features of this study. The chapter further
highlights the complexity of human and technological roles in online learning and
points the analysis of the literature towards a sociocultural strategy that can

account for such complexities in Chapter 4.

3.1 The Role of the Web-based Technology

Researchers in the past have debated the use of technology in supporting and
enhancing learning. Each successive wave of educational technologies has been
viewed as a panacea to improving educational outcomes. Some argue that the
technology is neutral, being merely an alternative to accessing learning. For
example, Clark (1983) insisted that computers are merely vehicles providing the
processing capability and access to information for students as "media do not
influence learning under any conditions" (p. 445). It is not the attributes of the
technology but the teaching methods, teaching tasks and student activities that are
crucial for learning. Early studies on the use of the Internet and the Web-based
technology in education focused on comparing the selected learning outcomes
between face-to-face classes and online classes. Russell (1999) produced the No
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Significant Difference paper after reviewing 355 studies on distance education
during the period 1928 to 1998 to argue that, “there is nothing inherent in the
technologies that elicits improvements in learning” but qualified this observation
by saying “the process of redesigning a course to adapt the content to the
technology” (p. xiii) can improve the course and its outcomes. This agrees with
Clark’s view that learning is determined not by the technology but the teaching
method embedded in the media (Clark, 2001). Although some variability was
found in the results, no significant difference was found in the learning
achievements between classes taught online and those taught in face-to-face
settings (Bernard, Abrami, Lou, Borokhovski, Wade & Wozney, 2004; Russell,
1999; Sitzmann, Kraiger, Stewart, & Wisher, 2006; Zhao, Lei, Yan, Lai, & Tan,
2005). It can be concluded that students are not at an academic disadvantage if
their courses are online but would instead have the added advantage if their

courses had adequate interaction and lecturer contact (Nichols, 2007a).

In contrast, others insist that the technology used is not neutral and influences
learning by impacting on the learning experience of students or the student
themselves (Ellul, 1964; Kozma, 2001; Norman, 1993). As Claxton (1998)
argues,

Tools are not ideologically or psychologically neutral. Their very

existence channels the development of intelligence...opening up and

encouraging certain cognitive avenues, and simultaneously closing

down and devaluing others. We are fashioned by our tools and none

more so than the computer. For the computer redefines people as

‘information processors’ and nature itself as information to be

processed (p. 206).
Supporting this stance, Kozma (1994) was concerned with the ways educators can
take advantage of the attributes and capabilities of the technology to influence
learning for particular students, tasks and situations. Although the technology can
be a vehicle for achieving pedagogical goals, some are better at enabling specific
pedagogical strategies than others (Kozma, 1994). Furthermore, McLuhan (1964)
claimed that the technology used exerts its own effects on the user propagating the
idea that the medium is the message. Slay (1999) adds that different forms of
technologies invoke or evoke particular kinds of learning behaviour and

highlighted qualities that graduates are expected to develop with the use of the
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Web such as accessing information, problem solving, communicating effectively,
and working autonomously or collaboratively. Levinson (2001) supports the
unique impact of the Web-based technology to highlight how the Internet gives
ordinary people access to information and knowledge, a domain confined to
traditional gatekeepers such as universities and libraries. These examples portray

the unique capabilities of the technology in impacting on teaching and learning.

Salomon and Perkins (1996) emphasised that this approach contrasts the effects of
learning with to the effects of learning from technology in teaching and learning.
Learning from technologies refers to situations when technologies are used to
deliver pre-packaged lessons with the intent of the acquisition of particular skills
and strategies while learning with technologies exemplifies situations where
students use “technologies to express and represent what they know” (Jonassen &
Carr, 2000, p. 189). Several authors argue for students to learn with technologies
including online learning to form an intellectual partnership where the
technologies can amplify thinking to influence learning. This shift from learning
from media to learning with media describes the qualitative changes that occur in
the way learners process information when they are engaged in an intellectual
activity using the computer as a tool. The resulting partnership becomes more
intelligent than the learner working on his or her own (Hannafin, Hannafin,
Hooper, Rieber, & Kini, 1996; Pea, 1993; Salomon, Perkins, & Globerson, 1991).

3.1.1 The Notion of Affordances

There have been resounding calls for educators to consider the unique affordances
of a particular technology and its constraints when designing the appropriate
learning experiences for their students based on their pedagogical goals and
situation-specific tasks (Anderson, 2004b; Bonk & King, 1998; Collins et al.,
2000; Norman, 1999). Gibson (1977, 1979) first defined the term affordances
based on studies on human visual perception. He explains that “affordances of the
environment are what it offers animals, what it provides or furnishes, either for
good or ill” (Gibson, 1977, p. 68). Similarly, Pea (1993) defines affordance as the
“perceived and actual properties of a thing, primarily those functional properties
that determine just how the thing could possible be used (e.g a doorknob is for
turning, a wagon handle is for pulling)” (p. 51). Affordances provide opportunities

for action based on an object’s functional property. For example, “telephones
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afford grasping and talking and listening, while wireless headsets eliminates the
action of holding the phone” (Mazur, 2004, p. 1081). Others have extended the
original idea of affordances to include the capacities of a technology in facilitating
or constraining different kinds of learning (Greeno & Gresalfi, 2008; Roth,
Woszczyna, & Smith, 1996; Yates & Littleton, 2001) or more specifically, how
Web-based tools enable or constrain the communication and interaction between
the student and lecturer in an online class (Murphy & Coffin, 2003; Ryder &
Wilson, 1996).

While any environment can provide some kind of affordances to an actor, the
actor also needs to develop an ability to perceive or recognise affordances. This
ability known as attunement to affordances (Greeno, 1994) develops over time
and is shaped by experience and repeated exposure. McMorris (2004) explains
how “attunement enables an actor to search the areas of the display that contain
the most relevant information. Once the area has been searched, the individual

will directly perceive what the situation affords” (p. 51).

Even when an affordance is recognised (or attunement is achieved), the actor
needs to have the capacity to transform the affordances into an actual and
effective action (Gee, 2008). He explains “an effectivity means that a person can
take advantage of what is offered by the objects or features in the environment”
(p. 81). Another perspective on how actors take up the affordances inherent in
tools lies in the idea of appropriation (Rogoff, 1990, 1995). It refers to “the
process by which individuals transform their understanding of and responsibility
for activities through their own participation” (Rogoff, 1995, p. 150), while
Wertsch (1998) views appropriation as taking something that belongs to others
and adapting it one’s need. Therefore, appropriation can be viewed as the
intentional utilisation of affordances by an actor (Vatrapu, 2007). It is any tool
associated with particular social and cultural practices that are usually being
appropriated, for example, language, procedures or technical tools (technology).
Researchers interested in situated and sociocultural views of learning see this
relational nature of affordances as key in explaining interactions among actors and
or between actors and objects (Yates & Littleon, 2001). This notion of

appropriation of affordances (Reed, 1991) is adopted in this research.
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Differing views on the properties of affordances exist. For some, affordances have
both a positive and negative property of an object (Allen, Otto, & Hoffman, 2000;
Barnes, 2000; Gibson, 1977). For example, Gibson (1977) explained how a knife
affords cutting if manipulated in one manner, but affords being cut if manipulated
in another manner. Others refer to the possible activities or actions wielded by a
tool as affordances while the absence or diminished capability of a tool for those
purposes are constraints (Mazur, 2004; Murphy & Coffin, 2003; Norman, 1999;
Roth et al., 1996). Norman (1999), for example, referred to the inability to move

the computer’s cursor outside the screen as a physical constraint to the user.

Furthermore, others add that the regular use of a tool transforms its affordances
into effectivities capable of extending human capability (Allen et al., 2000;
Jonassen & Carr, 2000; Ryder & Wilson, 1996). Some authors have argued that
understanding the available affordances and effectivities provide a useful basis for
comprehending constraints on the types of interaction occurring (Yates &
Littleton, 2001). Jonassen (1996) illustrates how Web-based conferencing tools
can function as mindtools to support, guide and extend students’ thinking abilities.
Jonassen and Carr (2000) report on how networked synchronous and
asynchronous communication tools afford collaborative learning activities that
engage learners in a variety of critical, creative and complex thinking skills. This
creates communities of learners and supports the idea that students learn with

computer technologies rather than from them.

In this thesis, it is acknowledged that the Web-based technology plays a unique
and important role in affording specific opportunities for the lecturer and his
students to teach-and-learn with as well as teach-and-learn from to achieve their
teaching-learning goals involving the specific subject of research methods. Hence,
affordances refer to the positive benefits flowing from the choice of Web-based
technological tools for achieving the teaching-learning purposes. Constraints refer
to the opposite, namely the limitations presented by the chosen technological
tools. For example, it is the affordance provided by these tools that enables
learners to access greater opportunities for learning (Pea, 1993) while the mainly
text-based mode of asynchronous communicating represents a constraint in
prohibiting speech, verbal spontaneity and important non-verbal communicative

cues. In planning for online learning, Sherry (2000) cautions that a delicate
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balance exists between the affordances and constraints of many forms of CMC.
This precarious balance is dependent on the user’s interaction with the tools and
the ways in which this interaction allows him or her to maximise the affordances,
while minimising the constraints. A closer examination of the specific affordances
and constraints of the Web-based technology is needed to better understand the

nature and effects of such user-tool interaction.

3.1.2 Affordances of the Web-based Technology

Current studies into the role of the Web-based technology in influencing learning
commonly refer to its affordances in enabling particular aspects of distance
learning not possible in the past. In the online distance teaching-learning
situations, the lecturer and student(s) are generally separated (although there can
be forms of hybrid or blended learning environments). The important affordances
of the Web-based technology that contribute to online learning’s prevalence in
distance learning include (Anderson, 2004a; Cornelius & Higgison, 2000):

1) The capacity for removing the time and place dependence of the educational
interaction. Liberated from the constraints of time and place, students have the
convenience and flexibility of pacing their own learning (Hill, 2000; Meyer, 2003;
Ownston, 1997; Porter, 1997; Sherry & Wilson, 1997). They can access their
studies from anywhere and usually at any time while balancing work and family
commitments (Cole, 2002; Crossman, 1997; Curran, 2001; Hill, 2000; Reeves,
1999; Relan & Gillani, 1997);

2) The ability to support multiple formats of content such as multimedia tools,
video, audio, graphics, pictorial content, colour, animation, and text including
shared applications and shared workspace (Porter, 1997). Online lecturers and
students can adopt more motivating forms of resources to promote active learning
compared to traditional distance learning resources (Crossman, 1997; Hill, 2000).
Additionally, this ability to support interaction in a variety of formats (text,
speech, video, etc.) in both asynchronous and synchronous modes of

communication provides a communications-rich learning context;

3) The capacity to support multiple formats is valuable for developing authentic
tasks and experiential learning experiences that are context dependent in accord

with situated and participative learning practices (Barab & Duffy, 2000; Hannafin,
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1997; Herrington & Oliver, 1999; McLellan, 1996; Oliver & Herrington, 2000;
Reeves, 1999; Relan & Gillani, 1997; Sherry & Wilson, 1997). These provide
learning experiences relevant to the learner and situate authentic practices and
feedback in realistic scenarios (Slaouti, 2007). On the other hand, when online
learning involves passive learning (i.e. reading large blocks of static material
online presented linearly, or used as an electronic book) to achieve convergent
learning outcomes, students are less satisfied with their learning experiences (Hill,
1997; Hiltz et al., 2000; Meyer, 2003). Though small proportions of students may
prefer and do well in self-paced, solitary learning, the majority reported enhanced

learning and support given adequate opportunities to interact with others;

4) Various forms of communication and interaction including synchronous or
asynchronous modes are also possible through the Web for learners to give
responses and receive specific feedback to their questions or about their progress
(Eastmond, 1995). Synchronous communication such as chats is a valuable option
for the online lecturer to structure his or her class to meet at certain times for real-
time discussion sessions or to clarify important questions raised. Asynchronous
forms of communication such as Web-based conferencing are highly valued and
have the advantage over face-to-face group discussions of giving students the
convenience and flexibility of pausing and reflecting on their ideas before posting
them in the online forum. Romiszowski (1997) added that although face-to-face
discussions have the benefits of interpersonal, social and non-verbal
communication cues they are confined to real time, limited by geographical
distance, require time and are influenced by one’s personal inhibitions. Liberated
from these constraints, students can concentrate on the content of the discussion
resulting in more thoughtful and well considered ideas (Berge, 1997; Harasim,
1987; Meyer, 2003; Romiszowski, 1997).

Other reports have found interactions in online learning environments more social
and friendly compared to face-to-face environments (Harasim, 2000; McDonald
& Gibson, 1998). Berge (1997), for example, notes that asynchronous
environments are especially suited for “shy, thoughtful, or hesitant
conversationalists and to members of those cultures where answers and responses
are considered and carefully framed before presentation” (p. 8). Such learning

environments enable students to participate more equitably in online discussions
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and collaborative activities seceding from traditional lecturer-led discussion
(Bonk & Dennen, 2003; Harasim, 2000). Moreover, online lecturers can
intentionally structure their class to optimise individual, paired, small group or
whole group communication and interaction to achieve specific learning goals
(Berge, 1999; Harasim, 1993). These benefits go beyond the mere delivery of pre-
packaged education and challenge the traditional viewpoint of learning confined
to the classroom and the role of the lecturer as the expert in disseminating
knowledge to the student (Bonk & Dennen, 1999);

5) The capacity of accessing unlimited global resources including content created
by the lecturers and peers as well as networking opportunities with experts,
professionals, communities or researchers in one’s field of interest (Hill, 2000;
Kearsley, 2000; Relan & Gillani, 1997; Willis & Dickinson, 1997). The
information accessed is usually current, and gives the students the opportunity to
further explore a topic of interest through hypertext links to other websites
(Ownston, 1997).

Students’ viewpoints are broadened with opportunities for discussion, interaction
and reflection. They can explore and accommodate multiple perspectives in
developing their individual and cumulative knowledge and reflections to form a
sense of intersubjectivity and common ground (Bonk, Appleman, & Hay, 1996;
Dennen & Wieland, 2007; Harasim, 2000; Windschitt, 1998). This advantage is
usually exploited in online learning classes that value collaborative learning and a
dynamic learning community. Online group projects allow group members from
differing geographical localities to collaborate towards shared goals or to solve
problems to achieve a common goal. Students have reported on the benefits from
active learning activities such as collaboration, social interaction and
communication in enhancing their ability to reflect in their assignments,
developing a better understanding of concepts and analytical abilities, and
cultivating a sense of cohesiveness for them to accomplish more than if they were
to learn on their own (Harasim, 1990, 2000; Hill, 1997); and finally,

6) The unique nature of text-based communication in online learning allows
learners’ thoughts to be captured for further examination, elaboration and

extension resulting in richer and more thoughtful online discussions (Harasim,
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1990; Ownston, 1997). Levinson (1990) claims that the ability to easily revise
one’s work gives the writer the capacity to produce a closer fit between
iIdeas/emotions and their expression in writing, and makes text a “much finer,
more supple and more propagative tool of the intellect” (p. 9). Mason and Kaye
(1990) suggest some benefits of text-based communication,

the downloading of text messages and documents that can then

be edited, modified, and uploaded again for others to read,

comment on and process. These possibilities change the ways in

which text material is perceived and apprehended — the authority

of a finished, polished product (e.g. a book) is replaced by

something dynamic and modifiable, much more under the

learner’s control (p. 19).
The textual mode of communication also facilitates learning in allowing learners
to assume a sense of anonymity when learning online. Studies have indicated how
students are less shy about participating online as the potential discriminating
social cues in face-to-face interactions such as physical appearance, gender,
ethnicity, socioeconomic status, speech and accent are minimised to a certain

extent in online interactions (Dutton, Dutton, & Perry, 2002; Owen, 1993).

Other reports point to the increased opportunities for publishing one’s work on the
Internet for sharing either on a one-to-one basis or a one-to-public basis such as
through threaded discussions and discussion boards as a motivator for students to
produce quality work as part of the learning process (Crossman, 1997). This
results in enhanced writing skills as students learn to write to engage authentic
audiences (Ownston, 1997; Wegerif, 1998).

Collier and Yoder (2002) further report on the changing communication dynamics
(e.g. differences between the spoken versus the written word, asynchronous
versus synchronous communication, and the advantages of asynchronous
interactions) as a result of adopting these technological tools. For example, email
communication has been found to be less structured, less constrained by social

conventions of communicating and more spontaneous (Windschitt, 1998).
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Although the benefits and opportunities that online learning affords to learning are
commendable, the limitations of this learning mode need to be considered. Some
of the constraints are presented next.

3.1.3 Constraints of the Web-based Technology

Some notable constraints reported in online learning include:

1) A primary emphasis on text-based communication. Students and lecturers can
be uncomfortable with this method of communication as they commonly rely
upon non-verbal cues such as physical appearance, speech and voice in mediating
effective face-to-face communication (Cornelius & Higgison, 2000; Heath, 1998).
Shell (1994) pointed out the effects associated with text-based communication:
students’ online messages are more easily misunderstood; students can feel
vulnerable as their thoughts are recorded and preserved for others to read; students
can become overly concerned with the appearance of their text, typographical
errors and grammar; and the distancing safety of communicating via the Internet
can instigate casual inflammatory and hurtful remarks from and between students.
Furthermore, students can experience information overload and a sense of
dissonance when learning online as they cope with discussion threads, required
readings and attempts to navigate through a multiple-media rich hyperlinked
learning environment (Harasim, 2000; Hill, 1997; Marchionini, 1988; Shell, 1994;
Whittaker & Sidner, 1996). Harasim (2000) adds that online learners also
experience communication anxiety due to an uncertainty of the appropriateness of
their online messages and whether they were sent to the right conference. Online
lecturers need to assist students by creating a supportive class structure with

helpful guidelines to overcome such “lost in hyperspace” phenomenon (Hill &
Hannafin, 1997, p. 39);

2) The asynchronous form of communication has also been blamed for the acute
sense of isolation experienced by learners as they feel disconnected from their
lecturer and their peers when learning online (Bird & Morgan, 2003; Lake, 1999).
Many authors have raised the need for specific strategies to be established to
encourage a combination of independent and collaborative work and interaction to
overcome this limitation (Collins & Berge, 1996; Lake, 1999; Mclssac, Blocher,
Mahes, & Vrasidas, 1999; Schulte, 2003). Romizowski (1993) also alluded to the

fact that the Web is a multi-level, and multi-speed environment where students
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can access resources and also participate in teaching-learning activities over time.
This can lead to an overall lack of cohesiveness and pose a challenge for online
interaction and discussion especially in terms of managing task-coordination
(Harasim, 1993; Harris, 1994; Schrum, 1992; Sherry, 2000);

3) Technical challenges are a chief concern to online students and lecturers.
Online learning is heavily dependent on the workings of a computer, modem, and
Internet access. A failure or breakdown in any of these components impedes
access ultimately prohibiting interaction and communication in online learning
(Hill, 1997). Other factors such as bandwith, speed of communication lines, and
the seamless integration of the software application used can also hinder
participation in online learning. Novice online students and lecturers will also
need to overcome a fear of using the hardware and software. Schrum (1992)
reported that the biggest challenge associated with online learning is the
frustration resulting from technical failures. Online students and lecturers get
frustrated when learning to use the hardware and software, are unable to connect
to the Internet and have to wait while the information downloads to the desktop
(Schrum, 1992);

4) Students are able to hide easily or not participate in online class discussions
(lurking) or disappear altogether from the online class. Student lurking is a
concern among online lecturers who fear that lurkers are bystanders to course
discussions and precluded from beneficial online learning experience, or lack a
commitment to the online learning community, or are just free-riding on the
efforts of others (Finholt & Sproull, 1990; Kollock & Smith, 1996; Rovai, 2000).
The reasons for lurking are varied: lack of self-confidence or feelings of
incompetency to post ideas online (Berge, 1997, 1999), lack of confidence on the
part of non-native English speakers in their English skills (Katz, 1998), desire to
preserve anonymity, privacy and safety, constraints of time and work
commitments, and the inability to cope with the sheer volume or poor quality of
online messages (Nonnecke & Preece, 2001). Active members generally mistrust
those who do not participate, a negative impact that can affect the overall sense of
community in an online class (Rovai, 2000). While lurking usually carries a
negative connotation online learning, others claim that it is able to meet online

learners’ personal and information needs (Nonnecke & Priest, 2001). It is also
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argued to be a form of LPP (Lave & Wenger, 1991) for students, in the
development of online learning communities, as they familiarise themselves with
the class and develop the competence and confidence to participate in the class
discussions to work towards central participation in the community (McKendree
& Mayes, 1997; Preece, Nonnecke, & Andrews, 2004; Subramani & Peddibhotla,
2004; Whittaker, Terveen, Hill, & Cherny, 1998); and,

5) Time and resource management pose a further challenge for online lecturers
and students. Bork (2000) has observed how lecturers’ workload increased as
simple tasks such as replying to emails become demanding with the increase in
class size. Other contributors to the workload include marking and dealing with
the interactive components in the online class (e.g. discussion forums and chats)
where student contribution can range from sporadic to a surge of online messages
for the lecturer to respond too (Caplan, 2004). Many researchers have cautioned
online lecturers to be aware of the time and resources involved in developing,
maintaining and offering an online course (Caplan, 2004; Harasim, 1987; Hill,
1997).

This section has explored the important affordances and constraints inherent in the
Web-based technology in influencing learning. The Web technology affords time
and place independence access to educational opportunities, multiple formats of
learning content in synchronous and/or asynchronous forms of interaction, access
to global resources, and the persistence of text-based communication for further
examination of learner thoughts and ideas. In contrast, its constraints is
exemplified through the impersonal nature of the text-mode of communicating,
learner sense of isolation and disconnectedness, frustrations experienced when
technical failures occur, lack of student participation or lurking, and the
challenges faced in managing time and resources when teaching-and-learning
online. Overall, the most valuable contribution that the Web-based technology
affords is increased communication and interactivity through email, bulletin
boards, chats, and Web-based conferencing to potentially lead to the development
of a virtual learning community in enhancing the quality of student learning. This
allows the potential for a higher level of student engagement in the teaching and

learning process and for more authentic learner centred activities.
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Reports on successful pedagogical frameworks of online courses suggest that
increased opportunities for student interaction with others exploit the maximum
potential of the affordances of the Web, give tribute to social and participative
learning practices and are highly valued by most students (Bonk & Reynolds,
1997; Salmon, 2000; Salomon & Perkins, 1996; Swan, 2002). This implies that a
closer examination of the roles and functions of the online lecturer and students is
warranted to ascertain how they can appropriate the affordances of the Web to
mediate important teaching and learning interactions while making provisions for
its constraints. Salomon and Perkins (1996) claim that,

learning depends crucially on the exact character of the activities

that learners engage in with a program, the kinds of tasks they try to

accomplish, and the kinds of intellectual and social activity they

become involved in, in interaction with that which computing

affords. Computer technology may provide interesting and powerful

learning opportunities, but these are not taken automatically;

teachers and learners need to learn how to take advantage of them

(p. 3).
This signals a warning that although the Web affords interaction and
communication, this capacity must be appropriated by the lecturers and students
otherwise it remains merely a potential for action. This research hopes to address
this point by assisting the online lecturer and students in the research to
comprehend and appropriate the affordances of the technological tools to mediate
and enhance learning. The next section discusses specific roles online lecturers
can play to realise the affordances and facilitate learning in the online

environment.

3.2 The Role of the Online Lecturer

The first part of this discussion centres on the importance of the lecturer’s role in
effecting change in the class. This is followed by an overview of the approaches
adopted to support lecturers’ transition from face-to-face teaching to online

learning environments.

The literature on successful online lecturer practices is replete with best practices
and how tos in crafting an effective interactive and collaborative learning
environment (Collier & Yoder, 2002; Lander, 2001; Sunal, Sunal, Sundberg, &
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Staples, 2002; Tallent-Runnels, Cooper, Lan, Thomas, & Busby, 2005). These
range from giving prompt feedback to having a strong and regular lecturer
presence to carefully structuring the course to encourage peer collaboration.
Efforts have also been made to identify competencies and skills required for
successful online teaching to occur (Goodyear, Salmon, Spector, Steeples, &
Tickner, 2001; Smith, 2005; Spector & de la Teja, 2001). Furthermore,
benchmarks and quality standards of teaching in online courses have been
proposed to ensure the quality and robustness of online teaching practices
(Frydenberg, 2002; Institute of Higher Education Policy, 2000; Lorenzo & Moore,
2002; Online University Consortium, 2004). This is in line with the concerned call
in the last few years since the Web’s conception to redirect research efforts back
to effective pedagogy to enhance meaningful teaching and learning (Bonk &
Dennen, 1999; Clark, 1994; Collis, 1997; Curran, 2001; Grabe & Grabe, 2000;
Hill, 2000; Khan, 1997; Mason & Kaye, 1990; Robson, 2000; Sherry, 2000).

The important recognition for online pedagogies support the notion that the
lecturer’s role in any teaching-learning environment be it face-to-face or in an
online setting is of key importance (Forret, Khoo, & Cowie, 2005; Matuga, 2001,
Palloff & Pratt, 1999, Salmon, 2000). The main difference is that of emphasis as
some practices become more prominent while others are downplayed in the
transition from face-to-face to online learning environments (Nichols, 2007b).
Anderson (2004a) observes:

Learning and teaching in an online environment, are in many

ways, much like teaching and learning in any other formal

educational context: learner’s needs are assessed; content is

negotiated or prescribed; learning activities are orchestrated;

and learning is assessed. However, the pervasive effect of the

online medium creates a unique environment for teaching and

learning (p. 273).

It is the different dynamics of the online learning environment that necessitate
lecturers to change their role but the nature of this change has no bearing on their
fundamental role as teachers in a class (Nichols, 2007b). As Mayes (2001) asserts
“it is not new pedagogies that we need, but new ways of providing existing

pedagogy efficiently and flexibly” (p. 17) which posed the real challenge for
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online learning. How good teaching is expressed is just different in an online and
face-to-face learning setting (Goodyear et al., 2001). As a result, different ways of
teaching, organising and presenting content, communicating with students and

evaluating courses become necessary considerations (Ryan, Carlton, & Ali, 2004).

3.2.1 A Roles Framework

Different frameworks and approaches have been proposed in order to identify and
classify the many teaching practices found helpful in fostering online
collaboration and interactions. They range from proposing a progressive five-
stage model on online teaching-learning (Salmon, 2000) to investigating the
potential of specific online pedagogical strategies such as problem-based learning
(Jonassen, 1998; Oliver & Herrington, 2000; Oliver & McLoughlin, 1999). Others
have chosen to investigate types of teacher-student-content interactions
(Anderson, 2003; Cummings, Bonk & Jacobs, 2002; Garrison, Anderson, &
Archer, 2000; Gunawardena, Lowe, Anderson, 1997; Moore, 1989, 1990, 1993;
Northrup, 2001) and so forth. Another framework to making sense of these
teaching practices is to view them as being associated with a particular lecturer
role (Berge, 1995, 1996, 2000; Bonk & Dennen, 2003, Coppola, Hiltz, & Rotter,
2002; Palloff & Pratt, 1999; Teles, Ashton, Roberts & Tzoneva, 2001).
Identifying specific roles enables lecturers to more easily explore each role’s
required responsibility, tasks and practices and adapt them to their teaching
context. Further, Collins and Green (1992) argued that it was important to
understand the roles lecturers and students adopt as they influence the nature of
their contributions during lesson activity. This is the approach undertaken in this

thesis.

Mason (1991) first established the notion of online lecturer roles to systemise the
overall responsibility and tasks required of an online lecturer. Three key lecturer
roles are observed — organisational, social, and intellectual. An organisational role
involves the lecturer setting the course objectives, schedule and rules for online
contributions; a social role refers to using strategies such as posting welcoming
messages, acknowledging student contribution, giving prompt feedback to student
contributions and maintaining a positive and friendly tone in the forum; while an
intellectual role involves asking questions, probing responses, refocusing

discussions, weaving disparate comments, synthesising key ideas, identifying
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unifying themes, directing the discussion and raising the intellectual climate of the
course. These three roles seem to be quite essential as they are raised again
although represented differently through the three roles proposed by Coppola et
al. (2002) a decade later. They propose a cognitive, an affective and a managerial
role. The cognitive role relates to the mental processes of learning, information
storage and thinking. The affective role is where a lecturer attempts to relate to
students by creating a friendly class atmosphere, and finally, the managerial role
deals with the class and course managerial issues and monitoring of students’
progress. Coppola et al. (2002) also found evidence of changes in roles as
lecturers move from teaching face-to-face to online environments. Although
conventional face-to-face teaching roles are still maintained in online classes,
these roles are transformed. The cognitive role, for example, demands that the
online lecturer shifts students into deeper cognitive complexities of learning. The
affective role requires online lecturers to find new tools to express emotions.
Finally, the managerial role requires more attention to class details, class structure
and student monitoring. Garrison et al. (2000) reported similar categories of
lecturer roles in their online Community of Inquiry model through their portraying

a cognitive presence, social presence, and teaching presence in the class.

Berge (1995, 1996, & 2000) and Teles et al. (2001) expanded on these core roles
to highlight four roles: pedagogical, managerial, social, and technical. An online
lecturer’s pedagogical role refers to the lecturer initiating educational facilitative
strategies to promote quality learning interactions. This involves using questions
and probes to encourage student response and focus discussions on critical
concepts and ideas. A managerial role revolves around activities that are
organisational, procedural and administrative in nature. They include tasks such as
setting the course objectives, establishing rules and policies in the class, and
managing the class interactions carefully. A social role looks to promoting a
friendly social and welcoming environment to students. It is important for
students to feel safe and to relate to one another for them to work successfully
together in a cohesive team. Finally, a technological role involves the lecturer
becoming comfortable and competent with using the online technology. He or she
also needs to support the novice online learner’s adoption of the technology in
order that they can concentrate on the learning activities in the course. Berge

(1996) acknowledged that not all of these roles need to be conducted by the same
63



person (though they can be) and that there can be overlaps in the tasks required in

the characterisation of each of these roles.

Other investigations have attempted to expand on these four core roles to further
refine the tasks and responsibilities required of the online lecturer. Goodyear et al.
(2001), for example, identified eight roles — researcher, assessor, adviser/
counsellor, process facilitator, content facilitator, technologist, designer,
manager/administrator. Salmon (2000), on the other hand, emphasised five key
online lecturer roles such as information giving and receiving, development,
knowledge construction, access and motivation and socialisation. Other examples
of typical online lecturer roles proposed by various researchers are portrayed in
Table 3.1. The diversity and multidimensionality of the online lecturer role is
implied. These roles are active and dynamic responding to changes during a
course and the learner’s needs and expectations (Anderson, 2004a; Cornelius &
Higgison, 2000). A broad analysis of these proposed roles reveals how Berge’s
(1996) framework could easily accommodate them. For example, the managerial
role can represent similar roles such as organisational, administrator, planner,
group structurer, researcher, and designer. The pedagogical role could encompass
the intellectual, tutor, mentor, assessor, facilitator, cognitive, role model, coach,
and knowledge expert roles. The social role can be affiliated with roles such as
advisor, helper, affective and communicator. Finally, the technical role can
replace the firefighter and technologist roles. In spite of such multiplicity of roles
proposed, Berge’s (1996) original framework remains popular among researchers
in the development of collaborative teaching and learning online environments
(Bonk, Kirkley, Hara, & Dennen, 2001; Bonk & Dennen, 2003; Maor, 2003;
Teles et al., 2001), and online learning communities (Bonk et al., 2004; Palloff &
Pratt, 1999).

Although this was a useful framework to guide online lecturers’ teaching and
development in the online class, literature on how each of these roles can take
advantage of the affordances and opportunities of the technological tools found in

a typical online class has been limited.
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Table 3.

Examples of Online Lecturer Roles

1

Mason (1991) | Berge (1995) Harasim Collinsand | Salmon (2000) Cornelius Garrisonet | Coppolaet | Goodyear et Heur and
et al. Berge (1996) and .
(1995) Higgison al. (2000) al. (2002) al. (2001) King (2004)
(2000)
Technical Firefighter Technologist Technologist
Organisational Managerial Planner Administrator Manager Managerial Manager/ Planner
administrator
Intellectual Pedagogical Participant Information Co-learner Cognitive Cognitive
giving and
2 Presence
receiving
Group Development Designer Designer Role Model
structurer
Knowledge Knowledge Content Facilitator
construction expert -
facilitator
Researcher Researcher
Facilitator Facilitator Access and Facilitator Teaching Process Coach
motivation -
Presence facilitator
Assessor Assessor
Social Social Guide Promoter Socialisation Adviser/ Social Affective Adviser/ Communicator
Presence counsellor
counsellor
Helper Tutor
Mentor

3Note. From Online Tutoring E-book by S. Cornelius and C. Higgison, 2000, Edinburgh, Scotland: Heriot-Watt University and the Robert Gordon University.
Copyright 2000 by Heriot-Watt University and the Robert Gordon University. Adapted with permission.
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Consequently, Bonk and Dennen (2003) extended the definition of each of the

Berge’s original four roles or ‘hats’ through the use of the Web’s communicative

and collaborative tools. Table 3.2 details the roles, their characteristics and

supporting Web-based technological tools and activities.

Table 3.2

Summary of the Four Key Roles of the Online Lecturer®

Lecturer Roles

Characteristics and Tasks

Enabling Web-based

Technology and Activities

Pedagogical Role

Managerial Role

Social Role

Technological role

Assume facilitator or moderator role and

ask questions, encourage student
knowledge building, design a variety of
instructional activities, elicit reflection,
weave or summarise  discussions,
identify themes in discussions, offer
constructive criticism, push to articulate
ideas and explore resources and provide
explanations and elaboration where
necessary

Coordinate assignments, set due date,
assign groups and partners, present clear
expectations, set office hours, clarify
grading and feedback policies and
overall course structuring

Create a friendly and nurturing
environment or community feel, exhibit
a generally positive tone, foster some
humour, personalise messages, display
empathy and interpersonal outreach
Assist students with technology and

clarify

encountered, notify students when the

system issues, problems

server is down, explain system

limitations

Problem-based learning tasks,
peer feedback tools, electronic
cases, team activities,
discussion forums, role play,
constructive controversy, field
reflections, links to suitable
Web

evaluations, online debates

sites and resource

Online chats, detailed

syllabus, course FAQs, online
gradebook and portfolios,

track login data, online

calendar of events

Online cafes, digitised class
photos, online guests and
visitors, embed jokes and
online stories or anecdotes
Orientation

tasks, help

systems, tutorials, vote on

preferred technologies

*Note. From Handbook of Distance Education (p. 339), by M. G. Moore and B. Anderson, 2003,

Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum. Copyright 2003 by Copyright Clearance Center. Reprinted with

permission.

66



A pedagogical role to highlight the lecturer’s educational facilitation role and
encouraging student knowledge construction can be displayed through the use of
team activities, electronic cases, online debates, discussion forums and peer
feedback tools. Bonk, Hara, Dennen, Malikowski, and Supplee (2000) proposed
twelve forms of online learning assistance such as questioning, directing
instruction, modelling, giving feedback, providing task structuring and
elaborations, pushing students to explore, fostering reflection, encouraging
articulation and giving general advice/ scaffolding. Similarly, Anderson, Rourke,
Garrison, and Archer (2001) conceptualised an online lecturer’s teaching presence
as comprising of design and coordination, facilitating discourse (e.g. identifying
areas of agreement/disagreement, seeking to reach consensus, encouraging,
acknowledging or reinforcing student contributions, setting climate for learning,
drawing in participants/ prompting discussions, assessing the efficacy of the
process), and direct instruction (e.g. present content/questions, focus the
discussion on specific issues, summarise the discussion, confirm understanding
through assessment and diagnose misconceptions). An important pedagogical role
include the lecturer exertion of control where, unlike the traditional sense of
lecturer exertion of power and authority, lecturers embracing a situated learning
approach to teaching and learning need to exert and retain control in context in
order to facilitate interactions with their students that will promote learning and
knowledge creation (Juwah, 2006a). Current studies attest to the online lecturer’s
ability to facilitate discussions as imperative to creating a supportive,
collaborative class where students are engaged in constructive knowledge
building efforts as part of a community of learners (Balcaen & Hirtz, 2007; Clark,
2001; Collins & Berge, 1996; Commonwealth of Learning, 2003; Goodyear et al.,
2001; Heuer & King, 2004; Leh, 2002; Maor, 2003; Morris, Xu, & Finnegan,
2005; Palloff & Pratt, 2001; Ryan et al., 2004; Thorpe, 2002). In the role of a
pedagogical facilitator, emphasis is given to class discussions, contributing to the
development of knowledge, weaving various discussions threads together and
maintaining overall harmony in the class instead of mere information dispensing
(Barab, Thomas, Merill; 2001; Berge, 2000; Bonk & Reynolds, 1997; Hara &
Kling, 2000; Harasim, 1990; Lai, 1997; Muellar, 2002; Rossman, 1999; Salmon,
2000; Schrum & Hong, 2002). Harasim (2000) urged online lecturers in their

pedagogical roles to learn to create courses that are constructional or
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conversational where discourse and teamwork create a sense of commitment. In
essence, online lecturers “must learn to moderate, mediate and facilitate

discussions” (Harasim, 2000, p. 53).

A managerial role to organise, administer and maintain the smooth running of a
course can employ a course frequently asked questions (FAQs) reference area,
online portfolios and online calendar of events. Collis and Nijhuis (2000) contend
that this role is often hugely underestimated and encompasses all tasks “outside of
content-specific aspects of a course” (p. 87). The literature on online teaching also
highlights the time-consuming nature of managerial tasks in planning, organising,
administering, keeping track of students’ development, clarifying expectations,
responding to student inquiries and so forth. Recommendations are made for
online lecturers to build in more student support structures and clearly define
expectations and availability to cope with these demands (Anderson, 2004a;
Collis and Nijhuis, 2000; Ko & Rossen, 2004; Lazarus, 2003; Nichols, 2007b).
Hara and Kling’s (2000) study in an online Masters’ course further indicated that
online students were concerned about receiving prompt, clear feedback,
constructing text-based messages that are free of ambiguity and misunderstanding
and coping with the general complexities of communicating online; managerial
and technically related issues which ought to be addressed at the outset of a

course.

A social role to make students feel welcome can be demonstrated through the use
of online cafes and jokes where the students and lecturer can have light-hearted
and casual conversations outside of the course to create a friendly and welcoming
atmosphere, or the use of online photos to personalise the contributions posted in
the class forum in the attempt to reduce the perceived cold and impersonal nature
of distance learning. Others highlight that good communication skills as part of
the online lecturer’s social role are important to convey clear expectations,
instructions and directions, develop cordial and supportive relationships which
will build towards discussions that have more depth and based on well thought-
out responses rather than spontaneous comments (Al-Bataineh, Brooks, &
Bassoppo-Moyo, 2005; Bonk et al., 2004; Campos, Laferriére, & Harasim, 2001,
Collins & Berge, 1996; Coppola, Hiltz, & Rotter, 2004; Deaudelin, Dussault, &

Brodeur, 2003; Hung & Nichani, 2001; Kanuka & Anderson, 1998; Richardson &
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Swan, 2003; Zieger & Pulichino, 2004). Gunawardena (1995) argued that the
online lecturer’s social presence is crucial in creating a sense of community and
collaboration among students. This is supported by other studies indicating how a
social role was important in supporting online students’ sense of isolation and
providing acceptance and encouraging collaboration in the building of a
supportive online learning community (Kiernan, Thomas & Woodroffe, 2003;
Lai, 1997, 1998; Lake, 1999; Maor, 2003; Mclssac et al., 1999; Richardson &
Swan, 2003; Rovai 2000; Stepich & Ertmer, 2003; Stodel, Thompson &
MacDonald, 2006; Tu, 2002; Zieger & Pulichino, 2004). Hiltz (1994)
recommended that online lecturers be flexible in their teaching, provide frequent
and directed questions and responses, acknowledge comments made by students,
encourage lurkers to contribute to the group and provide updates and reviews of

discussions in establishing a social role to encourage community building.

Finally, a technological role is realised by assisting students to become
comfortable with using online technology through help systems and tutorials or
orientation tasks to familiarise them with the technical interface used in the online
class. Many studies show that one of the major frustrations in online learning is
the lack of student technical support (Collier & Yoder, 2002; Daugherty & Funke,
1998; Hara & Kling, 2000; Tallent-Runnels et al., 2005). Harasim (2000)’s
investigation into online student satisfaction at the Virtual U in Canada, based on
data from 15,000 students from 439 courses, confirmed technical difficulties and
slow network time were a major concern for students. Their students experienced
communication anxiety as they were insecure about the appropriateness of the
messages sent and whether they were sent to the right conference. Lecturer
feedback and explicit user guidelines given to alleviate student concerns as they
gained skills and confidence in navigating the online classroom were highly
recommended in this study. Technical breakdowns in online learning
environments result in communication difficulties marking the absence of support
and guidance from the lecturer and students’ peers. It is important for online
lecturers to play a technical role in supporting and helping students through such

technical and communication difficulties.

Overall, the literature on online lecturer roles advocates flexibility in adopting and

switching in-between the multiple roles at any one time in an online course
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(Cornelius & Higgison, 2000; Gwynne & Chester, 2000; Heuer & King, 2004). A
final key idea in these frameworks on lecturer roles is for a lecturer to reassess his
or her role as a lecturer and take advantage of the Web’s communicative and
collaborative potential to foster environments and reward structures that
encourage students to value their interactions with their peers as an important
learning resource. Such re-examination moves the lecturer away from
conventional roles of teaching as instruction or telling to questioning, engaging in
dialogue and meaning-making rather than transmission of content. Anderson
(2004b) argues,

the task of the online course designer and teacher is to choose,

adapt, and perfect (through feedback, assessment, and

reflection) educational activities that maximise the affordances

of the Web. In doing so, they create learning-, knowledge-,

assessment-, and community-centred educational experiences

that result in high levels of learning by all participants (p. 55).

For the purposes of this research, Bonk and Dennen’s (2003) framework provides
a useful starting point in defining the online lecturer’s roles and responsibilities in
the planning of the intervention in this research (Phase 2) and in guiding the
analysis of the Phases 1 and 3 data. However, one limiting factor was their
recommendation did not indicate how these roles can be understood by grounding
them in to the possible ways of lecturer interactions. This seminal work was
realised by Zhu (1996) and later Garrison et al. (2000) (See Section 3.3.1).

Although the four lecturer roles have been highlighted in the literature, it is still a
challenge for novice lecturers to craft them into their teaching in the online
learning environment. A discussion of the various approaches used to support
lecturers’ adoption of the technology and transition to online learning is warranted

next.

3.2.2 Approaches to Support Lecturers to Teach in Online Environments

The previous section discussed the importance of the multiplicity and flexibility
of online lecturer roles. Developing the skills required for each role to be enacted
in the online environment importantly calls for some form of lecturer scaffolding

or development.
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A number of reasons, however, contribute to lecturer reluctance to adopt online

learning. They include:

A discomfort with the technical requirements involved. Lecturers are not
technologically savvy and do not see the relevance of using technology in
their practice (Fox & Herrmann, 2000; Koehler, Mishra, Hershey, &
Peruski, 2004). This could also be related to their preconceived attitudes
and beliefs regarding technology and its effectiveness in mediating quality
student learning (Beas & Salanova, 2006; Compeau, Higgins, & Huff,
1999; Decker, 1998);

A reluctance of lecturers to step out of their comfort zone of teaching
traditional face-to-face classes to attempt teaching in an online
environment. Most lecturers have never had the experience of being an
online student. They teach according to how they had been taught and
have developed their own teaching style that they have found to be
successful in their own face-to-face classes (Collins, 2000; Jamieson,
2004);

A misconception that lecturers must learn to teach all over again when
transitioning to online learning (Collins, 2000);

A concern over losing their role as the dispenser of knowledge in the class
(Collins, 2000);

A concern as to whether the quality of teaching can be maintained, and or
the inability to control the quality of learning (Collins, 2000). This is
supported by Jamieson’s (2004) study indicating that lecturers grappled
with a combination of technical and pedagogical issues in adopting online
learning, such as how to transfer their current practice to the online
environment, how to establish a satisfactory relationship and interact
effectively online, how to interpret the actions (or inactions) of the online
learner, how to use the online environment to enhance students’ learning
experience, and how to acquire the functional skill to teach in the online
environment;

The limited time available to learn how to use the technology successfully
as lecturers view online learning as yet another burden on their many

responsibilities (Koehler et al., 2004). Preparing to teach online is also
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very time consuming, an investment of time and effort usually not
recognised by their institutions (Collis & Nijhuis, 2000; Lazarus, 2003;
Nichols, 2007b; Young & McSporran, 2004); and,
e A lack of role models or experts who have successfully taught online and
can act as consultants for less experienced lecturers (Koehler et al., 2004).
These valid concerns need to be addressed in any form of support and

development structure provided by institutions of higher learning.

Menges (1994) underscored four traditional strategies that have been successful in
lecturer development: workshops and seminars, individual consultation, grants for
Improving teaching practice, resource materials such as books and newsletters and
colleagues helping colleagues. In relation to online learning, two of the common
forms of lecturer development include one-off workshops and seminars, or
ongoing technical training and support programmes (Koehler et al., 2004).
Although such short-term, generic training sessions can be quite successful in
increasing lecturers’ content knowledge and technical skills to acceptable levels of
proficiency (Collins, 2000), it is doubtful if they can achieve anything more than
superficial pedagogical changes. Specific criticisms against them include the fact
that these strategies are time consuming and may be irrelevant to lecturers’ needs
(Salter & Hansen, 1999); often fail to address the more important (and more
difficult) goal of helping lecturers integrate their knowledge and skill into long
term successful pedagogical practice (Claxton & Carr, 1991; Salter & Hansen,
1999); are too simplistic and decontextualise the use of the technology from the
pedagogy of specific content areas (Koehler et al., 2004); result in shovelware (the
inappropriate literal conversion of teaching materials into the online learning
environment without considering their suitability for pedagogical purposes in the
online medium) (Collins, 2000); or the inappropriate adoption of the technology

in a lecturer’s teaching practice (Simpson, 2004).

Online lecturer development programmes are especially complex and difficult to
cater to every lecturer’s needs as multiple forms and contexts exist for online
learning (e.g. a totally online course or a blended course or an online course
supplementary etc.). A variety of possible ways to apply the technology also

exists due to the rapid evolvement of the technology, and the varying educational
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levels of students and levels of technical expertise inherent in lecturers further add
to the difficulty (Salter & Hansen, 1999).

The current research on online lecturer development programmes indicates
lecturers can benefit from information regarding effective online teaching practice
such as online interaction, pedagogical knowledge and best practices (Sprague,
2006), collaborative efforts and collegial support which can occur in the form of
mentoring to discuss needs, share ideas and experiences (Hallas, 2006; Villar &
Rosa, 2007), and the practical experience of integrating theory into practice to
enhance student learning (Hallas, 2006). Accordingly, four broad approaches are
observed in addressing the challenges of supporting lecturers’ transition from
face-to-face to online learning; a staged-based approach, a pedagogical-based

approach, a distributed forms approach, and a personal views approach.

In the first approach, several writers refer to different models demonstrating how
lecturer adoption of new technologies occurs over time as a basis for developing a
lecturer development programme. Commonly cited models are Roger’s Diffusion
of Innovation Model (1995) (Freeman, Bell, Comerton-Forde, Pickering, &
Blayney, 2007; Wilson & Stacey, 2003), a five-level model proposed by Harmon
and Jones (2001), a five stage model for developing e-moderators (Salmon, 2000),
a concerns—based adoption model (CBAM) by Hall and Hord (1987) (Jennings &
Dirksen, 1997) and a five-stage Technology Learning Cycle (TLC) to help
lecturers become lifelong learners of educational technology (Marra, Howland,
Wedman, & Diggs, 2003). This approach focuses on skills acquisition and is
advantageous in terms of the gradual immersion, introduction and mentoring of
staff in a non-threatening manner to the technology before progressing to more
advanced levels. Lecturers can enter any phase of development depending on their
level of skill and readiness. Although, systematic in approaching lecturer
development, this strategy usually involves more time, effort, commitment and

influence at the institutional or management level to effect systemic changes.

The second lecturer development approach, in line with the changing pedagogical
underpinning towards socially situated and participative approaches, emphasises
authentic situated learning environments where lecturers are guided in the process

of integrating pedagogy, content and the technology (Collins, 2000; Koehler et al.,
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2004). Situated approaches use authentic real world contexts to provide the
learner with the opportunity to view the learning experience as it would occur in
the real world and allows hands-on practice in addressing the issues raised.
Specific techniques include using scenario-based learning and case studies
(Atkinson, 2004), learning by design (Koehler et al., 2004), role plays and project-
based learning (Naidu, 2004) and forms of cognitive apprenticeship (Pearson &
Koppi, 2003). For example, Naidu (2004) used role plays and project-based
learning to introduce lecturers to various online learning topics such as course
design and evaluation while Sims and Jones (2002) utilised a situated three-phase
course design model where lecturers are supported by a team (course designers,
technical specialists) to develop their individualised online learning environment.
Taylor (2003) on the other hand used a team-based approach to support lecturer
development of resources for online learning. This was flexible for the novice and
experienced online lecturer’s use, self-paced and included mixed mode (face-to-
face and online sessions) options and peer mentoring and discussions. Project-
based learning have been demonstrated through the use of a Web-based
publishing project (Christie et al., 2001), a team-based action learning to
transform an entire programme into an online format at the Southern Cross
University, Australia (Ellis & Phelps, 1999), a just-in-time project-based learning
programme to help lecturers integrate technology into their teaching (Hofer,
2001), and an online technology integration project where staff develop their own
projects supported by technical and staff development personnel at Macquarie
University, Australia (Litchfield, 2000). Cognitive apprenticeship forms of
lecturer development was observed in Pearson and Koppi’s (2003) staff
development programme where lecturers observed how an expert approaches a
problem, participated in performing the task themselves and applied the learning
in their own online environment. All these techniques described reported overall
positive outcomes in providing realistic and authentic scenarios such as the ones
that lecturers could possibly face in the online learning environment although
Naidu’s (2004) and Koehler et al.’s (2004) studies showed the amount of time
involved could be problematic. Other benefits include the opportunity to observe
expert modelling and receive support, increased motivation and personal skills
(Hofer, 2001; Taylor, 2003). They also importantly bridge theory and practice to
promote important changes in lecturers’ pedagogical practices (Atkinson, 2004;

Naidu, 2004; Pearson & Koppi, 2003; Taylor, 2003) as well as supported the
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formation of communities of practice where valuable collaboration and
networking to critically reflect and jointly problem solve can occur throughout the
process of development and implementation of the online learning courses (Ellis
& Phelps, 1999; Sims & Jones, 2002).

The next approach to online lecturer development involves distributed learning
initiatives employing mixed mode strategies to address the needs of online
lecturers. This involves a wide range of technologies to support teaching-learning
activities that are independent of time and place constraints. A range of face-to-
face and online learning strategies are used either on an individual (self-paced or
just-in-time format) or a group basis. Some examples include a lecturer
development programme using a range of activities such as consultation, specific
classes (self-paced or just-in-time) and an eight-week programme to develop skills
to teach in interactive learning environments at the University of Central Florida
(Hartman & Truman-Davis, 2001), an Internet-based course using online
resources and face-to-face sessions for distance education coordinators in Russia
(Moisseeva & Krivoschokov, 2001), a four-day workshop addressing theory and
practical examples with ongoing technical support for participating staff both on-
site and at a distance (Kidney, 2004), and combination strategies at the
institutional level featuring annual conferences, training sessions and workshops
for new staff, project-based coaching, demonstrations and individual just-in-time
support and technical support (Laga & Elen, 2001). The outcomes of these
initiatives report general staff satisfaction, increased adoption of the new
technology and application in teaching as well as important opportunities for
networking. Laga and Elen (2001) further proposed that informative sessions,
demonstrations and training to provide ideas and knowledge be combined with
individual support and coaching opportunities to gain the maximum benefits from

development programmes.

Another important idea recognised in distributed learning approaches was that of
resource sharing to enable the sharing of experiences (Wills, 2000) as a key staff
development strategy. This was observed through initiatives using Internet-based
databases for resource sharing (Baty & Moir, 2000; Cavanaugh, 2000), a case
study video and website resources through flexible mode (Lefoe, 2000), the use of

online material to model good practice in a just-in-time fashion to meet lecturers’
75



specific need (Salter & Hansen, 1999), and examples of staff collaborative
learning using online resources such as chats, case studies, archived discussions,
online events, paired online presentations, collaborative projects (Bowskill,
Foster, Lally, & McConnell, 2000).

Some authors argue that flexible modes of delivery in staff development
programmes are more advantageous in providing the critical experiential learning
for online staff. Such instances include a project at Monash University, Australia,
to provide lecturers with the direct experience of learning in a formal online
learning environments (Jamieson, 2004), a collaboratively-designed flexible staff
development programme delivered into Uganda from the United Kingdom (Binns
& Bradley, 2004), an interactive workshop employing online technology that
structured around a science fiction theme at the University of Sydney, Australia
(Britton & Morgan, 2006), and a junior lecturer online development programme
in Spain (Villar & Rosa, 2007). On the whole, distributed learning approaches to
lecturer development share similar benefits to situated learning approaches but
have the added benefits of lecturers’ easy updated access to important teaching
resources, working at their pace, fulfilling specific topic needs to enhance
teaching, share experiences, and to experience online learning for themselves in
order to connect their experience and knowledge and understanding of teaching to

better meet their online students’ needs.

The final approach, considering the personal views of the lecturer transitioning to
online learning has also been found to be another effective strategy in
development programmes. Some writers argue that for a better integration of
knowledge and pedagogical skill with the technological opportunities available,
considerations such as the lecturer’s personality, philosophy or view of how
students learn, pedagogic style, and planning for the class needs to be regarded
(Matuga, 2001). Although the strategies and skills developed to deal effectively
with new teaching situations are clearly important, it is argued that these strategies
and skills derive their character and purpose from the lecturer’s underlying beliefs
and views of learning and its associated aims and intentions (Forret, Khoo, Cowie,
2006; Olson & Bruner, 1996). Hence, the introduction of any form of innovation
in the classroom necessitates considering the folk psychological and pedagogical

or implicit theories of lecturers as imposing changes externally no matter how
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well-intentioned or formulated without giving educators the time, opportunity and
support to make the change on their own are likely to fail (Claxton & Carr, 1991,
Olson & Bruner, 1996).

A response to acknowledging and supporting lecturers’ views and subjective
realities before the introduction of any classroom innovation has been proposed
by Shulman (1987) who conceptualised the importance of lecturers’ pedagogical
content knowledge (PCK). PCK recognises the contribution of both a lecturer’s
subject knowledge and pedagogy to contribute to a better understanding of how
particular aspects of a subject matter can be organised, adapted and represented
for teaching-learning purposes. This framework has since been extended to
include lecturers’ technological pedagogical content knowledge (TPCK) (Mishra
& Koehler, 2006). TPCK addresses the complex interactions, affordances and
constraints between and among lecturers’ knowledge of content, pedagogy and
technology. Mishra and Koehler (2006) argue that quality teaching require an
understanding of the complex relationship between technology, content and
pedagogy and using this understanding to develop appropriate, context-specific
strategies. Using a situated approach requiring novice online lecturers to work in
project teams, Mishra and Koehler (2006) illustrated how the TPCK framework
can be used to develop lecturers’ online teaching capabilities by engaging the
teams in authentic design activities for an online course. This strategy compelled
the lecturers to apply their knowledge to a real-world context, consider the
complex relationship between the content and students’ learning needs and ways

to configure the design to meet those needs.

Overall, no one approach to developing lecturer capability for online learning
was found to be the most effective in supporting the needs of lecturers
transitioning to online learning as the success of each approach depended on
factors such as staff motivation, the extent an approach was reflective of the
values lecturers hold, the variety of support available, the perceived need for
change, incentives, rewards and time for reflection (Mishra & Koehler, 2006;
Oliver, 2004). A range of approaches and strategies is, however, utilised in
response to lecturers’ varying needs, interests and institutional pressure (Hegarty
et al., 2005; Oliver, 2004). The evidence from situated and experiential learning

and personal views approaches seems promising in supporting lecturers to make
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significant changes in their teaching practices in authentic online learning contexts
to better meet their students’ needs. This research follows this recommendation
and will utilise a combination of these approaches as a framework for an
intervention for improving the learning experiences in an online course (see
Chapter 8). The next section is concerned with the important role online students
can play in response to the Web’s affordances and the online lecturer’s changing

role.

3.3 The Role of the Online Student

Online learning requires students to re-examine their role in order to take
advantage of the learning opportunities provided. Some writers caution that
students tend to retain their traditional roles and assumptions undermining the
collaborative and communicative potential in online learning (Berge, 2000;
Carswell, Thomas, Petre, Price, & Richards, 1999; Rasmussen, Northrup, & Lee,
1997). Breaking away from traditional notions requires students to acknowledge
some key differences in how successful learning occurs in the online learning
context. Students need to recognise that they can be active contributors to the
knowledge building and learning process by changing their roles as passive
receivers of knowledge to active participants in creating their own meaning and
understanding (Barab et al., 2001; Palloff & Pratt, 1999, 2001; Salmon, 2000).
They need to realise their potential as resources in the class to their peers and even
the lecturer (Leh, 2002).

Most of the studies in online learning importantly demonstrated that students
highly valued and benefited from interactions with the lecturer and their peers. In
a study of 76 online courses at the State University of New York’s online learning
programme, Swan (2001) found three factors were significantly related to
students’ satisfaction and perceived learning: clarity of design, interaction with
lecturers, and active discussion among course participants. Students’ support for

such interactions indicates a strong justification for socially-related pedagogies.

The literature examining student roles in online learning can be divided into three
areas:
1. authors who propose particular roles that students could undertake to take

advantage of the learning opportunities of the Web;
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2. authors who recommend roles to be undertaken (assigned roles) as part of
the teaching-learning activity to promote student-centred learning in the
online class; and,

3. authors who describe student roles based on their analysis of the types of
student interactions when participating in online discussions (this approach
is data-based) (See Section 3.3.1).

This area of literature on the whole, emphasises flexibility in adopting the roles
highlighted and the fact they are very much intertwined and interdependent at any

one time.

In the first approach, authors such as Pallof and Pratt (1999) proposed three
student roles unique to the online learning context facilitated by the online
lecturer: knowledge generation, collaboration and process management. The role
of knowledge generator entails practices and strategies undertaken to actively
gather information and form or construct an understanding of a topic studied.
Related activities include the questioning of one’s own and others’ assumption of
ideas, locating additional resources, analysing problems and questions raised from
multiple perspectives and resolving issues in the topic area studied. The role of a
collaborator on the other hand emphasises active involvement in a group activity.
Online students can benefit from the sharing of resources, supporting one another
and facilitating discussions in the group, as well as providing meaningful
feedback to one another. These scaffold deeper levels of understanding and more
analytical evaluation of issues raised and discussed. Finally, a focus is given to
managing the interactions in the online group discussion to collaborating in an
efficient and effective manner; a role undertaken by the process manager. Based
on the guidelines given for online discussions in the class, students are expected to
participate and engage with one another and provide feedback on improving the
class interactions. Student responsibility for the formation of the online learning
community is also implied in this role. Other student roles in the online class such
as teacher, independent self-directed learner, constructor of knowledge have been
suggested by Rasmussen et al. (1997). The role of a teacher entails students
identifying their own questions and searching for their solutions as well as
learning to view topics from multiple perspectives when learning online. As
independent self-directed learners, students learn to pace and manage their

personal study time. Their ability to access an ever increasing amount of online
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resources implies they can bypass the lecturer as the sole generator of knowledge
or repository of skills and have hands-on practice at developing their own
proficiency in their field of study with the lecturer as a guide. A knowledge
constructor role is revealed when students learn to create and develop their own
understandings, develop complex problem solving strategies and apply their
knowledge appropriately instead of merely learning to pass the test (Berge, 1995,
2000; Collins & Berge, 1996). The proposal of these roles is intended to help
students systematically identify important strategies for fostering valuable online

collaboration and interaction to enhance learning.

The second approach to understanding student roles is derived from examining
the range of online roles recommended that students be assigned to encourage
their active participation in the class. Bonk, Wisher and Lee (2003), for instance,
suggested that online students can be assigned roles such as coordinator, starter or
resource investigator, summariser, secretary or scribe, advocate or encourager,
specialist, implementer and reviewer or editor of results when working in their
discussion groups. Both Harasim (1993) and Eastmond (1995) proposed that
online lecturers appoint varying roles to students such as presenter, discussant or
discussion moderator to better organise the online learning environment,
communicate expectations and encourage interaction. Others such as VVonderwell
and Zachariah (2005) required students to undertake the roles and responsibilities
of a facilitator, critical reflector and summariser in the online discussion forum.
Alternatively, student roles such as starter and wrapper (Hara, Bonk, & Angeli,
1998) have been actively assigned to scaffold student-led discussions and promote
constructivist learning principles in online discussions. The starter is responsible
for summarising the key ideas from the week’s assigned readings and posing
questions to initiate the group discussions. The role of the wrapper reflects on the
issues highlighted and attempts to weave the key discussion threads together. This
student-centred technique was useful in scaffolding students’ learning, gave
students the opportunity to be more responsible for their own and their group’s
learning, and motivated them to continue learning from one another online (Hara
et al., 1998; Tiong & Khoo, 2006). Other students in the discussion group who
were not assigned to either the starter nor wrapper role could assume other roles

such as devil’s advocate, pessimist, or optimist (Bonk & Dennen, 2003).
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In addition to the above approaches, student and lecturer roles emerging from the
types of online interactions they engage in have also been studied. This is detailed

next.

3.3.1 Lecturer and Student Roles: Participation based on Interactions

Defining Online Participation and Interaction. Current authors in online learning

are arguing for an understanding of online participation as the basis for enhancing
online learning (Hrastinski, 2008a; Roberts, 2007; Vonderwell & Zachariah,
2005; Zafeiriou, Nunes, & Ford, 2001). The general literature in online learning,
however, fails to distinguish between the terms participation and interaction using
both terms either interchangeably. A subtle difference exists between them which
is crucial both in defining and determining the appropriate analysis to further
understandings of learning and identity formation from a sociocultural view of
learning. This issue is further complicated as both online participation and online
interaction have been conceptualised in different ways by different authors. For
example, online participation has been conceived as the number of online
contributions or postings (Davies & Graff, 2005; Peachey, Jones, & Jones, 2004;
Poole, 2000) and the quality of interactions occurring in a discussion forum
(Moore & Marra, 2005; Roberts, 2007; Vonderwell & Zachariah, 2005). Current
authors however are calling for definitions of online participation that go beyond
guantitative measures to recognise the complex dimensions of participation.
Hrastinski (2008b) reviewed the literature on online participation and proposed a
typology of six conceptions of online participation. Organising them from low to
high-level conceptualisations of participation, Hrastinski (2008b) found that
participation can be conceptualised as accessing online environments, as writing,
as quality writing, as writing and reading, as actual and perceived writing, and
finally as taking part and joining in a rewarding dialogue. He notes that taking
part and joining in a dialogue is increasingly being adopted in studies associated
with social constructivist and sociocultural views of learning. Additionally,
Hrastinski (2008a), in adapting Wenger’s (1998) sociocultural definition of
participation to the online context, recognises participants’ action and connection
with others in the development of relationships, roles and identities as when a
newcomer is enculturated in the practices and activities of a COP. He views
online participation as “a process of learning by taking part and maintaining

relations with others, a complex process comprising doing, communicating,
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thinking, feeling and belonging that occur both online and offline” (p. 1761).
Hrastinski (2008a) claims this notion of participation has three characteristics:
participation is a complex process of taking part and maintaining relations,
participation is supported by physical and psychological tools, and participation is
not synonymous with talking or writing. Online participation viewed as a complex
process of taking part and maintaining relations recognises the different ways that
members of a COP can relate to one another including conflictual and competitive
relations. Wenger (1998) explains this as, “It [Participation] can involve all kinds
of relations, conflictual as well as harmonious, intimate as well as political,
competitive as well as cooperative” (p. 56). Also the use of physical and
psychological tools such as Web-based tools and language is recognised to
facilitate participation by mediating participant communication and collaboration.
Finally, the idea that participation is not necessarily synonymous with talking or
writing online recognises that participation can occur even when one is not
engaged in conversations with others. Wenger (1998) explains this to as, “our
engagement with the world is social, even when it does not clearly involve
interactions with others” (p. 55). In accord, Hrastinski (2008a) interprets this idea
to mean that participation is not limited to the number of times a participant writes
or talks (chats) online. The number of contributions posted in a discussion forum
is one aspect of participation (a low-level one). However, those who are
infrequent contributors to discussion forums ought not to be dismissed as passive
recipients as they may be reading, engaging, thinking and reflecting on the
discussions in a course (Romiszowski & Mason, 2004). Wenger (1998) adds that
this idea of participation as beyond mere engagement in practice means it is not
something one can turn on or off. Hence, even when they are not involved in
interactions with others, learners can still be participating. This thesis adopts
Hrastinski’s (2008a) definition of online participation as encompassing the
complex dimensions of acting and relating to others in the online context. Such a
conceptualisation of participation also acknowledges Brown and Duguid’s (2000)
idea of learning to be and Lave and Wenger’s (1991), Rogoff’s (1995) and
Wenger’s (1998) sociocultural notions of participation (See Section 2.5.4). This
study, thus, examines the lecturer’s and learners’ participation through the ways
they relate to one another as embodied through the kinds of roles they adopt when
involved in collaborative activities to achieve shared goals, as part of their

transformation of identities in the course. This thesis uses the term participation
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rates in recognition of the lower-level conceptualisation of participation as the

number of online contributions or postings in a discussion forum.

The term online interaction has also been defined and investigated in different
ways by different authors. Moore (1989) and Juwah (2006b), for example,
distinguishes between three types of interactions in an online course: learner-
instructor, learner-content and learner-learner interaction while Anderson (2003)
advanced a comprehensive typology of six types of online interactions: student-
teacher, student-student, student-content, teacher-content, teacher-teacher and
content-content interactions. Yet others have expanded the study of online
interactions to emphasise technology-mediated interactions such as learner-
interface interactions (Hillman, Willis, & Gunawardena, 1994) or learner-
environment interactions emphasising student use of resources outside of the
online class (Hirumi, 2002). For the purposes of this research online interactions
between human actors are of interest. A number of definitions have been offered
referring to online interaction as the number of interconnected or mutually
responsive messages that make up a discussion forum (Fahy et al., 2000;
Gunawardena et al., 1997; Henri, 1992; Zhu, 2006), or the information exchanged
between online participants (Kanuka & Anderson, 1998), or the dialogue
occurring between participants in a course (Juwah, 2006b; Kearsley, 2000), or
participant reference to previous online messages (Pena-Shaff & Nicholls, 2004),
or the density of a social network based on the number of read and linked
messages (Veldhuis-Diermanse, 2002). Wagner (1994) added to these definitions
to include “reciprocal events that require at least two objects and two actions.
Interactions occur when these objects and events mutually influence one another”
(p-8). Explicit in these definitions is the idea of mutual and reciprocal exchanges

between multiple actors (human beings) in order for interactions to occur.

This research recognises the idea of mutual and reciprocal exchanges between
multiple actors in defining online interaction. It adopts the definition proposed by
Juwah (2006b) and Kearsley (2000) to refer to online interaction as the type of
dialogue occurring between the lecturer and student and amongst the students that
can occur synchronously and/or asynchronously and mediated by the affordances
of Web-based technologies. This study thus examines participants’ interactions in

the course through the kinds of dialogue (as depicted in their asynchronous online
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contributions) occurring between them when they are involved in collaborative

activities in order to achieve shared goals and purposes.

The way both online participation and interaction are related and might be

analysed is addressed next.

Participation as Underpinned by Interactions. Zhu (1996) proposed a method of

analysing differing lecturer and student roles by grounding them in the nature and
content of their online interactions. This is important to evince how each role is
enacted when the goal is to provide guidance on how the online discussions can
be organised to better support learning. Utilising a social constructivist
framework, Zhu (1996) investigated online collaborative knowledge building by
relating students’ type of interactions to their level of cognitive involvement in an
online discussion. He firstly showed how student-peer contributions to online
discussions can be categorised into eight different ways of interacting: Type 1 and
Type 11 Questions, Answers, Information Sharing, Discussions, Comments,
Reflections and Scaffolding. These are categorised accordingly into Category 1 to

8 categories of interactions. Table 3.3 shows how each of these are characterised.
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Table 3.3

Categories and Types of Online Interactions®

Category of Interaction Characteristics and Examples

1 Type 1 Question  Asks for information or requests an answer.
“What does hypermedia mean?”

2 Type ll Inquires, to start a dialogue.

Question “How can we resolve the control issues such as governing the shared

space when using a collaborative tool?”

3 Answer Provides answers to information seeking questions
“Hypermedia means.......

4 Information Shares information.

Sharing “My colleagues and I have done a lot of thinking about the nature

and effect of simulations...”

5 Discussion Elaborates, exchanges and expresses ideas or thoughts.
“What intrigues me from this week’s readings is not how we define a
tool but rather how tools change themselves...”

6 Comment Judgemental.
“T agree with A that Schorr’s article was...”

7 Reflection Evaluation, self appraisal of learning
“I found the class last night to be completely frustrating yet
intellectually stimulating...it makes me think”

8 Scaffolding Provides guidance and suggestions to others
“...let us not move our lives in this same ‘scripted’ direction. Use the

tool as an idea generator, a place holder of ideas...”

According to Zhu (1996), Type 1 Questions are those that request information.
The student is genuinely seeking information or answers an inquiry. Type Il
Questions, on the other hand, refer to discussion-based questions that are usually
provocative in order to start a discussion. Answers are statements that provide
information and answers to Type | Questions. Further, Information Sharing and
Discussion are reflected when students share information with their peers to move
a discussion forward. This can include elaboration on a discussion topic,

exchanges of topic-related ideas, personal understanding or topic-related

*Note. From “Meaning Negotiation, Knowledge Construction and Mentoring in a Distance
Learning Course,” by E. Zhu, 1996, Eric Document 397849, p. 826. Copyright 1996 by the
Association for Educational Communications and Technology. Reprinted with permission of the
author.
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discussing questions. Comments are statements reflecting students’ judgements or
opinions. The next category, Reflection, is defined by statements portraying one’s
reflections on a subject, and finally, Scaffolding, are statements providing
guidance or suggestions to others for discussions or readings. Additionally, Zhu
(1996) notes that constructivist learning is active, cumulative, goal-oriented and
constructive. This learning, however, may not necessarily proceed along these
dimensions all the time. There may be active learning periods followed by passive
ones and vice versa, especially during long periods of learning. Hence, a lecturer
or a student can move dynamically in between any of these ways of interacting
reflecting their state of knowledge and goals at any particular point in time during
the online teaching-learning process. With this in mind, Zhu identified four
lecturer and student roles to reflect the dynamic shift between the different ways
of interacting online at any one time in an online class. Table 3.4 portrays this

relationship.

Table 3.4

Participation Based on Interactions®

Participant role Category of Interaction
Contributor Categories 1-8

Wanderer Mainly categories 1, 4 and 6
Seeker Category 1

Mentor Categories 1-8

As seen from Table 3.4, four key participant roles for the online lecturer and
student based on the way they interact online are highlighted: Contributor,
Wanderer, Seeker and Mentor. The role of the Contributor is attributed to all the
participants in the class discussion regardless of the types of contribution made,
hence encompassing Categories 1 to 8’s ways of interacting. A Wanderer,
however, refers to a participant who seems to be temporarily lost as he or she
attempts to grasp an understanding of a particular discussion or topic. This role is

®Note. From “Meaning Negotiation, Knowledge Construction and Mentoring in a Distance
Learning Course,” by E. Zhu, 1996, Eric Document 397849, p. 826. Copyright 1996 by the
Association for Educational Communications and Technology. Reprinted with permission of the

author.
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important in identifying gaps in the teaching and learning process in order that
remedial strategies and assistance can be instantiated. It is reflective of Categories
1, 4 and 6’s ways of interacting in an online discussion. A Seeker’s role is
undertaken when a participant requests information in order to gain a better
understanding of an issue discussed. Category 1 interactions are typically voiced
in this role. Finally, Mentors are participants who guide others in their reading and
understanding and assist them in developing their own ideas and understanding of
an issue discussed. Any one of Categories 1 to 8 can illustrate a Mentor’s role in
guiding a participant to develop his or her own understanding. Zhu added that
lecturers and students can fall into any of these roles in the online class but the
period of time they are in a particular role is transitional and temporary. The
dynamic nature of these roles also implies a reciprocal response to a particular
role’s need at any one time in the course. Zhu’s method of analysis in attributing
particular ways of interacting in an online learning environment to lecturer and
student participatory roles is adopted and modified to guide the analysis of the

online contributions in Phase 3 of this research.

Limitations of Current Online Analytical Frameworks in Examining Participation

and Interaction. It is also observed that the bulk of the literature on analysing

online interactions is limited to examining:

1. Either the cognitive or the social nature of interactions. For example,
cognitive dimensions (Henri, 1992; McKenzie & Murphy, 2000; Zhu,
1996); or elements of higher-order thinking such as critical thinking
(Bullen, 1998; Fahy et al., 2000; Garrison et al.,, 2000; Kanuka &
Anderson, 1998; Mason, 1991; Newman, Webb, & Cochrane, 1995); or
problem solving (Jonassen & Kwon, 2001); or levels of student
questioning or argumentation (eg. Craig, Gholson, Ventura & Graeser,
2000; Jarvela & Hakkinen, 2002; Marttunen, 1998) have been studied.
These are opposed to studies on social or social-emotional factors such as
sense of community (Chao, 1999; Haythornwaite et al., 2000; Lai, 1998;
McMillan & Chavis, 1986); or group dynamics (Howell-Richardson &
Mellar, 1996; McDonald & Gibson, 1998); or social presence (Rourke,
Garrison, & Archer, 1999; Stacey, 2002a) in online interactions. More
recent studies have attempted to bridge the cognitive and social

dimensions (Hara, Bonk, & Angeli, 2000) and to incorporate social,
87



situative and participative frameworks such as situated learning
(Herrington & Oliver, 1999) or cognitive apprenticeship and distributed
intelligence (Saarenkunnas et al., 2000) in analysing online interactions
but even these attempts are limited. Few attempts have been made to
bridge the gap towards understanding the social, cognitive, and cultural
elements impinging on online interaction and participation. It is argued
that learning involves participating in important sociocultural practices.
Hence, examining these factors has merit in painting a more
comprehensive view of the nature of online learning in the specific context

of this research;

. The nature of student-student interactions. Very few researchers (with the
exception of Poole (2000), Hara et al. (1998), Mowrer (1996), Zhu (1996),
and Ahern, Peck and Laycock (1992)), examined both the nature of
lecturer and student-student online interactions and participation.
Examination of both lecturer and student-peer interactions is needed to
provide a comprehensive understanding of the reciprocal nature of

important online teaching-learning interactions and participation; and,

. The quality and nature of online interactions. Online analytical
frameworks have been developed to understand levels of student
participation (Angeli, Bonk, & Hara, 1998; Bullen, 1998; Fahy et.
al.,1999; Henri,1992; Howell-Richardson & Mellar, 1996; McDonald &
Gibson, 1998) and interaction or communication (Ahern et al., 1992;
Angeli et al., 1998; Fahy et. al., 2000; Henri, 1992; Howell-Richardson &
Mellar, 1996; Jonassen & Kwon, 2001; McDonald & Gibson, 1998;
Mowrer, 1996; Zhu, 1996) in online learning but none (with the exception
of Zhu (1996)) have attempted to understand the roles and the fluidity of
these roles adopted by different participants as a course progresses. It can
be argued that understanding the different roles adopted can enhance our
understanding of how the lecturer and his students conceptualise their
responsibilities as teachers and learners, and how this influences the nature
of their contribution and participation as they appropriate the resources
and tools available to facilitate their learning in the online Research

Methods course in this study.
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This research intends to address the above gaps in the literature. It extends and
refines the study on lecturer and student roles by providing a more fine-grain
analysis of the nature of lecturer and student-peer interactions as a basis for
understanding important participation in the online class. It further addresses the
call by different researchers (Herrington & Oliver, 1999; Zhu, 1996) to explore
new methodologies for analysing participation and interaction in online learning

environments.

The next section explores adult learners as specific category of online students
relevant to the purposes of this research.

3.3.2 Adult Learning Theory

The current online student population represents an increasing proportion of
working adults, mostly middle-career professionals or mature students returning
for further educational or professional development qualifications (Dutton et al.,
2002; Lyman, 1998; Tallent-Runnels et al., 2006; Turrof, 1990). Gaff (1997)
asserts that the current student population has diversified to include differences in
terms of age, gender, race, ethnic, ability, interests and so forth. They relish the
convenience and flexibility of the Web-based technology to accommodate studies,
work and family responsibilities and savings in time and finances without having

to travel to a physical institution for their education.

Theoretical ideas regarding how adults learn were initially proposed by Knowles
(1973, 1980) through his principles of andragogy which assume that adults tend to
be self-directed, practical, bring varied experiences to their learning and define
themselves in terms of their own personal achievement and experiences
(Knowles, 1980). Despite widespread acknowledgement, Knowles’ andragogical
principles have been criticised for their lack of empirical basis (Blondy, 2007) and
their over reliance on the individual learner’s (humanist) perspective to the extent
of neglecting the sociohistorical and cultural context in which learning occurs
(Alfred, 2002; Conceicéo, 2002; Merriam & Caffarella, 1999).

Merriam and Caffarella (1991, 1999) highlight the characteristics of adult learners

from three perspectives: biological aging, psychological changes and
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sociocultural factors. Biological aging factors affecting learning include
deterioration of sight and hearing, changes in reaction time and health challenges
experienced by the adult learner. Psychological changes refer to patterns of
development, life events and transitions, and relationships that shape adults’ lives
and influence their learning. Rich life experiences differentiate one adult from
another. Adults often need to make sense of their learning experiences and are
motivated by those that provide immediate application to their work or personal
lives. However, adults may also need to unlearn bad habits and negative views of
learning. Issues of identity and intimacy are fundamental in adults’ lives and
considered often as relationships and roles in their life change. Sociocultural
factors highlight the importance of adults’ socialisation experiences and social
roles in defining their learning. For example, it is recognised that the context of
adult learners’ lives shape their learning and adults assume the responsibility for
managing their own lives through roles of worker, spouse, parent and learner.
Acknowledgement is also given to issues of race, gender and ethnicity in defining
how adults learn. Furthermore, the basic learning process, although similar
between children and adults, is affected by three non-cognitive factors in
adulthood such as pacing, motivation and meaningfulness (McLachlan-Smith,
1998). Adults are slower to respond with age and their learning performance is
negatively affected by time pressures. Adults’ motivation to learn is influenced by
their age and health factors, and interference from previous learning experiences.
Finally, adults, perform better with learning materials which are personally
relevant or meaningful to them, consistent with their interest and experience.
Merriam and Caffarella (1991, 1999) describe how this tendency assists adults in
approaching new learning situations differently from children: adults modify,
transfer and reintegrate meanings, values, strategies and skills, rather than
formulate and accumulate as they do in childhood.

Caffarella and Merriam (2000) maintain two perspectives in researching adult
learning exist. The first is an individual perspective focusing on the learner and
responding to their learning styles. The second is a contextual approach
recognising the social and cultural aspects that influence learning. It has been
suggested that the contextual approach based on sociocultural and situated ideas
of learning are more relevant to supporting adult learners in online learning

environments (Conceicdo, 2002; Lyman, 1998; McLachlan-Smith, 1998; Merriam
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& Caffarella, 1999). This is supported by many practitioners who have noted this
shift in learning from presentation of content to facilitation of learners and
learning (Candy, 1991; Collis, deBoer, & VanderVeen, 2001; Eastmond, 1995;
Rogoff, 1991).

In response, the lecturer needs to adopt a learner-centred approach and flexible
role (Heuer & King, 2004) in facilitating dialogue to enable adult learners to learn
from others as well as himself or herself (Alfred, 2002; Collison, Elbaum,
Haavind, & Tinker, 2000; Palloff & Pratt, 2001). Online learning contexts
supportive of adult learners need to consider sociocultural strategies such as
experiential learning, learning in reflection (e.g. journalling), interactivity, sharing
of experiences or expertise, and collaborative projects encouraging problem
solving, critical thinking, and analysing and evaluating of information (Conceicao,
2002; Eastmond, 1995; Mason & Kaye, 1990; McLachlan-Smith, 1998). A key
implication of these ideas for the purposes of this research include encouraging
adult learners to participate in problem-based activities situated in real life
contexts where they can draw from their past experiences to share and work

collaboratively with their peers.

3.4 The Fusion of Technology, Teaching and Learning

The above sections have discussed the important human and technological roles
implicated in online learning. The technology affords new possibilities for
lecturers and students to teach and learn online. However, its affordances must be
appropriated and crafted to support pedagogical strategies that can bring about
successful learning experiences for students. Many researchers warn against the
adoption of a technocentric approach to learning advocating instead that the use of
the technology be driven by sound views of learning (Collis, 1997; Forsyth, 1998;
Hiltz et al., 2000; Laurillard, 1993). Advances in the applications of the Web in
tertiary education and the shift of views of learning towards situated,
participatory, social learning contexts have important implications for extending
both lecturer and student roles in the online class. Berge (1995) discusses the
following role shifts: as the student moves from passive receptacle to self-
motivated managers of their own learning, teachers move from oracle and lecturer
to consultant, guide, and resource provider; as students move from competers for

a limited amount of marks, teachers move towards grading for collaborative
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projects and creating a learning team both inside and outside of the classroom; as
students acquire learning strategies, teachers acquire strategies that address
diverse learning styles. Such role shifts lead towards a more student-centred,
collaborative, and egalitarian learning environment resulting in a the breaking
down of the teacher-student hierarchy and the significant expansion of student
access to learning resources (Barab et al., 2001; Hung, 2001; Wiesenberg &
Hutton, 1997). It also represents an opportunity for lecturers to re-examine their
current practice as they undertake the four key online roles (pedagogical,

managerial, social and technical) to enhance students’ learning.

Although research is continuing in this area to examine the interplay between the
technology, teaching, and learning, more still needs to be done (Bonk &
Cunningham, 1998; Bonk & Dennen, 1999; Ehrmann, 2001; Khan, 2000; Lai,
1997; Mergendoller, 1996). As Windschitt (1998) contends, “if our goal is to
maximise the possibilities for student learning with technology, this will require
critical examination of the intersection of the affordances of information
technology, pedagogy and learning” (p. 28). This research intends to address this
agenda by investigating how an online lecturer can successfully undertake his role
by harnessing the affordances of the Web and encourage students to undertake
equally important roles to participate in crucial teaching-learning interactions in

the class to bring about a successful learning experience.

3.5 Summary

This chapter has given an overview of the three key elements in online teaching
and learning: the role of the technology, the role of the lecturer, and the role of the
student. It has highlighted the complexity of the interchange between these roles
and supports the key themes of viewing learning as social, situated in culturally
valued contexts and practices, distributed between people and tools and mediated

by important cultural tools in facilitating online teaching-learning.

A central tenet of this study is that learning involves a transformation of
participation in appropriate social and cultural context such as a COP. In accord
with the current literature, investigating learning in this research context through
sociocultural lenses has the potential to enrich our understanding of the learning

processes that a learner undergoes in an online course. Chapter 4 is devoted to
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expounding the notion of online learning communities as a useful consideration
and demonstration of the sociocultural underpinnings in this research. Further
attention is given to describing the nature of a specific COP concerned with the

teaching-and-learning of Research methods as the unique context for this research.
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Chapter 4

Online Learning Communities

4.0 Introduction

Chapter 3 has discussed the key elements involving the roles of the participants
and technologies in online learning as an important consideration for this research
context. This chapter argues for the notion of COPs or specifically, learning
communities as an embodiment of the main sociocultural ideas to facilitate
successful online learning in this research. It is a research-based review consisting
of nine sections. The first section establishes the notion of communities in general
(Section 4.1). The next section reviews the nature and diverse ways in which
learning communities (Section 4.2) and online learning communities (OLCs) have
been conceptualised (Section 4.3). As both learning communities and OLCs share
many similar characteristics and ideas in terms of their development (Section 4.4),
indicators of existence (Section 4.5), impact on learning (Section 4.6) and
challenges faced (Section 4.7), the discussion of the former in these areas will be
subsumed under that of the latter. Section 4.8 details important issues for
consideration in a specific COP focused on the teaching and learning of Research
Methods relevant to the purposes of this research’s context. Finally, Section 4.9

provides a summary of the chapter.

4.1 Understanding Communities
The concept of community is increasingly recognised as central to the lives of all
individuals (Palloff & Pratt, 1999; Puddifoot, 1996). Various definitions have
been offered to explicate the meaning of community. Traditionally, the term
community is place-dependent. Cole (2002) contends that the term community in
the seventeenth century originally referred to a geographically localised group of
people, while Mercer (1956) described community as,

A functionally related aggregate of people who live in a

particular geographical locality at a particular time, share a

common culture, are arranged in a social structure, and exhibit

an awareness of their uniqueness and separate identity as a group

(p. 27).
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The community comprises the inhabitants of a particular place. These people
share common interests and form groups to distinguish themselves from others.
Membership in the community is maintained through adherence to the norms of
the community (Palloff & Pratt, 1999).

Contemporary ideas regarding community have replaced the original place-based
idea to include issues of identity and shared values (Palloff & Pratt, 1999) such as
a group who share a common interest or sense of identity independent of their
place of habitation. In accord with this value-based definition of communities,
Schwier (1999) for example, describes communities as collections of individuals
who are bound together for shared reasons, while Shaffer and Anundsen (1993)
regard a community as a dynamic whole that emerges when a group of people
share common practices, are interdependent, make decisions jointly, identify
themselves with something larger than the sum of their individual relationships
and make a long term commitment to their own as well as one another’s and the
group’s well-being. Westheimer and Kahne (1993) find a community evolving out
of interaction and deliberation between individuals who share interests and
commitment to common goals. Similarly, Wilson and Ryder (1998) observe that,
“Groups become communities when they interact with each other and stay
together long enough to form a set of habits and conventions, and when they come
to depend upon each other for the accomplishment of certain ends” (p. 2). It is the
idea of meaningful interactions among members that is foundational to developing
a collective sense of shared responsibility for both the process and its outcomes.
To Sergiovanni (1994), communities are a collection of individuals bonded
together by natural will and collectively bound to a set of shared ideas and ideals.
The strong bond established can successfully transform the individuals from “a
collection of ‘I’s” into a collective ‘we’ ” (p. xvi). Sentiments and rituals are
usually shared and sustained to connote ideas such as kinship, of same mind, of
place and of memory. For Barab and Duffy (2000), a community has a significant
history, a shared cosmology, a common cultural and historical heritage, social
interdependence, and a reproduction cycle. The common premise offered by the
definitions mentioned above is that of a collective body of individuals coming
together for a shared purpose, interest or venture usually involving conscious

commitment to the group.
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Another aspect of this prevailing definition includes the notion of a sense of
community, emphasising interpersonal relationships and the importance of caring
and belonging rather than a tangible entity (Brook & Oliver, 2003; Cole &
McBride, 2004; McMillan & Chavis, 1986; Rovai, 2000, 2002a; Rovai & Jordan,
2004; Sewell & George, 2008; Wiesenfeld, 1996). Community psychologists such
as McMillan and Chavis (1986) argue that this sense of community is a “sense
that members have a belonging, members matter to one another and to the group
and a shared faith that member’s needs will be met through their commitment to
be together” (p. 9). A sense of community involves four key elements:
membership, influence, fulfilment of needs and shared events and emotional
connections. Watkins (2005), however, cautions that “community” has to mean
more than just a “warm glow” (p. 24) to encompass joint activity, social support,
shared sense of belonging, and making allowances for and respecting the diversity

and differences in the group.

An extension to the meaning of community has been applied to the ideas of a

learning community and a COP. This is discussed next.

4.2 Understanding Learning Communities

A learning community has been used to describe a cohesive community as one,
which embodies a “culture of learning in which everyone is involved in a
collective effort of understanding” (Bielaczyc & Collins, 1999, p. 271). For
Woolley and Ludwig-Hardman (2000), learning communities refer to
environments where mutual exchanges between community members to facilitate
the individual and collective learning are encouraged. Meanwhile, Schwier (1999)
refers to a learning community as a group of individuals engaged intentionally and
collectively in the transaction or transformation of knowledge. The community
emerges when its members are drawn together to learn. He adds that the real
capability of the community lies in its ability to take advantage of and, in some

cases, invent a process for exchanging ideas and learning collectively.

In a learning community, the community and learning itself are seen as
intertwined as Nuthall (1999) argues,
The purpose of designing learning communities is to integrate

students’ interactions with the curriculum with their interactions
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with each other and the teacher, so that their entire experience
contributes to their development as intelligent learners. We need
to understand that designing classrooms as learning communities
is as much about the social and cultural dimensions of the

classroom as it is about the intellectual climate (p. 248).

Sewell and George (2008) and Watkins (2005) note that teaching in classrooms
designed as a learning community is about “developing a learning relationship
with students” (Sewell & George, 2008, p. 208). Watkins (2005) portrays this
interaction as lecturers and learners jointly acting to collaborate on projects,
develop shared interests and connections, and have meaningful dialogue to
exchange ideas and opinions. Similarly, Palloff and Pratt (1999) contend that a
learning community consists of teamwork, collaborative learning, mutual
commitment and the active construction of meaning and knowledge. Riel and
Fulton (2001) add that learning communities “share a way of knowing, a set of
practices and the shared value of the knowledge that these procedures generate.
There are ways for novices and experts to work in the same system to accomplish
similar goals” (p. 519). The common theme in these descriptions of a learning
community is that of individual and collective knowledge growth collaborating
with a focus on achieving or furthering educational outcomes. They generally
share features with collaborative communities and COPs such as shared or
common goals, positive social-emotional environment for learning, active
participation, and, distributed expertise (Bielaczyc & Collins, 1999; Puddifoot,
1996).

Characterisations of learning communities have been evident in the educational
literature over the past decades (Bielaczyc & Collins, 1999; Brook & Oliver,
2002; Brown & Campione, 1990, 1994; Brown & Palinscar, 1989; CGTV, 1994;
Hiltz & Wellman, 1997; Jonassen, Peck, & Wilson, 1998; Palloff, & Pratt, 1999;
Schrage, 1990; Wells & Chang-Wells, 1992; Westheimer, & Kahne, 1993). Riel
and Polin (2004) proposed a typology characterising learning communities into
three types: task-based, practice-based, and knowledge-based learning
communities. They describe task-based learning communities as groups of people
organised around a task to work intensely for a specific period of time to produce

a product. This is typically found in formal school settings which are usually task-
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based and emphasise group learning as a way to scaffold individual learning.
Practice-based learning communities are larger groups or organisations with
shared goals that support learning of a particular practice, similar to Lave and
Wenger’s original notion of COPs, while knowledge-based learning communities
focus on the deliberate and formal production of external knowledge about their

community’s practice.

Learning communities should not to be mistaken with COP although they share
many similar characteristics. Underlying the notion of a learning community is
Wenger’s (1998) ideas of a COP emphasising mutual engagement, joint enterprise
and shared repertoire among members. Wenger (2002) defines a COP as a group
of like-minded people, who voluntarily come together for a period of time to form
relationships that are essentially focused on shared objectives, tasks, concerns,
interests, ideas, or work together on a common set of problems or product related
to a practice, domain, or topic. COP may not necessarily be an authorised group.
Wenger asserts that COPs are about something and not defined merely by a set of
relationships. Hence, a COP disagrees with the notion of sense of community
(McMillan & Chavis, 1986; Rovai, 2002a; Wiesenfeld, 1996) to argue for a more
tangible identity where the COP has an identity as a community, which would in
turn shape the identities of its members (Kling & Courtright, 2004).

Two distinct differences exist between learning communities and COPs in terms
of their goals for existence and stability of existence. Firstly, it is the goal to
establish the community that differentiates COPs from learning communities. All
COPs learn although the learning is defined broadly by Wenger (1998) but not all
learning communities are necessarily COP as they undertake and participate in
various activities to promote various types of learning (Henry & Pudelko, 2003).
A learning community has a specific focus on learning and is more concerned
with the teaching and learning process and educational outcomes in viewing
learning as transformatory participation, while in COPs, learners participate less
for teaching and learning and more for production purposes and provision of
services. They focus on other goals apart from teaching and learning per se
(Johnson, 2001; Lave & Wenger, 1991; Resnick, 1991; Riel & Polin, 2004;
Wenger, 1998). Further, learning communities typically produce artifacts and

histories that support the transfer of knowledge and the increase of understanding
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(Johnson, 2001). Secondly, the original conception of COPs refers to the
establishment of stable and long-term communities where membership is
relatively open and the community established or emerged (Johnson, 2001) over a
period of time as its practice matures unlike the contrived setting of short-term
semester-long courses with pre-set goals and pre-identified membership from the
onset typically found in formal educational settings (Barab, MaKinster, &
Scheckler, 2004; Johnson, 2001). It is argued that membership in such short-term
and temporary communities can, however, exert a powerful influence on the
motivation to learn and lead to the development of beneficial social identities
(Mayes, 2001).

In this thesis, the term learning community is adopted instead of a COP. The
characterisation of Riel and Polin’s (2004) task-based learning communities is
further adapted for the purposes of this research. A learning community, in this
research, is viewed as a type of COP that is intentionally designed to support

learning in a semester-long online graduate Research Methods course.

4.3 Understanding Online Learning Communities (OLCs)

The literature on pedagogical strategies in online learning environments indicates
a growing potential of the notion of online learning communities (OLCs) in
facilitating teaching-learning in online environments. This corresponds with
research in the educational literature which had initially focused on learning
environments and now shifted to learning communities (Jonassen, Peck, &
Wilson, 1998). To a great extent, the value-based definition of communities has
paved the way for the emergence of OLCs. With the introduction of the Internet
and Web-based technologies, crucial collaboration and communication can be
facilitated. This also encourages the development of online relationships and can
extend the range of communities and even allow individuals to tailor their own
communities (e.g. through membership in interested list serves or discussion
groups) (Wellman, 2001; Jonassen et al., 1998). Although not a novel idea in
education, learning communities have been suggested as models for thinking
about pedagogical strategies based on the increasing recognition that the social
phenomenon of the community can facilitate and support the learning process in
online learning (Bonk & Wisher, 2000; Brook & Oliver, 2003a; Hiltz, 1997,

Palloff & Pratt, 1999; Rovai, 2002a).
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Research conducted in this area is wide ranging from redefining the term
community or learning community, to the components or characteristics of such
communities (Schwier, 2001), or the indices or measures of a community
(Conrad, 2005; de Souza & Preece, 2004; Rovai, 2002b; Schwier & Daniel, 2007)
or to the nature of the users participating in one (Ma, 2006; Swan & Shea, 2005)
or to how to build one (Brown, 2001; Garber, 2004; Lock, 2002; Schwier, 2007)
or to developing technical infrastructures and systems to support the development
of one (Hung & Der-Thang, 2001; Seufert, Lechner, & Stanoevska, 2002). An
added complexity in understanding research in this area lies in the lack of clarity
of the terminologies used among researchers (Ingram, 2005). For example the
terms COP, online COP, e-learning communities, communities of learners,
learning communities, community of inquiry, knowledge-building community,
virtual learning communities, technology-based virtual learning communities,
OLCs, online learning networks, online collaborative community and so forth
have been treated loosely to refer to overlapping concepts involving learning
activities and interactions that occur electronically. Many definitions of these
terms have also been offered. For example, Renninger and Shumar (2002) defined
virtual learning communities as located in the particular interactions of
participants in those communities, while Garrison et al. (2000) developed a
community of inquiry model to define OLCs as developing from the interactions
of three types of presence: cognitive presence related to knowledge building
through inquiry, social presence related to relationship building between the
community members and, teaching presence related to the design and facilitation
of learning activities. Kowch and Schwier (1999), on the other hand, viewed
virtual learning communities as entities where learners are separated physically
and must rely entirely on communication technology to mediate relationships
while Lock (2002) contended that OLCs are networks of social relationships
where engagement and interaction are critical factors within a constructivist
learning environment. Further, Palloff and Pratt (1999) described the OLC as “the
vehicle through which learning occurs online. Members depend on each other to
achieve the learning outcomes for the course...Without the support and
participation of a learning community, there is no online course” (p. 29). Bond-Hu

and Fiorello (2003), however, in resonating with Wenger’s (1998) conception of
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COPs, cautioned that OLCs need to be about what people do together rather than
where or through what means they do them.

For the purposes of this research, the term OLC is used to refer to the desired
characteristics of a learning community established through the use of the Internet
and Web-based networked technologies. The above definitions commonly
characterise  OLCs as involving social interaction, communication and
collaboration revolving around particular activities or tasks to develop
relationships. These synergistic relationships, mediated through electronic
communication, traverse across time and space boundaries to bring life to the
community and impact the online learning process and outcomes in a positive
way. Learning is then enhanced when there is a commitment to the collective
good where students are engaged in learning through and with others (Thompson
& MacDonald, 2005). This research further adopts the assertion of community
going beyond a warm glow (Watkins, 2005) or a mere set of relationships
(Wenger, 1998) or a social community (Palloff & Pratt, 1999) or a sense of
community (McMillan & Chavis, 1986) or a feeling that is not analytical (Kling &
Courtright, 2004) to emphasise the notion of OLCs as a tangible entity, formed
through the mutual shaping of the community and the identities of its members.
This mutuality is evidenced by the different ways of interactions and the
relationships that actually develop to bring about transformations in member’s
participation in the teaching-learning activities in an online graduate Research
Methods course.

Many types of OLCs have also been observed. Similar to Riel and Polin’s (2004)
work in advancing a typology for learning communities (see Section 4.2), others
have proposed systematic frameworks to identify the existence of different forms
of OLCs. As an example, Carlen and Jobring (2005), utilising a sociocultural
frame of reference, proposed a typology of six types of OLCs distinguishing
between fully online and blended learning environments and based on whether the
participants are keen to form either educational, or professional or interest types
of OLCs. On the other hand, Schwier (2001) proposed five types or emphases of
OLCs: communities of relationship, communities of place, communities of intent,
communities of reflection, and communities of ceremony. For these authors, each

type of community differs in their social context of emergence, the types of
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activity and kinds of learning valued and focus for individual participation. Of
particular interest to this thesis is the type of community proposed by Riel and
Polin’s (2004) task-based learning communities which share characteristics with
the learner’s community (Henri & Pudelko, 2003) and educational OLC (Carlen
& Jobring, 2005) proposed above and other similar terminologies such as the
bounded learning community (Wilson, Ludwig-Hardman, Thornam, & Dunlap,
2004) or community of course alumni (Trentin, 2001) or the online community
(Johnson, 2001) or formal virtual learning community (Jones & Issroff, 2005;
Schwier, Morrison, & Daniel, 2008). These terms recognise the existence of
short-term formal learning communities typically found through membership and
participation in online university courses or through programme requirements and
revolving around formally organised learning activities under the guidance of a

lecturer.

4.3.1 Why Develop OLCs?

OLCs are formed for various purposes and to generally meet particular member
needs. For example, Moller (1998) describes such communities as useful for
providing academic, intellectual and interpersonal support. Academic support is
observed through lecture or expert facilitation of learner’s learning and ideas;
intellectual support is offered through learner-peer discussion and the availability
of multiple perspectives; while interpersonal support is demonstrated through the
encouragement and social support provided among community members who are
studying at a distance in isolation from one another. The idea of OLCs is
increasingly recognised as having the potential to:

e Allow and extend the nature of networking and social interaction and
collaboration (Blunt, 2001; Bonk et al., 2004; Schrage, 1990; Woolley &
Ludwig-Hardman, 2000);

e Share distributed expertise among learners, lecturers and experts through
multiple means of communication and collaborative effort to accomplish
tasks, meet learning outcomes that are valued by the community (Preece,
2000) or for professional development purposes (Barab et al., 2004; Daniel
Schwier, & Ross, 2007) in order to achieve shared creations and shared
understandings (Schrage, 1990);

e Allow members to learn from and with others and to contribute to others’

learning [original emphasis] (Woolley & Ludwig-Hardman, 2000) and
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support one another in their work (Blanton, Moorman, & Trathen, 1998;
Daniel et al., 2007; Preece, 2000); and,
e Extend education to isolated learners through distance education (Daniel
et al., 2007).
These advantages underscore social participation and interaction in enhancing and
supporting learning in online learning environments. The notion of communities
Is considered to be of such value that some researchers believe the formation of
OLCs is fundamental to the success of online learning (Hiltz, 1997; Palloff &
Pratt, 1999). In support, Palloff and Pratt (1999) argue that,
Many faculty members believe that the online classroom is no
different from the traditional one - that the approaches that work
face-to-face will work when learners are separated from them
and from each other by time and distance. However when the
only connection we have with our students is through words on a
screen, we must pay attention to many issues that we take for
granted in the face-to-face classroom (p. Xiv).
OLCs are deemed to importantly fulfil the academic and social needs of

participants learning in online environments.

Although the formation of a learning community is a useful one particularly for
the online context, there still exists a lack of understanding regarding the process
of developing such a community (Blunt, 2001; Bonk & Wisher, 2000; Brook, &
Oliver, 2003a; Brown, 2001; Carabajal, LaPointe, & Gunawardena, 2003; Daniel,
Schwier, & McCalla, 2003; Hill, 2001; Johnson, 2001; Moore & Brooks, 2000;
Palloff & Pratt, 1999; Renninger, & Shumar, 2002; Song, Singleton, Hill, & Koh,
2004; Woolley & Ludwig-Hardman, 2000). This challenge has been noted as
learning communities and OLCs cannot be coerced or constructed but instead
requires social engineering and nurturing where members are motivated and
provided with opportunities to create such a community (Barab, Kling, & Gray,
2004; Brook & Oliver, 2003a; Riel, 1996; Schwier, 1999). It “requires a highly
interactive, loosely structured organisation with tightly knit relations based on
personal persuasion and interdependence” (Kowch & Schwier, 1997, p. 2). Hence,
as Schwier (1999) aptly observes, online lecturers can only provide the necessary

structure to nurture the conditions leading to the development of an OLC,
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Ultimately communities are built or dismantled by those in the

communities, not by the people organising or managing them.

It is therefore a matter of providing an appropriate structure

and sufficient support-the conditions for a community to

develop...Communities do not just happen and neither are they

created. What we are attempting to do as educators is promote

the development of virtual learning communities by nurturing

the conditions under which they can arise (p. 283-284).
This gap of understanding how to nurture the conditions for developing learning
communities is addressed in this thesis as a strategy to enhance learning in an
online graduate Research Methods course.

The complex nature of developing OLCs is described next.

4.4 Developing OLCs

Contemporary studies in OLCs are born out of research on social presence
(research concerned with the capacity of online learning environments to support
social activities and interactions and the development of learning communities)
and Wenger’s (1998) notions of COP (Swan & Shea, 2005). Social presence is
defined as the “degree to which a person is perceived as ‘real’ in mediated
communication...and is a factor of both the medium and the communicators’
perceptions of presence” (Richardson & Swan, 2003, p. 70). Social presence
influences participants’ sense of emotion, intimacy and immediacy (Preece, 2000;

Woods & Baker, 2004).

When Web-based technologies were first introduced, there were serious concerns
regarding their capability to support successful online learning experiences.
Sceptics levelled criticisms that the technology was unsuited for building and
maintaining social relations as it was assumed to be devoid of conveying
important interpersonal and non-verbal communication cues and to be difficult in
establishing a common physical space and shared history among its members
(Sproull & Kiesler, 1986; Weinreich, 1997). For example, Tu and Corry (2002a)
and Hung and Der-Thang (2001) were concerned that the differential
characteristics between face-to-face and CMC environments would significantly

impact on the guidelines and processes of community development for traditional
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face-to-face learning community models and OLCs. Other authors, however, took
it as a given, that virtual or online life is an established fact and even argue that
virtual communities can exist and play a socialisation role to the same extent as
real communities do (Harasim, 1993; Rheingold, 1993). Evidence from social
presence research indicates support for the development of social and relational
elements in computer-mediated groups (Haythornthwaite, Kazmer, Robins, &
Shoemaker, 2000; Jarvenpaa & Leidner, 1998; McLellan, 1997; Stacey, 2002a)
that can be more intimate compared to in face-to-face groups, even for groups that
are geographically dispersed and culturally diverse who have never met face-to-
face (Walther, 1994, 1995, 1997; Walther & Burgoon, 1992). This prompted
research focused on developing OLCs based on the same principles for
developing face-to-face learning communities by capitalising on the Web-based
technology’s affordance for expression and communication (Johnson, 2001; Kling
& Courtright, 2004; Ng & Hung, 2003; Renninger & Shumar, 2002). Current
studies have demonstrated the viability of using Web-based technologies to create
online communities and heighten participants’ perceptions of online learning as a
social experience (Barab et al., 2001; Gunawardena, 1995; Johnson, 2001; Palloff
& Pratt, 1999; Schwier, 1999; Stepich & Ertmer, 2003; Swan & Shea, 2005).

The literature on developing OLCs can be examined according to three areas:
roles of the lecturer, student and technology; principles and models proposed and
the life cycle of OLCs.

4.4.1 Roles of the Lecturer, Student and the Technology
The roles played by the lecturer, students and the Web-based technology can
impact the development of a thriving OLC. Each of these is examined in turn

next.

4.4.1.1 Lecturer Roles

Schwier (2007) contends that communities do not just happen nor are they
created. The lecturer plays a crucial role in developing and engaging students into
the OLC by nurturing the conditions under which they can rise (Brook & Oliver,
2003b; Collins & Berge, 1996; Hiltz, 1998; Palloff & Pratt, 1999). An

examination of the lecturer’s role in developing OLCs generally support the four
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key roles proposed by Bonk and Dennen (2003) (see Section 3.2.1): social,
pedagogical, managerial, and technological.

Social Role. An online lecturer’s social role is prominent in the general literature
on establishing and engineering the necessary social and social-emotional
conditions to engage learners across time and space in the nurturing of OLCs (e.g.
Garber, 2004). The crux of developing these communities is communication as it
enables the development of interaction, engagement, participation, all of which
are fundamental to the building of relationships and intimacy in order to nurture
important social-emotional qualities within the community (Garber, 2004;
Kearsley, 2000; Kowch & Schwier, 1997; Misanchuk & Anderson, 2001;
Schwier, 2001). As OLCs are generally separated by time and space, multiple
modes of communication including face-to-face and electronic means can be
harnessed for this purpose (Daniel & Schwier, 2007; Haythornthwaite et al., 2000;
Johnson, 2001; Kowch & Schwier, 1997; Lock, 2002). Several authors argue for
the quality and predictability of communication as critical to effective online
group and community functioning (Jarvenpaa & Leidner, 1998; Lock, 2002;
Misanchuk & Anderson, 2001; Preece, 2000). There is also a need for guidelines
and rules to specify norms of participation and interaction in the community as
well as mechanisms for conflict resolution in order to guide the implementation of
roles and language use to ensure the respectful inclusion of all community
members (Lock, 2002; Palloff & Pratt, 1999; Preece, 2000; Schwier, in press).
Additionally, a clearly defined purpose that is shared and valued by the
community is imperative to promote an alignment of purposes and values for
participation (Garber, 2004; Preece, 2000; Wilson et al., 2004). The community’s
purpose further determines its boundaries and is helpful to ascertain membership
and identity formation as the individual’s skills, knowledge, ideas and
predisposition is shaped by and in turn shapes the identity of the community
(Garber, 2004; Wilson et al., 2004). In support of this, the nature of a learning
community generally demands that its members be committed to the learning
process and participate in progressive discourse to enhance learning (Garber,
2004; Rovai, 2002a; Wilson et al., 2004).

Only with the establishment of these social structures in place can the nurturing of
important qualities such as safety, trust, a feeling of belonging, connectedness,

respect and knowledge of one another, collaboration, reciprocity, mutual
106



appropriation, a balance of member autonomy and interdependence, and a
willingness to risk the sharing of one’s ideas openly in the community to develop
a shared history and understandings be facilitated (Jarvenpaa & Leidner, 1998;
Jones & Issroff, 2005; Rovai, 2000; Schwier, 2001; Swan & Shea, 2005;
Vonderwell & Zachariah, 2005; Wilson et al., 2004). The importance of these
social and emotional issues are, however, not always acknowledged by online
lecturers, especially those new to teaching online and the notion of communities
(Bonk et al., 2004; Conrad, 2005).

Pedagogical Role. From a pedagogical role perspective, it is imperative for online

lecturers to be clear about their reasons for establishing a learning community and
how they expect it to enhance learning in their courses. Schwier (in press)
recommends lecturers “to deliberate, to think about and do things purposefully to
foster community growth”. This motive also guides lecturers’ course planning and
enables them to emphasise the benefits associated with becoming a community
member in the class (McMillan, 1996) as well as weave pedagogical strategies
that are learner-centred for community building to strengthen the development of
such a community in their online courses (Balcaen & Hirtz, 2007; Garrison, 2000;
Lock, 2002; Thompson & MacDonald, 2005). Studies indicated that without well-
defined community-driven goals and assessment strategies to evaluate
community-oriented contributions, the community building effort will not be

valued by some learners (Thompson & MacDonald, 2005).

Lecturers also need to acknowledge that they are members of the community,
sharing the responsibility for knowledge construction with their students, instead
of mere external agents involved in creating pre-packed learning materials
(Garrison, 2000). Hence, lecturer modelling of multiple roles such as coach,
mentor, and facilitator for students to appropriate can promote effective
collaboration and knowledge construction capabilities within the community
(Anderson et al., 2001; Rogers, 2000).

There is also a need to structure and facilitate important interactions, namely
among students and between expert-to-apprentice (Dykes & Schwier, 2003; Hill,
2001; Johnson, 2001; Moore & Brooks, 2000; Wegmann & McCauley, 2007).

Rogoff’s (1990, 1991, 1995) studies in apprenticeship in a community of learners
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revealed that not all social interaction facilitates the individual’s learning and that
particular conditions and forms of interactions are more beneficial than others.
She argues for the importance of the guided participation provided, for example,
by a skilled adult to assist a child in solving a problem in developing his or her
ability to appropriate such guidance for future independent use. Similar findings
have been observed in the online learning literature indicating that the volume or
quantity of learner’s online contribution or interactions had no bearing on the
quality of work produced and the sense of community fostered in online courses.
It is the nature of contribution and interaction that mattered (Liu, Magjuka, Bonk,
& Lee, 2007; Roberts, 2007). Such interactions need to be monitored and
supported in order that lecturers can identify and address emerging student
learning needs instantaneously for the community to evolve and grow
(Haythornthwaite et al., 2000; Vonderwell & Zachariah, 2005).

The selection of the teaching-learning tasks in an OLC is also crucial in the
lecturer’s pedagogical role. Many authors highlight the need for task-based
learning activities to provide students a legitimate reason to collaborate within the
community (Jones & Issroff, 2005; Thompson & MacDonald, 2005). Legitimate
task-oriented reasons as a basis for developing the community is of such
importance that some argue a community will not form without this premise
(Johnson, 2001). Task-based learning is deemed to provide an authentic and
relevant context to support learning and demonstrate learning in a more tangible
and meaningful way (Hiltz, 1997; Palloff & Pratt, 1999; Roberts, 2007). As this
research is based on Riel and Polin’s (2004) characterisation of task-based
learning communities, there is a need to consider the nature of the learning tasks
utilised to support the development of learning communities. Nuthall (1999)
suggested that such tasks ought to embody four key characteristics:
e Tasks need to have transparent goals that relate to the interests and
motivations of students;
e Lecturers need to understand learner’s sociocultural backgrounds to
determine the suitability of using particular learning tasks in the class;
e The design of the tasks needs to emphasise the social and intellectual
processes that will contribute to developing effective and sustaining

relationships between students; and,
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e Tasks should have the effect of increasing the levels of acceptance, trust,
sharing, and mutual support between students including relationship
building that tap into students’ expertise to transcend across cultural
boundaries and differences.

Some examples of learning tasks adopted in learning communities and OLCs
include the jigsaw method, reciprocal teaching, innovative use of research cycles
among students (Brown et al., 1993; Brown & Campione, 1990, 1994), problem-
based learning and case-based learning or strategies such as providing a reason
(e.g. a disorientating dilemma, an issue, a concern, a contentious discussion)
(Moore & Brooks, 2000), provocative questions (Schwier & Dykes, 2004), and,
online simulations, role play and games or the creation of tangible artifacts
(Roberts, 2007). Further pedagogical recommendations include lecturers
assigning learners to lead or moderate their own task-based learning groups (Jones
& Issroff, 2005) and to restrict learner choices on the topics and tasks they can
select to participate to promote coordination and coherency of discussions within
the community (Dykes & Schwier, 2003). These strategies strategically cultivate
the collaborative nature of a learning community to foster a sense of belonging
when members work together in a student-centred learning environment to share
expertise and multiple perspectives, contribute to knowledge and own their own
learning outcomes (Barab et al., 2001; Lock, 2002; Wilson et al., 2004). They also
provide opportunities for leadership and learners to take on various roles in
support of the learning process (Palloff & Pratt, 1999). This research considers the
nature of the teaching-learning tasks recommended to encourage the sharing of
diverse expertise of the lecturer and students in the joint construction of
knowledge for developing an OLC.

Managerial Role. Important judgments related to an online lecturer’s managerial

role are also required in developing OLCs. Many researchers have highlighted the
importance of online course pre-planning and preparing to familiarise learners
early in the course to help them better prepare for the online learning experiences
(e.g. Bonk & Dennen, 2003; Conrad, 2002; Palloff & Pratt, 1999; Salmon, 2000).
Several studies have shown that the community building experience can be
challenging in spite of purposeful designs (Brown, 2001; Kanuka & Anderson,
1998; Song et al., 2004). A leading managerial role is for lecturers to guide the

setting of the community’s agenda, tone of communication, make themselves
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known to all members as the key contact person in dealing with administrative
and protocol inquiries and importantly intervene to troubleshoot and resolve
conflicts to maintain harmony in the community (Lock, 2002; Schwier, in press;
Wilson et al., 2004). Additionally, maintaining a smaller group size is more
conducive to promoting communication and social interaction in OLCs compared
to a larger group (Brook & Oliver, 2004; Palloff & Pratt, 1999; Riel, 1996). Time
is also required to nurture social engagement and building of trust and to allow
individual members who are learning in isolation at the periphery progress
towards confident membership within the community (Graves, 1992;
Haythornthwaite et al., 2000; Schwier & Dykes, 2004). Online lecturers need to
consider these managerial and administrative issues when developing an OLC in

their courses.

Technological Role. A technological role requires online lecturers to provide the

necessary technology infrastructure that will be the gathering space for the
learning community (Ingram, 2005; Palloff & Pratt, 1999). The technology must
fulfil particular conditions such as transparency, be supportive of member needs,
enable member focus of tasks, ideas and relationship building to provide a balance
of content and community development (Schwier & Dykes, 2004) and able to
capture the “thinking trails” or synthesis of individual and collective thinking in
order to generate a shared community history (Liu et al., 2007; Lock, 2002; Tu &
Corry, 2002b). Kowch and Schwier (1999) contend that the selection of any
technology must allow for negotiations, intimacy, commitment and engagement in
OLCs. Although the technology provides the opportunities for community
development, it does not guarantee that a community will occur (Hiltz, 1997; Riel,
1996; Schwier, in press). The role of the technology, however, can be “enhanced
through careful planning and designing a psychologically safe, open and inviting
environment for information sharing and knowledge construction” (Liu et al.,
2007, p. 12). Hence, consideration needs to be given to selecting the appropriate
technology to meet such conditions as it can impact the development of an online

course that fosters community development.

The discussion of these four online lecturer roles specifically for fostering OLCs

augment the general roles on successful online teaching and learning described in
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Chapter 3. Each of these roles is fluid and will evolve according to each

progressive stage of the community development effort (Garber, 2004).

4.4.1.2 Student Roles

Students also play an important role in the effort to develop OLCs. It is
fundamental for students to be open and willing to reframe their roles as learners
to go beyond the motions of merely fulfilling course requirements (Thompson &
MacDonald, 2005). In order to fully benefit as a member of a learning
community, students need to understand and appreciate the benefits of learning
collaboratively and teamwork as part of an interdependent member of the
community (Palloff & Pratt, 1999; Riel & Fulton, 2001; Vonderwell & Zachariah,
2005). They need to be active and self-directed learners by undertaking leadership
and multiple roles and responsibilities for their individual and the community’s
learning. Students also need to look to the community as the basis of authority
instead of merely to the lecturer for ideas, information and feedback (Lock, 2002;
Wiesenberg & Hutton, 1997). Certain fundamental individual member capacity is,
however, necessary for successful participation in such forms of shared activity
(Resnick, 1991). The integration of characteristics such as “ownership, social
interaction, group identity, individual identity, participation and knowledge
construction” (Misanchuk & Anderson, 2001, p. 5) is needed on the part of the
student in developing strong OLCs. With the appropriate balance of academic and
social input as well as member autonomy and interdependency, the whole
community can then collaborate and support individual members towards their

shared learning goals (Jonassen et al., 1998; Schwier, 2002).

4.4.1.3 Technology Role

Web-based technologies afford several advantages in the development of OLCs.
For example, the introduction of asynchronous text-based communication reduces
some potential discriminatory physical cues such as race, ethnicity, accents and
has been described as a great equaliser (Johnson, 2001) in enabling members to
participate on more equal footing. Other features such as accessibility, flexibility,
storage, connectivity are beneficial in facilitating communication, interaction and
documenting a shared history among the members of the community (Dykes &

Schwier, 2003). Preece (2000) recapitulates that the technology used need to
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importantly fulfill usability (focus on human-computer interaction) and sociability
(enable social interactions) functions in the nurturing of OLCs. Minimal
disruptions in the technology adopted will facilitate communication and important
interactions leading to the development of the learning community (Kowch &
Schwier, 1999; Liu et al., 2007).

Several disadvantages are also apparent in adopting Web-based technologies for
purposes of community development. These include reports of the impersonal
nature of communicating online, a lack of urgency in responding to other
member’s postings and an increase in lecturer and student workload in preparing
for and managing the online interactions (Dykes & Schwier, 2003; Johnson,
2001). These factors need to be taken into account when employing Web-based

technologies for the purposes of developing OLCs.

The literature on developing OLCs clearly depict how the roles of the online
lecturer, student and technology are intertwined and need to merge in a complex
way to create an environment for participants to engage in learning experiences
that foster the development of a learning community. These considerations guide
this research in developing an OLC in an online graduate Research Methods

course.

4.4.2 Principles and Models for Developing and Sustaining OLCs

Various principles and models for designing learning communities in educational
contexts have been proposed. Many existing models have been adapted to suit the
online context. Models adapted from learning theory in the OLC development
endeavour reveal support for sociocultural theorists such as Wenger, Vygotsky
and Cole and Engestrom. For instance, Wenger’s (1998) characterisation of COPs
as involving joint enterprise, mutual engagement and a shared repertoire was
used to frame the model proposed by Wilson et al. (2004) and Moule (2006). On
the other hand, Schwier (2001) adopted Wenger’s (1998) ideas of engagement,
interaction and alignment as three catalysts for developing OLCs. Cole and
Engestrom’s (1993) Activity Theory framework was utilised by Ng and Hung
(2003). Hung and Der-Thang (2001), alternatively, adopted Vygotsky’s ideas to
highlight situatedness, commonality, interdependence and infrastructure in their

model. Common themes from these are collaboration and interaction, teamwork
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and team products, the use of authentic contexts and tasks, the mutual shaping of
communal and individual member needs, and the establishment of norms for
participation when developing OLCs. An examination of research-based models
reveals a different emphasis. Some emphasise the pedagogical and social aspects
of developing OLCs, while others focus more on the social and technological
aspects (Seufert et al., 2002; de Souza & Preece, 2004). Yet others focus on the
pedagogical, social and technological including managerial aspects of OLC
development. Tu and Corry (2002a) and Swan and Shea (2005), for example,
investigated a combination of technical, social and pedagogical interactions while
Brooke and Oliver (2003b) added a managerial component to these three aspects.
Others such as Moller (1998), Bond-Hu and Fiorello (2003) and Schwen and Hara
(2004) undertook a different approach by adapting typical instructional design
cycles, such as task analysis, assessment, design and development, and evaluation
to design and develop an OLC. For the purposes of this research, models
emphasising the pedagogical and social aspects of developing OLCs are of

interest.

Palloff and Pratt (1999) proposed principles and models that highlighted the
pedagogical and social aspects for the development of OLCs. They contend that
an OLC ought to be developed through a clearly defined purpose for the
community, the creation of a gathering place for the community, promotion of
effective leadership from within the community, defining norms and codes of
conduct, allowing for a range of member roles, allowing for and facilitating sub-
groups, and, finally, allowing members to resolve their own conflict. For Barab et
al. (2001), important design components central to developing an OLC include a
flexible and inviting climate for learning to accommodate learner needs and
interests, selection and order of learning activities that foster an open and warm
atmosphere for learning, timely and gentle facilitation from the lecturer who
focuses and refocuses the group and a conscientious effort on the lecturer’s part to
establish the OLC. Barab and Duffy (2000) further added that online communities
can benefit from separate spaces or rooms for information sharing and for
socialising and creating interesting spaces. Others, such as, Lock (2002) highlight
communication, collaboration, interaction and participation. Lock presented five
guidelines pertinent to creating an OLC, three of which are of interest in this

research context: awareness of community and the sense and value of a learning
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community, design issues for online courses that support community, and,
mechanisms in place that will facilitate the collaboration of community. For
Schwier (1999), developing an OLC involves having a leader to set the tone of the
course, the use transparent technologies to foster task completion and the
development of interpersonal relationships, creating a safe and comfortable
environment for participation and an emphasis on member narratives and story-
telling. Contributions from Brown (2001) and Rovai (2000) stress that essential
community building blocks include developing a sense of membership, common
goals and purpose, shared identities, shared knowledge and member participation
or contributions and trust. Finally, Bonk et al. (2004) offered a framework of 10
principles for developing OLCs based on shared goals; trust and respect; shared
spaces for the generation of ideas; team collaboration and products; sense of
identity, membership and growth; influence and member participation; sense of
autonomy; shared history, sense of belonging and emotional connections;
fulfilling personal needs, rewards, acknowledgement, and embedded in practice
and integration with real world. They further demonstrated how each of these
principles can be supported by using different collaborative Web-based
technologies and tools. Common themes observed from the literature on
developing OLCs based on the above researchers’ work are: 1) the role of
technology in creating a space and place for community gathering and learning, 2)
the use of authentic tasks/ practice that are situated in real world contexts and
meaningful to learners needs and interests, 3) the perpetuation of common goals
and purposes, 4) interaction and collaboration on team products within and
environment that is flexible, safe, inviting and promotes member trust and respect,
and, 5) the norms related to participation in an authentic learning community such
as membership, awareness of community values, conflict resolution mechanisms,
shared histories, and the mutual shaping of member interdependency and
independency to accomplish communal and individual learning needs. These
themes reflect the notion one has to purposefully foster community growth in the
development of an OLC. The research considers and builds on these pedagogical
and social aspects of an OLC in the context of a fully online Research Methods

graduate course.
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4.4.3 The Life Cycle of an OLC

It is observed that OLCs undergo life cycles of development. They generally go
through three stages: a formative stage, a maturity stage and a stage of decline
(Schwier, 2002). Others have proposed similar stages (e.g. Brown, 2001; Garber,
2004; Haythornthwaite et al., 2000; Lock, 2002; Wilson et al., 2004). In
particular, Palloff and Pratt (1999) suggested that the life cycle of an OLC
involves five stages: forming, norming, storming, performing and adjourning.
They highlight how each OLC needs to be initiated by its members bonding with
one another before proceeding to the next stage of learning to resolve conflicts.
This storming or conflict resolution phase strengthens the community bonds to
allow further important learning tasks to be undertaken collaboratively in order to
achieve the community’s goals and purposes. Once the goals have been achieved,
the community either dissolves naturally or metamorphoses into other forms of

communities.

Each progressive stage of community development is marked by increasing levels
of member interaction and participation with increasing member responsibility for
the sustenance of the OLC with the exception of the last stage (Brown, 2001).
Furthermore, time is needed to foster each stage of development and to establish a
shared language, practice, custom and resources in the community (Johnson,
2001). This time trajectory allows members to develop their technical skills and
become comfortable in the community environment before they can consider
making social, emotional and intellectual contributions to the community (Brown,
2001; Conrad, 2005; Schwier & Dykes, 2004). These stages are fundamental to an
OLC development and can impair the community developmental process in
significant ways if unrecognised by lecturers or community designers. This
research considers these developmental stages or life cycles of an OLC in order to
make provisions for fostering each stage in the online graduate Research Methods

course.

Overall, the human and technology roles, principles and models, and life cycle of
OLCs examined in this section portray the complexities of developing OLCs
centred on people, processes and technology to influence the pattern and stages of

community development and evolvement (Weller, 2007). It has been suggested
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that educators and community designers adopt a flexible approach in responding
to the learners’ ongoing learning needs to accommodate such complexities.
Several authors have proposed the use of emergent design strategies where a
course can be rapidly re-designed as it progresses to balance the need for structure
and flexibility in online course designs (Cavallo, 2000; Kanuka, 2002; Thompson
& MacDonald, 2005) or the use of an iterative process design to refine the design
and development of an OLC which can address discrepancies between the
intended design and its emergent usage (Johnson, 2001; Schwen & Hara, 2004).
Such an approach acknowledges the sociocultural complexities of the teaching
and learning relationships in OLCs in order to facilitate quality learning
experiences (Schwen & Hara, 2004; Warschauer, 1998). This research considers
these ideas to adopt an emergent and iterative design strategy to designing an
OLC. Such a strategy is espoused through the negotiated intervention strategy
described in Chapter 8. No known attempt has been made to implement such an
emergent and iterative strategy in the literature on developing OLCs.

4.5 Indicators and Measures of Learning Communities and OLCs

Several methods have been proposed to examine the existence of learning
communities and OLCs. They include identifying and comparing specific
community characteristics or components of community to determine the extent to
which such characteristics are present (e.g. Ma, 2006; Misanchuk, & Anderson,
2001, Schwier, 2001; Wang, Sierra, & Folger, 2003; Yuen, 2003). The
investigation of specific interaction or participation patterns among participants in
a course to ascertain the existence of community traits is another possible
approach (e.g. Suh, Kang, Moon, & Jang, 2005; Swan & Shea, 2005, Thurston,
2005; Vonderwell & Zachariah, 2005; Zhu & Baylen, 2005). A method espoused
by social network theory is to explore the strength and types of relationships
between members of a group (e.g. Daniel & Schwier, 2007; Haythornthwaite,
1996; Wellman, 2001). A final method is to use indices or survey instruments to
assess the development of members’ relationships with each other and sense of
community as a measure of community existence (e.g. Bonk & Wisher, 2000;
Conrad, 2005; de Souza & Preece, 2004; Rovai, 2002b). For the purposes of this
research, the methods and criteria adopted to establish whether a learning
community had in fact develop in the study are twofold: 1) identify and compare

specific community characterisation, and, 2) examine the nature of interaction and
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participation patterns. The former is described next while the latter is elucidated in
Section 4.5.2. These criteria were applied in the analyses of the entire online class
in Phase 3.

4.5.1 Characterisations of Learning Communities

A number of characterisations of an OLC are evident in the literature. For Schwier
(2007), the characteristics of OLCs are evident through 13 elements — historicity,
identity, mutuality, plurality, autonomy, participation, trajectory, technology,
learning, reflection, intensity, trust, social protocols. Schwier notes that these
characteristics may not appear in every community and that the degree of
presence of each characteristic varies within and throughout the evolution of a
community. Palloff and Pratt (1999) propose the presence of an OLC can be
judged through the existence of active interactions involving both course content
and personal communication; collaborative learning evidenced by comments
directed primarily student-to-student rather than student-to lecturer; socially
constructed meanings evidenced by agreeing or questioning, with the intent to
achieve agreement on issues of meaning; the sharing of resources, and,
expressions of support and encouragement exchanged between students, as well
as willingness to critically evaluate the work of others. Rogoff (1994) further
offered another characterisation of a face-to-face learning community The
essential features of a learning community according to her include:

e All members are active. All the members in the community from novice to
expert play active roles and have joint responsibilities in the teaching-
learning process. Instead of being a sage-on-the-stage, the lecturer’s role is
supportive and acts more as a facilitator and coordinator to structure and
guide the overall direction for student learning. Students increasingly learn
to participate and manage their own learning and involvement and provide
some leadership at times;

e Increased responsibility for learning. In a community of learners, the
nature of the interaction changes from a didactic relationship to a
partnership between the lecturer and students. Through opportunities to
meaningfully collaborate and interact, learners undertake increasing
responsibility for their own learning as well as the community’s overall
learning goals. Each member contributes in various ways to resource

others according to their understanding of an activity;
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e Asymmetry of roles. According to Rogoff (1994), it is not necessary for all
members in the community to adopt the same roles or degree of
responsibility. Their particular roles can vary from one situation or
another, or even from one community of learners to another. She contends
that, “in a specific act, participants' roles are seldom "equal", they may be
complementary or with some leading and others supporting, or actively
observing and may involve disagreements about who is responsible for
what aspects of the endeavour” (p. 213);

e Conversational. The role of dialogue is important in a community of
learners as learners participate to socially negotiate meaning to achieve
their learning goals; and,

e The goal of participating in the learning community is that of increasing
student responsibility and autonomy in learning.

These characterisations of a learning community emerge from her view of
learning as “a matter of how people transform through participation in terms of
the roles and understanding in the activities of their community” (Rogoff, 1994, p.
226). Rogoff’s (1994) characterisation of a learning community such as learning
as participation in shared endeavours with others and all members playing active
but differentiated roles and responsibilities in a sociocultural activity is used as the
first indicator of whether a learning community had developed in the study. There
are several advantages for using this model. Firstly, although Rogoff’s ideas
provide a straightforward framework for working with learning communities, they
allude to the complexity and necessity for joint activity, interaction, negotiation of
meaning, diversity of member roles and the formation of member identity as a
responsible and autonomous learner for the learning community to be successful.
Furthermore, the goal of developing learner responsibility and autonomy is
congruent with the goals of the graduate Research Methods course in this
research, that of developing learner understanding and expertise in their own
research practices (see Figure 8.2). Adopting Rogoff’s (1994) characterisation of a
learning community provides coherence in actuating the development of the

learning community in this research to aspire towards those similar goals.

The other method adopted to identify the existence and development of a learning
community in this study is through examining the nature of member interaction

and participation. Such interactions are one of the key foci in Rogoff’s multiple
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planes of development analytical framework (see Sections 2.5.5.1 and 5.5).
Adopting Rogoff’s characterisation of learning community and her notion of
multiple planes of development as an analytical tool for investigating learning
communities in this research is, thus, valuable to understanding the complexity of
influences impinging on the development of an OLC in the graduate Research
Methods course. Such an analysis extends beyond present methods for identifying
the existence and development of OLCs.

The next section describes the existence of different kinds of interaction as further

indicators and support for development in learning communities.

4.5.2 The Nature of Interactions in Learning Communities and OLCs

The emphasis on relationship building in learning communities necessitates an
examination of the kinds of interactions required to nurture the development of
the learning community. Sewell (2006) and Sewell and George (2008) identified
a range of interactions beneficial to supporting a learning community. The key
idea involves building relationships that are responsive, reciprocal and authentic.
Three kinds of reciprocal interactions at the intellectual, social and emotional
level are proposed to support the existence of a learning community in the

classroom (see Table 4.1).

Table 4.1

The Nature of Interactions in a Learning Community’

Reciprocal Interactions Characteristics

Intellectual We are all learners and teachers.
We share our thinking in dialogue to build on previous ideas
and experiences to create new knowledge.
We engage in intellectually demanding inquiry and reflection
about content that interests us and is relevant to our lives.
We share our expertise with members of our community.
We share what we have learned with members of our

community.

” Note. From The Professional Practice of Teaching (p. 208), by C. McGee and D. Fraser, 2008,
Melbourne, Australia: Cengage. Copyright 2008 by Cengage Learning. Reprinted with permission.
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Social We share decisions about what we learn, sometimes without a
known endpoint.
We share decisions about how we learn.
We share responsibility for learning- sometimes the teacher
takes the lead; other times, students take it.
We share responsibility for managing our own and others’
behaviour.

We share our out-of-school lives in the classroom.

Emotional We have honest dialogue to share our feelings and emotions.
We listen to each other with respect.
We care about each other.
We are trusted to make good decisions and take responsibility.
We respect and value our diverse expertise/experiences in the

classroom.

Table 4.1 portrays how a learning community incorporates a complex interplay of
social, emotional and intellectual interactions between members to show their
diverse nature as members gain increasing responsibility for their own and others’
learning. Sewell and George’s (2008) typology of the three kinds of reciprocal
interactions between members in a learning community represents the second

indicator of whether a learning community had established in the study.

Similar typologies of interactions have been observed in the investigation of
OLCs. Some stress the social and academic aspects of communicating within such
communities while others even consider the complexities associated with
technology-mediated communication. Emphasising the social and academic
discourse within a learning community is described, for example, in Daniel et al.’s
(2007) proposal of intentional and incidental clusters of interactions. Intentional
interactions include soliciting information, evaluation, elaboration, inquiry,
argumentation and so forth while incidental interactions involve building shared
understanding and experiences, expressing observations, reflection, peer support,
sociability and disagreement. These interactions are equivalent to the ones
investigated through Chapman, Ramondt and Smiley’s (2005) Community Scale
and Evidence of Learning Scale; Rovai’s (2002a) task-driven interactions to
facilitate learning and socio-emotionally driven interactions to facilitate member
social well-being and develop friendships; Misanchuk and Anderson’s (2001) use

of non-instructional and instructional interactional strategies; as well as, Palloff
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and Pratt’s (1999) student-peer interactions to express social support, and provide
intellectual contributions, as evidence for community. A study by Rourke et al.
(1999), however, differed from those already mentioned to consider three kinds of
interactions: affective, interactive, and cohesive responses. Affective responses
refer to personal expression of emotion, feelings, beliefs, and values between
members, while interactive responses refer to evidence that others are attending to
one’s online postings and finally, cohesive responses are interactions that build

and sustain a sense of group commitment.

Other researchers have attempted to be more explicit by considering the role of
lecturer contributions in the social and academic interactions to develop OLCs.
For example, Swan (2002, 2004) discusses three kinds of learner interactions
relevant to learning in OLCs: interaction with content, interaction with lecturers
and interaction among peers. This is similar to Moller’s (1998) observation of
interpersonal, intellectual and academic support and to Liu et al.’s (2007)
observation of collaborative, lecturer presence and social interaction strategies

existing within OLCs.

Finally, interactions that consider the role of technology-mediated communication
is also observed through the work of Wegmann and McCauley (2007). They
proposed that important communication within OLCs can be investigated through
learner-content, learner-teacher, learner-learner and learner-interface types of

interactions.

The common theme inherent in these typologies of interactions in OLCs is the
existence of participant collaboration as evidence for community. This is shown
generally through the nature of interactions aimed at promoting learning (or
academic or formal interactions) as well as social (or informal) interactions to
meet the needs of members learning in the communities. Both the community and
collaboration are products of and constituted in the interactions. These
interactions are not mutually exclusive but can build on one another in a fluid way
to reflect the complexity and interdependency of variables involved in the process
of learning in an OLC. It is argued that further understandings of the nature of
interactions occurring in communities are warranted as they are critical to

understanding and supporting the learning process in OLCs (Daniel et al., 2007;
121



Thompson & MacDonald, 2005). This research intends to address this gap and
extend the investigation of the kinds of interactions evident in an online graduate
Research Methods course that can impact on and are impacted in turn by the

learning experiences within an OLC.

4.6 A Learning Community’s and OLC’s Impact on Learning

Both face-to-face learning communities and OLCs share similar characteristics in
their impact on learning. Generally, the outcomes of participating in a learning
community are evidenced through transformations in members’ intellectual, social
and emotional identities (Brown & Duguid, 2000; Hung & Nichani, 2002, Sewell
& George, 2008).

Intellectual Transformation. Learning communities traditionally have been proven

successful in developing students’ understanding in cross-disciplinary subject
areas and heightening cognitive capabilities such as metacognition compared to
learners in traditional classrooms (Bereiter & Scardamalia, 1996; Brown et al.,
1993; Brown & Campione, 1990; CGTV, 1993). Benefits observed from strategy
include enhanced student achievement through increased motivation, improved
attitude towards others and provision of peer support, enhanced social skills and a
commitment to participate and complete a learning task and a developing

appreciation for the learning process itself (Hiltz, 1997; Sherry, 2000).

The literature on OLC impact on learning generally indicate that participants who
experienced community and could define what it meant in their online courses
reported a higher sense of satisfaction with their learning and perceived learning
experiences (Brook & Oliver, 2002; Brown, 2001; Graff, 2006; Richardson &
Swan, 2003; Rovai, 2002a). This observation is, however, disputed in another
study that failed to find a correlation between helpful community development

and academic achievement (Lee, Carter-Wells, Glaeser, Ivers, & Street, 2006).

Social Transformation. New identities are formed through the community
enculturation process when members begin to develop certain dispositions,
attitudes, beliefs and skills in support of the community’s goals and values (Lave
& Wenger, 1991; Wenger, 1998). This is a result of learners seeing themselves

shift from being passive consumers of knowledge towards seeing themselves as
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co-learners and contributors to a knowledge-creating inquiry with their teacher
and peers in the classroom (Sergiovanni, 1994; Wenger, 1998). Important social
transformations in OLC are demonstrated through member interaction and
connectedness involving both course content and personal communication,
collaborative learning evidenced by comments directed primarily student to
student rather than student to instructor, socially constructed meaning evidenced
by agreement or questioning with the intent to achieve agreement on issues of
meaning, sharing of resources among students, the expressions of support and
encouragement exchanged between students, a willingness to critically evaluate
the work of others and a commitment to group goals (Bond-Hu & Fiorello, 2003;
Chapman et al., 2005; Palloff & Pratt, 1999; Rovai, 2002a; Tinto, 1993). Such
social interaction skills are argued as valuable in the context of lifelong learning
and expected of adults in society (Merriam, Courtenay, & Baumgartner, 2003;
Wilson et al., 2004).

Emotional Transformation. Emotional benefits are observed in the sense of

learners gaining a new appreciation of one another’s needs, motivated to help and
to care, even if to do so is a difficult option (Watkins, 2005). As members begin to
trust one another, they are more likely to: share more openly and honestly, ask
questions, contribute ideas, express a minority opinion, play devil’s advocate or
publicly wrestle with ideas even if this means disagreeing with one another
(Sewell & George, 2008). Members also gain confidence by being engaged in
dialogue, and become more receptive to multiple perspectives (Bond-Hu &
Fiorello, 2003; Liu et al., 2007; Merriam et al., 2003). There is also a marked
increase in positive attitude towards learning and the development of one’s self

esteem (Salomon & Globerson, 1989).

Added together these general benefits have been observed to outweigh the sum of
each individual benefit when learning communities are successful in achieving

their collective goals.

4.7 Challenges and Constraints in Developing a Learning Community and
oLC
Challenges and constraints also exist in developing learning communities and

OLCs for facilitating learning. These can be broadly grouped according to four
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areas: failure in recognising community, promoting the social phenomenon over
developing a learning community, conferment of membership and the challenges
posed by the technology.

Failure in recognising community. Brown’s (2001) study revealed that an ability

to define community is often the predictor of the extent students felt they have
gelled into a learning community. This is, however, not always guaranteed as a
major challenge is that of student fading or withdrawing from online courses even
when community building is an explicit goal and have been purposefully designed
to do so (Haythornthwaite et al.,, 2000; Johnson, 2001). From a teaching
perspective, lecturers may have difficulty in forming sensitive, supporting
relationships with all students. They may also have difficulty letting go of
traditional paradigms of teaching and learning or may not have the pedagogical
knowledge to respond to the unpredictability directions for discourse in a learning
community (Rogoff et al., 1996; Sewell & George, 2008).

From the learning perspective, students will need guidance to changing the way
they are accustomed to relating to lecturers and their peers in the class (Nuthall,
1999). Others have observed that differing levels of perceptions of community can
exist among students in the same online course even though they have been
through several online courses together (Conrad, 2005) implying that commitment
to collective learning is not necessarily guaranteed (Ingram, 2005; Rovai, 20023;
Thompson & MacDonald, 2005; Vonderwell & Zachariah, 2005). This can arise
from students being more concerned with knowledge-building goals as opposed to
community building goals (Brown, 2001) and failing to perceive the creation and
sustenance of a community as critical in facilitating their learning. As discussed
earlier, the notion of community cannot be forced and is dependent on learners
purposefully valuing and choosing to participate in community goals (Garber,
2004; Schwier, 2002). Previous research has also indicated that learners weigh a
diverse array of factors when deciding on their levels of participation and the
value they derive from a joint learning experience (Thompson & MacDonald,
2005). Lecturers and community designers need to be clear about their reasons for
promoting a community and how they expect it will enhance the learning
experience in order to convey this to students early in the learning process and
create a perceived need that students will value and will choose to fulfil (Brown,

2001).
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Promoting the social phenomenon without necessarily developing a learning

community. Although the available Web-based technology affords the types of
social interaction and communication possible, it does not guarantee the formation
of a learning community (Palloff & Pratt, 1999; Schwier, 1999). Schwier (1999)
cautions that participants can remain interactive and yet fail to become a learning
community, “when technology is introduced to learning communities, there is a
risk of promoting interaction without the concomitant elements required to turn a
virtual learning environment into a virtual learning community” (p. 282). Hawkes
and Dennis (2003) analysed postings from students in an online Masters course
and found that “cajoling learners to jump into discourse often produced sterile and
artificial addition to the discussion” (p. 55). This usually occurs in cases where
lecturers impose a minimum requirement of online postings from students, who
may view them as a chore, and create contrived situations of high-levels of
interactions without necessarily promoting learning within the notion of a learning
community (Haythornwaite et al., 2000; Schwier, 1999). Hence, it is
recommended that lecturers value the quality and nature of online contributions
over their quantity and utilise pedagogical strategies that focus on genuine
participation such as tasks-based learning or artefact development to help learners
understand how they can benefit by engaging in the learning collective of the
community (Hawkes & Dennis, 2003; Palloff & Praff, 1999; Roberts, 2007).

It is also acknowledged that employing the social phenomenon of community to
enhance online learning experiences can have potential negative impact on
learning (Brook & Oliver, 2003a; Salomon & Globerson, 1989). These include
members conforming mindlessly in the pressure or desire to be part of the
community to the extent of losing their individuality (Sewell & George, 2008;
Wiesenfeld, 1996), the accumulation of knowledge to the extent of restricting
innovation (Wenger, McDermott, & Snyder, 2002), a reduced expenditure of
mental effort and an increase in loafing behaviour (Salomon & Globerson, 1989)
as well as the dangers of existing differing sub-cultures hindering the overall
cultural development of the community (Johnson, 2001). Online lecturers and
community designers need to be aware of these potential pitfalls in OLC

development to preserve the community from disintegration.
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Conferment of membership. The process of conferment of membership can be a

barrier to those who arrive late in the process or those who come in and out of it.
The introduction of new members and loss of old friends weakens the social
bonds established members feel to the community. This is especially as they
progress through the course ahead of or behind others in their group (Garber
2004; Haythornwaite et al., 2000).

Time also impacts on the development of community membership and identity
(Brown, 2001; Hawthornthwaite & Kazmer, 2004; Palloff & Pratt, 2001).
Learners need to establish lengthy, frequent and durable interactions, in order to
build a common identity and establish deeper relationships and engagement
(Graves, 1992; Wilson et al., 2004). It is unfortunate that such community
building time and activity is usually relegated to the least of priorities in the
design of the online course in the need to trade off the coverage of the course

syllabus and lack of time on the lecturer’s part.

Challenges of using technology. Technological challenges are also observed in

developing OLCs. Any technology or aspects of technology that fail to facilitate
communication between community members will hamper the efforts of
community building as this process depends heavily on communication and
interaction. Reduced social cues in online communication may allow students to
feel free to ask questions, avoiding potential negative facial responses, while
others may fade back and fail to contribute to the community (Johnson, 2001).
Also, as students progress through the course and master the technologies and
processes their need for social contact may diminish (Garber, 2004). These factors
need to be addressed for lecturers to fully utilise the affordances of the technology

to nurture OLCs.

Having examined learning communities in general and OLCs, in particular, many
parallels are observed in the development and sustenance of both face-to-face and
OLCs. Both reveal many complexities of people and process as well as
technology (in the case of an OLC) in order to nurture such communities for
facilitating learning. This research recognises these factors and attempts to make
provisions to accommodate them in the development of an OLC in a graduate

Research Methods course.
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From a broad understanding of learning communities and OLCs, the next section
discusses the teaching and learning practices in a specific community concerned
with enhancing learning in Research Methods courses relevant to the context of

this research.

4.8 Learning in a Research Methods Course

This section reviews some of the key approaches and practices of a community
concerned with the teaching and learning of Research Methods courses in general
and qualitative Research Methods courses specifically. Although the
conceptualisation, purpose, curriculum and structure, and the approaches to
teaching and learning may differ over the years, and between countries, the key
function of research methods courses to develop students’ appreciation and ability
to be immersed into the academic research enterprise remains. Many textbooks
and practical books detail the guidelines to conduct various research techniques
and analyses commonly used in the field. However, a gap exists in that there are
more books on the subject itself than on the nature of teaching and learning of
Research Methods itself (Birbili, 2002; Pallas, 2001). Mullen (2000) notes that
“pedagogical issues in the teaching of research methodology have yet to become a
major focus of scholarship” (p. 5). In stressing this lack of sharing of pedagogical
knowledge in the field, it is firstly necessary to understand some of the challenges

and constraints faced by lecturers and students of Research Methods courses.

4.8.1 Challenges in Teaching Research Methods courses
The three key notable challenges posed to Research Methods lecturers, learners
and even university administrators are: student perception and reaction, time, and

realistic goals in determining the content and structure of these courses.

Student perception and reaction. Despite its importance in graduate training

programmes, Research Methods courses in general generate a mixed student
response ranging from nonchalance to anxiety. This is based in part on student
reasons for enrolling in such courses which may range from convenience because
a course fitted into their schedule or to fulfil degree requirements or a genuine
commitment to new learning experiences (Mullen, 2000). These varying reasons

give rise to a variety of perceptions towards Research Methods courses:

127



prejudices towards the entire subject or either quantitative or qualitative
methodologies, or an anxiety that research is Maths, or the negative assumption
that it is too technical or too difficult, is uninspiring or is irrelevant. All these
result in a lack of motivation for learning in a Research Methods course (Altinay
& Paraskevas, 2007; Eisenhart, 1989; Garrett, 1998; Hutchinson & Webb, 1991,
Murtonen, 1999; Wakeford, 1981).

Glesne and Webb’s (1993) survey of 73 professors teaching qualitative courses in
the United States stressed that commonly reported frustrations include dealing
with students' perspectives, backgrounds, and skills (reported by 30% of the
lecturers). They elaborated that, firstly, students in these classes tended to have a
technical mindset of wanting a formula or an algorithmic way for conducting
qualitative research; secondly, have poor philosophical and theoretical
foundations of alternative paradigms; and finally, have poor analytical and writing
skills. It is reasonable to argue that these attitudes could partly be due to having
reluctant lecturers teaching the subject, unimaginative teaching practices, and
inappropriate assessment procedures (Wakeford, 1981). However, Winn (1995)
correctly encapsulates the challenge for lecturers of Research Methods courses as,
How can Research Methods be made meaningful and relevant to
social science students who typically study this subject not out of
interest but because it is a compulsory component of a degree
course, and many of whom have a long-standing aversion to the

quantitative and technical aspects of the subject? (p. 204).

Time. The short length of time allocated to the teaching of Research Methods has
also been detrimental to students’ grasp of and development in the subject. Two
disadvantages associated with the short time factor include hindering cordial
relationship-building between lecturers and students; an important aspect in the
early part of the course, and, students’ development and ability to grasp the
emergent understanding needed of the qualitative research process (Mullen,
2000). Hoepfl (1997) claborates, “the emergent design of qualitative enquiry
requires researchers to purposefully seek their own meaning in context and to
compare what they have found. The brevity of qualitative courses in higher
education impacts on student development” (p. 10). It is unfortunate, however,

that this is experienced universally as universities succumb to pressures to
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streamline and reduce costs in the running of their academic and training
programmes. Although standard Research Methods courses can provide a starting
point to familiarise students with common research techniques, it is doubtful as to
whether students would be able to achieve genuine competence in the field at the
end of it (Rose, 1981).

Realistic goals in determining the content and structure of Research Methods

courses. Setting realistic goals to determine the content, structure and even
assessment practices of Research Methods courses is another challenge. It has
been observed that different tertiary institutions conceptualise the nature and
goals for their research courses to suit their research and teaching goals (Birbili,
2002). Some of these goals range from developing student appreciation for the
tentative nature of knowledge to promoting student understanding of the complex
nature of educational research which goes beyond simple causation factors to
helping students to think critically about social phenomena (Denham, 1997) or to
providing students with a basic orientation and sense of what is involved in

research and so forth.

In an attempt to elevate the level of research competence as well as create a
uniform standard among academic tertiary institutions in the area of research
teaching and training in the United Kingdom, the Economic and Social Research
Council (ESRC) has produced standard guidelines known as the ESRC
Postgraduate Training Guidelines which can be adopted for use by other tertiary
institutions worldwide. They highlight a number of skills and core competencies
that research students need to acquire during formal research training courses.
Research students are expected to understand and acquire knowledge of basic
principles of research design and strategy, be able to apply a range of methods
and tools, be capable of managing research data and the research in general,
conduct and disseminate research and understand the “significance of alternative
epistemological positions” (ESRC, 2005, p. 25). Although these goals are worthy
in pursuing, some lecturers of Research Methods courses are sceptical as to their
realistic achievement. For example, Collinson (1998) questions how graduate
students can achieve the necessary competence to be professionally trained

researchers as espoused by the ESRC as the difficulty partly lies in the
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widespread and many differing traditions, purposes, and views in the field
(Cowie, 2004; Metz, 2001).

The question that arises then for lecturers and administrators of Research Methods
programme is whether the goals of research courses are designed to assist
students in developing research appreciation — providing students with the
abilities to be a critical consumer of research versus research competence — and
enabling students to become research practitioners (Burgess, 1981; Rose, 1981).
This is not an easy task involving a considerable and delicate balance in
organising academic versus experiential experiences, allowing novice student
researcher development versus expert researcher input, as well as enabling
professional researchers’ knowledge versus students’ personal knowledge to be
voiced in the course. As Collinson (1998) states, “at the very least, greater clarity
and precision in defining level of competence realistically achievable are required
of those charged with the tasks of designing and implementing social science
research training programmes” (p. 64). Each goal requires different pedagogical
approaches ranging from helping students develop the ability of knowing that
(abstract knowledge of research methods) to knowing how (practical competence
in applying research methods) (Halfpenny, 1981). This emphasis on clarifying
and aligning the learning goals to appropriate pedagogical approaches is
increasingly recognised in the literature and is undertaken in this research in the

redesigning of an online graduate Research Methods course.

Having raised the three challenges faced in the teaching and learning of Research
Methods courses, it is worthwhile to next highlight some of the key pedagogical
approaches and strategies that have been adopted by lecturers of the subject
despite constraints.

4.8.2 Pedagogical Approaches Adopted in Research Methods Courses

Pedagogical approaches to teaching Research methods courses can be broadly
categorised into the Cookbook method, the Examples method, and the Practical
method (Halfpenny, 1981). They can be loosely aligned with the progressive
changes in views of learning (from behaviourist to situated perspectives) and
advancing ideas on the nature and ways of knowing and understanding (Luttrell,

2005; Maykut & Morehouse, 1994; Pallas, 2001). These ideas have important
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implications for how Research Methods can be taught effectively in current

contexts.

Cookbook approach. The Cookbook approach also known as the textbook or

smorgasboard approach was commonly practised in the 1960s. It involves
students learning a standard recipe for conducting research. It espouses the use of
standard textbooks and introduces the typical steps in the research process such as
research design, data collection, data analysis and presentation of results. The
standard textbooks used are commonly abstract in nature, dull and boring for
students reading them. This approach has been criticised for implying that
research can be conducted by following a series of linear steps and failing to
communicate the challenge and excitement of research. Additionally, such an
approach perpetuates the false impression that the teaching conducted is in
preparation for students doing research sometime in the future; a task unrelated to
the complexities and messiness often faced in real life research practice
(Halfpenny, 1981).

Some pedagogical strategies related to this approach include lectures and
seminars where teacher-centred transmissive modes of teaching and learning
commonly occur. Variants of the cookbook approach include adopting mixed
strategies such as seminars and small group discussions as well as the use of
staged assignments (assignments conducted in small stages to lead to an overall
report) (Keating, 1991) to promote more students’ input and background
experiences in their classes. Lecturers using this approach are adamant that their
students gain the necessary background knowledge in philosophy or history or
epistemologies of research methods that can serve as foundational models before
engaging in future practical research experiences to investigate specific issues or
populations (Page, 1997; Pallas, 2001).

Lately, there has been a progressive call to shift from using this approach to one
that can make Research Methods teaching more meaningful and relevant to
students (Burgess, 1981). The Examples approach represents a closer response
towards incorporating meaningful and relevant experiences for students of

Research Methods courses.
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Examples approach. The Examples method involves structuring the Research

Methods course around examining actual research examples or studies.
Substantive educational issues guide the further examination of related research
methodologies and methods (Yates, 1997). No prior commitment is made to any
specific research framework or method; hence the emphasis is on using more
authentic experiences that students can better relate to, as well as encouraging
students to actively explore the link between theory and method. This method
exposes students to the complex realities involved in the research process
compared to the cookbook approach (Halfpenny, 1981). It is further useful to
illustrate the various methodologies used and “acquaints students with the
problems and processes involved in doing research” (Burgess & Bulmer, 1981, p.
483). Variants of this approach include structuring the course around related
themes within a discipline (thematic approach) or across disciplines (integrative
approach) to help relate research to areas that are familiar to students (Metz,
2001; Page, 1997; Wainstock, 1994).

Small group collaboration or cooperation strategies are more commonly used in
this approach as well (Garrett, 1998). The literature on graduate education also
indicates the importance of such groups to both the quality of the graduate
experience and students’ likelihood of remaining in graduate programmes (Boyle
& Boice, 1998; Conrad, Duren, & Haworth, 1998; Schoenfeld, 1999). Other
strategies used include inviting guest researchers to give autobiographical
accounts of aspects of their experiences while doing real-world research, or using
the lecturer’s experience to serve as a role model of a way of how to conduct
research (Glesne & Webb, 1993), letter writing (Dunn, 2000), case studies or
classroom exercises or vignettes based on real-world research (Goldman, 1999;
Schmid, 1992; Talley & Timmer, 1992; Zablotsky, 2001), simulation of issues
encountered in field work (Lee, 1987; Wieting, 1975), role playing through the
use of games (Straus, 1986) as well as reading and analysing texts (resource-based

learning).

While this approach has been advantageous in portraying real-life examples to
learners, its limitations have been observed by researchers who argue that
effective learning needs to be situated in socioculturally appropriate practices

(Greeno, 1989; Lave, 1991; Rogoff, 1990). The third approach extends the
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characteristics in the examples approach to incorporate a more practical approach

in the teaching and learning of Research Methods courses.

Practical approach. The Practical approach is commonly characterised by active

student participation and the use of authentic experiences. It is a shift from the
teacher-centred didactic pedagogical approach to a more learner-centred one
where the lecturer mostly guides and facilitates students’ development in the
intricacies of the research process. This involves using either simulated research
projects where students work on exercises to illustrate various types of issue and
problem (Halfpenny, 1981) or using real-life projects where students either work
individually or in groups to conduct research under the guidance of the lecturer. It
views the experiential process of learning by doing research as a necessary
approach to grounding discussions related to research methods and facilitates
purposeful teaching. The more academic aspects of the course is attended to only
when time permits (Metz, 2001; Winn, 1995; Wolcott, 1990).

The advantage of this approach is it allows students to analyse specific problems
and general issues encountered in the research process as they arise as espoused in
ESRC’s (2005) vision that research students be given opportunities that allow
them to develop and practice competencies such as communication skills,
research management and team-working skills. Another importance lies in
developing students’ holistic view of research by closely relating the theories,
methods and the steps involved in the research process (Luttrell, 2005; Rose,
1981; Winn, 1995). As Burgess (1981) argues, “research is no longer a clear cut
sequence of stages as suggested by the ‘cookbooks’, nor a mere adventure as
suggested by the autobiographical accounts but a social process where problems,
theories, methods investigations, investigators and informants are closely inter-
linked” (p. 492).

Some of the pedagogical strategies commonly adopted in this practical approach
to learning research methods include problem-based learning (Denham, 1997;
McBurney, 1995), project-based teaching (Burgess, 1981; Hutchinson & Webb,
1991; Keen, 1996; Rose, 1981; Wakeford, 1981; Winn, 1995), activity-based
approach (Benson & Blackman, 2003), small group collaboration (Longmore,

Dunn, & Jarboe, 1996), role-play, conducting a poster session or workshops,
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journal or log recording, and the focusing on a particular method of data
collection and analysis such as interviewing (Charmaz, 1991), observation
(Ostrower, 1998), field studies (Snyder, 1995), and qualitative coding (Stalp &
Grant, 2001) for students to grasp the complexities and creativity of qualitative
field work. Variants of the practical approach include combining either the
cookbook or examples approaches with the practical approach (Poindexter, 1998)
or extending the practical experience of learning the craft of research through
active participation in a research community (Collinson, 1998; LaPidus, 1997;
Luttrell, 2005; Page, 2001; Pallas, 2001; Schoenfeld, 1999).

Additionally, a contemporary trend for preparing students for diversity in
qualitative Research Methods courses supports the notion of COPs. Researchers
such as Pallas (2001) and Walker (1999) encourage the formation of research
teams to seek membership into the wider research community. Pallas (2001)
views the key concepts of Wenger’s (1998) ideas such as participation,
reification, constellation and LPP as fundamental to preparing students for the
epistemological diversities in research. On the other hand, Walker (1991) argues
that such apprenticeship and enculturation experiences for researchers through
internships in authentic cultural communities would provide the opportunities “to
explore the complexities of the problems they seek to research from a real-life
view, not just the view of the other researchers in an established literature” (p.
240). Overall, early opportunities to participate in research, to present work and
doing so to a variety of audiences have been noted to be beneficial to students’
learning (Conrad et al., 1998; Lave & Wenger, 1991) as Schoenfeld (1999)
contends, “a supportive environment that lives and breathes research issues, is
open and reflective, allow people to pursue ideas that they really care about, and
provides them with many opportunities to learn, early on, from their mistakes
they will inevitably make” (p. 200). These ideas of learning Research Methods
through enculturation into a COP is supported in this research as it breaks away
from the traditional teacher-centred Cookbook approach to favour a more active
learner-centred approach where lecturers are facilitative of students’ learning.
They recognise the need for student engagement in the learning processes instead
of mere focus on the content as increasingly demonstrated through the use of

collaborative group work and emphasis on authentic activities.
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In conclusion, Metz (2001) reflects that it is difficult to offer prescriptive
solutions for lecturers to nurture the desired skills in beginning researchers, since
what is effective teaching and learning in the subject area depends largely on the
context. But despite this uncertainty, Schoenfeld (1999) claims that a
consideration for the wider institutional, historical, social and cultural contexts
impinging on the teaching and learning can be beneficial to students’ learning in
Research Methods courses,
a set of constraints that, when honoured, will increase the likelihood that
students will emerge from graduate programmes better prepared to engage
in meaningful and important education research. There will be many and
very different ways to honour those constraints - ways shaped by

institutional history, contexts and the characteristics of the faculty (p. 168).

Such sociocultural contextual implications are considered as the basis in this
research for improving the learning in the online graduate Research Methods

course by grounding the learning within the notion of a learning community.

In addition to highlighting the general pedagogical approaches, a description of
course assessment issues is also warranted before considering the extent these
ideas on best practices in Research Methods courses can be translated into the

online context. This is covered in the next section.

4.8.3 Assessment Issues in Research Methods

Assessment procedures in Research Methods courses are also a concern for those
teaching in the field. Common assessment strategies vary from writing research
proposals, to individual projects, to essays, to take-home examination, reflective

journals, data analysis reports, class presentations and so forth (Hurworth, 2002).

More writers are calling for assessment activities that are better integrated and
aligned with the course goals and learning aims (Benson & Blackman, 2003;
Burgess, 1981; Marsh, 1981). As in other disciplines, this concept of constructive
alignment (Biggs, 1999) where the teaching methods and ways of assessment as
well as learning activities are in accord with the objectives or goals to support
students’ learning is underscored in the teaching and learning of Research

Methods as well.
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Wakeford (1981) observes that part of the problem of student dropout rates and
poor attitudes towards Research Methods courses and lecturers’ lack of
enthusiasm in teaching them are due to a misalignment of theory and practice and
emphasis on skills inappropriate to the course’s goals, “where method is
considered in isolation from the theory and substance discussed elsewhere in the
department and assessed by tests of the ability to recall textbook prescriptions and
to perform certain standardised technical operations” (p. 511). The problem is
perpetuated when emphasis is solely on course assessment fostering the attitude
of learning just to get through the assessments as indicated in Marsh’s (1981)
warning,
If there is a mismatch between the knowledge and skills demanded in the
assessment task and the aims and objectives of the course, we may expect
the students will concentrate on acquiring whatever they see necessary for
passing the examination or assignment. When this happens, the assessment
begins to ‘drive’ the course, and the teachers, contrary to their own
judgment about what is important in the subject, find their teaching being

pulled in certain directions (p. 520).

For Hurworth (2002), however, these difficulties arise from constraints faced by
Research Methods lecturers such as university regulations, student characteristics,
course length, and class size to drive certain assessment decisions that are less
desirable for both the lecturer and students. She notes that assessment choices are
narrowed down to “the least of all the evils by finding the best match between the

course goals and factors such as time, energy level and class size” (p. 117).

It has been suggested that several small pieces of assessment be organised that
can allow for students’ knowledge and skills to be developed progressively rather
than adopting the common multiple-choice and written examinations approach
(Hurworth, 2002). This consideration as well as Biggs’ (1999) idea of
constructive alignment is adopted in this research concerned with facilitating

learning in a graduate Research Methods course.
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4.8.4 Online Research Methods Courses

Several observations have been raised regarding the unique aspects of teaching
and learning of online Research Methods course. Some authors such as Cowie
(2004) contends that the challenges of translating Research Methods courses into
the online environment are further magnified due to the impersonal nature of
technology-mediated communication causing the loss of the human face of
research which can further reinforce the abstract nature of the subject. This needs

to be addressed in the design of any online Research Methods course.

An examination of the literature on teaching online Research Methods courses
portray three trends: firstly, a general support for the four key lecturer roles
proposed by Bonk and Dennen (2003) (see Section 3.2.1), secondly, emphasis be
given to the lecturer engagement with students on the first day of the class, and,
thirdly, support for the key ideas espoused in learning communities.

In line with the four lecturer roles proposed by Bonk and Dennen (2003), general
positive and helpful online lecturer strategies have been found to benefit Research
Methods students: patience; open-minded attitude to understand the wide and
tentative nature of knowledge in research; willingness to devote time for students’
queries; continual feedback to students about their work; establishing more
effective and meaningful interaction among students and between students and
the lecturer; balancing practical experiences for student researchers; and
organising, supporting and assessing student’s experiences in the course (Altinay
& Paraskevas, 2007; Winn, 1995). This also includes carefully considering the
ways of arranging groupings and the nature of the tasks used to promote effective
student interaction and collaboration (Lidstone & Lucas, 1998). Online lecturers
need to make further substitutes to account for the social and emotional cues
commonly lost in online contexts. These include using photos, sharing personal
biographies, conducting online and face-to-face discussions, having online chats
and group discussions to assist in personalising the teaching and learning
experiences, and reducing distance students’ sense of isolation. Adequate
technical and administrative support relevant to online lecturers’ and students’
further needs to be addressed and established before the online course commences

(Kushner, Watson, & White, 1997).
137



An emphasis on the first day of the Research Methods class in setting the tone
and pace for the remainder of the course is also highlighted in the literature.
Zablotsky (2001) and Denham (1997) stress that the first task for Research
Methods lecturers is to create a welcoming environment or atmosphere where
students’ fears and need can be voiced and addressed. This can deal with and
dispel students’ misperceptions, and myths towards the subject. By demonstrating
the relevance of Research Methods in everyday life through the use of interesting
and relevant activities such as popular polls or dubious survey instruments or
fictitious data, students can be encouraged to reflect on and openly discuss their
queries in a meaningful way. Utilising their experiences in conducting research or
having participated in research is another strategy used to increase student

motivation and tailor the class towards their needs.

Current researchers in online Research Methods courses suggest that a more
supportive learning environment can be achieved through the development of
learning communities (Cowie, 2004; Hudson, Owen, & Veen, 2006). In such an
environment, strategies to promote interactivity and discussion, collaboration and
the use of authentic learning experiences such as problem-based learning are
highly valued. Furthermore, it is noted that the online lecturer’s ability to
facilitate exercises and discussions online synchronously or asynchronously, as
well his or her ability to facilitate the development of group identity, solidarity
and a sense of community are important strategies that are highly valued by
Research Methods students (Altinay & Paraskevas, 2007; Birbili, 2002; Clegg &
Alexander, 2001). This recommendation is adopted in this research concerned

with facilitating learning in an online graduate Research Methods course.

4.9 Summary

This chapter recognises the importance of sociocultural views of learning as
embodied in the notion of learning communities as a useful way to theorise,
design and analyse the teaching and learning in online learning environments as
well as in Research Methods courses. A general consensus of the key ideas
resonating through the literature in these areas include a support for the four key
online lecturer roles to depict changes towards more liberated lecturer, student and

technological roles; an emphasis on the process of learning as demonstrated
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through the complexity of teaching-learning interactions to provide learner
intellectual, social and emotional support; and the impact of learning afforded
through learning communities as marked by transformations in members’
intellectual, social, and emotional identities. The development of learning
communities in general and OLCs specifically, is a complex and multifaceted
process involving a dynamic balance of people, processes and technology to
influence the pattern and stages of community development and evolvement. The
general benefits of nurturing a learning community have, however, been observed
to outweigh the sum of each individual benefit when learning communities are
successful in achieving their collective goals. Utilising a learning communities
approach to facilitate learning in the online graduate Research Methods course for
the purposes of this research is thus argued to be the most appropriate pedagogical
strategy to addressing the teaching and learning goals in the course. It also
considers the wider sociocultural complexities important for understanding how

successful learning occurs in this research’s unique context.
The following chapter describes the research methodology and data collection

methods used in the study in support of the sociocultural orientation adopted in
this research.
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Chapter 5

Research Methodology and Design

5.0 Introduction

This chapter describes the research methodology, and methods used to investigate
ways of improving the learning experiences in an online graduate course in
Research Methods. It consists of seven sections and begins by positioning the
research within the interpretivist methodology (Section 5.1) which propounds the
sociocultural view of learning and supports the aims of this research and its
qualitative design. The research design and phases are discussed next (Section
5.2) and followed by a full description of the methods used to generate data
(Section 5.3), selection of participants (Section 5.4) and ways of analysing the
data (Section 5.5). Ensuring quality in the research is considered in Section 5.6.
Finally, ethical issues about participating in the research are also discussed
(Section 5.7).

5.1 Methodologies in Education Research

In any qualitative research inquiry, it is necessary to locate the research within the
appropriate methodology or tradition as each qualitative methodology connotes a
different approach and interpretation to the research inquiry. That is, determining
a qualitative researcher’s methodological stance forms the basis for understanding
the underlying assumptions in the research approach, data collection, data
analysis, and data interpretation (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). As Merriam (1988)
argues, “how the investigator views the world affects the entire research process -
from conceptualising a problem, to collecting and analysing data, to interpreting
the findings” (p. 53). Methodology can thus be defined as the worldview or the
epistemological underpinning guiding the research (Cohen, Manion, & Morrison,
2000). It represents a way of thinking about and making sense of the complexities
of the real world and informs a researcher regarding what is “important, legitimate
and reasonable” (Patton, 2002, p. 69). Methodology, then, is the particular

philosophical stance that situates the research within a discipline of inquiry.
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Commonly cited methodologies used in educational research include positivism,
interpretivism, post modernism or critical inquiry, phenomenology,
constructivism and so forth (Creswell, 1998; Lather, 1992; Maykut & Morehouse,
1994; Miles & Huberman, 1994). This present research is situated within the
interpretivist methodology and contrasts with the dominant positivist research

tradition in educational research. Their differences are described below.

During the past 50 years, the positivist methodology has dominated educational
research and heavily influenced by the Behaviourism movement whose
epistemology is based on the existence of an external objective truth and reality.
The positivist approach is typically related to quantitative research and aims to
produce a generalised set of theoretical statements that are universally applicable.
Positivists are interested in the facts or causes of social phenomena instead of the
subjective states of individuals (Patton, 2002). Described as being relatively
objective as well as value and context-free, the positivist researcher relates to his
or her research participants or research interest in a detached manner in order to
document the laws structuring reality (Hathaway, 1995). In a positivist research
design, it is common to use existing theoretical frameworks to pre-select
categories guiding the research, hypotheses and data collection techniques.
Attention is given to data collection methods that can be applied to similar
situations, hence the importance of techniques such as random sampling,
instrumentation, specification, precision, and the following of pre-set
methodological assumptions (Hathaway, 1995). In order to maintain the deductive
analytical nature of positivist research, strict adherence is given to quality issues

such as validity and reliability.

In the last decade, however, a rising trend towards interdisciplinary disciplines
such as sociology, anthropology, psychology, language, education, as well as
movement towards empowering the views of previously perceived minority
groups is challenging the positivist tradition of viewing knowledge as an objective
external truth (Hall, 1999; Serpell, 2002). These pave the way for acknowledging
views of knowledge that are more subjective in nature or based on an individual
or a group’s interpretations of reality within a specific dynamic social, cultural,
political, historical and institutional context (Rogoff, 2003) leading to the noted

rise and popularity of qualitative research methodologies.
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In direct contrast, the interpretivist methodology views knowledge as inclusive
and indwelling, rather than exclusive and distancing (Maykut & Morehouse,
1994). Truth is based on a person’s subjective reality and constructed by each
person’s understanding of the world (Cohen et al., 2000; Lincoln & Guba, 1985;
Patton, 2002). As the interpretive researcher places importance in understanding
participants’ worldviews and their interpretations of the phenomena of interest in
the study, the interpretive research’s aim is usually to describe in detail a specific
phenomenon under study. The researcher becomes immersed in and engaged with
the participants and is also the tool or instrument in seeking to understand,
interpret and construct truth as seen from his/her and the participants’ perspectives
(Merriam, 1988). This approach is both value and context dependent. Importance
is placed on identifying emergent themes and experiential exploration from the
data collected instead of observing data from intentionally pre-selected or pre-
determined categories. The data collected evolves from the researcher’s
experiential contact with the phenomena studied (Hathaway, 1995). This method
is thought to yield a richer and more encompassing picture of the theory and
practice relationship. By adopting the interpretive research methodology, this
study attempts to explain the world not by universal laws of knowledge but
through understanding the complex interactions of key participants in the online
learning process to bring about the desired teaching-learning transformations. It
further acknowledges the subjective reality of the research participants and is
interested in finding out how the participants in the research, the lecturer and his
students understand their lived experience of online teaching and learning. The
interpretive epistemology also supports the sociocultural view that knowledge is
co-constructed in dialogue and in other forms of joint activity, implying that new
understandings will be co-constructed between the researcher and the lecturer and
between the research participants through collaborative participation. Interpretive
methodology is, thus, a participative and collaborative endeavour concerned with
constructing new understandings “that get inside the ways others see the world”

(Neuman & Kreuger, 2003, p. 75).

5.1.1 Qualitative Research
In line with the underlying assumptions of interpretive methodology, a qualitative

research approach is adopted in this research. By doing so, this research supports
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the arguments forwarded by others researching issues in contemporary education
and online learning contexts. Qualitative research is appropriately aimed at
exploring the social dynamics of education as demonstrated through projects
investigating the process of negotiating new meanings among learners or between
learners and their teachers and the role of new technologies in changing learners’
social and intellectual life (Greeno et al., 1996; Pea, 1993); the use of
ethnographic techniques for describing educational practice (Spindler &
Spindeler, 1987); and the application of educational theories that are context-
specific rather than general in nature (Lave & Wenger, 1991; Newman, Griffin, &
Cole, 1991). Qualitative research approaches such as case studies or
ethnographies are further argued to be well suited to capture and evaluate the

complexities in online courses (Fetterman, 1989; Mason, 2001; Windschitt, 1998).

Seven characteristics of the qualitative research identified in the literature have
implications for this study (Bogdan & Biklen, 1982; Hoepfl, 1997; Lincoln &
Guba, 1985; Miles & Huberman, 1994). Firstly, qualitative research is typically
adopted in order to better understand any relatively new phenomenon (Strauss &
Corbin, 1990), or gain new perspectives on already established phenomenon, or
gain more in-depth information that may be difficult to convey quantitatively
(Hoepfl, 1997). This idea is appropriate to this research’s aim to understand ways
of facilitating the online learning experiences of participants in this study. This
kind of research is novel in the context of this online course and its related subject
area and in the particular New Zealand tertiary institution in which it is situated.
Secondly, qualitative research is usually interpretive in nature, aimed at
uncovering the significance of events as experienced by the research participants
and as interpreted by the researcher. | intend to maintain vigorous interpretations
(Stake, 1995) of the data throughout the data gathering process in order to draw
robust and credible conclusions as a researcher. Thirdly, it is acknowledged that
the natural context of the research provides a rich source of data for the researcher
to observe, describe and interpret the settings as they are (Maykut & Morehouse,
2001). | acknowledge this need to attend to any idiosyncratic or subtlety in
meaning from my observations and conversations with the lecturers and students
in a respectful manner while attempting to understand and preserve the
uniqueness of the context (Lofland, 1995). Fourthly, in qualitative research, the

researcher is the instrument of data collection and considered the “human-as-
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instrument” (Maykut & Morehouse, 2001, p. 43). As the human instrument for
gathering data, importance is, hence, given to the role of the researcher’s tacit
knowledge in collecting, analysing and interpreting the research data (Lincoln &
Guba, 1985; Patton, 2002). I understand it is the confidence readers have in my
ability to be sensitive to the data and to make the appropriate decisions that will
determine the research’s credibility or quality and usefulness (Eisner & Peshkin,
1990; Patton, 2002). Fifthly, it is acknowledged that the research design adopted
will be emergent in nature (as opposed to pre-determined), depending on the
research’s purpose, the usefulness of the data collected, and the credibility of the
data collected. As a researcher, | will be open to changes and modifications in the
research design as issues arise based on my observations and interpretation of the
research context (Patton, 2002). Next, qualitative research typically employ
inductive forms of data analysis based on thick rich descriptions (Merriam, 2001)
and employing “people’s words and actions in narratives or in a descriptive’
manner to closely depict situations as experienced by the participants” (Maykut &
Morehouse, 2001, p. 2). | acknowledge this process in my attempts to understand
the participants’ experiences of the world and to provide a meaningful account of
the lecturer’s and students’ voices in this research to help readers in similar
settings to experience the transformation vicariously (Lincoln & Guba, 1985;
Stake, 1995). Finally, the quality of a qualitative research is based on criteria such
as trustworthiness, credibility and triangulation to ensure that the data collection is
“interconnected” (Patton, 1990, p. 40) and “mutually reinforcing” (Lincoln &

Guba, 1985, p. 39).

5.2 The Research Design

A qualitative case study is adopted in this research in agreement with the
Interpretivist methodological stance adopted. The case study approach is one of
the common methods of evaluation in online learning (Hara et al., 2000). This is
also observed in Johnson’s (2001) review of 15 online courses at the tertiary level,
all of which were case studies of online courses applying the principles of COPs.
Similar trends were observed in research on online learning in the New Zealand
tertiary context (Baker et al., 2003). The case study approach also clearly aligns
with the sociocultural assumptions of examining a specific case in online learning

located in a particular social, cultural, historical and institutional context.

144



Case studies have been increasingly recognised as the preferred strategy when
how and why questions are posed, or when a researcher has little control over
events, or when the focus is on contemporary phenomena within some real-life
context (Yin, 1994). Case studies allow for naturalistic inquiries to probe real-life
contexts within unique cases (Patton, 1990) as explained by Cohen and Manion
(1989),

the case study researcher typically observes the characteristics of an

individual unit — a child, a clique, a class, a school or a community.

The purpose of such observation is to probe deeply and to analyse

intensively the multifarious phenomena that constitute the life cycle of

the unit (p. 124-5).

The case study focuses on understanding specific or particular cases that have
clear boundaries and contained within a coherent system (Stake, 1995). Its results
are not intended to be generalisable to an intended population (Patton, 2002) as
Stake (1995) argues, “the case study seems a poor basis for generalization...the
real business of case study is particularisation” (p. 7-8). Stake and others,
however, added that the case study can be valuable in clarifying theory (Yin,
1994) and has important implications for applying or generalising the findings to
situations which have sufficiently similar though not identical conditions to the
case being researched (Kennedy, 1979; Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Simons, 1996)

(see section 5.6.2 for further details).

This study fulfills the four characteristics of case study research as observed by

Gall, Borg and Gall (1996, p. 545):

(1) The study of phenomena by focussing on specific instances. The case study in
this research has clear boundaries. It is bounded by time (occurring during the
term B semester over a period of 15 weeks), place (graduate online class
offered by CSTER, at the University of Waikato, New Zealand), subject area
(Research Methods course) and pedagogical approach (the sociocultural basis
for using learning communities to facilitate successful online learning
experiences). It investigates characteristics of successful online learning
experiences to understand the why and how of facilitating such desired

learning transformations in an online graduate Research Methods course;
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(2) An in-depth study of the case. This research examines a particular case of an
online course in-depth by providing a thick rich account of the teaching-
learning interactions to bring about transformations in participation;

(3) The study of a phenomena in its natural context; and,

(4) The study of the perspective of case study participants. This research will
obtain multiple sources of information from the lecturer’s and his students’
perspectives in data collection and generation to provide an in-depth
understanding of their lived experiences and transformations in the online

course.

5.3 Methods of Data Collection

While methodology is the epistemological overview guiding research, methods
refer to the actual techniques and or tools available to the researcher to collect
data or to gain access into understanding the world of the research participants
(Cohen & Manion, 1989). Data collection methods used in qualitative inquiry
provide very detailed information about a much smaller number of people and
cases allowing in-depth exploration of research participants’ feelings, attitudes,

beliefs and experiences (Burns, 1994).

Data collection methods commonly used in case studies include a combination of
quantitative and qualitative methods (e.g. observations, interviews and document
analysis) and the use of multiple sources of evidence or triangulation strategies to
compare and confirm the evidence (Denzin & Lincoln, 1994; Merriam, 2001).
The increasing use of both quantitative and qualitative research methods is
essential to addressing the complexity of educational issues faced in real-life
contexts (Brown, 1992; Rogoff, 2003) and “to build an effective bridge between
research and practice” (Bransford, Pellegrino, & Donovan, 1999, p. 31). It is also
observed that both quantitative and qualitative methods involve differing strengths
and weaknesses and are important in serving the research purpose in different
ways and with different effects (Hathaway, 1995; Patton, 2002). A combination of
quantitative and qualitative data collection methods is thus used to inform this
research. Figure 5.1 portrays the overall research design, and methods for data
collection and analyses used in this research. Qualitative data is collected through
the use of a focus group, interviews, observations and online transcripts, while

quantitative data was gathered from the use of an online questionnaire. Inductive
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and content analyses were conducted to analyse the qualitative data while
descriptive statistics was used to analyse the quantitative data. The double arrow
in Figure 5.1 indicates the reciprocal use of qualitative and quantitative data to

triangulate the findings in this research.

Qualitative Interpretive methodology

!

Case study

Collect qualitative data Collect quantitative data
- Focus group - Online questionnaire
- Interviews
- Observations
- Online transcripts

\ 4 A 4
Perform inductive analysis and | R Perform descriptive
content analysis analysis

Figure 5.1. Research Design and Data Collection Methods

This research is conducted in three phases. Table 5.1 elaborates on the research
phases and data collection methods used in each of the phases. In Phase 1, the
Review Phase, the aim is to explore the nature of online learning at the University
of Waikato to establish a baseline understanding of the characteristics of quality
online learning experiences and the associated pedagogical strategies useful in
facilitating them as perceived by online lecturers and students. Results from this
phase will inform the design and implementation of an intervention for an online
graduate course in Phase 2. Data was collected through a survey consisting of a
focus group, questionnaire and interviews with students and lecturers who have

had some online teaching and learning experience.

147



Table 5.1

Research Phases and Methods Used

Phase 1- Review

Research Methods

Research Question 1:

1. What is the nature of online learning?
€. How can students’ learning be facilitated
in online learning environments?
d.  What view(s) of learning can better
inform us about the design of successful
online teaching and learning practices?

Method used to answer Research Question
1

Data collection through a survey
consisting of:
a. Focus group;

b. Semi-structured questionnaire; and,

c.Exploratory and semi-structured
interviews.

Phase 2- Designing the Intervention and Implementation

Negotiated intervention strategy used to
collaborate with the lecturer to design his online

course

Phase 3- Evaluation

Research Question 2:

2. How were pedagogical strategies designed to
complement a particular view of learning helpful in

Method used to answer Research Question
2:

a. Observations, field notes;

b. Informal and semi-structured

facilitating the teaching and learning in an online
graduate Research Methods course? interviews;
b. To what extent do the findings support the ¢. Semi-structured questionnaire, and,

efficacy of the view of learning proposed? d. Online transcripts.

This survey was confined to two sites of interest on the University of Waikato
campus, namely the School of Education and CSTER. The School of Education
was specifically selected over the other schools as the nature of the discipline and
courses, and training received by lecturers and students closely matched the main
research’s setting at CSTER. CSTER is further affiliated to the School of
Education to promote interdisciplinary graduate and research activities in Science,
Mathematics and Technology Education. An added benefit was the School of
Education had the most established online learning programme in the university.
Hence, lecturers and students there would be better informed to share insights into
the general challenges and the lessons learned from their online teaching-learning

experiences. Students and lecturers at these two sites were chosen for participation
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in this research as they shared more similar backgrounds, qualifications,
characteristics, and values compared to students and lecturers from other Schools

or Faculty on campus.

Phase 2, which is the Designing the Intervention and Implementation Phase, is
informed by the findings from Phase 1, the assumptions of the sociocultural view
of learning and the general literature on successful online pedagogical strategies,
adult learning and the teaching-and-learning of Research Methods courses. It
involves the planning, design, development and implementation of an intervention
to facilitate the learning experiences in an online graduate course in Research
Methods offered at CSTER. In this phase, the researcher collaborates with an
online lecturer to negotiate changes in the design of his online course through the
use of a lecturer-researcher collaboration model known as the negotiated

intervention strategy (see Chapter 8 for details).

In Phase 3, the Evaluation Phase, the usefulness of the intervention in facilitating
participants’ online teaching-learning experiences was evaluated. It obtained
views from the course lecturer and students who participated in the case study.
The main forms of data collection in this phase included observations, interviews,
online discussion transcripts and questionnaires. Both Phases 2 and 3 were part of
a case study conducted at CSTER.

Each type of data collection method used in this research is described next.

5.3.1 Focus Group

Focus groups are increasingly recognised as a valuable tool in qualitative research
inquiries to obtain ideas, perceptions and opinions generated by different sub-
groups in a population (Flores & Alonso, 1995; Templeton, 1994). Cohen et al.
(2000) assert that focus groups “bring together specifically chosen sectors of the
population...where the interaction of the group produce the outcomes” (p. 288).
This supports the sociocultural view of knowledge construction through joint
activity and dialogue between the group members to generate further useful ideas
for the research inquiry (Berdie, Anderson, & Niebuhr, 1986; Fern, 1982; Fowler,
1998). The researcher can then avoid pre-empting or pre-selecting research

variables and themes that may not necessarily be accurate or appropriate to the
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sample or population studied. Findings from focus groups also assist in
developing themes, topics and schedules for subsequent interviews and or
questionnaires (Krueger, 1988; Morgan, 1997). The chief advantage of this
method is the economical use of time where large amounts of data can be
generated in a short amount of time. Morgan (1997) further suggests that the

optimal size of a focus group be limited to between four to twelve participants.

In this study, a focus group was conducted among students with online learning
experiences at the University of Waikato to identify key issues relevant to online
learning experiences in the context of this tertiary institution. The findings
informed the design of an online questionnaire distributed to participants in Phase
1 of the research. The researcher approached seven students who were unrelated
to the research to obtain their view of the key issues impacting their online
learning experience. All participants were sent copies of an invitation letter,
research information sheet and consent form for participating in the research both
by post and email (refer to Appendix 5.1). All participants returned their signed
consent form prior to participating in the focus group meeting. Participants in the
group consisted of three males and four females from mixed backgrounds: five
were studying at the graduate levels while another two were studying at the
undergraduate level; four were international students while three were local New
Zealand students; and six of them were from the School of Education while
another one was in the School of Management at the university. Their online
learning experiences ranged from taking at least one online course to a full online
degree programme. The focus group was conducted on 2" September, 2002, from
7.00pm-9.30pm. While the researcher moderated the focus group meeting, an
assistant recorded detailed notes of the meeting. With the consent of the group
members, the proceedings and content of the meeting were tape-recorded. The
group discussion identified broad issues such as the relevance and nature of online
learning, student background, current online learning course structures, useful
pedagogical approaches experienced or recommended, course assessment, and,

online support and resources received.

5.3.2 Interview
Interviews were used in Phases 1 and 3 in this research to obtain data from online

lecturers and students. Interviews are conversations with a purpose (Maykut &
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Morehouse, 2001). They are useful to obtain a person’s “knowledge or
information, values and preferences, attitudes and beliefs” (Cohen et al., 2000, p.
268). They allow for greater depth compared to other data collection methods and
are more capable of handling more difficult and open-ended questions (Cohen et
al., 2000). The use of interviews also agrees with social constructivist and
sociocultural theories of viewing knowledge as socially and jointly constructed by
regarding the social situations of the research data (Cohen et al., 2000; Kvale,
1996). Interviews can further be used as the primary strategy for data collection,
or in conjunction with observations, document analysis, and other data collection
techniques (Bogdan & Biklen, 1982).

Although qualitative interviewing typically employ open-ended questions or a
combination of open and closed-ended questions to allow for a richer variation in
response from research participants, three types of interviews are generally
recognised and used: informal or conversational interviews; semi-structured
interviews; and standardised, open-ended interviews (Patton, 2002). In this
research, semi-structured interviews were mainly used in conjunction with
informal and exploratory interviews where relevant. Some advantages of using
semi-structured interviews include their ability to provide access to people’s
ideas, thoughts and memories in their own words (Bishop, 1997); to promote free
interaction and opportunities for clarification and discussion between research
participants through the use of open—ended rather than closed questions (Bishop,
1997; Jaeger, 1997); to obtain a more in-depth understanding of attitudes and
perceptions from participants (Patton, 1990) as they probe deeper to provide a
“holistic understanding of the interviewee’s point of view” (Bishop, 1997, p. 33);
to allow the researcher and participant the opportunity to advance reciprocal,
dialogic relationships based on mutual trust, openness and engagement in which
self-disclosure, personal investment and equality is promoted (Bishop, 1997); to
provide very accurate and comprehensive data making the approach valid and
reliable (Jolley & Mitchell, 1988); and, to be flexible in accommodating
modifications (e.g. sequencing of questions, wording, further exploration of an

issue) during the course of the research (Cohen et al., 2000).

Semi-structured interviews and interviews in general are usually guided by

interview schedules consisting of topics, open-ended questions, possible probes,
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prompts, or reminders for further elaboration of topics by interviewees (Hoepfl,
1997). In adhering to the flexibility of interpretive research design, the schedule
can be modified to explore new areas of research importance, or can exclude
questions no longer found to be useful to the research interest. They are further
useful for maintaining a good use of limited interview time, providing a more
systematic and comprehensive way to interview multiple participants; and
keeping interactions focused (Lofland, 1995). In both Phases 1 and 3, pilot
interviews were conducted to refine the wordings and the way questions were
asked. With the participants’ consent, all interviews were tape recorded,
transcribed and returned to them for further verification (part of member
checking) before analysis of the data occurred (Bishop, 1997; Cohen et al., 2000;
Delamont, 1992). The interviews were transcribed verbatim (including
grammatical errors) in order to preserve the authenticity and richness of the

interactions in the study.

Phase 1: Interviews with Lecturers. Two types of interviews were used in Phase 1

of the research with participating online lecturers: exploratory interviews and
semi-structured interviews. Since Phase 1 was important to establish baseline
understanding of the online learning process, exploratory or free-style interviews
were initially held with a small number of online lecturers to generate ideas and
key topics for the design of the interview schedule to be used in the research. Such
exploratory interviews can be conducted prior to conducting a proper interview
session for the purposes of developing ideas and research hypotheses,
understanding how interviewees may feel about the research topic, suggesting
new areas of research to explore, identifying possible sensitive topics and
optimum ways of introducing the topic and ways of asking specific questions
about it (Bynner, Oppenheim, & Hammersley, 1979). For this purpose, the
researcher approached four online lecturers who have had at least four years of
online teaching experience at the School of Education. These discussions during
7" to 30™ August, 2002, were held to gain broad perspectives about their online
teaching-learning experiences. Key issues raised from these exploratory
interviews were developed into a series of questions forming the interview
schedule for interviewing lecturers in the research. The interview questions were
piloted and further refined with three other lecturers unrelated to the study before

the interviews commenced.
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The semi-structured interviews developed from the outcomes of the exploratory
interviews sought to obtain a better understanding of lecturers’ perspectives and
experiences of online teaching and learning; their pedagogical practices; the role
and impact of the Web-based technology on their teaching; their views on
learning pedagogy, role, course management, class management, and assessment
practices; challenges they had faced; lessons they had learnt; the skills their
students’ would need to successfully undertake online learning; and their

recommendation for enhancing online learning in the institutional context.

Lecturers teaching online courses offered in Semester B, 2002 (August to
November 2002) at the School of Education were invited to participate in the
study. Participants were given further details of the research in an information
sheet and their informed consent obtained before the interview was conducted
(refer to Appendix 5.2). Six lecturers who have taught at least an online course at
either undergraduate or graduate level took part. Another four lecturers at the
School of Education were specifically approached based on their being online
teaching pioneers at the university for developing the undergraduate MMP
programme in Bachelor of Teaching (Primary) in 1997 and for leading online
learning initiatives at the national level. They were “handpicked” (Cohen et al.,
2000, p. 46) as they fulfilled the specific criteria of being experienced online
lecturers who could offer insights into significant issues in online pedagogies.
Such a strategy in this research constitutes part of purposive sampling strategies
valued where samples are selected to fulfil the purposes of the research inquiries
rather than for making generalisations to the wider population as in the case of
“small scale research where no attempt to generalize is desired” and “is frequently
the case for some ethnographic research, action research or case study research”
(Cohen et al.,, 2000, p. 102); for preliminary stages of a research where the
researcher is more interested in a tentative, hypothesis-generating, exploratory
look-at-patterns to obtain a range of ideas from participants (de Vaus, 1991); and,
in cases where there are no strict criteria for sample size (Patton, 1990).

Altogether 10 lecturers participated in the interviews.

The interviews were conducted from 2" August to 27" September, 2002, and

each lasted between one to one and a half hours. The interview schedule used is
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attached in Appendix 5.3. Four of the 10 lecturers returned their transcripts for
corrections consisting of minor editing details while the other seven allowed their
transcripts to be used without amendments. These lecturers further assisted in

approaching and providing the researcher access to their online class students.

Phase 1: Interviews with Students. Students’ responses from the online

questionnaire formed the basis for more intensive data gathering via semi-
structured interviews. Students who agreed to be interviewed in their
questionnaires were contacted and provided further explanations about
the interviews. The willing participants were sent invitation letters, information
sheets and consent forms (see Appendix 5.4). The interviews from 10" to 20™
December, 2002, comprised face-to-face meetings or were conducted through the
telephone for distance students living in other parts of the country (refer to
Appendix 5.5 for the interview schedule). Each interview lasted between 30 to 45
minutes. Seven participants returned their transcripts for minor editing changes

while the other five permitted their transcripts to be used in their original form.

Phase 3: Interviews with the Lecturer. In Phase 3, a series of regular informal

interviews were conducted with the course lecturer throughout the duration of the
online graduate Research Methods course. These interviews are part of the
reflection and evaluation cycles in the negotiated intervention strategy (see
Section 8.1) to evaluate the usefulness of the pedagogical intervention
implemented. Such informal interviews (or reflective chats) are casual
conversations but differ specifically by the use of a question-and-answer format
(Jorgensen, 1989). They allow the researcher to pursue arising issues of interest in
a casual, free flowing but systematic manner. Jorgensen (1989) adds that informal
interviewing provides the researcher with “a general idea about a matter of
interest” and a “desire to be more certain of the insiders’ perspective” (p. 88). A
total of six interviews were conducted with the course lecturer, Adrian, as each
week progressed or at the completion of each course module depending on his
availability. Each lasted between 30 minutes to an hour and was targeted at
understanding his key actions and motivations in terms of his pedagogy and
reaction to students as well as feedback on the use of a particular intervention
activity in the course. They further clarified aspects of the observational data

unclear to the researcher (refer to Appendix 8.3 for the schedule of informal
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interviews with Adrian). Outcomes of the interviews resulted in further
refinement of the course as it progressed. Burge (1994) adds that this type of
approach is conducive for describing actual events in online learning
environments, “For the current stage of distance education...we ought to research
what happens ‘on the ground’...we need to study the conditions, events, and
consequences as experienced by learners and ourselves as practitioners” in order
that “we may increase our understanding of people’s experience with one
important area of distance education, that is, the use of communications

technologies” (p. 20).

Phase 3: Interviews with Students. Students who expressed willingness to be

interviewed in the online questionnaires administered in Phase 3 were contacted
and given further explanations about the interview (see Appendix 5.6 for the
interview guide). The interview was conducted face-to-face or through the
telephone and each lasted about approximately an hour to an hour and a half.

5.3.3 Questionnaire

Questionnaires were used in Phases 1 and 3 in this research. Some of the
advantages of using questionnaires include their use for collecting structured,
numerical data (Cohen et al., 2000); their ease of administration without the
presence of the researcher to allow for anonymity, encouraging frankness and
honesty (Jolley & Mitchell, 1988); their being cheaper as the questions are mostly
precoded decreasing the need and expense of data entry and processing (Bynner et
al., 1979; Jolley & Mitchell, 1988); and, they are often more straightforward to
analyse (Bynner et al.,, 1979). Some possible disadvantages of using
questionnaires, however, are a low participant response rate as well as sampling
bias (Bynner et al., 1979).

Different types of questionnaires also exist: open-ended or closed-ended or semi-
structured questionnaires. In this research, semi-structured questionnaires were
used in Phases 1 and 3. These questionnaires comprise a combination of closed
and open-ended questions because some control over responses was required to
ensure that the information sought is gained, while at the same time, allowing a
degree of freedom or flexibility for the participants to respond to (Bell, 1999;

Cohen et al., 2000). Jolley and Mitchell (1988) acknowledged that semi-structured
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questionnaires provide enough standard information but also allows additional
new information and variety of unanticipated responses that may be useful for

future studies to be collected.

The development of the questionnaire was informed by the focus group discussion
and literature review of the field. The questionnaire was designed for the purposes
of obtaining students’ perception regarding their online learning experiences at the
School of Education and CSTER. This purpose supports the notion of
questionnaires being designed for purposive or on a non-probability basis instead
of the usual probability based questionnaire used in large survey scales such as
government surveys, market research or public opinion polls (Bynner et al., 1979;
Cohen et al., 2000). In a non-probability based questionnaire, specific target
samples are sampled deliberately to obtain their responses to a particular research
interest. It deliberately avoids representing a wider population, and only
represents a particular group, a particular named section of the wider population
and it can prove adequate when researchers do not intend to generalise their

findings beyond the sample in question (Cohen et al., 2000).

Additionally, the questionnaires used were distributed online and had the added
complexities of online design. Conway (2004), however, added that online
questionnaires can produce participant response rates that are comparable with, if
not better than, traditional paper surveys and telephone interviews. Other issues in
online questionnaire design considered in this research included the need to be
sensitive to any cultural issues such as the use of graphics, colours, or wordings,
visual navigation issues, and possible delays in loading the questionnaire online
(Conway, 2004).

Furthermore, pilot testing of the questionnaire was conducted to ensure it
collected the necessary information and was interpreted appropriately by
participants (Berdie et al., 1986; Conway, 2004; de Vaus, 1991; Fowler, 1998;
Sudman & Bradburn, 1982). Hence, the questionnaires for both research phases (1
and 3) were pilot tested by small samples of students uninvolved in the main data
collection phase. Details of the questionnaire design and use in Phases 1 and 3 are

described next.
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Phase 1. In Phase 1, a pilot study of the questionnaire was first conducted with ten
students: five males and five females consisting of two undergraduates and eight
graduates who were not part of the actual study. They were informed about the
pilot survey and invited to participate (refer Appendix 5.7). The pilot survey was
conducted on 25" September 2002 and lasted a week. A follow-up meeting was
conducted individually upon the return of each response for further clarification of
responses (e.g. interpretation of terms, wordings, and sequencing of questions)
towards the questionnaire. The refined final version of the questionnaire contained

six sections (refer Appendix 5.8):

1. The Online Paper: obtains feedback on the nature and structure of the online
course experienced by students. It has 27 closed-ended and open-ended items.
Students’ responses to their online course are indicated on a 5-point rating
scale ranging from Not Useful at All, Not Very Useful, Uncertain, Somewhat
Useful to Very Useful;

2. The Teaching of the Online Paper: obtains feedback on the teaching
experienced in the online course. It contains 15 closed-ended and open-ended
items. Responses are indicated on a 5-point rating scale ranging from Not
Useful at All to Very Useful;

3. Perceptions of Learning: obtains feedback regarding students’ learning in the
online course. It has 20 closed-ended and open-ended items. Students’
responses are indicated on a 5-point rating scale ranging from Strongly
Disagree, Disagree, Neither Agree or Disagree, Agree to Strongly Agree;

4. Technology and Support issues: obtains feedback on students’ experiences
with using the technology and technical support when studying in the online
course. It contains 10 closed-ended and open-ended questions. Responses are
indicated on a 5-point rating scale ranging from Not Useful at All to Very
Useful;

5. Overall Comments and Suggestions: obtains general comments and feedback
for improving students’ learning experiences in the online course. It contains
five open-ended and closed-ended items; and,

6. Demographic Background: obtains background information about the students

in the online course from 11 closed-ended and open-ended items.

As suggested by Berdie et al. (1986), in order to increase the return rates of

questionnaires, a pre-cursory invitation letter was sent to students with the
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assistance of their lecturers to inform them about the questionnaire. The invitation
was emailed to their lecturers who then posted it in their online classes’ general
announcement area. The questionnaire was distributed online from 14™ October to
25™ November, 2002, with the assistance of the online course lecturers. Since the
questionnaire was distributed within the university of Waikato online platform,
students had to authenticate their identity before logging online to complete the
questionnaire. Students’ responses were collated into a general database, and their

identities removed before returning to the researcher.

Phase 3. A modified version of the questionnaire from Phase 1 was used in Phase
3. Apart from minor modifications to wording and length of the questionnaire, the
main modifications were specifically tailored to evaluate the usefulness of the
different intervention strategies used in facilitating students’ learning in the online
course. A pilot survey of the questionnaire was conducted from 5" October to 10"
October, 2003, with the help of six graduate students unrelated to the research.
Two questionnaire experts based in the researcher’s department provided
additional feedback on the questionnaire. Based on feedback from the pilot
survey, the questionnaire was refined and piloted again with five other adult
graduate students from 15™ October to 17" October, 2003. The final version was
re-checked by one of the questionnaire experts in the department before being
distributed online to the entire class in the final two weeks before the course
ended (refer Appendix 5.9). It contained four sections:

1. The Online Course: obtains feedback on the nature and structure of the
online course through 14 open-ended and closed-ended items. Students’
responses are indicated on a 5-point rating scale ranging from Not Useful
at All to Very Useful;

2. The Teaching and Learning Experience: obtains feedback on the teaching
and learning experiences in the course. It has three closed-ended and open-
ended items in which students’ responses can be indicated on a 5-point
rating scale corresponding to Strongly Disagree to Strongly Agree;

3. Students’ Learning: obtains feedback students’ learning in the course
through five open-ended and closed-ended items. Responses are indicated
on a 5-point rating scale corresponding to Strongly Disagree to Strongly

Agree; and,
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4. Demographic Background: obtains students’ background information from

10 closed-ended and open-ended items.
Students consenting to participate in the research were reminded about the
questionnaire a week before it was distributed. A follow-up email was also sent to
students on the last day of the course to encourage those who had not participated
to do so. Students’ responses in the questionnaire were automatically emailed to

the researcher with the participants’ identity removed to protect their privacy.

5.3.4 Observations

Observations were used in Phase 3 of this research. They are a common data
collection method in naturalistic inquiries or in inquires that require field research
in context specific settings. According to Merriam (2001), observation is a useful
research tool when it serves a formulated research purpose; is planned
deliberately; is recorded systematically; and, is subjected to checks and controls
on validity and reliability. Observational data are typically used for the purpose of
description as they provide adequate descriptive depth and detail to immerse the
reader into the research settings, activities, and people who had participated in the
activities; and the meanings of what is observed from the perspective of the
participants (Hoepfl, 1997; Patton, 2002). The quality of the observational data is
determined by the extent they permit the reader to enter into and understand the
situation described. Observations are also conducted to triangulate emerging
findings; or used in combination with other data collection methods such as
interviewing and document analysis to substantiate the findings (Jorgensen, 1989;
Merriam, 2001; Patton, 2002;). Additionally, observations allow the researcher to
probe deeper and better understand a research context compared to using
interviews alone. They provide knowledge of the context in which specific events
occur that can be verified in subsequent interviews. They further enable the
researcher to see things that participants are unaware of or unwilling to discuss
(Merriam, 2001; Patton, 1990).

A researcher can assume either one or move in between four types of
observational strategies during the research (Gold, in Merriam, 2001; Hoepfl,
1997): (1) Complete participation where the researcher can choose to fully
participate in the research situation with either a hidden or known identity

(Hoepfl, 1997); (2) Participant as observer or participant observation where the
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research participants have knowledge of the researcher’s observer role in the
group. However, the researcher primarily participates as a participant in the
activities relegating his or her observational data collection to secondary role. The
researcher is able to access the research setting as an insider to gain direct access
to situations that may otherwise be hidden or missed (Jorgensen, 1989). This role
is a trade-off between the depth of the information revealed to the researcher and
the level of confidentiality provided to the group in order to obtain the
information (Merriam, 2001); (3) Observer as participant where the research
participants are informed by the researcher’s observer activities. The researcher’s
role, however, is primarily as a researcher to collect data relegating his or her
participation in the participants’ activities to a secondary role. Limited interaction
between the researcher and the participants occur only when the researcher
intervenes to obtain further clarification where necessary; and finally, (4)
Complete observer where the researcher passively observes the participants’
activities unobtrusively from a distance without being observed. Each
observational strategy has its own strengths and concerns and ought to be

considered carefully before being undertaken by researchers (Hoepfl, 1997).

For the purposes of this research, the participant as observer or participant
observation strategy is adopted in Phase 3. Participant observation is appropriate
for exploratory studies, descriptive studies and studies aimed at generating
theoretical interpretations (Jorgensen, 1989). This strategy is valued in situations
where the research problem is concerned with human meanings and interactions
as viewed from the insiders’ perspective; the phenomenon researched is
observable within an everyday life situation or setting; the researcher is able to
gain access to the research setting; the phenomenon researched is sufficiently
limited in size and location to be studied as a case; the research questions are
appropriate for case study; and, the research problem can be addressed by
qualitative data gathered by direct observation and other means relevant in the
naturalistic setting (Jorgensen, 1989). In this research, the online course students
were informed and consented to the researcher’s observer presence. The
researcher accompanied the course lecturer, Adrian, in his office on a daily basis
during weekday mornings as he started his online teaching to actively observe the

class and his interactions with the students.
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Additionally, due to the flexibility of the interpretive research design, a researcher
can adopt different observational roles varying between marginal or peripheral
role to that of native, insider or membership role to suit the progress of the nature
of the research inquiry as new research interests emerge or are defined (Jorgensen,
1989; Merriam, 2001). Hence, in Phase 3 of this research, the researcher will
undertake multiple roles in the capacity of a participant observer to take part in
research activities ranging from consultant, or co-reviewer or pedagogical

activities developer and so forth (see Chapter 8 for more details).

Three main phases in the process of collecting data as a participant observer are
noted: entry, data collection, and exit. Once a researcher has been granted entry to
access the research setting, maintaining good working relationships with the
participants in the data collection phase is the key to collecting “accurate, truthful
information” (Jorgensen, 1989, p. 21). Additional data is usually obtained through
casual conversations, in-depth informal or unstructured interviews or through
formal structured interviews and questionnaires. Hence, although the initial
observational inquiry can be quite broad, it becomes continually refined as
additional information emerges from the research setting in a process known as
progressive focusing or sensitising concepts (Patton, 2002). These phases are
recognised in this research. For example, as part of the entry process, the
researcher was able to observe and experience an earlier version of the online
Research Methods class by enrolling as a student to understand the course
curriculum, experience the online class activities and assessment strategies.
Interviews with students from that course were also conducted to obtain their
additional feedback on the course (this was in conjunction with Phase 1 of the

research). These enabled an understanding of the research context.

Field notes are further used to record a description of observations; the research
setting; participants who were present; the social interactions and activities that
occurred; direct quotes or researcher recall of direct quotes; drawings or maps,
photographs, videotapes, even audio tapes; and, the researcher’s own feelings,
reactions, insights and interpretations about the experience and reflections about
the significance of what was observed (Lofland & Lofland, 1984; Patton, 2002).
In this research, extensive field notes were taken during the observations or as

soon as possible after the observations to recall important participant quotes,
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actions, online interactions and the researcher’s own thoughts on the research
setting. These formed a “database for constructing case studies and carrying out

thematic cross-case analysis in qualitative research” (Patton, 2002, p. 305).

Two key difficulties in conducting participant observation are further recognised
and addressed in this research. Firstly, it is the difficult balance between being
researcher and full participant as Merriam (2001) claims it can be “a
schizophrenic activity in that the researcher usually participates but not to the
extent of becoming totally absorbed in the activity. While participating the
researcher tries to stay sufficiently detached to observe and analyse. It is a
marginal position and personally difficult to sustain” (p. 103). Another concern is
that of reactivity (Lee, 2000) or the extent to which the presence of the researcher
observer affects the phenomenon that is being observed. As Merriam (2001)
clarifies, “in qualitative research where the researcher is the primary instrument of
data collection, subjectivity and interaction are assumed. This interdependency
between the observer and the observed may bring about changes in both parties’
behaviour” (p. 103). Some strategies adopted in this research to address these
concerns include the identification of such reactivity effects and accounting for
them when interpreting the data (Merriam, 2001); maintaining an ongoing good
working researcher-participant relationship (Lee, 2000; Merriam, 2001); and,
establishing rules and procedures as guides to the roles, and expectations between

the researcher and the research participants (McCall, 1984).

5.3.5 Online Transcripts

A primary source of documentation in Phase 3 of this research is the online
transcripts generated from the online discussions and interactions between the
online lecturer and students and between the students and their peers. This is
possible as the Web-based technology affords the automatic recording of online
discussion transcripts as well as computer logging devices (Hara et al., 2000;
Harasim, Hiltz, Teles, & Turoff, 1995; Rourke & Anderson, 2004). The
interactions recorded in online transcripts are considered a “gold mine of
information concerning the psycho-social dynamics among participants” (Henri,
1992, p. 118) and are artifacts of learning that demonstrate student behaviours
during the learning process (Zhu, 2006). Gunawardena et al. (1997) claim that

these interactions further represent “the entire gestalt formed by the online
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communication among the participants” where “individual and ‘distributed
cognitions’ interact over time, affecting each other and developing from each
other” (p. 407). In agreement with social constructivist and sociocultural views of
learning, online transcripts provide evidence of learning through joint activity and
dialogue between participants in the online class, in other words, “they elevate
thinking to an observable status” (von Wright, 1992, p. 66). These transcripts are
also beneficial for tracking and evaluating lecturer and student development in the
online teaching-learning process and outcome for extended periods of time or
within single teaching sessions (Kanuka & Anderson, 1998). Transcripts of the
online discussions between the lecturer and students as well as among the students
in the course who have consented to participating in the research were observed
and collected. They importantly triangulated the observations and interview data
collected as well as provided insights into the nature of online interactions and
participation conducive to facilitating successful learning experiences in the
online graduate Research Methods course.

5.5 Data Handling and Analysis

Before analysing the data, all participant names and identifying features were
removed, coded, and assigned pseudonyms to distinguish between them. Data
collected in Phase 1 of the research sought to identify the nature of online learning
at the University of Waikato. Particular attention was given to the characteristics
of successful online learning experiences and the pedagogical strategies associated
with those experiences in order to identify a view of learning suited to guiding the
design of an intervention for facilitating students’ learning in the case study.

These findings are reported in Chapter 6.

Data collected in Phase 3 of the research was intended to evaluate the usefulness
of the intervention in facilitating participants’ learning experiences in the case
study. Of interest is the nature of transformation of participation as a result of
participants’ participating in the community’s activities as a demonstration of
successful online learning experience. Rogoff’s (1995) three planes of analysis
(see Section 2.5.5.1) are used as an analytical framework to examine the nature of
participants’ transformation of participation in the activities of a learning
community. She contends that evaluation of learning and development from this

perspective emphasises the process of individuals’ participation in and
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contributions to the activity rather than an outcome or product (Rogoff, 1997).

Table 5.2 overviews the three planes of analysis. For each plane of analysis, the

underlying process is highlighted, the focus of analysis clarified and the evidence

to be examined in the data described.

Table 5.2

Overview of the Analytical Framework Used in Phase 3

Planes of

Analysis

Underlying

Process

Focus of Analysis

Evidence of Interest

Personal

Plane

Interpersonal

Plane

Participatory

appropriation

Guided

participation

How individuals

change through
participation in
sociocultural activity.
Changes are seen in
their knowledge,
responsibility and

attitude.

How people interact
and participate in joint
activities. Changes are
seen through people’s
dialogue and roles

undertaken.

Lecturer:  Statements regarding the
lecturer’s:

- developing online pedagogical skills and
understandings

transformation),

(intellectual

- developing

responsibility for

strengthening the learning community’s

responsiveness  and

nurturing and

bonds (social transformation), and,

- developing positive attitudes towards

teaching the online version of the course

(emotional transformation).

Students: Statements regarding students’:
- developing understandings of research
research  skills

methods ideas and

(intellectual transformation),

responsibility and

accountability for their own and group’s

- developing joint

learning (social transformation), and,

- developing positive attitudes towards the

learning of research methods (emotional

transformation).

Lecturer: Evidence on the different kinds
of interaction (dialogue) and participation
(roles/ the way one relates to others)
between the lecturer and his students in
support of students’ intellectual, social and

emotional development in the context of
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Community
Plane

Apprenticeship How the institution’s

regulations, structure
and practices and the
tools and activities of
the course resource
and constrain people’s
participation. Change
is seen through the

evolvement of shared

the tools and activities utilised.

Students: Evidence on the different kinds
of interaction (dialogue) and participation
(roles/ the way one relates to others)
between students in support of one
another’s intellectual, social and emotional

development in the context of the tools and
activities utilised.

Evidence on the broader cultural context of
the course such as institution, regulations,
structure and practices and the tools and
activities reported to be of value in
resourcing the lecturer and his students’
increasing responsible participation in the
course. Also of interest is evidence of
participant evolvement of shared learning

goals on research methods.

goals.

The personal plane of analysis is marked by a transformation in the lecturer and
skills
transformation), developing responsiveness and joint responsibility for their own

students” developing personal understandings and (intellectual
and others’ learning (social transformation) and developing positive attitudes
towards teaching and learning of research methods (emotional transformation)
due to their participating in the course’s activities. Evidence of interest on this
plane espouses reports from the lecturer and his students regarding each of these

three areas of transformation.

The interpersonal plane is shown by the ways the lecturer and his students interact
and participate in joint activities to accomplish joint purposes or goals. Evidence
of interest is the nature of the interaction (dialogue) and the participation (roles/
the way one relates to others) between them and among the students in support of
their intellectual, social and emotional development in the context of the tools and

activities utilised.
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Finally, the community plane of analysis focuses on the broader cultural context
of the course. It considers how the university as an institution’s regulations,
structure and practices, and the tools and activities of the course resource and
constrain lecturer and student participation. Evidence of interest on this plane
includes lecturer and student reports of tools and activities influential in
resourcing their participation in the course. The extent participants were able to
evolve shared learning goals as part of their apprenticing to learn more about

research methods is also of interest.

Since the three planes are interdependent and mutually constitute as well as
influence one another, the discussion of one plane is at times juxtaposed with
those of the other two rather than confining each plane to separate sections in
entirety. Hence, each plane emphasises a different focus and provides
complementary aspects of the broader sociocultural activity. The findings are
reported in Chapter 9.

Further description of the specific types of data analyses conducted is given next.

5.5.1 Questionnaire Analysis

The quantitative data obtained from the questionnaires in Phases 1 and 3 of the
research was coded and analysed using the Statistical Package for the Social
Sciences (SPSS) software to generate numerical indicators such as frequencies,
percentages, means (M), and standard deviation (s.d.). Questionnaire items based
on the 5-point rating scale corresponding to Not Useful at All to Very Useful
scales were coded as -2 for Not Useful at All, -1 for Not Very Useful, O for
Uncertain, 1 for Somewhat Useful and 2 for Very Useful. 0 was considered the
middle value in the scale where responses less than 0 leaned towards the negative
end of the scale while responses more than O leaned towards the positive end of
the scale. Hence, responses to items in the Not Useful at All and Not Very Useful
scales were grouped as negative responses while responses to items in the
Somewhat Useful and Very Useful scales were grouped as positive responses.
Questionnaire items based on the 5-point rating scale corresponding to Strongly
Disagree to Strongly Agree scales were coded as -2 for Strongly Disagree, -1 for
Disagree, 0 for Neither Agree or Disagree, 1 for Agree and 2 for Strongly Agree

to obtain means and standard deviation scores. As in the above case, 0 was
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considered the middle value in the scale where responses less than 0 leaned
towards the negative end of the scale while responses more than 0 leaned towards
the positive end of the scale. Hence, a mean score of 1 and above indicated
general agreement with an item. Responses to items which were incomplete were
coded as Missing. Additionally the open-ended answers from the questionnaire
were categorised, coded and collated and frequencies calculated to identify the
key patterns and themes emerging from the data.

5.5.2 Qualitative Analysis

Qualitative analysis was conducted on the data collected from the interviews
(Phases 1 & 3 of the research) and observations (Phase 3 of the research).
According to Goetz and LeCompte (1984), the initial step in data analysis ought
to be a review of the research questions. This helps the researcher to focus on the
purpose of the research, and the research’s intended audience. The following step
is the analysis and handling of the data gathered.

In qualitative interpretive research, informal analysis usually occurs with data
collection, and can guide subsequent data collection cycles (Hoepfl, 1997). This
type of analysis is usually exploratory or discovery focused and involves
inductive logic to analyse the data. The challenge is to thread through the large
amounts of data gathered, organise them in some logical fashion and then
examine them holistically to observe the themes emerging from the data before
finding a way to communicate a logical interpretation to the reader (Patton, 1990).
Bogdan and Biklen (1982) elaborates on this as “working with data, organizing it,
breaking it into manageable units, synthesizing it, searching for patterns,
discovering what is important and what is to be learned, and deciding what you
will tell others” (p. 145). The issue of data overload is commonly faced by the
qualitative researcher (Cohen et al., 2000) as it can involve sifting through and
organising piles of raw data gathered, for example, interview transcripts, field

notes, and documents.

After encountering the data overload phase, data reduction follows. The process
of using inductive logic is of value to locate specific interesting observations and
develop those specificities into general patterns or themes inherent in the

phenomenon studied. The researcher needs to allow the important “dimensions to
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emerge from patterns found in the cases under study without presupposing in

advance what the important dimensions will be” (Patton, 2002, p. 56).

Due to the nature of interpretive research in emphasising participants’ social
reality, the use of participant quotes to illustrate the themes observed is important.
Patton (2002) claims that the use of participants’ direct quotations can reveal the
way they feel, organise their world, and their thoughts about the phenomenon
studied, their perceptions and experiences. The final task in the analysis is to
provide a framework that can accurately describe participants’ views about the
world or the phenomenon or interest (Patton, 2002). The final research report
ought to be a “rich, tightly woven account that closely approximates the reality it
represents” (Strauss & Corbin, 1990, p. 57). These steps are adhered to in this

research.

Interview Data. Respondent verified transcripts of the interviews were analysed at

two levels: within-case analysis and cross-case analysis (Merriam, 2001; Miles &
Huberman, 1994; Patton, 2002). In the within-case analysis, individual cases were
studied, understood and constructed as a comprehensive case in itself. This was
followed by a cross-case analysis to explore and synthesise the emerging
relationships, patterns and themes that occurred across the individual cases. These
processes ensured “that emergent categories and discovered patterns are grounded
in specific cases and their contexts” (Patton, 2002, p. 57) and assisted to generate

a general explanation and abstractions across the cases (Merriam, 1998).

In both levels of within-case and cross-case analyses, the constant comparative
method of data analysis (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Maykut & Morehouse, 1994;
Merriam, 2001) was used. In this method, each transcript was very carefully read
several times and emerging patterns and themes that appeared to be significant
noted. The researcher's initial observations and thoughts about each case were
recorded for further verification as the analyses progressed. Categories with
accompanying descriptions were constructed to accommodate the emergent
patterns and themes. The categories were continually refined to accommodate any
overlaps and ambiguity. The transcripts were carefully read again and units of
meaningful phrases reflecting a category were compared, removed and grouped

accordingly. Some units were placed into overlapping categories if they could be
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interpreted in various ways. The overall relationship and patterns and themes from
the categories generated were explored, counted and noted before an appropriate
framework such as the one proposed by Bonk and Dennen (2003) (see Chapter 3)
was adopted to explain the emerging themes observed from the data (see
Appendices 5.10 to 5.15).

Observation Data. Extensive field notes were taken (where possible) during the

observations in Phase 3 of the research, or as soon as possible after the
observations to recall important participant quotes, actions, online interactions and
the researcher’s own thoughts on the research setting. They were then coded and
categorised to triangulate the data collected from the interviews and online

transcripts. A sample field note in this research is attached in Appendix 5.16.

5.5.3 Online Transcript Analysis

This research as with other research interested in analysing online transcripts used
content analysis to analyse the nature of the online interaction and participation in
the course. Content analysis is a technique described historically as quantitative
and objective in nature to emphasise the frequency and variety of messages
observed (Merriam, 2001). This research used content analysis for analysing
qualitative research which tends to focus on the nature of communication
occurring between the research participants (Merriam, 2001). Henri and Parer
(1993) maintained that content analysis “when conducted with an aim to
understanding the [qualitative] learning process provides information on the
participants as learners and on their way of dealing with a given topic” (p. 45).
Qualitative analyses of online transcripts typically involve identification and
categorisation of major themes that emerge from the transcript data and frequency
counts of their incidences (Rourke, Anderson, Garrison, & Archer, 2001). The
purpose of the numerical tallying of the frequencies is essentially descriptive for

the researcher’s interpretation (Campos, 2004; Gerbic & Stacey, 2005).

A consideration in the content analysis of online transcripts is the selection of the
unit of analysis. Units of analysis commonly used in online learning research
include syntactical units (words or sentences or paragraphs), physical units
(messages), referential units (messages sent by a particular participant),

propositional units (identified by a predefined structure), illocutionary units and
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thematic or meaning units (identified by definitions of different ideas) (Aviv,
2001; Rourke et al., 2001; Strijbos, Martens, Prins, & Jochems, 2006). The
selection of different units can be complex and challenging as each has its
advantage and weakness (Hara et al., 2000; Murphy & Ciszewska-Carr, 2005;
Rourke et al., 2001). This research adopted the thematic unit as the unit for
analysis. A thematic or meaning unit is defined as a unit of measurement
representing a single thought, idea, argument or information regardless of its
length (Aviv, 2001; Henri, 1992; Rourke et al., 1999; Stacey, 2002a). It is usually
favoured as it relates “to the context in which the analysis will be performed”
(Aviv, 2001, p. 59) and embodies the precise meaning that a researcher is
interested in studying (Henri, 1992) contrary to basing the analysis on fixed units
such as a word or sentence or paragraph which are usually tangential to the
concepts of interest in a study (Henri, 1992; Rourke et al., 1999). Despite
criticisms of being ill defined, unreliable, subjective and interpretative in nature
(De Wever, Schellens, Valcke, & Keer, 2006; Garrison et al., 2000; Howell-
Richardson & Mellar, 1996; McKenzie & Murphy, 2000; Rourke et al., 2001),
others have found the thematic unit to be useful for investigating online learning
issues such as in Henri’s (1992) study, and for identifying constructs such as
critical thinking (Newman et al., 1995), social construction of knowledge
(Campos, 2004; Gunawardena et al., 1997; Kanuka & Anderson, 1998; Pena-
Shaff & Nicholls, 2004; Veldhuis-Diermanse, 2002; Zhu, 1996), participation and
critical thinking (Bullen, 1998), interpersonal group dynamics (McDonald &
Gibson, 1998), higher-order thinking skills (Herrington & Oliver, 1999; Penman
& Lai, 2003), social presence (Rourke et al., 1999; Stacey, 2002a, 2002b) and co-

construction of knowledge and teacher presence (Lally & De Laat, 2002).

Potter and Levine-Donnerstein (1999) argue that in the coding of online data,
subjectivity is “unavoidable” (p. 265) and hence checks on coding to the
analytical framework adopted need to be emphasised (Gerbic & Stacey, 2005) or
as Henri (1992) contends, “define rigorously the aims of the analysis, the
theoretical framework and the analytical criteria” (p. 134) in order to safeguard
credibility in the content analytical process. Other forms of establishing credibility
is through using multiple analysts, comparing two or more interpretive

perspectives of independent coders or triangulation with other data sources or
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quantitative data (Hara et al., 1998; Murphy & Ciszewska-Carr, 2005; Rourke et
al., 2001, Strijbos et al., 2006).

Furthermore, the literature indicates four different approaches to developing
online analytical frameworks in order to define the “dimensions of analysis”
(Henri, 1992, p. 123) when coding the online data collected: the use of existing
frameworks, modify an existing framework, or develop a new framework using a
grounded theory approach or convert an existing theory into a content analysis
framework (Gerbic & Stacey, 2005). A seminal study by Henri (1992) developed
a theoretical framework for analysing the content of online transcripts. She
recorded five dimensions of online students’ learning: participation, interaction,
social, cognitive and metacognitive. Others have since used Henri’s framework in
its entirety or adapted and refined it to propose more sophisticated techniques to
analyse broader aspects of online teaching and learning (See Section 3.3.1 for
further details). However, most of the category or coding systems in these studies
were developed prior to the analysis of the data. For the purposes of this research,
as no previous online analytical framework or coding schemes could be readily
applied to suit the analyses of data in this research, a new coding scheme,
modified from previous research, had to be established. This agrees with Henri’s
(1992), Zhu’s (1996) and Potter and Levine-Donnerstein’s (1999) ideas that the
conduct of online transcript analyses requires the researcher to develop an
intimate understanding of the research context (i.e. how the participants are
contributing to the discussions) and also a familiarity with the content area in

order to determine the nature and quality of their online learning experiences.

The content analysis consisted of the following steps:

1. The coding of each online participant’s postings to distinguish among
students’ and between the students’ and the lecturer’s postings;

2. Unitising or identifying the units of analysis in the online data through the
close reading of each posting. The techniques of writing such as grammar,
rhetoric, and transitional words used in the online discussions were less
relevant to this research and not accounted for;

3. Coding each unit of analysis. Occasionally, a unit containing overlapping

meanings was assigned to more than one category;
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4. The counting of the number of postings for each category and the number
of contributors; and,

5. Credibility of the analyses were established through three means:
a. by bearing in mind Henri’s (1992) notion of rigorously defining the
analysis aims, theory and analytical criteria throughout the analysis
process;
b. by having the assistance of two experienced online lecturers from the
School of Education who acted as peer debriefers in the research. They
regularly reviewed the ongoing and final analyses of the online transcripts
to verify the researcher had conducted and arrived at a reasonable
conclusion in the analyses; and,
c. by triangulating the analyses of the online transcript with other forms of

data collection in the study.

Analysis was conducted to understand the nature of the lecturer’s interactions
with his students, the nature of the lecturer’s participation, the nature of students’
interactions with their peers and the nature of students’ participation in the course.
These analyses were initially guided by a set of online analytical categories based
on Zhu’s (1996) study (see Section 3.3.1). However, new categories and themes
that emerged during the analysis modified and shaped the original category

system. These analyses basically followed three general steps.

Firstly, the analysis of the lecturer interactions was conducted based on Zhu’s
(1996) original analytical categories. Secondly, the categories and ways of
interacting emerging from the analysis of the lecturer interactions were further
clustered according to the purposes for having those interactions. The lecturer’s
purposes for interacting with students (identified as themes of interaction in this
study) were in recognition of students’ intellectual, managerial, social and/or
technical needs that arise in the course. The categories and ways of lecturer
interactions in the course, therefore, grounds the four key purposes (themes) for
the lecturer’s interactions with his students in this study: intellectual, social,

technical and managerial.

Finally, the analysis of the lecturer participation was conducted. This analysis

adopted a top-down approach in that Bonk and Dennen’s (2003) framework on
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lecturer roles (see Section 3.2.1) was adopted in recognition of the four key online
lecturer roles: pedagogical, managerial, social and technological. These four roles
represent the four ways the lecturer was participating in this course as a means for
achieving the purposes (themes) of supporting students’ intellectual, managerial,
social and technical needs in the course. Particular lecturer interactions are then
associated with a particular lecturer role that best reflects the way the lecturer was
interacting at any one time. The adoption of a particular lecturer role(s) is, hence,
a reflection of the way the lecturer is interacting with his or her students at any
one time for the purposes of meeting an intellectual, social, technical and/or
managerial need. An example of the overall analytical process is illustrated in
Figure 5.2. This process differed from Zhu’s (1996) original analysis as in this
study, lecturer roles were already pre-identified from the literature instead of
emerging from the analysis of the lecturer interactions. However, there was
considerable consistency and relationship between the ways of interactions, the
purposes for those interactions and the roles undertaken by the lecturer in
responding to the purposes for interacting with his students based on the overall

triangulation of data.
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Figure 5.2. The Process for Analysing the Online Interactions and Participation
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The analysis of student interactions was also analysed using Zhu’s (1996) original
categories. The categories and ways of interacting emerging from the student
interactions were further clustered according to the purposes for having those
interactions. Three general purposes (themes of interaction) for student
interactions emerged in response to meeting students’ intellectual, social and/or
emotional needs. These purposes (themes) also support Sewell and George’s
(2008) characterisation of the nature of reciprocal interactions existing among
members of a learning community: intellectual, social and emotional (see Section
4.5.2). The categories and ways of student interactions, therefore, grounds the
three key purposes (themes) for interacting in this study: intellectual, social and

emotional.

The analysis of student participation adopted a bottom-up approach compared to
the analysis of the lecturer participation. As in Zhu’s (1996) study, the categories
and ways of student interactions also formed the bases for analysing the ways
students were participating in the course. Student participation was demonstrated
through a range of possible roles, some of which were similar to the roles Zhu
(1996) had identified while others were new ones that emerged from the analysis
of the data. These roles are adopted as a means for students to achieve the
purposes for interacting in response to their intellectual, social and emotional
needs in the course. Particular student interactions are then associated with a
particular student role that best reflects the way students were interacting at any
one time. The adoption of a particular student role(s) is, hence, a reflection of the
way a student is interacting with his or her peers at any one time for the purposes
of meeting an intellectual, social, technical and/or managerial need (see example
in Figure 5.2).

Analyses were performed on participants’ online contributions in the main public
discussion area in the Modules/coursework/discussion folder where the crux of the
teaching-learning interactions occurred. Although there were five other public
discussion forums in the course, such as Can Anyone Help? or Frequently Asked
Questions, they play a supportive and subordinate role to the main discussion
forum. Additionally, only online postings from sections of the course taught by

Adrian were considered for analysis. In the 15-week long course, Adrian taught
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from Weeks 1-10 while another lecturer, Lecturer B, took over the teaching of the
course during weeks 11-14. Online postings of students who did not consent to
participate in the research and who did not complete the course were eliminated

from the analyses.

A general quantitative analysis was performed on all the online data collected
through the analysis of the frequency of participant postings in order to ascertain
the participation rates in the course. Due to the vast amount of data collected,
detailed qualitative content analysis was confined to the online transcripts from
two selected weeks. Other studies have either randomly selected particular weeks
of online transcripts for analysis (Zhu, 1996) or purposefully chosen transcripts
during weeks in which different types of online communication could be
anticipated in line with specific phases of group development (McDonald &
Gibson, 1998) and social presence (Stacey, 2002a, 2002b). In this research,
students’ evaluation of the top two key valuable and useful intervention activities
in facilitating and mediating their learning experiences in the course and the
weeks in which these activities were implemented formed the basis of their
selection for further analyses. Since a majority of the online coursework required
group collaborative effort which can develop and strengthen the learning
community’s bonds, it is anticipated that students’ selection of the two most
useful intervention activities will involve some form(s) of social interaction and
will possibly manifest the characteristics of an OLC in either its formative or
maturity stage of development. The detailed analysis examined the nature of
interactions and participation between the lecturer and students and among the
students. The online analytical frameworks adopted for the purposes of these

analyses are detailed next.

Analysis of the Nature of Online Lecturer Interactions. Altogether 16 categories

of lecturer interactions were identified in the analysis of the interactions between
the lecturer and his students. These were further organised into four themes
reflecting the purpose (s) for lecturer interactions in this study: Pedagogical or
Intellectual, Social, Technological and Managerial ways of interacting. These
categories and themes of interaction are illustrated in Table 5.3 together with their

definitions and representative examples from the online postings.
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The Pedagogical or Intellectual theme encompasses Categories 1-9 ways of
interacting. Interactions in this theme generally reflect the lecturer’s pedagogical
attempts to develop and further students’ understanding regarding the academic
content in the course. Category 1, Acknowledgement of Ideas, refers to
interactions where the lecturer acknowledges students’ important ideas. Category
2, Feedback, concerns interactions where the lecturer responds to a students’
specific question. Category 3, Sharing Opinion, is reflective of lecturer postings
where the lecturer shares his personal views and interpretations on a topic.
Category 4 is Suggestions where the lecturer shares ideas based on the literature to
help students address a specific problematic issue in their discussion. Category 5,
Asking Questions, is illustrated when the lecturer asks questions to clarify or
prompt students so as to further their understanding of a topic. Category 6
involves interactions where the lecturer Asks for Opinions in order to generate
more discussion among students. In Category 7, the lecturer Summarises the
discussions to highlight the main points at the end of a discussion. For Category 8,
Refocuses, the lecturer guides and refocuses students’ discussions when they
become sidetracked from the learning goals. Category 9, Sharing of Experiences,
is portrayed when the lecturer shares his personal professional experiences with
students to concretise or clarify an idea.

The next theme, Social, is demonstrated through Categories 10 to 14 ways of
interacting. It portrays interactions that attempt to build relationships and provide
social support to students’ learning in the course. Category 10, Greetings, refers to
greetings and salutations from the lecturer to students. Category 11, Name
Addressing, concerns postings where the lecturer addresses students by their name
to personalise his interactions with them. The next category, Thanking and
Encouraging, is reflected in interactions where the lecturer encourages and
commends students’ on their contributions to the discussions. In Category 13,
Joke or Humour or Social Chat, refers to statements that contain humour or social
chats. Finally, Category 14, Advice on E-Communication issues, involves
statements where the lecturer guides students on how to communicate online with

others in the class.

The third theme, Technological, refers to interactions where the lecturer

specifically provides technical guidance and advice to students to facilitate their
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contributions and interactions in the course. This is seen in Category 15, Advice

on Technical issues, way of interacting.

Finally, the Managerial theme encompasses interactions that are course
managerial or administrative in nature. This is seen in Category 16,
Announcements on Managerial issues, which include the lecturer’s statements and

advice on course administrative and managerial issues to students.
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Table 5.3

Nature of Online Lecturer Interactions

Theme 1 - Pedagogical or Intellectual Ways of Interacting

Category of Ways of Interacting Definitions Examples/Illustrative Quotes
Interaction
1. Acknowledge ideas / highlight Statements supporting an idea or opinion  “That’s a good point V, respondent validation is an important part of

important ideas from students’

discussion (pick up important

points)
2. Feedback to student’s questions
3. Sharing opinion with students
4. Suggestions of a new idea

(based on concrete examples

from research experience/refer

to literature/ other students’

contributions)

5. Ask questions to

students’

inquiry,

facilitate

obtain

Statements replying to a specific request
for factual information/

opinion or advice

Statements reflecting personal views, an
interpretation or inference from the
discussion

Statements made to solve a specific

problem (offer suggestion)

Questions asked to request for factual

information

ethnography and case studies”

“It was good to see the notion of ownership and power coming through in your
posting...”

“Hi M, yes they must - but are sometimes forgotten in action research...”

“...these are just some ideas regarding your response Adrian.”

“For a literature review it is important the peer reviews form the initial basis of
your searching....”

“I think this is something that all researchers should constantly be aware of...”
“...E, looking at experiences outside the classroom means you will have to
think carefully about the role you will take as well.”

“...have a look at what M posted in Group 3 #8 and see what you think ...”

“What approach would you need to use to turn collaborative research into action

research?”
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clarification or prompters for
student  to  think/facilitate
thinking

6. Ask for students’ opinion Statements encouraging students to “What do others in the group think?”
contribute to the discussion
7. Summarise discussion Statements that recapture or reiterate “Methodology/paradigm is the theory of knowledge....In this course we have
main points of discussion covered the paradigms such as positivists, interpretivists, critical and post-
modern/post-structural.”
8. Refocus students responses to Statements to guide / refocus students “Remember to also answer the questions related to the different views that
guide them back to the task towards learning task or goals people have of action research. So use the questions that you are all answering
(prevent from sidetracking) to give us some idea of whether those views are appropriate or not.”
“I am very interested in what you make of the discussion picture”
9. Sharing experience with student ~ Statements made to concretise or to “I do agree with you about being culturally aware when conducting research. |
clarify related issues have had to go through a rather slow and laborious approach....”
Theme 2 - Social Ways of Interacting
10. Greetings/salutations Statements of greeting to one another “Kia ora group 1...”
11. Name addressing Statements  referring to  particular “HiE,...”
student’s name or students addressing “Hi Adrian...”
teacher
12. Thanking and encourage Statements encouraging /commending “V, Good start to the discussion...”
students’ contributions students on their contributions “Adrian, thank you for the comments...
13. Joke, humour, social chat Statements reflecting social chat, joke or “...trust you are settling back into Japanese culture”
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humour “Hey where the hell is the Lion Red over here? I am going to go and have a look as

soon as you reply Adrian!”

14. Advice on e-communication Statements of advice to students on how “Good comments, M, you may want to reduce the size of your comments...”
related issues to improve e-communication
Theme 3 - Technological Ways of Interacting
15. Advice on technical-related Statements of advice to students on “M, I have moved your message into this discussion...”
issues technical related issues
Theme 4 - Managerial Ways of Interacting
16. Announcements on course Statements informing students on “Kia ora everyone, just to let you know that Susan has withdrawn from the course,

management issues

course management issues so don’t wait for her contributions..”
“Just remember that this discussion is for assignment one, not to discuss the scenario
for week four. You might like to move what you have to the on-going discussion in

your group one folder”
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Analysis of the Nature of Online Lecturer Participation. Each type of lecturer

interaction was further studied according to the four key lecturer roles in the class:
Pedagogical, Social, Managerial and Technological (see Section 3.2.1 for details
on each role). These roles are summarised in Table 5.4 based on the categories

and general themes of interaction displayed in Table 5.3.

Table 5.4

Nature of Online Lecturer Participation as Demonstrated by the Roles

Undertaken

Participatory Roles Categories of Interaction Themes of Interaction
Pedagogical 1-9 Pedagogical or Intellectual
Social 10-14 Social
Technological 15 Technological
Managerial 16 Managerial

The 16 categories of interaction underpin the four key roles played by the lecturer.
They are the Pedagogical, Social, Technological and Managerial roles. A
Pedagogical role is exemplified through Categories 1 to 9 Ways of Interacting in
response to meeting a pedagogical or intellectual need as portrayed by the
pedagogical or intellectual theme of interaction. A Social role is marked by
interactions in Categories 10 to 14 and is related to meeting students’ social need
as indicated by the Social theme of interaction. A Technological role is reflected
in Category 15 way of interacting and relates to the Technological theme of
interaction as a response to students’ technical needs in the course. Finally, a
Managerial role is portrayed by interactions in Category 16 and associated with
the Managerial theme of interaction. The adoption of a particular lecturer role(s)
is, hence, a reflection of the way the lecturer is interacting with his or her students
at any one time for the purposes of meeting an intellectual, social, technical and/or

managerial need.

Analysis of the Nature of Online Student Interactions. Altogether 20 specific

categories of interactions were identified from the analysis of the interactions
between and among the students. These were further organised into three general

themes reflecting the purpose(s) for the interactions that were Content or
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Intellectually related; Teamwork or Socially related; and Supportive or
Emotionally related. These categories and themes are illustrated in Table 5.5
together with their definitions and representative examples from the online

postings.

The Content or Intellectual theme consisted of interactions that occurred when
students expressed a variety of ideas related to the academic contents of the course
in support of one another’s learning. Eleven categories of interactions were
observed. The Agreement or Disagreement category (Category 1) refers to online
postings that assert a student’s view on a topic discussed. Category 2, Asking for
Other’s Opinions, refers to general questions that students ask of their peers to
encourage them to contribute to the discussion. Meanwhile, the Asking Questions
to clear a doubt category (Category 3) refers to specific questions that students ask
to request for feedback to a specific question that is factual in nature. The next
category, Elaboration or Restating a position (Category 4), refers to interactions
that reflect a strong assertion of a student’s particular idea or opinion by providing
reasons or evidence from the literature or formal data. Another category,
Feedback (Category 5), involves interactions that reply to a request for fact or
opinion or advice. A further category, Giving Opinion (Category 6), denotes
postings of a student’s personal view, interpretation or inference on a topic
discussed. The next category, Refocus (Category 7), refers to postings made to
help group members refocus on the task at hand when discussions get sidetracked
in order to achieve a learning goal. The Sharing of Information or Resources
(Category 8) is another category referring to the exchange of information on ideas
from the literature or readings. Meanwhile, the Sharing of Personal Experiences
(Category 9) is reflective of postings where students share personal experiences
with their peers to concretise or to clarify a particular point discussed. It involves
a certain degree of risk-taking for such self-disclosure to occur in a public
discussion forum. The next category, the Summary or Negotiation of ideas
category (Category 10) refers to postings that attempt to summarise and synthesis
the main points of a discussion in order to achieve a consensual group agreement.
Finally, the Self Reflection category (Category 11) is demonstrative of student’s
reflective thoughts or appraisal of his or her own learning or increasing

understanding on a topic as a result of the class discussions.
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The next theme, Teamwork or Social, reflects interactions undertaken by students
that contribute towards building a sense of group solidarity and contributed to the
development of student accountability and responsibility for their group’s
accomplishments. It contains an element of managerial responsibility as students
adopt teamwork strategies and roles to coordinate their efforts towards
accomplishing a common purpose in their group. This description differs from the
Social theme in the analysis of the lecturer interactions which emphasises general
relationship-building and social support in the class. Three categories of
interaction were evident in this theme: Apologies for late online contributions or
for not participating, Promises to Contribute later during the week, and,
Delegation or management or organisation of the group. In the Apologies category
(Category 12), student postings are apologetic in nature due to a lack of online
contribution on their part or to an impending unavailability to contribute to a
future discussion. The next category (Category 13), Promises to Contribute,
involve postings assuring the group of one’s contributions that will be made at a
later date. The third category (Category 14), Delegation, refers to postings
involving communicative and teamwork strategies to increase the overall group

efficiency in achieving a shared learning goal.

The final theme, Supportive or Emotional, includes interactions that pertain to
social and emotional development and relationship building in the class. This
description fits closely with the description of the Social theme in the analysis of
the lecturer interactions. Six categories of interaction fall into this theme. The
Name Addressing category (Category 15) denotes student postings that refer to a
particular group member’s name. The use of one another’s names is important to
help students feel appreciated and personalises the interactions in the online
learning environment that is relatively lacking in non-verbal cues. The Greetings
or Salutations category (Category 16) reflects student greetings and welcoming of
one another. The next category, Asking about One Another (Category 17), refers
to student postings that reflect concern for one another in the group. Category 18,
Sharing of Feelings, is the sharing or disclosure of feelings of fear or inadequacy
to one another in the group. It involves risk-taking as well 