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Abstract

This thesis is about cooperation in online education, commonly known as elLearning.
It briefly covers the evolvement of distance education - from correspondence learning
to eLearning as we know it today, with the added benefits and restrictions this gives
the students. The possibilities the new web 2.0 gives the students creates new trends
and is changing the way we create and use information (McLoughlin, Lee 2007). This
is why we need to research and understand this phenomenon (McLoughlin, Lee
2007). The research question t oHowmaasweleZObeusedt hi s t he
to improve cooperation between elLearners? dor this a survey was undertaken in
Norway with students at NKI Distance Education. The respondents gave their
opinions on which services could enhance their learning and how they used the web
to communicate. Results show that most of the students want to meet their
collaborators face-to-face. If this is not an option, collaboration was based on
common courses and i mpressi onAnothérrinterestinphe st ude
observation showed a significantly higher percentage of women with learning
partners compared to men. Social network services are very popular and Facebook
is in a league of its own. The educational possibilities should therefore be explored
further. NKI has a service for connecting students for cooperation and learning, the
first step towards a learning community. This is something several of the students

desire. Below in Figure 1 the thesis is summarized to give a quick overview of the

contents.
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Figure 1. Word cloud of the thesis generated by http://www.wordle.net/
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Chapter 1: Introduction

We are living in an information society where information is available at our fingertips
and the use of online education spreads throughout the world (Dye, Jones et al.
2006; Lujara, Kissaka et al. 2007; McLoughlin, Lee 2007; Megatrends Project 2007;
Shurville, Brown 2006). Using the internet for two-way interaction has become an
everyday activity and can be seen in every walk of life as web 2.0 gains grounds.
Therefore it should be incorporated into education as well (Kesim, A. 2007; Moore
2007, O'Reilly 2005; Wikipedia contributors 2009l). The use of the web as a platform
for learning - a learning management system (LMS), has evolved since its early
beginnings in the | ate 1980 am muasokeep evsliwng
with the society (Dias, Dias et al. 2002; Megatrends Project 2007; Paulsen 2003;
OECD 2007). But the design of engaging and meaningful learning material for the
online learner is still a significant challenge in education today (Ravenscroft,
McAlister 2006). This thesis focuses on the use of web 2.0 for an enhanced learning
experience for the online learner by the use of communicative web 2.0 technologies

to improve cooperation between the eLearners.

To understand the area of elLearning and the use of web 2.0 technologies in
education, it is important to have the evolution of learning in mind. eLearning is an
evolvement from distance education which can be defined as education where
teacher and pupils/students are separated by space and/or time. Technical media
are used to convey knowledge and to enable real two-way-communication,
supporting the process of teaching (Dye, Solstad et al. 2002; Kirke- 1989). A
comment to this definition is that distance education is not really dependent on
technical aids in its own right (Dye, Solstad et al. 2002; Wikipedia contributors
2009b). We know that distance education has been around for a long time. In 1728,
an advertisement in the Boston Gazette gave people who wished to learn short hand,
the opportunity by correspondence, having lectures sent to them by post (Keegan
1996; Wikipedia contributors 2009b).

1.1 Distance education

Today several institutions around the world are providing distance education courses
in all areas of learning (Megatrends Project 2007; Wikipedia contributors 2009b). It is

based on the idea that not everyone can attend classes at every given time, but still
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need and/or want the education offered. The flexibility of distance education was
(and still is) substantial, the only requirement was a place to study and a way to send

and receive letters.

The evolvement from correspondence courses to online courses has been a natural
transformation as technology has evolved and is more commonly known as

eLearning, online education or web based learning (Wikipedia contributors 2009c).

1.2eLearning, online educatioand web based learning

In the 80s an electronic revolution started the era of personal computing (Dye,
Solstad et al. 2002). The world has kept evolving and the computing power has as
well (Dye, Solstad et al. 2002). The price to performance ratio has increased and
personal computers are today a natural part of daily life (Dye, Solstad et al. 2002).
The main change from distance learning to eLearning happened at this point as we
introduced the computer as a necessary aid and moved into eLearning (Dye, Solstad
et al. 2002). Paulsen, Keegan et. al. (2002, p. 23) provide the following definition of

this form of education:

AOnline education is characterized by:

1 The separation of teachers and learners which distinguishes it from face-to-
face education

1 The influence of an educational organization which distinguishes it from self-
study and private tutoring

1 The use of a computer network to present or distribute some educational
content

1 The provision of two-way communication via a computer network so that
students may benefit from communication with each other, teachers, and

staffo

This thesis refers to elLearning, online education and web based learning as
eLearning from here on. Specifically the thesis focuses on cooperation and
collaboration between eLearners. An eLearner is a student who participates in online

distance education.

How can web 2.0 be used to improve cooperation betetearner?




11

Chapter 2: The research area

This chapter explains terms and technologies related to cooperation between
eLearners. The technologies explored are well known web 2.0 technologies with
focus on social interactions. The chapter finishes with identification of existing
research in the field.

The European Council has been working since Lisbon towards a goal of becoming
the best knowledge-based economy in the world by 2010 (Rekkedal 2006). This
involves extensive use and increased quality of elLearning to reach this goal
(Rekkedal 2006).

The use of eLearning has many benefits. One is to include disabled people in the
community where they can use the same tools as other learners (Nikolov 2007).
eLearning is therefore a way of breaking down communication barriers and physical
barriers that might stop some people getting a degree the traditional way (Nikolov
2007). Another important aspect of eLearning is the flexibility of studying whenever
and wherever one wants. Thisi s often needed by tod#dimebs stude
jobs and families to manage and therefore something distance learning also provides

to the society (Paulsen 2003).

The field of eLearning and the use of a computer have several benefits, but also
some drawbacks compared to distance education by correspondence. One of these
could be the need for a power source for the computer. Some might see this as a
step back in terms of flexibility since we no longer are as flexible as with
correspondence learning. One of the benefits of eLearning on the other hand is the
speed of communication between teacher and student. This can be a challenge if it is
not handled well by the institution and can become a nightmare for the online teacher
as the students expect answers 24 hours a day, 7 days a week (Paulsen 2003).
Another advantage over distance learning is the less likely chance of losing letters. If
lost, an e-mail is most often possible to resend from the sent folder and the message

will then not be lost, but only delayed.

A great improvement to distance learning is the possibility to provide elLearning
courses worldwide by the use of a platform independent technology with the courses

maintained locally (Dye, Solstad et al. 2002) The model below shows how eLearning
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works in this way. As Figure 2 below shows; the course content and student support
services, other materials and the World Wide Web are available at the studentso
computer screens and from there the student might communicate with tutors or other
students (Dye, Solstad et al. 2002).

COURSE STUDENT
CONTENT SUPPORT
SERVICES

LSS c-Learning < www
MATERIALS

Figure 2: Wired virtual learning environment of today, (Keegan 2002)

The caption of Figure 2, given by Keegan (2002), is the wired learning environment; it
is still similar today where the wired network is often changed with wireless networks
and laptops (Dye, Solstad et al. 2002). eLearners are extremely busy and demand
the right to only do tasks that help them reach their goals due to their demanding
social situation (Paulsen 2003). The possibility to collaborate with other students is
one of the greatest advantages of eLearning compared to distance education. This
can happen directly at the computer screen of the student (Keegan 2002; Rekkedal
2006). This way the eLearning paradigm can help students with a demanding life and
social situation to organize their studies according to their needs (Rekkedal 2006).
This is the aspect the thesis focuses on with the question in mind: How can web 2.0

be used to improve cooperation between eLearners?

2.1 Transparency

Transparency is about not hiding information; a synonym to transparent is visible

which is what transparency in eLearning is about. To be able to collaborate with other
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online students they have to be aware of the possible students to cooperate with
(Dalsgaard, Paulsen 2009; Paulsen 2009). This can be done by showing statuses,
the number of online students at the moment or other services by showing
information to everyone logged on (Dalsgaard, Paulsen 2009; Paulsen 2009). When
the students are presented with this transparent information they can cooperate in
groups based on interests or locations and based on the individualsé needs to
construct their own knowledge (Nikolov 2007).

The use of transparent information is commonplace for most web 2.0 applications
where for instance Facebook shows updates about your friendsdactivities and latest
actions (Aleman, Wartman 2008; O'Reilly 2005). This could also be used for
educational purposes to show updates about students logging on, submitting
assignments and so on. AiThe emergence of We b  2vid®
p h e n o me(Nikolow2007, pg. 9) and the paradigm in eLearning today is shifting
from teacher centred to student centred learning (Kesim, A. 2007; UIf 2009). The web
2.0 schools will most likely demand more transparent information and easier access
to information about the learners; this is part of what the transparency at NKI is

about.

2.2 Online communication

Using the internet for communication has been possible since its beginnings and in
1972 Ray Tomlinson sent the first @ addressed e-mail (Wikipedia contributors
2009d; Wikipedia contributors 2009f). The e-mail quickly became the Kkiller
application of the internet, then known as the ARPANET and has not evolved much
from its basic form from 1971 till 2009 (Cerf, Clark et al. 2003; Wikipedia contributors
2009d).

The use of e-mail is a natural part of communication today. Online communication
has therefore reduced much of the costs of long distance communication and has
dramatically reduced the time from sending to receiving the messages (Wikipedia
contributors 2009d, Wikipedia contributors 2009f, Wikipedia contributors 2009g).

The adaption of e-mail and other forms for communication in the learning
management systems has given the teachers both a challenge and a benefit since

they are available most of the time and students expect them to be so (Paulsen
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School



14

2003). This possibility is available to students studying online and can be very helpful
for cooperation when students need answers to a question (Dias, Dias et al. 2002;
Paulsen 2003; Wikipedia contributors 2009d). How this is used in the learning partner
services at NKI today is interesting and the trend was clear in 2006; e-mail was the
most commonly used form for communication between the learning partners (de
Mora 2006). More on this in chapter 3.1.2.

The use of online communities such as Facebook, MySpace, Orkut and others have
become a natural part of the daily life on the web. To try to identify which aspects of
these services are interesting to use in education, the research has evolved around
web 2.0 and social networking services. The following sub-chapters cover areas
used in the survey to identify how web 2.0 can be used to improve cooperation in
online education. The use of online communication and how students use the web

were identified to uncover how students use the web in their daily life.

2.2.1Web 2.0

The web is no longer static, but communicates two-way between the reader and
writer of information (McLoughlin, Lee 2007; O'Reilly 2005). It is commonly known as
the web 2.0, aterm used to describe what is the second generation web, and offers

collaboration and interaction among other services (Wikipedia contributors 2009l).

Web 2.0 is often believed to be a new expression, but it is as old as 1999 when
Darcy DiNucci in her article Fragmented Future wrote that the first signs of a new
web was emerging. She even mentioned interaction and ubiquitous computing
(DiNucci 1999; Wikipedia contributors 2009l). The web as we know it in 2009 is alive
and interactive with users contributing to the cloud of knowledge at an amazing
speed. Wikipedia 7 the online open encyclopaedia, is an example of the wisdom of
crowds where any user can contribute, yet the quality is as high as Britannica online
(Alexander 2006; Hu, Lim et al. 2007; Wikipedia contributors 2008). Wikipedia also
illustrates the attack on authority. Whether this is a danger or not is too early to tell
(Ravenscroft 2009). Collaboration of peers is commonplace in the workplace and
should be included in the education, not stopped. One way could be to include the

social web in traditional institutions (Ravenscroft 2009).

When we see the services available for interaction and cooperation and add several

devices accessing the same service at the same time, it is no wonder that this is a
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challenge for the developers. This is illustrated by the following statement: i T h e

will also appear, in different guises, on your TV set (interactive content woven
seamlessly into programming and commercials) your car dashboard (maps, yellow
pages and other t ravel | eDiNudcinl®9a9,) pg. Bd).uThe
statements from DiNicci (1999) show us that the thoughts and ideas we have today

are not new, but a natural evolution.

The goal of the research was to identify how the emergent services can improve
cooperation between online students to see what they might gain from using such
services. The students choosing online education usually need or want the flexibility
and freedom eLearning can offer, even though they enjoy collaboration with others
(Paulsen 2003). The challenge is how to best match these two.

The way people learn differs from person to person, but since most of the material for
gaining a degree is in written form, the ability to write and argue well is important to
organize one’s thoughts academically (Pachler, Daly 2009). Available on the
interactive web 1 the web 2.0, is a great toolbox to support the learner& choice and
self paced study to adapt the learning to the individual (Broady-Preston 2009). It
might even make it easier to study across European countries and give individuals
and organizations new opportunities (Broady-Preston 2009; McLoughlin, Lee 2007).
The web 2.0 learning environment presents students, teachers and other
stakeholders with the option to contribute to the learning resources at any given time
(Nikolov 2007). This is something NKI is trying to use to the best for their students.
As a distance education facility who offers self-paced progress and individual start-up
times, web 2.0 can help NKI improve even further (Megatrends Project 2007
Paulsen 2003).

To better understand how students of 2009 use web 2.0 for communication the

researcher wanted to give attention to this topic throughout the research.

2.2.2 Blogs

One of the early uses of web 2.0 and still much in use is the web log i more
commonly known as the blog (Churchill 2009; O'Reilly 2005; Wikipedia contributors
2009a). The blog is an interesting phenomenon since it allows anyone to write about
anything. One of the challenges of blogs is that they usually require much effort from

the reader due to their chronological nature. Therefore it can be difficult to navigate in
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them if the reader is not following every new entry (Churchill 2009; Pachler, Daly
2009; Wikipedia contributors 2009a). The blog can be used in a learning environment
in two ways. For the students as a tool for making notes and writing around an area
that interests them, and for the teacher to give hints on news on the subject he or she
is teaching. The use of blogs has been tested in education, but most of the time in a
closed environment within the LMS. This partly removes the interesting part of a blog
where anyone can comment and discover the blog (McLoughlin, Lee 2007). But it is
possible to have only registered users commenting if there is a need to control who
comments the blog entries due to privacy or other concerns (Pachler, Daly 2009).

Blogs have gained importance the recent years in both formal and informal learning
(Pachler, Daly 2009). How the blogs can be used by students and teachers is an
interesting research question and some ideas of uses are presented later in this
thesis. Since blogs are available in most, if not all topics, the research focused on the
use of blogs and how interested the students are in reading blogs if their teachers

would write on their topic.

2.2.3 Social network services

The uses of social networking services are based on people having something in
common; it could be interests, schools they attended or other activities they wish to
share with the community (Wikipedia contributors 2009i). The most popular social
network as of January 2009 is Facebook with MySpace following as a popular
number two (Wikipedia contributors 2009i).

The popularity of Facebook and other social networking services are worth taking
note of for educators around the world due to the popularity and possibilities it
provides (Aleman, Wartman 2008; Ravenscroft 2009). It is very likely that the
majority of the students at a university or a distance education institution is using
Facebook and if it has the potential to enhance the learning management system it
should not be seen as unimportant (Aleman, Wartman 2008; Wikipedia contributors
2009i). The use of Facebook has grown into commonplace and is a known arena for
most of the coming students. They will possibly expect interaction and a learning
community which supports interaction and collaboration to a larger degree than most
of t h eof 2008S The popularity of social networking sites of 2009 should be

acknowledged and included in education as well as other aspects of studentsélives.
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The research in this thesis shows that students of 2009 use the web extensively to

communicate in their personal lives.

2.2.4 Online chat

The use of online chat is a communicative form which is based on two or more
people online at the same time, writing messages to each other in a synchronous
way (Wikipedia contributors 2009h). The chat is a common way to communicate over
the internet forthey-gener at i on, people born around the
where 76% reported using it in 2007 (Wikipedia contributors 2009e). The y-generation
is whom the educational facilities has to serve; very multitasking and impatient
students who expect to do things their way (Giordani 2005; Wikipedia contributors
2009e). Chat as a form of communication is noted for short messages and prompt
replies where the user often has more than one chat open at the same time
(Wikipedia contributors 2009e, Wikipedia contributors 2009h). Chat is among the
services several learning management systems have included and a service which
the learning partners could be interested in using for their collaborative talks online
(Paulsen 2003, de Mora 2006). Whether this still is the case will be identified by the
survey which asked specifically about s t u d eumet of ¢hat. Chatting demands a
different mindset than forums, due to the synchronous nature of it. If the students use
chat outside of their studies they could be interested in using it in their education as
well. Chat can then be added as a tool for the online students to give them quick

access to other students and enhance the collaboration between learning partners.

2.2.51P Telephony

Internet telephony known as IP telephony is used for making phone calls over the
internet. You pay little or nothing for the call because the voice is sent over the
internet, often referred to as voice over IP (VolP) (Wikipedia contributors 2009k). One
of the notable services is Skype which can place phone calls over the internet at a
low cost to any phone line or for free to other users of Skype (Skype Technologies
S.A. 2009; Wikipedia contributors 2009k). The use of Skype and other IP telephony
services could be interesting for online collaboration if students are used to this

service, something the survey sought to find the answer to.
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2.2.6 Twitter

Twitter is one of the services on the internet which has grown tremendously during
2009 1 only in February the micro blogging service had a growth in users of 1382%
(Wikipedia contributors 2009j). As this service was rated as the fastest growing
member community in February 2009, it is worth taking note of and identify if the
students at NKI are using the service so far (Wikipedia contributors 2009j).
Apparently Twitter is between a rock and a hard place since it gains new users
quickly but most users do not actively use the service and leaves after testing it. The
value of Twitter is not proved yet and to discover if the students are among the first
movers in this area the survey identifies how many students are aware of and uses

the service.

2.3 Existing research

The research of cooperative learning services and students choosing to collaborate
with others are among the hotspots of researchers today (Zhi-Jun Tan 2008). There
has been work in the area of web 2.0 services previously, but research did not
uncover any work which could improve the learning experience by improving
communicative possibilities. In February 2009 the Journal of Computer Assisted
Learning published a speci al i ssue on ASocial g®oftwar e,
which supports the importance of research in this field (John Wiley & Sons, Inc.
2009). In the UK there have been several initiatives in the field of social software, but
as of February 2009 the necessity to understand the social web and learning before
trying to solve the mix is the recommendation, the answer is still open (Ravenscroft
2009).

Research on the use of blogs and wikis has been done and it has been concluded
that blogs are one of the new tools which can give educational benefits (Churchill
2009, Jung 2009). There has been research in the area of blogging where students
and teachers used blogs as part of the education to a great success (Churchill 2009).
Web 2.0 has been forecasted to be important for universities for collaboration and
information sharing of educational resources. As several universities offer their
courses and other educational resources for free, the context and degree decide the
choice of a specific university (MIT OpenCourseWare 2008; Piedra, Chicaiza et al.
2009; Ruska 2007; Yale University 2008).
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The project Web-Edu in 2001-2002 asked 113 experts in 17 European countries
about features they would like to see in future learning management systems (LMS).

Improved collaboration and communication are clearly among these features

(Paulsen 2003). AiMany interviewees wer dorlettenaneg r ne d

abc

more advanced communi cat i (@aulsem 8003, myo303). &akeor at i on

use of social software can be a way to address this issue if used correctly (Anderson
2005).

The area of collaboration and communication to enhance learning is an interesting
area in education (Churchill 2009; Dalsgaard, Paulsen 2009; Piedra, Chicaiza et al.
2009). For instance is the UK committed to lessen the digital divide, and a plan to
address digital exclusion was developed in 2008, providing a focus on lifelong

learning.. This shows the focus on education and technology (Broady-Preston 2009).

The need to understand the fAnewd way of

& McAlister (2006) states in their article; new technologies used in learning might
change the nature of the learning process itself. It should therefore not only be seen
as a problem, but an opportunity (Ravenscroft, McAlister 2006). This thesis hopes

thereby to add value to the field of online education and eLearning.

This thesis identifies tools and services which might enhance the learning experience
for online students if added to the LMS. Web 2.0 is the focus of online services which
can facilitate better collaboration and thereby improve the learning experience. One
of the most important aspects of new technologies in education might be that if the
focus is on the technologies itself and not the pedagogical uses and benefits, it is
likely to be counterproductive (Moore 2007).

2.4 Summary

This chapter has identified transparency as a key term to facilitate cooperation
between the eLearners and identified key technologies. The technologies covered in
brief were online communication by the use of web 2.0 services, blogs, social
network services, chat, IP telephony and twitter. All of the technologies in this chapter

focus on social interaction between individuals.
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Chapter 3: Methodology

This chapter starts by describing the context for the research. Following is the data
collection by use of a survey. It also covers the methodology used in the research

and the development, testing, structuring and distribution phases of the survey.

The existing research on the subject of web 2.0 for improved collaboration between
eLearners had little literature available at the time of research. There are some
interesting projects and papers available, but not in the exact area this research was
studying, therefore primary data was needed (Flowerdew, Martin 2005).

The approach of using a selected advanced group of people is part of the Delphi
technique. A technique where experts give their opinion on a theme and then the
researcher comes back to the experts to validate the findings. This goes on until
enough data is gathered (Merriam, Simpson 2000). The research in this thesis is not
a complete Delphi technique, but an adaption of it. The conclusion was sent to the
respondents whom accepted to be followed up with further questions (65 out of 69)
and their comments where then considered. This way the conclusion was validated
by the respondents to make sure the researcher did not make false assumptions
(Maxwell 2004).

3.1 Context

As an employee at NKI the researcher had access to the learning management
systems, and several of the statistics referred to in this thesis are gathered from the
internal systems and not previously published. The research in this thesis has
focused on the use of web 2.0 technologies to improve cooperation between
eLearners at NKI. The findings and documentation is hopefully interesting for others
as well. The following is a description of experiences from NKI and the learning

partner service which is much of the foundation for this research.

3.1.1 Experiences from NKI Distance Education

NKIDi st ance Education (in Norwegian: i NKI Nett
Norway, and is among the largest educational institutions in Scandinavia and a mega
provider of online education (Megatrends Project 2007; Paulsen 2003). In 1959 NKI

was established in Norway and has at any given time 12.000-14.000 active students
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(NKI Nettstudier 2009). NKI provided their first online course in 1987 and has
provided sustainable online education ever since (Paulsen 2003; Paulsen, Rekkedal
1990).

NKI has among other research initiatives a tradition of sending one major survey to
their students once a year and possibly one or more smaller more focused surveys to
specific groups of students throughout the year (Paulsen 2003; Rekkedal 2009). This
was done with the 92 students who had one or more learning partners in 2006,
where 21 responded, a response rate of about 23% (de Mora 2006). This survey
gave NKI several ideas for enhancing the service and also supported the notion that
online learners often feel alone and the learning partner system might improve this
feeling (Dalsgaard, Paulsen 2009; de Mora 2006). One of the interesting facts at NKI

is that among the student s tl.damingepartaarseasa nl vy

19" of August20096 i n the appendi x) who want to
the student wish to study alone. This is a very important fact for NKI to consider when
developing new services; we must not force cooperation on anyone. This freedom is
among the strengths the online learning should experience. If you want to study

alone you should have this possibility (Paulsen, Slaatto 2006).

The research for this thesis was conducted three years after the learning partner
service was introduced (de Mora 2006) and gives therefore insight on how well the

students have adapted the service and how they use it after three years.

3.1.2 The learning partner service at NKI Distance Education

Using social software and building web 2.0 competency should be evident in any
initiative dedicated to the life-l ong | ear ner s o(Nikolbvo260d)y The
theory behind the learning partner services and the transparency in the learning
management system of NKI is based on the theory of cooperative freedom by
Professor Paulsen (Paulsen 2003).

NKI provides the students with a high degree of individual freedom by providing
continuous enrolment for the courses and individual pacing (Dalsgaard, Paulsen
2009; Paulsen 2003). A common issue for online students is the perception of being
alone with their studies even when studying with several others (Dalsgaard, Paulsen

2009). It is believed that the online learning community will gradually grow and the
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online distance learner might not feel as alone as before (zZhi-Jun Tan 2008). Web
2.0 tools and services can be offered by the LMS to significantly improve this feeling
and help the students reach their goals. This can be done by giving them a social
presence as well as a tool for collaboration such as blogs, wikis, social bookmarking
and other forms for communication (Alexander 2006; Churchill 2009; Dalsgaard,
Paulsen 2009; Paulsen 2003; Ravenscroft 2009). The learning partner service at NKI
tries to address some of these issues. Hopefully some key issues concerning
cooperation between online students have been revealed by using the most
experienced learning partners at NKI in the surveys. Some might even be of interest
to the educational world.

The learning partner service was introduced as a service in the LMS in 2006. The
students can search for other students with whom they want to cooperate and invite
them to become learning partners. If the invitation is accepted, they are connected as
|l earning partners in the LMS and have quick ac
The learning partner service has several improvements waiting to be implemented
and even more ideas. This thesis will identify areas where the learning partner can

improve and give advice on how to further enhance the service.

After the students at NKI have completed their personal presentation and chosen
their visibility, they can search for a learning partner based on several criteria. Some
of the popular methods for finding a partner are based on where they live and what
they study (de Mora 2006).

Professor Paulsen introduced the service as a response to previous research where
he identified the wish for better cooperation between the online students (Paulsen
2009). It has resulted in several learning partnerships (Paulsen 2009) and was
rewarded with the Boldic Award in 2006. A reward which is given to creative and
innovative projects in the field of open and distance learning (ODL) within the Nordic
and Baltic region (NADE-NFF 2009).

Below is the student presentation (Figure 3) for the researcher displayed. It shows
information about e-mail address, contact details, number of completed courses and
which courses and studies the researcher is enrolled in, as well as the number of

learning partners he has and the visibility chosen. The presentation is completed with
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a textual description where the researcher tells everyone who he is and what his

interests are.

Studentpresentasjon ng X

Student: aleksander Dye
E-postadresse: ad@nki.no
Telefonnummer: 57588325
Mobiltelefonnummer: 92239729
Hjemmeside: http://fwww.dve.no
Postnummer og Poststed: 1157 O5L0
Startet pd Nettskolen: 05. sep 2001
Jeg gnsker laeringspartnere: Nei
Synlighet: Global

Jeg har 4 leeringspartnere.
Jeg har meldt meg pd felgende nettstudier og nettkurs og
tilsammen fullfert 5 kurs ved NKI Fjernundervisning:

Prosjektlederskolen:

Lzer 3 lere - Fullfart 01. mar 2008
Kommunikasjon - Fullfgrt 22. nov 2006
Teamarbeid - Fullfart 22. des 2006
Teamutvikling - Fullfart 18. jan 2007
Prosjektledelse

Prosjektstyring

Prosiektakonomi

SPICE:

« SPICE 601: Introd. to Int. Online Education
« SPICE 601, Final report

Enkeltkurs:

« KURRS-boka
« MNettskriving
e NETTSKOLE UTWIKLING - Fullfart 14, jun 2006

leg er ansatt ved NKI Nettstudier som forsker og prosjektleder og harﬂﬂere .
spennende oppgaver her. Det er mange utfordringer og jeg forseker a felge med pa
hwva som skjer s3 godt jeg kan.

For tiden jobber jeg med min masteragrad ved Brunel i London (ved siden av jobben
her) der jeg studerer for en master innen Informations systems Management (ISM).

Malet med en masterutdanning innen ISM er 3 sette meg i stand til 3 utforske
aspekter ved utvikling av informasjonssystemer, ut fra krav og behov i naeringslivet
samt forst3 den strategiske samkjgringen mellom et slikt system og bedriften. Det er
ogsa fokus p3 det & forstd dynamikken mellom informasjonssystemet og virksomheten
og kunne reflektere kritisk over teori og praksis knyttet til disse.

Fra far av har jeg Bachelor Informasjonsteknologi fra NITH, (tidligere DPH, samt

Markedsgkonom tittel fra OMH. Jeg jobber som systemutvikler her p3 NKI
Fiernundervisnina 1 avdelinaen Fol. Vedlikehold oa videreutvikling av nettskolen er en

Figure 3: The personal presentation of the researcher from the LMS of NKI
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3.2 Data collectionby survey

The data for this thesis was gathered by the use of a survey formulated by mostly
open questions. The questions were not of a sensitive kind and therefore the chance
of respondents replying untruthfully is lower than if sensitive or embarrassing
information is asked for (Flowerdew, Martin 2005). The potential respondents were
introduced to the research in an e-mail and explained that they were selected based
on their experience with the learning partner services at NKI and therefore likely to
have significant insight for the research. This was to inform the respondents that they
were seen as advanced users on the subject and therefore important to the project.
Then the survey started with some simple questions which were quick to fill in. This
way it was more likely for the students to respond to the survey (Flowerdew, Martin
2005).

The researcher wanted to use some of
service to see how they experienced the service. The use of a survey is appropriate
for gathering data which can be analyzed further and become the foundation for
future studies (Maxwell 2004; Stene 1999). It was important to make sure the
respondents received the same information without influencing them, as can easily
be done in an interview if the researcher is not very experienced (Maxwell 2004). The
pre-structuring of data is also a way to cut down on the amount of information which
has to be analyzed (Maxwell 2004). The choice of developing a survey and send it to
the fAexpert us purpeséful sampling nrantetiondased selection. It is
used because the selected group of students is thought to have information which is
not possible to get from the inexperienced user of the service (Maxwell 2004). To
obtain the most correct and valid conclusions, a survey was used instead of
interviews. This was to facilitate a higher number of respondents (Maxwell 2004;
Stene 1999).

Interviews and open-ended questions are methodologically suitable for systematic
observations of verbal interactions (Flowerdew, Martin 2005; Stene 1999). This is
why the survey was adapted as close to an interview as possible with open-ended
guestions. Another reason for using open questions was because it is appropriate
when the researcher does not have a sufficient amount of experience and data to
know exactly what to ask for and which alternatives would be relevant for the

respondents (Merriam, Simpson 2000; Stene 1999).
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It was expected to be difficult to analyze the data due to the nature of qualitative data
where the answers are unstructured and not always easy to compare (Maxwell
2004). The challenge was to find the essence from every respondent and see if there
were several issues addressed and/or reoccurred and therefore interesting to
analyze further.

3.2.1 Testing and piloting

The survey was first tested on colleagues and two friends to see if the questions
gave meaning and if the questions were easy to understand, an important part of the
survey design (Flowerdew, Martin 2005). Then the survey was modified based on the
responses and sent to a test group of 20 students experienced with the learning
partner service. (Flowerdew, Martin 2005). The responses were evaluated, and
based on those answers and a discussion with Professor Paulsen, some of the
questions were excluded and reformulated and two new questions were added. The
reason for removing some of them was that the answers could already be found in
the LMS of NKI or from previous answers. Asking about gender and age for instance,
is unnecessary since the data is in the system of NKI. Questions which had duality
and could be interpreted in several ways were excluded or rewritten. Two questions

were added to get a fuller impression of theres p 0 n d answers.6

3.2.2 Structure

The purpose of the research was to identify which web 2.0 services were in use and
how the students cooperated. From this knowledge it would be possible to indentify
useful services to include in the LMS for enhanced cooperation among the
eLearners. Based on this goal and the responses and input from the testing of the

survey, the following structure emerged:

Background information was included to learn about the group of students
participating in the study. It was expected that both full-time and part-time students
were among the participants. It was interesting to see why the students chose online
and not face-to-face studies. If it was their only possibility for studying, it could affect

their motivation in the course of study.
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The learning partner service is the cooperation tool at NKI and how this is used is

interesting to identify where and how students communicate and collaborate

Online communication is the focus of this study as the goal was to identify how web
2.0 can be used to improve the cooperation between online students. The foundation
for cooperation is communication and how the students communicate can indicate

where NKI can improve its services.

Blog experience is a part of the survey used to identify a specific part of web 2.0
which is widely used. The usage among students is not known and blogs might
enhance an LMS and be used as a cooperation tool online.

Finally the survey had other input as a place to give feedback to the researcher

which could be relevant to the research but was not asked about specifically.

3.2.3 Distributi on

The survey was distributed to students at NKI who had the highest number of
learning partners invited to collaborate. At the time of research (August 13" 2009)
NKI had 11024 online students and of those only 58 had invited four or more learning
partners and had been accepted as such. The respondents therefore only represent
a part of the student body. The selection of students are not representative for the
entire student body, but are asked to answer the survey based on the fact that they
are some of the most experienced users of the learning partner service at NKI, and a

small selected target group (Flowerdew, Martin 2005; Stene 1999).

The reason for choosing the respondents this way was because the active students
with the most successful partnerships were believed to have the most interesting
experiences with online communication and collaboration using the web. This was
more interesting than to be able to generalize upon the entire student body
(Flowerdew, Martin 2005).

After evaluating the low response rate of 14% (8 of 58), the researcher concluded it
was necessary to send the survey to another 44 students who had three learning
partners as well as the 147 students with two learning partners. This was sent out

four and five days after the first distribution.
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3.3 Summary

This chapter has explained the context of the research and the learning partner
service at NKI has been elaborated on. Based on the experiences at NKI and the
existing research in the field, a survey was chosen for gathering primary data. The
selection group was students at NKI whom had the highest number of learning
partners at the time of research. The goal was to identify how the students
cooperated and which web 2.0 services were in use. This can then be used to
enhance the cooperation between elLearners by adapting new services into the
existing LMS. The survey was tested before the final structure emerged and then it
was distributed to students at NKI.
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Chapter 4: Data analysis

This chapter is organized according to how the survey was structured with answers
grouped accordingly. The data is based on answers from 69 respondents. The
survey was sent to them either on the 13", 17" or 18" of August 2009. The students
in the research were studying online at NKI and had the highest number of learning
partners in the student body. The potential respondents were reminded of the survey
once; either on the 21% or 23™ of August and asked to help the researcher with the
identification of issues which could be important since they were seen as expert
users of the learning partner system. Of the 265 students who were asked to
participate in the research, 69 responded (with an average age of 33 years), a
response rate of 26%.

Table 1 shows that there are more women (63%) studying at NKI than men (37%)
and even a greater part of the women chose to have learning partners. Among the
expert users women account for 85% of the participants! This might be due to
differences between men and women or other aspects which could be interesting to

look into in another study.

Gender Online students Selection Responded
Men 4078 | 37% 39/15% 10/ 14%
Women 6946 / 63% 226 / 85% 59/ 86%
Total 11024 / 100% 265/ 100% 69 / 100%

Table 1: Share of men and women

4.1 Background information

This part of the survey was constructed to give the respondents an easy start and in
this way persuade more respondents to complete the survey (Flowerdew, Martin

2005). The three questions on background were:

1. How much time do you use on your studies during an average month?
2. Why did you choose elLearning and not other forms of education?

3. May | contact you for possible follow-up questions?
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