Augmenting Learning

The use of online environments and discussion forums

Knowledge construction – the process of understanding and knowing something – can be seen as the process (and responsibility) of individual learners.

Knowledge construction can also be understood as a socially-mediated process.

In an online environment and discussion forum

The learner has to make explicit the level of schema and concept development in discussing her or his ideas.

There is a demand placed on the learner to make an explicit comparison of their own schema and those of others.

We can visualise this as an iterative process:
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Stages of learning in an online community
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Step 1: Access & motivation

This first stage is critical to the success of any programme that involves ICT and an online environment. Participants need to be motivated, and need to have access to the environment. This access should be as transparent as possible, with login procedures sufficient to maintain security, but with ease of access to members. If use of the virtual environment is difficult, if a number of problems are encountered and if there is a lack on support, then motivation is reduced. 

Step 2: Online socialisation

Online socialisation is enabled by the use of discussion forums, the structure of a website, with profiles of each participant, and by the facility to view and exchange photographs, particularly those taken during face-to-face meetings. 

Step 3: Information exchange

This is a key function of a discussion forum linked to a course. Participants can post questions, receive answers, exchange ideas and share drafts.

Step 4: Knowledge construction

This process enables projects to build into more than the sum of its component parts and partner contributions. As such it makes an important contribution to knowledge and practice.

Step 5: Development

The final development of teaching materials, implementation plans and the project evaluations should all be contained within this stage of learning. All of the knowledge and processes that form part of a Visual Learning project create an innovative product that addresses the ICT learning needs of successful CPD, and the pedagogical structures to support them.

Step 6: Braided Learning

The final step in the process of learning that is supported by an online environment occurs when discussions combine to create new knowledge and awareness for all participants to build on. This is the point where the learners begin to use the  knowledge to influence local, national and international agenda and to  build new theories and policy. 
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