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Introduction

There are many initiatives currently active in secondary school education in the UK. One recent development has been that of developing professional networks using the available technologies on the Internet.

For example the National College for School Leadership (NCSL) has created forums with efacilitators to help senior managers in schools share experience and develop good practice, the Standards division of the DfES has forums to allow issues that they raise to be debated. The General teaching Council for England (GTCe) has a number of active forums and is seeking to further develop these through the use of more forums with more efacilitators.

A useful pointer to the desired outcome of these developments is that of the DfES in their recent publication Subject Specialism: Consultation Document DfES 2003

“Our very best teachers are those who have a real passion and enthusiasm for the subject they teach”





(Paragraph 1)

They go on to consider how this can continue to be developed

“how professionalism in subject specialism might be more effectively supported and developed throughout the school workforce” 


  (Paragraph 4)

This also relates to the work done on teacher recruitment and retention;-

“the Government is also putting greater emphasis on developing the professionalism of the workforce - this is at the heart of the National Agreement on Workload and Standards signed on 15 January.” 

(Paragraph 3) 

In simple terms then they think that it is desirable that;-

“that schools need to establish themselves as professional learning communities for subject specialists.”  Since “Subject specialism, combined with expertise in teaching and learning, is key to raising standards”       




( Paragraph 9)

The mechanisms for producing this include Subject Associations;-

“Subject associations have a key role to play in sustaining and strengthening subject

professionalism. “


(Paragraph 20)

“There is considerable potential for the development of online

communities, to enable subject teachers to share experience on a day to day

basis as well as at conferences and events. ( Paragraph 24 – point 3)”

Project Aims
The intention is to start a discussion on the TALK at ACITT forum on the issue of the implementation of the KS3 strategy for ICT and efacilitate using all the methods in the efacilitation repertory to develop the highest level of debate possible – that where the members are knowledge constructing.

Some questions are whether if the more active facilitation the number of responses or the level of involvement increases? Would this then form the basis for the type of online communities sharing day to day experiences that the DfES seek to promote, and for example NCSL and GTCe are working towards? What makes users effective in on-line communities? What shape should they take? What can they learn to make them more effective on-line in the future? In summary what this experience shows us as to the general realisation of the DfES hopes to create on-line professional networks.

This will raise all the issues of on-line socialisation and on-line personalities in making contributions to the debates running on TALK at ACITT.

One major benefit is that members will be introduced in some more depth to the elearning system and have the chance to experience for themselves some elearning.

So there will be two broad outcomes;

· that the level of knowledge about the specific issue will be improved for some

· that they will have reflected on the elearning experience.

A more specific list of Learning outcomes intended for participants is laid out below.

Point One- knowledge of the matter under debate.
· They will have thought more about the Year 1 KS3 strategy as it impacts on their daily work

· They will have a understanding of the developments of the strategy into Year 2.

· They will have developed their professional role of helping to support the development of others.

Point two – what they have gained from working on-line that has developed their on-line learning ability, their possible future participation in such on-line communities.

What is an on-line community ?

 It consists of 4 elements According to Jenny Preece ( Preece 2000 page 10);-

· people 

· shared purpose

· policies

· computer systems

Also she defines special interest groups as one type of on-line community that;-

“(have) clear boundaries that determine membership ……… fulfil a specific  narrowly defined purpose and aim to draw only members sharing that interest”

Preece 2000 page 18.

My online community 

The people

The on-line community I have chosen is a subject association  ACITT – the National Association for Teachers of ICT. The members are those who subscribe to ACITT – so they have some intrinsic motivation having chosen to be part of the community, they receive regular email newsletters, access to a website and on-line resources and a thrice yearly magazine. They can also attend a yearly conference and meet at other exhibitions that run around the country where ACITT mans a stand. Many will know each other within other spheres such as local ICT meetings runs by their education authorities or elsewhere. They form a special interest group as defined by Preece above.

It also means that they will have different intrinsic reasons for reading or contribution to TALK at ACITT , Rowntree offers a list of learner types that we could analyse since;-
Orientations to learning

Even if your learners are volunteers, it will pay you to know what they might want from their learning

http://www-iet.open.ac.uk/pp/D.G.F.Rowntree/distance_learners.htm

Rowntree synthesising from Taylor gives four types-

· 'vocational' -- to do with the learner's present or hoped-for job 

· 'academic' -- to do with interest in study or education for its own sake 

· 'personal' -- to do with developing oneself as a person 

· 'social' -- to do with partying, enjoying sports and having a good time. 

So we anticipate that the vocational and academic will be the prime focus of a special interest group and that it is also a motivation – personal motivation for developing themselves professionally that the DfES hope for or give as the most effective teacher type above.

The shared purpose

The overarching aims of the association can be found on their web-site acitt.org.uk but those large general aims would be beyond the scope of this study to address – we are looking at on-line interactions. This association has for some months been running a subject based discussion online called TALK at ACITT. It aim – or its shared purpose -as set out in it inaugural message is ;-

Welcome to talk@acitt
In light of the recent dialogue from members emails on NQT training it seems obvious that we should be sharing such contributions with all our members. 

Even though discussion forums are available on the website, in practice few people return regularly enough to web based discussions without a conscious effort. We have just put in place a mail server to facilitate dialogue between members. Having the discussions emailed to you directly saves you having to go and check a site for any developments. 


TALK at ACITT has been running since the 5th of January 2003. It has generated to May 28th 2003 some 295 messages.These messages could form the basis for some in depth research relating to discourse analysis, but that is not our aim here. 

The policies.
TALK at ACITT is un-moderated, it has however set out standards, and is a professional discussion, and responded to problems by open debate. Thus when member posted this it can be seen that messages cause offence. 

I actually find your comments close to offensive (….. ) I worry that you have taken my comments completely out of context and I do not feel this is an appropriate discussion comment. 
If this is the type of discussion forum - the first time I have contributed then I do not think I want to be part of it.
Talk at ACITT Date: 12/03/2003 23:04:41

Although responses were posted by members of the ACITT executive, example;-


….., we are all colleagues here and all share a common love of ICT. The guideline in the FAQ about the list says: "All discussions within this area are intended for professional debate. Members should act responsibly and within normal internet courtesy."

I think we need to remember that this is a community of ICT specialists all supporting each other. Debates are great, it's fine to disagree strongly with someone and say so. We just need to retain a professional detachment and this should be easier via email than face to face where you haven't time to consider the phrasing of your reply. 
Chris Wood (Webmaster/Editor) ACITT Executive


Chris identifies some of the issues of asynchronous communication as well in his reply.

The number of members still receiving TALK at ACITT has initially declined as some people have unsubscribed, due to the increase in the volume of their email the system generates. 


<PRE>I am getting an unreasonable amount of e-mails from acitt at the moment, 
often repeated several times, please stop!!!!!
TALK at ACITT Date: 25/01/2003 10:50:43
However there are many positive comments such as

I like this system!!
I can easily trash what I do not want and keep that which I do.
Mainly I like it becasue I do not have time to log on to to ther sites and I
do like to feel part of a community of like minded people.. especially when
there is not much opportunity for face to face meetings at the moment.

Some of the items have made me think and that must be a good thing.
Mark Davis

Talk at ACITT _ message of Date: 28/01/2003 19:41:32

The computer systems

Salmon makes the point In her preface in Etivities 2002


“I realized that some very simple ideas using cheap asynchronous bulletin boards have the greatest..impact”

Salmon (2002) Preface

TALK at ACITT is just such a system. It is simple email that the list server forwards to all the current members in the list. The list server is essentially the address Talk at ACITT, provided for the association through sponsorship with DIGITALBRAIN. One member of the executive of the association can add or delete people to or form this list.

The original email addresses are taken from the membership details submitted by members when they join the association. Some of these will no doubt be out of date.

Although it is easy to unsubscribe from the list, by typing “unsubscribe” anywhere in the subject header it is not so easy to re-subscribe.

The messages then accumulate in the order they were posted on the recipient’s computer and have to be deliberately removed to be deleted. Instructions are provided for utilising features of email software to send TALK at ACITT from a recipients email inbox to a sub folder, this helps keep the essentially non-urgent asynchronous system to one side so the recipient can read re-read and reply at their leisure or after proper reflection.

The resources will come in the main from Government sources responsible for promoting the scheme to be discussed, the responses and contributions of LEA’s and other educational organisations such as teacher professional bodies. These will often take the form of downloadable documents or other text based resources with some HTML pages designed to be read and navigated on-line.

Participants will perforce be expected to have good broadband internet links for the resources but for the email a simple dial up system will suffice. The email messages are small and will take little time to send. It is not intended to attach large files because the home use of ICT by members may vary.

Assessment methods

All this will be based on my examination of the messages posted at TALK at ACITT on my topic.

Point one

Clearly assessment is not going to be strictly formal as the outcomes are diverse but we could seek to try to identify where;

I. Their discussion develops professionally moving from the personal experience to general observations.

II. They will synthesis where they are now with where the strategy is going.

III. They will continue to engage in TALK at ACITT post this facilitation.

This will be about analysis of the messaged posted, author, frequency , relevance ( in my view ) to the debate , we may be able to see if messages become reference points for others as well based messages. So for example that they have related their practice (personal) to wider principles or examples of good practice given in the resources.

Point two

This will be more direct in that I will ask for responses to a few set questions about their participation in the e-learning experience. As I clarify below I hope to achieve a Stage 4 model as proposed by Salmon 2000 where as she says 

“(they) begin to interact in more exposed ways….They formulate and write down ideas .. they read messages and respond to them frequently”

Salmon (2000) page 32

The practice plan

In developing a plan for getting the members of my community involved I am using Salmons five stage model as reiterated in her developing the idea in her etivities book (Salmon 2001);-

Stage 1
-access and motivation

I consider that this has been dealt with already by the TALK at ACITT system describe above.

Stage 2 – socialisation

Again the closed nature of this special interest group brings a different slant to the on-line socilaization , and that many active participants currently using the system have replied and discussed issues with each other before, however I will use some of the simple ideas – such as posting a short summary of their own professional context to help provide information to others.

Stage 3 – information exchange

This will be – at lest at this stage – from me guiding people to selected resources, stating leading and open questions , or seeking information directly from the active participants.

Stage 4 – Knowledge construction

At this stage there is conferencing, people are responding to and guiding each other but there is still facilitation to keep the discussion on task. Lots of summary and weaving , finally drawing to a conclusion.

Stage 5 – development

This will be beyond the time scale of my project as only if TALK at ACITT continues to be a forum for professionals to develop knowledge together is a Stage 5 reached.

PRACTICE PLAN

Date
Stage


1st June
1-access and motivation
Post messages stating what is going on , and kicking off debate. Offer technical instructions for use with OUTLOOK to compartmentalise the discussion.

2-4th June
1-access and motivation
Monitor responses and welcome each contributor with a personal message.- continued throughout

5th –6th June
2- socialisation
Ask participants to give some personal professional context. Continue to monitor and welcome contributions.

7th June 
3 – information exchange
Post next message and web addresses of resources that interested members could review.

7th – 12th June – 8thth June
3 – information exchange
Monitor discussion, welcome new participants, monitor frequency of messages so as not to overwhelm TALK at ACITT.

8th June 
3 – information exchange
Summarise current position and re-focus group on narrower issues, asking for resources or evidence for or against the new focus.

8th-12th June
4- knowledge construction
Monitor and summarise where necessary, if needed pump-prime.

12th 17th  June
4- knowledge construction
Identify keen participants and involve them more in managing the discussion.



17th – 21st June
4- knowledge construction
Drawing threads together , summarising, posting final questions about e-learning experience.

Perceived problems

As all the members are volunteers they may not actively engage, however I am assuming that as members they are already keen to further their professionalism, and that they have stayed subscribed to TALK at ACITT when they could easily unsubscribe.

Hopefully we will generate extra traffic. The TALK at ACITT email system means that all subscribed members will get the email, for some this extra traffic may push them off the TALK at ACITT system as it ‘fills’ up their mailboxes , creating more work for them to file and store. We have seen this above.

There are going to be lots of issues that arise such as learner style and on-line personalities which we will need to consider in our analysis and assessment stage. We are at the mercy of the participants – their time and emotions and the number in the group may mean that it remains too big for Stage 1 to gel having a detrimental impact on their development to Stage 2-4.

Also they may decide to re-focus their own learning on issues that motivate them according to what they hope to gain from it – vocational , personal etc.

This will all be looked at in the analysis.
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