Dr. Katya Toneva


Course work submission for
e-facilitating in e-communities

The MirandaNet Fellowship and Select Education Ltd


London

August 2004
Task 1: CODE OF CONDUCT for participation in on-line educational forums

By joining an educational online forum you agree to be bound by the following rules:
• Provide useful, relevant and non-judgmental posting that add value to the discussion forum,

• Be honest with yourself, your organisation, your discussion partners,

• maintain a friendly tone; try to make clear when you are joking, e.g. using emoticons as “(” - “smile”,
• Get permission before referring to individuals or organisations,

• Commit to regular logging, to read discussions and to contribute actively to relevant discussions,

• One-to one discussions should be conducted through private e-mail and not in this forum,

• You are responsible for clearing copyright on any materials sent,

• You must not use any obscene or offensive language or statements that may be judged to be defamatory or otherwise break the laws of the United Kingdom,

• You must not involve or advocate illegal activities,

• You must not pass yourself off as another person, nor will anonymous contributions be accepted,

• Never reveal your access (password) of anyone else,

• No “spam” through the collaborative online services (to spam includes sending identical and irrelevant submissions to many different discussion groups, mailing lists, chats or communities).

Uphold the Code: In helping to make our collaborative services a great place to meet, chat and exchange teaching/learning documents, samples, you must do your part to uphold this Code of Conduct.

Disclaimer: This is a discussion forum only. You undertake the responsibilities for what you write and for any actions you may take based on advice or information you receive online. You are responsible for creating backups of materials you post and for protecting your own computer system.

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

The skills relevant to some context depend on the nature of the chosen environment. It would be useful to analyse briefly the nature of online forums before considering the needed skills for on-line discussions.

A simple definition of an on-line community is: “A group of people who come together online to participate, debate and share information”.  A deeper analysis would show more details, e.g. people go to on-line forums to:

•  Communicate remotely  

•  Learn and share ideas/experience

•  Extend communication, networks with groups with similar interests/background

•  Offer support and mentoring

•  Provide records and archives

•  Receive online training or professional development

In this context what are the skills anybody needs to put together to become a contributing member to an online community?

There is not just one approach for developing online communities.  An online forum participant needs a range of abilities as communication, interpersonal, management skills and some understanding of the available technologies. The communication skills are the heart of an on-line discussion. According to Massachusetts Institute of Technology definition “Communication Skills involves conveying goals and objectives in a clear and compelling manner, as well as hearing and understanding the unspoken or partially expressed thoughts, feelings, and concerns of others”. A further detailing of communication skills in the context of on-line forums would reveal the following:
• Acknowledging what is being said by showing an understanding of the position, or by simply replaying it (in a polite way)

• Outlining your point of view clearly and concisely with perhaps a little supporting evidence 
• Stating what you suppose to happen next (move it forward)
• Challenging people without making them feel judged
• Seeking information

 Below are more detailed explanations of the last point. There are two ways of phrasing any question. One way (the closed question) is likely to lead to a simple
grunt in reply (yes, no, maybe). The second way (the open question) will
pass the communication role to someone else and force them to say
something a little more informative. Open questions are easy to formulate. You establish in your own mind the topic/aim of the question and then you
start the sentence with the words: “WHAT - WHEN - WHICH - WHY - 
WHERE – HOW”. Ask questions: what do you think about that idea, have
you ever met this problem before, how would you tackle this situation?
In Mirandanet resent discussion forums there could be found supportive evidence that when someone used the skill to seek information the discussion was moved effectively forward or in another direction. Below are examples taken from Mirandanet “Skills for participation in online forum”:

Participant 1: “ I am finding the part about the management skills required quite challenging. It appears the only skill we have so far is time management. Could someone shed more light on this?”

Participant 2: “I also was thinking about some management skills concerning
participation in on-line forums. I was considering some of them 
which are very close to interpersonal and communication skills.
Negotiating skills
Problem solving skills
Emotional self-management skills
What is your and the other colleagues' opinion about the proposed points?”

Participant 3: “It was sound very interesting to read that you are applying the management strategies skills to the skills needed to participate in an on-line forum, in fact managerial knowledge cannot be eluded in our daily activities. I strongly support the inclusion of problem solving skills and emotional self management skills, but negotiating skills is more suitable or appropriate for other factors.”

In the last contribution the participant demonstrated other communication skills – “acknowledging what is being said by showing an understanding of the position”, “challenging people without making them feel judged”. It helped some participants to demonstrate an other effective communication skill “outlining their points of view clearly and concisely with perhaps a little supporting evidence” – a little analysis about negotiating skills in the context of an on-line forum was done by Participant 2 and other participants confirmed some supporting evidence.

Other important skills for participation in an on-line forum which are very close to communication abilities are the interpersonal skills. There are many descriptions of Interpersonal skills. Below is a comprehensive definition published on the Internet:

”These are related to communication skills, but are more specific about individual behaviours. They include cooperating, sharing, listening, participating, and leading. They also include respecting others."

We could analyse the above skills deeper and suggest more detailed points about interpersonal skills:
• Get along well with others within a team
• Relate to others in a socially appropriate, meaningful way
• Generate enthusiasm for your ideas and proposals
• Ask questions to build shared information (e.g. different strategies/methodologies could be used to encourage and stimulate conversation such as:  what do you know, how do you feel, what is wrong with, what are the benefits etc., questioning skills, games, debates, articles and websites)
• Use constructive feedback to build understanding, give criticism when necessary, and use praise to produce results. (Providing feedback to a team member who has presented an idea can be a valuable exercise. However, anybody, who receives the feedback, must listen to the feedback being presented rather than wonder whether the sender is judging the person or the idea.)
• Understand what motivates others to achieve high levels of performance
• Negotiating and working well with people from culturally diverse backgrounds etc.

In order to maintain a successful on-line forum, the participants need some management skills. It is suggested that the following management skills are essential for participation in an on-line forum:

• Negotiating skills

• Problem solving skills
• Emotional self-management skills

• Time management skills

These skills are close to different aspects of communication and interpersonal skills. For example, a simple analysis about negotiating abilities would show that they are also communication and interpersonal skills. All negotiation is communication between people. You could negotiate anything – at work , in the family, between friends etc. In the context of an on-line community the following aspects of negotiating skills could take place:
• Ability to improve communication between disputing parties;
• Ability to handle unreasonable or difficult on-line participants;
• Ability to mediate others’ disputes;
• Ability to overcome obstacles in negotiation.

The effective activities within an on-line forum depend also on an understanding of the available technologies and some skills to use these technologies. These mostly involve basic computer knowledge/skills e.g. basics of using the user interface, the Internet/e-mail facilities, word-processing, some utility programs as anti-virus packages, some specifics about tapping into Discussion Lists, and details about how

to work with the community's Web site.

Being an effective contributing member of an online community usually means an understanding of the culture of the community, having an attitude to participate and contribute, and developing a combination of communication, interpersonal, management and technical skills.

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.

An online community is a group of people with common interests who use the Internet to communicate, to share ideas, to work together. 

Online forums are one way of building online communities. They have common characteristics that define them as on-line forums. This article offers a simple analysis of the way in which e-forums work and provides examples taken from specific educational on-line forums to illustrate some features that may concern different on-line discussions. For the purpose of the assignment some comments on the author’s contributions to educational on-line forums are included.

Online communities are “communities” first and “online” second. Wherever people share common interests, there is a community.

Online communities provide real-world communities a place to come together using the Internet. Being a member of an online community, you benefit in many of the same ways you would a real world community: you can communicate with like mind groups, you can learn and share ideas, provide support structure for mentoring, receive training or professional development, access to expertise and so on. On top of that you can communicate remotely, you can extend communication, networking, you can be flexible concerning the time and place of your work. 

There are two types of management styles for on-line community elements: 

· Managed: these elements are usually maintained by a staff member on the Web site or a facilitator employed to maintain the community.

· User created: user created elements are often more anarchistic. 
It is suggested that without critical factors, communities tend to flounder or fail.  Here are some critical factors:

1. Clear purpose. 
2. A well-respected community member for coordination/facilitation of the community. 
3. People who are interested in the forum topics and are willing to contribute.

4. A constructive dialogue about cutting edge issues and information.

5. An easy navigating software available for the forum.

Educational on-line forums tend to have the same principal characteristics, but they are focused on specific educational issues. 

For the purpose of this assignment it would be useful to analyse the following: 

· How the above points are applied to some specific educational forums, e.g.: Select Education: (http://www.selecteducation.co.uk/message_boards/default.asp), General Teaching Council /GTC/   (http://www.gtce.org.uk), HFT - software/hardware problems (www.hftonline.com) - forums?

· What is the reflection on my own experience as a participant in these forums?

Both Select Education and GTC forums are well focused on the main topic set and have clearly defined target audience – teachers. They are well managed by experienced e-facilitators. Their success depends as much upon the energy, creativity and approach of their host or hosts. A good online environment as a good party depends significantly on who's there when each guest arrives, so you will want to build the sensation of having interesting people "already there".  

HFT forums have a bit of the character of user created forums - they allow the community to fit its needs more directly. The target audience is much more wider – anybody who uses ICT and has a computer/software problem could be interested in that forum. I shared a computer virus problem in “Viruses and Trojans” topic and was able to use links to similar contributions and to free troubleshooting options.
The nature of the discussions is different – e.g. the teachers’ forums are to deal with social issues while the HFT forum is about technical/software problems. It is more likely to find quickly an exact answer to your question in the software forum from one who has experienced the same problem or the HFT administrator replies straightway. Although sometimes you should wait much time to receive an answer. There is not a deadline for HFT forums – there are messages left some months ago and still waiting for answers.  

The discussions within the teachers forums tend to be much more dynamic as the issues are much more debatable. That forums suppose a different style of communication, an ability not just to state facts, but also to analyse them, to provide arguments, reflecting on both the theory and practice. Most of the participants are professionals who know how to ask questions (usually open questions), how to provide constructive feedback, how to encourage the others to contribute more actively. There are deadlines for these forums (discussions work well if they have clear beginning and end). The quality of the interaction, the scope and setting of it, what kinds of topics are available, how they are introduced, and the tone which is set for the forums are managed to a large degree by the e-facilitators. At the very least, the e-facilitators keep an eye out for responses by individuals who have never responded in the forum before, and acknowledge their participation. Even a simple "Hello! I'd love to hear more about your experiences with..." or "Nice to see you here!" can mean the difference between someone feeling snubbed, and feeling like a welcomed participant in the discussion. 

I personally have been encouraged by the e-facilitators while participated in both GTC (Encouraging Diversity) and Select Education (Behaviour Management) forums. The e-facilitators appreciated and commented on my contributions and that stimulated my further postings. There was a valuable reply by the e-facilitator posted in Encouraging Diversity forum: “Coming through the discussion is the need for respect and tolerance for all teachers to do their job well - we see this most clearly from the contributions from Anna and Katya - very illuminating in that it just illustrates what happens when difference from the "norm" is detected.” The e-facilitator of Behaviour Management forum used an other way to comment on my contribution – he used Private message- facilities to congratulate my postings.

Over time, the e-facilitators begin to build a group of regulars who have a rapport with one another. They inspire this group to take on some of the friendly spirit, greet newcomers (e.g. Select Education, GTC, HFT –forums), recap and summarize what's gone before (e.g. GTC forum) and start new topics or suggest new events (e.g. Select Education, GTC, HFT –forums),

The good e-facilitation definitely maintain the topic focus and stimulate a constructive dialogue because as it is said (Salmon G., 2002) “High –quality interaction, full participation and reflection do not happen simply by providing the technology, hence the need to design e-tivities carefully to reduce barriers and to enhance the potential of the technology”, and that is the role of the e-moderator.

Of course, there are other factors which influence the on-line discussion efficiency, e.g. there is a big advantage of  asynchronicity (Salmon G., 2002) - when you participate in an on-line forum, you can explore information at your own pace and react or reflect on it any time.  

The participants’ skills, experience, motivation and relationship are very important to maintain an effective on-line forum. 

For example, Mirandanet forums: (http://www.mirandanet.ac.uk/ejournal/index3.htm) can be evaluated as successful because apart from the existed clear purposes and guidelines, the participants have done their assignment about the needed skills for participation in on-line forums, they have built sound knowledge and skills for on-line discussions, they have developed good relationship and worked as a collaborative group that shares ideas and they have expected their on-line discussions to be assessed. 

In addition, the good quality of the software available for on-line forums can help the participants to navigate effectively their work. For example, there are useful features as the following: Edit-option (all forums mentioned above), Preview-option, a list with all topics on the screen (MirandaNet forums), a summary of the number of replies/views and a list with the main threads (Select Education forums), on-line help/troubleshooting attached to any of the topics, emoticons and word-processing tools (HFT-forum) etc.

It is self evident that managing an online community is a non-trivial task and it requires considerable time, expertise, energy and adequate 
resources
. 

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?

The move from the teacher passing on knowledge to one where focus is on enabling the student to learn refers to “mediated learning” (Laurillard, 2002). Bork (2000) describes this new concept of learning as “adaptive learning” and Hanna (2000) labels it as “engaged learning”. These theories are built on the early works of Dewey (1916) and Vygotsky (1962) who argue that learning occurs most effectively when it is connected to the personal experiences and knowledge base of the learner. 


Both Dewey and Vygotsky also stress the importance of learning being situated in a social context where the learner leads the construction of her or his knowledge through interaction with others and with guidance from the tutor. This constructivist theory of learning rejects the classical model of passing on knowledge and emphasises active engagement rather than passive reception.


The role of the educationalist in the on-line environment is effectively changed from a deliverer to an enabler. In other words, the on-line learning is based on the same learner-centralised concepts (mentioned above), but the role of the lecturer to enable students to learn becomes enhanced by the role which technology can play.


The new computer-mediated environment requires research-based teaching strategies which have demonstrated that they have effectively worked on-line (because the technology itself can not provide high-quality interaction and reflection).

There are various moderation models being presented to assist teachers to 
understand the fundamental concepts of e-facilitation. Some of the more 
notable are:

· Salmon's Five Stage Moderation Model

· Collison, Elbaum, Haavind and Tinker's Facilitation model 

· Paulsen's Function model

· Hootstein's 'Four Pairs of Shoes' Model 


Each model presents the concepts of learning and facilitation interactions in a different way and provides useful techniques, and each has made a contribution to on-line learning and the computer-mediated communication.


As participants in the current on-line course we have been required to
master certain technical skills, learning facilitation skills and e-moderating skills. Salmon’s 5-stage model calls at each stage for different e-moderating skills requiring participants to master certain technical skills and steps learners through a logical process of induction before developing deeper level interactions. The model is a practical guide for meaningful curriculum activities for instructors who operate in a diversity of online environments. Salmon’s theory is built upon conducting action research projects involving computer-mediated education at the Open University Business School, United Kingdom. It will be interesting to see whether the 5-stage model can be generalised for other on-line courses. Discussions such as we are supposed to do within Task 4 could contribute to the overall understanding of on-line teaching/learning process.

I have gradually found the analysis of Salmon’s 5-stage model enlightening in terms of my perception of on-line learning through online networking. 

I will outline all stages reflecting on the process of on-line learning within our course.

Stage 1: Access and Motivation
Technical skills: We have received detailed help how to use the on-line
system facilities.

Skills to facilitate learning: We have been well motivated to learn 
(the course aim, objectives and content have matched our needs and 
interests – developing of knowledge and skills to become e-facilitators. 
We have also enjoyed the first face-to-face session.

E-moderating skills: welcoming individually, acknowledging anxiety,
providing on-line forum access.


Salmon advises against face-to-face meetings during induction, 
but I think this has been more effective for our approach,
helped us to improve our motivation and facilitated our socialisation on-line. 
Relationships are just as crucial to online collaborative activity as they are in offline activities and it is important to prove that they depend on an initial face-to-face meeting. Therefore, where is possible it is useful to organise it.


Stage 2: Online socialisation
Technical skills: Providing help, using meaningful names for postings 
(we have used our real names, which helped  for quick identity establishment).

Skills to facilitate learning: praising, encouraging short purposeful 
messages 

E-moderating skills: emphasising transferable skills, links to other
experiences, encouraging practice, allowing lurking, offering activities that 
encourage participants to share interests and find others with similar
interests. For example, threads such as “Welcome” and “Culture” which 
have been suggested for our group were very useful for the initial 
socialisation.
Stage 3: Information exchange

During the third stage, instructors should utilise online e-tivities that promote discovery learning. Students should have assignments that give them opportunities to explore and share knowledge in the discussions. The big advantage of asynchronicity is that everyone can explore and reflect on information at their own pace. Instructors will realise that this stage is completed when students are successfully processing information and become more proactive in their learning. If we look at our Task 1, 2, 3 and the way we built our knowledge we can provide many examples showing that we successfully moved through Stage 3. We have used our gradually developed skills for participation in on-line forums to share ideas, to provide constructive feedback and to consider the others’ feedback.


Stage 4: Knowledge Construction 

What is happening at Stage 4? The arrival of this stage calls the development of e-tivities that focus more on helping students use higher order thinking skills and become independent learners. Students must have projects that help them to learn how to construct their own personal knowledge. Also, instructors need to be intentional in their online remarks and aim to enhance their student’s critical thinking skills. Students will start moving from being merely knowledge transmitters to creators or authors of innovative ideas.


Salmon says: “By stage 4, participants frequently start to recognise one of the key potentials of text-based asynchronous interaction and take control of their own knowledge construction in new ways”. I think Task 4 and the research projects are aimed to lead us through this stage. Within Task 4 we have been able to develop critical skills of a high quality – ability to analyse the innovative concept of on-line learning and to evaluate our own progress during the course. The research project work has helped us to become creators of innovative ideas. Having the potential of “text-based asynchronous interaction”, we have been able to reflect on our own and our colleagues’ theoretical ideas and practices. Due to the technical support, the participants have constantly improved their skills to use the system interface. For example, I was able to test and use different software options to make my contributions to the forum more efficient. 

 
Stage 5: Development

 This stage represents the development of new cognitive skills that enable students to learn to monitor and evaluate their thinking. Students take personal ownership of their learning experiences and assist students within their study groups. Instructors select e-tivities that encourage reflective thinking by sharing problem-based situations or scenarios that require interpretation information, creativity and a willingness to test assumptions. If we look at the way we have been encouraging to develop our Case Studies, to receive and give feedback, we can notice that this is cleverly designed approach for moving through Stage 5. The “Peer Review” – option gives us an opportunity to receive comments from the other colleagues and to assist them in their project work. Again, the reflective thinking has been facilitated by the asynchronous interaction. In terms of the technical skills, the participants have become more independent using different advanced features which the system offers.


Although each of Salmon’s model steps has its own focus, the stages do overlap.  For example, being the first stage of the model, the on-line motivation and socialisation are a prerequisite for successful learning during the next stages, but they are on-going processes during all stages. Also, the Development stage is based on the previous stages and has its own focus, but  our on-line course shows that both Information exchange and Knowledge constructivism take place within stage 5.

I have found that the on-line discussions within the current course have matched my personal style of learning (which is “abstract and reflective”). I have taken a big advantage of asynchronicity of online forums. In my own time and remotely I was able to reflect on and to have more thoughts about the discussed issues which helped me to develop more deeper understanding, to contribute actively my ideas, to provide on-line support to the other participants and to consider their feedback.

It is important for e-facilitators to consider how Salmon’s model relates to the ways in which adults and young people learn.


Brookfield (1986) identified that adult learners already bring to the learning situation their own set patterns of learning, values, attitudes and varied experiences. The adults approach the learning situation with many and varied expectations of the learning process. Adult learners like to be engaged in the design of the learning and to be able to perceive the learning as relevant to their situations. They like to feel that their past experiences are being used in the learning process. The asynchronous nature of the on-line discussion forums makes sense of an experience by reflecting on and thinking about it through all stages of Salmon’s model.

The children and young people have not the social experience which the adults have and they are in the process of development of their own values and attitudes.  As is confirmed by Piaget’s theory, “teachers must emphasize the critical role that experiences - or interactions with the surrounding environment - play in student learning. For example, instructors have to take into account the role that fundamental concepts, such as the permanence of objects, play in establishing cognitive structures.” 

(http://www.mirandanet.ac.uk/ejournal/index3.htm).
Therefore, young people would need a lot of guidance and support by the e-facilitators through all steps of Salmon’s model.
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