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Teaching Context

Subject Area
Staff development, Continuous professional development, Online facilitation

Instructional setting
Originating in the United States serving a global constituency, the course is presented through the Knowledge Ecology University, an online distance education provider. The learners come from a variety of settings with about two thirds corporate and one third students or independent consultants. 80% are from the US, with the remainder from UK and Australia. Content includes space design and facilitation approaches, for a range of applications, including online communities, distance learning and virtual teams.

Participants
32 students and 2 instructors in the most recent course.

Study mode
Online, at a distance, with 2 telephone conference calls and 3 chats. No face-to-face.

Pedagogy
Experiential, reflective and didactic. 

Methods
A variety of approaches to demonstrate the range for the students. They included: text delivery of didactic material with follow up discussion, open ended questions, role modelling, collaborative mini-projects and personal learning journals. All of the work was done remotely with the majority being asynchronous supplemented by email, 3 chat sessions and 2 phone calls.

Materials
An online “cybrary” segmented by teaching units. Additional materials and URLs were provided within didactic topics. An email with “how to use the software” was sent prior to the start of the course. A CD-ROM of the entire course is provided to each student.

Assessment
Student pre-assessment, on going personal learning journals and post-course evaluation.

Length of use
3 weeks for a minimum of 1-2 hours per weekday. The learning space is open for an additional 1 month for students to complete their mini-projects.

Prior experience
Tutors have taught this course twice, have extensive online facilitation experience.

Student experience ranges from none to active online facilitators.

Technical Context

Course was delivered via Caucus linear conferencing software (http://www.caucus.com), 3 different chat room environments (to provide examples of types of software), email and telephone conference calls. The online conferencing element included both text and visuals to create a varied environment and to demonstrate different approaches for participants with different learning styles.

Abstract

The training of online facilitators and instructors can provide a grounding in the areas of:

· online interaction space design,

· establishment of participant trust,

· norms and interaction parameters,

· approaches for engagement/participation,

· skills needed to harvest material developed by participants during online interaction.
This case study examines a short, intensive course taught through didactic materials and an experiential process where participants can not only think about how they would facilitate online, but “feel” it as well.

Contact Details

Nancy White, Full Circle Associates, 4756 U. Village Place NE #126, Seattle, WA 98105. nancyw@fullcirc.com.

About the Author

Nancy White is owner of Full Circle Associates (http://www.fullcirc.com) and a faculty member of the Knowledge Ecology University (KEU). Nancy has 20 years of communications and community building experience in the media, non-profit and business sector. Her online experience started when she “fell down the rabbit hole” of online community when she joined Howard Rheingold’s “Electric Minds” community in the fall of 1996. She is an active chronicler and collector of online facilitation resources, constantly seeking to understand “what works and why” in this evolving world of online communities.

Mihaela Moussou, Singheart, Ben Lomond, CA . USA. mihaela@singheart.com. Nancy’s co-instructor, Mihaela Moussou, is owner of SingHeart Facilitation and co-founder and faculty member of KEU. She has designed, hosted and facilitated all ranges of virtual environments, such as corporate virtual teaming knowledge centres, online meetings for virtual taskforces, large scale web communities and special virtual events, including the Knowledge Ecology Fair ‘98. Mihaela combines her backgrounds in psychology and 25 years of logistics and project management to enhance interpersonal communication in virtual work environments.

Details of the course can be found online at http://www.knowledgeecology.com/keu/cc/00march.fac.shtml (accessed 20 Nov 00).

Why use online learning?

The use of online learning is essential for those who will be facilitating any type of online interaction. In line with adult learning principals, we learn better when we “do”. Thus the course is a natural training environment for online interaction.

Background

When online community and distance learning appeared on the “buzz radar” of both commercial web ventures and academic institutions, there was a common philosophy of “if you build it, they will come”. This was particularly true for online community applications. But over the course of eighteen or more months of extensive online community “building” from late 1997 through 1999, site owners realised that the software alone was not the essence of online community. It was the interactions of the participants. And this did not “happen” by itself in all settings. In the last twelve months, there has been a growing recognition that to encourage online interaction, we must train and support those facilitating and guiding the interaction. This course was designed to train such facilitators.

For online communities, the facilitation focuses on encouraging participation and helping groups solve any problems along the way. For virtual work groups, co-ordination becomes a key aspect. For distance learning, creating engagement that goes beyond static content to group learning is a potent opportunity.

Execution

Duration

The three week course had a space, time and social architecture to support class interaction, didactic learning, experiential learning and personal reflection.

We chewed on course length for some time, trying to balance our workloads and available learner time. We finally settled on three weeks, but have had many discussions of the pros and cons.

· It is easier to hold learner attention for a shorter period of time in the online environment when there are no particular motivations other than learning (ie grades, credits, boss is making me do this, etc). In the “attention economy” it is easy to lose learners to the demands of daily life, especially with no face-to-face.

· An intensive experience has the capacity to grab us and to transform us. It seems to kick open some doors that remain shut when things are slower and spread out. People come up against their assumptions faster and thus we seem to get into deeper interactions than a slower “conversation” online.

· We, as the tutors, like to give focused attention. With consulting jobs, etc, it is harder to do that over a longer period of time when one or both of us in on the road - access is slower, less reliable, etc. So we have chosen in the past to go full bore for the shorter period of time.

· The shorter period of time makes learner projects and outside explorations more difficult. We have considered doing some alternating weeks - online didactic for a week, a week “off” for students to read, work on projects, then back “into class”, etc.

· Piggy backing an intensive class with a longer period of time for reflection and feedback - we leave our course space open for one month after “class” but find it little used. Thus, I am concerned about this approach. There needs to be that engagement.

The online space

The online space was segmented into a didactic space, a workshop space, a play space (the sandbox) and a reflection space (journal). See the exemplar course environment online at http://www.knowise.com/training/envrionment.html.

We have found it helpful to segment the space. Space helps organise content and sets the “tone” for the type of online interaction - serious discussion, play, reflection, work. This has been helpful for me with other online work groups and it helps accommodate different styles. Some folks just “want the meat” and have little interest in socialisation, relationship building or fun. Others need that social cushion to set the stage for learning. By creating a certain degree of segmentation, learners can choose their mix as needed and as their time allows.

Initially, we did not realise that some folks did not have a sense of “space” as they moved from the learning circle, to the sandbox, to the journals. So, in our last course, we started using different coloured light backgrounds for each area and the students responded that this was very helpful. We also increased our use of images, which we can easily upload. The visual learners in the group were delighted. People played with their own pictures, created collages to express ideas and used visuals to express complex ideas. We are currently working on an icon set to use as well. I have been fascinated by the practice of graphic facilitation used in offline settings and want to experiment with this online and we still have to keep file sizes small to accommodate restricted bandwidth.

The play space

The play space was to provide a safe space to learn to use the software and an easy going environment for social interaction. This was augmented with spaces for personal profiles so class members could easily find out more about each other, and an “introductions topic” in the learning space. A significant amount of tutor time was spent building relationships with and between the class in the first week. Students who did not log on or post were contacted by email to find out if they needed any additional information or support.

Initially I was worried about including a playful aspect to our course, as there is, in many of our organisations and cultures, a sense that “play” is a waste of time/resources. Our prime justification is that it allows learners to adapt more quickly to the technology and environment. From a “business case” perspective, the justification can be made on speed of entry and teambuilding. The more we know each other and our styles, the easier it is to “decode” each other’s messages.

The learning circle and Cybrary

Didactic elements were addressed through a series of topics delivered over the three weeks supported by reference works and external web links in the Cybrary. In the Learning Circle (the main didactic area) we used ALL CAPS for the key learning topics and not for the secondary topics. This also helped learners prioritise. Topics were scheduled with a flow that recognised that the overall topic did not “neatly” segment into distinct bits, but was a continuum. Introductory material was posted in the subject opener, followed by either a series of questions, case studies or exercises the students could do.

Mini-projects

Experiential elements came in the form of mini-projects. Students had to propose a project, form a group of at least three, then present a summary of their work at the end of the course. This hands on facilitation experience really supports the key premise that understanding the purpose and scope of an online interaction drives the subsequent steps.

The students had difficulty in co-operating on mini-projects in the short timeframe. This was a very clear example of how facilitating online groups can be challenging, eg organisation, decision making, motivation, different time availabilities. Many of the mini-projects do not come to completion. However, the journal observations show that the students get some great, real life lessons that they say will guide them in future work.

It would be interesting to structure some more time for mini-projects, but the outcome has to be substantial for our type of students to continue the commitment of time. More often than not, they have work assignments where they intend to apply their learnings immediately.

Learner journals

Reflection was a significant part of the course architecture. Students were asked on the first day to open their own journal topic where they could collect learnings, self-evaluation (we provided a self-evaluation tool at the onset of the course), reflect on the experience or leave personal messages for each other. The journals in our course are unique in that they are visible and open to all course participants. Mihaela and I both keep journals (initially to break the ice and role model some ways to use the space) and in fact students ask us particularly about how we designed and teach the course in our journals.

The use of journals has varied in the two times we have offered the course, but both have been key experiences for the students as reported in their journals and evaluations. Some students post voluminously, others barely post. I think this reflects both time and personal style. How much do you want to disclose in front of other learners? What if they are co-workers or your boss? The dynamics are varied.

The journals do not have to be “tell all.” They can be places to gather bits of information for personal synthesis and reflection. They can be places to “ponder” out loud and see if anyone else is wondering the same thing without interrupting a topic flow elsewhere. They can be places to say “please help” or “thank you” or “I just need a break so don’t worry about my absence.”

We learn a lot from our journals as both teachers and learners and they give the students places to tell us both their frustrations and what they enjoy/what works. It is some of the best feedback I have ever had in a group.

We read all the journals every day and respond as quickly as possible to students’ questions to reinforce the importance of asking, inquiring, reflecting, sharing in the group learning process. Silent head nodding at a screen does not provide that reinforcement, but sometimes too much “I agree” in the learning space is clutter. In the journals it is very specific, human-to-human feedback.

The other thing I think is important about the journal is that some folks are very comfortable asking questions, exposing the gaps in their knowledge. This really supports others who are less inclined to be transparent. It’s like a flood of relief “I’m not the only one who did not understand that” or “disagreed”. Those who post in their journals open the environment for those less inclined. Even if they never post. I have talked to students afterwards who have said they were “quiet” but that when others opened up, it opened things up for them as well.

Every time at the beginning students have been reluctant to post in each others journals. We started suggesting folks ask explicitly or tell explicitly if they welcomed or wanted to make comments in another’s journal. It was a great way also to demonstrate the development of a norm for an online learning group.

Synchronous activities

Two sets of synchronous activities were included to provide exposure to a range of tools to support online interaction and to provide an additional sensory experience (audio). We all learn/hear/think in different manners and pure text does not work for everyone. Phone calls add another “human” touch of voice - to hear laughter, seriousness, etc, adds an important dimension. Also, as an online tutor or facilitator, we need to recognise our styles and how to assess the styles of group members and design/facilitate/tutor accordingly. The audioconference was really important to some, and fairly irritating for others. We also shared techniques to make audioconference calls more engaging. We have also started using more visual tools - colour, images - and this sparks engagement for some folks and, yes, is irritating to others. Kind of a balancing act!

Two scheduled teleconference calls of one hour duration and three sets of chats enabled students to experience both the tools, and methods of group facilitation in different environments.

We also use chats, for two different reasons:

1. Because we are teaching a course on online facilitation, we want to give students a variety of experiences with different tools so they can “feel” as well as understand the differences of each tool and how they need to adjust their facilitation in that space. Chat presents a very specific set of challenges (tracking at a fast pace, typing, managing volume as group size increases, working to understand in real time the dynamics of who is participating and who is reading only, etc). It presents some opportunities that have to be “seen to be believed” as many folks have very preconceived notions of what “chat” is! We demonstrate some techniques for working in chat, have discussions about size of group and what you can do depending on group size, etc. Most students are frustrated after the first chat, and engaged after the second - my guess is this is an acclimatisation issue.

2. We use chat to create a sense of immediacy and connection. The first chat comes at the end of the first week and is about getting to know each other, starting sometimes with things as simple as the weather (as our students come from many parts of the world and the US, and that is always kind of funny). We use a “clock” protocol that we introduce previously with the telephone conference call to ensure everyone has a chance to “speak” and have a sense of the group in the absence of physical presence. Theoretically all students had already introduced themselves in the asynchronous conference environment and filled in their profiles, so these introductions are more casual and play off of what they have learned about each other during the week. Then each person comments on their experiences of the first week. This “round” is very affirming as folks are a little more open, less formal in chat and it is OK to say “I feel this” or “I feel that”. People talk about how this experience helps them feel reassured and more connected to the group.

In the second chat, we deal with the technology and techniques I mentioned in point one. The last chat is to provide closure, real time “good byes” and “thank yous”. So chat has been very valuable both from a didactic/task oriented point of view and from a socialisation/group building aspect.

Participants

We usually get a mix of technology early adopters and those who call themselves “technophobic” (a term I strongly discourage). We use the “playground” as a place to get folks comfortable, and roll out various system features one at a time so as not to overwhelm. We also provide one-to-one assistance for anyone who needs it.

The mix of participants is actually helpful. We find those more adept taking on roles of technical facilitator quite quickly, posting hints, etc. Facilitators...well they like to facilitate. This is a real gift of teaching in this discipline that might not be present in other types of courses. I would like to think we can foster this mentality, however, and would like to try with other course content.

Finally, people do not like to look stupid online or offline, thus we need to make learning, making mistakes, experimentation OK. So we role model that as well!

Transparent tutors

Finally, since this was a course on online facilitation, we, as facilitators, made transparent our facilitation approaches and techniques by noting why we did things when we did them, often with an annotation “Facilitation tip: “ and the use of a different colour text.

We had a private “staging” area where we prepared all our materials, discussed changes in pacing, etc. We did some of this “live” in front of the class in our journals. It was kind of awkward at first, but because our class is about facilitating online, we thought it important to make transparent our choices and actions. This has been of incredible use to us as teachers and the students have commented on how it helps them.

Effort

My experience with teaching online has been limited to this type of intensive, three week course. I co-teach and I estimate I spend about twenty hours in preparation of initial course support materials, twenty hours in course design for the first iteration and about ten to fifteen in subsequent offerings. I like to learn/adapt/refine/test and keep up the cycle. I could reduce that number of hours, but I am a glutton for this. And I spend four hours per day average during the course, one to two per day on the weekends, just to keep current.

What support was needed?

This is an intensive three week course that requires the teachers to be online and responsive multiple times during each day and a significant commitment of student time. As most of our students are full time professionals, this is a challenge. By the end of the third week, the students and the teachers are fatigued. It is useful to have two teachers to alternate online availability (especially after the first week where we are both online a great deal of time) and to demonstrate varied styles.

We both have extensive offline and online facilitation experience in a variety of environments (including software applications). In addition, Mihaela has explored some of the visual and architectural aspects of online interaction space design and Nancy has developed an extensive annotated list of online reference materials. These are complimentary skill sets.

We find that students do need some technical support, especially at the onset of the class. We have a webmaster who deals with technical issues such as browser compatibility issues, while the instructors provide full support on the interface. With the play area, students have a chance to “make mistakes” without any loss of face. As professionals, there is a desire to look competent and we find many students come to the course most afraid of “looking stupid” regarding the technology, not the content.

The Barriers

The biggest barrier to a successful online learning experience for adult learners is time and adequate internet access (students with pay-per-minute internet access are at a financial disadvantage). All of our learners are busy professionals and they really have to juggle to find the time. Many noted in their journals their frustration of not having enough time, and worrying about “missing” something.

The Enablers

The combination of attention to relationships through welcoming interactions, reciprocity, the persistent use of good questions and the safety of a playful, warm environment, allows students to open up and experience the course both intellectually and emotionally. This is critical for any type of facilitation and a natural for a course on online facilitation. It is a course of learning and “being in the experience”.

To overcome the student frustration of “not enough time” and “fear of missing something”, all students are provided with a CD-ROM of the entire course for their personal use after the course is over. The space is also accessible for one month after the course for immediate reference ability.

How can other staff reproduce this?

The critical distinction is to determine how much weight is given to static didactic content and how much to interaction with the content and between the class participants. Online instruction fails when it expects interaction, but simply delivers content or content that does not invite interaction. To facilitate interaction there must be sufficient attention to relationship building, creating a comfortable and appropriate environment for the learners, logical and strong connections between content and the value of interaction around that content. This does not come cheaply in terms of human resources. The payoff can be dramatic in the intensity and value of the learning experience.

Evidence of Success

Twenty-seven of the thirty-two students consistently participated in the course space. The satisfaction ratings from the post-class evaluation have been consistently positive. Here are some examples from the most recent course (reprinted with permission):

“Overall immense satisfaction. Great learning leap forward. Intention to use new knowledge...Being usually very critical about courses, seminars and the like I attend, I ‘m satisfied with this one to a point that surpasses anything I have done in the past.”

“The class gave me a deeper appreciation of the effort required to get a virtual community up and running. As a direct result of this class I have reprogrammed my own project... and focus additional staff on supporting the start-up and user facilitation efforts... The cost for additional 3 staff at the start of the project should pay for itself by ensuring a successful engagement by end users to this new way of behaving in this new operating environment. The general resources in the Cybrary are very useful and will also have a direct application to my current project. I also found the interactions of the instructors to be a very significant benefit of the class. This gave me insights into how to do successful facilitation. It also provided good information on the types of people who would be best suited to be facilitators. ...This course demonstrated that there is a rather large investment in the ‘care and feeding’ of these environments if one is to take the most advantage of these new environments. Ultimately the costs are worth the price.”

“I would recommend this class to all facilitators as this clearly is the way of the future.”

“Fabulous and wonderfully surprising online experience...this was my second course and I really enjoyed it and looked forward to the class each day! Both Nancy and Mihaela pour their hearts and souls into this experience and that is the difference that makes the difference!”
I think we do a good job of process evaluation, short term experiences of the learner, etc. The student response, especially in the journals, tipped us off to areas of student concern, what they were “getting” and what was not clear, allowing us to adjust the pacing, content or style of presentation. The feedback is such a help from a tutor perspective. I do not think we would get such feedback, however, without the journals. They seem to be key - a safe and designated place for such feedback. We have tried to get feedback via email, but that has been less successful. Plus, the whole group can use public feedback from the journals.

We have nothing in place to measure outcome and long term impacts of the course. Our measurement tools are very subjective and are designed more to provoke student reflection than to give us a tangible measure of success/failure.

We try and contact personally by email or phone any student that “goes missing.” Most of the “non-participants” have either told us they ran out of time due to “real life” issues (mostly job, job, job) or that they preferred to remain “quiet” but that they got a great deal out of the course. This latter response used to surprise me, but it was an important lesson about how individuals prefer to learn and to be or not be “visible”.

Quality Assurance

Students fill out a pre-course survey (so we can customise the content to a limited extent) and are asked and encouraged to submit an online post-evaluation of the course. We also seek input during the course and incorporate our learnings in “real time”.

Each time we do this course, we keep notes during the course and then do a full read through and evaluation after the course to make improvements for the next session. This has refined our cybrary selections (volume becomes an “overwhelming” problem), refined our architecture (increased use of visuals and colour), our timing (ordering of topics and duration for each part of the course), and increased the amount of original writings we have done for the course delivery. It is an on going cycle of improvement.

Other recommendations

We love what we do. The students seem to notice this and appreciate the depth of our enthusiasm and passion for both the subject matter and the experience of learning and facilitating interaction online.
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