E-Learning Research Centre Seminar: Mapping the Landscape

Professor Paul Maharg

‘”this innovation will make users forgetful, because they’ll no longer use their memories.  They’ll trust to [the technology] and not think for themselves. [The technology]  isn’t an aid to deep thinking, but simply a tool for reminding, and gives learners not truth, but only the appearance of truth; they’ll hear many things and will have learned nothing; they’ll seem to know everything and will generally know nothing; and they’ll be pretty poor company, just having the veneer of wisdom without the reality”’.

Your starter for ten: which technology does the above speaker refer to?  Is 
it:

a. Printing?

b. Audio recording?
c. Photocopying?
d. Word processing?
e. None of the above?

The E-Learning Research Centre (eLRC) is based in three locations – the HE Academy, and the Universities of Manchester and Southampton.  The Centre is, as its website states, ‘based around the notion that research problems should come directly out of operational problems and that the research results are fed back in good time to bring operational benefits to the higher education community as a whole’.
  The seminar on ‘Mapping the Landscape’, held in the University of Manchester, attempted to give an overview of e-learning research currently in progress across the UK, which was followed by a discussion and feedback to the plenary group on the convergence or otherwise of areas of research.  The implications for future policy were discussed. 
The seminar discussions raised a number of interesting issues with regard to technology and research.  Is over-emphasis on QA, for instance, detrimental to quality (hardly a controversial issue, but one worth exploring)?  How does e-learning affect learning?  The discussion on this issue was extensive – surely e-learning, some argued, is simply a tool that, like symbolic systems such as writing, amplify learning (to use Bruner’s term), and is therefore part of the general distribution of cognition in the world?  Another issue was that of the difference between engagement in learning and interactivity.  Research back in the 1990s showed that people could be utterly absorbed in watching films, for instance, with no physical interactivity (if you discount eating popcorn); and it’s possible to be highly interactive, eg in clicking on-screen buttons, but not at all engaged.  How could such research be best made available to discipline-based teachers?  How could it influence policy-makers in the HE Academy, Funding Councils and elsewhere?
The first day’s activities ended with an inspirational presentation by Professor Pierre Dillenbourg of the École Polytechnique Fédérale de Lausanne, who was also the rapporteur for the seminar.
  He focused on seven areas of research that his Centre are currently working on, including new communication tools, collaborative artefacts, tools for the analysis of communication, and integrated learning tools.  His work on collaborative artefacts included the analysis of how types of utterances are fitted to some circumstances more than others.  Thus a scrolling discussion forum was not as useful to students at times when they may have wanted to analyse a text on the whiteboard.  He pointed out that when given forms of MOO and online whiteboard, students were better able to see solutions, scope their responses and explain schema, which in turn aided shared memory and self-regulation of learning precisely because it was a collective representation of a problem and its solution.
 Dillenbourg’s solution here was based upon his team’s perception of the difference between persistent data and less persistent data, and the importance of this for students engaged in an online task.  

In these and other points Dillenbourg could be speaking directly to the condition of law teachers and students.  How many of us have been involved in commenting on drafts of text online, and wished that we could have had better drafting tools?  Better commenting tools?  Drafting and commenting tools that integrated much better with discussion forums?  Dynamic drafting tools that enabled collaborative, synchronous drafting?  
On the second day of the seminar Professor Grainne Conole gave a capable and incisive overview of research methodology and e-learning.  She noted the general move from individual cognition to socially-situated learning in education and educational psychology research over the last few decades; and pointed out the lack of a shared research language – not so much a lack of consensus as a shared vocabulary for dealing with e-learning problems.  She described the innovations brought about by applications such as chat rooms, blogs, wikis, and the access grid, but observed that there was still a lack of mature theoretical frameworks that explained best practice for these emerging technologies, and in particular best practice within teaching environments that nearly always consisted of a blend of traditional and innovative methods of teaching and assessment.
  A good example was that of discussion forums. Research into forums in the early nineties initially focused on anlysis of content and analysis mainly via predefined codes.  However this approach failed to capture the complexity of the event: there was a lack of contextualisation, and codings were generally too rigid.  The contemporary research focus, she observed, is now quite different: a shift of analysis and context to a multimodal approach that is richer in interpretation, with use of grounded theory, critical recall of events, and the like. She drew attention to the work of the eLRC in social network analysis and other similar research topics.

The small-group discussions that followed showed how problematic were the issues not only for researchers in the field, but for policymakers too: and it’s probably fair to say that the issues discussed were too large for easy summary by the seminar participants.  This impossible task was handed to Pierre Dillenbourg  – which he did, appropriately enough, in seven points (written on the back of a slip giving seminar participants wireless login details), entitled ‘Dillenbourg’s seven mistakes, or how to lose credibility’.  They are cautions for us all who work with technology:
1. Theory abuse.  

2. Politeness – a cultural disease in the UK, according to Dillenbourg.
3. Collective amnesia of the e-learning discipline.
4. The new-ish stuff: the new paradigm, eg the mobile nonsense: ‘learn anywhere, anytime’, etc
5. We promise too much.
6. Sustainability: all the money we got for research, where are the results now?

7. Confusion between applied research and blue-skies research: what are we doing and why?

What are we doing and why are questions we all need to ask of our own teaching practices.  Which brings us round to the multiple choice question at the start of this piece.  The answer is of course e.  The passage is from Plato’s Phaedrus, and Socrates is relating, through re-telling a myth, the effect that writing, graphê, has on thinking.
  The passage reminds us that technology has many forms, many applications, and concern about the mapping the landscape of technology in society probably extended well back beyond Plato’s day.  Something of an irony, then, that we only ‘hear’ Socrates’ doubts about the technology of writing because Plato’s (re)constructions exist in the form of text, and have been capable of repeated readings and multiple interpretations by readers ever since.
  Text is, to use Dillenbourg’s term, a form of remarkably persistent data.  But not all our texts need be or should be persistent; and their educational worth as well as their persistence depend very much on how we use technology itself – writing, print, audiovisual, web-based, mobile – to amplify and enrich our students’ learning.  And where Socrates used myth to map the landscape of graphê, we have the research literature as our oracle.  Seminars such as this one are useful to remind us of that, and to point to ways that we can avoid collective amnesia and share research with each other.  It’s useful, though, to bear in mind that as disciplinary teachers we need to implement and often adapt research findings to our experience and needs, and the needs of our students.  In this sense research is like writing itself in that it requires interpretation – which is as good an excuse as any for leaving the last word on the subject to Douglas Adams:
He had been told that when looking for a good oracle it was best to find the oracle that other oracles went to, but he was shut.  There was a sign by the entrance saying, ‘I just don’t know any more.  Try next door, but that’s just a suggestion, not formal oracular advice’.

� Thanks to Helen Beetham who suggested a version of this activity during a discussion in the above seminar – answer in the final paragraph below…


� � HYPERLINK "http://www.elrc.ac.uk/about/" ��http://www.elrc.ac.uk/about/�


� See � HYPERLINK "http://craft.epfl.ch/page21625.html" ��http://craft.epfl.ch/page21625.html� 


� MOO – a more sophisticated adaptation of MUD: multiple-user dialogue, or multiple-user dungeon, after the early version of the game.  A MUD is a computer program that creates for a user an environment that can explored via a computerised persona or avatar.  MOO stands for MUD object-oriented.  


� For examples of legal blogs, see � HYPERLINK "http://www.blawg.org/index.php" ��http://www.blawg.org/index.php�; a good example of a wiki is the Wikipedia project, at � HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Main_Page" ��http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Main_Page�; for information on the access grid, see � HYPERLINK "http://www.accessgrid.org/" ��http://www.accessgrid.org/�  


� See for example De Laat, M., Lally, V. (2003) Complexity, theory and praxis: researching collaborative learning and tutoring processes in a networked learning community, Instructional Science, 1-33; De Laat, M., Lally, V., Lipponen, L. (2004) Patterns of interaction in a networked learning community: a multi-method approach,  E-learn Conference 2004,  AACE, Washington D.C. 1, 1846-53


� Phaedrus, 275a-b.  See Perseus Project, at � HYPERLINK "http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/cgi-bin/ptext?doc=Perseus%3Atext%3A1999.01.0174&query=section%3D%23937&chunk=text" ��http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/cgi-bin/ptext?doc=Perseus%3Atext%3A1999.01.0174&query=section%3D%23937&chunk=text�, the translation of which is freely adapted here.  


� As foretold by Socrates at 275a – Plato’s text is rich in ironies.


� Adams, D. (1993), Mostly Harmless, Pan Macmillan, London, 73





