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Abstract

This dissertation is a work of action research evaluating the Aston University English Aca-
demic Subject Group Discussion List Archive* (DLA), a website created to enable Aston MSc
course participants (CPs) direct access to past messages sent through the program’s email
discussion list (ADL). The site is based on the premise that access to an interactive,
searchable database of selected academically oriented discussions benefits the MSc
community in meaningful and practical ways. This paper, therefore, aims to clarify the
DLA's role in supporting situated learning on the MSc by examining how CPs have used
the site. Analysis of quantitative and qualitative data collected over a 12 month period
indicates CPs have used the site much like a reference book, primarily for interpersonal

and course content support.

*The URL for the site is: http://www.cty8.com/talandis/index.htm
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Keeping the collective memory alive

Chapter 1: Background & Context

This chapter provides relevant background information for this investigation. Sec-
tion 1.1 introduces the situation: Aston MSc CPs interacting via the ADL. Section
1.2 looks at the problem to be addressed: the inherently ephemeral nature of list
discourse. Section 1.3 focuses on the response by recounting the creation of the
DLA website. Section 1.4 introduces the research questions and methodology, and

section I.§ wraps up with a preview of the remaining five chapters.
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Keeping the collective memory alive

1.1: Situated learning and the Aston M Sc discussion list.

"Learning is in the relationships between people, in the conditions that bring people to-
gether and organize a point of contact that allows for particular pieces of information to
take on a relevance; without the points of contact, without the system of relevances, there
is not learning, and there is little memory. Learning does not belong to individual persons,
but to the various conversations of which they are a part."

-McDermott (in Smith 2003)

The Aston MSc is a graduate degree program conducted at a distance and based on
the concept of situated learning (Aston 2004), where the focus of study is on the ongoing,
real-world teaching experiences of CPs rather than from decontextualized sources of
knowledge (Kirshner and Whitson, in Stein 1998). From this approach, personal and pro-
fessional development arise naturally as explorations of local contexts unfold. Inherent in
this learning process is the need for CPs to interact, cooperate, and collaborate through a
network of supportive collegial relationships. In the early days of the program, over 80%
of CPs worked in lock-step study groups that met continuously via email (Mann, personal
correspondence). However, as the program phased into a modular-based system in the
late 1990s, this natural source of support was lost since CPs would no longer be working
in groups most of the time. To compensate, an automated listserv based on Majordomo
software (Chapman 2003) was established in 1997 to provide more opportunities for peer
interaction (Garton, personal correspondence). The Aston MSc Discussion List aimed “to
provide a point of contact for those who wish to pursue ESP/TESOL issues with participants out.-
side their local context (Aston 2004).” After a slow start, the ADL became a key element in

the Aston MSc support network (Figure 1a).
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Figure 1a: Support services available on the Aston MSc (Anderson 2005)
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Keeping the collective memory alive

Subscribers to the ADL receive all messages sent to the list. Likewise, posting mes-
sages enables all other subscribers to receive them. Membership to the ADL has always
been unmoderated and voluntary, with the ability to unsubscribe at anytime. CPs have
been encouraged to use the list in various ways, such as sharing their struggles on the
MSc, reflecting on their classroom teaching experiences, and discussing issues of rele-
vance and interest (Aston 2004). As of May 2003, 107 out of roughly 180 active CPs were
subscribed, a total that includes past and present tutors (Garton, personal correspon-
dence).

Opverall, the ADL has been a well-received feature of the Aston MSc, as this user

comment indicates.

What a wonderful list this is! (Those of you who’ve been around long enough will
remember how slow it was getting off the ground). There are so many interesting
discussions, ideas for research and assignments, references, teaching ideas and
occasional theoretical disputes, as well as the personal experiences, humour, study
tips, anxiety, commiserations, etc that make it so human and alive (Hughes 2002).

CPs have remarked that participating in email discussions has helped them feel they be-
long to a close-knit discourse community (Mann, personal correspondence). The process
of logging on, introducing themselves, and having access to other people has led to the
formation and development of friendships that have continued off-list. In addition, tu-

tors have been impressed with the friendly yet high academic standard of the discussions.

The exchanges amongst the regulars always seem to me to have very much the
tone of exchanges amongst friends, almost as if you were all working in a local
group. Moreover, the academic standard of the discussions is exceptional, so |
think it works reasonably well as far as it goes (Garton, personal correspondence).

Through facilitating peer interaction, the ADL has played a role in supporting situ-
ated learning on the MSc in accordance to constructivist principles of learning, helping

CPs examine, test, share, and extend newly formed knowledge structures.

1.2: The “problem” with the ADL

Despite the overall success of the ADL, a major systemic problem had been its
ephemeral nature (Anderson 200%), a situation caused by the inability of the service to
archive contributions automatically (Mann, personal correspondence). As a result, all dis-
cussions had a very short shelf-life, benefiting only those subscribing at the time they
took place. While it was technically possible to download old discussion threads from the
Majordomo server, raw, unformatted text (Appendix A) is very difficult to read, let alone

search in an efficient manner. A CP wanting to revisit a particular thread would have to
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remember when it took place, download that month’s worth of messages in one go, and
then sift through extensive amounts of extraneous raw data before reaching the desired

result- an impractical pursuit at best.

As a written form of communication, email carries with it the primary advantage of
writing, namely qualities of permanence and objectivity (Freenberg 1989). On the ADL,
this advantage was wasted as years worth of interesting and useful discourse remained
virtually unavailable. This situation inhibited interaction on the list in several ways. First,
the ephemerality contributed to a sense that the ADL was an underused, unvalued re-
source frequented by a small core of regulars. For example, if a new subscriber joined dur-
ing a quiet period, the resulting black-hole effect (Suler 1998) could lead to confusion and

frustration, as in the following case:

One thing that shocked me when | first started was the lack of people using this
discussion list. After | first signed up, | waited for several days before | got any
messages. | thought | had made a mistake or something. It's not a resource used
extensively by more than a few regulars, which is a shame. The vast responses
you've gotten show that if anyone is willing to put themselves out there a wee bit,

the benefits can be great. | don’t really know why this list isn’t used more
(Talandis 2002).

A new subscriber encountering “nothingness” upon joining the list would have no idea
that years of interesting discussions had previously taken place, and that the Aston com-
munity was filled with warm, friendly, and supportive colleagues. Additionally, without
access to the past, current discussions lacked context that potentially made it more diffi-

cult to actively contribute:

My first impression on joining the list was that a particular discussion was interest-
ing, but could not be pursued because | had insufficient context. It was like tuning in
on a conversation already well underway. | found myself wondering what | had
missed. No doubt one is reluctant to ask questions that may have been asked ump-
teen times before- but that still need answering (Wolford 2002).

Without context, opportunities to revisit relevant issues and questions were lost, and
along with them, the ability to build upon experiences and insights of previous CPs. The
result was a discussion list that did not reach its fullest potential as a resource supporting

the situated learning process upon which the program was based.
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1.3: Developing an ADL archive

From early on CPs recognized the benefits of having direct, easy access to an ar-
chive of past ADL contributions, as evidenced by the practice of collecting and saving

pertinent discussions on their own.

| keep a record of all the discussions related to the various modules. When | have a
question regarding a certain module | can refer back to these discussions and it
helps me to start working on my own ideas (Buhler 2001).

The idea of creating a resource (such as a website) that cataloged interesting and useful
academic discussions in an organized and searchable manner had community support.
However, due to the immense size of the undertaking, little concrete action was ever

taken.

In the summer of 2003 I took on the task of creating an ADL archive for my Dis-
tance Education module assignment. Wary of the size of the project, my initial idea was
to complete an investigation @bout creating such a resource, as opposed to actually mak-
ing one. The primary obstacles at the time were difficulties in processing raw ADL data
and learning the basics of website design. Fortunately, however, a community request for
saved discussions met with a favorable response, and in September 2003 I made a simple,

static website of CP-provided ADL contributions (Figure 1b).

ASTON
UNIVERSITY

language studies unit
discussion list archive

archive categories _ﬂl updates | search | discussion & feedback | links |about this site

Latest update: September 26th, 2003

Next update: April 10th, 2005

Figure 16: Home page of the original Discussion List Archive

As an “ADL greatest hits” collection, the Aston University LSU Discussion List Archive

featured a searchable database of discussion threads organized into module categories.
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CPs responded most enthusiastically to the site’s design, ease of use, and potential bene-
fits, most of which centered on interpersonal and course content support (Talandis 2003).
Ideas for improving the site were offered, noted, but left largely unimplemented as I re-

turned my focus to completing other coursework.

1.4: Research focus and aims

This dissertation examines the premise that access to archived ADL contributions
supports situated development on the MSc in practical and meaningful ways. Fundamen-
tally, this study is a search for deeper understanding of how a permanent record of ADL
discourse was used. By extension, I hope to draw attention to the benefits a fully realized
ADL can bring to our program. To enable this research, the DLA underwent a major up-
grade in April 2005. The site is now designed up to current web standards, reflects MSc
program-wide changes that took place in the fall of 2004, and is set up to provide quanti-
tative data in the form of detailed user statistics via the web metrics service
StatCounter.com (2006). In addition, I collected qualitative data from several sources such
as archived ADL discussions, personal correspondence, and theory memos (Borgatti 2005) I

took while engaging in ADL discourse. The guiding research questions are:

1. What was the reaction of CPs to the DLA, and how did this feedback lead toward the
development of the site?

II.  From a “macro” perspective, how have CPs used the site as a collective group?

II1. From a “micro” point of view, how have individual CPs at various stages on the MSc
made use of the site?

The questions were chosen to present the collected data from various perspectives in or-
der to provide a multi-dimensional view of how CPs used the site. Question one focuses
on what can be learned from general on and off-list feedback as well as how suggestions
for improvement were implemented. Question two aims to provide a wide zacro point of
view through analysis of quantitative site visit data. Question three takes a micro ap-

proach by examining site usage from the perspective of individual users.

1.5: Chapter preview

Chapter two, the literature review, defines situated learning and examines how it
takes place via discussion lists, a computer mediated form of communication largely de-
void of social contextual cues. Chapter three chronicles the creation and development of

the DLA, highlighting the interaction between its aims and design. Chapter four focuses
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on a presentation of the quantitative and qualitative data I collected and takes a critical
look at the choices I have made regarding research methodology. Chapter five presents
and discusses collected data within the macro to micro framework outlined by the re-
search questions posed in section 1.4. Chapter six summarizes the research findings, ex-
plores possible further avenues for research, and ends with discussion regarding the fu-

ture of the site.
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Chapter 2: The Literature Review

This chapter illuminates key underpinning concepts to orient this project within a
wider body of related literature and establish a foundation for the line of reasoning
I aim to follow. Section 2.1 discusses the fundamental epistemological approaches
and assumptions of this research and clarifies the tradition and paradigm I am
working in. Section 2.2 defines concepts of soczal constructivism and situated learning,
and discusses how these principles characterize teacher knowledge development.
Finally, section 2.3 looks at how situated learning takes place at a distance via com-
puter mediated communication in order to highlight the sort of interaction under

investigation in this research.
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2.1: Epistemological approaches and assumptions

Varying interpretations exist regarding what constitutes a research paradigm, tradi-
tion, or methodology (Richards 2005). Nevertheless, sound research practice requires the
underlying concepts and methodological processes be clarified so that the investigation is
identifiable and the procedures made explicit (Burns 2005). I consider this dissertation a
work of action research, a tradition located within the constructivist paradigm, a world
view where “social events are constructed by participants and can therefore be understood only from.
a holistic perspective which captures the participants’ own viewpoint (Richards 2005).” As its
name implies, action research is intended to achieve both action and research: “It 7s suited
to situations where you wish to bring about action in the form of change, and at the same time de -
~velop an understanding which informs the change and is an addition to what is known” (Dick &
Swepson 1997). Since the DLA is my attempt to support the ADL (and situated learning
on the MSc), I am striving for a piece of qualitative research that is “explicitly intervention.-
ist and subjective in approach, centrally situated within the local concerns and problems of the re -
search participants, with an aim to investigate issues of practical importance, using systematic data
collection procedures” (Burns 2005). Data will be collected from a wide variety of sources in
an effort to understand unobservable, internal processes of thought and experience
(Conti 1997). Emphasis will be placed upon description, uncovering patterns in the data,
and giving voice to the research participants (including my own) in the process of answer-

ing the research questions posed in section 1.4.

2.2: Social constructivism, situated learning, and teacher development.

“Only by wrestling with the conditions of the problem at hand, seeking and finding his own
solution (not in isolation but in correspondence with the teacher and other pupils) does
one learn.”

-John Dewey (1910)
Situated learning has its roots in constructivism, the label given to a set of learning
theories falling somewhere between cognitive and humanistic views (Atherton 2005). The
basic premise of these theories is that an individual learner must actively build knowledge
and skills, and that information exists within these built constructs rather than in the ex-

ternal environment (Huitt 2003). As Hein (1992) notes,

“There is no such thing as knowledge "out there" independent of the knower, but only
knowledge we construct for ourselves as we learn. Learning is not understanding the "true"
nature of things, nor is it (as Plato suggested) remembering dimly perceived perfect ideas,
but rather a personal and social construction of meaning out of the bewildering array of
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sensations which have no order or structure besides the explanations which we fabricate
for them.”

Two main branches are cognitive and social constructivism (Atherton 2005). The
former, developed by theorists such as Dewey, Ausubel, Bruner, and Piaget (Huitt 2003)
focuses on how individual learners understand things, in terms of developmental stages
and learning styles. Social constructivism, on the other hand, emphasizes how meanings
and understandings grow out of social encounters (Atherton 2005). Social constructivist

theorists believe that reality is constructed through human activity (Kim 2001).

Significant bases of social constructivist theory were laid down by Vygotsky in his
theory of the Zone of Proximal Development (Atherton 2005). A ZPD is the set of knowl-
edge just out of reach that a learner has the ability to acquire with aid from more capable
near-peer role models Murphy 1996). Full development of the ZPD depends upon social
interaction, where the guidance gained through peer collaboration exceeds what can be
attained alone (Atherton 2005). As Vygotsky put it, “wbat a child can do with assistance today,

she will be able to do by berself tomorrow” (Vygotsky, in van Lier 1996).

Vygotsky’s work is a key component of situated learning, a theory about the nature
of human knowledge claiming it is dynamically constructed as we conceive of our activity
within a social matrix that shapes and constrains what we think, do, and say (Clancy
1995). A central idea in situated approaches, one that has been taken up across social,
educational, and management sciences, is Lave & Wenger’s communities of practice (Tusting
& Barton 2006). In a CoP, learning is situated within a social process that occurs when
people with a common interest interact and collaborate over an extended period of time
(Smith 2003). According to Lave & Wenger (in Kearsley 1994), as the beginner moves
from the periphery of their CoP to its center, they naturally become more active and en-
gaged within the culture, eventually assuming the role of “expert” or “old-timer” in a
process known as Jegitimate peripheral participation. Novices have their skills expanded by
experts through means of scaffolding, a way of setting up a situation to make entry easy
and successful, then gradually pulling back support as the learner becomes skilled enough
to manage it (Bruner, in van Lier 1996). Through scaffolding, experts and novices progress
together through the ZPD, reciprocally building shared experiences and representations

(Clancy 1995). Campbell (1998) summarizes the principles of situated learning as follows:

« Learning occurs as a function of the activity, context, and culture in which it
takes place

« Social interaction, cooperation, and collaboration are required

Jerry Talandis fr. MSc in TESOL Dissertation I5
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e Learning tasks and activities should be presented in an authentic context

« Scaffolding opportunities encourage the learning process

2.3: Situated learning via computer mediated communication.

"Online communication is highly conducive to reflection, since to clarify writing individuals
must clarify thinking."
-McMahon (in Boon 2005)

Situated learning theory has a psychological dimension in that “situated” need not
imply face-to-face proximity in a physical setting (Clancy 1995). Action is situated because
it is constrained by a person’s understanding of his or her “place” in a social process, one
that can happen globally thanks to synchronous and asynchronous forms of CMC (Hew
& Cheung 2003, Markel 2001). In postmodern society, notions of “community” have
grown to include those residing virtually within cyberspace (Lee 2004). On the MSc, a
learning community spread across the globe, interaction takes place primarily by email,
both privately between CPs and tutors and publicly via the ADL. However, at the outset
it appears email has little going for it as a medium for facilitating cooperative inquiry:.
Erickson (1999) notes that (CMC) is cumbersome and often lacks coherence. Text-only
CMC is a lean medium that relies on fewer channels than face-to-face communication,
cutting off access to non-verbal information about how others are responding (Herring
1999). Without access to these channels of sight and sound, essential contextualization

cues used for interpreting meaning cannot be conveyed (Gumperz, in McWilliams 2001).

Despite these seemingly insurmountable problems, however, the popularity of email
and other forms of CMC continue to grow (McKelhearn 1996). In a community of prac-
tice (such as the MSc), members rely on structures of knowledge that provide individuals
with ways of understanding current interaction based upon past experience (Tannen, in
McWilliams 2001). Framing devices, based on a shared history, in-jokes, or other forms of
affinity further aid in maintaining interactional coherence (Duranti 1986). The advantages
of email make it an especially suitable medium for supporting cooperative inquiry: it’s
easy, flexible, fast, and can reach many people at once (Waldvogel 2001). It creates a psy-
chological space where pairs or groups can interact within a context that allows human
relationships to unfold (Suler 98). The asynchronous nature of email supports this proc-
ess, allowing time for reflection and thoughtful composition of responses (Perkins &
Newman 1996, Cowie 1996, Lapadat 2002, Brown 2003, Boon 2003), since the act of

writing down words (as opposed to speaking them) has an effect on thought processes
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(Ong, in Johnson 2003). For many experienced users, email has developed into a sophisti-
cated, expressive art form despite the lack of non-verbal communication (Suler 1998). As
Freenberg (1989) notes, many users “have developed their compensatory literary capability to
project their personality into writing.” The result is a unique form of written verbal commu-
nication (Shapiro & Anderson, in Baron 98), and a new way of mediating social relation-

ships (Perkins & Newman 1996).

Listservs are one of the largest genres of CMC and can be seen as the communica-
tive organs of speech communities consisting of people with a common interest and lan-
guage (McKelhearn 1996). Via software such as Majordomo, messages are forwarded from
a central processor to all subscribing list members (IFLA 1999). Dialog within these
groups of identified e-locutors is characterized by free and open many-to-many interaction
(McKelhearn 1996). Central exchanges still usually take place between two main partici-
pants, but with a public audience (Baron 1998). The public nature of the discourse influ-
ences the way conversations develop. For example, as groups are usually centered on a
global theme, participants are expected to stay on-topic (Herring 1999). In addition, co-
hesion between adjacent contributions is broken down in favor of a more complex cohe-
sion pattern that extends over a longer discourse domain (Graddol 1989). As a result, con-
versations can be slow and unwieldy, with response times measured in hours or days (King
1999), or have a tendency to be a series of monologues and statements of opinion rather
than an exchange of ideas (Perkins & Newman 1996:165). Rapid topic decay is thus a
common problem, as participants compose responses simultaneously without knowing
what others are writing, and as a result, compete with each other over the direction the

discussion should go (Herring 1999, Winieki 1999).

When they work, however, mailing lists can be highly successful ventures, creating a
space where people meet, exchange opinions and information, make friends, tease each
other, and build feelings of solidarity and community (Nagel 1996). They accomplish this
by providing true opportunities for cognitive scaffolding, collaborative thinking, and so-
cial construction of meaning (Rovai 2002). Mailing lists themselves can be conceptualized
as cognitive tools, ones that represent a constructivist use of technology by allowing learn-
ers to represent what they know, engage in critical thinking about what they are studying,

and scaffold different forms of reasoning (Jonnasen 1998).
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Chapter 3: An overview of the DLA

While chapter one outlined the context and problem under investigation in this
report, this chapter provides a detailed examination of my response: an overview
of the DLA’s goals, design, and promotion. Section 3.1 focuses on the site’s aims
and how the design and special features support them. Section 3.2 looks at how I
went about promoting the site and provides an opportunity to demonstrate how I

used it to support situated learning on the ADL.

Jerry Talandis Jr. MSc in TESOL Dissertation 18



Keeping the collective memory alive

3.1: The interaction of aims, aspirations, and design.

“When technology achieves something desirable without being in your face, when it
knows how to integrate itself into your wishes and desires without distracting from them,

that's when technology lives up to its potential.”
-Pfeiffer (2006)

The primary aim of the DLA is simple and straightforward: to provide access to se-
lected past ADL interactions in order to support situated learning on the MSc in various
ways. CPs can now engage in vicarious learning (Bandura, in Mayes 2001) as they observe
their peers participate in discussions as learners. For example, CPs posting to the ADL
often take extra time polishing and editing what they say (Mann, personal correspon-
dence). As a result, public contributions tend to be more carefully crafted, adapted to
their audience, dense with meaning, coherent, and complete than regular one-to-one off-
list communication (Lapadat 2002). Reading archived discussions can potentially encour-
age and enhance this writing process by offering models of appropriate style, tone, and
content. In addition, the knowledge construction processes of reflection and articulation
are supported, as CPs can look back at the record to selectively re-reread sections or
copy segments into new messages, thus building on ideas generated previously (Campbell
1998, Mayes 2001). According to Lapadat (2002), this feature “bas the consequence of enbanc-
ing semantic cobesion across contributions and topics, therefore potentially increasing discursive and

conceptual coberence.”

Another chief aim of the DLA is to support active interaction with archived mate-
rial. Through the site’s design and special features, users are given opportunities and
guidance to explore their learning environment, act on it, and transform information into
new, personal meanings (Campbell 1998). As a constructivist use of technology, the DLA
aims to scaffold the knowledge construction processes of articulation and reflection, po-
tentially empowering CPs to think more meaningfully and assume ownership of what

they learn (Jonnasen 1998).

The structure is a three-tiered pyramidal hierarchy (Figure 3a). There is a single
main entry page, with eleven category pages containing links to discussions contained on
over 300 content pages. Hierarchies are quick and easy to understand (Lynch & Horton
2002), and by mirroring the MSc’s organizational pattern, I could provide users with an
interface matching a framework they were already familiar and comfortable with (Neilson
1990). In addition, several support pages, accessible from every page, are designed to

provide background information or aid navigation. Tying everything together is a system
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of links that allows users to reach any page in three mouse clicks or less. This shallow and
wide (Schneiderman 2002) design provides a level of efficiency intended to enhance user
control and freedom (Neilson 1990). Attention was paid to subtle design features in order
to create a smooth user experience. For example, each page’s color scheme corresponds
to its type: sky-blue for support, yellow for category pages, and purple for archived con-
tent. Use of this common heuristic provides informative feedback (Schneiderman 2002)
that helps orient users within the site. The end result, I hoped, would be an attractive site

that invited use and allowed the collected wisdom and insights to shine forth.

Home R ____ _________ Support
Page Pages
| ) "
.
Gategory L, o Category L, 1 Category
Page Fage Fage
* *‘\H
L | - A
Thread Thread
Page Faqge

Figure 3a: Structure of the DLA

Each page in the site provides numerous ways to access content through its four
sections: the header, footer, body, and navigation bar. The header (Figure 3b) has direct
links to each module category, a search window, and links to relevant support pages (ad-

vanced search, site map, guided tour, updates, and help).

e\
Search

Figure 3b6: DLA page header

The navigation bar (Figure 3¢), located on the right side of each page, provides addi-

tional avenues of access to site content, support, and resources.
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MSc module categories Course and Materials Design

Links to MSc-related
online resources

........

DLA-related support pages

ssions

Figure 3¢: DLA Navbar

There are three sets of links: first come the Archive Categories, with each module name
spelled out for the benefit of users not yet familiar with the acronyms. The next set com-
prise a collection of Useful Links to various online resources CPs tend to frequent. For ex-
ample, users can check their Aston SquirrelMail account, visit Blackboard, find articles
with their Athens password, or access the other Aston-related support sites. The aim is to
facilitate the user’s study experience by integrating the site within a set of relevant online
resources. By making these available from every page, I hope to encourage more of their
use. The third set of links, DL Archive Support, directs users to various site-level support
features, such as instructions for subscribing, downloading raw ADL data, posting mes-
sages quickly via an email link, and other types of help pages. Again, the goal is to antici-

pate the needs of users and provide quick and immediate solutions.

The footer (Figure 3d) is the third section common to every page.
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"Whatever is worth doing, is worth doing well.”
Fourth Earl of Chesterfield (1694-1773)

Submitted by Colin Graham

This site was ma ) Ma ‘l with Style Ma m ean @ and @|

~—

HTM
W3C cesp WAL Ty

Figure 3d- DLA footer

There are three elements: more links to facilitate navigation and support, a decorative
quote, and technical information regarding the site’s construction. Footer links are a
common website feature providing additional avenues of navigation and support. The
decorative inspirational quotes were elicited from CPs in order to provide opportunities
for symbolically contributing to the site’s design. The technical information credits the
software used in making the site and indicates its compliance with current web design
standards. The footer on the DLA’s home page contains one additional element: update

schedule information.

The body area of each page contains content relevant to its type. Blue support pages
include information meant to provide help and assistance. For example, the home page
(Appendix B) is targeted towards first time users and is written in such a way as to not
assume familiarity with the MSc. The goals here are to orient users to the purpose of the
site, offer an invitation to guided interaction, and provide practical ideas on how the site
can be used to support situated learning. The body element of yellow category pages con-
sists of alphabetical listings of module-related threads. Topics not pertaining to any mod-
ule in particular were consigned to a general topics (GEN) category. Titles were written
to reflect content, with short descriptions added to pique interest. Threads in popular
categories such as GEN, Grammar & Lexis (GLE), and the Foundation module (FND)
were further organized by common themes within each subject and serviced by set of

quick-nav links at the top (Figure 3e).
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This section contains discussions related to the Foundation Module and issues relevant to
new course participants (CPs). Threads are arranged in the following sub-categories:

D Quick Nav:

Study advice
e Portfolio tasks:
o 1: AWD | 2: MET | 4: ASI | 5: GLE | 7: CMD | 10: Course Pathway
e General FND issues

Suggestion: To get more out of these discussions in this section, try the reflective task
Wopmg Your Approach to Master's Level Study" before reading them.

A Newcomer to the MSc

A new CP having trouble getting through the FND, especially with completing the portfolio
tasks, gets advice.

Alternative FND Reading Sources
What are some alternative sources of readings for the FND module?

Consultation of Staff

What are the norms with regards to asking tutors for assistance? What are the limits of
politeness? These questions and more are discussed in this thread that includes responses
from former tutors Steve Mann and Keith Richards.

Figure 3e: Sample of the FND category page, featuring content organized alphabetically by theme

The bodies of purple discussion pages contain the actual archived content (Figure 3f).

Here, stylistic choices were made to increase contrast, a vital element needed to promote

legibility (Pulman, in Lynch & Horton 2002).

up the text

Subject header info in large,
blue, underlined font to break

a newcomer to the msc

jcomer to the MSc | Francesca Agresti | June 8th, 2005

Hello,

Introductions- I'm Francesca and I live in Eboli, a small town in the south of Italy near the
archaeological sites of Pompei and Paestum. I try to teach Italian children English and
they Italian to me. I have been teaching here officially in schools for about 5 years and
privately since I came in the 1980s.

Black sans-serif font on

a white background

MSc- I'm a newcomer to the MSc and I'm toiling at the fnd module. I've read it through so

ny times, done the individual tasks and started the portfolio ones but I don't seem able
&h them. It's harder than I thought. I've never questioned myself so much, I've got

the feeling as though I'm doing something wrong. Has anybody got any advice to give?
Francesca

Re: a newcomer to the MSc | Jerry Talandis Jr. | June Sth, 2005

Hi Francesca! Welcome to this list! Always nice to see a new person here. We just had
Francesca graduate from the program recently... Francesca from Brazil.

Styled quoted text

I'vg read it through so many times, done the individual tasks and started the portfolio ones but |
seem able to finish them. It's harder than I thought. I've never questioned myself so much;
I've got the feeling as though I'm doing something wrong. Has anybody got any advice to give?

Anyway, it seems to me you're having a typical reaction to master's level study. Looks like
you've done a lot of work, but from what you wrote, I gather your self-confidence is taking

a beating.

Figure 3f: Style features designed to increase readability
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The guided tour (Appendix C) consists of seven reflective tasks (Figure 3g) targeted

at CPs on various stages of the program and are meant to encourage private as well as

public interactivity with archived content.

guided tour reflective tasks

Task Quick Nav:

Task 1: Developing Your Approach to Masters-Level Study

Task 2: FND Portfolio Task Help

Task 3: Deciding Your Course Pathway

Task 4: Assignment Help 1: Browsing for Ideas

Task 5: Assignment Help 2: Offering Feedback & Advice
Task 6: Building on a Discussion

Task 7: Revisiting a Discussion

Figure 3g: DLA reflective tasks

According to McKendree & Mayes (1997), there are two essential ingredients for almost
any kind of learning; first, learners must do some kind of task which tests their develop-
ing understanding and competence. Next, they must receive feedback on their perform-
ance. Neither of these is necessarily involved when users are simply given access to in-
formation, however well-structured and vivid that information might be. The DLA’s re-
flective tasks facilitate this process and were written to resemble those found within

course modules (Figure 3h).

Reflect on
Current
Practice

Figure 3b: Structure of DLA reflective tasks

In each task, learners are first asked to reflect on their current state of practice. For ex-
ample, in Task 1 (Developing your approach to master-level study), CPs must consider how to
go about various aspects of study, such as assignments, time management, and informa-

tion retrieval strategies (Figure 31).
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Part 1: Reflection on current practice

Take a few moments and write down a few thoughts regarding the way you approach the
following aspects of studying for a masters degree:

Assignments: When do you get around to thinking of a topic for your assignment? Do you
try to come up with something quickly, or do you wait until you've made your way through
all the reading? What are the advantages and disadvantages to your approach?

Study time: How do you plan and organize your study time? For example, do you prefer to
study a little each day, or do you like to set aside long blocks of time every week or so?
What are some difficulties you have regarding study time, and how have you tried to
overcome them?

Information retreival strategies (such as note taking, keeping track of references, etc):
As you read through a module, how do you go about taking notes? In addition, what's your
system for keeping track of quotations and references?

Reflection: To what degree do you do the reflective tasks within the FND? Do you keep a
journal, as is recommended? How keen are you on this practice?

Motivation: What do you do to get back on track when you're feeling de-motivated?

Course completion: How long are you planning on taking to finish the MSc? What are
some merits/demerits of your choice?

Required reading: What books will you buy (did you buy) for the FND, and why? How did
you go about deciding which to purchase?

Figure 3i: Reflective task 1, part 1

In part two, users are asked to reflectively read relevant ADL discussions (Figure 3j).

Part 2: Learning from your peers

Read the discussions in the "Study Skills Advice" section of the Foundation module
category. As you read, make note of anything that strikes you as interesting, useful, or
lacking.

Figure 37: Reflective task 1, part 2

Finally, in part three (Figure 3k), CPs are encouraged to articulate their reflections, either

on the ADL or with me (to aid in my quest for authentic user data).

Part 3: Share your impressions

Compare your notes of the readings with your previous reflections on your current study
approaches. What did you learn from reading about how others on the program approach
master's level study? Additionally, was there some technique, strategy, or practice that
you've found successful that others could benefit from? Post your thoughts and ideas to the

discussion list or share them one-on-one with Jerry.

Figure 3k: Reflective task 1, part 3
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The main goal with these tasks is to help CPs develop epistemic fluency (Mayes 2001) as
they strive to articulate and clarify their thinking on the ADL. Hopefully, CPs posting
their thoughts would reinvigorate list usage by providing fresh takes on relevant, popular
themes of discussion. New iterations of previously discussed topics could then be ar-
chived, and over time add to the depth, breath, and quality of our community’s collective

experience.

3.2: Site Promotion.

Producing the DLA was only the beginning. For CPs to make use of this resource, I
had to continuously promote it. Chronicling some of the efforts I made to raise aware-
ness of the DLA will give me the opportunity to demonstrate how I used the it as a tool
for supporting situated learning on the ADL. Since the site went online in early Septem-

ber 2003, I strove to promote the site in four basic ways:

e Through publicity announcements in MSc related outlets
« Via an active presence on the ADL

« Direct off-list correspondence with individual users

« Registering the site with the Google search engine

Publicity announcements have appeared in various MSc outlets. For example, the site has
been mentioned in monthly EASG newsletters and through word-of-mouth by tutors
(Garton, personal correspondence). A introduction and description of the site has been
maintained on the Aston MSc Quick Start Guide (Anderson 2006). Mention of it has also

been made on the forum of Phil’s ESL Support Site (Quirke 2006b).

Maintaining an active presence on the ADL has given me opportunities to promote
the DLA in subtle, unobtrusive ways while allowing me to demonstrate new possibilities
for ADL discourse. For example, I have often included links to relevant threads when ap-
propriate, such as in welcome messages to new CPs. The following ADL data excerpt

(Margaret 2004) exemplifies this practice:

Re: New Participant Presentation | Jerry Talandis Jr. | January 18th, 2004

Hello Margaret,

This is Jerry Talandis, from Toyama, Japan. Welcome to the discussion list (DL). It's always
great to see new people come on board.
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You asked about approaches to study, techniques, and materials. Everyone has the same
sorts of questions when they come on board. If you haven’t already, you can read past DL
discussions about these topics at the DL Archive website to see what those have gone be-
fore you have done. I hope you can learn from their experiences. The FND and GEN cate-
gories are good places to start for beginners.

<http://www.cty8,.com/talandis/index.htm>
Good luck with everything! I hope you can find some fellow FNDers to work with. But, feel
free to post a question to this list anytime. You'll be surprised at how much you’ll learn.

Jerry

Re: New Participant Presentation | Margaret | January 19th, 2004

Thanks for making contact. I took your advice about the DL discussion list and found it a useful
resource not only for ideas, but also as a way in to using the list too.

Margaret

Here I responded to a typical self-introduction message by connecting the sender’s ques-
tion to the larger body of similar experience: “Everyone has the same sorts of questions when.
they come on board.” Having the DLA to back up this assertion added some power to it.
The new CP could now access those experiences and investigate them for herself. Simi-
larly, referencing previous iterations of current discussions enabled me to promote the
site through demonstrating how it can be used to build semantic cohesion (Lapadat
2002). The following extract (Raper 2004) shows how I attempted to do this by respond-

ing to a new CPs question regarding course pathway decisions:

How do you choose courses? | Jerry Talandis Jr. | October 4th, 2004
Hello Paul & others,

Regarding this issue of deciding one's course pathway, it's a big one
that keeps coming up. I had similar concerns as you, Paul, back in 2001
when I was doing the FND. I brought it up for discussion on this list
and got lots of good advice. For those who haven't read this, go here:

http://www.cty8.com/talandis/Categories/FND/pathway.html

This seemed to be the crux of the matter- do you start off with an
"easy" module and get some momentum going, or do you jump in at the
deep end and get the tough ones over with first? I chose the "easy"
way, and it worked out ok. When I got to IIC (now called ASI), however,
I had wished I had taken it earlier. Still, recalling the fragile state

of my confidence then, I probably would have panicked at all the heavy
terminology.

There's also another discussion about choosing modules at the DL
Archive:

http://www. .com/talandi ries/FND hway?2.html

This one focuses more on answering deeper questions, like these posed
by Raymond Sheehan:
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I did wonder what sources and what principles underlie module choices
and sequencing: is it a question of "I know a lot about that already,

so it'll be easy?" Or the opposite "I know nothing about that and I
really need/want to learn"? "I'll start off with what interests me the
most" or "I'll keep what I think will be the really good stuff for

last"? Or principled selection such as "Building a linguistic

foundation should come before practice"? What other principles might

apply?

So, Paul, how do you (or anyone else) answer these questions? Would you
be willing to share some of your thinking with us? The only "correct
answer" is the one that makes best sense for you, so don't be shy. If

you can write out an answer for this list, you can nail that portfolio

task with flying colors!

This issue was one I had raised on the ADL previously, so my first move was to include a
link back to that discussion in order to provide context. Realizing that not everyone
would be inclined to follow-up on that link, I added a summary of what I had learned
from that conversation. Next, I went about linking to another version of this topic, and
added an excerpt that asked some questions relevant to the current discussion. The aim
here was to revisit the earlier iteration of this discussion and encourage CPs to build
upon it. Finally, I ended my message with a pointed question to the sender, encouraging
him to make his views known on the list. It was my conviction that the act of producing

an act of public discourse would stimulate and clarify thought on this issue.

The practice of embedding links within messages continued off-list during corre-
spondence with CPs as I took advantage of any on-list reference to the DLA with a per-
sonal message. I used this approach not only to provide support, but to promote the
DLA and elicit feedback for it. In the following example, I responded to an off-hand

DLA comment by contacting the sender directly.

Date: May 28, 2005 8:15:24 AM JST

This is Jerry Talandis. I'm an Aston course participant (CP) living and working in Japan. Welcome to
the program, and to the discussion list (DL)! It's great seeing "new blood" around these parts.

I hope to be an active member of the email list, if I can think of anything useful to say! I'd bet-
ter look at the archives before I go on.

You mentioned "the archives". That website, the "Discussion List Archive", can be found here:

/) S f is/i |
This site is the focus of my dissertation. I'm trying to take all the messages that have been posted
over the years and turn them into a study tool that supports situated learning. The discussions in
the FND section are especially useful for beginners; it's a good place to start.
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If it's not too much to ask, if you do one of the "reflective tasks" in the "Guided Tour" section

(http://www. .com/talandi r i r.htm), I'd really be interested in your
feedback about it. What did you learn? How did reading past discussions help you? Stuff like that.

Again, welcome to the program. If you have any question or comment, don't hesitate to post it.

Again, my focus was not to trumpet the DLA’s virtues, but to establish a relationship and
use the site as a tool for providing support. Site promotion and data acquisition were
therefore natural byproducts of community building outreach. The following theory

memo reveals some of my thinking regarding this method of site promotion:

I'm making sure he knows how to get to the site and the reflective tasks. I'm contact-
ing him directly because of his seeming awareness of the site. | feel | have an op-
portunity to make personal contact with a new CP, form a relationship, and hope-
fully get some data out of it!! I'm encouraged by his comment, "I'd better look at
the archives before | go on." This means that he knows about the site and feels he
needs to check it out before getting more involved. This shows the word is getting
out, that new CPs are getting in the habit of going there to get some of their needs
met. This is EXACTLY what | want- that the site becomes a place newbies can go to
get "socialized" and up to speed quickly.

A final method of promotion was to register the DLA with Google during the
summer of 2005. My goal here was to have the site appear whenever anyone entered
TESOL-related keywords. Besides providing a bit of extra exposure for the Aston MSc, a
prominent Google presence could also supply an additional means of access as CPs went

about regular routines of online research.
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Chapter 4: Data & Research Methodology

In this chapter I chronicle my research activities, presenting the collected data
and the methods I have chosen to describe, explain, and interpret it. Section 4.1
elaborates on the research questions, making clear my intentions and data presen-
tation strategy. The quantitative data I accumulated over a 12 month period (April
9th, 2005 ~ March 31st, 2006) via the StatCounter.com (2006) web metrics service
is the focus of section 4.2. Section 4.3 centers on collection of qualitative data and
commentary on how the research methodology I have chosen will be used for

analysis.
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4.1: Research question design.

In short, the choices I made regarding data and methodology were driven by the

research questions:

1. What was the reaction of CPs to the DLA, and how did this feedback lead toward the
development of the site?

II.  From a “macro” perspective, how have CPs used the site as a collective group?

II1. From a “micro” point of view, how have individual CPs at various stages on the MSc
made use of the site?

These questions were designed to focus analysis and discussion on how CPs have used
the DLA, thus shedding light on the nature and degree of the site’s contribution to sup-
porting situated learning via the ADL. Question one looks at two related issues: general,
overall impressions from users, and how this feedback has been incorporated into the
site’s development. The evolution of successful teacher support websites depends on ac-
tive implementation of user feedback and suggestions (Quirke 2006a), so this analysis
will give me the opportunity to acknowledge the contributions CPs have made to the
site’s growth. Continuing along a wide, macro perspective, question two adds a quantita-
tive dimension by examining site user statistics collected in various categories such as
page load activity, popular pages, visitor paths, visit lengths, and return visits. These sta-
tistics, while useful in providing a detailed picture of usage, are not the entire story. For
added perspective, the third question focuses on a narrow, zzcro point of view through
highlighting the experiences of individual users. This provides an opportunity for CPs to
comment on how they have used the site beyond the level of overall impression. I hope
this wide to narrow data presentation strategy will provide sufficient context for a de-
tailed, multi-dimensional view of DLA usage and facilitate the process of evaluating its

overall impact and effectiveness.

4.2: Quantitative data

StatCounter.com (SC) automatically collected, sorted, and interpreted two dimen-
sions of user statistics: summary stats and detailed user analysis (StatCounter 2006). The
summary statistics provide a perpetual count of daily site visits and can be configured in
various ways to enable analysis of user trends over time. The detailed user analysis statis-
tics consist of data on each and every pageload, enabling the ability to drill down for spe-
cific information such as location (country, region, city), host name, IP address, visit fre-

quency and length, and various system specifications. Other features include analysis of
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popular, entry, and exit pages, referral links, keyword activity, search engines used to find

the site, and various technical information such as browsers, operating systems, and

screen resolutions (Figure 4a).

FEATURE DESCRIPTION

I

2 Configurable summary stats
3 Magnify user
4 Drill down
5 Popular pages
6 Entry pages
7 Exit pages
8 Came from
9 Key word analysis
10 Recent keyword activity
I Search engines
12 Visitor paths
13 Visit lengths
14 Returning visits
15 Recent pageload activity
16 Recent visitor activity
17 User location
18 Technical stats
19 Email reports
20 Blocking cookie
Jerry Talandis fr.

Log size

The amount of pageloads included for detailed analysis per
account.

A configurable display of pageload, unique, return, and first
time visits to date.

Provides a detailed report on user location, system settings,
referral links, and navigation paths through the site.

Enables access to detailed information about each visitor.

Shows a ranking of page popularity, based on number of
pageloads.

A ranked list of pages that visitors entered the site on.
A ranked list of pages that visitors exited the site from.

Shows how visitors are finding the site, and where they are
coming from.

Provides the keywords used to reach the site, ranked by
their popularity.

Real-time reporting of keywords used to reach the site, the
visitors who used them, and what search engine was used.

Shows which search engines have generated the most
traffic.

Indicates recent visitors and the navigation paths they took
through the site.

Displayed as percentage of visitors that stay for various pe-
riods of time.

Identifies what percentage of visitors are returning (and
how many times they’ve returned), and how many are visit-
ing for the first time.

Displays the most recent pageloads, some details about the
visitor that made them, and allows magnification for even
more detail on that visitor.

Similar to Recent Pageload Activity, this feature displays
information on the latest visitors.

Identifies the geographical location of visitors to the site.

Displays user ISPs, browsers, operating systems, resolu-
tions, and % with javascript enabled.

A service providing weekly emailed reports of various statis-
tics.

Prevents the logging of web-master visits.

Figure 4a: Summary of relevant data analysis services provided by StatCounter (2006)
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SC collects data by providing and tracking a snippet of html code placed within a site.

Figure 4b shows the code I inserted into each page of the DLA.

<!-- Start of StatCounter Code -->

<script type="text/javascript" language="javascript">

var sc_project=628393;

var sc_partition=5;

var sc_security="ac9cb99c";

</script>

<script type="text/javascript" language="javascript"
src="http://www.statcounter.com/counter/counter.js"></script><nos
cript><a href="http://www.statcounter.com/" target=" blank"><img
src="http://c6.statcounter.com/counter.php?sc project=628393&amp;
java=0&amp; security=ac9cb99c" alt="free site statistics"
border="0"></a> </noscript>

<!-- End of StatCounter Code -->

Figure 46: Website tracking code provided by StatCounter.com.

This code allows SC to gather summary and detailed user statistics in different, comple-
mentary ways. The summary stats determine site visits by using cookies, which are small
files allowing sites to store and retrieve information on a user’s machine (Brain 2006).
However, the accuracy of tracking data via cookies is not without limitations. Users can
disable or erase them, or they could become corrupted over time. If cookies are unavail-
able for whatever reason, SC counts visits as unique since there is no way of knowing if
the user had visited before. This has the effect of skewing interpretation of the Return
Visits results. For example, on March 6, 2006 SC indicated that 86.2% of unique visitors

to the DLA had visited the site only once (Figure 40).

Aston EASG DL Archive (Returning Visits) March 6th 2006

JJ. Current Log Usage: 6,312. Total Log Size: 10,100. Adjust your log size here!

%:1.22
1.8%
10.8%

Returning Visits
¥ 1377 First Time Visits O
¥ 173 1-5Returning Visits  []
v 28 5-10 Returning Visits []
A4 19 10+ Returning Visits D

Figure 4c: Interpretation of returning visits data (based on cookies)
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This figure was not precise. The First Time Visits stat showed a list of users with numerous

entries (pageloads) and zero return visits (Figure 4d).

IP Address Browser
80.74.176.54 MSIE 6.0
222.10.1.75 MSIE 6.0

184.125.205.31 MSIE 6.0
212.88.177.154  MSIE 6.0

jeReloke!

oS

Windows 98
Windows XP
Windows 98
Windows 98

Resolution Returning Count Entries

800x600 0 136
1024x768 0 111
800x600 0 104
1024x768 0 86

Figure 4d: Sample of users listed as baving visited the DLA once

However, one user from this sample (IP address 222.10.1.75) had, in fact, visited the site

more than once. Examining an extract from this user’s pageload history shows several vis-

its were made (Figure 4€). Most likely, this user had cookies disabled on their browser.

Opening Lines of Communication

www.ctyB.com/talandis/cateqories/emt/emt_index.htm

Alumni Discussion List

April 11th 2005 09:30:48 PM

April 25th 2005 05:24:24 pM ML AISCLES S

May Sth 2005 04:12:30 pm EMT Home
No referring link

Figure 4e: Extract of from user 222.10.1.75 indicating more than one visit to the DLA

SC uses Internet protocol (IP) addresses to compensate for the limitations of tracking

data via cookies. IP addresses, which are unique numbers assigned to any device con-

nected to the Internet, form the basis for the detailed analysis of each user’s visit. Ac-

cording to SC, this method works very well for the majority, with the exception of AOL

(America Online) members or any visitor using a dynamic web proxy (constantly changing

IP address). If such a user loaded seven pages on a site, SC would record it as seven dif-

terent IP addresses, thus skewing results. Both cookies and IP addresses have their

strengths and weaknesses for determining the uniqueness of a visitor, and is impossible to

achieve 100% accuracy when collecting user data. Over time, however, SC claims it is

possible to view interesting trends that represent valid /ndications of how a site is actually

being used. Taking these limitations into consideration, I will base observations and

analysis of DLA usage on the data I have managed to collect via the SC service, using the

features relevant to answering research questions two and three.
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4.3: Qualitative data & research methodology

To present a more multi-dimensional account of DLA usage, I used qualitative data
taken from two primary sources: ADL discussions and off-list correspondence. In addi-
tion, I will augment these primary sources with observations taken from theory memo
entries. I am drawing upon private DLA-related correspondence as a means of filling out
the picture of site usage. This correspondence consisted of elicited feedback and follow-
up interviews with users of the site. Again, as with the on-list sources of data, I will call

upon theory memos to provide added perspective.

To sharpen the focus and clarify the structure of my analysis and discussion, I will
present the qualitative data in terms of small case studies, each one featuring a different
type of user: MSc applicant, MSc beginner, and post-FIND CPs. The first category fea-
tures the experience of a user who visited the DLA while considering whether or not to
apply to the program. The next focuses on a CP working her way through the FND

module, and the final one looks at how veteran CPs have used the site.

The methodology outlined above, featuring the use of quantitative data in what is
predominantly a work of qualitative action research, takes inspiration from Quirke’s
(20062) assertion that for the sake of clarity and completeness of understanding, “the re -
searcher must adopt a multi-faceted approach using as many data sources as possible, and then inter-
pret the data from as many perspectives as possible.” Similar to Quirke’s investigation of a web-
site designed to support ESL/EFL teachers doing master’s level study (I6id), this research
takes a long-term case study approach. Stake (in Mann 2002) outlines the conceptual re-

sponsibilities of a case researcher:

1. Bounding the case and conceptualizing the object of study

2. Selecting phenomena, themes, issues, or research questions to emphasize
3. Seeking patterns of data to develop the issues or questions

4. 'Triangulating key observations and bases for interpretation

5. Developing assertions or generalizations about the case

The object of study in my situation is a relatively small community of distance learners
belonging to the same graduate program, with the specific focus of study (how CPs have
used the DLA) providing the requisite boundedness. The research questions outlined in
section 4.1 fulfill the second criterion. The data presentation strategy I have elaborated

upon in this chapter indicates how I aim to answer these questions and use CP feedback
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to triangulate observations and interpretations. Finally, any assertions I make fall within
the confines of the action research tradition within which I am working, and serve my

goal of evaluating the DLA and determining possible courses of future action.

In addition to Stake’s criteria, Merriam’s (I67d) summary of the special qualities of
case studies (particularistic, descriptive, beuristic) is useful for conceptualizing my research
methodology. My case is particularistic in that it focuses on a particular situation. The
collection of data from various sources over a long period of time support my aim to cre-
ate a thick descriptive analysis of DLA usage. Finally; this research is heuristic in its aim
to enhance understanding of the impact having access to our community’s public dis-

course history can have.

In addition, the tradition of ethnography has had an influence on my research
methodology. Ethnography, in terms of method, refers to social research comprising most

of the following features (Hammersley, in Richards 2005):

1. People’s behavior is studied in everyday contexts, rather than under experimental
conditions created by the researcher.

2. Data are gathered from a range of sources such as observation and/or relatively

informal conversations.

3. Unstructured approach to data collection, with the categories used for interpret-
ing what people say and do that are not pre-given or fixed. Data is initially col-
lected in as raw a form, and on as wide a front, as feasible.

4. The focus is usually on a single setting or group, of relatively small scale.

5. The analysis of the data involves interpretation of the meanings and functions of
human actions and mainly takes the form of verbal descriptions and explanations,
with quantification and statistical analysis playing a subordinate role at most.

Rather than create a controlled experiment, I am looking at the everyday context of how
CPs have used the DLA, with raw data collected from a range of sources (as outline
above). My focus is on a requisitely small group in a single setting, with quantification and
statistical analysis functioning to support my descriptions and interpretations of site us-
age. However, single setting in my case refers to a virtual rather than physical place since
CPs are spread across the globe and communicate via CMC. As a result, I have looked to
~virtual-ethnography (also known as cyber-ethnography or netography) as a way of characteriz-
ing my research methodology. Virtual ethnography, as defined by Brown (2003), is the

study of online interaction and the methodology applied when researchers examine inter-
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action, communication, and community online. Similar to ethnographic field-work, it in-
volves the researcher becoming immersed in the developing online culture and gaining
access to the experiences and thoughts of those they are studying. I have this requisite
access given my status as a CP, but my aims do not involve studying MSc culture per se.
Instead, my focus is to harness some of the insights that virtual ethnography can provide,
namely great insight and depth into a range of thoughts, ideas, emotions and practices

(Hine, in Brown 2003).
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Chapter 5: Evaluation & Discussion

The focus of this chapter is an evaluation of collected data, with discussion situ-
ated within a framework provided by the research questions. Section 5.1 looks at
general reactions to the DLA and how user feedback was implemented. Section 5.2
features analysis of site visit statistics, with section 5.3 focusing on discussion of

individual user experiences in addition to commentary on the reflective tasks.
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5.1: Overall reactions & site development.

I. What was the reaction of CPs to the DLA, and how did this feedback lead toward the
development of the site?

I received a lot of general feedback about the DLA over the course of this project.
The following comments come from two sources: an on-list discussion reacting to the
site’s debut (Talandis 2003) as well as personal correspondence collected from September
2003 to March 2006. To one degree or another, all comments I received about the site

were positive. Some were simple statements of appreciation without elaboration.

« By the way, the DL archive is a great work.

* I've just logged on to your discussion group archive for the first time and have to say
I'm well impressed. Well done on designing and producing such a useful resource!

o | would just like to say that yours is one of the few websites | cruise (as opposed to
surf). | find it great and have recommended it to some of my colleagues.

« | have been browsing the site you set up and have been managing. It REALLY is
amazing!! Do you have an academic background in computer science?

While personally gratifying, these sorts of comments did not provide much insight into
how the site was used. Fortunately I also obtained more specific feedback, such as these

comments focusing favorably on the site’s design, organization, and ease of navigation.

o | found the site aesthetically pleasing- it even had a calming effect on me! (the baby
blue maybe??)

 Anyway, the good news is that | love your site: it's straightforward, attractive and
very effective. I've been around it and like everything | saw. Congratulations! It is
genuinely very rare to find something so easy to navigate and so clear to read.

« On the whole | found that the way the archive is organized is well thought out and
user friendly. Each time | used it it took me only a few minutes to find what | was
looking for. The topics seem to be well selected. The fact that | did get answers every

time | visited speaks well for its variety of topics, and the range is satisfactory.

« | very quickly found a number of exchanges that were of interest- that in itself is ex-
tremely praiseworthy. It is clear and easy to use. It's also an insight into how useful
the list can be.

o | suffer from computer phobia but nevertheless found the site very, very simple to
use. That was the most important thing because | felt encouraged to use my computer
to enter discussions, or at least to revisit the site and read some more. Great to have
it organized by module and then by topic within the module. Also great to have a
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'search' as | typed in a specific topic and found that there was something in TDA
about it as well as GE where | originally looked.

« Nice job on the archive, it's quite easy to find things- even when you don't know what
you're looking for!

The fundamental organizing principle was to meet the needs of the MSc community: I
wanted to create a site that was accessible, user-friendly, and aesthetically minimalist in
design (Neilson 1990), one that allowed users “zo quickly see the breadth of their options, grasp
how to achieve their goals, and do their work” (Tognazzini 2003). Keeping in mind that “less is
more,” the idea was to present archived threads clearly in a straightforward, efficient
manner. That CPs could easily access past interactions confirmed a core aim of the site
had been met, with the time and effort spent on sussing out organization and design is-

sues having paid off.

Other specific feedback noted the DLA could provide course content support, es-

pecially for new CPs.

« Participants who are new to a module will find it a great help in orientation and get-
ting down to finer points that others who have gone before may have encountered.
Since being on the list only since March this year, | was concerned about how | could
make use of all the messages & notes that have been flying around. | have read
some very significant things and thought that it would be a shame to not have some
system to make permanent use of the mailing list.

« Your website is great! | received it this morning and it made for stimulating reading-
I'm in the midst of completing the FND module and | found the sections on the portfo-
lio tasks extremely useful. The archive is a good place for me (and others like me) to
read about former CPs’ queries and frustrations.

Reading past discussions could provide more than course information; It was also noticed
that the collected experiences act as a scaffold (Bruner, in van Lier 1996:195), providing

support for new CPs as they socialize into masters’ level study.

« It would be great for participants starting new modules to read through the discus-
sions before they start. | guess it is almost an example of scaffolding in that creating
this kind of framework makes it more accessible for study? Your efforts have shown
how a discussion list of this kind can offer not only interpersonal, but also course con-
tent support!

This “interpersonal support” was another commonly cited benefit. The DLA was re-
garded as a tool that could help ease the initial anxieties CPs face when beginning their
studies. According to O’Reagan (2003), online study can present a disorienting situation
where the familiar frameworks and markers of everyday life and learning no longer exist,

or at least exist in unfamiliar forms. As a result, one of the biggest challenges facing dis-
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tance learners is overcoming negative emotions that inhibit learning. As Cowan (1995:17)
notes, one of those challenges is isolation: “due to the absence of social links, the distant learner
does not have the same opportunity to be aware that the difficulties which she or be is encountering

are shard by others.”

« Often, the benefit may have less to do with what information there is on the list and
more to do with affective factors- it may have more to do with hanging on in there,
persevering despite the distance-learning difficulties because we can see how other
CPs have worked things out.

o | think | would have used the archive first of all just to not feel alone! | would have
clicked on the module | was working on, and browsed through everything that eve-
ryone else had written about it. | imagine that any worries, questions etc. | might
have been having probably would be covered- even if there weren't 'answers," it's
nice to know one is not alone. Then reading into the module a bit, | probably would
have checked it again when questions/ideas etc cropped up, just to see what was out
there. That's just the instant vision | had when | saw the site.

As the comments above indicate, CPs believed access to past ADL contributions could

provide support for the cognitive and affective domains of learning through enabling a

process of vicarious learning (Mayes 2001).

CPs also asked questions and offered suggestions for improvement. Much of this
teedback was subsequently implemented as the site grew and evolved. For example, one
issue when the site first went online was how to manage the amount of discussions ar-

chived on popular category pages:

e Is it possible that discussions get so long or so numerous as to make it hard to sort
though for both the editor and users?

This comment led eventually to the current strategy of organizing threads around com-
mon themes serviced via quick-nav links at the top of category pages. These links also
provide a visual outline of page contents. For example, the GEN category page, a virtual
dumping ground for discussions not relating to any particular module, was a prime candi-
date for revision. By grouping topics with two or more iterations together, the page
evolved from a simple alphabetical listing of discussions to one more easily navigable at a
single glance (Figure 5a). With this arrangement, contents can continue to grow with the

page retaining its overall accessibility.
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These are discussions of a general nature, of topics that don't fit neatly into any particular
module. Threads are organized in the following categories & sub-categories:

Q

o

Figure sa: GEN category page quick-nav links reflecting the reorganization of page contents

Similarly, another comment requested that a special page be created to serve the needs of

new CPs:

« How much of a pain would it be to add a section on study skills or study tips or some-
thing like that? That's one thing | think | would have liked to have read about when |
was starting out...how do other people go about doing this thing- taking notes, find-
ing articles, reading the modules, keeping it all organized, time management tips?

As a result of this feedback, all relevant discussions were gathered to the FND category
page and organized by clearly identified themes reflecting the needs of beginners. In ad-
dition, links to corresponding reflective tasks were added to facilitate access and encour-
age their completion. However, insight into how the site was actually used could not be
determined from the general comments alone. In the following sections, I will focus on
this issue, looking first at some quantitative data and then at commentary from individual

users.

§.2: Macro perspective of site usage
Il. From a "macro" perspective, how have CPs used the site as a collective group?

Figure sb shows a monthly summary of DLA user statistics. The green bars repre-
sent total pageloads, while the blue and orange bars stand for unique and returning visi-

tors, respectively.

Jerry Talandis fr. MSc in TESOL Dissertation 42



Keeping the collective memory alive

[rage Loads MUnique Visitors [Returning Visitors

3,500 ®
L P-4
C S
C ©
3,000
2,500
C S
2,000
1,500 |
C o
1,000 | - ~ S P @ b
L o 1 o o 0 ] W
L D w0 =} < =3 < ‘o
: § = 3. B, |B 2 s
500 s 3 <+ S 123> oo I3 & &
o B AT ) oy [o7] P i) g =3 e}
r <+ 3] — — 3 2 - r~ = ]
0

Jun Mar

Select Date: ~) | This Year rC! or ® Apr .:! 2005 - Mar .:! 2006

Select Data: @ Show Page Loads ™ Show Unigue Visitors @ Show Returning Visitors
Select Graph: ® Bar Graph | _ Area Graph | C No Graph

u sl
e
35
=
L
Lt
—
=y
—
T
=
o,

Sep Oct Now Dec Jan Feh

( Submit ) ™ gaye As Default

Page Loads Unique Visitors First Time Visitors Returning Visitors
Total 9,137 4,217 3,477 740
Average 761 351 290 62

Figure §b: Summary of monthly user statistics (April 9, 2005-March 31, 2006)

A total of 9,137 pageloads were recorded, for an average of 761 per month. Activity re-
mained virtually identical during the first three months, dipped during the summer,
picked up again in the fall, and ended with a substantial surge in March 2006. One possi-
bility for the summer dip could be that practicing teachers, the target audience, often
take breaks during that time. Traffic picked up again in the fall, perhaps reflecting a re-
turn to work and study. There were 4,217 unique visits. Approximately 18% of visitors ac-

cessed the site more than once, a figure that is most likely a bit higher.

A closer look at site visits (Figure 5¢) reveals that only 9% of visitors had returned
to the site, but again this number is actually higher. Nevertheless, a vast majority of users
made only one visit. Drilling down into the 1o+ Returning Visits category reveals that the

most frequent users averaged about two visits per month over the course of the year.
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Returning Visits
3036 First Time Visits |
247 1-5 Returning Visits ]
31 5-10 Returning Visits [_]
21 10+ Returning Visits  [_]

a4 4 44

Figure sc: Breakdown of returning visits

From these numbers it appears the DLA was used much like a reference book, pulled off
the shelf from time to time when need be. A look at the Visit Length stats confirms this

analysis (Figure 5d).

Visit Length
2310 Less than 5 secs
78 From 5 secs to 30 secs
365 From 30 secs to 5 mins
167 From 5 mins to 20 mins
65 From 20 mins to an hour
Longer than an hour

a4 44444

OEOO0OE

Figure sd: Breakdown of visit lengths

SC determined visit length by measuring the time difference between the entry and final
exit page. If only one page was accessed, the visit length was recorded as zero since the
entry and exit pages were identical. About 72% of visits fell into this category. The actual

visit time could vary- short, for example, if a non-MSc user visited during a web search
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and quickly moved on, or longer if a CP needing specific information accessed a page di-

rectly and spent a bit of time only there. 19% of visits lasted between five seconds and 20

minutes. Again, this suggests a variety of usage scenarios, such as encounters via search

engines, quick in-and-out searches for specific information, or general browsing around

to get a gist of the site’s contents. Nearly 9% of users made visits upwards of 20 minutes.

In general, the longer the stay, the more likely they were affiliated with the MSc.

The significant traffic spike in March 2006 was a highly unexpected result. In one
month, pageloads increased by 465%, unique visitors by 611%, and return visitors by at

least 219%. What accounted for this sudden and dramatic surge in traffic, and what im-

plications does it have for the MSc? Data indicates that the rise resulted from a sharp in-

crease in the number of non-MSc people visiting the site via Google word searches. The

following Search Engine data extract exemplifies this phenomenon (Figure 5e).

Country
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Korea, Republic Of
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United States
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United States

.

°
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“
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Korea, Republic Of

China

[

United States

United Kingdom

[\ 1]
AN

li

United States

[

United States

United States

li

N

New Zealand

ﬁ

New Zealand

r

Chile

Host Name/Web Page/Referring Link

(125.248.244.2)

DL Archive Home

No referring link

adsl-158-210-206.asm.bellsouth.net (68.158.210.206)

Is Grammar Innate?

www.google.com/search?hl=en&Ir=&q=is grammar innate%3F&btnG
WK18-144 . LEWISW ET (216.162.144.18)

Reference Citing 2

No referring link 0
(61.43.215.201) Referral links from Google

Concordance & Colllgm
www.google.com/ ch?g=collocations%2Bdo%2Bmake%2Btake %2

(218.63.94.178)

YuS3EAY%uUE709%uB82F1 % u8BED%uUB6559%uSBA4
translate.google.com/translate?hl=zh-CN&sl=en&u=http://www.cty8.
cache-mtc-ad08.proxy.aol.com (64.12.116.202)

Dissertation Organization

No referring link

user-1627.Ins3-c7.dsl.pol.co.uk (84.65.198.91)

Schiffrin & Approaches to Discourse Analysis
www.google.com/search?hl=el&g=conversation analysis activities&Ir
user-Ocdfnne.cable.mindspring.com (24.215.222.238)

Terminology for Hedging Words
www.google.com/search?hl=en&lr=8&qg=lori solbakken&btnG=Search
user-Ocdfnne.cable.mindspring.com (24.215.222.238)

Business English Texts?

www.google.com/search?hl=en&Ir=8&aq=lori solbakken&btnG=Search
(65.114.16.94)

Dissertation Organization
www.google.com/search?hl=en&Ir=8&q=case study dissertation length
otaki.student.vuw.ac.nz (130.195.220.23)

No referring link

otaki.student.vuw.ac.nz (130.195.220.23)
Teachers Using L1 in YL Classes
www.google.co.nz/search?hl=en&g=re-examining english only ESL cl
139-112-223-201.adsl.terra.cl (201.223.112.139)
Correcting Interlanquage
www.qooagle.cl/search?hs=1JU&hl=es&client=firefox-a&rls=orq.

Figure se: Sample of recent pageload activity featuring numerous hits via Google (March 21st, 2006)

Of the 13 pageloads featured in this extract, ten of them indicate access via Google.

However, since visitors were accessing the site via search engines prior to March, the
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question remains- why the sudden surge? The main difference is that from March 2006

the DLA began regularly appearing on the first page of many TESOL-related searches.

When a website appears in this prime position, it is more likely to receive traffic (Wood-

head 2006). In addition, the suddenness stems from the fact that increased traffic does

not become noticeable for months after initial registration of a site with Google (Morris

2006). The User Location statistics reveal that 1,062 pageloads came from 69 different

countries (Figure 5f) without CPs during at least the past two years (Garton, personal cor-

respondence), amounting to approximately 12% of total traffic.

COUNTRY - COUNTRY . COUNTRY -

Australia
Philippines
Singapore
Egypt
India
Argentina
Iran
France
Israel
Czech Republic
New Zealand
Sudan
Morocco
Pakistan
Colombia
Senegal
Uruguay
Nigeria
Brazil
Chile
Yemen
Oman

Denmark

Figure sf: Pageloads from countries without CPs in at least the past two years

142 Russia
109 Peru

73 Sweden
55 Bahamas
55 Norway
50 Finland
48 Venezuela
37 Croatia
35 Jamaica
24 Syria

23 Trinidad & Tobago

2 Slovenia
19 Ethiopia
19 Lebanon
18 Panama
17 Mauritius

17 Zimbabwe

16 Cyprus
15 Ghana
15 Kenya

15 Tunisia
15 Serbia & Montenegro
14 Moldova

12

A &4 & 39 9 9N 9 9 0o oo o oo v
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Bangladesh
Costa Rica
Macao
Lithuania
Sri Lanka
Saint Lucia
Jordan
Romania
Nepal
Guam
Guyana
Macedonia
Sudan
Kyrgyzstan
Bahrain
Ecuador
Liechtenstein
Bermuda
Puerto Rico
Georgia
Albania
Honduras

Iceland

Most of these visits were short, usually of one pageload in length. Figure 5g shows a visit

profile from such a user. This person (from Iran) accessed the Sinclair’s Idiom Principle
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Number of Entries: 1 Returning Visits: 0

Entry Page Time: March 20th 2006 03:39:17 PM Location: Fars, Shiraz, Iran, Islamic Republic Of
p Visit Length: 0 seconds === Hostname: (80.191.125.101)

Browser MSIE 6.0 [ Entry Page: Sinclair's Idiom Principle

0s Windows XP Exit Page: Sinclair's Idiom Principle

Resolution 1024x768 Referring URL: www.google.com/search?hl=fa&g=Sinclair concordance

Figure 5g: Profile of non-MSc user visit.

discussion page on March 20th, 2006 by typing a search inquiry into Google (Sinclair con.-
cordance collocation). Since only one page was accessed, most likely the visit was short, but
again, there is no way to know for sure. Clicking the Referring URL link reveals the page

of search results (Figure 5h) and shows how the DLA was found.

Sapd Las S bl oy

Ghyds a0 - - : O l
¥ e Sinclair concordance collocation (\)

10 - 1 ik <5

Bibliography of Collocation and Concordance related books

Sinclair, J. (1991). Corpus Concordance Collocation. Oxford University Press. Sinclair, J.
(1997). Corpus Evidence in Language Description. ...

bar =lbis - 0ud s 055 - www.nsknet.or.jp/~peterr-s/concordancing/bibliography.html - 9k

Sinclair, J (1991) Corpus Concordance Colfbcation, Oxford University Press. Sinclair, J
(1997) Corpus Eviglence in Language Description, In Wichmann, ...
) . . ptegories/gen/concordance_resources.htm - 24k

ot

C?cordance & Collocation Resources

Two DLA discussions appearing in

the top three search results

inclair's Idiom Principle
Biber et al., and Sinclair's "Corpus, Concordance, Collocation" (which offers a radically
different "lexical" classification). D'you know of anything else? ...

b = lodes - sad 8055 - www.ctyB.com/talandis/categories/gle/sinclaire_idiom.htm - 13k

Figure sh: DLA appearing on a page of search results of a likely non-MSc user

Two DLA discussions appeared within the top three search results, with the user from
Iran accessing the second of these. Other likely non-MSc users, especially from countries
such as Australia, Philippines, and Egypt, have spent time browsing around the site, even
making return visits. This indicates at least some interest in the site’s content and is evi-
dence the MSc is gaining exposure beyond the program. While some of these users could
have a possible connection with the MSc, it is clear most do not. Thus there seems to be
a promotional aspect to the DLA, with people around the world now able to access and
read ADL discourse. This phenomenon underscores the power of prominent placement
on search engines such as Google, Yahoo, and MSN. Figure si indicates that approxi-
mately 26% of total DLA traffic originated from search engines, with Google in the lead

at about 67%.
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Figure §i: Breakdown of search engines used to access the DL.A

Reflecting the growing trend of Internet-based research, these statistics are not surpris-
ing as more and more TESOL researchers are taking advantage of the power and conven-
ience afforded by search engine technology. By virtue of the DLA, the MSc discourse
community is now more fully integrated within the worldwide network of public TESOL
discourse. So, in addition to making ADL interactions more accessible to CPs as they go
about their normal online research, the DLA acts, in effect, as a de-facto publishing me-
dium. This changes the dynamic within the ADL, as messages posted to the list for the
benefit of a small learning community now have a potential world-wide audience.
Whether or not this is a welcomed consequence of the site is a question that can be
taken up in further research. Regarding site design issues, this increased non-MSc traffic
offers opportunities for improving how the Aston MSc is presented. While the DLA is
not a promotional tool per se, given the large numbers of visitors from outside the pro-
gram, it makes sense to capitalize on this exposure by clarifying what the site is all about
for the non-MSc audience. Future updates will need to make changes by incorporating
language and features that introduce and provide access to the MSc more clearly. Cur-
rently only the main home page has any sort of information on the program, but this is
insufficient given the fact that many users do not enter the site this way. Perhaps the
header and footer spaces on all pages could be utilized better to provide more back-

ground information on the program and include relevant Aston-related links.
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If data indicated the DLA was used somewhat like a reference book, which parts
were read most, and what does this information reveal about how visitors used the site?

Figure 5j shows a list of the top 20 most accessed pages.

I DL Archive Home Support page
2 FND Home 339 FND
3 MET Home 296 MET
4 GLE Home 270 GLE
1 ASI Home 207 ASI
6 Updates 195 Support page
7 CMD Home 186 CMD
8 AWD Home 169 AWD
9 EMT Home 159 EMT
10 TYL Home 149 TYL
IT DIS Home 128 DIS
12 GEN Home 107 GEN
13 DL Archive Tour 103 Support page
13 Dolch Word Lists 103 TYL
15 Dissertation Organization 102 DIS
16 Observer’s Paradox 91 ASI
17 Pennycook & Cultural Imperialism 86 FND
18 Site Map 82 Support page
19 Helen Doron Method 79 TYL
20 Grammar Analysis 75 GLE

Figure 5j: Top 20 most accessed DLA pages

Color indicates page type: blue for support, yellow for category, and purple for archived
discussion. The colors highlight what seemed to be a typical and logical usage pattern:
visitors entering via the main page tended to spend time browsing the various module
categories which served, in practice, as the site’s “table of contents.” Three other support
pages, all designed to facilitate navigation, were also among the site’s most popular, indi-
cating that visitors were making use of the help information available. Among the cate-
gory pages, FND was accessed the most, supporting the notion that the site is beneficial
to new CPs. Interestingly, GEN was accessed least among all the category pages, indicat-
ing that users seem to value topics related to specific modules more than gaining knowl-

edge on general issues. Analysis of which discussions were most popular among CPs is

Jerry Talandis fr. MSc in TESOL Dissertation 49



Keeping the collective memory alive

problematic given the large amount of non-MSc traffic. For example, did the appearance
of two Teaching Young Learners (T'YL) discussions in the top 20 reflect interest amongst
CPs or from the wider community of interested users? Analysis of traffic to this page sug-
gests the latter, so it is not possible to clearly determine which topics interest CPs most.
All told, the prominence of the category pages suggests that browsing is a primary behav-

ior amongst site visitors.
5.3: Micro view of individual visits
[1l. From a "micro" point of view, how have individual CPs at various stages on the
Aston MSc made use of the site?
In this section I introduce some personal reactions of CPs as they used the DLA.
As outlined in section 4.3, I will organize my presentation around three categories of us-

ers: MSc applicants, MSc beginners, and post-FND CPs, then wrap up with commentary

regarding the reflective tasks. All comments in this section are used with permission.

I met Mari Nakamura at the 2005 JALT conference in Shizuoka, Japan. During our
conversation the subject of graduate studies came up. Mari indicated her strong interest
in pursuing a masters via distance learning, so I recommended the Aston MSc and told
her about the DLA during subsequent email exchanges. She visited the site and sent me

some feedback from the perspective of a potential MSc applicant:

I've been having a good time visiting your site. Here's a bit of feedback. Prior to
viewing the site, | was not sure if the MSc Program at Aston Univ. was workable for
me. Some of the reasons for this uncertainty and anxiety were:

« | was not sure what kind of support the program would offer during the study.

« | was afraid that there might not be enough interaction among the course par-
ticipants, and this might make me isolated or helpless sometimes.

e | didn't know what the modules were exactly like.

« | was not sure if my English ability and knowledge as a teacher are up to the
challenge of the study.

The “uncertainty and anxiety” mentioned here reveal a common frame of mind among
teachers looking to extend their qualifications via graduate study. Doubts and fears about
course content, support, and distance learning in general must be considered natural re-
actions of anyone engaged in the search for a compatible school. In Mari’s case there

were additional questions about her status as a non-native English speaker.
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And after cruising your site, | realized:

e That the Aston Univ. has a very thorough support system, including the library
and interaction with the tutors through e-mail.

e That the course participants have created a 'learning community' through the
site.

« That the site is very easy to navigate. Particularly the summary attached to
each thread was extremely helpful in locating the topics that | want to ex-
plore.

And the best feature for me was the link to the 'ESL Support Site' organized by Phil
Quirke. | could see the first unit of each module, which | have never imagined to be
possible. | was fascinated by the content, and actually spend couple of hours
browsing through the units.

And Jerry, | was very much inspired by some of your posts. You said somewhere
that you have a faith that things will work out for you if you keep on working hard
even if the teaching environment in Japan is not favorable for middle-aged and
more experienced teachers.

Thank you, Jerry, for telling me about this MSc Program. | am almost decided on
taking the TEYL program. | just need to spend a little time to cool myself down and
make sure that this decision is right for me and my family.

For Mari, interacting with archived DLA content provided a measure of emotional relief
and assurance. She was able to confirm the presence of adequate support, receive a bit of
inspiration from the MSc community, and access Phil Quirke’s site (2006b) for excerpts
of actual course modules. Based on these comments, the combination of reading ADL
discourse and previewing course content provided a clear view on what enrolling would

entail and helped support her decision making process.

To gain further insight into Mari’s experience of using the DLA, I extracted data
from her first two visits, analyzed it, then had her comment on my analysis. Figure sk

chronicles her first visit.

TIME PAGE VISITED

I 07:38:27 pm DL Archive Home

(8}

07:38:50 pm  FIND Home

07:39:18 pm A Newcomer to the MSc
07:43:42 pm TYL Home

07:44:28 pm DL Archive Help

SN N A~ W

09:29:24 pm TYL Home
7 09:30:38 pm  Reading Aloud to Children

Figure sk: SC data of Mari Nakamurass first visit to the DLA (October 315, 2005)
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Mari’s nearly two hour visit began at the main home page where she read a bit of the in-
troductory text to get an idea of what the site was about. Her first reaction was one of
slight disorientation.
Well, | have to say that | was a bit confused at first. Probably it is my English. Most
of the abbreviations (e.g. asi, awd) presented at the top of the pages were unfamil-

iar to me, | got stuck there. After reading the explanations on the page, | got the
idea.

Based on the other six pages she visited, Mari’s was primarily interested in two topics:
FND and TYL. At the FND category page (#2) she got a content overview by reading
the short discussion introductions. One of them (Newcomer to the MSc) caught her eye. As
Mari confirmed, at the time she was seriously considering the MSc and wanted to gain
insight into the experience of someone close to her situation. Her next step was to visit
the TYL category page (#4), but after less than a minute there she made an extended
visit to the Help page where she spent about 1:45 reading the extensive Frequently An.-
swered Questions section.

| was confused with the structure of the site, and wanted to see something like a site

map. The Site Structure section on this page helped me out of the confusion. | got
the info that | wanted. Bingo!

After getting the answers she needed, Mari returned to the TYL page (#6). After scan-
ning the short list of threads there she chose the Reading Aloud to Children discussion,

where she was able to find some useful information:

The editor (is it you?) showed an excerpt from the dialogic reading page at Read-
ing Rockets. | have never heard of 'Dialogic Reading', and it interested me. After
reading the article by visiting the site, | figured that it was the technique that | had
been using without noticing what exactly | was doing. This happens to me often,
and this is a great way to reflect upon my teaching. | am going to forward this arti-
cle to my teacherfriend who also must be doing the same without evaluating its ef-
fect on child's learning. | even thought, 'Oh, | might be able to include this in my
future presentation!' You'll see!

Mari’s second visit was much more extensive, consisting of 37 pageloads over a span

of seven and a half hours (Figure 51).

I 01:59:46 pm DL Archive Home

2 or:59:57 pm  Updates

3 02:01:46 pm  Getting Old in Japan
4 02:08:41 pm  Updates
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5
6

7
8

9
IO
I1
12
13
14
I5
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32
33
34
35
36

37

02:08:57 pm
02:09:27 pm
02:09:52 pm
02:12:18 pm
02:12:36 pm
02:12:52 pm
02:12:58 pm
02:13:02 pm
02:13:53 pm
02:13:58 pm
02:15:07 pm
02:15:10 pm
02:15:52 pm
02:16:00 pm
02:19:27 pm
02:19:30 pm
02:19:42 pm
02:19:48 pm
02:21:24 pm
02:21:30 pm
02:21:32 pm
02:21:42 pm
02:25:54 pm
02:27:47 pm
02:56:36 pm
02:57:10 pm
0257/ [P
02:59:20 pm
09:22:36 pm
09:22:53 pm
09:23:33 pm
09:33:27 pm
09:33:34 pm
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Conducting Email Questionnaires
Updates

Alternative FND Reading Sources
Updates

ASI Home

AWD Home

CMD Home

Authenticity

TYL Home

Dolch Word Lists

TYL Home

Educanet

TYL Home

Home & School Learning
CMD Home

DIS Home

EMT Home

FND Home

GEN Home

GLE Home

MET Home

Advice for Beginning MET
DL Archive Home

DL Archive Help

Useful Links

DL Archive Help

Site Map

DL Archive Home

DL Archive Home
Updates

More Advice for Beginners
FND Home

A Newcomer to the MSc

Figure §i: SC data of Mari Nakamura’s second DLA visit November §th, 2005)
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Overall, Mari’s second visit was a further exploration of the site. This time she visited all
the module categories and spent most of her time reading discussion introductions to get
an overview of the entire program. She began her visit at the main page, then went to
Updates to visit a bit of newly archived content (#1-8). After a quick perusal of the ASI,
AWD, and CMD categories (#9-11), Mari focused on TYL for a while and visited three
of its discussions (#13-18). Next, she returned to category page browsing to investigate
the rest of what the MSc had to offer, ending this segment on another thread dealing
with advice for beginners (#19-26). Following this was a return to support page browsing
(#27-32) in order to complete her tour through the site. While back at the main page,
Mari accessed Phil’s EFLSupport Site (2006b) and spent time exploring its content (in-
cluding excerpts of MSc modules). She returned to the DLA over six hours later (#33) and
finished up by revisiting two beginnerrelated topics in the FND category (#34-37). Con-
firming this analysis, Mari added, “Yes, I wanted to know what topics are discussed in each cate -
gory. I kind of thumbed through the pages.” Mari factored in all she has learned from the DLA

and made her decision to apply. A few weeks later I received this message from her.

| just wanted to let you know that | was accepted to the Aston Univ. program. | ini-
tially signed up for the MSc in TEYL.

Thank you very much for guiding me through the process, and | am intending to
browse your site and see how the program works in more depth before | start it.

Your website was very helpful in making the decision to apply for the program. Ac-
tually if it weren’t for it, | wonder if | had actually signed up for it! Visiting your site
will be definitely one of the best ways to know how the course participants work on
their projects.
In Mari’s case, the ability to read past ADL contributions played a positive role in the
process of her joining the MSc by offering a unique insider’s view of course content and
community life. Despite not being an actual member of the MSc community of practice,
the experience of reading archived discussions allowed her to vicariously imagine herself

in this position.

The next case study focuses on Karen Widl and her experience of using the DLA
when she was a new CP enrolled on the FND module. I “met” Karen, on the ADL in
May 2005 when she introduced herself on the list and asked for advice on completing the
AWD portfolio task (Widl 2005). At the end of her message, Karen made an insightful

reference to the DLA.
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I've read through most of the archive and it's already given me so much information
and confidence, that | feel like I've been on the course longer than | really have.
Thank youl!

Karen’s statement helped me understand how reading past ADL contributions could

support MSc beginners, an insight I captured in the following theory memo extract.

Karen's comment shows that there is a real need- or even a hunger- for getting up
to speed and building up the confidence necessary to tackle the challenges of this
program. A clear benefit of the DLA, as seen in just this comment alone, is that
reading past discussions boosts confidence and speeds up the socialization process
into master's level study.

Seeking confirmation, I contacted Karen off-list and asked her to elaborate on her com-
ment. The first part of her reply highlighted some of the excitement and anxiety new CPs

commonly feel when beginning the program.

| suppose it probably stems from the fact that | was a bit anxious about beginning
this MSc programme and was thrilled at being accepted at all. My background,
although filled with a lot of practical work and a Diploma in TEFL/TESL, isn't what |
would consider typical of many CP's who probably have a first degree and more
experience in this field. My confidence was somewhat low, thinking that | might not
have the background theory and knowledge to succeed on a course like this (that
everyone probably knows more than me).

Unsure of her ability to succeed on the MSc, Karen recounted her reaction on reading

archived ADL content for the first time.

| was lucky enough to find the archive of past discussions and found a plethora of
knowledge (recommended books, suggestions for getting started, how to organise
certain tasks, etc). Wow, | was in absolute heaven and spent hours just skimming
through what | felt was relevant to me.

SC data reveals that Karen visited the DLA 24 times during the year, averaging twice a
month. All told she accounted for 415 pageloads and was the site’s most frequent visitor.
While most users tended to keep visits short, Karen’s were often quite extensive. For ex-
ample, in the week following the DLA’s update on April 10oth, 2005, she spent over seven
hours browsing through 130 pages on various topics. Her account of that experience

clarifies some of the main benefits of reading archived ADL material:
1. Developing a sense of membership and self confidence:

Regarding confidence, as | read through the various postings, | started to have the
feeling of belonging and that other CP's had some questions that were similar to
mine, thus giving me a sense of "Gee, | would have had the same question but
would have been afraid to ask it... guess it wasn't a stupid question after all."
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2. Growing self-awareness as a teacher:

Also, | gained so much more exposure to other peoples' opinions that | started to
look more analytically at my own teaching... even before | had begun the

3. Clarification of expectations:

It was also extremely helpful for me to read the archive because it gave me a sense
of what would be expected of me in the programme. You must remember, | began
reading through the threads before | had even received the CD's. Especially useful
were the comments about how to go about an assignment and what the expecta-
tions were from the tutors.

4. Overall course preparation:

| can honestly say that | feel more prepared for the course because | understand
what other people are talking about, both in our MSc course and in the TESOL
field in general. Without reading previous discussions and feedback, | would have
felt like | was jumping into water that might be a bit too deep... now | feel that | am
exactly where | should be!

Karen’s experience (and Mari’s as well) reflects McKendree & Mayes’ (1997) assertion that
students benefit from vicarious learning- the chance to observe their peers participating
in discussions as learners. Through such observation, the confidence necessary for suc-

cessful learning can be built. As Mayes (2001) notes,

“One of the keys to successful learning, of course, is being able to ask appropriate ques-
tions. It may be that this involves confidence as much as skill or knowledge, and observing
other learners engaged in such dialogues has its effect by providing a model of good
learning behaviour.”

Insights into how CPs beyond FND have made use of archived interactions were
gathered during the DL Impact discussion I began in September 2004 (Talandis 2004).
Two CPs responded with DLA-related feedback.

o Jerry- I've looked through the list archive to search for leads on assignment topics.
Interesting how things cycle around. And often there are references to books/
articles/ideas | hadn’t been aware of. Definitely worth doing in the research stage of
assignment. So thanks! (Maria Leedham)

e Also like Maria I've used the archive to search for leads, to look up references that |
read online but didn’t keep, and to get ideas. (Karen Cisney)
For CPs already established on the program, a primary focus is on getting assignments
done. Inspiration for ideas and access to previously discussed resources (such as books,
articles, and websites) are therefore practical ways in which archived interactions support

situated learning for veteran CPs. An example of using the DLA for assignment idea gen-
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eration can be found in an ADL discussion started by Robert Haines (Haines 2005). In

this discussion, Rob posted his reflections upon having completed Reflective Task 4, a

task intended to facilitate assignment idea inspiration (Figure 5m).

Task 4: Assignment Help 1: Browsing for Ideas
This task is designed for CPs who are having trouble getting an idea for an assignment.

Part 1: In whatever module you're working in, take a few moments and write down some
aspect of it you are especially interested in.

Part 2: Browse through the archived discussions in the module you are doing. Take notes
as you go of anything you find useful, interesting, or lacking.

Part 3: How did it go? How much closer are you to nailing down your assignment topic and
focus? Write down a brief summary of your best idea and post it to the discussion list or

share it one-on-one with Jerry.

Figure sm: Reflective Tusk 4

In his post, Robert follows-up an earlier discussion of using concordances in the class-
room for raising awareness of grammatical structures. Through revisiting what a col-

league had done, he was able to generate some ideas for his GLE assignment.

Mike McDonald’s concordance homework | Robert Haines | June 24th, 2005

Mike,
I just came across your very interesting action research results in the DL archive:
(Concordances for grammar awareness | Mike M. | September 28th , 2004)

"After reading a bit about the use of concordances for grammatical consciousness-
raising (probably in Willis & Willis or Ellis) I gave two classes of my first-year university
students a summer vacation task of looking at 10 pages of Cobuild concordance samples
and making some observations about them.

Here are the results of that assignment. Each page contained 40 samples for the phrases
"because”, "however"”, "and", "also"”, "but", "such as", "for example", and "besides", re-

spectively. (All of these phrases are frequently misused or wrongly punctuated.)"

Ramesh mentions in the thread that it would be interesting to follow up on how much of the infor-

mation was internalized:
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"But it would be useful to check (at some point) how much of this information was inter-
nalized (how would one best measure that?). Do let me know if you decide to do this. I'd
be very interested in the results."”

Since I'm in the middle of the AWD, I'm reading a lot into Ramesh's use of 'how much’, meaning
that I think he's inclined to believe that some of the information was internalized, although the an-

swer could be 'none.’

Question: Have you found a way to indicate whether students internalized (needs defining, that

term) the information, and, if so, have you followed up on it?
Also, you mentioned students' noticing:

"I don't know how much they have internalized, but they seem to have noticed an amaz-
ing number of details."”

Do you mean 'noticing' as in the controversial SLA term, or just that students, prompted by your

summer vacation task questions, found relevant answers?

I enjoyed reading your research results, and the thread on Concordances and Grammar Awareness
is useful for anyone interested in this area. It's generated some ideas for possible GLE assignment

ideas for me.

Reflecting on his experience, Robert pointed out that the process of revisiting an ar-

chived discussion stimulated creative thinking in a “pressure-free” environment.

Looking back at Mike's discussion allowed me to examine the information pre-
sented there without the 'pressure' of online correspondence. That means | could sift
through an archival item without being an interlocutor, which is a different context
than online correspondence.

In this case, the DLA provided a measure of flexibility in that Robert was not beholden
to active list interaction. He could access content at his own pace and take his time re-
flecting before providing his eventual response to the list. This form of usage supports
the “DLA as reference book” characterization of the site. As it turned out, none of ideas
generated from completing the reflective task were realized, but some insights were

gained from the process.

In the end, | did my GLE assignment on a much different subject (dictionary use),
but the concept of noticing, which came up in Mike's discussion, was applicable to
my research. | could have referred back to Ramesh's question about internalization
if I'd chosen to follow up on the acquisition of the vocabulary learners were ex-
posed to in my dictionary use research.
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From this data it appears that interacting with previous discussions has an indirect effect
on the process of assignment production, and is especially useful at the early idea genera-

tion stage as a stimulus for brainstorming.

Yes, the process going through the DL did have an effect, however indirect, on the
product (my GLE paper). That, to me, is one of the essential purposes for the DL
and DLA: creating more resources where the process of learning can flourish.

In carrying out his discussion, Robert exemplified the aims I had set out for the
DLA’s reflective tasks (Appendix C), which were created to provide guidance and oppor-
tunities for interacting with archived content. However, the data extract featuring Rob-
ert’s discussion was, in fact, the only recorded example of any CP having publicly articu-
lated their reflections. In addition, no CPs contacted me off-list to discuss their thoughts
despite my best efforts to elicit this type of feedback. This result was surprising as the
tasks were written with practical aims in mind and did not require extra time doing what
I considered “non-essential” activities. For example, the first three tasks were targeted at
new CPs and had them reflecting on study skills, getting help with portfolio tasks, and
seeking advice for deciding course pathways. Tasks three and four focused on the preva-
lent need for assignment inspiration, while tasks six and seven aimed at encouraging ADL
participation by revisiting previously discussed subjects. All of these activities were in
line with what CPs regularly do in the course normal study. However, given the scant evi-
dence of reflective task completion, it appears the site failed in its aim of encouraging
this sort of formal structured interaction. SC statistics indicate the page containing the
tasks ranked #13 in pageloads, so there was confirmation that CPs were aware of their
existence. It is possible that some of them were completed in private, but as it stands,
browsing seemed to be more the norm. This behavior suggests that in general, CPs per-
ceived the DLA to be a passive rather than active resource, one lending itself to vicarious
learning and information gathering rather than acting as a springboard for an enhanced

situated learning experience via the ADL.
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Chapter 6: Summary & Future Considerations

This chapter is both a look back and a look ahead. Section 6.1 presents a review
and summary of findings for each of the three research questions. Section 6.2
takes a critical look at some questions generated by the results and examines pos-
sible avenues for further research. Finally, section 6.3 offer some final reflections

and ponders challenges and options regarding the site’s future.
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6.1: Review of research findings

The three questions guiding this research were chosen to uncover how CPs have
used the DLA and highlight how the interaction with archived ADL content has sup-
ported situated learning on the MSc. The first research question looked at overall reac-
tions of CPs. Amongst predominantly positive feedback, users responded most favorably
to the site’s design and ease of use. Other comments pointed out several potential bene-
fits, such as enhanced interpersonal and course content support. Overall, CPs felt that

the DLA was a useful and welcomed additional resource.

The second research question focused on a quantitative analysis of site usage statis-
tics. Findings suggest that visitors use the site much like a reference book, on occasion
for predominantly short visits of 20 minutes or less. While accurate determination of re-
turn visitors was problematic, statistics indicate a group of three dozen or so users that
frequent the site once or twice per month. With the advent of prominent placement on
TESOL-related Google search results in March 2006, usage patterns changed drastically.
The site is now accessed primarily by people with no affiliation to the MSc. A vast major-
ity of these visitors do not go beyond one page, but the subsequent increase in return
visitors indicates increased exposure for the MSc within the world-wide TESOL research

community.

The third research question focused on specific usage experiences from the per-
spectives of CPs at various stages on the MSc. In the first case, a potential MSc applicant
claimed that reading archived discussions strongly influenced her decision to apply.
While certainly a best case scenario, this data points out how ADL discourse can provide
potential applicants with a unique insider’s view of MSc life, a perspective that facilitates
decision making in one way or another. In the next case, a new CP doing the FND mod-
ule remarked that browsing through the DLA helped prepare her for masters level study
by providing course content support and clarifying expectations. In both of these situa-
tions, the ability to vicariously learn from nearpeer role models (Murphy 1996) helped
calm nerves and build self-confidence. Course veterans, those beyond FND, claimed
practical benefits from reading archived content, such as accessing online resources and
generating assignment ideas. From the data gathered, it appears that reading past discus-
sions plays an indirect role in producing assignments and is useful for stimulating creative

thinking at the beginning stages of research. Finally, given the failure of the reflective

Jerry Talandis Jr. MSc in TESOL Dissertation 61



Keeping the collective memory alive

tasks meant to encourage interaction with archived material, it appears that CPs used

and valued the DLA as a passive rather than active resource.

6.2: Further avenues of research

Several critical questions arose from this investigation that warrant further exami-
nation. This is in keeping with the cyclical nature of action research, where one round of
planning, action, and evaluation leads to the next (Dick 1993). The first one regards the
apparent failure of the DLA to encourage active public interaction with archived mate-
rial. The lack of completion of the reflective tasks raises several questions worthy of in-
vestigation: since evidence exists that CPs were aware of the tasks, to what extent were
they completing them? What were factors inhibiting the public articulation of insights
gained? Are the tasks, as written, the best way of encouraging interaction with archived
texts and stimulating the social discourse necessary for situated learning to flourish? If
not, what are some other possible solutions? Questionnaires and interviews could be
conducted to shed light on these issues with an overall aim of deepening understanding

of how situated learning can be enhanced on the MSc.

Another issue worthy of follow-up is the DLA’s effect on ADL participation levels.

It was my hope all along that the act of publishing ADL discourse would inspire greater
participation on the ADL by providing models of appropriate style, tone, and content
(Lapadat 2002) that helped CPs overcome any barriers of shyness or low self-esteem. Has
the DLA helped increase ADL participation? The following CP feedback suggests this is
not the case. The first comment points out that the advantages of permanence inherent
within writing may, in fact, be inhibiting ADL activity.

Have you thought that your archive actually might reduce interaction as CPs can

search for info on your site without writing an email (to the ADL)?2 It is these per-

manent features of the archive (structured, available to anyone at any time, not

time-bound, searchable) that might reduce email interaction. If you can read Plato,

you don’t need to speak to anyone about philosophy (though it might be useful).

You can interact with his words without him being there. An example, | know a lot

about Zen Buddhism, but I've never been to Japan or mentioned the word to any-
one in my family. | just interact with books.

This next comment exemplifies this point, indicating a preference for the convenience of

acquiring quick answers to simple questions.

| really used it (the DLA) when | wanted an answer to the problem of how one
mentions the foreign references, and since | remembered that the issue had come
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up | thought of trying to look it up in the archive and save myself the time of post-
ing a message and waiting for a reply. And the main reason for using it again was
that | wanted some answers quickly! | do not know, though, how much its existence
takes something away from the list since people can use the archive for finding an-
swers to their problems or queries instead of using the list.

On the other hand, comments I received from another CP present a different picture. In

this case, the presence of the DLA motivated list participation.

| find myself starting new threads knowing that they will be archived by you and,
therefore, useful to future CPs.

In this situation, the desire to fill a gap in our community’s discourse provides an impetus

to contribute and pass on information and experience for the benefit of future CPs.

| write about the things that | wanted to know about and couldn't find any info on
in the course itself. | was fortunate enough to have the help of a couple of students
who were also university teachers with PhDs and tutors for MSc students, they gave
me advice regarding the format for the diss. and on the type of questions I'd be
asked in the viva. | want to pass this valuable info on to help others who will be in
the same position I've been in. After all, as | said in my last entry to the list, we de-
serve all the help we can get because our task is a hard one.

So, in light of these comments, is the DLA contributing to an overall decline in ADL ac-
tivity, simply altering it, or both? Could it be that certain topics will see less discussion
while others see more, with the overall level of remaining about the same? And what
about the influence Blackboard-centered discussion among groups of lock-step CPs?
Could this be impacting ADL usage more than the presence of the DLA? The context
provided by a database of past messages creates opportunities for new forms of discus-
sions to develop, such as ones following-up on past unanswered questions, building on
previous iterations of a topic, or as cited above, addressing “gaps” in our collective dis-

course history:.

6.3: Final thoughts and the future

Ever since the DLA went online there have been questions regarding its future
status after I graduate:
« | think the question: are you intending to continue, or who will continue it, is an im-
portant one.

e What about future discussions2 Will you continue to input the data into archives? For
how long?

The DLAs fate will need to be discussed in the near future amongst interested parties. To

provide a starting point for that discussion, I will offer some final thoughts on this pro-
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ject, clarify the challenges and constraints facing the site’s continued development, and
end with a detailed overview of what I consider the most promising option: converting

the site into a online discussion forum.

Creating the DLA has been an honor and privilege. Working on this project has
provided a unique learning opportunity, one enabling me to give something back to our
community from which I have gained so much. As Jonnasen (1998) points out, “the people
who learn the most from designing instructional materials are the designers, not the learners for
whom the materials are intended.” While the ADL has been perceived as an underused re-
source frequented by only a few active participants (Packett 2000, Norman 2001, Talan-
dis 2002, Beaudry 2005), the fact remains that when gathered together in one place, the
collective writings make for a powerful educational reading experience. The individual
journeys we have written about, the issues we have discussed, investigated, and debated
have become part of a living, ever-growing corpus of situated learning in action. An ar-
chived ADL is therefore more than just a reference, it is the story of our community’s de-
velopment. As Mann (personal correspondence) remarks, “the interesting thing about this on-
line community is that they are all engaging in classroom research, reflection-on-experience, and
therefore knowledge is constructed through exchange and collaboration.” This story of reflection,
knowledge building, and development is one that needs to be preserved and made avail-
able to future generations of CPs. However, the question remains- what is the best way to

accomplish this?

There are a number of constraints and challenges to consider when deciding the
future status of the DLA. First and foremost is my need to eventually remove myself
from a leadership position on this project. The site cannot remain indefinitely on my ISP,
nor can I be solely responsible for collecting and processing ADL discourse. An inherent
flaw in the approach I have taken is that the site is overly dependent on me. While the
hard work of archiving the complete ADL database has been done and a smooth system
for processing current discussions established, it is unrealistic to expect anyone to take
on the continuation of this project in the way that I have. It is simply not appropriate to
lay another burden of responsibility upon already busy CPs and tutors. As a result, the
DLA must become a self-sustaining resource, one with its own home, where the entire

MSc community can easily share the responsibility for its growth and maintenance.

Finally, there are two other constraints requiring consideration: money and interac-

tivity. The costs of maintaining the DLA have been relatively low. Nevertheless, budgets
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are perpetually tight, so if the site does not depend on or require any financial support, it
stands a greater chance of success in the long run. In addition, the issue of encouraging
CP interactivity with archived texts is important to consider since the social dimension
of situated learning requires reflection and articulation in order to flourish. The DLA’s
reflective tasks were an attempt to facilitate this interaction, but clearly there is room for
improvement in this area. Any future version of the site must therefore provide more op-
portunities for cognitive and social interaction. This aim ties in with the previous asser-
tion that in order for the site to continue, CPs must claim a sense of collective owner-
ship. Jonnasen (1998) points out the benefits of what can happen when learners take

command of their learning resources:

“Therefore, | shall argue that we should take the tools away from the designers and give
them to the learners, as tools for knowledge construction rather than media of conveyance
and knowledge acquisition. The process of building knowledge bases using these tools will
engage the learners more and result in more meaningful and transferable knowledge in
the learners. | argue that we should invest the power of the technologies in the learners.
Power to the people, so to speak.”

Given the constraints of time, money, and energy, what viable options exist? A sug-

gestion I received from a CP hints at a potential solution:

o As for the future, it would be fantastic if either the archive became its own discussion
board or if more people contributed to the board already in place at Phil Quirke's
site. | really believe the idea of having such a resource is critical to expanding the
communication base of all CPs.

Transforming the DLA from a static website into an interactive Internet forum has many
attractive advantages worth considering. The forum at Phil’s EFLSupport Site (Quirke
2006b) provides a model (Figure 6a). Forums are easy to set up, use, and maintain
(Quirke, personal correspondence). The DLA’s current three-level format could be easily
adapted, with module categories containing the individual discussions. The ease at which
categories are manipulated provides a wider range of organizational options. The current
set-up for the DLA is basically set in stone- structural enhancements are prohibitive as
even the smallest change would require a complete redo of the site. Comparatively, fo-
rums can change and grow as the community sees fit, resulting in a flexible and adaptable
resource more responsive to the wishes and desires of its users. After the initial set up I

would be freed from sole responsibility of collecting and archiving ADL discussions.
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Figure 6a: Discussion forum at Phils EFLSupport.com.

With a forum, CPs could do this task on their own. For example, if someone felt a list
discussion was worth saving, archiving would entail a simple copy and paste into a new
forum thread in the correct category. Additional opportunities for interaction are also an
advantage. For example, users could instantly add on to archived threads, begin new it-
erations of popular topics, and even create new ones. With an automatic e-mail notifica-
tion feature common to most forums these days, users could receive message notifying
them that new posts have been made. This enhanced interactivity could therefore pro-
vide more opportunities for building semantic cohesion (Lapadat 2002). Finally, from a
promotional standpoint, an open forum would offer a place for prospective applicants to

connect and interact with current CPs.

Despite the advantages, there is one disadvantage worth noting. The site would re-
quire occasional moderation and maintenance for it to function at its highest potential.

For example, discussions and threads would need to be monitored and kept in good or-
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ganizational order. At this time it is not clear exactly what sort of time commitment
these duties would entail. Quirke’s experience (personal correspondence) indicates that
moderating tasks need not take a great deal of time: “I use ProBoards as the discussion board
and spend next to zero maintaining it... maybe a once a week drop in to see if anything bas to be de -
leted off it. It’s the easiest thing I've ever done on the web.” An ideal situation would be for sev-
eral volunteers to divide up and rotate the various duties in an equitable fashion. If this
does not happen, then at the very least the site would exist much as it does now- as a

static repository of archived ADL material, but with greater interactive potential.

To get a better idea of what setting up a discussion forum entails, I endeavored to
set up a test site. At the outset, I was faced with two viable options: sign up with a forum
provider company such as ProBoards.com (2006), or make use of open source forum soft-
ware and place the site on a free website hosting service. Each choice presented various
advantages and disadvantages. In short, a free forum provider offers a total, easy to use
solution (including web-hosting), but places advertising on each page. An open source so-
lution contains no advertising, appears more feature-rich, but requires effort to find a
free web host with data base server software (such as MySQL) pre-installed. A brief look
around the Internet revealed a vast array of choices within both options, so more re-

search will need to be done before a decision can be made.

In the meantime, I set up a free discussion forum over at SetBB.com, a service fea-
turing phpBB (2006), the popular open-source forum software. Sure enough, it was very
easy to set up and arrange the discussion board (Figure 6b). Within an hour I had repli-
cated the DLA’s structure and copied over all of the discussions from the DIS category.
As I suspected, moving content from the DLA was a technically simple process. With
two browser windows open I could copy a thread from the DLA, create a new post in the
relevant forum, then paste in the discussion. What took some time was applying bold,
italics, or quoted text html tags to make the text easier to read. Like any repetitive task,
however, the more I did it, the faster and more efficient I became. The list of features
available through phpBB was impressive (Appendix D), but I did not enjoy looking at the
SetBB.com advertisements. If possible, an ideal solution would be a free web host with-

out advertisements in combination with open-source software.

Word count: 15,006
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Appendices
Appendix A: Sample of raw, unformatted ADL data
(As it appears upon downloading form the Majordomo server)

From owner-tesptesolm ton.ac.uk Wed Feb 19 22:08:56 2003
Received: from root by mercury.aston.ac.uk with local (Exim 3.30 #1)

id 18lcO2-0003kh-00

for tesptesolmsc-outgoin ton.ac.uk; Wed, 19 Feb 2003 22:08:18 +0000
Received: from hermes ([134.151.79.46] helo=hermes.aston.ac.uk)

by mercury.aston.ac.uk with esmtp (Exim 3.30 #1)

id 18lcO1-0003kc-00

for tesptesolmsc@mercury.aston.ac.uk; Wed, 19 Feb 2003 22:08:17 +0000
Received: from [203.216.5.131] (helo=smtp01.fields.gol.com)

by hermes.aston.ac.uk with esmtp (Exim 3.30 #1)

id 18IcPz-0000z9-00

for tesptesolmsc@aston.ac.uk; Wed, 19 Feb 2003 22:10:19 +0000
Received: from db03.fields.gol.com ([203.216.5.173] helo=localhost)

by smtp01.fields.gol.com with esmtp (Magnetic Fields) Extraneous data
id 18IcPy-0004K2-00

for <tesptesolmsc@aston.ac.uk>; Thu, 20 Feb 2003 07:10:18 +0900
Received: from tc-1-184.tama.gol.ne.jp ([203.216.33.184] helo=prufrock

by smtp01.fields.gol.com with smtp (Magnetic Fields)

id 18IcPx-0004Jz-00

for <tesptesolmsc@aston.ac.uk>; Thu, 20 Feb 2003 07:10:17 +0900
Message-ID: <001001c2d864$b4e486c0$b821d8cb @prufrock>

From: "Andy" <prufrock l.com> Rel header inf .
[To: "aston university" <tesptesolmsc@aston.ac.uk> elevant message neader 1n ormation
Subject: PhonePass test /

Date: Thu, 20 Feb 2003 07:17:34 +0900

MIME-Version: 1.0

Content-Type: multipart/alternative;
boundary="----=_NextPart_000_000D_01C2D8B0.23B7FFAQ"

X-Priority: 3

X-MSMail-Priority: Normal

X-Mailer: Microsoft Outlook Express 5.50.4920.2300

X-MimeOLE: Produced By Microsoft MimeOLE V5.50.4920.2300
X-Virus-Scanned: by AMaViS

X-Abuse-Complaints: abuse@gol.com

Sender: owner-tesptesolmsc@aston.ac.uk

Precedence: bulk

This is a multi-part message in MIME format.

------ =_NextPart_000_000D_01C2D8B0.23B7FFA0
Content-Type: text/plain;

charset="is0-8859-1"

Content-Transfer-Encoding: quoted-printable

A while back, there was a discussion about the Phone Pass test in Japan. =

| just found an interview with the guy who developed the system. / Full extent of posted message

http://www.eltnews.com/features/interviews/021_jared_bernstein.shtml

Happy Reading

Andy in Japan

------ = NextPart_000_000D_01C2D8B0.23B7FFA0
Content-Type: text/html;

charset="is0-8859-1"

Content-Transfer-Encoding: quoted-printable

<IDOCTYPE HTML PUBLIC "-//W3C//DTD HTML 4.0 Transitional//EN">
<HTML><HEAD>

<META http-equiv=3DContent-Type content=3D"text/html; =
charset=3Dis0-8859-1">

<META content=3D"MSHTML 5.50.4919.2200" name=3DGENERATOR>
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Appendix B: Screenshot of the DLA home page

Search

L2earch)

t Grouy advanced search | site map | guided tour | updates | help

—— ——————————
home asi awd cmd dis emt fnd gen gle met tyl

Click here to access latest content (78 discussions added on August 9th, 2005) Archive Categories

Analyzing Spoken Interaction

Analyzing Written Discourse

what is the dl archive? Course and Materials Design
Discontinued Modules

This site is dedicated to preserving and creating access to messages sent to the Dissertation

Aston University English Academic Subject Group discussion list (DL). Fully Educational Management in

pdated to reflect recent program changes, the DL Archive aims to turn our TESOL
mmunity's discourse history into a useful, interactive tool that enhances Foundation
situated learning and encourages greater use of public, colaborative study via the General Topics

discussion list. Grammar and Lexis
Methodology

Site definition

Teaching Young Learners

take a guided tour

Useful Links
For a quick overview of the site and instructions on how to navigate around it, Aston SquirrelMail Login
check out the Frequently Asked Questions page. Aston Blackboard Login
Ingenta/Athens Login via BIDS

For a more in-depth experience, a new "Guided Tour" page consisting of reflective Quick Start Guide

tasks has been designed to help you interact with our community's discourse Paul Raper’s site

history in practical ways. The tasks guide you quickly and interactively to Phil Quirke’s site

archived content relevant to your needs. For example, if you're just getting Google Scholar

o ) o tarted with the FND, you'll find tasks to help you develop your study skills, get More links.
Invitation to reflective tasks ) Y "y s

lelp with portfolio tasks, and decide your course pathway. If you're stuck for an
assignment topic, there are tasks that help generate inspiration and ideas.
Finally, other tasks showcase how the discussions archived in this site can
provide background and context for further exploration on the discussion list.

DL Archive Support
Subscribe to the DL
Post a message to the DL
Frequently asked questions
Recently updated discussions

Tour MSc discourse history

use the dl archive to... Download raw DL data
Report an error
Get up to speed quickly: Read about this site

If you are new to the MSc program, discussions in the foundation module section
make good reading. Topics include general advice, a review of needed study
skills, FND portfolio tasks, and thoughts on deciding your course pathway.

Check out potential modules:

Having trouble deciding your course pathway, or which module to do next?

Access module-specific discussions via the archive categories menu at the top
\1 and on the right to get a CP perspective on relevant module-specific topics and
issues.

Get ideas for assignments:

Stuck for something to do? Have a general topic idea that needs focusing? Do a
arch of this site. Reading what others have done may stimulate new ideas of
our own. Then post your thoughts to the DL to get more peer feedback.

Suggested uses

Establish context for current DL discussions:

Often current discussion topics on the DL have been brought up before.
Familiarizing yourself with past instances of a topic as well as revisiting questions
raised previously can provide a strong foundation that deepens inquiry. By linking
current topics with similar ones from the past, discussions need not start from
ground zero each time.

Access original DL data:

For those interested in CMC (computer mediated communication) or researching
DL interaction in particular, instructions for obtaining messages in a raw, unedited
state can be found here. Discussions are organized in monthly blocks contained
as .doc or zipped PDF files. A link to the Raw DL Data page can also be accessed
via the site map and the DL Archive Support links on the right.

about this site | search | site map | post a dl message | guided tour | contact | help

“Leaming is in the relationships between people, in the conditions that bring people together and organize a point of contact that allows for particular
pieces of information to take on a relevance; without the points of contact, without the system of relevancies, there is not leaming, and there is little
memory. Leaming does not belong to individual persons, but to the various conversations of which they are a part.”

McDermott (in Smith 2003)

/
This site was made on a Mac - with Style Master @ Dreamweaver @ and Fireworks @

W3C ces p W3 Vg

Last Update: August 9th, 2005
Next update: After the webmaster makes more progress writing up his dissertation!
October? November? We shall see.
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Appendix C: DLA Reflective Tasks

TAsSkK 1: DEVELOPING YOUR STUDY SKILLS

Many CPs begin this program after a long time away from intensive study. At the beginning, it's always
a challenge to shake off the rust and get back in the swing of studying, especially at the master's level.
Finding time to complete school work on top of busy work and family obligations demands clear & or-
ganized study skills. This task is designed to help you consider and develop your approach to study.

Part 1: Reflection on current practice

Take a few moments and write down a few thoughts regarding the way you approach the following
aspects of studying for a masters degree:

Assignments: When do you get around to thinking of a topic for your assignment? Do you try to come
up with something quickly, or do you wait until you've made your way through all the reading? What
are the advantages and disadvantages to your approach?

Study time: How do you plan and organize your study time? For example, do you prefer to study a
little each day, or do you like to set aside long blocks of time every week or so? What are some diffi-
culties you have regarding study time, and how have you tried to overcome them?

Information retrieval strategies (such as note taking, keeping track of references, etc): As you read
through a module, how do you go about taking notes? In addition, what's your system for keeping
track of quotations and references?

Reflection: To what degree do you do the reflective tasks within the FND? Do you keep a journal, as is
recommended? How keen are you on this practice?

Motivation: What do you do to get back on track when you're feeling de-motivated?

Course completion: How long are you planning on taking to finish the MSc? What are some merits/
demerits of your choice?

Required reading: What books will you buy (did you buy) for the FND, and why? How did you go about
deciding which to purchase?

Part 2: Learning from your peers

Read the discussions in the "Study Skills Advice" section of the Foundation module category. As you
read, make note of anything that strikes you as interesting, useful, or lacking.

Part 3: Share your impressions

Compare your notes of the readings with your previous reflections on your current study approaches.
What did you learn from reading about how others on the program approach master's level study? Ad-
ditionally, was there some technique, strategy, or practice that you've found successful that others
could benefit from? Post your thoughts and ideas to the discussion list or share them one-on-one with
Jerry.

TASK 2: PORTFOLIO TASK HELP

Part 1: Reflection on current practice

Write down a few thoughts on the following questions: What is your approach toward the portfolio
tasks? For example, do you take them on to completion one by one, or are you waiting to put them off
until later? Which task is most challenging, and why?

Part 2: Learning from your peers

Read the discussion threads in the "FND Portfolio Tasks" section of the Foundation category page. Jot
down any thoughts or anything useful, interesting, or lacking that come to mind while reading.
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Part 3: Share your impressions

What did you learn, if anything, from reading the threads on portfolio tasks? Post your thoughts and
ideas to the discussion list or share them one-on-one with Jerry.

TASK 3: DECIDING YOUR COURSE PATHWAY

Part 1: Reflection on current practice

If you haven't yet decided your course pathway, take a few moments to write down a few thoughts
about it. Which courses are you leaning toward taking, and why? If you're having trouble deciding,
why?

Part 2: Learning from your peers

Read the discussions in the "Course Pathway" section of the Foundation category. Alternatively, if
there is a specific course you'd like to know more about, browse through and read any interesting
threads. Take notes as you read of anything you find useful, interesting, or lacking.

Part 3: Sharing your impressions

What did you get out of reading how others have approached this important task? To what extent did
reading discussions about a module help you decide on taking it or not? Post your thoughts and ideas
to the discussion list or share them one-on-one with Jerry.

TASK 4: ASSIGNMENT HELP 1:
BROWSING FOR IDEAS

This task is designed for CPs who are having trouble getting an idea for an assignment.

Part 1: In whatever module you're working in, take a few moments and write down some aspect of it
you are especially interested in.

Part 2: Browse through the archived discussions in the module you are doing. Take notes as you go of
anything you find useful, interesting, or lacking.

Part 3: How did it go? How much closer are you to nailing down your assignment topic and focus?
Write down a brief summary of your best idea and post it to the discussion list or share it one-on-one
with Jerry.

TASK 5: ASSIGNMENT HELP 2:
OFFERING FEEDBACK

Again, this task is designed for CPs who need help thinking of an assignment focus, but it takes a dif-
ferent approach. Instead of thinking about your own situation, take some time to help someone else.
Hopefully the act of giving advice can shake loose some ideas regarding your own situation.

Part 1: Read the discussion entitled "MET Assignment Proposals", started by Robert Haines. In this
thread, Rob asks for feedback & advice about three different ideas.

Part 2: Which of Rob's proposals do you like the best? Why? Do you agree or disagree with the feed-
back he got? If you had posted a reply, what would you have said?

Part 3: What did you learn from the experience of giving advice to someone else needing help? How

has this helped you in your own search for an assignment topic? Post your thoughts and ideas to the
discussion list or share them one-on-one with Jerry.
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TASK 6: BUILDING ON A DISCUSSION

This task is designed to take a discussion from the past and build on it. The idea here is to use the DL
as a platform upon which to deepen exploration of topics, questions, or issues relevant to your inter-
ests and situation.

Part 1: Browse through the archive and find a discussion that strikes your fancy in some way. It could
be about a controversial issue, such as Pennycook & cultural imperialism, or one that asks a simple
question you find interesting or that wasn't answered to your satisfaction. If you have some idea of
your area of interest, try doing a word search and browsing through the results.

Part 2: Add your thoughts to this discussion. You can write your thoughts to Jerry, or start a new ver-
sion of the thread on the discussion list. Be sure to post a link to the discussion you're building on.

TASK 7: REVISITING A DISCUSSION

The goal of this task is to bring you back to a discussion you participated in and reflect on how your
thinking has evolved.

Part 1: Type your name into a word search box on any page and bring up a list of all the discussions
you have participated in. Alternately, you do a search and find several discussions that you enjoyed
observing at one time or another.

Part 2: Reread an especially interesting discussion and write down any impressions. What do you
think now about what you said or read?

Part 3: To what degree has your thinking evolved since that discussion took place? Do you still hold

the same position/reaction, or has it changed? If so, how? Post your thoughts and ideas to the discus-
sion list or share them one-on-one with Jerry.
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Appendix D: Features available for phpBB forum software

-

I(vuiing communities

News | About | Home

Features Downloads  Support  Community styles Mods

Features

phpBB version 2 has been completely re-written since the first version. Version 2

focuses on a professional-quality modular design, high security, multiple-language
interface, support for a multitude of databases servers and complete layout
J isation, all with a low ion overhead.

phpBB is based on PHP, the fastest growing server-side scripting language on the web,
which results in one of the fastest, feature-rich bulletin board systems available
anywhere.

In addition, phpBB is open-source software so it has no fees, no subscriptions, and no
restrictions on modifications. Couple this with a thriving and friendly phpBB community
and you have a killer solution for creating communities on your site!

* Installation Installation Top
* Database Support

* Security e Simple installation that will have you up and running in minutes

* Forums & Categories « Complete upgrade from V1.x

* Posting Messages
* User & Group Permissions
* Member Features
* Moderation Database Server Support Top
* Administration

R eation « phpBB uses a database abstraction layer to enable seamless support of several

database servers:

* Support
o MySQL 3.2x,
o PostgreSQL 7.x,
o Microsoft SQL Server 7/2000
% o Microsoft Access (via ODBC)
Robust Object DB ...with more databases available in the future.
& High-
Performance SQL
Access. Free Security Top
Download:
www InterSystems. com/C « Designed with security as a priority
e Powerful and extensive authorisation system
« Strong encryption to keep passwords safe in the database
W « Support for both cookie and URI-based sessions
B2B and B2C
shopping cart
systems. Contact Unlimited Forums & Categories Top
us for Free Demo
el G, « Unlimited forums can be organised into as many categories as you like
| www.omsonline.net e Private forums and those only for specified user groups
« Powerful search facility
Easy DIY Web
Commerce
An accessable, Posting Messages Top
cost effective and
guaranteed « Message formatting with various font styles and sizes as well as allowing

method to web quoting, code display, image posting and automatic URL linking

sales. * Support of standard and extended BBCode tags and controlled HTML tags
www.startwebcommerce. « Polls can be simply added to posts
e Email notification of replies to your topics
e Powerful topic subscription capability
Database « Original emoticons to portray emotions
oring
Monitor Oracle,
MySQL, sQL
Server DB2, App Versatile User Groups & Forum Permissions Top
Servers, Systems
& Web App « Powerful forum, user and group permission management
| www.appmanager.com e Control forum access to specified user groups
e Control all aspects of the posting experience
« Allow limited access to viewing, posting, replying and many other options
Member Features Top
* Unlimited members
e Personal profile creation
* Post counting and administrator-definable ranks for users
« Email-like private messaging system
s Supports local, remote and uploadable avatars
Moderation Features op

« Topic editing

« Mass delete/move/lock/unlock of posts

« Topic splitting

e Option of auto-pruning of old or unanswered messages on a per-forum basis

Easy to Use Administration Centre Top

e General configuration

« Forum & category setup

* Easy database backup and restore

* Disallowed usernames

* User authorisation

« Word censoring

e Complete member management

« Emoticon setup

* Optional account verification

e Extensive ban management, ban by email address, username or single/multiple
IP address or hostname

« IP tracking of posts and posters

e Mass emailing of groups and users by the administrator

Style and Customisation Top

e Multiple styles available for the user to choose from

« Templates separated from the PHP code so that new layouts can easily be
created or integrated with your current site design

e Complete control of fonts and colours with cascading style sheets (CSS)

* Active community creating addons and specialised modifications

* Default style compliant with XHTML 1.0 and HTML 4.01 recommendations from
the W3C

Support Top

o All this is supported by an increasingly large, thriving and friendly community
of members from all over the world ready to help with any problems,
suggestions or just for general discussion!

News | Features | Demo | Downloads | Support | Community | Styles | Mods | Merchandise | About | Home
Web Hosting | Host Department Web Hosting | Online Sportsbook | Web Hosting | phpBB Hosting at $7.95

Powered by phpBB © 2001, 2003 phpBB Group.
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