AN ANALYSIS OF THE SELECT EDUCATION DISCUSSION FORUM
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PREAMBLE

 

The purpose of this study is to gain an insight into the Select Education forum to determine to what extent it achieves the aims for which it was launched. To do this I shall examine important aspects such as the code of conduct, the software used, and the manner of the administrators and facilitators.     

 

I am interested in finding out the weaknesses and strengths of the forum with a view to improving it so that it is more satisfying to all concerned.  This is a new forum, so I would like to evaluate it and give some kind of feedback on how it is running. This feedback can be useful in further planning for the development of the forum, or other programmes designed to support supply teachers in their work. I was also prompted to undertake this study because Select Education is the teaching agency I know of that has gone further any than other agency in taking concrete, positive steps towards the professional development of their teachers, and I would like to make a contribution that will be instrumental in maximizing the gains from their efforts. They have demonstrated unprecedented interest in upgrading their teachers and, to the best of my knowledge, they are the pioneers in setting up a discussion forum for supply teachers. It would be regrettable if their efforts went to waste because nothing was done to give feedback on their intervention.

2. LITERATURE REVIEW

2.1 THE CODE OF CONDUCT

Many discussion forums have a code of conduct to which all prospective participants must agree before they can register as members. It is a list of rules and terms and conditions that must be adhered to for the smooth running of the forum, which spells out what members may or may not do and specifies what courses of action will be taken should a member breach the regulations. Below is a definition of ‘code of conduct’.

A set of conventional principles and expectations that are considered binding on any person who is a member of a particular group 
www.cogsci.princeton.edu/cgi-bin/webwn 

I found the introduction to the code of conduct of The Royal Statistical Society interesting. I quote it below: 

The Royal Statistical Society's Code of Conduct is set out below, and can be downloaded as a PDF file: conduct.pdf.

Introduction

In every civilised society rules of conduct exist for the benefit of society at large and in order to give freedom for individual members to go about their legitimate business within bounds of behaviour which are accepted and observed by their fellows.

In common with professional bodies in other fields, the RSS has formulated its own rules as a Code of Conduct to define the behaviour expected of RSS Fellows practising in everyday professional life. This code of conduct has been drawn up to reflect the standards of conduct and work expected of all practising statisticians. It is commended of all Fellows of the Society and is mandatory on all Professionally Qualified Fellows as defined in paragraph 1(p) of the Society's Bye-Laws. 

http://www.rss.org.uk/about/conduct.html
Three important points stand out clearly from this introduction: rules of behaviour exist in every civilized society for the benefit of the members of the society; it is common practice for professional bodies to have codes of conduct; the code of conduct reflects the standards of conduct expected of the practitioners concerned.

A discussion forum belonging to an organization called Universe of Chaos ironically has this to say about the code of conduct for online discussion forums:

Any online community needs guidelines to ensure the most pleasant and beneficial experience for everyone, and UoC is no exception.

http://p212.ezboard.com/funiverseofchaosfrm2.showMessage?topicID=45.topic
These sources show that the code of conduct is a useful instrument for ensuring conformity, and therefore order, in the running of group activities. Discussion forums also need codes of conduct since they involve the interaction of large numbers of people, which makes them prone to disagreements, flaring tempers and all kinds of antisocial behaviour. 

The code of conduct is tailor-made to suit the requirements of each discussion forum. Some codes of conduct are long, complex and intimidating, with the result that they succeed in scaring away would-be participants. Others are short and usually state the obvious, resulting in them sending out a warmer message and being viewed as welcoming. The former type is sometimes used to restrict entry into a discussion forum, especially where participants need to be few and the subject is very highly specialized, while the latter is employed where the administrators wish to attract large numbers of participants. 
 

2.2 SOFTWARE USED

 

In setting up a discussion forum one of the most important determinants of the success of the forum is the software used in the forum. David R. Woolley holds that the first step in deciding on the right software to use is to be sure of the category into which the forum falls. He states that the main categories into which forums fall are the following: Centralized forums, Groupware, Bulletin board systems, Usenet and Mailing lists. The Select Education forum falls into the category of Centralized forums, for which reason it is the type we are concerned with. Of the Centralized forums he says:

Centralized forum software originated on mainframes in the early to mid-1970's with systems like PLATO Notes, Confer, and EIES. These were designed specifically for group discussion, and they treat messages as part of an ongoing conversation with some inherent structure. Discussions are stored on one central computer, and each new message is assigned a place in the discussion structure immediately upon being posted. Over the years this line of software has evolved sophisticated features for managing and participating in conversations. 

His description of this type of forum matches the Select Education forum accurately. Like the forum he describes here, the Select Education forum treats messages as part of an on-going conversation with a specific structure and as soon as a message is posted it is assigned a place below the last message.

David R Woolley goes on to consider the question of what makes a good conferencing system. He suggests that there is no single answer to this question, but one can get as many answers as there are participants. He says from his experience of using a variety of systems over twenty years he has come up with the following generalizations about what seems to work well:

Separate conferences for broad subject areas. This is a nearly universal feature. Whether the discussion areas are called conferences, forums, newsgroups, or notesfiles, they provide a basic level of organization. Besides focusing on different subjects, different conferences often have very different atmospheres and social conventions. People become "regulars" only in the conferences that most interest them. 

Threaded discussions within conferences. This sometimes takes the form of a tree structure, in which each topic is the starting point for a branching tree of responses. Usenet is structured this way, as are many Web conferencing systems. But although a hierarchical tree is a good way to organize static information, it does not work as well for conversation. It is easy to get lost in the tree, and it's often hard to figure out where to attach a response. Discussions tend to fragment and dissipate. I prefer a linear structure, in which each topic has a simple chain of consecutive responses attached to it. This form is easily understood by most people because it closely resembles "real life" conversation. On the Web there is an additional reason to use this structure: displaying a discussion as a continuous stream of text keeps interactions to a minimum. Since you don't have to click a button on every response, there are fewer delays while reading messages. All of the WELL-style systems are designed this way. WebNotes and several others use a linear structure but display each message on a page by itself. 

Informative topic list. A reader should be able to easily see a list of the topics in a conference. At minimum, the list should show each topic's title and some indication of the amount of activity in the topic: the number of responses, date of the last response, or both. The topics should be sortable both by topic start dates and by last response dates. 

Respect for the integrity of topics. A reader should always be able to go back to the beginning of a topic and follow it all the way through to the most recent responses. Of course, it is necessary to clear out obsolete material to avoid clutter (and because nobody has infinite disk capacity), but pruning should be done by deleting entire topics after they have fallen into disuse. Some systems (notably Usenet) throw away older messages even if they are part of an active discussion. 

Support for both frequent readers and casual browsers. A browser wants to choose a conference manually and scroll through the list of topics, dipping in here and there, moving backward or forward sequentially through topics, returning repeatedly to the topic list. A frequent reader wants to cycle automatically through a customized list of conferences, skipping topic lists entirely and getting immediately to the new, unread messages. Most conferencing systems are biased toward one type of reader or the other; few support both well. 

Search and filter tools for readers. A reader should be able to search messages by date, author, or keyword. Word searches on both topic titles and message texts should be possible. Frequent readers should also have tools for controlling what they see; for example, a way to "forget" topics so that any subsequent responses are skipped automatically. 

Access control. Both public and private conferences are useful in different situations. A conference host or moderator should have flexible control over who can access the conference and what level of access each participant has. For example, it should be possible to give some participants read and write permission, others read only, and others no access. 

Host tools. The host of a conference should have good tools for managing topics: for example, weeding out obsolete topics, archiving those that are worth saving but no longer active, and moving a divergent thread of a topic to a new topic of its own. 

Speed. Frequently used functions such as advancing to the next message should require only one keypress or pointer-click and should happen instantly when selected. If the system is slow or cumbersome, people simply won't use it much.  

 David R Woolley http://www.thinkofit.com/webconf/wcchoice.htm
Deb Suran is in agreement with Woolley on threaded discussions. She says:

When we started our software search we thought we wanted a forum that offered message threading—this is a type of organization that stores messages in a hierarchical rather than a linear order. Unfortunately what we found when we got deeper into our research is that no program offering message threading implements it well. Navigating up or down or across the "branches" of the message hierarchy "tree" requires server access, which means you rarely get to read two messages in a row before you have to request the next message from the server and then wait for the server to download it to your computer. Message threading slowed down the process of following a complete discussion so much that we ended up turning it off when we ran a demo of a program that offered threading as an option. A program that dribbles out messages one at a time and requires users to keep asking for the next one is going to be so slow as to drive people away in frustration. Most programs force users to access the server too often, slowing down the process of reading discussions to an unacceptable crawl and making the process of referring back to earlier messages in a discussion much too onerous.

There are two other considerations regarding software that I would like to add. The first pertains to the computer’s ability to remember the password after a participant has logged in for the first time. Some software allow a participant who uses the same PC to access the forum without having to logon each time he or she wants to visit the forum because he or she can choose to programme the PC to remember the password. This has the obvious advantages of both saving time, and eliminating the hassle of going through the process of retrieving a forgotten password. 

The second point has to do with the facility where a record of the number of messages sent by each participant is displayed. Some forums show how active each participant is by attaching to each message sent a statement of the total number of messages that participant has sent. This can be problematic sometimes because some forums tend to equate the number of times a participant has logged on with the number of messages sent, but that is often an erroneous assumption because sometimes participants do not necessarily contribute anything when they logon, and sometimes they send messages without having logged on, as I explained in the point above. As a result, adding up the number of loggings and treating the total as being equal to the number of messages sent is a grave mistake.

 

2.3 FORUM ADMINISTRATION AND FACILITATION

Deb Suran emphasizes the importance of managing a forum effectively if it is to achieve the purpose for which it was established. She says:

Why put your own forum on the web? The only reason to do so is to build a community of people, whether these are people with whom you share a common interest and want to exchange ideas, or people who use your product and to whom you want to offer support. But don't make the mistake of thinking that once you've settled on a conferencing software package and got your forum up and running the hard work is over. That's the easy part. The hard part is managing your forum on a daily basis once you've got it going, nurturing your growing community until it becomes essentially self-sustaining, and managing your message base as it becomes broader and deeper. If you have difficulty setting aside time to check your e-mail on a daily basis I don't think trying to run a forum will work for you. Forums take a lot of time to manage.

Deb Suran: http://www.forumhosts.com/fortip.htm
From the advice she gives it is clear that running a forum and keeping it on track, developing and progressing smoothly, benefiting everyone involved, presents the greatest challenge to the forum administrators and facilitators. For this reason it is crucial that the administration and facilitation of forums is given the undivided attention that it deserves.                          

Andrew Feenberg also emphasizes the importance of managing forums skillfully. He says:

 Like other small groups, computer conferences are most successful when skillfully led. The technical conditions for this are usually defined in the conference program as a 'moderating function', ie setting up groups of participants as 'conference members', establishing and naming a file in the central computer in which to store discussions, and occasional deletion of irrelevant messages from the file. 
 
Like Deb Suran, Feenberg maintains that the setting up of a discussion forum is only a minor challenge in comparison to the task of moderating the forum. He says:

These technical powers represent, however, only a small part of the moderating groupware which Hiltz and Turoff (1981, pp 23-24) describe as follows: <>blockquote> In order for a computerized conference to be successful the moderator has to work very hard at both the 'social host' and the 'meeting chairperson' roles. As social host she/he has to issue warm invitations to people; send encouraging private messages to people complimenting them or at least commenting on their entries, or suggesting what they may be uniquely qualified to contribute. As meeting chairperson, she/he must prepare an enticing-sounding initial agenda; frequently summarize or clarify what has been going on; try to express the emerging consensus or call for a formal vote; sense and announce when it is time to move on to a new topic. Without this kind of active moderator role, a conference is not apt to get off the ground. 
Feenberg accentuates one aspect of the moderator's role by saying it is 'active'. The moderator who takes his or her roles of  'social host' and 'meeting chairperson' seriously goes a long way towards ensuring the success of the forum.
Feenberg also gives us an alternative way of viewing the role of the moderator's role, comparing him or her with an intermediary. He says:

The moderator's role can also be considered as a literary equivalent of the 'intermediary' described by Luce Giard and Michel de Certeau (1983, p 11) in their discussion of neighbourhood life. But this is an intermediary active in new electronic 'localities'. In these new spaces there is a need for someone to serve as a "translator who decodes and recodes fragmenTts of knowledge, links them together, transforms them by generalisation, handles each conjuncture of events by comparison with a previous experience and puts together in their own way, by an everyday practice, a logic of the general and the practical, of action and of time." 

Feenberg considers ‘contextualising’ and ‘monitoring’ functions some of the most important duties of the moderator. He says:
It is strange to contemplate communication without a tacit dimension. Strong leadership must compensate for the missing cues. What I call 'contextualising' and 'monitoring' functions are explicit substitutes for the tacit signals that guide talk in everyday settings. These two functions complement each other. In contextualising, the moderator establishes a general arena of topicality, speaking in the name of the group. Monitoring offers verification of the accuracy of each participant's judgements about the nature of the communication context so defined. 

As online discussions are held without the advantage of non-verbal communication there are inevitably some missing links and gaps in communication that somebody must provide to ensure that participants understand what they are meant to understand. It is the moderator who has the responsibility to do this. He or she must be alert in order to identify any problems in this regard and to answer questions that may be raised.

The moderator must determine the communication model for the participants. Feenberg says:
The moderator's most basic task is to choose at the outset a 'communication model' for the group. Human relationships (the 'pragmatics' of communication) differ for example, in meetings, courses, informal conversations, parties, doctor's visits, and so on. As soon as we enter a room, we orient ourselves according to the tacit cues of the conversation we are about to join. These contextual cues establish a mood from which flow norms, roles and expectations. In the absence of visible cues, on-line moderators must make an explicit choice for the group they lead, reducing the strangeness of the medium by selecting a familiar system of roles and rules derived from everyday life.

This means that the moderator must set the ideal standard conditions under which the discussion is held. He or she needs to set the pace, the tone, the atmosphere, the culture and the general spirit in which the discussions take place. 

Feenberg gives some very useful ideas on contextualisation and performative utterances. He says:
Contextualising has the unusual semiological property of proceeding largely through the use of 'performative utterances'. These are statements which bring about the very reality they describe. An example would be the Principal's statement to the assembled scholars to the effect that "School is now open for the new term." Such an utterance effectively 'opens' the school and so is called 'performative'. Performatives appear frequently in the contextualisation processes of ordinary speech (Austin, 1962; Turner, 1970). 
In most face-to-face interaction, performatives play a secondary role because so much tacit information is available to define the communication model. In computer conferences, on the other hand, performatives are usually the principle or only means of defining the communication model. Unless someone opens the conference by saying "This is a meeting", "This is a class" or "This is a support group" the participants have no way of being sure what kinds of contributions are relevant. 
The moderator's contextualising functions relieve some of the anxiety participants experience in an electronic setting. Once a communication model has been chosen, the moderator must play the leadership role implied in that model, such as chairperson, host, teacher, facilitator, entertainer, and so on. This role will involve monitoring conformity with the communication model by reassuring participants that their contributions to the discussion really fit that model.

Meta-communication and the art of weaving are other skills that the moderator should be able to use effectively in order to ensure maximum benefit from the discussions. Feenberg says:

Moderators also play an important role in initiating and sustaining meta-communication, ie communication about communication. Meta-communication is particularly valuable for strengthening a weak communication link by calling attention to problems in the process of discussion. Although, we occasionally engage in explicit meta-communication, as for example, when we ask our interlocutor to speak up or to come to the point, cues we give with our bodies and tone of voice are so effective that we can usually carry on complex conversations without employing much meta-talk. Not only can we get along without uttering our meta-messages, it is often embarrassing or disruptive to do so. 

But in computer conferencing the only tacit sign we can transmit is our silence, a message that is both brutal and ambiguous. The solution to this dilemma is explicit meta-communication. Whenever communication problems arise, participants must overcome their inhibitions and demand further explanation of unclear remarks, call attention to information overload, request clarification of emotional tone and intent, suggest changes in the rules of the conference, and so on. 
Meta-comments concerning the content of the discussion are called 'weaving' comments. These summarise the state of the discussion, identifying its unifying themes and points of disagreement. These comments reveal an important benefit of textual mediation for social interaction. Writing a weaving comment involves a relation to discourse which is characteristically literary and encourages a command of the written world 'from above'. 
Many conferences lack weaving because no one has the time or the talent to perform the function for the group. This is unfortunate since, as a written medium, conferencing offers a unique opportunity to reflect upon the agenda of the group. The conference moderator or another participant can review printouts, harkening back to earlier discussions, clarifying confused expressions, identifying the themes, making connections, 'indexing' the material mentally. 
Such weaving comments supply a unifying overview, interpreting the discussion by drawing its various strands together in a momentary synthesis that can serve as a starting point for the next round of debate. Weaving comments allow on-line groups to achieve a sense of accomplishment and direction. They supply the group with a code for framing its history and establish a common boundary between past, present and future. 
Figure 2.2 provides a summary list of the moderating; functions discussed above (Feenberg, 1986; Kerr, 1986).

Feenberg lists the following as the contextualising functions:

Opening Discussion: Carefully designed opening comments should announce the theme of discussion, and identify any shared experiences or symbols which can clarify content and purpose 

Setting Norms: A familiar communication model should be selected to establish tacit expectations about conference behaviour, and to suggest rules of behaviour 
Setting Agenda: The moderator controls the order and flow of discussion topics, and generally shares part or all of the agenda with participants at the outset

He gives the following as the monitoring functions:
Recognition: The moderator refers explicitly to the participants to assure them that their contribution is valued and welcome, or to correct any misapprehensions about the context of discussion 

Prompting: To solicit comments from participants, either publicly or through private mail messages; might be formalised as 'assignments' in some conferences 
http://www.emoderators.com/moderators/feenberg.html
Copyright © Andrew Feenberg

Davie has some interesting ideas about the intellectual role of the e-moderator. The website http://www.webct.com/service/ViewContent?contentID=3353107
 has this to say about him:

Davie lists a number of more specific aspects of the intellectual role of the online tutor: He/she must be able to set and communicate the intellectual climate of the course or seminar, and model the qualities of a scholar. He/she must be able to support, mould, and direct the discussion. The instructor or tutor should be able to design a variety of educational experiences. Finally, he/she must be able to critique helpfully student work. (Davie, 1989) 

The most important role of the online tutor, of course, is that of educational facilitator. As in any kind of teaching, the moder- ator should focus discussions on crucial points, ask questions and probe responses to encourage students to expand and build on comments. Hiltz also lists: 

Integrating or weaving the discussions by synthesizing points which students raised, building upon and developing themes which emerge, and linking them to the literature and the topic. (Hiltz, 1988, vol 2) 

Weaving together the often disparate concepts, so typical of the medium, is acknowledged to be one of the most highly prized skills of educational computer conferencing. Feenberg describes the nature and value of weaving comments: 
These summarise the state of the discussion, identifying its unifying themes and points of disagreement. These comments reveal an important benefit of textual mediation for social interaction. Writing a weaving comment involves a relation to discourse which is characteristically literary and encourages a command of the written world 'from above'. . 

. Such weaving comments supply a unifying overview, interpreting the discussion by drawing its various strands together in a momentary synthesis that can serve as a starting point for the next round of debate. Weaving comments allow online groups to achieve a sense of accomplishment and direction. They supply the group with a code for framing its history and establish a common boundary between past, present and future. (Feenberg, 1989) 
http://www.webct.com/service/ViewContent?contentID=3353107
All the authors I have quoted above give very useful insight into the task of the moderator. They have all contributed different ideas, all of which must be considered by practising moderators if they are to execute their duties well.

I shall conclude this section by presenting a table on e-moderator competences by Gilly Salmon (2002). This is a summary of skills and qualities that the e-moderator must seek to possess and cultivate.
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3. MY ANALYSIS OF THE SELECT EDUCATION DISCUSSION FORUM

3.1 THE CODE OF CONDUCT

The Select Education forum is a new forum, which does not yet have a code of conduct. There are plans to add the code of conduct to the forum.

3.2 THE SOFTWARE USED

1.Separate conferences for broad subject areas.

 

As David R Woolley suggests, a conference should deal with one subject rather than cover different subjects in the one conference. The Select Education forum is a forum for educationists and therefore deals only with issues relevant to educational practitioners. It is currently being used by Select fellows studying E-moderation, but will be upgraded to include supply teachers, and possibly permanent teachers.

 

The forum has a specific atmosphere. Because of the nature of their profession teachers, let alone teachers who are also students, are expected to demonstrate a high level of integrity and professionalism. For this reason the participants in the forum are very friendly and respectful to one another. One reason for the high level of cohesion among them is the fact that they have enjoyed the advantage of face-to-face knowledge of one another. They are a small, closely knit group that has enjoyed positive interaction for quite some time. They are bound by their quest for knowledge and the desire for the communal construction of knowledge.

 

2. Threaded discussion within conferences.

 

The record of discussions in the Select Education forum uses the linear structure, which David R Woolley describes as a simple chain of consecutive responses. The responses are recorded in chronological order, making them appear natural, as they are more like what happens in real life conversations. This makes it easy for the reader to follow the discussion, because it takes advantage of the important aspect of continuity, unlike in the tree structure, where the reader can easily get lost in the labyrinth of different threads. The tree structure can also be time-consuming as a lot of time is lost navigating back and forth, looking for a particular message. My personal experience with the Select Education forum has been that I have felt very much at home with the way discussions are recorded. I have used some forums where I have not been able to find my earlier postings, having got lost in a maze of messages. At that time I was not aware of the fact that one could use the ‘search’ facility.

 

3. Informative topic list

 

The Select Education forum has a very informative topic list which shows the reader the title of the discussion, the author, the amount of activity in the forum in the form of the number of responses each topic has received, and the date and time of the last posting. The latest topic is situated at the top. On the same page as the list of topics the reader can also see links to the following: new topic, ‘go to the top’, search, log in and older topics. By clicking on any of these links the reader is taken to the page and can proceed to do what he or she intends to do.

 

The topic list in the Select Education forum differs from what David R Woolley recommends in that it does not show the start date for the topics. One sees the start date only after clicking on a topic. This is only a small deviation that should not really make much difference, but if it were possible to make the adjustment it would be a good idea to do it.

 

4. Respect for the integrity of topics

 

In the Select Education forum the reader can go back to the beginning of a topic and follow it all the way to the last posting. This is true of all topics listed in the topic list. Older topics are kept in a separate location and clicking a link to them can easily revisit them. Again this feature keeps the forum in keeping with David R Woolley's recommendation that removing entire topics after they have fallen into disuse should clear obsolete material away.

 

5. Support for both frequent readers and casual browsers

 

Woolley states that while frequent readers want to go straight from their chosen topic to the to the last read message, browsers want to take their time carefully studying the topics, moving back and forth from this message to that, making slower and deliberate decisions. The Select Education discussion forum lends itself easily for these two types of participants. Within seconds the frequent reader is able to go from logging in to reading the unread messages. Perhaps the only shortcoming of the forum in this regard is the fact that in a very popular topic with a large number of postings, say three or for hundred, where the chain of responses gets very long, the participant has to scroll through them all to get to the first unread message. This is because the forum does not have a list of all the messages sent, listed by date, time and author. If it had this list that would mean that the participant would only need to choose a topic, which would open a page with a list of all the messages sent, from which he or she would select the first unread message, rather than scrolling through the actual messages themselves, some of which may be very long. That way the frequent reader would be able to go to the last read message more quickly.  

 

6. Search and filter tools for readers

 

Woolley says that the reader should be able to search for messages by date, author or keyword. The Select Education forum is very good in this respect, for not only does it enable the reader to make searches by date, author and keyword: it also enables the reader to make searches by subject and message bodies. 

 

Woolley also says frequent readers should have ways of controlling what they see, of 'forgetting' topics so that any subsequent responses are skipped automatically. I have not seen any evidence of this in the forum.

 

7. Access control

 

A forum should be able to control who accesses the forum and to what level they access it. In many forums non-registered members can read the messages but cannot make any contributions; only registered members, who must have usernames and passwords that they use to gain access to the forums, can make contributions. The Select forum has various levels at which people can participate. To begin with one cannot even read the messages if one is not a registered member, because one needs to log in to be able to view the messages.

 

My personal opinion about this is that it is beneficial to allow non-members to view the topics and read messages without logging in, as it gives them a clear idea of what the forum is about and gives them a preview of what they are getting into should they decide to register. In many cases it also prompts people to register, having aroused their interest by giving them the urge to respond to some of the burning issues in the forum.

 

In this forum one gets further access rights when one become a Mirandanet fellow.  

 

8. Host tools

 

A forum should have tools for managing topics, such as weeding out obsolete topics, archiving some and moving a divergent thread into a topic of its own. The Select Education forum has the tools for performing all these tasks.

 

9.Speed

 

Readers should be able to move quickly from one part of the forum to another, as slow systems are time consuming and are shunned by would-be participants. The Select Education forum uses software that ensures swift movement from one section of the forum to another. Some forums give messages piece-meal. When a reader starts at the beginning of the message list he or she is allowed to view only a number of messages, after which a 'more messages' tab must be clicked to view the next few messages. The reader must wait a while as the computer processes the request, and this is repeated over and over again until the reader finally gets to the last message. The Select Education forum does not do it this way, but allows the reader to scroll rapidly through from the first to the last message.

 

 

3.3 FORUM ADMINISTRATION AND MODERATION

The Select Education forum is still a new forum to which the advice given by Deb Suran is fully relevant. She says setting up a forum and getting it going is easier than ‘managing your forum on a daily basis once you've got it going, nurturing your growing community until it becomes essentially self-sustaining, and managing your message base as it becomes broader and deeper.’ The Select Education went off to a good start and was characterized by vibrant, constructive and informative discussion. Its members demonstrated remarkable zeal, dedication and desire to make it the resounding success that it was. It owes its huge success to the expertise and commitment of those involved in its administration and facilitation. The level of enthusiasm among the participants was so high that it seemed to result in a burst of activity, which was sustained for a prolonged time before it began to slow down to a lull. As I write now there is very little activity in the forums, but that should not be interpreted to mean that that is a weakness of the forums: participants had simply stretched themselves rather too hard, considering that they had full loads of work at the same time as they had a lot of reading to do, assignments to write and discussion forums to contribute to. If anything, they made an outstanding achievement for which they were rightly commended by their tutors. Efforts were made to maintain the high level of participation, but apparently the participants were too tired to match their initial level of participation, knowing that soon they would have to embark on another demanding course for which they would need to reserve some energy.

Feenberg holds that the moderator has the dual role of  ‘social host’ and  ‘meeting chairman’. In the Select Education forum the tutor, Dr John Cutthel, plays the moderator’s role. He has a very warm manner of doing things and good-naturedly communicates with the participants. He is down to earth and makes his students feel like he is just one of them. He is also endowed with a generous measure of patience. Whenever it is necessary he sends private personal messages to participants, complementing them and encouraging them to freely make more contributions. The result is that people are motivated to participate, knowing that their contributions are recognized, appreciated and valued.

 Because of the nature of the Select Education forum at present it does not lend itself well to the role of a ‘meeting chairman’. This is because it is being used in an educational setting where students are given tasks to carry out communally with minimal participation by the tutor. The tutor reads all the contributions while he remains in the background, as it were, and only steps in occasionally when it is necessary to give direction or to answer a question. The idea is for the students to participate in the social construction of knowledge without the interference of the tutor. It is not like the other social discussion forums where the moderator actively ‘chairs’ the meeting, directing the discussion, summarizing points and clarifying what has been said.
The Select Education forum, because of its nature described above, has limited scope for the moderator to play the role of intermediary or to use monitoring functions. Neither can he use other skills such as weaving and other useful skills.  The contextulising functions, which include opening the discussion, setting norms and setting the agenda are used effectively. The example below shows how the tutor / facilitator uses some of the aspects of contextualisation.

	Author: John Cuthell (213.78.127.---)
Date:   28-04-04 08:30

I’ve been reading the contributions that you’ve all made to the different threads, and looked at the ways in which you’re building knowledge to produce your codes of conduct. I decided to give you almost two weeks to submit the first task because I realised that you were fitting in the work in between your day jobs and the rest of life: it’s one of the problems of a course like this!

During the first task you’ve learned a lot of things about managing an online environment, working with others, and so on. These will develop as the course continues.

So, I thought that I would give you the rest of the tasks I’ll set, and the deadlines for them Some of the tasks can be done in two weeks: others will take longer. I shall post a more detailed briefing for each task in a specific thread.

Task 2 What skills are needed for participation in an online forum? Consider technical, communication, inter-personal and management skills among others.
Deadline: 15.05.04

Task 3 Investigate a range of online educational forums. Participate in at least three. Evaluate the ways in which they work, record your contributions and comment on them.
Deadline: 13.06.04

The research project. (This will probably need to start about mid-May.) Develop an evidence-based project focusing on e-learning.
First draft: 11.07.04

Task 4 Use Salmon’s 5-Step theory to evaluate your progress and learning on this course. How effective was it for you? How did it relate to your own learning style? How does it relate to the ways in which children and young people learn? (A useful set of resources can be found at http://www.funderstanding.com/about_learning.cfm .)
Deadline: 18.07.04

There are other resources on the MirandaNet site that may be of use. A collection of references and literature resources on efacilitation and emoderation can be found at: 
http://www.mirandanet.ac.uk/actis/gtc/members/resources/admin/weblinks.htm
A summary of elearning research can be found at:
http://www.mirandanet.ac.uk/elearning/index.html





	

	Reply To This Message 


The opening of John’s message above suggests that he has been following the discussion without interfering. He has left it to the students to construct knowledge without his assistance. He is very flexible and not only acknowledges, but also accommodates the problems associated with a course like this by giving students plenty of time to submit their work.

To give students a clear view of the work they will need to do, John gives them all the remaining assignments so that they can plan their work properly, giving them guidance on some of the sources they can make use of. 

Below is another example of John’s friendly style of communicating with his students.

	 Investigate a range of online forums

	Author: John (213.78.103.---)
Date:   13-05-04 08:09

Task 3 
Investigate a range of online educational forums. Participate in at least three. Evaluate the ways in which they work, record your contributions and comment on them.

Deadline: 13.06.04: word limit: 1,200 words.

Use this thread to exchange information about the different forums you find. You don't have to limit yourselves to UK forums - or, indeed, forums in English. This is an opportunity for educational investigation.

I'm sure that you'll have fun participating in the free-for-all of other communities!

Have fun.

John




Here we see how he opens the discussion, sets the agenda and sets the norm

with regards to the tone and spirit in which the discussion is to be held. The tone and spirit both catch on with the students, with the result that the subsequent discussions are equally friendly.

Below is a message posted by the Editor, Francis Howlett, who steps into the discussion from the background when he feels there is need to clarify something and steps back as quietly as he came after making his contribution. Once he is in the background he stays there until another situation demands that he reappears on the scene to perform another technical task. He makes this contribution out of his own kindness, not because anyone asked him to do so, because to the participants he ‘does not exist’. He is forgotten behind the scenes and it is when he suddenly makes a comment like this that participants realize that not only is he there, but that he has been there all the time.  He makes postings very sparingly because he knows he must confine himself to the technical support side of things.

	 Re: Investigate a range of online forums

	Author: Editor (---.brom.cable.ntl.com)
Date:   06-06-04 11:00

Hi Everyone!

In response to Ben's observation of the statistics on another forum - we don't have very detailed statistics on who does what on this forum, although I could work out how many postings each person makes if that's of interest. However, you might be interested in these bare details:

Forum: Select Discussion Forum Analyzed Dates: Apr 15, 2004 to Jun 5, 2004 
Number of messages: 267 
Average per day: 5.13 
Total Unique Authors: 18 
Total Unique Threads: 18 
Most Popular Thread: Setting a Code of Conduct
There are 48 posts in this thread 
Top 10 posters: stellacattini<stellacattini@blueyonder.co.uk>
Sandra Weinreb<slaidleyw@aol.com>
shirleygonsalves<xuelian55@hotmail.com>
Katya<katya147@yahoo.com>
John<john.cuthell@virtuallearning.org.uk>
Eric Reid<earc70@hotmail.com>
Benjamin Semwayo<btsemwayo@hotmail.com>
Anna Pleshakova<pleshakov@hotmail.com>
Editor<editor@mirandanet.ac.uk>
Shirley<xuelian55@hotmail.com>

Regards

Francis



	


Below is an encouraging message from Christina Preston, who is co-tutor of the group together with John. Reading messages such as this boosts the confidence and morale of the participants as they are informed that their participation is outstanding. Christina also has the same infectious friendly manner as John.
	 Congratulations

	Author: Christinapreston (---.dsl.pipex.com)
Date:   25-04-04 15:29

I am very impressed by the amount you have done already. I told you in our early days it used to take the grouops about 6 months to get online! 

I think Robin has helped enormously as the tone of your messages and you ability to comment and build on the submissions of others is impressive. Most groups take a month to create this easy and inclusive style. Do you think face to face meetings help?

You have used your surfing intelligently to speed up your work especially Katya who move the debate significantly. This is a good point for teaching. It is no longer the information which is hard to find, but using your judgement in developing and personalising it. You can use our forums for pupils. Can you see any uses in the classroom ?

You seem to have hit most of the code of conduct buttons. I'd like to add a suggestion about emoticons. It is sometimes very difficult to know when someone is joking or being ironical because there is no tone of voice. Would it be a good idea to ask people to use this sign [image: image3.png]


if they intend their comment humorously? It's not much I know but it does flag the subject. Communicating subtly is quite hard especially when English is not the first language. What do you think about using language only on the Web as the medium for communication?

I shall be speaking in , Holland next week on developing e-communities and then taking a break in France so will not be back unline until the beginning of May - c'est la vie [image: image4.png]




Warm regards
Tina



In closing this section on the administration and moderation of the Select Education forum, I would re-iterate that his is a well-administered and facilitated forum where the participants find it fun to take part in the discussions. They enjoy invaluable support from those whose duty it is to back them up and see to it that their learning is a pleasant and fruitful experience.

4. GENERAL POINTS

4.1 Size and nature of membership

The Select Education forum is currently a forum for eight students reading for the Post Graduate Certificate in E-moderation leading to the Master’s Degree in E-moderation. At the time of writing they are now Select and Mirandanet fellows. The eight fellows will help in the launch of the forum to include supply teachers and possibly qualified teachers, the idea being to involve as many teachers as possible. 

4.2 Topics

The topics currently being used in the forum naturally suit the purpose of the forum: they are educational in nature and are meant to train e-moderators. They are fully relevant for the purpose.

5. CONCLUSION.

Having analyzed the Select Education forum, I came to the conclusion that the forum is in no way inferior to other forums. There are thousands of forums in the world and if I said this forum is the best of them all that would no doubt be an extravagant comment, but I believe it can be rated among the best. I considered the forum under the following headings: the code of conduct, the software used and the manner of the administrators and facilitators. The forum’s code of conduct is still evolving. The software scored high points, judged against David R Woolley’s nine-point criteria. The administrators and facilitators are doing a splendid job.

Perhaps the following areas can be given attention to improve the forum that, as I have already indicated, is a very good forum:

A. Efforts need to be made to make the code of conduct available.

B. It is a good idea to use software that enables non-members to read discussions in the forum but not to make contributions before becoming registered members.

C. It would be helpful to the participants if a list of all the messages sent was made available in the forum, listed by date, time and author.

D. A topic list with the start date for each discussion topic would be desirable.
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