The challenge of moving collaboration into the online environment

Getting online groups to collaborate is a challenge The components that impact on the success or failure of collaboration are complex and varied, some of these are within the influence of the human intervention by the e-moderator (Salmon 2004) but many are not. This paper reviews the key components and identifies key ideas that have emerged from the experience gained in All Things In Moderation Ltd (ATIM) of running 70 courses with 1000  participants and may be of use to others treading the challenging path of working with groups online

Components of online collaboration

The key components include: 

· the e-moderator (term used to describe the facilitator, teacher, tutor), 

· the participants who may be from many different cultures, backgrounds, and educational ability with varying skills in IT; 

· computers and telephone links (not everyone yet has fast processors, Broadband and Windows XP professional); 

· the Virtual Learning Environment (VLE); 

· the course content and 

· design of online activities

For the purposes of this paper a group will consist of as many people as you like with a common aim of learning from and with each other and not solely from the e-moderator. 

This paper focuses on three areas: 

· Technology
· Frameworks

· Actions to improve online collaboration

Technology

In the face-to-face (f2f) environment the participant knows the general approach to collaboration; 

· read the joining instructions; 

· go to the lecture room at the right time; 

· listen to some subject matter; 

· break into groups as required  to consider some issue and then return to a plenary session; 

· write up notes;

· take handouts; 

· go home. 

The technology in use is low level and familiar. Participants are constrained by time and place.

Online the constraints of time and place are relaxed, except, during assignment deadlines and exams, but so is the discipline that encourages activities to be completed. This relaxation, which is hard enough for solitary private study, is now extended to working online in groups. Many participants are unused to taking part in forums even though there is increasing expertise in using email.  Few have much experience of collaborating in groups online. 

At present most participants and e-moderators work asynchronous bulletin boards and forums provided in commercial VLEs such as Blackboard and WebCt, or sometimes home grown versions. If synchronous chat is used it comes from social or meetings traditions. Therefore at present there are no readily available collaboration  tools. 

Problems do still occur with technology: 

· breakdowns in personal computers (PCs);  

· server and software upgrades; 

· slow modems in locations beyond the reach of broadband services.

As one participant puts it  

‘I started off with a bang and thought I was lost because I couldn't find anyone, then I thought I was going crazy because I couldn't find the right place to post the activities....so after completing a couple of the weekly e-tivities, I find myself unable to access the site (and the Internet) and spent hours on the phone complaining to anyone who would listen.....hopefully now, I am back on track and wow have I missed heaps - where did all of these people come from??? This experience has given me a real insight into the problems course participants may encounter with Internet access, new technology and "life getting in the way" ‘
(participant on ATIM E-tivities Course 2004).
So the freedom that online working gives with one hand is taken away with the other. The processes, so familiar in f2f, no longer apply in the same way and additional problems occur. Participants need to learn how to collaborate all over again.

The more popular VLEs are focussed on ease of posting materials for teachers rather than on providing collaborative tools.  Therefore at present, designing for participation and engagement through bulletin boards falls almost entirely to the e-moderator. 
Frameworks for Collaboration 

Much progress in increasing participation and collaboration has been made as e-moderators have developed their skills in encouraging and supporting groups. 

Gilly Salmon’s 5 step model has provided sound scaffolding and has made an impact in explaining the underlying progression that participants make:

· access and motivation; 

· socialisation; 

· information exchange;

· knowledge building; 

· development. 

Threads

Forums with many threads and many messages present the e-moderator with a significant demand on their time in summarising. Some VLEs include features to gather together selected messages – but none  can yet provide intelligent editing.

The skills of summarising and weaving have helped many e-moderators to encourage information exchange and knowledge building, enabling genuine collaboration in forums. Thus overcoming the complexity of long threaded discussions.

Increased participation brought is about by enthusiastic e-moderators and well designed motivating activities. Activities can be designed to restrict participant messages to a single thread – easing the tasks of summarising and archiving.

The structure of E-tivities recommended by Gilly Salmon has enabled designers to set out simple to use and easy to understand activities. The method for collaboration is spelt out as well, particularly for tasks with several steps, particularly including:

· where to post messages;
· a timetable for collaboration.

Collaboration methods need to be clearly described so participants become familiar with them and can apply them themselves at other times and on other courses. The aim is once shown, and once used the collaboration method should become part of the participants’ skills enabling groups to self start on the next occasion almost without prompting from the e-moderator. 

Tables

One such framework, I have used with students at the Open University, is a simple table in Microsoft Word. 

The e-moderator sets up a table which may have a number of questions within it and a space for answers. Participants are invited to answer each question adding to the answers of others. Summarisation becomes much easier as responses to each question are in a single cell. Participants soon pick up this idea and have self started later collaborations by brainstorming the questions and then adding their own contributions.

The participants themselves can drive group activity and the involvement of the e-moderator lessens. Thus practise in collaboration methods at the beginning of courses is recommended. 

Actions to improve online collaboration 

The challenge for the designer is to anticipate the needs not only of the participants but also the e-moderator. Every participant wants a response but, in courses with over 100 students, it is impractical for the e-moderator to respond to every individual. Teaching the participants to collaborate effectively becomes essential for the well being of the e-moderator!

Design starts long before any participant engages with the course. Preparing for the participants needs is a demanding task. Feedback from our courses shows it is worthwhile for designers and e-moderators to experience courses from the participant’s perspective enabling needs to be properly anticipated and prepared for as part of the course design. Design can rarely be left to the last minute – as in f2f groups where the experience of the e-moderator and their knowledge of subject can often keep them just one lesson ahead of the participant.

Clear objectives, well written process descriptions and supportive facilitation will provide greater participation in spite of VLEs that are weak in collaboration tools. 

Collaboration tasks need to be identified early in the design stage and be an integral part of courses rather than last minute after-thoughts. Within the development of a course there may be a number of excellent opportunities where sharing information among group members, brainstorming ideas or even role play can contribute to the participants experience. 

Some regularity of online activity is recommended so that participants get into a habit of accessing the online element of a course. For example, activities could be weekly interspersed with assignments and revision practise for exams. This can bring back discipline so needed by many participants.

Collaboration tasks and methods when described with great clarity save much time. Based on the many errors that we have trapped in the development stages of our own courses we recommend designers collaborate with colleagues to proof read to ensure ambiguities are edited out. We are currently experimenting with web access to editable text pages where developers can collaborate on a single document. 

The success of our approaches is tested in every course by the participants. They are the judges of what we do. Their reflections and feedback have helped us to modify and develop our courses.

In conclusion

In summary, the problems groups have in collaborating online are:

1. Little software is 
appropriate for collaboration
2. participants are unfamiliar with collaborating methods

3. large groups demand much e-moderator time

To address these issues, in the courses we run using the 5 stage models and e-tivities we adopt the following approaches:

1. make the collaboration process explicit;

2. encourage participants to summarise;

3. work hard to achieve clarity of activity description;

4. try out new methods of collaborating;

5. seek feedback from our participants.
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