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Abstract

Amazing opportunities associated with e-learning may pass us by in a haze of commercialism or through new initiative exhaustion.  The key to success is a balance between applying useful older concepts about learning and the implementation of innovations using the best of networked technologies. Successful and productive online learning is a key feature of positive, scalable and affordable e-learning projects and processes.  Regardless of the sophistication of the technology, online learners do not wish to do without their human supporters.  

We now know enough to offer a set of principles within which particular contexts can be accommodated.  There are models that are transferable from university to university, discipline to discipline.  Dr Salmon’s presentation explores them in this presentation and offers viable principles and ways forward.

Times of Change

Times are been a-changing across of levels of education throughout the world. Drivers in education are many and complex. Borders and boundaries between physical locations, disciplines and levels are reducing and sometimes disappearing.  The use of Information and Communication Technologies to support easy access to learning or flexibility of all kinds is often a central tenet of educational missions. Some countries, like Australia, forged ahead using leaders and champions to show direction. In others, such as the UK, Government initiatives have promoted new institutional forms or technological systems approach. Naturally, the allure of the technology has received the lion’s share of attention. Although the ideas of increasing access, participation, skills and competencies for new forms of societies of the 21st Century are at the heart of many intentions, the investment in the role of human intervention and support to harness the technology into the service of teaching and learning has been meagre by comparison. 

One notable development in the last few years is the increasing exploration around the nature of teaching and learning itself which has been fed, stimulated and challenged by the increasing use of computing into most educational arenas. Many educationalists are excited that networked technologies provide a new kind of window on the world of information but feel uncomfortable that they also may serve to reduce the social and collaborative aspects of learning. The debate about how to fully engage students online continues and about what kinds of technologies, provided by whom, create the right kind of environments for what! My book E-tivities attempts to address some of these.

Three key themes have emerged recently.  First there is less reason to convince the world that we need support for online teachers, trainers and facilitators, (i.e. from a happy and successful band of e-moderators) to make e-learning work well. Thinking has moved on a little from believing technology may do away with teachers and towards how they can be trained and supported to work online.  Second, researchers have stopped counting online messages, making spurious comparisons between online and face to face and started instead to explore when and what we need to make online really worthwhile.  Third, and as yet largely unresolved, are ways of scaling up the e-moderating task force beyond the early adopters, without consuming huge amounts of diminishing resources. 

My personal research and scholarship into the nature of the use of learning technologies now spans some 15 years, starting in the early days of what was called ‘Computer Mediated Conferencing’. It derives from traditions of change management in education rather than a technology focus.  During my talk I plan to share some key principles that I believe can reduce the anxiety and hasten the adoption of successful and production technologies for teaching and learning.

 Scaffolding
http://www.e-tivities.com/5stage.asp and Salmon 2004.
The more successful and scaled networked learning courses use scaffolding approaches, i.e. gradually building on success and achievement. Scaffolding is also a way of gradually moving from what we might call directed instruction to a constructivist approach, from short term needs to longer term and from immediate to more holistic learning (McNaught 2003, Roblyer and Edwards 2000, Salmon 2002). See Cummings and Bonk for another detailed example (2002).

Technology itself does not lead to independent learning but there is much that e-moderators can do to promote and build increasingly productive use of the system. There are powerful reasons to scaffold online learning, not only for gradual knowledge construction but also to promote individual cognitive skills and reflection. Cueva et al’s study shows us the importance for learning of supporting meta-cognitive processes (Cuevas, Fiore et al. 2002). Meta cognition promotes integration and application of learning experiences.  

E-moderating
The most successful online teachers (e-moderators) have some particular qualities. These characteristics can be found in traditional lecturers but are often surfaced and developed by those teachers and trainers more familiar with the online environment. For example, e-moderators need to be able to support text based communication, know how to ‘weave’ and classify and be able to handle relationships without physical meetings (Bygholm 2002). 

The ideas of Emotional Intelligence are controversial but acknowledge that a great deal more is going on than cognitive capabilities in learning processes. Emotional intelligence includes aspects such as motivation and intuitiveness (which act as goal drivers) together with resilience and conscientiousness (which curb excesses in the drivers).   Especially important for e-moderating are self-awareness, interpersonal sensitivity and the ability to influence. There is evidence that people who display higher levels of emotional competence have greater success in relations with others (on and offline) and superior performance. In particular emotional intelligence is related to leadership competencies… so we always look for some evidence of Emotional Intelligence when we recruit e-moderators! (Dulewicz and Higgs 2002)
E-moderators do not need to be subject experts as such but instead have the ability to “recognize communication styles and learning patterns from other cultures” (Simons 2002) p. 126. Peter Knight’s summary of the move towards online facilitation is instructive:

It is ironic that what some take to be dehumanising technology may actually need teachers to be more empathetic and considerate

(Knight 2002) p. 122

Engaging Learners

The underlying assumption to the model is that learning involves very much more than undertaking activity on a computer (Salmon 2003). Indeed that online ‘Learning…includes an intricate and complex interaction between neural, cognitive, motivational, affective and social processes, “ (Azevedo 2002) p. 31. Also that learning is a transformation where the energy and impetus takes place, not smoothly, but in leaps and bounds. Learners move from the known to the unknown (Dirckinck-Holmfeld 2002). A further assumption is that participants learn about the use of computer networking along with learning about the topic and with and through other people. Much literature until now has distinguished between learning about ICT and learning with or through ICT (Cloke and Sharif 2001), whereas in practice, success comes from integration.

Recently, writers have aligned the notion of alienation with the potential to distance the learners from the topic itself and the process of study (Mann 2001). E-moderators should create opportunities for socialization not only into the online group, familiarity and comfort with the environment, the ability of participants to be accepted and successful online but also to understand how online contributes to learning for their topic, this course, this discipline.

If you hope or plan that a community of practice will develop, even a short term one, then give the e-moderators need to be give very explicit attention to enabling and promoting all aspects of online socialization. To engage the participants’ active involvement in negotiating meaning from the experience of working online and to promote knowledge sharing and support, imaginative and creative images need to be deployed. Energies need to be harnessed towards the shared enterprise and purposefulness of the learning community. In a sense, you create a special little cultural experience belonging to this group at this time and through discussion and negotiation (Bruner 1986) – this is called a virtual ‘third culture’ (Goodfellow, Lea et al. 2001). Although these components can gradually develop throughout the 5 stages of online provision, success comes with a strong foundation at stage 2.  

Internet Time
Asynchronous Internet time is quite different from the cycles and seasons that we are used to in our every day life. Time and place normally provide an

 …embedding and situating space for human activity. Human orientation, human interaction and human cognition are all processes deeply and extricably tied in with the time and context in which they take place…An understanding comfortable enough to enhance a person’s inclination to act and interact’

(Sorensen 2002) p. 193

Working online involves shifting time about and changing patterns of how you work with colleagues and participants. Ways of e-moderating need rethinking, almost a reinvention, to accommodate issues of remote asynchronous Internet time. 

There is no denying how useful clock time can be, but it is clear that it is entangled in our every day lives…with the time of consciousness and memory

(Lippincott, Eco et al. 2000) p. 11-12
Research on our online courses, during 2000 to 2003, revealed that the participants’ experience of online time is one of the most important factors in determining their rate of participation and completion of Internet based courses 
Reaching for the Stars!

We are now at something of a crossroads, some would say a watershed. Many colleges, universities and training organisations are ‘moving online’ with the associated issues of student satisfaction and quality and much professional uncertainty about the value of ‘online’. . Many of us are now competing as well as co-operating with each other for the first time. The role of the online teacher or trainer is often referred to as part of the ‘human factors’ of e-learning and is known to be a major influence on success (Coldway 2002). I find this a confusing perspective since I cannot see how teaching or technology can exist without humans! I think the reach is up to each of us as individuals, as professionals, to strive for scholarship and quality in our teaching, as much as in our research
What we do know is that concepts of time, motivation and the quality of support and training are the key factors in e-learning success. We need to scale up our online teaching whether in a blended, online only or technology enhanced mode. We cannot succeed in scaling up without enabling the role and training of the e-moderator. E-moderators need new attitudes, knowledge and skills and ways of operating successfully and happily in the online environment. Those of us who have trod the path a little earlier than others should continue to share the problems and the opportunities along the way. 
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