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ABSTRACT

Using the tenets of cooperative and collaborative learning, a framework is developed for reflective e-learning. Students studying in different modes and locations are connected with group activities which require a cycle of interpretation, evaluation and reflection. A case study of a course using WebCT as a learning environment is described. Key pedagogical features of the course are online seminars and an online team project. Both features are integrated with course assessment, course content, university-defined graduate attributes as well as encouraging reflective learning.

INTRODUCTION

Students are demanding, and receiving, a wealth of course materials and resources online. It is not uncommon for lecture notes, slides, readings, streamed audio and video of lectures to be accessible to students from an e-learning environment. To some extent, our very commitment to making lecture materials and related resources readily available obviates the need for students to participate in the traditional classroom, thus augmenting the push towards more and more e-learning. Some misconceptions contribute to the seductiveness of offering e-learning to students. For example, it is commonly believed that e-learning means to create a website, convert all course content to an electronic form, and thereby save a considerable amount of time in repeat course offerings. However, the maintenance of a course website each year does involve a substantial time commitment. And just having all material accessible without appropriate pedagogical integration is no guarantee that it will be useful to students. 

Most of the early Web-mediated online courses were designed to complement conventional methodologies for dissemination of course materials, connecting students to various online multimedia learning materials. The web-mediated environments were regarded as tools for course delivery in which the students’ role was primarily a passive one and their responsibility limited to daily monitoring of activities, downloading material, and contrived discussions on bulletin boards. These courses did not utilize the communication potential of internetworked computers and there were hardly any changes in the teaching and learning strategies. However, more than any other teaching scenario, e-learning has the potential to fully exploit theories of social and active learning through reflection, communication and collaboration (Tiffin & Rajasingham, 1995; Vygotsky, 1978). 

Studies using virtual learning environments as agents to traditional teaching techniques indicate mixed results. Ciba and Rakestraw (1998), for example, used the communication tools in an unstructured way. Forums were used by faculty and students for notices and messages. Chatrooms were used for online office hours. Students considered these facilities were not useful. The results of a survey by Morss and Fleming (1998) were more favourable with the majority of students indicating satisfaction with the forum, the chat room, and the quiz tool. Again, the use of the forum and chatrooms was unstructured. Although students were enthusiastic about virtual learning environments generally, they felt the environment did not increase, or even maintain, interest in the course subject matter. Many other studies comparing web courses with traditional courses found no significant differences (e.g. Blum, 1999; Ryan, 2000; Wegner, Holloway, & Garton, 1999). These studies indicate that new pedagogical strategies need to be devised to fully exploit the learning potential of web-based educational environments – strategies that are directed at developing reflective construction of knowledge and active participation. Used only as an adjunct to traditional teaching methodologies, these environments do little to enhance learning efficacy.

In this paper, a case study is described in which key pedagogical features are online seminars and an online team project. Both features are integrated with course assessment, course content, university-defined graduate attributes as well as encouraging reflective learning.

COURSE DESIGN

The course is a third-year unit on Organizational Informatics at Murdoch University in Perth, Western Australia, and WebCT is used as the learning environment. Enrolments range from 100 to 150 students studying either part-time or full-time. Approximately 15% of the enrolled students are studying in locations other than Perth (rural WA areas, other states of Australia or other countries). At the beginning of the teaching semester, students are allocated to seminar groups of approximately 16 per group regardless of their mode of study or their physical location. There are six areas of assessment: (i) participation in weekly seminars; (ii) moderation of one seminar; (iii) weekly reflective journals which includes a critique of readings and reflection on seminar discussions; (iv) team project; (v) research essay on one of the seminar topics; and (vi) an examination.

The learning framework (Figure 1) that is used to facilitate and motivate student participation is a cycle of interpretation, evaluation and reflection of content evolving into individual and shared knowledge. 
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Figure 1. Framework for reflective learning in a web-based learning environment.

The framework includes two key components:

1. weekly online (synchronous) seminars; and

2. an online team project.

Both components are designed to facilitate the students’ construction of knowledge through participation and reflection.

Online Seminars

The course design includes a collection of articles dedicated to each topic of study and a series of weekly online seminars to discuss the articles. The WebCT chat rooms are used as virtual spaces for the seminars (Harasim, 1999). Each seminar is devoted to a topic that is complementary to lectures and course materials, and students are required to read two or three set papers related to that week’s lecture topic. Before the seminar each week, all students post a brief critique of two or three set readings to their seminar group forum. The posting of these critiques encourages seminar group members to read different perspectives about the articles as well as preparing each student for discussion participation. 

Each seminar has one student moderating the discussion in the chat room each week by posing pertinent questions that bring out the main issues of the articles, stimulating discussions and encouraging participation by all members. Guidelines for moderating, based on evaluation criteria, are available for the students to download from the web site. The actors in the online seminars, therefore, are the instructor (facilitator), the discussion leader (moderator), and the students.

The seminar discussions are automatically logged in WebCT. At the end of each seminar, the logs are downloaded. Extraneous data, such as students practising, false entries, program bugs, are deleted. The cleaned file is then uploaded to WebCT and available for students to access. The discussion archive has the added benefit of being available to students who were unable to attend the seminar. After the seminar each week, students submit a short reflection on the seminar discussions using the assignment tool. The reflection on the discussions is an important feature of the course design as it reinforces the learning that occurred during the seminar, provides the opportunity for self-evaluation and thus improvement in subsequent weeks, and provides a feedback mechanism for the lecturer.

Students are evaluated on their participation in the discussions by a combination of three methods: (i) teacher assessment, (ii) peer assessment and (iii) self assessment.

Online Team Project

To encourage more social cooperative learning, a component of the course assessment is an online team project incorporating the attributes of teamwork. The team project involves the development of a proposal for a major event, e.g. weddings, funerals, safaris, conferences, etc. and is designed to connect multimodel and geographically disparate students. 

“Freeloading” or “hitchhiking” is a common feature of teamwork where some team members do not fulfill their responsibilities yet are awarded the same grade as their more responsible counterparts (Kaufman, Felder, & Fuller, 1999). The team project, therefore, is designed in a way that minimises freeloading while facilitating and motivating cooperative learning.

In the first week of the semester, students in each seminar group are randomly assigned to project teams of 4 students each. However, simply assigning students to teams to work on a collaborative project does not necessarily mean that the activity will be cooperative. In order for cooperative learning to occur, a collaborative project must be “structured to create positive interdependence as well as individual accountability” (McGookin, 2002). 

One of the key features of the project is the restriction of communication among team members to text-based mediated communication only. The communication tools available are private email, WebCT mail, bulletin board, private forums, WebCT chat rooms, IRC, ICQ, instant messaging and SMS. The restriction of not being able to meet face-to-face has two distinct advantages: (i) providing a level playing field for students studying in different modes and locations, and (ii) providing a practical application of theoretical issues covered in the course, such as computer-mediated communication, computer-supported collaborative work, and virtual organisations.

Another key feature of the project is having defined roles for each member and clearly defined subtasks for each role. This structure contributes to interdependence while still allowing a certain amount of individual responsibility.

The project submission includes a web presentation and communication diary. The web pages are presented in the team’s online seminar group in the last week of semester. The communication diary reports every communication event within the team and a reflection on the effectiveness of each communication medium. Assessment is based on a combination of teacher assessment of the submitted work and team members’ assessment of each member’s contribution to the project.

CONCLUSIONS

Working with students drawn from a wide spectrum in terms of location, access to campus facilities and cultural backgrounds is difficult. Engaging this diverse group of students in social interaction to facilitate learning through cooperation and collaboration is enormously difficult. 

The learning framework of a cyclical process of interpretation, evaluation and reflection on key components of this course (online seminars and online team project) is one way of addressing the needs of this diverse population.

Some preliminary investigations into the effectiveness of the course components have been reported. Research on the efficacy of the reflective learner framework is in progress, in particular an evaluation of the framework for other types of courses.

REFERENCES

Blum, K. D. (1999). Gender differences in asynchronous learning in higher education: Learning styles, participation barriers and communication patterns. Journal of Asynchronous Learning Networks, 3(1), 14. Accessed 12 July 2003, http://www.aln.org/publications/jaln/v3n1/pdf/v3n1_blum.pdf. 

Ciba, D., & Rakestraw, T. (1998). Student feedback on the use of Internet-based tools in traditional teaching situations. Proceedings of the North American Web Developers Conference (NAWeb98). Accessed 14 February 2000, http://naweb.unb.ca/proceedings/1998/ciba/ciba.html.

Harasim, L. (1999). A framework for online learning: The Virtual-U. IEEE Computer Society, Accessed 14 February 2000, http://www.telelearn.ca/g_access/news/r9044.pdf.

Kaufman, D. B., Felder, R. M., & Fuller, H. (1999). Peer ratings in cooperative learning teams. Proceedings of the 1999 Annual ASEE Meeting. 

McGookin, M. (2002). I can't let them down! Affiliative motivation and co-operative learning in higher education. In A. Goody & J. Herrington & M. Northcote (Eds.), Proceedings of the 2002 Annual International Conference of the Higher Education Research and Development Society of Australia (pp. 417-425). Perth, WA: HERDSA.

Morss, D. A., & Fleming, P. A. (1998). WebCT in the classroom: A student view. Proceedings of the North American Web Developers Conference (NAWeb99). Accessed 14 February 2000, http://naweb.unb.ca/proceedings/1998/morss/morss.html.

Ryan, R. (2000). Lecture and online construction equipment and methods classes. T. H. E. Journal, 27(3), 78-83. 

Tiffin, J., & Rajasingham, L. (1995). In Search of the Virtual Class: Education in an Information Society. London: Routledge.

Vygotsky, L. S. (1978). Mind in Society: The Development of the Higher Psychological Processes. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.

Wegner, S. B., Holloway, K. C., & Garton, E. M. (1999). The effects of Internet-based instruction on student learning. Journal of Asynchronous Learning Networks, 3(2) Accessed 12 July 2003, http://www.aln.org/publications/jaln/v3n2/pdf/v3n2_wegner.pdf.














































































