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Abstract 

This paper reports the findings of a qualitative investigation into the experiences of e-learners. The research was conducted within the framework of a pilot evaluation strategy which was implemented with a cohort of participants on the mixed-mode Master of Teaching (MTeach) programme at the Institute of Education, University of London. The focus is on the subjective, perceptual and experiential aspects of the learners’ experiences, and how they can be gauged as part of an evaluation strategy which is built into course design. The paper reports how, in order to investigate within the domains of psychological and social orientations to e-learning situations, an innovative methodology was devised based on the collection and construction of learner narratives. Narrative research methods have the flexibility that is necessary to capture and record the complexities of human experiential phenomena, and the principle of narration here informs both the research methods and the presentation of outcomes in the form of sample cases. Through a continuous process of meta-level engagement with the research by all participants, the study analyses learner responses to the processes in which they are engaged, and makes recommendations for meta-learning opportunities to be embedded within e-learning course design.  

Introduction

There is wide acknowledgement that there is a need for far greater understanding of the pedagogical potentials of new technologies to enhance and deepen the learning experience, and that future programme developments in higher education (HE) should be led by enquiry into the learning process, rather than by a sole emphasis on the rapidly expanding availability of technological resources (JISC, 2005; Seale, 2003). The emergent priority for pedagogical development in e-learning, fore-grounded by the HEFCE Strategy for e-learning (2005), is the urgent need to develop appropriate research tools for better understanding and evaluating the learner experience, and thereby innovate learning design at all levels, in order to bring about a greater coherence between the technological and pedagogical affordances of e-learning environments. One key aspect of the shift that is needed is in new approaches to evaluation, based on understanding learner experiences as complex and dynamic processes, rather than a reliance on more limited ‘satisfaction’ models. To do this within the framework of a taught course leading to a university award poses challenges which cannot be underestimated in terms of the changes which are needed in conceptualising ‘meaningful evaluation’ and the relationship between teaching, evaluation and research.

This paper reports on a nine-month project into the experiences of e-learners, funded by the Centre for Distance Education, University of London and conducted and supported by the Centre for Excellence in Work-Based Learning for Education Professionals, Institute of Education, University of London. The research comprised a qualitative investigation into e-learners’ experiences, within the framework of a pilot evaluation strategy which was implemented with a cohort of new participants studying on the mixed-mode MTeach programme at the Institute of Education. The research aimed to:

· investigate the subjective, perceptual and experiential aspects of e-learner experiences on the programme;

· monitor the impact of a pilot evaluation strategy for gathering information about participants’ experiences of e-learning; 

· construct a set of sample cases which can be used side by side in a ‘dialogic relationship’ (Doecke, 2004) with statements which articulate e-learners’ diverse needs and experiences;

· analyse the implications from the sample cases for e-learning course development and task-design for work-based professional learning.

The paper reports how, in order to investigate the perceptual aspects of the learners’ experiences over time, an innovative research methodology was devised based on the collection and construction of learner narratives. It outlines the methods adopted and presents brief sample cases based on narrative data collected from the learners. These sample cases indicate the variety of ways in which the learners exhibited core characteristics of transition processes identified by the study, which affect both novices and experienced e-learners on beginning study in a new e-learning environment. 

Why narrative methods?

The contribution of learner-narratives to qualitative research into e-learning is as yet under-developed but there is a growing body of empirical and theoretical work pointing to the value of narrative research arguing that narrative methods have the flexibility that is necessary to capture and record the complexities of human experiential phenomena (Elliott, 2005; Czarniaswska, 2004; Greenhalgh, Russell and Swinglehurst, 2005; Greenhalgh and Hurwitz, 1999). Although this is an expanding area in the research-led professional development of medical practitioners, there is as yet limited adoption of such approaches in research aimed at improving e-learning pedagogical practice. Such developments have been influenced heavily by Bruner’s work (1985) on ‘the meaning of experience’ and his arguments for ‘believability’ that is based on experience. He argues that narrative is a ‘mode of thought’ – that is, a way of knowing, of understanding, that is based on our ordering of experience or ‘filtering’ of the world as we encounter it.  It seeks explanations of the world, or ways of understanding, which are rooted in the contexts in which events occur.  Such contexts are particular to time and place, and thus offer ways of knowing that are different from attempts to establish constant logico-scientific and empirical ‘truth’. Bruner is interested rather in ‘verisimilitude’ or ‘truth-likeness’ in the narratives which individuals construct to organise their experiences in order to make sense of them.  Qualitative research which is based on narratives accepts the principle that their significance is rooted in their ‘believability’ rather than the absolute authenticity of events. Factual accuracy in the account given is less important than the understandings which are derived from engaging with the process of narrating and its interpretation. There may be internal inconsistencies and contradictions within the narratives which contribute to the understanding of experience as complex and understood by the process of interpretation:

In logic and in science you attempt to mean what you say. In narrative, to be successful, you mean more than you say and treat a text or utterance as open to interpretation rather than literally fixed with, so to speak, the “truth in the text.  (Bruner 1985:109).  

This is largely what is meant by ‘implicature’ – the power of what is said lies in its expansive meaning.  It is the expansive meanings of the learner narratives which are examined in this paper, and which are derived by rigorous reading and cross-referencing of the emergent themes which develop over the course of the data collection. Such ways of researching and understanding e-learning offer an essential alternative to positivist paradigms which have dominated much early research into CMC and focused on readily categoriseable and quantitative patterns of learner participation, but offer little in-depth analysis of the complex phenomenon of learning in a social-interactive context (Pachler, 2004). There has been relatively slow progress since Snyder (1998) called for the ‘critical borrowing’ of alternative research paradigms from other fields, insisting that this is more than being ‘multidisciplinary’ in e-learning research, but rather that more methods development is needed in this ‘chameleon field’ (p. xxv) if its true learning potentials are to be harnessed. 

The context

The MTeach is a mixed-mode course for teachers and is practice-focused and aimed at developing critically-informed professional learning in order to lead to accredited Continuing Professional Development (CPD) at masters level. E-learning programmes which offer post-graduate professional awards form a key growth area in HE. The project investigated participants whose experiences take place within highly pressurised work contexts, who seek accreditation of work-based learning through such programmes (Bates, 2005). The adjustment to being a 'novice' student whilst frequently occupying senior career roles (Steirer, 2000) is a factor which negatively affects some participants on professional programmes, an issue which can be compounded by a lack of familiarity with new technologies and e-learning pedagogies. The development of appropriate tools to understand their experiences in order to develop adaptive pedagogies and maximise effective participation is central to the quality of university provision for these cohorts of students in particular, and all distance e-learners in general.  

The MTeach is based on a socio-constructivist pedagogy, by which participants are encouraged to collaborate in critical reflective online discussion about their practice as a prime source of learning. The study is based on a tutor group of twelve experienced teachers who took part in a pilot framework for evaluation during their first module on the course, which incorporated a variety of narrative methods of collecting information about their learner experiences. The data thus generated was systematically analysed to meet the research objectives.  The tutor group includes a range from Adult Education, primary, secondary, special and independent schools and includes teachers aged 24 – 50+. The module they are studying during the research is ‘Leading Learning’ (LL) which aims to develop ideas about the nature of professional knowledge and develop understanding of how teachers and their students learn. Three asynchronous online discussions on set topics are compulsory, taking the form of student responses to an initial briefing paper followed by comments on postings by peers. They each take place within a five-week framework, and there are three face to face meetings over one and a half terms of the module, thus offering opportunities for both face to face and online data collection. In order to collect preliminary narrative interview data from a representative range of MTeach students, an initial cohort consisting of a stratified sample of experienced e-learners who were at the transfer point from Year 1 of the programme (n = 9)  was interviewed to provide baseline data about e-learning experiences with the benefit of retrospective reflection on their first year. The main sample for longitudinal data collection and intensive analysis then consisted of the MTeach tutor group of twelve beginning students (though not necessarily e-learning novices) who were researched throughout their first online module. From the range of data collected from these participants, five sample e-learner cases were selected for a further narrative interview. The sample cases represent the learning experiences of a range of the participants, bearing in mind the homogenising factor of all of them being teachers undertaking postgraduate professional study.
The problems with student ‘satisfaction’ indicators

Hitherto, a ‘student satisfaction’ model has dominated approaches to evaluation conducted by HE practitioners, especially those studying at a distance where close engagement with qualitative analyses of experience is more difficult to achieve. Reliance on survey means of evaluating learners’ experiences by gauging ‘satisfaction’ against learning objectives continues to steer development through the facilities of electronic survey tools (for example Rovai, 2003 and McGorry, 2003). Evaluation studies using such tools are based on an analysis of student completion/pass rates, participation rates and rating of technical and pedagogical support, and offer limited insights for e-learning design that is based on the learner experience. McGorry’s method of using a lickert scale to gauge student learning experiences is a reductive and positivist approach to catgeoring experience in terms of Quality Assurance (QA) discourses. Using a numerical mean derived from lickert scales to indicate what is happening in the online forum is only a very reduced interpretation of the experience of learning.  Rovai categorises evaluation 'types' and suggests that we can focus on 'input' 'process' 'output' and 'impact' to help structure an analysis of the student experience. 'Process' is the tricky part of this, which is the only type to do with the actual learning that is happening and how it is happening, but the paper offers little to work with in a practical or theoretical way. Both models are rooted in managerial/QA concerns in terms of what we might recognise as 'value for money', rather than theory-building which can enhance online learning. Similarly, evaluation which has been traditionally rooted in ‘exit’ model approaches, by which information about students’ experiences is collected after engaging in a module or course, cannot directly impact on those learners themselves and mostly serves institutional QA and accountability objectives (Ramsden, 2003). By contrast, the premise of the project was that student learning is enhanced by evaluation which is ‘embedded’ or concurrent with teaching, in which a reciprocal relationship is established between tutor and learner around how the learning is going. This foregrounds the need for meta-level engagement of students with their learning, and for tools by which they explicity explore and understand the processes of being an e-learner. We acknowledge there are potential shortcomings in the proposed approaches such as the possible lack of focus on the content of the course or cost in terms of staff time and curriculum coverage. This is where a fully embedded approach to evaluation calls for a rethink of the role of HE educators and the nature of professional knowledge-building processes. The relationship between teaching, evaluation and research is in need of fundamental review if the “primacy of improving the student learning experience” (Higher Education Academy Strategic Plan 2005 – 2015) is to be realised. Although narrative investigative methods are widely under-used in this field there is a growing interest in their potential to elicit the subjective experiences of diverse learners and use these to contribute to an ongoing process of pedagogical review which is informed by the learner voice (Daly and Pachler, 2006, Pachler and Daly, 2006). 
Methodology 

Greenhalgh, Russell and Swinglehurst (2005) argue that “narrative-based quality improvement research (focussed, systematic enquiry that uses narrative methods to generate new knowledge)…is currently rare” (p. x) as opposed to the increasing use of quality improvement reports which adopt a ‘storying’ approach to relate end explain attempts to bring about change. They identify four types of narrative data collection methods which may be argued to constitute such systematic enquiry (narrative interview; naturalistic story gathering; organisational case study; and collective sensemaking) which derive from traditional contexts of data collection – i.e. face to face situations, where the researchers have access to both elicited and naturally occurring narratives of experience from participants. Of these, the narrative interview was a key method adopted by the project. Within the mixed-mode context of the course, however, the project also sought to develop narrative data collection which harnesses the potential of the online environment where it is difficult to meet participants and to immerse in a full range of the social interactions afforded by ethnographic approaches. In addition to the narrative interview, therefore, the project developed two further methods to elicit narrative data collection, both of which make use of text-based computer-mediated communication (CMC) – online ‘think aloud’ and online asynchronous response to key topics. The online data collection and group narratives were fully embedded within the module structure and timed to capture learner responses at regular stages of experience and the course VLE was used to conduct the online data collection. The narrative interviews took place within a looser timeframe by appointment at the Institute and in participants’ schools, and are concurrent with their learning experiences but not embedded within the development of learning activities (see Table 1). 

Narrative interviews were used where we had the opportunity to meet with participants, since face to face contact is necessary to create the conditions for ‘postmodern’ interviewing  (Gubrium, 2003) by which a sustainable flow is facilitated by the interviewer, who makes minimal intervention in respondents’ accounts of their experiences of e-learning. Much value was attached to giving the participants the opportunity to give their account of their initial experiences, rather than discussing ‘e-learning’ in isolation along lines that were set by us, and in social contexts in which they might feel inhibited to speak openly. Opportunities for respondent emplotment (see below) and chronology were thus extended, devices recognised by Greenhalgh et al. as key to eliciting personal stories of experience: “The key structuring devices are chronology (linking events in time), and emplotment (use of metaphors, imagery and rhetorical devices to imply causality and agency).  In Ricoeur’s words (quoted in Muller) ‘the plot construes significant wholes out of scattered events’”(2005).  
Two methodological strategies were drawn from this. First,  individual interviews with the main sample were conducted by a researcher who was not involved in the course and had never been an ‘e-learner’, who could adopt a genuinely naïve position in relation to the entire experience so as to maximise the need of the respondents to craft their experiences into meaningful narratives which aimed to elucidate their perspectives on participating as an e-learner. Second, the interviews were very loosely structured (Denscombe, 1983) in that some generic, open questions were raised, intended to get the conversation going. Following McCracken (1988), the questions were to move the participants to talk about their experiences “without overspecifying the substance or the perspective of the talk” (p. 34). Such questions included: can you tell me a bit more about the Master of Teaching? What does it take to participate in the course? How should I picture your work on a course in a normal week? How do you feel about the course so far? 

Group narratives were elicited through discussions which were held with the participants when they attended the second face to face meeting, one month into the course. Three groups of four had thirty minute discussions which were conducted by the participants themselves without interviewer intervention. They were asked to discuss questions arising from the online commentaries the group had previously contributed in response to the topic ‘a sense of community’ (see below). Five written questions were presented for discussion to be led by the groups themselves with no mediation from the researchers. Each question was based on a quote made by one of the participants in their online commentaries. These were selected because they encapsulated the key issues which emerged from that data and warranted further investigation, for example: 

“I do find it difficult to strike a balance between the formality of academic language and the informality of submitting work online. The idea of adding footnotes at the bottom of our 'Task 1' submissions for example, seems bizarre - although I can see the value of doing it. This makes me feel like I'm in a sort of online limbo when it comes to submitting work.”

Q1. Is this feeling of ‘a sort of online limbo’ shared by shared by others? 
The discussions were audio recorded and filmed, and transcribed to provide a second stage of data and analysis of the emergent themes. Group narratives had particular impacts on participant interpretation of their experiences, and provided evidence for Greenhalgh’s claim that  “intra-group discussion about what a particular story means fuels the learning cycle”  (2006, p. 40). In this instance, the learning cycle becomes symbiotic with the evaluation process as the tutor in investigator role is called upon to analyse learners’ accounts and construct the necessary further stages of narrating in order to clarify/resolve the issues which are raised among the participants themselves. The process is essentially one of active engagement in the evaluation of experiences, and is driven by the learners’ priorities and requires the sharing of sustained reflective narration. 
Online commentary – has much in common with the narrative interview in terms of ‘emplotment’ and rhetorical cohesion related to participant response to a key question or issue, but minimises the interviewer-respondent dynamic. We investigated the learner-perceptions of engagement in socio-constructivist e-pedagogy (Laurillard et al., 2000; Suthers, 2005), through topics for commentary which were set by the tutor as ‘Issues’ over the course of the module. A topic was posted online towards the end of each task, and participants were invited to respond on a voluntary basis. The topics were not tied to the tasks thematically, but were to investigate how the participants experienced learning in relation to both personal knowledge constructs and shared processes of knowledge-making through the social context of the text-based discussions. The topics were chosen to explore Luckin et al.’s (2001) argument that e-learning can be fragmentary, and may not mirror the coherence intended or presumed within course design. By this we were able to explore whether the idea of ‘designed-in narrative’ which achieves coherence at a macro-level for participants, is illusionary, i.e. a practitioner intention but not a learner experience. The topics did not address coherence explicitly, but explored key factors which impact on how the learners experience text-based asynchronous online discussion, by asking:

1. how they perceive the social relations or a ‘sense of community’ in their online environment;

2. how they experience writing to each other online;  

3. to describe by ‘thinking aloud’ their responses to an image of e-learning which acts as a ‘mediating object’ (Eraut, 2000) for eliciting indirect or tacit ideas about e-learning, and subsequently to reflect on these in the light of their experiences.

To further verify the analysis of the first topic, and explore the dominant themes which emerged, participants’ responses formed prompts for the focus group discussions on the subsequent face to face day (see above). The second issue follows up a theme which emerges strongly from their comments on Issue 1, both online and in the focus groups, regarding the experience of writing online as core to learning and community-building in text-based e-learning. The third topic commentary was in the form of ‘think aloud’ data collection.

Think aloud attempts to capture a respondent’s stream of consciousness in a less mediated narrative of experience, with minimum opportunity for rhetorical crafting of the account given. An informant thinks out loud to a researcher about something she is doing – here looking at an image of e-learning – and working out what it means. The data collected can be used to describe what happens in an unseen process or to know more about the features of an experience.

A picture used as a stimulus for think aloud was first shown during a face to face teaching session, and then posted on the course website. It was a cartoon representation of people learning with technologies and it was made explicit that it was not a representation of the course (see Fig. 1).
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Figure 1. Image of e-learners used for think aloud data collection

During the session, participants were asked to write down their initial reactions to the picture in a stream of single words or phrases. These reactions were then discussed with a partner for two minutes and then reported to the group, and they were asked to keep the written comments from each stage for subsequent data collection. The picture was used to trigger participants’ ideas and feelings about learning with technology that seemed relevant at that time, without asking them specifically about the course itself, in order to prompt broader and latent ideas about their experiences. It is used in an adaptation of Eraut’s concept of using a ‘mediating object’ (2000) to elicit and to make explicit the experiences of participants and what is known tacitly. The image itself is not the subject of ‘correct’ interpretation. The participants then posted online their written comments from the face to face session, and finally, they were asked via the online forum to consider how far the image represented their experiences as e-learners and how it could be altered to be more representative. The online record of the thinking provided the opportunity for participants to reflect further on their responses. The think aloud task also invited the possibility of metaphor-building as a way of  ‘storying’ the image, to allow free connections between phenomena to be made and further enable the individual to articulate aspects of their experiences.
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	Timetable
	Course activities
	Evaluation activities
	Narrative data collection



	Sept
	
	Pre-course questionnaire eliciting baseline demographic and attitudinal data


	

	Module 1 starts

	Oct
	Face to face induction evening

Online discussion task 1
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	         Online commentaries



	Nov
	Face to face day 

Online discussion task 2
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(30 mins)

        

	Dec
	Face to face day

Online discussion task 3
	Online Issue 3 – response to image of 

e-learning
	           Online think 

           aloud


	

	Jan – Mar


	Coursework completed (written submission)
	
	Long narrative interviews with 

sample of  participants (45 mins +)

	Module 1 ends


Table 1: E-learners’ experiences: framework for evaluation using narrative data collection 

Analytical approach

In an inductive approach to the data, rigorous reading was conducted of the transcripts of narrative interviews, online commentaries, think aloud reporting and group discussions. Content themes were identified which reflect the key features of the learner experiences for each dataset and key features and quotations were extracted and organised thematically. These themes were then refined through the following stages of data analysis: 

a) key narrative data from the cohort 1 transcripts was identified, extracted and tabulated according to learner-theme patterns. Qualitative textual analysis produced a descriptive account of the e-learners’ experiences by theme;

b) the transcripts from cohort 2 interviews were analysed in three stages: a close descriptive analysis was made of individual transcripts; a thematic analysis then identified broad cohort categories based on the descriptive analysis and lastly, a classifying analysis segmented the interview transcripts into thematic extracts and allocated this data to refined categories. This providing a final ‘shuffling’ of the data to provide a synoptic view of key themes; 

c) themes from the first online discussion were discussed by the participants in focus group discussions. Revised themes were established based on textual analysis of the face to face focus discussion transcripts; 

d) the second online discussion, think aloud reports and focus group transcripts were analysed by close textual analysis to identify themes. 

By cross-referencing the themes which emerged from the range of data, four content categories of experience were identified which appear in the narratives. These categories persist throughout the data and relate to core transitions in the learner experience. 

	1. The experience of moving between work/life/learning contexts

This category related to the preconceptions and reflections on the affordances and constraints of e-learning in the context of work/life demands. It included comments made regarding the degrees of coherence and complementarity between the e-learning experience and the rest of the participants’ lives. This category included how technology-related features are perceived and how the medium itself affects the learners’ capacities to participate. It also included the ways in which the experience of e-learning has an effect on other aspects of their lives, and what impact it had on their work-based practices. 

	2. The experience of communicating online (genre, mode and medium-switch)

This category related to the preconceptions and reflections on the affordances and constraints of communicating with each other in a text-based online environment. It included participants’ perceptions of the writing demands of the e-forum and personal perspectives on these demands in the light of their histories as learners and their previous use of academic literacies. It also included accounts of reading online peer contributions as part of the learning process.

	3. The experience of collaborative learning

This category related to the preconceptions and reflections on the affordances and constraints of collaborative learning in the online context. It included comments which revealed the participants’ responses to learning with others, both from the individual’s perspective and in terms of how they perceived the effects of collaborative learning on others. The range of views on collaboration, what it is and what it entails is included.

	4. The experience of socio-dynamics

This category related to the accounts given by learners of the relationships within the group, and how they are affected by the e-learning context. It included references to how relationships relate to the participants’ learning and social needs as e-learners and how they experienced ‘knowing’ their fellow learners.


Table 2: Categories of experience

Sample cases

To further investigate the experiences of a range of e-learners within the group, five participants were selected for a further narrative interview, and detailed sample cases of their experiences drawn up. The sample cases represent the experiences of a range of participants, including those with very differing prior exposure to e-learning, differences in gender, and previous learning histories and academic profiles. Space constraints here mean that we have produced brief extracts of two of the cases, which serve to illustrate their distinctive features and exhibit core themes of e-learning experiences identified by the study. 

Katy

“I love online stuff because I’m totally used to it…”

Biographical note: Though one of the youngest course participants, Katy in many ways offers the voice of experience to the project. She is twenty-four and in her second year of teaching science at a secondary school in East London. She qualified to teach through the Teach First government scheme to recruit highly qualified graduates to the profession and is one of only two people in the group with prior experience of e-learning.

Sample narrative data:



Katy






Katy’s profile: Katy’s prior learning experiences and her commitment to rigorously logico-scientific forms of knowledge are a main source of reflection and conflict within her e-learning experiences. She states in her first interview “I love online stuff because I’m totally used to it”. The technological issues which are a source of initial anxiety for many of the novices are not relevant to her and she relates how she revels in using the wider affordances of e-learning, “having Google and Wikipedia at my fingertips". At the same time however, she experiences other forms of newness which unsettle her as the module progresses. As an experienced e-learner she is able to comprehend early on the ‘newness’ of the experience is attributable largely to social relations which are made online rather than technological issues, “There’s this entirely new social situation”.

Katy, by admission, is differently positioned from the others in terms of social relations online. “In writing to a screen, writers may at times lose the sense of an audience and, with that, the constraints and inhibitions that the imagined audience provides” (Snyder, 1998, p. 8) and a product of this can be for more cautious individuals or those who are normally barred from conversing to engage more readily and find it a liberating experience. Referring to herself as “fairly quiet” in face to face situations, Katy claims that online communication empowers her by affording her more licence to participate and to adopt an assertive persona, becoming a different type of person, being argumentative and arguing strongly for her positions in ways she would never do in a seminar room. In a further interview she admits “I tend to be horribly argumentative if I email…in person I tend to be very non-confrontational”.  Because she values e-learning as a means of adopting counter-positions, she becomes dissatisfied with the ‘courtesy’ which some other participants have said they value in online exchange. She regrets that she has inadvertently offended another participant by arguing so strongly, and now consciously tries to reign in any trace of what she calls “nastiness”, but she feels that this makes learning less effective for her.

A further internal struggle has been coming to terms with the socio-constructivist approaches to learning which underpin the online discussions, “if we’re going to talk about learning, then I want to hear what everybody in the world who is important has ever said about learning, and then maybe I’ll have my own opinion”. Her scepticism means that she finds it “quite uncomfortable” to be asked to rely on the group discussions as a key source of knowledge-building and wants to be given “the right answer”. Reconciling this scepticism with the course e-learning pedagogy she refers to as “an ongoing journey”. She accepts that she holds multiple and oppositional opinions about the experience, saying at one point “What’s great about the online discussions is that I’m getting what they think about something that someone else has thought”, it is “not just discussion, it’s a deeper thing”.

She expects to feel extremely comfortable socially in this mode because of her technological confidence and the perceived continuum between e-learning and her lifestyle. In fact the social relations pose unexpected difficulties for her and she finds herself in a tense online relationship with another participant. She wants the “quickfire part of social exchange” and feels that what people write is often “rehearsed thoughts”. This is however, exactly what some people have said is advantageous for them – to stop and think at length. Partly this is to do with the amount of confidence different people have in posting in their immediate ideas, but also perhaps with differences in how people like to learn. Paradoxically, for Katy a benefit of asynchronous exchange is the slowing down of thinking in order to engage more deeply in thinking, “this gives me an opportunity to slow down”, “I can think rather than just…babbling out something…I can edit” and affords her control over her own learning process.

Rose
“I felt a bit on the fringes”

Biographical note: Rosalind is very experienced in teaching in a range of Adult and Higher Education contexts, and currently teaches Egyptology and gerontology part-time in a variety of institutions. In her fifties, she is older that most MTeach participants, and her motivation for doing an online degree is quite different from most, as she already has a masters qualification.  She feels a strong desire to become acquainted with online learning as useful professional development but finds the range of new experiences are not those she most expected.

Sample narrative data:



 Rose






Rose’s profile: Though an experienced teacher in her fifties, Rose felt “a bit on the fringes”, in two respects. First, in that she was older than most of the other students. She was worried that that would place her at a disadvantage in becoming familiar with the technology used in the course - familiarizing herself with learning using modern technology was in fact one of the reasons why she took the course. But her initial nervousness was soon resolved when it turned out that “the technology wasn’t actually a problem, so, it just fell into place straight away”. She concluded later that “age was not an issue” after all, although in a subsequent interview she wonders whether “it is age actually” which accounts for her impatience with non-conventional grammar and spelling in email exchange. Second, Rose felt on the fringes in that she works in adult education, where she teaches gerontology and Egyptology, while the majority of the participants teach in primary and secondary education. This impacted on her experience as a ‘collaborative learner’. She acknowledges aspects of the pedagogic design of the course, including the potential for learning from the different experiences people bring to the discussions, but she also assumes a minimum level of ‘sharedness’ is required to benefit from exchanges. The ‘sharedness’ can evolve, as manifest in the terminology used which she observes to be increasingly inclusive (the participants gradually replaced notions like ‘school’ with more inclusive labels such as ‘environment’ or ‘setting’). Her response to the think aloud image was that it “needs more people”, in common with most of her peers. 

The mode of communication in the online discussions impacted far more on Rose’s learning experiences than mastering the technology. While committed to a rigorously academic writing style, she has come to believe that a real discussion will only get going if people are more controversial and say what they really mean. This brings with it further dilemmas however, beyond the effects of choosing to write with differing degrees of formality. While she wants people to write using standard English conventions, she becomes increasingly convinced that forthright opinion should be expressed. In retelling why she was actually rather nice and “carefully worded” her response to an online participant whose comment had made her “rather cross”, she mentions three considerations that seem to have withheld her from persuing the confrontation that she seeks, the second and the third of which relate to the affordances and constraints of communicating through written emails. First, it involved a new person in the tutor group, who was not yet introduced to their peers online. Second, “because you’re not seeing people you are very careful.” In a face-to-face situation she would probably have handled the issue more directly, she predicts. Third, her strong feelings strongly about the importance of correct standard forms of written English affect a concern to get it “absolutely accurate” before being read by her peers.

By the second online commentary, the sense of transition to the new mode of learning is explicit. Rose has come to believe that learning with technology is “obviously essential” because she can no longer avoid it in her work/study patterns. She was interested from the start “To see how I coped as an older learner”. As it turned out, the technology itself was not a barrier to her learning. The process of participation in the new communicative mode took Rose longer to adjust to, and possibly impeded her gains from the forum by holding back, “I still feel that I need time to reflect and should not rush in online and make a fool of myself”.  She is still working out an appropriate dynamic for her participation.  

What can be learnt from these narratives?

It is in the situatedness of events that they have significance, and how they relate to the personal histories and lifestyles of the learners. From this we do not gain objective ‘truths’ about e-learning in terms of the cause-and-effect of pedagogical practices on the learner. The particularities of social contexts and meanings which participants attribute to events reveal the huge diversity of experiences of common happenings (e.g. a written message using lower case ‘i’ for the first person pronoun will not ‘freak out’ many of the participants). The narratives reveal the pervasiveness of the experience of ‘newness’ in the process of e-learning for this group. The persistent and recurrent experiences are of being in transition between states and processes which have varying degrees of familiarity, both social and intellectual. The transitions are partly to do with adjusting to new ways of establishing social relations in a virtual context, and partly to do with learning different skills and how comfortable they feel with them, based largely on how far the experience forms a continuum of earning experience from other modes. They share an overall sense of optimism that they will be able to learn how to learn online, in both technical terms and, more importantly in terms of lifelong learning, in developing ways of engaging with ideas and people in a virtual context. The ‘newness’ of the mode of learning is explicit for most of them “it’s a big learning curve for me”, “communicating in this way is certainly different”, “it certainly takes some getting used to”. This is within a mostly optimistic outlook on the experience from e-learning novices, “It’s been really interesting”, “I am beginning to feel more confident in this online learning process”, “I’m sure I’ll get used to it”. There is a shared investment in the belief that they will learn to learn like this.

Substantial individual differences mean that there is a large potential for participants to have contrasting experiences, which are different from each other and from that which is designed for through the discussion templates and guidelines. The range of learner narratives support the findings of Vogel and Oliver (2006) which highlight the difficulties of representing e-learning environments to learners in ways that can influence consistent expectations of what will be experienced. The two participants below express entirely contrasting experiences of the same shared online discussion. The different meaning of events lies in how they relate to the whole constellation of autobiographical factors which constitute individual personas:


It feels more of a challenge than a face to face [discussion], doesn’t it?  Because you’re under that scrutiny and the fact that it’s written, and the fact that you have got the time. You can actually go away and think for hours about what you’re going to write.


I actually find it’s far less time and feel far less exposed online because…you’re not competing with anyone else and having to wait for a break in the conversation. I can post, and if someone else has posted at the same time it doesn’t matter…I can sit at my computer and go to Google, and go to Wikipedia, and I can find out all the stuff that I feel I ought to know.  Um, whereas in a conversation if you don’t know the facts you’re kind of stuck. And so I find it way easier to do it online. (Focus group)

Meaning in narrative data

Clandinin and Connelly’s work (2000) on interpreting narratives highlights the notion of ‘maintaining wakefulness’ in noting and interrogating the significance of stories.  The specific context - the historical circumstances in which experience occurs – is vital to understanding the full significance of the events which are told. They call this noting the ‘temporality’ of the experience. Five key factors play parts at different times in the act of interpreting narratives, each of which is a feature of those we collected:

1. Temporality – how meaning is affected by the passing of time and acknowledges an implied future;

2. People – the narration of the person is viewed in terms of the process itself, which brings about personal change;

3. Action – it is important to be able to interpret actions in terms of what they signify or represent beyond the immediate;

4. Certainty – “In narrative thinking, interpretations of events can always be otherwise…there is a kind of uncertainty about an event’s meaning”;

5. Context – this is the ‘ever present’ – context is necessary for making sense of any person, event or thing.
The interpretations are thus open to contestation, and require the researchers to engage in rigorous and searching cross-referencing during coding. The interpretation of these narratives requires ongoing dialogue between the researchers, and an agreement on principles of meaningful interpretation, or what constitutes a ‘good story’ in terms of yielding meanings which have value for improving professional understanding and practice. In the context of primary healthcare professionals, Greenhalgh (2006, pp.9-12) argues that a ‘good story’ from which professional learning may be researched meets key criteria:

	Aesthetic appeal
	the narrative is pleasing to hear and recount,

it contains an internal harmony

	Coherence
	the narrative is clear and makes a logical whole,

it contains a ‘moral order’ or sense

	Authenticity
	the narrative has credibility, based on the experiences of the listeners/readers 

	Reportability
	“ the ‘so what’ value” of what is narrated, 

its significance

	Persuasiveness
	the narrative convinces of the teller’s own perspective


Table 2. Greenhalgh’s criteria for a ‘good story’ in narrative research.

These criteria characterise the learner narratives over time as well as in individual instances. Inter-researcher coding has identified key themes among the content categories of the data. These themes are related to the transitions which are involved in ‘getting used to’ e-learning and they appear throughout the content categories of the learner narratives. They are hypothetical and derived from a close reading and cross-referencing between researchers of the whole range of narrative data. The themes appear as a spectrum along four lines of experience:

newness

 continuum

security 
             vulnerability

          formality 
             informality

                              competence

 incompetence

Figure 2. Themes of transition in e-learning experiences

Experiences within any spectrum can be oppositional, and conflicting experiences can co-exist both within the same person and across the group. There is no necessary linear progression over time in the experiences of the learners, i.e. they can start from any position of confidence/competence/newness/vulnerability and can move to other learner positions according to the complex of experiences they have and there is therefore no hierarchy of ‘accomplished’ experiences – newness can undermine competence/confidence. The inter-relatedness of the processes of change they experience means that transitions are multiple and exist simultaneously. Many narratives are simultaneously suggestive of both vulnerability and expertise and newness (or the opposites) - competence gives confidence while newness potentially threatens competence and confidence. The construction of sample cases of individual e-learners reveals a strong sense of at least duality or even dichotomy in the overall pattern of learning experiences. 

Newness - continuum

Newness is a theme highlighted by Snyder in her treatment of online literacies (1998), a critical issue being whether electronic literacy experiences are actually new or the “reincarnation” of old ones. The focus of research questions she argues should be whether e-learning actually invokes new experiences and practices, or is simply “an extension of old and familiar ways of doing and seeing things” (p. xxx). For Rose, the newness was the point “I was interested in the online learning aspect, because I’d never done online learning before”, “the time has come”. She was “very nervous” about signing up online but in the end the technology was not a problem. By the second month of the course, she is feeling the “many, many advantages” including accessibility and studying “when you want” taking it “at your own pace” and finding it “very user friendly”.

This positivity in terms of work/life/study compatability recurs throughout all the sample cases – Katy says “It’s brilliant”. But as well as saying “I love online stuff” her comments on the “wariness” of participants were resonant throughout the data: “There was probably more nervousness from the novices, because as well as coping with a new set of people, they were coping with a totally new way of working…it is a big adjustment…and people are still coming to terms with it”. She summarises here much of what the novices say. As an experienced e-learner, she is still working out how to manage her learning in this particular module and recognises that new study skills are needed, e.g. she doesn’t know yet how much online exchange to print out for future use. The notion of the ‘novice’ is by no means limited to e-learning dimensions at the beginning of professional masters degrees. Stierer (2000) has commented that teachers in traditional education masters degrees felt positioned as novices by the literacy practices they had to adjust to in formal writing practices on their courses. He comments:

What surprises them…is that they sign up for the MA for professional reasons, and suddenly find that they are positioned as novice academics rather than as say novice expert teachers…viewed in this way, the problem can be recast as one of competing conceptions of ‘the novice’ rather than competing orders of discourse (p.193). 

This sense of “competing conceptions of the novice” is helpful in understanding what happens to the e-learners we examine. They have competing conceptions also of being a novice, even if they have e-learning experience. 

Security – vulnerability

For the majority of participants, email exchange is not a satisfactory way of getting to know their fellow learners because it brings with it further tensions and elements of the unknown, and shows that writing online is an unsure learning practice, “it’s a bit daunting”. The majority of novices miss nonverbal clues in forging socio-communicative relations online, and the importance of establishing secure social relations as quickly as possible is well-evidenced (Salmon, 2000, 2002; Rovai, 2002). A perceived difficulty is explained by one of the participants as a matter of not knowing how to write in this context, despite being experienced in email, and having prior confidence with the informality of the genre. “Striking a balance” between academic purposes for writing and the informality of the email mode unsettles them in terms of making secure social relations. This is summed up by what one of them terms an “online limbo”, which she articulates clearly but also expects to “get used to”. It can be interpreted that they anticipate two possible ways forward:

1. they will get used to the dissonance and plurality of the learning modes

2. the modes become less oppositional and a coherence will develop.

This has an impact on social relations, as people identity themselves within professional contexts in part through their competence in writing and in how it is received by others. They seek validity and approval for their ideas, and sense the existence of a quality threshold in the email exchanges. The responsibility for providing key ideas for learning themselves is disconcerting as well as exciting. This performance orientation and need for external validation is at odds with the co-constuctivist pedagogy on which the e-learning tasks have been based. The forum seems in some ways an unsettling place to learn for them, in the early stages at least and their experiences point to the difficulties of the learning transition which the medium poses. Socio-constructivist, ‘bottom-up’ ideas are experienced as being at odds with the orthodox frameworks of an accredited masters degree. 

Formality - informality

Some students found it difficult to reconcile high level thinking and the informal ways of communicating which they feel online writing encourages. The ‘hybridity’ of online writing as an email genre which can assist high level thinking does not yet exist in a recognised way. ‘Genre conflict’ exists where they express perceived incompatibility between formal and informal modes of language use, “Are we supposed to be doing this formally?  Do we have to do it academically?  Or do we have to do it a chat form as you would an email?” (Group narrative). The language the learners use online is ‘infectious’ and they are highly influenced by how others are writing and by the briefing papers and language of the course. A lot is determined by the first postings to be sent, “[you] adopt the language that you’re responding to”. One participant was re-starting the course after deferring from a previous year, but explained that he found adjusting to a new group of online learners affected him in the same way as being a novice, “I kind of was acting in kind of exactly the same way as people who were new to it”. The need to follow the examples sent by the first students to contribute online is strong, as expressed by the returning student, “I just felt I had to conform to how this discussion was”. The pressing need to adhere to perceived socio-linguistic conventions would be considered a normal experience in a variety of social contexts for communication, but here the experience is intensified by the separation from the other interlocutors and the time lapse between postings which increases the significance of the patterns of communication which are laid down early on. 

They are also influenced by the dominant academic genres they have previously experienced (Lea, 2000) and continually equate their online writing with the essay form. Younger teachers who have grown up immersed in email exchange have just as many concerns as mature students in adapting their informal uses of email to the MTeach environment. They are working within a taken-for-granted knowledge of how to write as a professional, as post-graduates, for academic and work-related purposes. 

The narratives reveal that over time they feel the discussions were becoming more relaxed, and there developed a real contrast with initial feelings when “we were all a bit tense and it was difficult” whereas they can now say “I like the freedom of being able to do either [formal or informal writing online]”, “You can do both.  You can actually have that freedom”. They show strong meta-level awareness of how their writing has contributed to the dynamic of the forum and the levels of interaction which affects how much can be learnt from the discussions. One comments that there can be a point in deliberately delaying responses, and cautions that email is a “quick method” which speeds up correspondence but does not necessarily deepen thought and there are advantages in waiting “to give time to reflect on it more deeply”.  

Competence - incompetence

The tentativeness and difficulties of establishing learning relations and ways of working are not exclusive to online contexts. Issues of feeling competent whilst working out learner roles exist in most social-constructivist pedagogies. These are a challenge for any group of learners, but online communication intensifies the difficulties of establishing what they need to do to participate (Salmon, 2000; 2002). In CMC they appear to be magnified and experienced more intensely, and the issues become more tangible and observable. The data have exposed much of the inner processes they go through. The participants tell with considerable candour, which suggests that a design to facilitate this kind of meta-level exchange can make a significant contribution to the evaluation of learning in online courses. 

Both Katy and Rose discussed the fact that they have been careful not to be too provocative in their online communication because they feel unsure of the socio-dynamics of the group. Only Rose however feels the need for pragmatics to assist the competent communication of more risky ideas, in common with the majority of the novices who miss the cues given in face to face discussion where “you can explain yourself better…if someone hasn’t understood what you’re saying”. On the other hand, they express a real advantage in the relative anonymity of the authors in online discussion, being “non-judgemental” about each other, and not judging people’s ideas according to “preconceptions” brought about by a person’s “appearance and attitude” – their “baggage”. They are forced to re-evaluate their own subjective perspectives on what makes an idea valuable, and review any assumptions that the subjective knowledge of others is a strength in teaching and learning situations. 

Thus, taking individual responsibility for competent online authorship is a persistent and strong concern of the participants. This is expressed in their fworries about the work not being “checked” by an authority beforehand, when once it is posted “people can read it four or five times, and scrutinise it”, “It’s there forever”. Correctness is an issue, “I’ve got to get this absolutely right, because how will it be received?” Seeing one’s peers (and tutor) as a potentially negative ‘audience’ is a fear shared by most of the participants. The idea of ‘audience’ rather than ‘co-writers’ is deeply embedded, as might be expected from the dominant learning models they have been exposed to in the past. They have awareness of their individual responsibilities to socio-constructivist pedagogy, and are also concerned that the archived record of online discussion should not imply that their ideas are fixed. As one of them stresses, individuals need to reconstruct their thoughts, and the record of what they have said both enables reconstruction but also makes them feel embarrassed or uncomfortable about early postings which remain on view, “people make mistakes, you know.  They may be backtracking on what they’d said, or contradicting themselves”. This presents an unresolved dilemma for most, where the permanent record of prior and unrevised thought can make this a more daunting learning experience for individuals than verbal contexts.

Meta-learning
Peer learning emerges from the participants’ engagement in the process of the data collection and points to strong benefits for the learners of embedding reflection and evaluation of the processes in which they have been engaged. Within the framework of evaluation activities, they become extremely frank about their views on each other in the online context as they interrogate each other about the processes they have been involved in, “I think actually had you written a one-sentence response with a couple of exclamation marks at the end, I would have thought you were a bit flippant”. She explains how the process of discussion has changed her perspective on this “but it’s only now that we’re meeting face-to-face and talking about it, I’m realising that actually that’s a really valuable way of working”.  Another change in perspective comes from Katy, as she starts to question her independent way of working and is surprised at the concerns of her peers to receive group validation for their ideas, “probably I need to learn a bit about collaborative learning”. It is pointed out by a different speaker “did we want people to respond, or do we want people to agree?” The ongoing evaluation activities develop thinking about how they are learning and what helps them to learn in a collaborative context – they are asking critical questions about the need for consensus. They distinguish ‘consensus’ from ‘relevance’ in relative usefulness for learning through online discussion

I just wanted [the others] to respond because I felt then I would know that my argument had been pitched at the right level, and that it would be relevant somehow to the discussion.  So, it didn’t matter whether people agreed with it or not, it just meant that it was relevant and that was validating it somehow by having a response with somebody. (Group narrative)

By midway through the module, there is clearly a large investment in their peers as a source of validation, challenge and learning, rather than an expectation that this will come from the tutor. These responsibilities have been a challenge and surprised them, but they appear to be learning how to do this and more importantly, to work out what their roles are in their own and in each other’s learning. Engaging with narrative data collection within embedded course evaluation activities has made a significant contribution to this development because it has been instrumental in how the learners create the context of their learning. Moving away from material and spatial considerations of what is socially binding, Jones (2002) argues that context in text-based CMC is made up of the various ‘models’ that people build up in their minds (and in their interaction) of the situation, and how they use these models to make predictions about the kinds of meanings that are likely to be foregrounded and the kinds of behaviours which will show them to be ‘competent’ members of particular communities (Hymes, 1994). He agues that ‘context’ is therefore not something communication ‘exists in’, but is more

something that interactants create as they go along…context is a function of interaction and negotiation, bound up with communicative intentions  and purposes and dependent on the ways people enact social presence and become aware of and interpret the enactment of social presence by others (Jones, 2002, pp. 4-5).

By creating the communicative context for themselves, practitioners develop knowledge about how to ‘be’ an e-learner at the same time as they learn the curriculum content aims of the course, by constant reference to the developing discourse and its shifting politics. Such a perspective affords a high degree of agency to the participants, whose interaction can shape what things mean and bring into being new conceptions of the self-as-learner as an individual in relation to others.

The high levels of reflection on their e-learning experiences found in the data suggest that such context-making processes have benefits for the learners, manifested in a variety of types of meta-level activity:

· They teach each other about how the course works, more effectively than reading handbooks and online course information, or listening to the tutor (See Vogel and Oliver (2006) on the issues of ‘representation’ of e-learning courses);

· They take on ‘teacherly’ roles and appreciate the input those who do the same online;

· They assume responsibility for the conduct of the forum; 

· They reflect on the desirable features of the online discussions, and debate the merits of different forms of online writing, thereby making explicit that choices exist for individuals in how they participate; 

· They develop a respect for the differences between learners in the group, and discuss the benefits of plural literacies or ‘genre mixing’ within the online exchanges;

· They consider the need for some people not to respond much and accept that they can still be learning;

· They articulate accounts of their experiences of online discussion and compare their anxieties and misunderstandings, establishing a strong sense of community support; 

· They engage in metalevel discussion about how their own learning is going, and how it is connected to the learning of others;

· They review assumptions about the relationships between each other and think in more complex ways about how relationships affect learning.

Conclusion 

The data reveals just how ‘different’ it is for many post-graduate professionals to learn to ‘do’ e-learning. The shift in social and individual relations is significant and makes an impact on confidence levels. Levels of response from peers take on a heightened and intensified significance, either in terms of validating an individual’s ideas or in terms if carrying out a teaching function. An enhanced sense of ‘teacherliness’ emerges within the group, not necessarily because individuals have set out to adopt such roles, but because of the ways their writing has been experienced and received by others – it is the readers who make the writing powerful and ascribe it significance, in ways which are quite different from when a tutor reads writing and responds to it on an individual level. The group accords certain values and worth to what others have written, and thus their texts become instrumental to reification processes. Reading as well as writing the online postings takes on great significance, and as these texts are permanent, their ‘teacherly’ responsibilities are enhanced beyond those attached to words spoken in seminars. This means that although an individual writer may be disappointed where their posting does not elicit a response, this does not mean it not a valuable text. Thus, the group creation of meanings is as much embedded in the reading as the writing of texts. There are clearly risks in this collaborative process, of individuals feeling less ‘useful’ or ‘knowledgeable’ since the experience is heightened. 

The implications for e-learning course design as it stands at the moment are considerable. The analysis questions the extent to which coherent e-learning task-design is actually a main factor in the experiences of distance e-learners. This supports Blake's findings (2000) that practitioner-focused refinement of task-design and e-tutoring may not be entirely productive in enhancing the learner experience, since diverse learners’ experiences of input and collaboration vary so widely. The study suggests that learner narratives reveal a lack of coherence between students' work-based knowledge and academic discourses which is further complicated by unfixed 'e-learning genres'. These discontinuities are compounded for experienced professionals by the time which elapses following undergraduate study before returning to learning for further accredited professional development. The findings suggest that the incorporation of student meta-level engagement with e-learning processes plays a critical role in achieving coherence for learners, and that both novice and experienced e-learners respond positively to narrative investigative tools to articulate the features involved in ‘getting used to’ new e-learning contexts. 

With increasingly varied cohorts of students within work-based accredited HE programmes, varied user demands and ever higher expectations of what technologies will be able to provide for distance e-learners, there is a danger that the e-practitioner’s task becomes focused on a constant attempt to develop ever-increasingly sophisticated task and delivery design in a world where there is considerably less time-lapse  before the next technological innovation comes along. What becomes vital in this scenario is a focus on developing the learners’ sensibilities to being an e-learner and to understanding their own learning and how to review the processes of change and adaptation in a way which supports them in the ‘newness’ of the practices of e-learning. This calls for a reconceptualisation of meaningful evaluation and its relationship to long-term learning-centred goals in HE.

The project has focused on students within one specialist education institution and within a mixed-mode environment in anticipation of the challenges of collecting narrative data in fully distance situations. It has tested out the feasibility of narrative methods where corroboration of their effectiveness could be more easily facilitated by face to face opportunities to meet with students. Within this small-scale project, we have been able to identify clear benefits for the students as well as trial a variety of methods, out of which further research is recommended into the wider applicability of the evaluation model from mixed-mode contexts to fully online programmes. The benefits to learners are considerable, and on this basis we propose further research is needed to explore a new relationship between teaching and research which enables e-pedagogy to be research-informed at a micro- as well as macro-level, and reviews the roles of e-practitioners in their approach to evaluating learner experiences.
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I’m used to talking to people when I haven’t a clue who they are, so…I find it pretty easy to talk to people online. I was more nervous coming today, having not met anyone than I was chatting online and discussing issues. (Group narrative)








If we’re going to talk about learning, then I want to know what everybody else in the world who is important has ever said about learning, and then maybe I’ll have my own opinion. (Narrative interview) 








There’s this entirely new social situation.  You have no idea what the…what the netiquette is, or what’s the expected culture, or that sort of thing.  And so everyone sort of was very much kind of sending out these signals and going, ‘Ah, I don’t really know what I’m doing!’  Um, and so there was quite a lot of sort of general wariness.  But I think even for those of us who knew…knew online learning, um, there’s always that slight sense…because it’s a new set of online learning, and it’s a new community.  (Narrative interview) 
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Re: issue 1 – a sense of community?


I've found the first week of online discussion really interesting.  Coming to the group late, it was particularly helpful to be able to catch up in my own time, as well as having access to more detailed thoughts from other participants than I'm used to (and footnotes!  Wow!)


I'm coming from an unusual perspective - at the moment, I probably have most of my


'serious' discussions online, whether it's part of my e-mail/online interactions with 





�





people from my teacher training programme, discussions with old friends who don't live in London, or responding to discussion boards.  My MTeach experience had an online component before the course started, as I've posted some of my reflections on my teaching journal at � HYPERLINK "http://www.livejournal.com/users/youngyesterday/" �LiveJournal - YoungYesterday�.   I recently invited a group of people from that website to join me at a Philosophy of Science dinner party - many of us hadn't met before, but it felt like meeting old friends because of all the discussions we've had together.  


I enjoy online contact because my brain is glacially slow, and also because I can have Google and Wikipedia at my fingertips to help me with fact-finding.  Nevertheless, I will endeavour to keep up with the discussions tomorrow.  : )


Katy














Re: issue  2 – writing online/talking to learn





I suspect I will be an outcast for this, but never mind. :)��I really like using writing to communicate with other people. I'd far rather e-mail than phone, although I do miss all the non-verbal cues (specifically the physical ones) that you get in conversation.��Why? It's a very personal preference. I think slowly but talk fast - this gives me an opportunity to slow down and edit some of my babbling without awkward pauses. I'm fairly quiet in person (at least in most discussions, though I tend to ramble about education at great length) - e-mail avoids the problems of interrupting other people, or speaking over each other, or wanting to address a specific person without feeling anti-social. Another very important factor: I don't object to reading on-screen… �What I feel we're missing at the moment is the quickfire part of the interchange, the one-liners and interruptions/tangents that tend to occur in spoken conversations. It often feels as though we're sharing rehearsed thoughts with each other, whereas conversation is closer to 'constructing meaning together'. I suspect this will change as we get to know each other better and our sense of 'online community' evolves… � �Katy








�





Because I’d never done any of this before, I was very nervous, and I had to go straight back after this first session in October and actually do the signing up.  Because I was just worried that I couldn’t…wouldn’t be able to do it.  Um, I also had the worry because I’m older than most of the class, that it would be a barrier to me.  But what’s been very interesting is that, um, other sort of…my peers have actually written little notes, you know, ‘We couldn’t manage the technology,’ and what have you.  Um, so I’ve been actually quite pleased that I managed to do that.  And I posted the first message again because I was nervous that I might not be able to sort out the technology of actually posting it. (Narrative interview)








I think people tend to be too nice to each other actually. Erm and more of a discussion could get going if you actually had the courage to say ‘no I just don’t agree with you’. I had a bit of an issue when somebody went on about older teachers. I thought, I must intervene and say my bit and I was actually, I was quite cross about it so I sent a reply the next day erm but I was actually rather nice in what I wrote. You know it was all very sort of carefully worded…Maybe we should encourage, be encouraged to be more controversial and have the courage to say what we really mean. And maybe more sort of chipping in because you know you’re responding so you draft it and you write it very nicely but if there was more of a quick interchange between people then you could get a real discussion going. So it, sometimes it’s too nice and civilised and that’s not what life is. (Narrative interview)





…learning in comfort, but in some isolation (a bubble). Experiencing lightning flashes of inspiration from others, and making direct contact from time to time by bumping into first one peer and then another until eventually the music (the module) stops… [the image] needs more people. The two figures are also far too robot like... 


(Think aloud)


			











Re: issue 1 - a sense of community? 





I don't believe that a proper 'sense of community' is going to gel until after the all-day session…. That will be the chance to match words to faces. So far the 'sense of community' is starting to germinate, but I see it very much in its initial stages. The potted biographies were certainly an essential introduction before the actual tasks were posted. There is such diversity out there, and yet the shared professional experience. I think that the second stage of the task, i.e. responding to a named peer will cement 'a sense of community' between individuals. Meanwhile, it's a big learning curve for me: I've never done anything like this before, but it's clearly the way of the future.


Rose








�








Re: issue 2 - writing online/talking to learn 





Yes, I agree that it is all 'buzzing' now. I myself felt a distinct 'buzz' when Katy replied to my challenge about 'work' vs. 'learning' in school classrooms. I'm only sorry that I didn't get back to her immediately, but I still feel that I need time to reflect and should not rush in online and make a fool of myself. On the other hand, I do sometimes feel that I'm watching things from the sidelines. That is certainly the case with the conversation about INSETs which has got you all going. I still have little idea as to what it all means, so it has left me cold. An explanation when using achronisms would be enormously helpful...Overall, however, I'm very positive, about the way the discussion is developing. All proved by the fact that I know that I am really going to miss it all when I am in Oz! But I'll be coming back to a great deal of reading matter!�Rose








�





R:	there are quite a lot of people that will just sort of type and all the I’s will be little i’s which I would never do, to me it just looks absolutely awful, so you know an I has a capital letter so you can see a bit, you know again it’s, it is age actually because you know its like sending text messages isn’t it, it’s exactly like sending text messages. So you know people just sort of type it and it doesn’t matter about the grammar and you abbreviate it all, so I freak out a bit when I see these little i’s that is the main bug bear that I’ve got with it and there’s quite a lot of them emerging at the moment and I have an urge to say (laughs) but I wont, I wont. 





I:	(laughs) oh you, oh right, why?





R:	Sounds stupid doesn’t it?





I:	Why not, why, why, why wouldn’t you?





R:	Oh no coz it would just look terribly pedantic and it wouldn’t be understood, do you understand what I’m saying?





Narrative interview between Rose (R) and Interviewer (I).
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