Open Research Online
The Open University’s repository of research publications
and other research outputs

Redefining interaction in open and distance learning
with reference to teacher education programmes in the
University of the West Indies
Thesis
How to cite:
Kuboni, Olabisi I. (1997). Redefining interaction in open and distance learning with reference to teacher education
programmes in the University of the West Indies. PhD thesis The Open University.

For guidance on citations see FAQs.

c 1997 The Author

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
Version: Version of Record
Link(s) to article on publisher’s website:
http://dx.doi.org/doi:10.21954/ou.ro.0000d649

Copyright and Moral Rights for the articles on this site are retained by the individual authors and/or other copyright
owners. For more information on Open Research Online’s data policy on reuse of materials please consult the policies
page.

oro.open.ac.uk

31 0199597 1

11111

111111

REDEFINING INTERACTION IN OPEN AND DISTANCE
LEARNING \VITH REFERENCE TO TEACHER EDUCATION
PROGRAMMES IN THE UNIVERSITY OF THE 'VEST INDIES

Olabisi I. Kuboni

A thesis submitted in fulfillment of the requirement for the degree of
Doctor of Philosophy
to the Institute of Educational Technology, The Open University
Milton Keynes, United Kingdom.

1997

IMAGING SERVICES NORTH
Boston Spa, Wetherby
West Yorkshire, LS23 7BQ
www.bl.uk

BEST COpy AVAILABLE.

VARIABLE PRINT QUALITY

ABSTRACT
Redefining interaction in open and distance learning with reference to teacher education
programmes in the University of the West Indies.

Olabisi I. Kuboni
This study was undertaken to serve two purposes. At a theoretical level, it was
undertaken to review the concept of interaction in open and distance learning (ODL).
The decision to conduct this review grew out of a concern that the current dominant
approach to the study of teaching and learning in ODL was focusing on social
interaction. This was regarded as a restricted interpretation of the concept, hence the
decision to review and revise.
At a subsidiary level, the study was aimed at examining teaching and learning in the
current teacher education programmes of the University of the West Indies This aspect
of the study was undertaken in light of the university's proposed expansion of these
offerings in the distance mode. The concept of interaction was seen as the appropriate
context for undertaking this examination.
Based on a review of the literature, a revised concept of interaction was developed,
embodying three separate, yet interrelated types, namely social interaction, leamermedia interaction and learner-knowledge interaction. In developing this concept,
attention was also paid to the part played by power relations and knowledge from
external sources in the functioning of the concept's component parts. It is this
reformulated concept that provided the theoretical framework for the examination of the
teacher education programmes mentioned above.
A research programme comprising two sub-studies was designed and implemented.
The first sub-study was an exploratory survey based on selected attributes of social
interaction and designed to examine student teachers' perception of their experience as
learners. The second was an observation study based on the principles of leamerknowledge interaction and aimed at investigating student-teachers' knowledge-building
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processes as these revealed themselves within the interpersonal interaction of teachers
and learners in an audio-conferencing environment.
A key feature of the observation study was the design and implementation of an
interpretive framework to guide data analysis. The framework was developed out of the
data themselves and comprised two sets of interrelated categories, the one classifying
knowledge-building activities and the other, control management functions. Extended
data analysis drew on selected aspects of discourse analysis and specifically on the
work of Fairclough (1989, 1992) and Potter and Wetherell (1987).
The findings derived from the two sub-studies underscored the essential thesis
of this study that interaction in distance education is best viewed as a multifaceted
phenomenon, and that there is a functional interrelationship among the constituent parts
of the concept.
The research programme also confirmed the constructivist thesis that people
construct rather than acquire knowledge. At the same time, the findings seem to indicate
that the imbalance in the power relations between teachers and learners can hinder
learners' capability to derive meaning from their learning. The findings also suggest that
student-teachers are ambivalent about their roles as learners and that this ambivalence
seems, at times, to be reflected in the attempts they make to gain control of the teachinglearning situation and to direct their knowledge-building activities.
The study proposes specific areas of further research, including a follow-up
study to test and refine the interpretive framework used in the observation study, and
another to assess the validity of the three-part concept of interaction formulated in this
work.
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CHAPTER 1
DEFINING THE BOUNDARIES OF THE STUDY
Introduction
In response to the demand for increased provision of higher education in the
Caribbean, the University of the West Indies is currently expanding its teaching
programme to incorporate distance education and, in the process. to transform itself into
a mixed mode institution, combining distance and face-to-face teaching. Teacher
~

~

education has been targeted as one set of programmes to be delivered through distance
mode. It is envisaged that the transition to distance education would involve not only an
increase in the size of the population targeted. but also an expansion and enhancement
of the programmes offered. In this expansion, the university, and in this context, its
Faculty of Education, needs to address the issue of the quality of what is being offered.
given the emphasis currently being placed on sustainable professional development by
governments and other agencies with responsibility for educational provision (to be
addressed more fully later). Quality in terms of the overall distance learning experience
is itself a multi-faceted issue. For the purpose of this study, I have chosen to look at
quality in relation to the actual teaching-learning processes. in order to analyse how
these processes impact on what and how student-teachers learn. Perraton (1993). in his
appraisal of the status of teacher education in several countries, makes a very pertinent
observation in this regard. He states,
Society has steadily expected more of teachers in the variety of tasks they have
to perfonn, in the skills they need to master and in the imagination required for
their work .... Quality matters as well as quantity. To do their job well, teachers
need to possess a mastery of the subject matter they are to teach and to be skilled
in the process of teaching .... (p.l )

One objective of this study therefore was to examine teaching and learning in the
current teacher education offerings of the Faculty, in order to assess the faculty's
preparedness for its proposed distance-taught teacher education programmes.
In distance education. teaching and learning have been conceptualised as an
interaction between distance teachers and learners. This emphasis on interaction has
been all the more pertinent gi ven the need to ninimise the effect of the physical
separation of the learner from the teaching institution. However, perspectives of what
constitutes interaction have not remained constant over time. At an earlier period. the
focus was on combining the 'simulated' and the real: the 'simulated' aspect was
designed into the pre-packaged materials, and the real was provided through tutorials.
conducted through correspondence, telephone or face-to-face. Within recent times,
however. the emphasis has been on interaction as direct interpersonal contact between
teachers and learners and among the learners themselves. This development was
significantly influenced by the emergence of the new interactive telecommunications and
computer-networked technologies. In practice. both the earlier and the more recent
treatments of the concept exist side by side but it is the more recent social, interpersonal
perspective that cun'ently receives most attention as an area of study.
Notwithstanding differences in perspective. there is wide consensus in the field
that interaction allows for a meaningful analysis of teaching functions in relation to
learning functions. The analysis of teaching and learning processes within the teacher
education offerings mentioned above, was undeltaken in the framework of this concept,
given my own agreement with the position outlined above. However, as a forerunner to
this analysis. there was also need to re-examine the concept itself. particularly in the
light of the perceived conceptual shift from the 'simulated'-real orientation towards one
that focuses exclusively on interaction as an interpersonal. social phenomenon.
In light of the above. this study \vas undeltaken to re-examine the concept of
interaction. and in that context to pay attention to teaching and leaming processes in the
teacher education offerings of the University of the West Indies.

3

Interaction: a conceptual shift
The current focus on interaction as a social phenomenon represents a
fundamental shift in the approach to viewing teaching and learning at a distance and it
\vould appear that this shift is miITOred in parallel changes in the theory and practice of
distance education as a whole. This section provides an overview of the shift in the
interpretation and application of the concept of interaction and briefly examines the
theoretical environment in which this change has been taking place.
Interaction in a mass production svstem
The period of the late 1960s and early 1970s saw the emergence of the dedicated
distance education institutions catering to the needs of a mass student population that
was geographically dispersed. The type of delivery system that was developed to meet
those demands has been described bv Peters (1967) as industrialised distance
education. Distance educators. functioning within that system. have been sensitive to
the need to counteract the increased distancing effect arising from the high level of
standardisation that is required in such large scale provision. There have been imp0I1ant

-

-

initiatives in the desi£n of course materials aimed at enhancin!! learner en!:!a!!ement
with
...
'-

the materials and. simultaneously. simulating two-way communication between the
learner and the distant teaching institution.
Accompanying and supporting this focus on the design of interactive course
materials. is a tutorial component conducted through cOITespondence. telephone or in
the face-to-face mode. It must be noted though that in this industrialised paradigm.
interpersonal contact occupies a subordinate position to the course materials.
The interpersonal focus
With the emergence of the interactive telecommunications and computer-based
technologies. it is social interaction that is being emphasised. The intention of
practitioners functioning within this paradigm is to maintain high levels of direct
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person-to-person contact between teachers and students and among the students
themselves.
Accompanying this orientation towards the social is a corresponding emphasis
on the need for adjustments in teacher-student relationships. and for the role of the
student to be enhanced in relation to that of the teacher. Thus learners are seen to be
capable, or at least potentially capable of assuming initiating roles in the teachinglearning situation and teachers are seen as facilitating rather than directing.... the
~

~

interaction.
The design of course materials is not given much prominence. One noted
advocate of this social dimension states quite clearly that "a student interacting only with
course materials does not ensure, or make probable, an educational experience". He
asserts fU11her that "education is a social. not a private activity". a perspective \\'hich he
justifies on the grounds that learning "ultimately demands critical analysis and testing of
understanding to avoid ideology and indoctrination" (Garrison. 1990. p.16).
What is evident, therefore. is that in at least some sectors of the field, there has
been a significant shift away from a view of learning in distance education as an
experience in which learners work for the most pUll in isolation from other learners and
the teachers. to one which views the practice as requiring a high level of interpersonal
interaction.
Parallel chan~es
As noted earlier. this movement towards the social has been occun'ing in parallel
with other changes in the study and practice of distance education. In one school of
thought distance education systems have been classified into three distinct generations.
and in another. there are projections for a movement from fordism to post-fordism.
The three !!enerations
Nipper (1989) sees media as an important defining characteristic of the practice
of distance educmion and it is this component that he uses to evaluate and classify
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distance education systems. He has identified three generations of distance education
systems. The first refers to the correspondence tuition system that was based
exclusively on print and in which all conununication took place through the postal
services. The second generation system refers to the practice that is based on a
combination of one-way media and includes broadcast as one delivery mode. This
system also includes the tutorial support described above. In essence, what I\ipper
classifies as second generation distance education was defined by Peters (1967) as
industrialised distance education.
Nipper applies the term 'third generation' to the emergent system as practised in
the environment of the interactive technologies and in panicular computer mediated
communication (CMC) systems.
It must be noted though that Nipper bases his classification of distance
education systems on his assessment of the capability of the media associated with each
to Sllppon his notion of learning as a social activity. Consequently, the first two
generations are seen as being inadequate and it is the third generation system that he
strongly advocates. His basic argument against the first and second generation systems
is that. in those systems. "learning is not seen to be a social process ... and therefore
does not imply interaction with or between learners and teachers". He claims that
"learning is turned into an individual instead of a social process" (p.6-t). His essential
thesis is that "learning - although a ,'e1')' perso1lal matter - must never be an individual
matter - one learns best by and with others" (p.66).
Nipper's rating of the three generations, with its accompanying rationale. has
played a major role in encouraging the shift towards an emphasis on social interaction in
distance education.
From fordism to post-fordism
While Nipper uses media to inform his classification. other theorists examine
the practice of distance education from the perspective of production-line systems.
In making his case for a shift to post-ford ism. Raggatt ( 1993) details the key
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attributes of the fordist model which. at a fundamental level. are similar to those which
feature in Peters' definition of the industrialised mode. Raggatt. whose area of practice
is professional education. is of the view that the prevailing fordist model. with its focus
on the centralised production and distribution of a standardised product. is ill-equipped
to meet the diverse demands of professional/continuing education at a distance.
Consequently, based on his experience in the UK Open University School of
Education, he advocates a shift to a post-fordist model since, in his view, this latter
model is better capable of supporting the varied educational and training needs of a
professional community.
Fames (1993) makes a connection between post-fordism and third generation
distance education. He makes the projection that, '·We may be able to develop postfordist third generation distance education which emphasises. a more decentralised.
democratic. participatory. open and flexible system with high levels of teacher and
student responsibility" (p.17). One may infer from this that Fames sees the Ct-.1C
environment (which Nipper strongly favours) as having the potential for reducing the
imbalance in teacher-student relationships. given the environment's capability to
facilitate high levels of interpersonal interaction.
Thus. based on the perspectives of at least two distance educators. a post-fordist
model of distance education is projected as being capable of supporting flexibility in
educational provision. 'just-in-time' production systems. higher levels of interpersonal
communication and a more democratic and pal1icipatory teaching-learning environment.
However there have also been criticisms. Farnes himself. while acknowledging
the potential advantages of post-fordism, notes that "it has yet to demonstrate that it can
operate on a mass scale" (p.lS). Edwards (1991) is even more critical. He contends
that, in spite of giving the impression of providing more opportunity. post-fordism
masks the view that "in the market place of education and training. it is those with the
largest capital in terms of previous experience of learning who are the biggest and most
likely buyers" (pAO).
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Whatever the advantages and/or limitations. there seems to be a complementary
relationship between the shift from fordism to post-fordism and that occurring in the
interpretation and application of interaction. Both appear to represent a movement away
from a highly structured top-down system to one that functions with greater flexibility
and openness.
It would appear. therefore. that social interaction has emerged in distance
education simultaneously with other developments with which it shares certain basic
features. It can also be argued that its validity has been reinforced by virtue of the
mutually complementary relationship which it enjoys with third generation distance
education (as described by Nipper) and post-fordism.

Towards a more robust conceptual framework
In spite of this apparent validation. it can be argued that the notion of interaction
as a social phenomenon is restrictive and that it does not. on its own. provide an
adequate conceptual framework for facilitating the study and practice of teaching and
karnin£ at a distance. In this re~m'd it is \\'011h recallin£ that social interaction as
~

~

~

currently projected. exists alongside the broader and older conception of interaction that
combines the 'simulated' and the real.
There is therefore a need to re-examine the whole concept and in this reexamination to include a critical review of this broader construct given its historical
significance in the development of distance education as a whole.
What is emerging from the foregoing discussion is that the expansion of
distance education in the University of the \Vest Indies is being undertaken at a time
when significant paradigm shifts are taking place in the field as a whole. In light of this
situation. this core concept needs to be re-examined, with a view to building a
conceptual framework that is robust enough to support the development of distance
education in the university as a whole and in the Faculty of Education in particular.
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Distance education in U'VI
The University of the West Indies. (UWI). is an independent institution serving
fourteen English-speaking countries in the Caribbean. It comprises three campuses in
Barbados (Cave Hill). Jamaica (Mona) and Trinidad and Tobago (St. Augustine). as
well as a Centre for Hotel and Tourism in the Bahamas. Its total student population
numbers approximately 15,000. distributed among the Faculties of Agriculture. Arts
and General Studies. Education. Engineering. Law, Medical Sciences, Natural Sciences
and Social Sciences I • There is also a School of Continuing Studies which has primary
responsibility for the development and implementation of all non-faculty programmes in
continuing education throughout the Caribbean region.
In 1992. LTWI agreed to develop distance education as an integral part of its
teaching programme. A study commissioned by the Commonwealth of Learning (COL)
to investigate the feasibility of this venture. supported the idea and set out a series of
proposals for transforming the university from a single-mode to a dual-mode institution
(as it was then conceived). One major proposal was that the distance education
offerings should be based on pre-packaged self-instructional materials and that existing
academic staff from the various faculties should. with appropriate SUppOi1. have the
primary responsibility for the design and development of these materials (Renwick.
Shale and Rao. 1992).
Although the 1992 decision signalled a development that was substantially new.
U\VI had already had experience with a limited distance teaching project through audioconferencing. This facility. known as the Uni\'ersity of the West Indies Distance
Teaching Enterprise (U\VIDITE)= was established in 1983. with headquaI1ers on the

lOver thc period of the Iifc of this study. some faculties have mcrged. The former separate
Facultics of Arts and Education haw since hccome the Faculty of Humanities and Education.
The n:~ll1e of the former Faculty of Education has he~n retained in this study. since the major
part 01 the stud\' was conducted when that Facultv eXIsted.
=UWIDITE ha; since heen incorporated into the ~e\\' Univcrsity of the West Indies Distance
Education Centre (U\\'IDEC) and that name is no longer used. Howcver. for reasons already
st~tcd. it is heing used in this study.
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Mona (Jamaica) campus. It has been used to deliver a limited number of first year
courses in Social Sciences and Law to students in non-campus countries. However its
main operation has been the delivery of professional development programmes at the
undergraduate certificate level. The Faculties of Education and Social Sciences have
been the providers of these programmes, with the Faculty of Education offering the
Certificate of Education in five specialisations to primary school teachers in countries

..

..

throu!!hout the re!!ion.
The 1992 proposal signalled a significant change in prior operations both in
terms of the scale of the new undertaking and, more importantly, in terms of the
primary mode of delivery. As a follov,,'-up to its recommendation regarding the role of
the academic staff, the COL Rep0l1 advised that print-based learning materials should
be "the main carrier of distance education programmes" (Renwick et aI., 1992, p.39),
thus indicating a clear shift away from the prevailing UWIDITE mode of operation.
However, it also recommended the continued use of the audio-conferencing facility.
both for tutorial purposes as well as to facilitate communication among staff involved in
the development and management of the programme.
In a subsequent policy document, the university, through the University
Academic Conunittee (UAC) committed itself to offering distance education
,
progranm1es at the level of existing ceI1ificate, first degree and higher degree
programmes. along with access courses. The document also stated that the institution
will "seek to provide multi-media courses. using whatever media are appropriate to the
subject matter and the circumstances of the students. and feasible within budgetary
constraints" (University of the West Indies, UAC Paper: P.38A, 1993/94, p.2). Two
factors are to be noted about this document. First, it endorses the COL Report proposal
for a shift away from an audio-conference-centred structure. Secondly, it expands on
the initial focus on print-based materials. refeITing instead to multi-media courses.
Other documents provide additional information about the university's position.
For example. in A Ullh'ersity Po/icyfor Distance Educatiol1. the newly appointed
Board for Distance Education (BDE) established the context of the proposed
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development. It stated in pan that "conventional and distance education are to be
integrated with the closest links between the two" (University of the West Indies, BDE
Paper: PA, 1993/94). What is significant about this statement is that it suggests a likely
policy shift from dual-mode to mixed-mode operations. in recognition of a need to
inte£rate the two teaching modes.
~

~

The BDE document also presented an outline of the target groups to be served
by distance education. It distinguished between students in non-campus countries.
those in the three campus countries but studying off-campus, and on-campus students
who choose to follow a distance education course. It also distinguished among
prospective students in telms of age and educational background, contrasting the
younger school-leavers who have not gained admission to one of the three campuses,
with more mature students in mid-career. The third distinction focused on programme
choice. particularly between students wanting to pursue a degree programme and those
seeking continuing professional education.
To the extent that there is a link between the original UWIDITE operation and
the proposed development. it would be in that aspect of the university's ongoing
commitment to provide professional education. This BDE document and its
predecessor. the UAC paper, both make mention of the uni\'ersity's decision to include
such programmes as part of its proposed distance education offering.
The demand for teacher education pro~rammes
Governments and other agencies in the Caribbean are placing a lot of emphasis
on professional development as they make projections for the growth and development
of the education system in the respective countries into the twenty first century. In this
regard. regional governments are targeting the university to be a key provider of the
necessary progranunes.
In Trinidad and Tobago. for example. the Ministry of Education's White Paper
on Education (Government of Trinidad and Tobago - Ministry of Education, 1994)
forecasts the human resource requirements of the country's education system for the
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ten-year period 1993-2003. Within the broad framework of "sustainable human
resources development" (p.vii), the Ministry describes its expectations of teacher
education and development in this way:
To achieve the objectives set out for the [education] delivery system,
institutional managers, educational administrators. teacher educators. teachers and
caregivers must be professionally prepared for their respective tasks. Our system of
teacher training and education must therefore be of the highest quality. (p.78)
The Paper then emphasises, among other things, the need for continuous
training of primary and secondary school teachers through specified programmes either
already existing (through face-to-face teaching) or to be developed in the Faculty of
Education at the S1. Augustine (Trinidad and Tobago) campus. The programmes listed
are the Certificate in Education. the Bachelor of Education. both required in a series of
special areas, and a B.A.lB.Sc. degree linked with a Diploma of Education. The last
mentioned is described as "a four year conjoint degree through which persons who
wish to teach should attain their initial teacher training" (p.79). (A one year in-service.
face-to-face Diploma of Education progranmle for secondary school teachers currently
exists). In addition, the Paper calls for the development of a Celtificate programme and
a Bachelor's de~ree in the teachin~ of technical/vocational studies. It also notes that
~

~

adult education should be included as an area of specialisation in the Faculty's
offerings. \\That is evident from all of the above is that demands are being made on the
Faculty at the St. Augustine campus to service a wide range of professional
development needs and to do so with the highest possible level of quality.
The picture emerging from other Caribbean countries is just as demanding as
that described above for Trinidad and Tobago. One aspect of this picture relates to the
education of primary school teachers. In countries of the Eastern Caribbean, the
programme for these teachers has been developed by the Faculty at the Cave Hill
(Barbados) campus in collaboration with the Teachers' Colleges of the countries
themselves. Almost all the countries have identified areas for improvement in the
implementation of the programme (Steward and Thomas, 1996). FOl' example,
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Dominica emphasises the need for its teachers to develop competence in multi-grade
teaching. a recognised requirement where pupils of different ages and at different grade
levels must be taught in a single group. This situation has developed in Dominica
because of a declining rural population due to emigration or rural-urban drift. Indeed
this problem has been identified as a Caribbean-wide phenomenon (Steward and
Thomas, 1996, pp. 127-132).
Both Dominica and Grenada highlight weaknesses in their primary teachers'
knowledge of the content of the subjects they are required to teach. They claim that
student teachers are graduating from Teachers' Colleges with gaps in their
understanding of the primary school curriculum. Both countries link this problem to
student-teachers' low entry level into the programme and the fact that the progranm1e is
itself not equipped to handle the situation. Of interest is the fact that Dominica has taken
the initiati\'e to address this problem with the assistance of an agency external to the
Caribbean. Modules produced by the Canadian Organisation for Overseas Development
are being used to prepare teachers for the Caribbean Examinations Council (CXC)
General Proficiency examinations in four core subjects prior to their entry into
Teachers' College.
There is also a strong demand for specialist programmes, in particular Early
Childhood Education and the teaching of technical/vocational studies. The above issues
are all related to the operations of the Faculty of Education at the Cave Hill (Barbados)
campus.
When the demands being made of the Cave Hill campus are combined with
those discussed earlier in relation to the St. Augustine campus, and others. not
mentioned here, regarding the Mona campus, it is evident that the Faculty as a whole is
being required to offer a diverse range of educational and training programmes. There
are demands for in-service, pre-service and generaiupgrading programmes, for courses
to address specific need areas (for example. multi-grade teaching). for new programmes
(for example. Early Childhood Education). Further. in terms of its clientele, the Faculty
is expected to offer services to individual students as \\'ell as maintain COllaborative
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working relationships with other tertiary institutions.
What is evident is that within the framework of the university's distance
education programme, the Faculty would need to establish stmctures that are flexible
enough to meet these varied demands and, at the same time, to establish systems
capable of monitoring quality across different types of offerings.
A comparative perspective
The precedent for the provision of teacher education at a distance is already
firmly established at an international level and, in particular, in countries of the South
(also referred to as developing countries). In many instances, the distance mode has
been adopted in response to urgent demands to pro\'ide initial training or upgrading to
very large numbers of practising teachers dispersed o\'er a wide geographical area. The
.s\'stem
.

.

-

of delivel'\' used in these circumstances can be described as conformin2 to the
."

fordist (industrialised) model. offering a limited product range to a mass population.
The Zimbabwe Integrated Teacher Education Course (ZINTEC) is an example
of this type of provision. ZINTEC was established to redress the imbalance between
trained and untrained teachers in the Zimbabwe education system. Chivore (1993) notes
that in the period 1980-1988 the number of trained teachers had risen from 20.424 to
29.589. In the same period, the number of untrained teachers had increased from 8,031

to 28. I 73. It is in this context that ZINTEC was established to pro\'ide in-ser\'ice
training for primary school teachers through a structure consisting mainly of a National
Centre. colleges and regional centres (these two now combined) as well as the schools
in which the student teachers were deployed.
The situation in Nigeria is somewhat more \'aried e\'en though the industrialised
mode still appears to predominate. Aderinoye (1995) lists six institutions providing

-

in deliverin2 a sin2le
teacher education at a distance. almost all of which are en2a2ed
""""
......
'-

programme. For example. in 1974, the University of Lagos established a special unit to
train science teachers. At its inception it had enrolled 300 students and by the early
1990s. it had !rained more than 8000 teachers. The Kational Teachers' Institute (NTI).
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which began operations in 1976 and which Adeniroye describes as "the most dedicated
distance learning institution", had, by 1982, produced 300,000 Grade 11 teachers. In
1988, the !\TI embarked on a programme of upgrading Grade II teachers to the level of
the Nigerian Certificate of Education (NCE). At its December 1994 graduation, some
21,000 students graduated with the NeE.
Koul and Menon (1992) describe a system operating in India in which sixteen
universities offer a B.Ed. degree through distance education, targeted to untrained
secondary and higher secondary teachers. For the 1990-91 period, enrolment numbers
ranged from 223 in one university to over 21,000 in another. The authors emphasise
the importance of maintaining the programmes, given the continuing large numbers of
untrained teachers in the secondary sector. Based on the descriptions of the respective
writers, the distance education structures cited above are providing a limited product
range to a broad student population.
While the overall target population of U\VI's Faculty of Education will be much
smaller than that of the countries cited above, the range of programmes that the faculty
must provide will be wider than that identified for any of these three countries. The
Faculty must therefore put in place a structure for distance education which is capable of
catering to the needs of specific target groups. What is also required is a concept of
interaction that is sufficiently robust to facilitate the examination of teaching and
learning and, by extension, provide a framev,:ork for monitoring quality across a wide
range of programmes.

Aims of the study
In the light of the foregoing, this study was undertaken to attain the following
aims:
1.

Examine prevailing notions of interaction in order to arrive at a more holistic
concept.
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2.

Using this revised concept, analyse the processes of interaction in selected
teacher education programmes currently being offered in the University of the
West Indies.

Structure of the thesis
The succeeding eleven chapters are geared towards achieving the aims set out
above. Chapter Two discusses social interaction in greater detail and draws attention to
the factors that limit its capability to support. on its own, the study of teaching and
learning at a distance. The chapter ends with the position that. given the limitations
noted, there is need to revisit the older conception in order to move towards a more
holistic concept of interaction.
Chapter Three explores the industrialised second generation notion of interaction
and as an extension. re-appraises Moore's concept of transactional distance. It then
examines Bates' two contexts of interaction and Moore's three types, which are
collectively regarded as attempts by the respective authors to counteract the exclusive
focus on social interaction and to re-orient thinking towards broader conceptions. In my
view both treatments reflect the influence of the second generation approach hence their
inclusion in this chapter. The chapter ends by pointing out limitations in both treatments
and proposes two alternative types, namely learner-media interaction and learnerknowledge interaction, to add to the already existing social interaction.
Chapter Four draws on literature from both within and outside of distance
education to build a constluct entitled learner-media interaction. To this end it examines
three sets of literature dealing \vith the relationship between media and leaming. Chapter
Five focuses on learner-knowledge interaction. It also explores the concept of
knowledge itself. as well as issues regarding power and control. all in relation to the
overall concept.
Chapter Six pulls all of the foregoing together and proposes the concept of
interaction as a three-part holistic. integrated construct. This revised concept is also
proposed as the theoretical framework for the research programme. The chapter then
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identifies the two sub-studies' that make up the research programme. namely an
exploratory survey. developed out of key attributes of the social interaction component
of the holistic concept. and an observation study that was designed within the
framework of the learner-knowledge component. Both sub-studies were located in
teacher education programmes of the Faculty of Education of the University of the West
Indies. The chapter ends by outlining the research questions and objectives for each
study.
Chapter Seven outlines the methodology for each of the two sub-studies. As
part of the methodology for the observation study, it describes the approach taken for
constructing an interpretive framework that was llsed as the basis for analysing the data
of that study. Chapter Seven also describes selected aspects of discourse analysis that
\\'ere utilised for data analysis in the observation study.
Chapter Eight presents the findings of the exploratory survey. Chapter Nine
describes in detail the setting up of the category system that constituted the interpretive
framework referred to above. As part of that exercise. the chapter identifies and
summarises key issues emerging from the data. then proposes two subsidiary research
questions to guide further. more detailed, analysis of the data of the observation study.
Both Chapters Ten and Eleven are devoted to the analysis of data from the
observation study. Chapter Twelve evaluates the contributions of both sub-studies.
namely the survey and the observation study. draws conclusions and makes
recommendations for further work.

'For the purpose of clarity. the term 'suh-study' is sometimes used to refer to the two pieces of
cmpirical research conducted. in particular in instances when thcy may be confused with the
o\'~rall work. which is itself identified as the study. Notwithstanding the aho\'e, the main piece
the commonlv used term. 'observation study'
of research work is alwavs identified hv
" "
.
~
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CHAPTER 2
INTERACTION AS A SOCIAL PHENOMENON

Introduction
In light of the current focus on interaction as a social phenomenon, this chapter
examines this notion with a view to assessing its capability to SUpp0I1 the study and
practice of teaching and learning at a distance. In the literature, much emphasis has been
placed on prescribing and analysing conditions for facilitating communication between
teachers and learners when both occupy equitable positions in their relationship. Thus,
at an overall level, the chapter explores issues related to effective communication in a
distance learning environment that seeks to foster collaborative rather than top-down
relationships between teachers and learners.
In addition, there have emerged more specific concepts which. while retaining
their respective identities, can be regarded as being manifestations of the broader notion

-

-

-

of social interaction. Collaborative learnin!Z, and dialo!Zue are examined in this li!Zht.
Finally, the chapter draws attention to the issue of learner autonomy which
ce11ain advocates of social interaction highlight as a key area of concern. given the
overall goal of reducing the imbalance in teacher-learner relationships and thereby
increasing symmetry.

A definition
Cooks on and Chan!!.... (1995), in their analvsis of teachin!Z.... and learnin!!'-' bv audio."

."

conferencing (to be discussed later) make a distinction between social interaction and
instructional interaction. Social interaction. they state, refers to the interpersonal
communication that takes place between individuals in social settings. They apply this
definition both to face-to-face communication and to communication mediated by the
interactive technologies. Of interest in their definition is the link that they make bet\veen
communication and the setting within which the communication takes place.
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Wagner (199-l) also highlights the setting of the communication. She uses the
term 'social interaction' synonymously with 'interpersonal communication' and
describes the former as the mutual modification of behaviour by individuals responding
each to the other in social settings. Wagner's extended definition is also pertinent. She
states that "interactions are reciprocal events that require at least two objects and two
actions" and that "interactions occur when these two objects and e\'ents mutually
influence one another"(p.8). She explains flllther that these reciprocal actions may be
"verbal and non-verbal. conscious and non-conscious. enduring and casual" (p.6).
What Wa£!ner
that human bein!!s
. . . . . brin£!s
, . , . . to the definition is a reco!mition
.....
..... effect chan!!es
....
in the behaviour of one another as they engage in the act of communication. Her
inclusion of both verbal and non-verbal communicative acts in her concept of
interaction is also very appropriate.
The definition of social interaction that is used to initiate the discussion in this
chapter draws on the two olltlined above. Specifically. it recognises that all social
interaction involves conm1Unication (both verbal and non-\'erbal) between and among
human beings. that in the process of communicating. behaviour change occurs and that
this communication takes place in some social context.

Studying the communication
As noted earlier. a key attribute of interaction as a social phenomenon in
distance education. is its de-emphasising of the teacher in a didactic role and a
cOITesponding heightening of focus on the learner in an active. initiating role in the
learning process. What is envisaged is a relationship in which the responsibility for
guiding the learning process is shared more equitably between teacher and learner than
is the case in conventional formal education whether at a distance or face-to-face.
Current thinking holds that the maintenance of this more synm1etrical
relationship presupposes direct person-to-person contact between teachers and learners
as ",ell as amon£! the learners themselves and that it rests to a si£!nificant de£!ree on the
~

~

~

nature of the communication among the palticipants. To this end. attention has been
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paid to examining factors in the participants as well as in the social setting that enhance
and/or hinder effective communication.
Relevant factors
Fulford and Zhang ( 1993) report on a study that they conducted among teachers
pursuing an in-service course on science and health education to investigate learners'
perception of interaction both at the personal level and at the overall group level. The
study was also aimed at determining whether perceived levels of interaction can serve
as a predictor of learner satisfaction with instnlction. The course itself was delivered
through a four-channel interactive closed-circuit television network. Based on their
findings the researchers conclude, in part, that as perception of interaction at the group
!eyel increases. perception of personal interaction increases. This. they claim, suggests
that there is a dynamic relationship bet\veen what learners perceive is happening
personally and what is occurring for the class as a whole. They also state that
"perception of personal interaction seems to be only a moderate predictor of
satisfaction" (p.17).
A complementary study was conducted by May (1993) to investigate women's
perceptions of the role of collaboration in their experience as distance learners. May
based her study on the premise that collaboration is a fundamental principle in the
process and content of feminist education and she says of collaborative learning that it
"involves a sharing of power, responsibility and experience, and a valuing of active
participation and egalitarian principles" (p.4D). May conducted in-depth interviews with
nine women who had pursued feminist courses either through home study, which
included once-a-week access to a telephone tutor; or audio-conferencing, which
involved the use of the same course materials provided to the home study group but
also involved six or seven bi-weekly audio-conferencing sessions. supplemented by
individual telephone access to tutors.
Drawing on the interviews. May notes that some of the comments revealed a
significant level of discomfol1 with. and even resistance to student interaction. One
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interviewee felt that it might reduce her self-confidence as a learner. another felt it could
hamper progress. There were also objections on the grounds of time and domestic
commitments. May concludes, in part, that "distance educators need to re-evaluate what
collaboration in learning can mean in distance education" and that "increased learner
interaction is not an inherently or self-evidently positive educational goal or strategy"
(p.47).

Gunawardena and Boverie (1995) seek to analyse the relationship between
learner characteristics and group functioning. These researchers located their study
among distance students pursuing a postgraduate degree in Training and Learning
Technologies. through uudiographics and e-mail. While the programme was conducted
at a distance for all students, some of the students were based at a site on a campus
while others were at another site about 100 miles away from the campus.
Three instruments were developed for use in this study. Learner characteristics
were assessed using u demographic instrument as well as the revised Kolb Learning
Style Inventory (LSI). The demographic instrument sought information on age. gender,
ethnicity, educational experience and number of years away from formal education. The
LSI was used to classify students according to four dominant learning styles namely
accommodator. diverger. assimilator and convergeI'. The third instrument. a
questionnaire, was used to examine \'ariables related to group functioning. The
variables examined through the questionnaire included satisfaction with the group,
group communication, decision-making. goal setting and leadership. Data were
collected on all three instruments and analyses of variance (ANOYA) were used to
examine the interaction of learner characteristics and group functioning.
Based on their analyses of the data from all the students taken collectively, the
researchers rep0I1 no significant difference in the interaction of any of the demographic
variables and the group functioning variables. Neither was there any significant
difference in the interaction of the respective learning styles and the same group
variables. In essence therefore the research did not ...2:enerate any. noted findin2:s
... in
relation to the original objectives set.

::!l

Nonetheless. the researchers were able to make other observations about the
sample surveyed. For example. when the two groups of students were observed
separately, there was a significant difference between on-campus and off-campus
students in goal-setting, one of the group variables. with on-campus students
displaying greater satisfaction with this activity than off-campus students.
Gunawardena and Boverie conclude that learning environment (i.e. location of
learning) was a greater indicator of students' reaction ta group functioning than was
learner characteristics. In other words, the fact that some students were on-campus and
others off-campus provided more inforn1ation about their behaviour in a group than did
the fact that they were characterised as accomodators, divergers. assimilators or
convergers. On the whole the researchers admit that limitations in the study itself may
have contributed to the absence of any clear finding on the primary objective of the
study, namely the interaction of learner characteristics and group functioning.
Summary discussion
To vaI)'ing degrees. each of the three studies deals with the attributes and
competencies required in both the individual participants as well as in the social
environment that are necessary for facilitating the best possible communication in an
interaction which, as far as possible. is not based on a top-down relationship between
teacher and learner. It is worth noting though that nothing in any of the discussions
addresses the issue of learning as a cognitive activity geared towards the building of
new knowledge. Consequently it would appear that. based on the works cited above.
social interaction. on its own. does not provide an adequate context for examining all
facets of the teaching-learning process.
At the same time. whether or not one subscribes to the imperative of high levels
of direct person-ta-person contact between distance teachers and learners, one cannot
avoid dealing with the issues raised above. For example. are distance students really
disadvantaged when they are required ta collaborate as May's study seems to suggest'?
In addition. while the findings of Gunawardena and Boverie's study were largely
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inconclusive. the initial concerns of the researchers still warrant consideration. namely.
is there an interaction between the personal characteristics of the individual learner and
how learners function in a group setting?
An examination of these isslles, which pertain to the social environment in
which cognitive activity takes place, can be expected to make an important contribution
to an understanding of social cognition.

Collaborative Learning
The issues addressed above are ...~iven more focused attention in the discussions
on collaborative learning. Underpinning this concept is a view of learning as a
community activity. It is imp0l1ant to note though that while the concept itself has been
applied in various educational settings, within recent times the main discussions about it
have been conducted within the framework of computer mediated communication
(CMC). This intrinsic link between the study of the concept and the technological
environment within which it is being studied, has meant that discussions about it have
often been submerged within comments about the contribution of the el1\'ironment to
collaboration.
The position taken here is that. in the interest of conceptual clarity. there is need
to make a distinction between the two sets of issues. Consequently. for the purpose of
this discussion, collaborative learning is being examined independently of its
relationship with the CMC environment. Its key attributes are discussed below.
The role of the

~roup

All proponents agree that the core attribute of collaborative leaming is its foclls
on the group as the most appropriate setting for learning. Mason (1994) suggests that
this approach to learning has its Oligins in business and industry which emphasise a
team approach to training. Kaye's (1992) explanation can be regarded as providing the
key features of the group activity. He explains. "Successful collaboration assumes
some agreement on common goals and values and the pooling of individual
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competencies for the benefit of the group or community as a whole" (p.2). Also of
interest is Kaye's perspective on the interchangeability of roles. where different
members of the group or community may assume different roles as required at different
stages in a collaboration. Thus, according to Kaye. there are no fixed. pre-determined
teacher and student roles.
Based on her practice. Harasim ( 1989) proposes three group types for
collaborative learning. These are co-learning dyads, involving two learners in a one-toone relationship: group learning. involving a small number of learners in a many-tomany relationship with the teacher outside of the group; and the seminar. another manyto-many an'angement with the teacher acting as guide within the group. Advocates of
collaborative learning regard both one-to-one and many-to-many working relationships
as being equally important in the learning environment.
Davie (1989) also draws on her practice to address the issue of groups. She
describes group task roles and group building and maintenance roles. and emphasises
the importance of the tutor being skilled in performing both sets of roles. Some of the
group task roles that she lists are initiator, infomlation seeker and giver, opinion seeker
and giver. elaborator and co-ordinator. Examples of group maintenance roles listed are
harmoniser, compromiser. observer.
Davie also identifies specific strategies for implementation within the group. For
example, she describes strategies for facilitating joint writing projects. She also
recommends the use of subgroups (which she refers to as electronic learning
partnerships), and work spaces or subconferences to allow students to submit "their
arguments for comment and critique" based on some specific assignment (p.83). Davie
emphasises that the strategies proposed are applicable "to any course designed to
support student-to-student interaction, rather than the one-way flow of interaction from
instructor to student" (p.85). In a real sense, Davie's tutor acts as a facilitator whose
role in the group is to encourage the learner to function in a more initiating capacity.
O\·erall. the !!roup is seen as the fOlUm for realisin!! the ideal of svmmetrical
~

~.

relationships <!nd for facilitating learner initiative in the teaching-learning context.

24
Active/interactive

leal11in~

Another attribute of collaborative learning is its emphasis on active leaming.
Harasim defines active learning in terms of the level and amount of individual
palticipation. In the context of CMC, the number of messages written by the respective
paIticipants is the unit used to measure pmticipation. However, it is interactive learning
that Harasim emphasises. She favours conferencing exchanges in that they are
"student-centred. involving dynamic and extensive sharing of information, ideas and
opinions among learners" (p.55). Mason also focuses on interactive learning. drawing
attention to specific leaming activities that demonstrate the capability of computer
conferencing to support collaboration. In this regard. she highlights discussion.
brainstorming. role playing and joint presentations as examples of interactive learning
activities that can be realised in a collaborative environment.
The concept of interactive learning is more specifically referred to by some
proponents as the co-construction of knowledge. Guna\\'ardena ( 1991 ). citing
Harasim, is of the view that learning in a group enhances the ability of the individual to
generate. link and synthesise ideas. and build knowledge. Kaye (1992) cites several
sources to SUppOlt cenain assumptions regarding the benefits of learning in a
collaborative environment. For example. he contends that deep-level understanding is
facilitated throu2h
conversation,
and debate, and that learnin2 is essentially a
'' . . . .ar2ument
.
~.

communal activity involving the social construction of knowledge. He also claims that
"peer collaboration in learning can directly help to develop problem-solving skills and
strategies through the intemalisation of the cognitive processes implicit in interaction
and communication" (p.3).
By focusing on the co-construction of knowledge, advocates are making claims
for the capability of collaborative learning to support certain types of cognitive activity.
In this regard collaborative learning represents an advance on the broader treatment of
~ocial

interaction. Fulford and Zhung. and May. for example. make no attempt to

address matters related to learning as the acquisition of knowledge.
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Linkin!! the social and the cognitive
Collaborative learning is clearly projected as a concept that pOllrays the social
setting in which learning takes place as being intrinsically bound to the act of learning
itself. There is an almost taken-for-granted assumption that a collaborative learning
environment is inherently capable of facilitating the types of learning identified.
However there is little in the relevant articles to substantiate these claims. This is
not to say that the social conditions that are consistent with this environment may not be
those best suited for the implementation of the learning activities identified. For
example. brainstorming cenainly needs to be undertaken in conditions that foster
optimum equity among participants. and it is likely that conversation. argument and
debate have the potential for facilitating deep-level understanding. However it can be
said that. by focusing exclusively on environmental factors. the proponents of
collaborative learning are underestimating the complexity of the learning process and
the multi-faceted nature of the conditions required for learning to take place. This will
be explored more fully later.
The social and the cognitive in practice
The gaps between the alleged capability of the social environment and actual
learning are also evident in a description of practice. Some observations that Rowntree
(1995) makes about his experience as a tutor in a collaborative learning exercise in a

computer-conferencing environment are pertinent in this regard.
Rowntree makes the point that what students in this environment learn "is not
so much product (e.g. information) as process - in particular the creative process of
offering lip ideas. having them criticised or expanded on. and getting the chance to reshape them (or abandon them) in the light of peer discussion" (p.107). This apparently
straightforward proposition that Rowntree makes about the type of learning that
computer-conferencing supports. masks some important issues that deserve closer
examination. For example. if it is indeed the case that the environment is more suited to
the learning of process skills rather than content (product). what are the implications of
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this apparent shift for the design of learning experiences? Further, what are the precise
attributes of the environment that facilitate one type of learning above the other?
There is also the question of the relationship between and among knowledge
from different sources. Rowntree draws attention to two sources of kno\'v'ledge that are
present in the on-line course and which he refers to respectively as 'learners' public
responses' and 'the concepts at issue in the cC'urse'. With regard to the former he
contends,
Even where the on-line course relates to set readings or other learning materials,
the learners' public responses to those materials are also part of the content of
the course. They form part of the body of knowledge that is to be addressed.
(p.208)
Later, in describing the role of the tutor he says, "And of course, the on-line
tutor is still concerned with teach.ing - with ensuring that participants extend and deepen
their understanding of the concepts at issue in the course. and their competence in
applying them" (p.2l 0).
Rowntree does not specify what exactly constitutes 'learners' public
responses'. One may assume though that they could include knowledge generated out
of the learners' engagement with the official course content as well as the practical.
experiential knowledge that learners could have brought into the current teachinglearning situation. The inclusion of knowledge from learners' experience in a formal
education setting. is potentially problematic. For, it is often the case that the knowledge
that the learner brings to the teaching-learning situation, is not accorded the same status
as the knowledge that the teacher transmits. Specifically, the practical, experiential
knowledge of the student is not often considered in the same light as the official course
content. Rowntree does not give any indication of any attempt within the collaborative
learning environment to address any possible tensions that may arise between
knowledge from these two sources. Such an examination is pal1icularly pertinent if. as
Rowntree claims. there is an intention that learners' public responses and the official
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course content will ultimately combine as "the body of knowledge that is to be
addressed" .
Learnin~:

individual or collective activitv?

In spite of his own strong advocacy of the tenets of collaborative learning.
Kaye. cited earlier. is aware of the need to address the tension between learning as an
individual activity and as a collective undel1aking. He seeks to clarify the issue with the
statement that "learning is inherently an individual. not a collective process. which is
influenced by a variety of external factors. including group and interpersonal
interactions". Given the fact that interactions require the use of language (a social
process) in the re-organisation and modifications of the individual's knowledge
structures. he asserts that "learning is simultaneously a private and a social
phenomenon". Consequently he defines collaborative learning as "the acquisition by
individuals of knowledge. skills or attitudes occurring as the result of group
interaction" (1992,pA).
Kaye's recognition of an individual dimension in the learning function stands in
sharp contrast to Nipper's proposition that learning is a social process. It must be noted
though that. at a definitional level. Kaye's ultimate position is that learning is both
private and social. However when one examines his overall treatment of the concept
there does not appear to be any marked difference between his position and Nipper's.
Essentially. for both theorists. learning is to be treated as a communal activity.
Power and control
Another issue which has attracted the attention of some advocates pertains to the
problems that are likely to arise when implementing collaborative learning in

-

-

conventional educational senim!s. Both Kave and Mason draw attention to the ne~ative

.

effects of the one-way transmission mode of communication in traditional education.
They ohserve that this mode can engender authoritativeness in the teaching role and
passivity in le1rner behaviour and attitudes. Consequently they emphasise that attempts
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to implement collaborative learning in such environments may be fraught with
difficulties.
The rigid top-down conmlllnicative environment of traditional education
imposes constraints on the nature and quality of learning experiences. However the
pattern of communication within institution-based education cannot be treated simply as
a legacy of bad practice. While not ignoring or condoning bad practice. it is important
to recognise that communication patterns in any institution are grounded in the power
relations that underpin the functioning of the institution.
The relationship between and among individuals in an institutional setting is
influenced by the positions which they occupy in that setting. and to a significant
extent. those positions are determined by the pattern of power relations inherent in the
structure and function of the institution. Thus. if a fundamental objective of
collaborative learning is to influence and/or alter the patterns of communication in
teaching-learning settings. it must of necessity seek to examine the issue of power
relations as an integral aspect of the communicative process.
Summan' discussion
Collaborative learning emphasises the benefits to be derived from the sharing
environment of the group. It therefore proposes clear strategies regarding group
formation and group roles. It strongly favours greater equity in teacher-learner
relationships. with learners assuming more initiating roles in their own learning. It .liso
advocates that teachers should function more as facilitators and less in a didactic
capacity.
With regard to the act of learning. proponents of collaborative learning point to
its value in supporting learners in the co-construction of knowledge. In this context
they identify learning skills (problem-solving) and learning events (role play) that the
environment facilitates. Overall they hold the view that while learning may be an
indi\·idual activity. people learn best in groups.
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Based on the literature reviewed, it would appear that the intrinsic link which is
made between the setting in which learning takes place and the learning itself is not
adequately substantiated. Their position seems to be that one can influence cognitive
behaviour by manipulating the external environment in specified ways. This focus on
the external is reminiscent of behaviourism and provides an inadequate framework for
making statements about learners' internal cognitive processes.
While reco!!nisin!! its contribution to issues related to the mana!!ement of the
~

~

~

communication in a teaching-learning setting, the concept is still deficient in its lack of
attention to the issue of power relations in interpersonal communication. pruticularly
when the communication is taking place in an institutional setting. It seems feasible that
any concept that is intended to be used to influence patterns of conmmnication in a
teaching-learning context, should also be sensitive to the effects of power relations in
that situation.
In spite of all of the above, collaborative learning represents an ideal that can
serve as a reference point against which to assess practices and attitudes in a
conventional setting. Specifically. its principles can be appropriate for examining
patterns of behaviour in a professional education setting whose overall aim must
necessarily be the development of capable and confident professionals. In addition. the
claims made about the function of groups in learning walTants examination in as wide a
range of real life settings as possible.

Dialogue
There are three factors regarding the discussion of dialogue in this chapter that
should be noted.
First. like collaborative learning, the term dialogue has been used to define the
relationship between teaching and learning in educational contexts other than distance
education (e.g. Freire. 1972). However. as was the case with collaborative learning.
the discussion of the concept in this work. is restricted to its application in a distance
education context.
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Secondly, eyen within distance education, its development and application has
been restricted even further to the work of a group of theorists and practitioners in a
single country, Australia, with most of them operating within a single institution,
Deakin University. However this group of distance educators have made it possible.
through their writings. for other theorists and practitioners to engage with their ideas.
In fact the concept as developed and used by this group has been co-opted and given
extensive coverage in the work of other theorists (e.g. Lockwood. 1992; Morgan,
1993). In light of the foregoing. dialogue as developed in distance education. is
considered significant enough to warrant examination in this discussion on interaction.
Thirdly. some of the policies and practices associated with it do not necessarily
involve person-to-person contact between teacher and student. or student and student.
One recalls that a key factor infonning the current emphasis on social interaction is the
concern that distance teachers and learners should have high levels of direct contact
with one another. As noted earlier this orientation was influenced to a large extent hy
the availability of conmmnication technologies that make this contact possible.
In contrast, 'dialogue' was not developed in the context of these technologies.
Rather. it was introduced as an innovation to effect change within the industrialised
mode of distance education. In that context, it applies equally to interaction among
people and a simulated interaction through course materials. Nonetheless, it has been
included under the umbrella of social interaction since its core thesis. built around terms
such as 'exchange of meanings'. 'community' and 'personhood'. serve to project a
stron!! awareness of the human factor. and a conunitment to buildin~ meaningful
~

~

~

human relationships in the practice of teaching and learning at a distance. At the same
time though, its inclusion necessitates an extension of the original definition of social
interaction and this will be addressed later.
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A definition
Dialogue was introduced into the industrialised mode of distance education in
order to effect a radical depm1ure from what some of its proponents refer to as
'instructional industrialism'.
Evans and Nation ( 1989) two key advocates of dialogue in the distance
education context. use the phrase 'instructional industrialism' to refer to practices in the
field which. in their view, run the risk of alienating students from teachers and from
wider educational and social processes. They are particularly opposed to the
instructional package which they regard as a key agent in fostering asynunetrical
student-teacher relationships. Evans ( 1989) refers scathingly to "some brilliantly
articulated and beautifully illustrated course texts. [which] can leave the student with a
feeling of inadequacy in the face of such perfection. or uncritical contentment \vith
having been 'enlightened'" (p.ll?). Other theorists in the wider field of open and
distance learning hold similar views. For example. Snell' Hodgson and Mann (1987).
in making a case for a movement "beyond distance towards open learning". contend
that "the former approach tends to retlect a hierarchical image of society in which
authority and power reside with those who are the holders and regulators of expert
knowledge" (p.169). Rumble (1989) expresses his own dissatisfaction with "mass
produced courses with an 'authoritarian' flavour" (p.248).
In contrast to the perspectives outlined above. there are others in the field who
may argue that these negative comments are unjustified. since distance materials must
be designed according to clearly defined standards if they are to meet the needs of
students who are separated from their teachers. Evans and Nation and their colleagues
at Deakin University do not share this view. and. as an alternative, they propose this
concept of dialogue. One member of the team (Modra. 1991). acknowledges the
influence of Freire in their lIse of the term. In introducin2 his notion of dial02ue into the
~

theory and practice of adult education. Freire himself asseI1S in part.

~
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Dialogue ... requires an intense faith in man. faith in his power to make and
remake. to create and re-create. faith in his vocation to be more fully human ...
Faith in man is an a priori requirement for dialogue ... His faith. however. is
not naive. The 'dialogicaJ' man is critical and knows that although it is within
the power of man to create and transfonll. in a concrete situation of alienation.
men may be impaired in the use of that power. (Freire. 1972. p.63)
Evans and Nation ( 1989), two key. advocates of dialogue in the distance
~

education context. provide the following definition of their use of the term. They state.
Dialo~ue involves the idea that humans in conummication are en~a~ed actively
~

~

~

in the making and exchange of meanings. it is not merely about the transmission
of messages. (p.37)
Extending on this basic definition. they state f1l11her.
We are advocating a philosophy which recognises student autonomy and strives
for dialogue. It is most important that students are understood as the key agents
in their o\\'n learning and that both individually and collectively they can ...
shape their o\\'n learning. (p.39)
Based on this ddinition. dialogue can be said to incorporate three core tenets:
I.

It is concerned about maintaining meaningful interaction among pal1icipants in
the teaching-learning exchange;

..,

It aims at recognising the value of all participants in the exchange:

3.

It seeks to build an environment in which students are able to assume
responsibility for their learning.
Dialm!lle in practice
This fundamental philosophical position is reflected in a range of perspectives

that the proponents hold abollt the practice of distance education. For example. they
emphasise the importance of humanising the distance tcaching-Iearning environment. In
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this regard they insist that they, as course developers, are the persons best suited to
administer the courses they develop. Kemmis (in Modra, 1991) makes the point that the
practice of developing a course then getting it frozen so that it can be administered by
other persons. may erode rather than enhance dialogue. He claims that, as a matter of
principle, he and his fellow course developers "would teach the courses they developed
rather than hand them over to other people to do the teaching" (p.86).
His views are shared by his co-discussant Modra (in Modra, 1991). She is
particularly concerned about the erosion of the human factor in distance education and
is disturbed about the 'efficiency-oriented production-line approach" which requires
courses to be developed in a manner that would allow "any teacher to engage in the
teaching of courses developed by other people" (p.88). These two writers certainly
place a high priority on fostering close interpersonal relationships between teachers and
distance students.
These notions of 'teacher' and 'teaching' are taken even further by Nation
( 1991 ). In his interview \vith BrLlce King. he clearly asserts.
Well, I have this habit ... of thinking very much in terms of the classroom
analogy ... if we're going to be distance educators or teachers ... whatever we
call ourselves, we need to think of ourselves as having a class, a group of
people who may be in a room with us or may be scattered all over the
countryside, hither and thither. (p.I::!3)
Nation acknowled£es Kin~'s doubts about the teachin~ role he is carvinS! out
to-

to..

. . . . . . . . .

for himself, but maintains his commitment to it as evidenced when he quips, "I think
it's inevitable that good teachers will have students bringing them apples!" (p.I:!5).
There is also the issue of assessment. Evans and Nation (1989) contend that
"assessment should be understood as for the srI/dents rather than for institutional or
external selection or grading procedures" (p.39). They contend that students should be

.

allowed to define or ne£!otiare the nature and extent of the work bv. which they would be
~

assessed.
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Specific applications
Alon£side
the £eneral
...
"-

strate~ies
'-

described above. advocates sou!!ht to
"-

operationalise the concept in specific aspects of their practice. Fitzclarence and Kemmis
(1989) built it into the design of a master's course on Curriculum Theory that they

implemented at Deakin University. Drawing on the ideas of innovators in the field of
curriculum theory, these distance educators set about to develop approaches to help
"teachers and others to articulate and elaborate ideas and issues. based on actual
teaching situations". Their aim was to provide an environment that would SUppOl1
teachers as 'extended professionals'. conducting their own action research.
They explain that extended professionalism involves three basic functions.
namely the commitment to systematic questioning of one's own teaching as a basis for
development. the commitment and the skills to study one's own teaching. and the
concern to question and test theory in practice by the use of those skills. Against this
background. student-teachers would conduct projects to explore their own work and
working situations (pp. 151-152).
This approach to the design and implementation of projects is based on the
notion of project-based learning which MOI'gan (1984) defines as an "activity in which
students develop an understanding of a topic or issue through some kind of
im"oh"ement in an actual (or simulated) real-life problem or isslle and in which they
have some degree of responsibility for designing their own learning activities" (p.:!).
For these practitioners. project work represents a key application of dialogue.
Multi-voice technique
The concept of dialogue was also operationalised in the multi-voice technique
that l"ation employed in designing the teaching texts for his course on the Sociology of
Educating. In developing this technique. Nation acknowledges the influence of the
work of Mulkay who sought to create a new form of sociological text that would
replace the authoritative monologue with a dialogue between a variety of independent
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voices. Nation (1991). uses extracts from his own teaching materials. to demonstrate
how he shifts from a voice addressing the students. to one reflecting on his own private
thoughts, to another in which he assumes the voice of the student reacting to or
commenting on a statement made by him the teacher, and even at times, his own
(teacher's) voice responding to the student's remark. The author says of his strategies
that they were influenced. in part. by a resolve to create teaching materials driven by
'method' rather than by 'content'.
It is in the design of course materials that the practice of dialogue can be
regarded as extending on the definition of social interaction outlined earlier. The
interaction being proposed here is not between persons but between the learner and a
voice (or voices) embedded in the text. In this regard. Nation's work is continuing and
building on the work of earlier theorists. for example Holmberg and Gilliard (to be
discussed more fully later) who advocate the use of strategies to 1114.1ke the materials
more conversational. I'-:ation himself acknowledges the influence of Gilliard in his
approach.
Education communitv
The most complete expression of dialogue is reflected in the idea of the
education community, which in turn is given concrete form in the Course Journal and
the Annual Conference built into the course on CUITiculum Theory mentioned earlier.
Fitzclarence and Kemmis. the course developers. say of the Journal that it "offered the
prospect of collaborative exchange in which course team members could enter the
forum on a more equal basis with students" (Fitzclarence and Kemmis. 1989, p.152).
They describe the annual conference as an event where course team members and
students alike would read and discuss papers face to face. They further emphasise that
both innovations were central to the pedagogical design of the Curriculum Theory
course and that these innovations provided the basis for the building of the education
community in which "people can legitimately see themselves as the producers, not just
the products of history" (p. I 67).
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The practitioners reflect

Opinions about the operationalising of dialogue are ventilated in the three-way
discussion between Fitzclarence and Kemmis, the course developers of the Cun·iculum
Theory Course and Helen Modra (Modra. 1991). Kemmis argues that if the idea of the
education community is to be accepted, the individual distance educator needs to do a
personal re-assessment of "what it means to teach and what it means to learn". He
asserts further that there should be a re-appraisal of the 'receptacle notion' of education
which casts the student in a re-active rather than a pro-active mode. He continues his
reflection in this way:
The idea of community ... is something we really do need to think about in a
slightly more complex way. We think about community in the face-to-face
geographical location kind of way ... In that way maybe you can talk about the
tutorial group ... as a community, but of course it's not. or if it is. it's in a very
attenuated kind of sense ... I think that what we were groping towards, in the
notion of community was the idea that somehow there was going to be a
negotiation between the students and us where they could be pro-active as well
as re-active and we could be re-active as well as pro-active in oLlr connections.
(p.90)

However the discussants are very conscious of the difficulties involved in
creating this type of community. For example, in relation to the course journal.
Kemmis admits.
One of the things we learned out of the course journal failure was that we'd
made the conditions of the communications with us, in one sense so open, that
it was hard to engage us. We weren't actually giving the students enough 'meat'
to enable them to join in the conversation. (p. 91)
Ultimately Modra summarises the discussion with the searching question.
How might ,ye more powerfully engage with and theorise a cl11cial issue that
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the recorded conversation only touched upon - the paIl played by inequalities of
power, status etc. among participants in dialogue? (p.99)

Assessment of dialogue in practice
There are three important issues arising out of the various positions taken on the
concept of dialogue. The first relates to perspectives on the teacher role and. by
extension, the notion of the 'classroom', Both collaborative learning and dialogue
advocate a more symmetrical teacher-learner relationship as well as greater student
autonomy, However. while the proponents of collaborative learning seek to attain this
by reducing the spotlight on the teacher, advocates of dialogue appear to favour
increased focus on the person of the teacher, To a greater or lesser degree. all advocates
of dialogue are casting the course developer in the role of the conventional classroom
teacher. Indeed. Nation is clear that his geographically-dispersed group of distance
students constitute a class in the traditional face-to-face sense of the word.
There are two implications of this arrangement that warrant consideration. In the
first instance, there is the question of the size of the 'class'. Since all students doing a
single course are expected to be in contact with a very limited number of teachers (and
probably only one), it is clear that only a limited number of students can be
accommodated. if reasonable student-teacher ratios are to be maintained.
Of even greater significance is the role and status of the teacher. These distance
educators clearly state their commitment to creating a climate that would SUpp0i1 greater
learner autonomy and increased symmetry in teacher-student dialogue. However, in
their drive to make themselves, as practising distance educators, more human in the
eyes of their students, they are. consciously or unconsciously. also heightening their
own personal profiles. The 'classroom' climate which Nation and others want to build.
is very much teacher-centred and the overall effect is one of a strong, all-pervading.
albeit caring teaching role which is more likely to dominate than facilitate.
The multi-voice technique which Nation in particular advocates. also deserves
attention. No doubt Nation. like Mulkav,
. sees it as a means of minimisincr the
~
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authoritati"eness of the single top-down line of textual communication. In this regard.
Thorpe's (1991) reservations about the technique are worth noting. She comments,
The idea of interweaving characters and voices into one text [looks interesting].
But will this not generate even more text and close down opp0l1unities for
learners to create their own authorial text? However dialogic the independent
voices. the text will still emanate, for ihe learner. from an authorial source, the
institution which registers. assesses and examines them. (p.17)
Thorpe's critique of this innovation is worth noting. In spite of the multiplicity
of voices. it is still the teacher who determines how and when the various voices are
heard. Thus. in Thorpe's view. the power of the teacher is enhanced rather than
minimised. As in the case of the 'classroom' arrangement, the dominance of the teacher
role persists.
Thirdly. there is the notion of the education community. It is clear that the
advocates see the Journal and the Conference as the prime concrete representations of
the concept of dialogue. However as they themselves were soon to find out, the ideal of
having course developers ilnd students enter these two fora on an equal basis. would
involve a lot more than simply setting lip organisational structures and stating the
intended

~oals

~

-

of those structures. Their admission that "we weren't actuallv !!ivin!! the
~

~

students enough 'meat' to enable them to join in the conversation" and their willingness
to pay attention to "the part played by inequalities of power. status etc. among
participants in dialogue" (Modra. 1991). strongly suggest weaknesses at the level of
conceptualisation. It is evident that at a conceptual level, dialogue, like collaborative
learning, does not adequately account for the issue of power and control.
As noted earlier, the concept of dialogue emerged out of a rejection of what was
labelled 'instructional industrialism'. Its emergence represented a strong intention to reorient teacher-learner relationships in distance education and to foster a climate in which
there would be the making and exchange of meanings rather than the transmission of
messages. However. based on the admission of the proponents themselves. it would
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appear that the effects of instructional industrialism had not been eliminated and that it

.

.

would ultimatelv. emer2e to erode the effectiveness of dialo!!ue.
Summar\' discussion.
Dialogue can be said to embody a commitment to humanising relationships
between distance teachers and students. It represents a strong reaction to the impersonal
practices of the industrialised mode of distance education and advocates a more
participatory, sharing teaching-learning environment that provides scope for learners to
engage in 'conversation' with their teachers and to occupy both reactive and proactive
roles in these 'conversations'.
When compared with collaborative learning. there are two ways in which the
two concepts differ.
First. the concept of dialogue (as developed in distance education) appears to be
grounded in a more clearly articulated ideology of teaching and learning than is
collaborative learning. For example. the idea of the education community. based as it is
on a perspective that both teachers and learners should see themselves as producers and
not just products of history. seems to imply that its proponents are not only interested
in improving the practical teaching-learning situation. but that they are also aspiring to
the ideal of a learning environment that can facilitate the enhancement of the human
condition. In this regard, one notes the link which they make with the Freirean concept.
Secondly. \\'hile dialogue emphasises the benefits to be derived from
meaningful person-to-person contact, it still gives high priority to the 'socialising' and
humanising capabilities of course materials as part of the distance education experience.
Indeed. the approach to the design of course materials is seen as reflecting an extension
of the direct person-to-person conception of social interaction.
Notwithstanding its noted contribution, like collaborative learning. its main
weakness lies in its lack of attention to the effect of power relations in the exchange.
~1odra's

comment regarding the inequalities of power and status among participants

highlights the need for a concept that can be used to illuminate the roles of the
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respective participants as well as the manner in which those roles impact on one
another.
It also does not address the cmmitive dimension of learnin!! blit, unlike
~

~

collaborative learnin!!, it does not make anv. claim for doin!! so.
~

~

Of interest though is its ideal that adult distance students should be recognised
as "the key agents in their own leaming" and that they should occupy both proactive
and reactive roles in their communication with their teachers. These qualities are
palticularly peltinent in the context of a teacher education programme whose primary
goal is to develop professionals who must carry the responsibility for their own
practice.

Learner autonomy within social interaction
As noted above. a primary objective of the respective representations of social
interaction is the enhancing of the role and function of the learner. Learners are
projected as being less dependent on a teacher-figure than in a conventional setting. and
as assuming greater responsibility for their learning. Some distance educators have
recognised that this quality cannot be taken for granted and have sought to examine the
factors necessary for facilitating its development within the learner. Leamer control and
i11depe11dellT imeracrio11 are examined in this regard.

Leamer control mode I
Garrison and Baynton (1987) are among those who pay specific attention to the
changing role of the learner. They propose their model of learner control as a means of
illuminating learner role within a teacher-Ieamer relationship based on greater equity.
They argue against an exclusive focus on learner independence and propose instead the
broader concept of cmlTrol which they interpret as "the opportunity and ability to
influence, direct and determine decisions related to the educational process" (p.5). They
maintain that it is in the process of two-way communication between teacher and
student that control can be attained.
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Concept definition
They fUI1her specify that their notion of control embodies three components
namely independence, pOll'er and supporT and they contend that "to be full\' in control
of the learning process. the student must have the freedom to explore possible learning
objectives. the power to handle a learning activity and the support necessary to
complete the experience" (p.9).
These theorists define independence as "the freedom to choose one's own
learning objectives, learning activities and methods of evaluation" (p.6). In arriving at
this definition. they refer to other definitions and in the process draw attention to the
impOltant distinction between a notion of independence that is linked to the condition of
studying in physical isolation and another where it is interpreted as the degree of control
exerted over the content and method of learning.
Power. they regard as "the ability or capacity to take PUlt in and assume
responsibility for the learning process". They explain fUI1her that" the power or ability
to take responsibility for a learning process can be perceived as the psychological
dimension of control". They see the psychological as comprising attitude, emotional
maturity. cognitive style. self-concept and motivational level (p.7).
With regard to support, the authors state that it refers to "the resources that the
learner can access in order to carry out the learning process". The main sources of
SUppOlt are courses. learning materials and teachers/facilitators. They also recognise
library facilities and media as well as the financial and emotional SUppOll of family and
friends as aspects of SUppOll. While acknowledging the value of this wide range of
resources. they emphasise that "the role of the teacher/facilitator is of primary
impollance in the issue of support" (p.7). They admit that attempts to provide this type
of SUpp0l1 can lead to an increase rather than a decrease in learner dependence on the
teacher. but they counter this with the view that "a learner can receive a great deal of
help without giving up any of his control or responsibility" (p.192). They maintain that
support. as they define it. facilitates greater learner control.
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According to Garrison and Baynton, learner control requires a dynamic balance
between the three components described above. namely independence, power and
support. They asseI1 further that it is realised when there is communication between a
teacher and a student and when the teacher is perfOIllling more of a facilitating rather
than a didactic role.
Empirical studv
One of the authors. Baynton, seeks to verify this theoretical model through an
empirical study. Through factor analysis, she (Baynton, 1992) not only confirms the
existence of the three components of independence, support and power (or competence.
as she refers to it) but also identifies a subsidiary layer of six lower level components
linked to the original three. The six are student competency, value orientation, access to
resources. teacher/tutor support. flexibility and choice (Table 2.1 ).

Tahle 2.1: Bavnton's enhanced model of learner control.

Independence

/\

Student
competency

Value
orientation

Support

/\

Access to
resources

Teal:her/tutor
support

Power

/\

Flexihility

Choice

Of special interest is her finding that, within the support component. students
were making a distinction between teacher/tutor support and access to resources. Then,
in relation to the teacher/tutor support, she notes that her respondents were making a
further differentiation between academic and psycho-social support. She concludes that
the control model demonstrates "the interdependence of the teachinglleaming process
and that it de-emphasises the isolation suggested by the concept 'independence'"

(p.29).
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Assessment of model.
The model identifies key attributes that can be expected to enhance learner
capability to make and/or influence decisions related to their own learning. However the
model does not address the ultimate issue of learner performance in this autonomous
role in relation to the teacher. Even though the authors state that learner control is
manifested in the two-way communication between teacher and student. that
communication is never explored. Given the stated significance of this relationship. it
seems evident that the learner model ought to have been manipulated in relation to a
teacher model to justify claims about its appropriateness. Thus. while Baynton's factor
analysis may have served a useful confinnatory function with respect to learner
:'lttributes and expectations. it too manifests the same limitations observed at the level of
the theoretical model.
The authors also emphasise that there must be a dynamic relationship among the
three basic components of independence. power and support. However even though
this is clearly stated. the authors do not attempt to go beyond the simple statement of the
proposition.
Thus it can be argued that the value of this model lies in its identification of
potentially valuable learner-related factors but that it falls short in tem1S of its ability to
demonstrate the relationships to which the model itself draws attention.
Independent interaction ..
luler (1990) uses the term independent interaction to describe his perspective of
learner autonomy. The significance of luler's contribution lay in his interpretation of
interaction as discourse. His definition of discourse draws on the term's Latin root.
'discursus' which he takes to mean 'a running to and fro' and more specifically the
running to and fro of speech between people. Against the background of this concept of
discourse. luler expresses concern about the dominance of institutional texts in the
leaming experience of the distance learner. He uses the term 'text' to mean anything
that is produced in some relatively fixed fmm by one set of participants with the
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intention that other participants should interact with it. He therefore argues that there
should be greater recognition of student-created texts.
As a means of further exploring the function of text, he focuses attention on the
significance of role in discourse. He specifies two types of roles. namely iIIocutionary
and interactive roles. The former, he explains, implies the right to control the behaviour
of another pal1icipant and is not necessarily related to the content of the communication.
The latter implies the right to control the flow of the discourse, and is reflected in
elements such as turn taking and the distribution of utterances among the participants.
Juler contends that teachers maintain dominance in both types of roles and that this
dominance exists in distance education texts even when there are attempts to encourage
independence on the part of students.
As an example, he cites the tutorial-in-print 4 , the in-text device developed by
Derek Rowntree of the UK Open University. Juler notes that this device is intended to
provide an environment in which a student would have the 0pp0l1unity to keep coming
up with his own ideas and get feedback as to how they compare with other people's.
Juler is not convinced that in-text exercises such as the tutorial-in-print, can ever
meet the objectives they are intended to achieve. More imp0l1antly. he holds the view
that such exercises do not provide students with the 0ppol1lmity to adopt initiating roles
in the discourse. Thus he contends that "the typical in-text exercise presupposes that the
text as teacher maintains the dominant role in the discourse" (p.28).
Consequently, Juler advocates what he calls 'independent interaction',
involving the creation of environments in which students could create their own texts
fairly independently of the institution. He cites and critiques three examples of this type
of practice, one of which is the Curriculum Theory course developed by Fitzclarence
and Kemmis, in which the developers included a Journal and a Conference as pan of
the design of the course (see earlier discussion on dialoglle). To conclude, Juler
contends that the organised distance education process should be, to some extent,

~

This design strategy \\ill he discLlssed more fully in Chapter 3.
,

45

unstructured and unpredictable, to allow students the opportunity to assume interactive
roles in an independent way in the discourse.
Assessment of concept
To some extent, Juler's independent interaction goes further than Garrison and
Baynton's learner control in that, by juxtaposing institutional text and student text. it at
least draws attention to the imbalance between teacher and student roles in conventional
distance education. Further his call for less structure and predictability in the distance
education process. suggests a recognition of the nature of the prevailing power
relations, with the various examples of independent interaction being presented as ways
of adjusting those relations to facilitate greater learner autonomy.
Summarv discussion
The two concepts discussed in this section. namely learner control and
independent interaction have. in their respective ways, both addressed the issue of
learner autonomy within the framework of the interaction between the learner and the
teaching system. Of the two, independent interaction comes closer to demonstrating the
inter-relatedness bet\\'een learner and teacher roles and recognising how the nature of
this relationship impacts on the capability of the learner to assume initiating positions in
the teaching-learning discourse. In this regard. Juler is pointing to the more
fundamental issue of power relations which was alluded to by the advocates of dialogue
but which was not specifically explored by any of them. Nonetheless. Garrison and
Baynton's model provides a reasonably well-aI1iculated framework that can be used to
determine adult students' readiness to assume responsibility for their learning.
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Conclusion
The respective treatments of social interaction discussed in this chapter have. in
\'arious ways. addressed core issues related to the relationships among the participants
in a distance teaching-learning context. For example. collahorath'e leaming was seen to
emphasise the role of the group and the importance of interacti\'e learning; dialoglle
highlighted the notion of the education community; and the issue of learner autonomy
\\'as also explored through the concepts of leamer colltrol and independellT illTerac:rion,
Howe\,er some key questions remain to be answered. For example. \\fhat of the
relationship that must necessarily exist between the distance learner and the media? This
aspect is not addressed in any of the treatments discussed abo\'e, Further. do any of
these treatments account for learners' en~a~ement
with knowled!!e as the" (the learners)
'-"'"
' - . ,

in\'ol\'e themselves in the cognitive process of coming to know? It is evident that none
of the treatments address the full range of interactive conditions that learners must
experience as they seek to extend and/or enhance their knowledge base.
Consequently, there is a need to take a broader view of interaction. In this
regard. the study will examine the conception that evolved out of second generation
distance education and which still underpins the practice of distance teaching and
learning in many parts of the world. even though it has been marginaiised in the
literature with the current focus on the social.
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CHAPTER 3
INTERACTION: A HISTORICAL PERSPECTIVE

Introduction
This chapter begins with an overview of the theory of communication and
interaction in distance education as proposed by Holmberg, one of the earlier theorists
of distance education. Using the conception embodied in that theory as its base, the
chapter proceeds to examine interaction as practised within the industrialised, second
generation mode of distance education. As discussed in Chapter I, this mode is
characterised by the mass production and dissemination of courses which are delivered
through a combination of one-way media and tutorials. The chapter examines
interaction as practised in both of these fOlms of communication.
Attention is also paid to the concept of transactional distance which is seen as
emerging within second generation distance education as a complement to prevailing
perspectives on interaction. The chapter then explores two subsequent initiatives at redefining interaction which are regarded as attempts by the respective authors to
counteract the movement towards an exclusive focus on the social and to re-focus
attention on prior conceptions. Based on an assessment of these re-definitions, the
chapter proposes an alternative perspective.

A theory of interaction
The design of structures to effect two-way communication between learners and
the teaching institution has been an imp0l1ant area of study and practice in distance
education for several decades. Keegan (1990) has identified the combination of
communication and interaction as one of the theories in the field, adding that it has been
occupying the attention of distance educators from the period of correspondence tuition.
Keegan highlights Holmberg's guided didactic conversation as one of the major
contributions to the development of the theory. Specifically, he points to the distinction
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which Holmberg makes between real and 'simulated' interaction, with the former
taking place by correspondence. telephone and personal contact and the latter taking the
form of internalised conversation by study of a text or the conversational style of the
course authors (Keegan 1990. p.89).

The 'simulated' and the real
This tWO-paI1 conception has exerted considerable influence on practice within
second generation distance education. Theorists and practitioners have highlighted the
imp0l1ance of strategies to simulate interaction between learners and the various oneway media. Additionally. attention has been paid to the role of the tutorial in the
experience of students. This section addresses these t\\'o approaches to the treatment of
in teracti on.
Interaction with one-wuv media
Print has been the dominant medium of second generation distance education
and consequently has been the focus of much of the innovative work in the design of
interactive course materials. A key device that was primarily intended to be incorporated
into print materials is the tutorial-in-print as designed by Derek Rowntree of the UK
Open University.
T utorial-i n-print
This device is based on the principle that teaching in its ideal form would make
provision for student input. Consequently, the tlltorial-ill-prim is intended to provide
various types of stimuli to which students would respond. For example. there would be
stimuli that would require students to recall infolmation, conduct their own research.
provide their own interpretations of data or generate some novel object. Feedback in
one form or another would then be provided to allow students to verify or evaluate their
responses. Rowntree himself provides the following explanation:
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The tutorials-in-print simulate a dialogue between tutor and student, with
frequent requests for the student to make a personal response and the author
then continuing with a discussion of possible answers and where they may
lead. (Rowntree, 1974, p.119)
As a follow-up to the tutorial-in-print. Rowntree proposes a second device.
namely the reflectil'e action gllide. In distinguishing between the two. he explains that
the former is intended for use in situations where there is a defined body of knowledge
to be learned and where appropriate responses can be predicted fairly accurately ahead
of students actually making the response. On the other hand, the reflective action guide
assumes that the important learning will take place away from the package ...
The aim is not primarily to help learners to master an existing body of
knowledge so much as to help them pursue a personal project - developing their
individual insights. or practising towards some kind of practical competence.
(Rowntree, 1994, p.15)
It is evident that this second device is intended to engage the learner in activity
that is substantially self-directed. In this regard, it appears to bear a close resemblance
to Juler's independent interaction discussed in the preceding chapter.
Impl ied dialo!!ue
While Rowntree's devices are directly intended to foster learner engagement
with and manipulation of the content of the course, Gilliard's (1981) interest is in
developing a style for writing course materials that would engender in the learner a
sense of being in a conversation with the absent teacher. In this regard he introduces the
~

~

notion of the implied teacher-sTlIdell1 dialogue and proposes the use of certain linguistic
devices which would serve to engage the student in a simulated conversation with the
'teacher', whether conceived of as being unseen or as embedded in the materials. The
devices include the manipulation of verbs and pronouns with increased use of the
personalised 'you' and 'we'. In addition Gilliard recommends the lIse of open-ended
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questions and conversational asides in the margin. He sees this technique as serving to
reduce the distances whether physical. intellectual or moral between the student and the
teaching institution. As noted in Chapter 2. Gilliard's notion of the simulated dialogue
was acknowledged by Nation as a factor influencing his own perspective of the multivoice technique.
Interaction with video
There have also been initiatives aimed at fostering interaction with video-based
materials. Crooks and Kirkwood (1988) recommend an approach intended to
encourage reflection on and stimulate discussion around video-based course content.
They highlight two features of the medium that could be exploited for this purpose. The
first is video's capability to impart visually and conceptually dense information. and the
second is its pause feature that gives users control over their pace of viewing.
Consequently. the authors advocate that content could be designed to allow students to
pause at pre-determined. built-in intervals in order to reflect on the preceding segment.
They suggest fUl1her that interaction could be enhanced through an integration with
other media. notably print. Thus. at regular intervals during the study of video-based
materials. students would engage in activity presented through the print medium whi"ch
would be linked to andlor derived from the video content.
Critique of devices

In the view of some theorists. the use of the above-mentioned strategies have.
on the whole. not been successful. For example. Laurillard (1993) is not convinced of
their effectiveness. With regard to print she asserts.
The addition of in-text activities and all the other add-on features ... do not in
themselves change the format of the medium - it is still print. and therefore open
to the same distortions as the original simple text. (p.lll )
She has a similar perspective about video. Referring specifically to the stated
ad\·antage of the pause and rewind feature. she argues. "l'\othing in the video changes
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when a student rewinds it, just as nothing in a book changes when you turn a page".
She states further, "The medium cannot itself provide intrinsic feedback on what the
student is doing. It is 'active video' perhaps, but not 'interactive video' (p.117).
Other theorists. while not as dismissive. also express their own concerns about
the usefulness of devices to facilitate interaction with print. Lockwood (1992). in
commenting on in-text activities. contends that,
learners are able to perceive both the benefits to their study that activities offer,
and recognise the potential cost of responding to them ... The vast majority of
learners operate a balance ... responding to some activities and not to others as
study time pressures and the perceived value of benefits vary. (p.114)
Based on his own research. he contends that there are five factors that are likely
to influence a student's decision to do in-text activities. He lists these as,
1.

Temporal - the time associated with an activity: whether it is brief or lengthy.
Opcrational- the method of responding to the activity .

..,

-' .

Typographical - the presence or absence of a framework

4.

Positional - the relative position of an activity in the teaching material.

5.

Intellectual - the demands made by the activity. (Lockwood 1992. pp. 120-12 J)

(0

record a response.

ivlarland, Patching. Pun and Pun (1990) provide parallel perspectives. Based on
the findings of their own study into student interaction with print, they make the
observation that.
the search for understanding by students did not extend much beyond the
micro-level, that is the single word or single phrase level. There was little
evidence that students sought to develop a broad, integrated understanding or
interpretation of substantial blocks of text. Themes. theories and issues were
not identified. (p.8-1-)
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Consequently they emphasise the need to.
structure text in a way that emphasises a cumulative, interactive organic view of
learning rather than a view of learning as the acquisition of isolated bits of
knowledge. [to] use outcomes of in-text activities as prerequisite knowledge for
fUlther study. and [to] make completion of some in-text activities compulsory.
(p.86)

It is evident from the above discussions that in-text interactive devices have
been an area of concern for distance educators. However. it would appear that this
aspect of the distance education experience no longer holds the interest of researchers in
the field. Given the reality that pre-packaged materials continue to be an integral PaJ1 of
the practice of distance education in many parts of the world, there is an ongoing need
to investigate the capabilities of these devices in enhancing the learning experience of
the isolated learner.
Interpersonal Interaction
In second generation distance education. interpersonal interaction takes the fOlm
of face-to-face tutorials. correspondence tuition. through which students receive
feedback on their assignments and telephone contacts: it occupies a secondary position
to interaction with the course materials and there are those who are not satisfied with
that relationship. For example. Thorpe (1979) asserts.
When people talk about (UK) Open University courses. the implicit assumption
most often seems to be that the course is the materials - and the correspondence
units in particular. This seems to me too narrow a view of what the course is.
and by extension who 'produces' and who 'maintains' it. A course is not the
correspondence units. texts and course-related materials produced by the course
team: it is not a set of products. but a process which 'happens' every academic
year through the interaction of students. tutors and the course team. based on
the course produced by the centre. (pp. 13-14)
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Echoing Thorpe's statements, Tait ( 1988) expresses his own concern about the
tutor role, arguing for a meaningful relationship between that role and that of the course
materials. He contends,
The mediation and interpretation of course material by the tutor represents a
central function in promoting the independence of the learner. and in supp0l1ing
educational practice which can be termed 'democratic'. (p.97)
In a similar vein, Lentell (1994)

ar~ues

that,

impOltant though all the services offered in distance education are, however
splendid the printed texts, however smooth the organisational system. and
however refined the quality of the measurement tools, it is the relationship
between the tutor and the learner that determines success or failure. (p.50)
These three comments. spanning a period of some fifteen years. suggest quite
strongly that the tutorial is seen as being marginalised. Indeed when one examines other
contributions on this topic. one gets a sense that the respective writers are seeking to
justify the existence of this aspect of the distance education experience. to enhance its
status and/or to ensure its retention.
Comments on

tutorin~

function

Daniel and Marquis ( 1988) highlight the significance of interpersonal contacts
for the distance student as they argue for a balance in provision between systems that
cater for learner independence (that is, the student working alone) and those that cater
for interaction. (namely activities that bring the student into contact with other people).
As examples of independent activities, they cite the use of broadcasts and audio-visual
materials. as well as essay-writing and other forms of student-produced assignments.
With regard to interactive activities, they rate the summer school idea very highly and
also oLltline

strate~ies
....

for conductin!!. .counsellin!!
. . . . . . . . and tutorin!!
..... sessions.

Wright (1989) sees the need to improve on the tutorial and suggests ways in
which this can be done. He advocates group interaction and provides guidelines for
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managing what he refers to as the group-based tutorial approach to allow for learning in
well-defined stages of indiyiduals working alone. then in groups of two. and ultimately
within the larger group. Wright sees the process as helping to reduce the student-tutor
dependency and facilitating the building of more autonomous adult-to-adult
relationships.
Assessment of the

tutorin~

function

It is worth noting that in neither of the discussions of the respective types of
interaction is there any attempt to examine the type being discussed in relation to the
other. The proponents of the use of interactive in-text deyices never refer to the tutorial:
many of those who focus on the tutorial. seek to define it almost independently of the
course materials. There is no clear eyidence of an integrated perspective.
It can be argued that the problems ascribed to the tutoring function stem not so
much from its secondary position in relation to the course m,lterials. but rather from the
fact that the relationship between the two has never been adequately defined. It \\'ould
appear that the tutorial is intended to perfOlm a compensatol)' function in the life of the
distance student. alleyiating the unavoidable difficulties associated with studying in
isolation. The tutor/counsellor must therefore help the students understand the content
of the course materials. improve their study skills. manage their personalli\'es and
communicate efficiently with the teaching institution. It is likely that these functions do
not allow the tutorial to be seen as an integral part of the distance education experience.
Consequently. it would seem that. as was suggested by Tait. there is need to re-define
the role of interpersonal interaction in relation to the other components of the second
generation system.
Comparin~ two perspectives

There are two impoI1ant ways in which the current dominant perspectiye on
social interaction differs from the tutorial. First. as noted abo\'e. the tutorial is
subsidiary
. to the course materials. To a !!reater or lesser de!!ree. the functionin!!.... of both
'-"

~
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the tutor and the student in the tutor-student interaction is dominated by the larger
teaching function embedded in the course materials. On the other hand, within the third
generation system, social interaction is at the core of the distance learning experience.
In fact it is the course materials that occupy the subsidiary position.
Secondly, the new thinking favours a direct link between the learner and the
originators of the teaching-learning experience. Such contacts are not a feature of the
traditional system: the course developer is not normally expected to interact with the
students.
Thirdly, probably because of its emphasis on direct person-to-person contact,
the third generation concept accords a high priority to issues regarding effective
communication among participants and the stiucturing of the social environment within
which the communication is taking place. While acknowledging the contribution of
Wright. cited earlier, matters related to conummication are not given much
consideration in the second generaticlO perspective of the interpersonal.
Summm,\' discllssion
The approach to the treatment of interaction in second generation distance
education strongly reflects the influence of Holmberg's guided didactic conversation.
Specifically. Holmberg's real and 'simulated' interaction are reflected respectively in
the tutoring function and in the design of course materials.
Whatever the concerns raised about these two types of interaction, they are both
informed by an underlying perspective that warrants articulation. First, the goal of
interaction is to

brin~
'-

about

learnin~,
.....

that is, a chan~e in the learner's knowled~e
.... base.
'-

Tutorials and in-text devices are both intended to serve this purpose. Secondly, it is
recognised that learners engage in different kinds of interactive experiences for the
purpose of learning and this is reflected in the fOlmulation of the concept.
\Vhile recognising the value of a broader conception of interaction. there are t\\'o
areas in which one can detect some conceptual limitations in this two-pm1 construct.
There is no doubt that theorists and practitioners who subscribe to and implement this
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two-pan concept. are sensitive to the relationship that must exist between the distance
learner and the media. However. the manner in which they articulate that relationship
indicates a greater focus on the content embedded in and transmitted through the media
and only minimal attention to a relationship between the learner and the media
themselves. In conceptualising interaction for learning. there is need to recognise a
learner-media relationship.
Secondly, subsumed within both types of interaction identified is another set of
interactive conditions, which ought to be recognised. Specifically both interpersonal
and media-based interaction provide opportunity for synchronous and asynchronous
interaction but neither of these conditions are acknowledged in the discussions.
Whether interaction takes place in real-time or is delayed, holds imponant implications
for the decisions that must be made for the design of learning experiences and warrants
some consideration in the development of the concept.

Transactional distance
Moore's (1983) notion of transactional distance can be regarded as a necessary
complement to interaction as described above. serving as a check on the roles that
teachers and learners occupy in relation to each other within a teaching-learning
transaction.
~1oore

explains that this construct is a function of the interaction of two

variables. namely dialogue and sTrucTlIre. He says that "dialogue describes the extent to
which. in any educational programme, learner and educator are able to respond to each
other". He further explains that dialogue is determined by the content. the educational
philosophy of the educator and learner. and by environmental factors, most notably the
communication media. Structure he defines as "a measure of an educational
programme's responsiveness to learner's individual needs". He explains further that
structure reflects the extent

to

which educational objectives. teaching strategies and

evaluation methods are prepared for. or can be adapted to the objectives of the learner".
He notes. for example. that in a highly structured educational programme. objectives
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and methods are determined for the learner and are inflexible (p.157).
It is important to note that transactional distance does not embody a view of
distance as physical separation. Rather distance is presented as a measure of the extent
to

which dialogue and structure

VaI)'

in relation to each other. Consequently

transactional distance is applicable whatever the spatial distance between teacher and
learner.
Empirical studv
Saba and Shearer (1994) using a system dynamics model. undertook a study to
test the concept. The researchers describe system dynamics as "a technique for
translating intuitive models into causal loop diagrams" (p.38). They explain further that
the causal loop diagrams make it possible to observe the effect of one system
component on other functions. They selected this methodological approach because it
could handle data collected on several variables and facilitate analysis of the
interrelationship among the variables over time. This latter feature was seen as being
particularly important for the study of Moore's model since. as they assert. the
variables of tra11sactio11al dista11ce. dialogue and structure are not static but change
over time. depending on the nature of the interaction between teacher and learner.
Their hypothesis was that the level of transactional distance can be controlled by
varying the rate of dialogue and stnlcture. Their model comprised three levels. \vith
each level having its associated rates. The three levels were transactional distance.
learner control and instructor control. Stl11cture and dialo!!ue
were designated
as the
....
....
rates for transactional distance; active and passive. the rates for learner control; and
direct and indirect. the rates for instructor control.
The model was tested in an experimental situation in which a single instructor
interacted with each of thiny students. one at a time. on a prototype workstation that
integrated data. voice and video. The respective students and the instructor worked
from different locations but could see and speak to each other through the system. Their
instructional transactions were videotaped and the content was classified using
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discourse analysis strategies.
Based on their findings, the researchers were able to confirm Moore's
theoretical proposition and their own hypothesis that transactional distance varies
according to the rate of dialogue and structure. The model demonstrated that as learner
control increases, the rate of dialogue also increases, resulting in a decrease in the level
of transactional distance. Conversely. as instructor control increases. the rate of
structure increases, leading to an increase in the level of transactional distance. It would
be W011h investigating whether, outside of this experimental situation. a teachinglearning system that functions with a high degree of structure. is capable of making the
adjustment to accomodate higher levels of dialogue, and thereby decreasing the
transactional distance between teachers and learners.
Summary discllssion
Essentially, transactional distance is addressing a concern similar to that
discussed by Garrison and Baynton. and Juler, cited in Chapter 2. As in the case of
'learner control' and 'independent interaction', it pays attention to the extent to which
learners are able to take the initiative in guiding their own learning experiences.
It is interesting to note though that of the three, transactional distance goes

furthest in acknowledging the interplay between the competing forces of learner agency
and institutional control. While it does not fully address the issue of power and control.
its inclusion of the teaching function in its conceptualisation, demonstrates an
awareness that. in the context of formal education, issues of learner autonomy cannot
be addressed in isolation of the teacher role.
Also of interest is the fact that transactional distance. like learner control was
tested empirically. However, while Baynton uses factor analysis to confirm attributes
of the theoretical construct of her interest (learner control), Saba and Shearer go further,
lIsing a modelling strategy to verify the nature of the relationship among the constituent
components of transactional distance.
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At both the level of theory formulation and at the level of empirical study.
transactional distance can be said to reflect a greater sensiti\'ity to the complex and
dYnamic nature of the real-world

.

-

teachin~-Iearnin~

- situation than does learner control.

Revisiting the theory of interaction.
As noted above. it was probably in an attempt to counteract the emphasis on the
social that Bates (1990) and Moore (1989) respectively embarked on a redefinition of
interaction. It is likely that these two theorists saw the focus on the social as
representing a substantial shift away from what had been implicitly accepted in the field
and were therefore seeking to re-establish and give renewed impetus to the conventional
way of thinking. Thus Bates proposes two contexts for interaction and Moore. three
types of interaction.
Two contexts for interaction.
, Bates appears to have strong reservations about the exclusive focus on the
interpersonal. In a virtual re-statement of Holmberg's thesis. he assem,
In effect there are two different contexts for interaction: the first is an illdil"idl/{ll.
isolated activity. and that is the interaction between a learner and the learning
material. be it text. television or computer program: the second is a social
activity. and that is the interaction bet\veen two or more people {I/JOlif the
learning material ... bOTh kinds of interactional context are necessary for
learning and both need careful examination. (p.5)
He pays special attention to the first context and emphasises the importance of

-

-

in-text desi!!n features. He asserts that "What differentiates distance learning texts from
other kinds of printed material is a deliberate attempt to structure explicitly a student's
response to the material" (p.8). He lists a series of techniques to foster this response.
including explicit objectives. headings and self-assessment questions within the text.
He re!!ards
these desi!!n
.....
.... features as bein!!
..... essential for the (lar!!elv
.....
. isolated) 'long.....
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distance learner'.
\Vith regard to the second context, he identifies three types of social interaction.
namely interaction between the learner and the originator of the teaching material,
between the learner and a tutor, and between the learner and other learners, all of which
can take place either through face-to-face contact. or at a distance mediated through the
appropriate technologies. It is interesting to n:He that Bates includes person-to-person
interaction between the learner and the originator of the teaching material, an aspect that
is not a feature of the second generation tradition out of which he has derived his o\.".n
perspective. No doubt Bates is recognising the need to acknowledge the emergent
practice of the third generation system.
Three types of interaction.
Moore (1989) provides a complementary though not identical perspective. He
identifies three types of interaction: learner-content interaction. learner-instructor
interaction, learner-learner interaction. He sees the first as serving a largely didactic
function and. except for the interactive video disc, he holds the view that all the contentbearing media are limited in that they are only capable of providing one-way
communication with the learner. He acknowledges the importance of design features to
simulate interaction in learning materials. However. he has his doubts about their
effectiveness. stating that "the lack of feedback from individual learner to educator
makes these teaching procedures very generalized ... leaving ultimate responsibility for
maintaining motivation, for interacting with the presentation ... on the learners
themselves" (p.3).
He says of the second type (learner-instructor) that it is "regarded as essential
by many educators and as highly desirable by many learners" (p.2). He states further.
\Vhere interaction between learner and teacher is possible through
correspondence or teleconference, the learner comes under the influence of the
professional to interact with the content in the manner that is most effective for
that particular individual learner" (p.3).
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He regards the third type. learner-learner interaction. as a new dimension of
distance education "that will be a challenge to our thinking and practice in the 1990s"
(p.4).
~10ore's

assessment of the three types that he has identified strongly suggests

that. while his conception of interaction may have its origins in the second generation
practice. he is probably at the time of writing at the cross-roads and tending more
towards a third generation orientation, with its emphasis on the social. Nonetheless he
concludes his discussion by acknowledging the relevance of all three types.
Critique of Bates and Moore.
The value of both these definitions of interaction is that. like the practice from
which they were derived, they are grounded in the perspective that interaction for
learning involves the learner in different types of interactive experiences and that these
should be reflected in the stated attributes of the concept.
!'\otwithstanding the worthwhileness of this underlying principle. there are
factors in the respective treatments \vhich can be said to limit their capability to provide
an adequate conceptual framework for the study and practice of distance teaching and
learnin£. The followini! areas stand out.
~

~

First there is the question of precision and rigour in the concept formulation
exercise itself. Moore's treatment in particular betrays some weakness in this regard:
there is a certain element of overlap between two of the three types. It is doubtful
whether there is any justification for the separation that he makes between learnerinstructor interaction and learner-learner interaction. It can be argued that there is no
fundamental difference in temlS of the processes involved when learners are
communicating among themselves and when they are communicating with their
teachers. The two are simply variations of social (interpersonal) interaction and are not
conceptually exclusive of each other.
At the level of concept formulation. in one of Moore's types. there appears to be
a cenain element of mismatch between the name of the type and its stated properties.
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Moore names one of his types learner-content interaction but a substantial portion of the
related discussion deals with the media in which the content is embedded and through
which it is made available to the learner. Specifically the discussion fails to explore
what learner-content entails.
This perceived flaw has implications beyond the level discussed above.
Moore's discussion of media-related functions even when he has not specified a type of
interaction with that name, can be regarded as an indication that there is need to
recognise a learner-media interaction. A parallel observation was made in the earlier
assessment of interaction as a second generation concept. There. it was noted that. in
their discussion on interaction with course materials, theorists and practitioners were
focusing more on an interaction with content than on one \vith media. My position is
that there is an impol1ant media dimension in interaction for learning that requires
articulation in its own right.
Conceptual weaknesses are also evident in the first of Bates' two contexts.
Bates describes his first context for interaction as an individual isolated activity. which.
he explains. involves "the interaction between a learner and the learning material". It is
vel)' likely that Bates chose the label as a means of emphasising that the learner
studying the course materials on his or her own, represents an important aspect of the
distance learning experience. However, by letting this particular set of circumstances
influence his labelling of the context, Bates. has found himself in a position of not
doing justice either to the label itself. or to the circumstances that he evidently wants to
hi2:hli2:ht.
~

~

StUdying the course materials cannot be regarded as the only kind of activity
that qualifies for the label 'interaction as an isolated activity', even if. as is the case
here, one is restricting one's discussion to learning in a fom1al education setting. The
label. if taken without its author's explanation. can equally be interpreted as the
individual engaging with the self. If one accepts that interpretation. then an individual
does not need to be in contact with the course materials in order for that intrapersonal
engagement to take place. If. however. the primary intention is to project the activity of
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leamer engagement with course materials as an interactive process ( as suggested by the
explanation), then the label 'interaction as an isolated activity' does not adequately
reflect that intention. It may be more appropriate to label this materials-related activity
'learner-content interaction', using the label coined by Moore.
Having suggested that name change, it can be argued that too much emphasis is
being placed on the COlll'se materials, and by extension. on the content which they
embody. While not underestimating the imp0!1ance of the subject matter content in the
distance learning experience, it is more appropriate to think in terms of the learner
engaging with knowledge at the internal level since it is that internal activity that most
directly influences change in his or her knowledge base. This perspective is also held
by Harri-Augstein and Thomas (1991) whose work will be discussed in Chapter 5.
The point being made therefore. is that. in the context of leaming. there is an
interaction that takes place within the individual. that it needs to be recognised and that
it is more appropriate to Ul1iculate that internal interaction in terms of the knowledgebuilding function that it entails. Consequently, the label learner-knowledge interaction
is being proposed as a replacement for learner-content interaction as a means of giving
clearer articulation to the essential meaning of Bates' 'interaction as an isolated activity'.
Specifically this new label is being used to refer to the leamer's interaction with
knowledge as an internal cognitive activity.

Conclusion
This chapter set out to examine alternative conceptions of interaction for
distance learning in the light of limitations noted in social interaction. It also continued
the secondary discussion on control in its assessment of Moore's transactional distance.
What is significant about this latter concept is that its twin components of dialogue and
stlUcture reflect an awareness that issues regarding leamer control and learner
autonomy can only be addressed adequately when both teaching and learning functions
are examined in relation to each other. Specifically in a formal teaching-learning setting,
the role and status of the learner is best understood when viewed in relation to the role
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and status of the teacher.
With regard to the primary area of discussion, this chapter has acknowledged
the value of conceptualising interaction as a multi-faceted construct but has recognised
weaknesses in prevailing conceptions that are based on this notion. Consequently an
alternative concept is being proposed. Drawing on my own appraisal of what currently
exists. I am proposing a three-part concept comprising social interaction, learner-media
interaction and Jearner-knowledge interaction and the remaining chapters of the
literature review will be devoted to exploring this revised concept.
I am also proposing that any discussion on interaction must also take into
consideration issues of power relations. In addition, while acknowledging learnerknowledge interaction as an internal cognitive activity, it is also evident that external
sources of knowledge, whether provided through the official course content or
otherwise, would of necessity play some part in the overall interaction.
In light of all of the above. this chapter recognises the discussion of Chapter :2
as addressing issues related to social interaction. Chapter 4 will deal with the second
aspect of the re-defined concept, learner-media interaction and Chapter 5. the third.
learner-knowledge interaction. Chapter 5 will also examine power and control in a more
focused way than has been the case up to this point. In addition it will seek to assess
the nature of the external knowledge which, as was suggested earlier, needs to be
considered in relation to the internal activity, learner-knowledge interaction.
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CHAPTER

4

LEARNER-MEDIA INTERACTION

Introduction
This chapter examines the perspectives of different theorists regarding the role
of media in the learning process and the nature of learners' engagement with these
technologies. In this regard the chapter explores three areas of study. The first deals
with the issue of whether it is the design of the media product or the inherent attributes
of the media themselves that influences learning. The second explores learning within
the environment of the interactive technologies and the third examines the design of a
media classification scheme based on a model of the learning process.

An interpretation
The traditional definition of media in the learning process derives from a largely
transmission-reception perspective of teaching and learning. Consequently media are
seen as the channels that facilitate the transfer of information from an originator to a
recipient. Given this perspective, both human beings and technological objects can be
regarded as media since both are capable of performing this transfer function
(Romiszowski. 1988).
By comparison, more recent conceptions present the relationship between
learner and media as being complementary, with processes activated in the learner being
supported by other processes in the media to facilitate the construction of the learner's
knowledge base. Consequently media are seen as supporting a range of teachinglearning tasks including but not restricted to infonnation transmission-reception. The
discussion in this chapter will be infonned by the latter perspective.
In addition, while acknowledging that human beings and the media technologies
both have the capability to perform a mediating function. a distinction needs to be made
between the two. Given the unique capabilities of the technologies as well as the varied
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demands of open and distance learning, a distinction must be made between the
functions that are performed in the interaction of human beings and those that occur in
the relationship between human beings and the technologies. Consequently, in the
context of this study, the term 'media' applies only to the non-human mediating
objects.

l\fedia influence on learning: a debate
This debate, which did not emanate from the field of open and distance
leaming. but which is nonetheless \'ery appropriate, concerns the effect of media design
strategies and media attributes respectively on learning. Two key discussants in this
debate have been Richard Cl ark and Robert Kozma.
On the one hand. Clark (1994) assel1S that it is media design rather than media
attributes that influence learning. In this regard. he repeats his widely quoted statement
that "media are mere vehicles that deliver instmction but do not influence student
achievement any more than the truck that delivers our groceries causes changes in our

.. "( p. __
..,..,) .
nutrItIon
Thus, focusing on design. Clark claims that "any necessary teaching method
could be designed into a variety of media presentations" (p.22). He adds,
If learning occurs as a result of exposure to any media. the learning is caused by
the instmctional method embedded in the media presentation. Method is the
inclusion of one of a number of possible representations of a cognitive process
or strategy that is necessary for learning but which students cannot or will not
provide for themselves. (p.26)

By contrast Kozma, (1994) favours a focus on the role of media attributes. He
holds strongly to the view that if, as Clark claims, there is no necessary relationship
between media attributes and learning then there ought to be one. He makes this
asseltion based on his assessment of the growing impact of the communication
technologies in the broader society. He speculates that more sophisticated media
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combinations are likely to be widely available in the future and in that context he
cautions. "If we have notforged a relationship between media and learning - this
capability may be used primarily for interactive soap operas and on-line purchasing of
merchandise with automatic funds transfer" (p.8).
He contends that the failure to forge this link lay in the behavioural roots of the
media research agenda with its strong stimulus-response methodological approach. He
rejects the perspective of learning as a receptive response to the delivery of instmction
and asserts instead that "leaming is an active. constructive, cognitive and social process
by which the learner strategically manages available cognitive, physical and social
resources to create new knowledge by interacting with information already stored in
memory". On the basis of this view of learning. he contends that "we will understand
the potential for a relationship between media and learning when we consider it as an
interaction between cognitive processes and characteristics of the environment." (p.S).
With specific reference to the media. Kozma draws attention to what he regards
as their cognitively relevant capabilities or attributes. These he identifies as the
medium's technology. its symbol systems, and its processing capabilities. Technology
refers to the physical. mechanical or electronic capabilities of the medium which
determine its function: the symbols systems are the expressions by which information
is communicated, for example. spoken language, maps. graphs: the medium's
processing capabilities refer to its ability to operate on available symbol systems in
specified ways. for example to display, receive, transfom1 or evaluate information.
Kozma therefore argues that each medium is distinguishable in terms of its unique
capabilities and that a paI1icular medium can be described in tem1S of its capability to
present representations and perform operations in interaction with learners who are
themselves constructing representations and operating on them.
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Summary discussion
There are two factors distinguishing the perspective of these two theorists that
are worth noting. The first is that Clark's focus appears to be biased towards the
outcome of learning and the need to influence that outcome through the implementation
of appropriate methods. On the other hand, Kozma's approach does not reflect a
concern for outcomes: rather he is concerned with the process of learning. Secondly,
Clark sees media as perfol1Tling a compensatory role, supplanting the cognitive
capabilities that the learner does not have, relative to a given task. Kozma however,
projects a more equitable relationship between learner and media that involves an
interaction of their respective capabilities in a complementary fashion.
In spite of these differences, there is a fundamental similarity in that both
theorists are acknowledging that learning entails an interaction between learner and
medium. With regard to the perceived difference between their respective positions
about learning as outcome and learning as process. it can be argued that both
perspectives can be applicable depending on whether one is looking at the teachinglearning situation from a macro perspective, examining the learning process as a whole.
or from a micro perspective, focusing on media use in relation to specific learning
goals. At the level of practice. there may be greater integration between the two than is
acknowledged in this debate.

Learning in interactive technological environments
The notion of an interaction between learner and medium that is seen to
characterise the discussion between the two preceding theorists does not readily apply
when one considers learning in the telecommunications and computer-networked
environments. In fact the tem1 'media' can be regarded as a misnomer in its extended
application to these new technologies. For example, it is evident that there are sufficient
conceptual and functional differences between video and video-conferencing to suggest
that both cannot be adequately classified under the same label.
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An important feature of the discussion on these ne\\! 'media' is that they are
seen as environments that facilitate social interaction within \\'hich learning takes place.
In most instances however, as was evident in the discussions on collaborative learning.
the focus is on interaction at the interpersonal level with little or no attention being paid
to the likelihood of any interaction between the learner and the technology that is
facilitating the social interaction.
Wagner (199'+) seeks to extend the discussion on interaction as it applies to
learning in these conferencing environments and in particular to audio-conferencing. In
her discussion, she uses the terms instructional i1l1eractiol1s and system i1l1eractil'ity to
describe different types of interaction that take place within the environment. Referring
to the fOlmer, she states that "[this type of] interaction functions as an attribute of
effective instruction". and in the case of the latter, she explains that "interactivity
functions as an attribute of instructional delivery systems, pm1icularly those that use
telecommunications technologies" (p.7).
Wagner conceptualises system interactivity as operating almost exclusively at
the level of the technology with teacher and learner making no significant contribution
to its function. Then. based on that interpretation. she proposes the Interactive

Information Transpol1 r-.10del which she designed to represent how the audioconference
technology functions in supporting instructional interactions. Even though Wagner
recognises a media-related interactive function, she still does not identify a direct
learner-media interaction component as a feature of interaction in an audio-conferencing
environment.
To the extent that there is a media-dimension in the way most discussants
examine interaction in these environments, it can be said that it is implied in issues
raised about synchronous (real-time/time-dependent) and asynchronous (delayed/timeindependent) interaction that the technologies are respectively capable of supporting.
The ensuing discussion is therefore geared to exploring these two interactive
conditions. and to assess the extent to \\'hich their respective treatments in the literature
provide scope for entertaining a notion of learner-media interaction.
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Synchronous interaction
Audio-conferencing appears to be the more widely studied of the two
synchronous technologies. Indeed, Moore and Thompson (1991) have been able to
identify and review a substantial body of literature on the topic dating back some two
decades. My own review has revealed two approaches to the treatment of the topic. On
the one hand, there is a considerable body of writing promoting the technology and on
the other, a minority seeking to analyse leaming in its environment.
PromotinS! audio-conferencing
Lampikoski (1991) leaves no doubt that he is a strong advocate of audioconferencing as evidenced in his description of the initiatives taken by a training agency
with which he was associated. to convince its clientele of the value of audioconferencing. He justifies the agency's decision to change to this mode of delivery on
the grounds that "synchronous distance leaming brings with it the opportunity to
transmit infomlation simultaneously - to large audiences if necessary". The writer
asserts fUlther that "teleconferencing, and two-way radio and cable TV teaching, have
the considerable benefit of almost being face-to-face teaching situations" (pp.188-189).
Because of some resistance among students, the training agency set about to
investigate the probability of ultimate acceptance of the media and conducted a study
based on the following hypothesis:
In spite of the initial negative attitude, the majority of tele-teaching students will
find tele-teaching a positive experience when gauged by their feedback. (p.191)
Needless to say. the hypothesis was strongly supported by the results of the
study.
While this extreme promotional approach is the exception rather than the rule. it
is not unique in its very overt intention to justify the use of this medium. Moore ( 1994).
drawing on the experience of his own practice, gives his personal endorsement to
audio-conferencing. He asserts, "Audio-conferencing is a learner-centred. relatively
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inexpensive, robust and flexible medium that can be well integrated with other media in
a distance education program". (p.l). He then devotes the rest of the editorial to an
explanation of each of the qualities identified in this assertion, namely its learnercentredness, the fact that the medium is inexpensive and that it is robust and flexible.
To illustrate the medium's learner-centredness, he describes a typical teachinglearnin2 situation. He savs,
.
~

In teaching about education, for example, what I typically do in my audioconference classes (most of which last for at least three hours), is introduce a
subject and then set a task. or a problem, or a question for distant groups to
discuss or investigate. or in some other way to work on independently. Then I
bring the groups together and conduct a period of comparing and contrasting
results of group activity, in this way leading participants in a discovery of
knowledge. My teaching is based on a series of carefully selected questions and
a process of inter-student interaction and guided discovery (pp.l-:!).
From his description of his teaching strategy, one gets the impression that first.
~100re

is presenting this as an example of successful practice and secondly. that to a

large extent, he is attributing this success to the fact that all the students are able to
participate in the experience simultaneously within a specified three-hour period.
Synchrony is seen as a core contributing factor to the meaningfulness of the teachinglearning interaction.
To conclude the editorial, he emphasises that a media mix is important and that
"if courses are well designed and interactions well conducted, distance education based
on an audio-conference system will be cost effective and efficient" (p.4). It would
appear that in the media mix, Moore sees audio-conferencing as being the central
medium.
While Moore argues on the basis of practice. Anderson and Garrison (1995)
that
they
seek to determine the \'alue of the medium throu!!h
.... research. The methodol02v
-,
.,
.
lIsed consisted of an initial mail survey followed by a combination of field
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observations. interviews and focus groups. The overall aim was to examine how the
audio-conferencing environment facilitates the development of a community of inquiry
and critical thinking skills among students. The idea for the study emerged out of the
researchers' conviction that "the defining characteristic of audio-conference-enhanced
distance education is a substantial increase in human interaction: this increase has the
potential to markedly change the nature, pract;ce and context of the distance education
experience" (p.29).
The target objective of the study was to examine the relationship between
students' perceptions of their learning and the teaching-learning strategies employed in
the audio-conferencing context. One specific finding of the study was that 83% of the
students. responding to open-ended questions as well as interviews. demonstrated an
appreciation of the pacing that accompanies a regularly scheduled teleconference
course. Based on the overall results. the researchers concur that a community of inquiry
exists \\'hen there are frequent audio-conference meetings. when there is no directed
learning package. when there is an emphasis on developing a stable 'virtual' classroom
milieu. when learning activities are designed to bring out and develop group skills and
knowledge. and finally. when teacher and students share in detennining course content
and evaluation.
On the basis of a strong endorsement of the medium by the students of the
study. Anderson and Garrison assert that "it is presumptuous of educators to assume
that total independence of time and location is the most desirable or the most effective
method of delivering quality distance education" (p.40). This remark shows clearly that
these writers have little regard for human interaction that does not occur in real time (see
also Garrison. 1990. cited earlier).
Assessment of comments
When the above contributions are taken collectively. what emerges is that the
use of this synchronous technology is being advocated based on a series of capabilities
that are only loosely related to one another. Specifically. there are claims that the
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technology can allow for simultaneous transmission of information to large audiences:
can facilitate the implementation of a teaching strategy thar combines teacher
introduction of task across all sites with subsequent simultaneous site-based group
activity; and can encourage the design of learning activities that can bring out and
develop group skills and knowledge. Unfortunately. no attempt is made in the
respective contributions to analyse the features of the technology that make it capable of
facilitating any of these activities. Neither is there any mention of any likely effect that
the learners' behaviour within the environment could have had on their performance of
these activities. In short. it is likely that there is an interaction between learner and the
audio-conferencing technology but this has not been explored.
Analysing learning throu£!h audio-conferencing
In contrast to the above. Cookson and Chang ( 1995) provide a more analytical
treatment of the attributes and functions of audio-conferencing. These researchers set
out to develop "an instrument appropriate for the tabulation. analysis and interpretation
of audio-conferencing instructional interactions" (p.IS). Of interest in this regard is the
distinction that they make between social interaction and instructional interaction. Social
interaction. they state. refers to the interpersonal communication that takes place
between individuals in social settings. They apply this definition both to face-to-face
communication as well as to communication mediated by the interactive technologies.
Instructional interaction. they state. refers specifically to "interpersonal transactions
associated with the processes of teaching and learning that occur within an instructional
setting" (p.I9).
Description of MACS
They build their own analytical framework. namely the Multidimensional
Audio-conferencing Classification System (MACS). drawing on the above definitions
as well as other understandings of the concept of interaction. In this regard. they
identify two sets of structures in social interaction. namely contextual structures and
interactional structures. The former. they state. comprise aspects of culture and society
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and refer more specifically to the power relations derived from that wider socio-cultural
setting: interactional stntctures are seen as being situation-specific or episode-specific.
Their framework is also influenced by Moore's (1989) three types of interaction
discussed earlier, as well as by four "critical conditions of audio-conferencing", which
they define as mediation by technology, challenging administrative an·angements. the
absence of a visual channel of conm1Unication and the geographical dispersal of the
instructor and the learners. The inclusion of these four critical conditions in the design
of the MACS is \vorth noting. Their articulation suggests that the authors are
recognising attributes of audio-conferencing that can impact on learning.
All of the above influence the design of MACS which itself comprises five
components. namely instructional interpersonal interactions. source of communication.
target of communication, instructor/participant responses to distance. and instructional
procedures. The researchers also list subcategories within each of these components.
For example, 'instructional interpersonal interactions'. which is the core component of
the system. comprises five dimensions namely the social-emotional dimension (positive
and mixed), the task-area dimension (attempted answers). the task-area dimension
(questions), the social-emotional area dimension (negative and mixed) and
miscellaneous. Each of these dimensions is reflected in specific types of behaviours.
Consequently across all dimensions of the instructional interpersonal interactions
component. there are :20 types of behaviours
Cookson and Chang see their system as being important in the light of the
growing trend in the USA for conventional universities to incorporate audioconferencing into their teaching-learning programmes. as they transform themselves
into dual mode institutions.
Assessment of MACS
The work of these two researchers introduces an imp0l1ant dimension into the
examination of this medium. Specifically it offers practitioners and researchers a tool
that is potentially capable of facilitating evaluation of teaching-learning processes in an
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audio-conferencing environment. They emphasise that their work was still in progress
at the time of writing. and they admit that there were problems in applying the
instmment during initial testing. It is likely that these problems were as a result of the
very complexity of the instrument. The researchers' attempt to incorporate attributes of
social interaction, instmctional interaction and the audio-conferencing technology itself,
all in fairly substantial detail. is probably too ambitious. Nonetheless, the direction that
they take significantly enhances the research agenda of interaction in the context of the
interactive teleconm1Unications technologies. More specifically, one aspect of their
research design, namely the m1iculation of the four critical conditions of audioconferencing, suggests that they recognise a relationship between the learner and the
technology.
Perceptions anollt wnchronv
An impoI1ant factor evident in all of the above contributions. is the taken for
granted belief. whether stated or implied, that a face-to-face situation provides the ideal
teaching-learning environment and that, as far as possible, distance education should
aim to emulate it. Thus. what really recommends audio-conferencing. is its perceived
ability to reconstitute an environment that closely resembles the face-to-face classroom
situation.
In contrast, I have suggested elsewhere that "real-time interaction cannot and
does not sustain all the relevant cognitive processes required in most knowledgebuilding activities", and that, "this is especially so where one is dealing with knowledge
whose boundaries are more fluid than fixed" (Kuboni, Jan. 1996). The reflection and
consolidation that is required in any learning situation cannot always be accommodated
in a real-time interactive situation. At times there may be a need for infoln1ation to
SUpp0I1 the reflection that is not accessible at the moment. At other times. participants
may simply need to distance themselves and draw on their own internal cognitive
resources in order to enhance their participation in the interaction. Whatever the reason.
delayed interaction ought to be given equal consideration in the design of learning
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experiences.
Asvnchronous interaction
The treatment of the asynchronous technologies in the literature closely parallels
that observed for the synchronous. The discussions are largely prescriptive and
promotional with a lim.ited orientation towards the analytical. A notable difference
between the two sets of discussions though is that. in the case of the asynchronous.
greater attention is paid to identifying (though not necessarily examining) the attributes
of the technology and their respective functions in supp0I1ing the learning process.
The asynchronous environment most discussed in the literature reviewed is
conferencing as provided through computer mediated communication systems (CMC).
As noted earlier, computer conferencing is identified as the environment most suited for
supporting collaborative learning.
Promotin!! computer-conferencin!!.
Gunawardena ( 1991 ), cited earlier. discounts the value of the real-time
interactive technologies. stating that they are usually only capable of one-to-one
communication and are thus ill-suited for co-operative learning between groups of
learners located at different sites. Like other advocates of collaborative leaming.
Gunawardena places a high priority on group activity and thus strongly favours the
capability of CMC to support many-to-many interaction and more specifically to
provide for this in a conferencing environment that can be accessed by the respective
participants at any time. The conferencing features that she highlights include
directories of users and conferences, conference management tools, search facilities.
and the ability to customise the system with special commands for specific groups. Of
course, the overall recommending factor is that the CMC system is not time-bound. She
asserts thut "the asynchronous feature of CMC systems ... offers an advantage in that
the C\1C class is open twenty four hours

@

day. seven days

the time schedules of distance learners" (p.14).

@

week to accommodate
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Klemm and SnelI (1995) echo these views about CMC. Like Gunawardena.
they hold the view that the CMC conferencing capability has important advantages. but
they also caution that there is need to structure it efficiently in order to derive optimum
benefits from it. They are critical of existing CMC systems since. in their view, these
do not provide an adequate conferencing environment and they cite the sequential
threaded-topic discussion fom1at. derived from the basic e-mail system. as being the
source of this inadequacy. While they acknowledge that what obtains in most CMC
environments is an enhanced version of the basic e-mail format. they maintain that the
stmcture is still basically linear and this they regard as a limitation.
Against this background. they propose their FORUM software which they
regard as an advancement in that it provides hypertext linkages among information
items. which the authors regard as an improvement on both the linear organisation of
the e-mail format as well as the rigid hierarchy of bulletin boards. To illustrate the
FORUM structure. they describe the conference which they had set up for one of their
courses (Klemm and Snell. 1996).
The conference comprised pre-established documents to accommodate students'
input in the form of 'Agree' and 'Disagree' Arguments. Students were required to
generate these. based on a specific exercise that had been set. Students were also
expected to make inputs into 'Issues'. 'Comments', and 'Questions' documents. The
hypertext feature of FORUM was intended to allow students to make linkages bet\\'een

any or all of the latter three documents, and for between the contents of these
documents and the 'Agree' and 'Disagree' documents respectively.
Analysin~

learning through computer-conferencing

While Klemm and Snell focus on prescribing approaches for structuring
computer conferencing. Henri (1992) seeks to develop a tool that can be used to
facilitate analysis of the teaching-learning processes that occur within the conferencing
environment. Based on his o\\'n review of the literature. he contends that current
knowledge on learning in a C~1C environment does not adequately address the
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pedagogical characteristics of the content of conferences. Thus he makes a case for the
development of "an appropriate analytical method that would identify the learning
processes and strategies selected or developed by learners" (p.121). Drawing on his
assessment of existing research methodologies. he argues for a movement away from
quantitative towards qualitative approaches to the analysis of teaching and learning
through computer conferencing and he himself proposes the method of content analysis
based on a qualitative approach.
In developing a research tool based on content analysis, Henri, like Cooks on
and Chang discussed earlier, is using a methodology that is attracting attention and is
considered as being more appropriate than others for analysing teaching-learning
processes in open and distance learning (Hawkridge, 1995).
Henri sets two criteria for the development of his tool. First. it would focus on
the learning process as revealed through the messages of the respective participants.
Secondly, it would recognise learning as 'process' rather than 'product', highlighting
"what and how the learner understands. rather than what should have been understood"
(p.123). Based on these two conditions. he developed the Framework for Content
Analysis to provide educators with a tool for understanding the process of learning in a
computer mediated conferencing environment. which would also be capable of looking
"beyond the surface meaning of the exchanged messages" (p.118).
Description of Framework
The Framework comprises five dimensions, namely the participative, the social,
the interactive, the cognitive and the meta-cognitive. Henri explains that the first three
relate to the processes that structure the content of the conference and shape its patterns
while the latter two deal respectively with strategies that students use to do a task and to
manage and control the learning situation.
He defines the pm1iciparive dimension as a compilation of the number of
messages or statements. Participation reveals itself as a quantitative measure, in the
number of times pi1l1icipants enter a message. the duration of the connection and the
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number of statements they make that are directly related to the formal content of the
lesson. Henri contends that data on pa11icipation can provide a breakdown of educator
and learner messages and, in conjunction with other data, can show the relative
importance of the educator in the exchanges and in the learning process.
The social dimension is revealed in statements not related to the formal content.
Henri claims that the frequency of this type of data in the conference might indicate the
level of learner focus on the task, or the level of social cohesiveness in the group, or the
extent to which the affective is supporting the learning process.
Interactivity emerges out of phrases and expressions that show a connection to
other messages, slIch as 'As we said earlier'. He distinguishes between explicit and
implicit interactivity. The fonner he defines as any statement made in response to or as
a commentary on a preceding statement which explicitly mentions the message or
person to which it is referring. The latter is also a response statement but does not
include any reference to a preceding stimulus situation. Within this dimension. he also
identifies the independent statement which. though related to the subject under
discussion, is neither an answer nor a commentary and does not lead to any fUIther
statements.
The cognitive dimension. according to Henri. is revealed in those elements
within messages which give information about the skills that people use in
understanding. reasoning. critical thinking and problem resolution. In this context, he
recognises five subskills namely elementary clarification, in-depth clarification,
inference. judgement, strategies. With regard to the last mentioned for example,
learners are considered to be implementing a strategy if they are deciding on an action to
be taken or proposing a solution. He also highlights the need to identify a
complementary set of indicators related to depth of information processing as a means
of evaluating whether the cognitive subskills are being performed at a surface or an indepth level of information processing.
In relation to the meta-cognitive dimension. Henri makes a distinction between
mew-cognitive knowledge and meta-cognitive skills. The f0l111er, he says, provides
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factual information about the person, task and strategies involved in the conference. For
example knowledge of the person is expected to indicate "nIl that is known or believed
about the characteristics of humans as cognitive beings" (p.132). The latter refers

to

the

learners' capability to evaluate. plan and regulate the learning situation as well as to
demonstrate self-awareness in relation to a given task.
Assessment of Framework
Henri's Framework was used as the reference point for developing my own
framework for analysing data in my observation study. Consequently it will be
discussed in greater detail in Chapter 7.
It is worth noting though that. like Cookson and Chang's Multidimensional
Audio-conferencing Classification System (MACS). Henri's Framework has as its goal
the evaluation of teaching-learning processes as they occur in a conferencing
environment. In this regard it gives high priority to identifying and analysing the
cognitive and mew-cognitive aspects of the interaction.
While recognising similarities between the MACS and this Framework. it can
be argued that the latter is less complex and more clearly articulated. The distinction
between the dimensions is easily recognisable. thus making it more robust than the
~lACS

to suppon and facilitate data analysis.
Another factor worth noting is thar, apart from the four critical conditions of

audio-conferencing that were built into the MACS, and the participative dimension of
Henri's Framework that requires quantitative data on the messages entered, neither of
these two tools is essentially medium-specific. One cannot underestimate the
importance of this development in which the focus is on the teaching and learning
whate\'er the context in which this activity is taking place. In this regard, one recalls the
earlier comment about collaborative learning (and, by extension, much of the writing on
computer mediated communication). that claims were being made about its capability to
facilitate different types of learning but that these claims were not substantiated.
Consequently this analytical orientation to the study of teaching and learning in a
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conferencing environment is to be welcomed.
Nonetheless what is also evident is that the media-learning relationship that is
the focus of the works of Clark and Kozma. as discussed in the preceding section. is
not a feature of these studies of the conferencing technologies.
Summary discussion
The significance of the discussion on both audio-conferencing and computerconferencing is that. whether overtly acknowledged or not. it draws attention to
synchrony and asynchrony as impoI1ant learning-related factors. The fact that these two
conditions actually define the nature of the respective technologies has heightened their
importance in the agenda of open and distance learning. In addition. even though the
discussants reviewed do not tre:.lt these conditions as requiring analysis. the notion of
time-dependent and time-independent interaction deserves closer investigation in
relation to types of teaching-learning events and the learning process itself.
It is also clear that the use of the term 'media' to refer to these technologies
involves some extension of the concept that defines the conventional objects such as
film. television/video. radio/audio and computer. Consequently the conventional ways
of thinking about a media-learning relationship would not apply. Nonetheless the
notion of media as SUppolling learning rather than as primarily conveying information.
is aptly suited as a starting point for explming the possibilities of learner-media
interaction as it pellains to learning in the conferencing environments.

l\ledia classification based on Conversational Framework
LaUl·illard's (1993) media classification scheme provides the basis for the third
discussion on media and learning. Laurillard developed her scheme out of her
perspective of the learning process. In this regard. her approach to the study and use of
media is different from that observed in most of the works reviewed in the preceding
subsection on synchronous and asynchronous interaction. Except for the analytical
treatment of Cookson and Chang. and Henri respectively. the point of departure for
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those discussants was always the medium (technology) and its inherent (often
unexplored) capability to SUpp0I1 learning based on one or other interactive condition.
Laurillard takes a reverse route. She starts off by outlining her conception of the
learning process. This conception is ultimately constituted as the Conversational
Framework which the author presents as a model of an ideal teaching-learning
interaction. It is this Framework that she uses to assess the capability of the respective
media to suppon various aspects of the learning process as represented in the
Framework itself. Consequently any discussion of Laurillard's approach to the study of
media and learning must stal1 with an examination of the Framework.
Overview of Conversational Framework
Laurillard sees the learning process as being analogous to a conversation
between a teacher and learner. Learners perform cenain functions at given stages of that
conversation. and teachers. whether in person or through the respective media. perform
appropriate cOITesponding functions to facilitate learner movement towards the stated
learning goal. The functions that both teachers and learners perfOITIl in that
'conversation' are described as being disclIrsi\·e. adapril'e, imeracril'e and rej7ectil'e
respectively. These four functions, which are operationalised within the Framework,
are subsequently used to assess the capability of the respective teaching media. Media
are therefore viewed in terms of their capability to perform teaching functions that are
discursive. adaptive, interactive and reflective and to allow learners to engage in similar
functions.
The four media functions
Discursive media are those which reveal (or allow to be revealed) the teacher's
conception of a topic or task goal and provide scope for learners to reveal theirs as well.
Through the airing of their respective conceptions, the teacher can reflect on the
student's conceptions and is better positioned to make appropriate adjustments when redescribing her (the teacher's) conception. For his part, the student is able to modify his
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description in light of the teacher's re-description. Laurillard lists the various
teleconferencing media as examples of discursi\'e media.
Adaptive media comprise those which are able to adapt the continuing dialogue
in order to bridge any gap that is detected bet\\'een the teacher's and the learner's
conceptions. In order to do this. the media. as teacher. formulate intermediary tasks
based on information dra\\'n from the 'world'. In this context. the 'world' represents a
broader body of knowledge that is accessible to both teacher and student. Laurillard
considers the computer-based tutorial simulation as an adapti\'e medium.
With regard to the interactive media. it must be noted that the term 'interactive'
as used here has its origins in a computer-based setting where. according to Laurillard.
it refers to " the computer's capability to be programmed to change its behaviour
according to the learner's input" (p.268). Interactive media allow learners to act to
achieve a task goal. The notion of the learner 'acting' also implies that something in the
'world' that is being acted on must change observably as a result of that action. There is
also a requirement that the learner must receive meaningful informative feedback
whether from his 0\\,11 action or from the teacher about the appropriateness of the
action. Laurillard cites computer-based modelling as an example of interactive media.
Reflective media allow the learner time to consider feedback on his actions and
to make the link to the topic goal. Within the conversation. the teacher also requires
time for reflection.
Classifying the media
Laurillard's classification scheme is therefore based on these four main
functions which are further subdivided into twelve sub-functions. She then rates each
medium on a yes/no scale in relation to each of the twelve.
The majority of the media that she classifies do not. on their own. meet all the
requirements outlined above. Only two are optimaUy suited. on their own. namely the
tutorial simulation and intelli!!ent tutorin!!.... svstems.
(thou!!h Laurillard has some
.
'-

reservations about the latter).

'-
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The respective media of second generation distance education which Laurillard
collectively refers to as the audio-visual media do not rate very highly. Video is rated as
being capable of accommodating four of the twelve sub-functions. and print. just one.
Both allow for the teacher's description of her conception. Beyond that. video also
allows the teacher to set the task goal and to set up the 'world' to give intrinsic
feedback on the student's actions. Because of its pause feature video also allows the
student time to reflect on his interaction in order to modify his description.
Thus. based on the scheme. print is classified as being only partially discursive:
it allows for the teacher's description of her conception but not the student's. Video is
also only pm1ialIy discursive but in addition. it can also accommodate a limited number
of the features of the adaptive and reflective dimensions.
In spite of her own low rating of print. video and some of the other media.
LaurilIard does not exclude any. Rather she recommends that attention be paid to
making appropriate combinations. She maintains.
[This kind of analysis] should help to clarify where a particular medium fails to
support the student. and to suggest which media it should be combined with.
Stand-alone media-based packages will never be sufficient ... However the
media comparison shows how to integrate a range of media in order to best
exploit the strengths of each. (p.176)

Critique of classification scheme
Laurillard's approach to analysing media and learning shares some important
features with that adopted by Kozma. Both theorists explore the notion of a relationship
between the learner and media. and both do so on the basis of identifiable (or
potentially identifiable) media and learner functions. With regard to media functions.
Kozma asse11s that the capability of the respective media to SUppOl1 learning rests on the
functions of their key attributes. namely their technology. symbol systems and
processing capabilities. Laurillard also recognises media attributes. However. while
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Kozma identifies his as features inherent to the media themselves. Laurillard derives
hers from her conception of the learning process and then applies them as appropriate to
the respective media. It can be said therefore that Kozma recognises primary attributes
while LaurilIard is referring to secondary attributes. Nonetheless the notion of learning
taking place as a result of a relationship between learner and media functions is evident
in the outlook of both theorists.
In this regard, LaUl'illard's work represents a significant departure from other
media classification schemes where the focus is not on learning taking place as a result
of the media supporting the learning process, but on the capability of the respective
media to transmit different types of information (e.g. Gagne, Briggs and Wager,
1992).

Critique of Framework
Gi\'en the relationship which Laurillard herself establishes between the media
classification scheme and the Conversational Framework. ultimately the
appropriateness of the scheme must be measured in terms of the appropriateness of the
Framework itself. Laurillard specifies that the Framework is applicable for the learning
of academic knowledge. By extension therefore. it is for the learning of academic
knowledge that the classification scheme is intended to be used to evaluate the
respective media.
In developing her conception of knowledge, Laurillard distinguishes between
everyday knowledge and academic knowledge. She explains that "Everyday knowledge
is located in our experience of the world [and] academic knowledge is located in our
experience of our experience of the world (p.26). Consequently. she asserts that the
Framework is not applicable to "learning through experience. nor to 'everyday
learning', nor to those training programmes that focus on skills alone .. , " (p.l 01).
In clarifying her perspective on academic knowledge, Laurillard contends that
students must be able to go beyond acting on the world and learn to represent the
world. that they mllst operate at the second-order level of descriptions of actions on the
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world. At the same time. she cautions against underestimating the difficulty that such an
undertaking presents for the student. She states,
Academic knowledge does not present itself through experience with the world.
The link is more tenuous than that. Academic knowledge is related to the
experience of the world it describes, but it also requires a great deal of
contemplative reflection on that experience. FUl1hermore. the perspective
described in an academic text is not a clear glass window onto the world ... The
student has to do a lot of work to discern the point being made. (pp.53-54)
Given this notion of academic knowledge. Laurillard contends that through
leaming, students must come to apprehend the structure of the content being leamt
since "meaning is given through structure", and that. "for students to interpret a
complex academic discourse as having a specific meaning, they must be able to
apprehend the implicit structure of that discourse" (p.51) (italics mine).
This notion of academic discourse having a specific meaning is reflected in the
design of the Framework. The conception that the teacher holds is presented as the one
that the student must ultimately come to accept since it is the teacher's conception that
presents the accurate representation of the world. Thus the overall function of the
Framework is to guide the student to the point where he comes to represent the world in
the way the teacher does.
It can be argued that what limits the applicability of the Framework is not
primarily the likelihood that the knowledge base of many areas of study may not
conform to the stated attributes of academic knowledge, but that the closed,
unnegotiable conception of knowledge for academic purposes that the author holds,
does not adequately represent the nature of knowledge in all the disciplines in higher
education and par1icularly, it does not reflect the knowledge of teacher education.

-

that are worth emulatin!!. In
Nonetheless. the Framework embodies strate2:ies
~
fact. rather than being a single teaching strategy. the Framework can be viewed as an
embodiment of at least three strategies. There is the p!u:IlO1nellographic dimension.

87

where teacher and student are able to provide their own separate conceptions of the
phenomena being studied. there is the guided discol'ery aspect. as the teacher adapts
the dialogue in order to facilitate the student's movement towards a given goal. and
there is the reflectil'e dimension to allow both teacher and student to ret1ect on past
actions in order to determine futur.· actions. Laurillard insists that however one
approaches the use of the Framework. it is necessary to complete the entire process. It
is likely that there may also be benefits in isolating and building on any of these three
component teaching-learning strategies of the Framework.
In the final analysis however, the appropriateness of selecting media based on
this Framework taken as a whole. would depend to a significant degree on the extent to
which one embraces Laurillard's conception of academic knowledge that underpins the
Framework. For ultimately, it is academic knowledge (through which students are able
to represent the world) that inforn1s the nature of the relationship between the respective
media and the learning process.

Conclusion
A fundamental perspective emerging from the works of some of the theorists
discussed is that media in open and distance learning should be considered in telms of
their capability to support learning rather than as vehicles for the transmission of
content. There are four implications of this conceptual shift that VI'arrant attention. First
it opens up scope for envisaging uses of the media for a wider range of learning events.
This expanded outlook is already evident in the work of some of the authors discussed.
For example. Klemm and SnelI's design of a computer-conferencing environment is
intended to support students engaging in higher order thinking skills and in the process
!Zenerating
.
.......

their own knowled!Ze.
LaurilIard's Conversational Framework is intended to
....

classify media according to their capabilities to perform and/or SUpp0l1 a wide range of
teaching-learning functions. It is evident therefore that a conception of media as
suppol1ers of learning entails a changed perspective in the selection and design of media
for open and distance learning,
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Secondly. it also provides scope for envisaging a media-learner interaction and
for exploring the attributes and capabilities that both media and the learner bring to the
process. Laurillard's Conversational Framework provides an important base for reorienting thinking in this direction. At the same time. none of the discllssions on the
conferencing technologies are oriented to recognising or exploring such a relationship.
Based on the literature reviewed. the notion of a learner-media interaction remains
largely underdeveloped.
Thirdly. it has implications for the relationship between teachers and students or
even more generally between teaching institutions and students. in particular in contexts
where top-down relationships appear to be rigidly entrenched.
Finally, a shift from media as conveyors of info1TI1ation to media as supporters
of learning has opened up the possibility for recognising a parallel shift in conceptions
of knowledge as a factor in the learning process. This aspect will be addressed in the
succeeding chapter.
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CHAPTER 5
LEARNER-KNO\VLEDGE INTERACTION

Introduction
As already noted in Chapter 3, a distinction is made in this study between
knowledge that exists as an external phenomenon and that which exists as cognitive
resources internal to an individual. Emerging out of that position, is the further
assertion that the development of a learner's knowledge base is more directly influenced
by his/her manipulation of internal cognitive resources rather than by any direct
engagement with knowledge in the public domain, including the subject matter content.
The chapter is intended therefore to project the manipulation of knowledge at this
c02nitive level as learner-knowled2:e interaction.
~

~

The chapter explores the work of theorists, including some from outside the
open and distance learning community whose outlook on the relationship between
learning and knowledge is consistent with the position taken above.
In this regard, the chapter examines the notion of learning as ;ntc17lal and
extel71al c01l\'ersatioll. in which the individual engages with the self and with resources

outside of the self: it also looks at the theory of constructivism and, as an extension of
this topic. it briefly examines the role of language in a conception of learning as
knowledge construction. While, as noted earlier, subject matter content is not itself the
focus of study, its importance cannot be disregarded since, along with knowledge from
other sources, it constitutes the external body of knowledge that teachers and learners
draw on as they engage in the cognitive activity. Thus the chapter will address issues
related to the nature of that external body of knowledge and specifically, the knowledge
of professional education given the focus on teacher education in this study.
Finally, in light of deficiencies cited earlier regarding the treatment of power and
control in the discussion on social interaction. this chapter returns to this issue for a
more detailed treatment.
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An interpretation
Spencer (1991), in a review of Piaget's work on cognition. explains that Piaget
views the knowledge that people llse. not in the behaviourist sense of a copy of reality.
but in the more cognitive sense of a "unique, individual construction". In this regard.
Spencer, quoting Piaget (1971), makes the point that "to know an object is to act upon
it and transform it" (p.159). Kozma (1994), in setting the stage for his perspective on
media influence on learnin2:, defines learnin2: as,
~

~

an active. constructive, cognitive and social process by which the learner
strategically manages available cognitive, physical and social resources to create
new knowledge by interacting with infom1ation already stored in memory".
(p.S)
In light of the above. the discussion in this chapter is informed by a perspective
of learning as knowledge-building or knowledge-construction that takes place as the
individual engages with his or her own cognitive resources. This activity is seen to
occur both when the individual is on his or her own and when interacting with other
resources, whether human or non-human, in the wider environment.

Learning as conversation
Earlier. reference was made to Holmberg's idea of an internal conversation.
Several other theorists in the \\'ider educational environment have used the
'conversation' metaphor to describe the learning process. The work of Harri-Augstein
and Thomas (1991) is of special significance in this regard.
Learnin~

conversation

Harri-Augstein and Thomas (1991) make use of this metaphor as they develop
their concept of Self-Organised Learning. These writers take as their starting point the
position that learning involves conversation and they state that, "We learn by
conversing with ourselves. with others and with the world around us" (p.3). They
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funher define learning as "the conversational construction of personally significant.
relevant and viable meaning" (p.6). Against this background. they propose the notion
of the Learning Conversation operating at two levels:
We conceive of two separable aspects of conversational learning which appear
to go on in parallel. One is the external exchange between the leamer and their
resource, the other is the learner's inner exchange with themselves. This is the
hidden resource which feeds the outer conversation. Even when fuJJy
reconstructed, one's verbal understanding of [the hidden resource] necessarily
remains incomplete. Its language is largely non-verbal and the deeper
contributor to it usually takes little pan in the conscious reconstruction. But it is
at this deeper level that some of the more significant encounters take place and
enable the learner to transmute meanings and evolve as a conversational scientist
into a new phase of personal growth. (pp. 58-59)
Two factors are wonh noting abollt the way Harri-Augstein and Thomas
conceive of a learning conversation. First, while they acknowledge the existence of
both an inner and outer conversation, it is the function of the inner conversation. or
inner exchange. to which they accord the higher priority. They take this position based
on the perspective that it is "the hidden resource which feeds the outer conversation".
Further. given their asseI1ion about the role of deeper level processes in enabling the
learner to develop into a conversational scientist. it is evident that these writers conceive
of learning as an operation that is essentially self-driven.
The influence of Personal Construct Theory
This self-directed view of learning that Harri-Augstein and Thomas project,
reflects the influence of KeIly's Personal Construct Theory (PCT) and the writers
themselves acknowledge this. Indeed their use of the term 'conversational scientist', to
describe the learner (see above). is no doubt an adaptation of KeJJy's 'man as
scientist'. Also reflectiw of the influence of PCT is their reference elsewhere to a
".. reservoir of meanings deep within us that determines what we can perceive, what we
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remember, what we understand and what we can achieve" (p.70).
This notion of self-directedness is the core feature of Personal Constmct
Theory. Bannister and Mail' (1968), in their review of Kelly's work, explain that,
according to peT, a person is not an object that is impelled into action. but rather "a
fOIm of motion with the direction of the motion controlled by the ways in which events
are anticipated". By way of further explanation, they state that "the ways in which a
person anticipates events are defined by his personal constructs". They then define a
constmct as a way in which some things are interpreted as being alike and at the same
time different from other things. Thus, using Kelly's own words. they assert.
We cannot say that constructs are essences distilled by the mind out of available
reality. They are imposed UpOIl events. not abstracted j;'O/II them. There is only
one place they come from. that is from the person \vho is to use them. He
devises them ... A construct is the basic contrast between two groups. When it
is imposed. it serves both to distinguish between its elements and to group
them. The construct refers to the nature of the distinction one attempts to make
between events. (p.16)
It is through this theory that Kelly affirms his belief in man-as-scientist who

"comes to know the world by means of the constructions he places upon it" and who is
only "bound by events to the extent that his ingenuity limits his possibilities for reconstruing these events" (Bannister and Mail'. 1968. p.6).
Harri-Augstein and Thomas are not the only theorists whose view of learning
reflects the influence of Personal Constmct Theory. Candy (1991) also draws on it in
his conception of constmctivism which underlies his thinking about self-directed
learning. Candy queries notions of teaching that imply that there is an objective reality
to which learners should be introduced. He hastens to add though that he is not denying
the existence of an outside reality; rather what he is proposing is that that reality can
never be directly known. He contends therefore that" ... knowledge is neither a copy
nor a mirror of reality. but the forms and content of knowledge are constIUcted by the
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one who experiences it" (p.263). Extending on this issue, he acknowledges that it is
likely that different individuals, using different systems of personal constructs, may
interpret or construe the same reality in different ways. In the light of this assumption,
he provides this explanation of constructivism:
Constructivism in education is concerned with two things: how learners
construe (or interpret) events and ideas, and how they constl'llct (build or

assemble) structures of meaning. The constant dialectical interplay between
construing and constructing is at the hem1 of a constructivist approach to
education, whether it be listening to a lecture, unde11aking a laboratory session.
attending a workshop, reading a text or engaging in any other learning acti\'ity.
(p.271)

In building their respective conceptions of learning out of the principles of PCT,
Harri-Augstein and Thomas. as well as Candy, are projecting a \'iew of the learner as a
self-propelling agent. Their perspective. like PCT itself. represents a movement away
from behaviourist views of learning. According to Bannister and Mair, PCT rejects the
perspective that the behaviour of an individual is determined either by stimuli that
account for the direction of a person's movement, or by needs or motives which carry
their own directional signal within them. Rather, they assert that the theory is based on
the assumption that the human being is self-propelling and "mO\'es in the direction of
increased meaning in his own individual terms" (Bannister and Mair, 1968, p.ll).
Critique of Personal Construct Theory
While other theorists may also reject the behaviourist perspective, they do not
necessarily endorse PCT's focus on the individual as the sole agent of his or her
learning. Procter and Pan), (1977), while accepting the basic tenets of PCT, are
concerned about the theory's lack of consideration of social processes in the
individual's coming to know the world. They express the view that "psycholo2:\' as a
~.

whole. because it makes the illdi\'idua! the focus of con\'enience. ignores the vital role
of social processes". With regard to PCT in particular. they contend that as it stands
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"[it] is still in danger of oversimplifying the effect of social factors on development" and
they highlight the need to examine in more detail "how society influences the course of
construct system development". They suggest that this influence happens in two ways:
Firstly [society] provides people with their validational experience. directly
affecting the implications of their elaborative choices. Secondly a construct
system is developed \vhich reflects the ideology. constraining a person to act in
a re/mil'ety limited set of possible ways (p. 162).
However they hasten to add that sociologists may be going to the other extreme
in viewing the individual merely as a passive occupant of socially determined roles and
that they themselves were not underestimating the creative potential of the individual
human being.
It can be said that Procter and ParI)"s acknowledgement of this tension between
the constraint of social forces and personal agency provides a necessary counterbalance
to the strong focus on the learner as a self-propelling agent that is particularly evident in

HaITi-Augstein and Thomas' conception of the Learning Conversation.
The tension between the social and the personal in construct development. as
discussed by Procter and Parry. parallels Moore's notion of transactional distance
which. as noted earlier. im'olves the interplay between dialogue. as controlled by the
learner, and structure. as implemented by the teaching institution.
Like transactional distance, this tension can be regarded as dra\ving attention to
the broader issue of power and control. What is interesting about Procter and Parry's
perspective is that the writers seem to be locating the issue of control not simply at the
level of social intercourse. but even more so at the level of the psychological. It can be
argued that, by suggesting that social factors can impact on construct development,
these writers are challenging Harri-Augstein and Thomas' notion of the 'hidden
resource' functioning completely under the control of the individual learner.
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Summary discussion
Harri-Augstein and Thoma~' Learning Conversation introduces an added
dimension to the knowledge-building activity that was not highlighted in my earlier
treatment of learner-knowledge interaction. Their perspective involves learners
engaging with resources both at an internal and an external level. My own conception of
learner-knowledge interaction, emerging as it does from my re-interpretation of Bates'
interaction as an individual isolated activity, focuses on what Harri-Augstein and
Thomas refer to as the 'inner conversation'. The issue of whether or not cognitive
activity can also be interpreted as a phenomenon that extends beyond the self, will be
addressed in the succeeding section. However, it is important to note that for HaITiAugstein and Thomas, it is the inner conversation that is impOltant. It is the inner
conversation that drives the 'outer conversation'.
In this regard, Procter and Parry's focus on the social. highlights a likely
deficiency in Han'i-Augstein and Thomas' very marked self-directed perspective on
learning, Procter and Pan'y's position regarding the impact of broader environmental
factors on learning, cannot be ignored.
Finally, the issue of power and control as it emerges in Procter and Parry's
examination of the tension between social forces and personal agency in constmct
development is also W0!1h noting. As noted earlier, the significance of this discussion is
that it highlights control not only as a function of social. interpersonal relationships, but
also as a factor impacting at the level of internal psychological processes.
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Constructivism
Through their focus on meaning-generation. the above theorists share common
ground with others who may be considered as being among the principal proponents of
constructivism within the field of education.
Analysin~

the concept

In introducing their discussion of constructivism, Duffy and Jonassen (1991 )
consider it appropriate to make a distinction between objectivist and constructivist
conceptions of the world. They state that, according to the objectivist tradition "the
world is completely and correctly structured in terms of entities, propel1ies and
relations", and that experience plays no part in that structuring. They assert further that,
for the objectivist, meaning exists in the world independently of the experiences which
people have. The goal of understanding. according to the objectivists. is to know "the
entities, attributes and relations that exist". In the objectivist tradition therefore, "the
goal is to strive for complete and correct understanding" (pp. 8-9).
By contrast. the writers maintain that while constructivism acknowledges that
there is a real world that we experience. meaning does not exist in the world but rather
is imposed on it by people. Consequently. based on the constructivist way of thinking,
there are many ways to structure the world and many meanings to be derived from any
event or concept.
Duffy and Jonassen's notion of a constructivist world view is reflected in the
philosophical framework which Savery and Duffy (1995) propose. The latter two
writers build their framework on three propositions.
First, they assert that understanding is in our interaction with the environment,
that what is learned cannot be considered separately from how it is learned. They go
fUl1her to state that understanding is a function of the content. context, activity and the
goals of the learner. Consequently they see understanding as an individual construction.
People, they say. cannot share understandings. but can test the extent to which their
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individual understandings are compatible.
Secondly they propose that cognitive conflict or 'puzzlement' is the stimulus for
learning and that it is this puzzlement that detennines the organisation and nature of
what is learned. They explain that the goal that a learner has. not only serves as a
stimulus for learning but also determines what the learner attends to. They equate the
goal with a situation of puzzlement which. it is presumed. the learner has a need to
unravel.
Thirdly. they take the position that knowledge evolves through social
negotiation and through the evaluation of the viability of individual understandings. In
this regard they see social interaction as being critical to individual understanding as
well as to the development of propositions that are publicly recognised. Thus they
assel1. "Our social environment is primal)' in providing alternative views and additional
information against which we can test the viability of our understanding and in building
the set of propositions (knowledge) compatible with those understandings"

(p.3~).

Wilson. Teslow and Osman-louchoux (1995) translate the philosophical into
the practical and provide a definition applicable to teaching-learning situations. Drawing
on the earlier work of Merrill (1991 ). they propose a definition that embodies a series of
propositions. including the foHowing:
1.

Knowledge is constructed from experience.

:2.

Learning is a personal interpretation of the world.

3.

Learning is collaborative. \vith meaning negotiated from multiple perspectives.

~.

Learning should be situated in realistic settings.

5.

Testing should be integrated with the task and not be a separate activity.

6.

Learners should paI1icipate in establishing goals. tasks and methods of
instruction and assessment. (p.141)
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Wilson et al. (1995) also recognise a philosophical base for their definition.
Specifically they contend that constructivism has its roots in postmodernism which
emphasises in part that knowledge is constructed by people. that there are
multiperspectives to reality. that truth is grounded in everyday life and that science and
all other human activities are value-laden.
The concept in practice
Constructivism as described above is operationalised in two key areas of
practice. namely instructional design and the design of learning environments.
Instl11ctional desi£n
Lebow (1995). in addressing the need to transform instructional design (ID).
makes the point that most conventional ID models function as closed rather than open
systems. He explains that while closed systems are open to information. they do not
exchange matter with the environment. On the other hand. a core feature of open
systems is that they maintain a continuous input-output relationship with their
environment. Lebow sees the open systems approach to instructional design as
providing the appropriate context for the introduction of constIuctivist principles into
this area of practice.
Lebow takes as his starting position that constructivism is a philosophy rather
than a method. Hence he draws on the philosophy in order to generate five principles to
inform the practice of ID. For example he recommends that instructional designers
should maintain a buffer between the learner and what he refers to as the potentially
damaging effects of instructional practices. In this regard, he draws attention to the
prevailing tendency to ignore the affective dimension of learning since such objectives
are difficult to operationalise in a closed system model. He therefore recommends a
movement towards "holistic approaches to education that see the process of acquiring
new knowledge and understanding as firmly embedded in the social and emotional
context in which learning takes place" (p.178).
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Lebow's fifth principle calls for a strengthening of "the learner's tendency to
engage in intentional learning processes. especially by encouraging the strategic
exploration of errors". He argues against a negative perception of errors and seeks
instead to foster an approach that helps students "to make their knowledge construction
activities overt" (pp. 183-184).
Savery and Duffy, cited earlier. also contribute to the pool of instructional
principles. Their eight principles include the following:
1.

Anchor all learning activities to a larger task or problem .

.,

Support the learner in developing ownership for the overall problem or task.

3.

Design the learning environment to support and challenge the learner's thinking.

4.

Provide opportunity for and support reflection on both the content learned and
the learning process.

Implications
What is emerging from all of the above principles and prescriptions is that.
unlike conventional instructional design (ID) practitioners. those who subscribe to a
constluctivist philosophy place greater emphasis on the development of the learner than
on the acquisition of a pre-determined body of knowledge. In that context. two other
factors need to be recognised.
First. while it may be premature to talk about constructivist instIuctional design
principles in terms of a model. to the extent that there is a model emerging. it can be
regarded as sharing a core feature with traditional ID in that the model is prescriptive:
designers are provided with guidelines and procedures that they are expected to follow.
Nonetheless an impOllant point of departure is that it is prescriptive at a broader rather
than a narrower level. Consequently it provides scope for the interpretation of the
instructional designer during implementation. Of interest in this regard is the comment
made by Wilson et al. (1995) that
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the constructivist environment has helped to validate a more open-systems view
of instruction that is less defined by prespecified objectives and more open to
the initiative of students and teachers. The result is instruction that depends
more on context-sensitive decisions and resources. (p.26)
Secondly, more often than not, its procedures would result in the design of a
learning environment (including materials) that is only partially formalised and which
will shape and re-shape itself during the implementation process.
The design principles outlined above are therefore intended to support learners
who must take greater responsibility for what and how they learn. and who must play
an active part in manipulating and evaluating the knowledge that would ultimately form
part of their individual and collective knowledge base.
Learnin£! environments
Jonassen and colleagues pay a lot of attention to the conceptualisation and
design of the learning environment which they regard as an essential adjunct to their
treatment of learning from a constructivist perspective. By way of definition, Wilson et
al. (1995) conceive of a learning environment as.
a place where learners may work together and support each other as they use a
variety of tools and information resources in their pursuit of learning goals and
problem-solving activities. (p.27)
Jonassen and colleagues do not define the concept in terms of a place but rather
as a condition that is constituted from certain key elements and that is experienced by
the learner. Thus they affirm,
Consuuctivist environments en~a~e
"'" ..... learners in

knowled~e
....

construction throu£!h
'-

collaborative activities that embed learning in a meanim!ful context and throu~h
~

~

~

reflection on what has been learned through conversation with other learners.
(Jonassen. Da\·idson. Collins. Campbell and Haag. 1995. p. 13)
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The four key elements in this definition are context. construction. collaboration
and conversation. The authors later define context as "features of the real world setting
in which the task to be learned might naturally be accomplished" (p.l3), and emphasise
the dynamic relationship among all four elements.
Another set of ideas feeding into the concept of the learning environment is the
four-point model of meaning-making which comprises the functions of articulation.
social negotiation. internal negotiation and reflection. Of internal and social negotiation
Jonassen and colleagues explain,
We debate. wrestle and argue with ourselves over what is correct. and then we
negotiate with each other over the correct meaning of ideas or events. (p.12)
Then based on the four-point model. they affirm
Learning ... can best be facilitated through the design and implementation of
constructivist tools and learning environments that foster personal meaningmaking and discourse among communities of learners. (pp. 12-13)
Role of mental models
Within this collaborative. constructivist environment. Jonassen and his
colleagues also draw attention to the role of the individual and specifically to the part
played by the individual's mental models. They state that learners lIse mental models to
explain. predict and infer. as well as to reflect on the utility of the models themselves
(Jonassen. Campbell and Davidson. 1994. p.37). Elsewhere, Jonassen himself
provides an extension on this basic explanation when he claims,
Behaviour is not the real issue, but rather mental models are. Learners construct
mental models of the world in order to help them comprehend it and predict the
effects of their actions on it. ... Objectivists believe that they can control mental
model development. where radical constructivists believe that construction is
inherently individualistic and idiosyncratic. They are both to varying degrees
correct ... It is possible to influence mental model development. Yet mental
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models will always be to some degree individualistic. (Jonassen. October.
1995)

To SUppOl1 the development of these mental models and by extension
knowledge construction itself, Jonassen and colleagues advocate the adoption and use
of cognitive tools (or mindtools) which they describe as "mental and computational
devices that support, guide and extend the thinking processes of their users", They also
describe them as general-purpose thinking tools that can be used individually or in
groups to facilitate knowledge representation and construction. Examples of such tools
are databases, spreadsheets and semantic networks (Jonassen et al., 1995, pp. 20-21).
CritiQue of constl1lctivism
As is evident in the preceding discussion. a primary feature of constructivism is
its view of knowledge as being largely context-specific. For Jonassen. context is one of

-

the key. elements of the constructivist learnin!!.... environment. and lcarnin!! within that
environment is based on knowledge that is generated from and meaningful to the
'community of learners' participating in the exercise. As noted earlier. context itself is
described as "features of the real-world setting in which the task to be learned might
naturally be accomplished" (Jonassen et al. 1995. p.13). Indeed. in suggesting
situations in which the constructivist learning environment could be applicable, the
authors refer to a "community of practitioners helping to solve real-world problems"
(p.12). In this regard. the authors are drawing on perspectives consistent with the
concept of situated cognition (Brown. Collins and Duguid. 1989).
In addition. reference was made to the contribution of Wilson et al. (1995) who.
drawing on the tenets of postmodernism, explain that according to the constructivist
perspective, knO\vledge is constructed from experience and that learning is a personal
interpretation of the world.
There are those in the field who oppose this relativist perspective of knowledge.
Gruender (1996) is paJ1iculuriy concerned about the low status constructivists accord to
knowledge that is the product of past generations. which has been accumulated and
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recorded. He sets out his argument in this way:
Sometimes constructivists go so far as to insist that. as knowledge consists
solely of the ideas individual people have arrived at and now possess mentally,
it ceI1ainly does not exist in books or other materials". (p.:!l )
His response to that is,
One of the purposes of schooling and education in general. is precisely to help
students to see this previously acquired knowledge as something live and
important to them. A contempt for books and for the work of those now dead,
were it to become widespread, would defeat this vital function of civilisation.
(p.:!:!)
He contends further,
Another imp0I1ant function of education is to challenge us to take what previous
2:enerations have thol12:ht was knowled2:e and i.lsk ourselves whether it stands

~

~

~

up to rigorous examination and testing in the experience of our own times.
Sometimes we find that it does, in which case we have gained an even deeper
understanding of it and its relevance to our lives. And sometimes we find it does
not. It may have been applicable in earlier times ... Or perhaps earlier inquirers
were misled by merely surface features of a phenomenon, or misinterpreted
crucial facts, or did not have the ability to reach the range of facts now available
to us. Clearly such thinking is 'constructive' in the best sense of the word, but it
requires previous content provided by others, along with critical rationality.
(p.:!2)
Gruender's perspective on knowledge in the fonnal education context is
certainly very pertinent. While not ignoring the likely validity of the perspective that
social institutions use their authority to present long-established knowledge claims as
dogma. one needs to be wary of a perspective which. however unwittingly, may be
undermining students' recognition of the role and value of knO\\'Jedge in the public
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domain and of their relation to it. Gruender's position allows for an approach to
teaching and learning that accommodates a critical awareness of existing knowledge
while simultaneously providing scope for the creative input of students.
Power and control
Another aspect of constructivism that deserves attention is its view that learning.
or more specifically knowledge construction is a shared activity. Wilson et al.( 1995)
contend that learning is collaborative, and Jonassen et al.(l994, 1995) see learning as
involving both social and internal negotiation.
It can be argued that, inherent to this notion of learning as social and internal
negotiation, is the element of power. Specifically. the recognition of a negotiating
function in the learning process implies a situation where individuals are taking and
yielding control as they seek to assert or accept alternative conceptions. Even where the
negotiation is completely intrapersonal. the same situation applies. The internal debating
and wrestling to which Jonassen himself alludes, of necessity involves its own power
struggle between competing conceptions. The fact that this issue of pov.ler and control
is not addressed in the treatment of constructivistm. can be regarded as a gap at the level
of conceptualisation.
Learnin£! as knowled£!e constmction
Probably the key contribution that constructivism has made to the understanding
of learning is that whatever the situation in which learning is taking place, learners
construct rather than acquire knowledge and that the purpose of this construction is to
derive meaning. In this meaning-making function, the learner draws on existing
knowledge to support the building of new knowledge. A view of learning as
knowledge construction is of particular importance for distance learners whether seen as
studying largely in isolation or in the interactive environment made possible by the new
technologies. In either context. such learners must take active responsibility for what
and how they learn.
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There are similarities between this constructi"ist view of learning and my own
notion of learner-knowled!!e interaction in which I see learners en!!a!!in£ with their own
'-

to..

'-

_

cognitive resources for the purpose of adjusting and/or enhancing their individual
knowledge bases.
Greater hias towards the social
While Jonassen and colleagues seek to strike a balance between the
intrapersonal and the interpersonal dimensions of learning. there are those who focus
almost exclusively on the collaborative aspect with little or no reference to individual
role in that context. This bias towards learning as an activity that is predominantly social
in nature, is overtly acknowledged by some theorists. It can be argued that Bruner's
perspective on the role of culture in human psychology has influenced this orientation
towards the social. Specifically Bnmer argues against the individual-centred
information-processing paradigm and proposes instead a perspective that recognises
culture as a central concept in psychology. He contends,
[It is] impossible to construct a human psychology on the basis of the individual
alone ... To treat the world as an indifferent flow of information to be processed
bv
. individuals each on his or her own terms.. is to lose si!!ht of how individuals
~

are formed and how they function ... Given that psychology is so immersed in
culture. it must be organised around those meaning-making and meaning-using
processes that connect man to culture. (Bruner, 1990, p.I:!)
Mercer (1995) no doubt shares this line of thinking. He asserts,
The essence of human knowledge and understanding is that it

is shared ... This

is the essence of what I called the socio-clI/fllra! approach to the study of the
development of knO\vledge and understanding ... It gives explicit recognition to
how people construct together. This inevitably highlights the role of language in
the construction of knowledge. (pp. 66-67)
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In addition, one recalls the position of the proponents of collaborative learning,
some of whom advocate this approach to learning on the grounds that it facilitates the
co-construction of knowledge (e.g. Gunawardena. 1991).
It would appear therefore that those who advocate a social dimension to
constructivism can be regarded as occupying different points along a continuum.
Jonassen and colleagues see learning as involving social negotiation. but they accord
equal emphasis to internal negotiation. Mercer and some of the noted advocates of
collaborative learning project a clear focus on the social with little or no
acknowledgement of functions specific to the individual. It is worth recalling at this
point that, in complete contrast to the above. there is the strong individual-centred
orientation of the adherents of Personal Construct Theory who, as noted earlier. regard
learning as being essentially self-propelling. It is evident that any attempt to project a
\'iew of interaction as an internal cognitive activity. must take into consideration these
differing conceptions.
Lan~ua~e

in knowledge construction

It is inevitable that a conception of knowledge-building as a shared activity

\\'ould entail a focus on language as the vehicle supporting that activity. Indeed, Mercer
clearly states this in outlining his position about the socio-cultural approach. While
Maybin

(199~)

does not directly address learning in a formal sense, her conception of

the 'dialogic construction of the speaking subject'. also recognises language as a key
factor in people's knowledge-building activity.
In her examination of the informal conversations of ten to twelve year old
children. she looks at the way they incorporate repOIted speech into their utterances and
consequently how they take on the voices of the individuals being reported on. as well
as voices from previous social and historical contexts. In exploring the issue she makes
the point that "an utterance is always in some sense a response, whether to a voice
within the current conversation, voices from previous conversations or from reading of
texts. or a voice in an inner conversation" (p.:!). It is important to note that Maybin does
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not restrict the findings of her study to children. In her conclusion, she generalises in
this way,
Althou!!h
I have focused on children, I would su!!!!est
that this kind of lan!!ua!!e
......
......
....
...
'-

use is not just maturational ... but is actually an inherent paI1 of all language use;
in many ways we continue this negotiation of our speaking voices and
subjectivity throughout our lives, and we draw on and reconstruct other voices
from our increasingly extensive experience of dialogue to do so (p.9).
What is significant about Maybin's study, is that \vhile her starting point is the
external conversation, her ultimate focus of interest is how that external conversation
impacts on internal processes from which the utterances of the speaking subject are
generated. Essentially Maybin is recognising an intelTelationship between the
interpersonal and intrapersonal dimensions of cognitive activity, with the direction of
the relationship proceeding from the interpersonal to the intrapersonal.
Thus, while at one level Maybin's notion of the 'dialogic construction of the
speaking subject' indicates a leaning towards the perspective of learning as a shared,
social activity, at another level, she is also paying attention to the way this external
activity impacts on the internal processes. In this regard, her perspective differs
significantly from that advanced by Mercer who, while recognising the language
function, restricts his notion of it to how it is used at the shared, interpersonal level.
While distance learners may not find themselves in constant direct contact with
other individuals in the same way as Maybin's subjects did, one cannot ignore the
influence that other 'voices', from other places and other times, can have on the
'utterances' of distance learners even when in physical isolation.
Assimilated discourse
Maybin finds support for the findings of her study in the work of Mikhail
Bakhtin who, writing in relation to discourse in the novel, expresses the view that
"every conversation is full of transmissions and interpretations of other people's
words" (p.338). To reinforce this point he adds, "In the everyday speech of any person
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living in society, no less than half (on the average) of all the words uttered by him will
be someone else's words (consciously someone else's) transmitted with varying
degrees of precision and impartiality" (p.339). Bakhtin refers to this phenomenon as
assimilated discourse.
However Bakhtin's treatment of the issue goes beyond the level of comparing
what is assimilated with what is transmitted. Using language use in the formal learning
environment of the school to illustrate his point, he contends that there is a deeper
ideological significance to everyday speech.
Authoritv in assimilated discourse
At this deeper level, Bakhtin assel1S that it is not simply a case of the individual
assimilating infornlation, directions and rules. Rather the assimilated discourse is seen
as influencing the speaking subjects' outlook on the world and approach to dealing with
it.. When the discourse is performing this type of function, Bakhtin affirms that it can
be either of two types, namely allfllOritatil'e discourse or illtel7lally persuasive
discollrse. While recognising that both can occur simultaneously in a single word. he

admits that more often than not, this is not the case, and that in the development of an
individual's ideological awareness. there is frequently a gap between the two.
Regarding authoritative discourse. Bakhtin explains,
[It] demands that we acknowledge it. that we make it our own; it binds us. quite

independent of any power it might have to persuade us internally; we encounter
it with its authority already fused to it ... It is not a free appropriation and
assimilation of the word itself that authoritative discourse seeks to elicit from us;
rather. it demands our unconditional allegiance ... It enters our verbal
consciousness as a compact and indivisible mass: one must either totally affirm
it. or totally reject it. (pp. 342-343)
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In contrast, he says of internally persuasive discourse,
As opposed to one that is externally authoritative, [it] is, as it is affirmed
through assimilation, tightly interwoven with 'one's O\vn word". In the
everyday rounds of our consciousness, the internally persuasive word is halfours and half-someone else's. Its creativity and productiveness consist precisely
in the fact that such a word awakens pew and independent words, that it
organises masses of our words from within. and does not remain in an isolated
and static condition ... It enters into an intense interaction, a stmgg/e with other
internally persuasive discourses. (pp. 345-346)

Critique
Bakhtin's thesis abollt these two types of assimilated discourse bears some
resemblance to Procter and Parry's proposition regarding the relationship between the
constraints of societal factors and the self-propelling tendencies of one's personal
construct in the psychological make-up of the individual.
What Bakhtin shares with the first two writers is an awareness of the tension
that arises between opposing centres of power as they impact on the consciousness of
the indiyidual. There is a difference though in that Bakhtin specifically focuses on
internal verbal processes, and through these. on the contrast between the two different
types of discourses described above. as they respectively seek to assert control on the
'word' of the individual.
Bakhtin's assimilated discourse can be regarded as introducing a necessary
power-related dimension that has relevance in the context of learning from a
constructivist perspective. His thesis seems to imply that the extent to which the notion
of social and internal negotiation can succeed, would depend on the individual learner's
capability to build knowledge in a manner that is more likely to generate internally
persuasive rather than authoritative discourse.
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Summarv discussion
Emerging out of the preceding discussion is an apparent divergence in
perspectives regarding the weight given to the intrapersonal and interpersonal
conceptions of the learning process. Gunawardena and Mercer show a clear bias
towards the interpersonal, as they project a view of learning almost exclusively as the
co-construction of knowledge. Jonassen and colleagues do not appear to see the need to
emphasise the interpersonal above the intrapersonal or vice versa. Maybin and Bakhtin.
who introduce the language factor, highlight an internal as well as an external language
function in the construction of knowledge. In the preceding section of this chapter, the
discussion focused on Harri-Augstein and Thomas who were highlighted as giving
precedent to the inner conversation, and, in the process, displaying a clear bias towards
an individual-centred conception of the learning process.
In the introduction to this chapter. it was noted that. in the context of this study.
learner-knowledge interaction was being interpreted as the manipUlation of knowledge
at an internalleveJ. In the earlier discussion on the limitations of Bates' two contexts for
interaction and Moore's three types of interaction, a shift from the label 'learner-content
interaction to 'learner-knowledge interaction' was justified on the grounds that,
embedded in the latter, was a recognition that it is the internal cognitive activity that
carries the responsibility for bringing about change in the individual's knowledge base.
Subsequently, in the context of this discussion on constructivism, I noted my
own agreement with the constructivists' perspective of learning as knowledge
construction and meaning making, but disagreed with the proposition that learning is a
shared cognitive activity. Instead I have maintained my initial position that knowledge
construction is an internal cognitive activity, whether the individual is learning in
isolation or in a group setting.
While much learning actually takes place in group settings, it is being argued
here that the social context is not a necessary condition for it to take place. Individuals
do not necessarily need to be part of a collaborative group process to be able to activate
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and make use of their cognitive resources. Moreover, it is often the case that in a group
setting. it is the contribution of the individual that propels the group forward. At the
same time, one cannot deny the role of social and other environmental factors in
influencing cognitive activity. However, what this situation means is that. given the fact
that learning often takes place in group settings, there is an important intelTelationship
between learner-knowledge interaction and social interaction that must be recognised.
Recognising this interrelationship is even more pertinent in the context of the new
telecommunications and computer-networked technologies which are making it possible
for learning to take place in social settings, notwithstanding the physical separation
among participants.
Partial support for my perspective of the separation, yet inten·elatedness.
between learner-knowledge interaction and social interaction, is found in that aspect of
Kaye's (1992) proposition, cited earlier. Kaye states. in part, that "learning is
inherently an individual. not a collective process. which is influenced by a variety of
external factors, including group and interpersonal interactions" (p.4). A focus on this
aspect \vas deliberately intended to exclude Kaye's ultimate position that learning "is
simultaneously a private and a social phenomenon" (4). The first part of Kaye's
proposition strongly reflects my own conception of learner-knowledge interaction and
its relationship with social interaction.
Bakhtin's assessment of assimilated discourse and the corresponding gap in the
conceptualisation of constructivism highlight the need to re-focus attention on the effect
of power relations which lip to this point of the review has been only pm1ially
addressed. In addition, in light of Gruender's concern about the low status that
constructivists accord to knowledge from external sources. there is need to explore
knowledge in the public domain as well. Both will be addressed in the succeeding
sections of this chapter.
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Knowledge in professional education
In chapter 3, it was noted that Moore's 'learner-content interaction' was being
replaced by the label 'learner-knowledge interaction' to fOCllS attention on knowledge as
a facet of the learner's cognitive processes rather than as an external product whether
derived from the forn1al subject matter content or from other sources. At the same time
it was acknowledged that the external knowledge environment was nonetheless
important since it feeds into and is itself redefined by the cognitive activity of the
participants in the teaching-learning situation. Consequently there is need to examine the
nature of this external entity. This examination will be confined to knowledge in the
context of professional education since teacher education is the focus of study in this
thesis.
The issue of what constitutes knowledge in professional education has always
been a source of debate. The distinction that is frequently made between theory and
practice, more often than not. masks an uneasy relationship between different types of
knowledge with one or other type being more valued than another. Thus the ensuing
discussion is based on the understanding that knowledge in professional education is a
multi-faceted phenomenon. that its different dimensions need to be identified and that
some attempt should be made to detennine the relationship among them.
Tvpes of knowledge
As a result of his concern for the perceived low priority that higher education
accords to knowledge associated with the provision of people-based services, Eraut
(1992) proposes his own classification of knowledge for professional education. He

distinguishes between two broad types, namely propositional and process knowledge.
Propositional

kno\\'led~e

With re~ard to the first, he further sub-diyides it into three
~

namely.

sub-cate~!Ories
~

.
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1.

Discipline-based theories and concepts, derived from bodies of coherent
systematic knowledge.

.,

Generalisations and practical principles in the applied field of professional
action.

3.

Specific propositions about particular cases. decisions and actions. (Eraut.
1992, p.lOI)
Eraut's main concern about the first of these three subcategories is that it is not

normally perceived as being relevant at the level of practice. He observes.
The process of becoming a professional involves learning to handle cases
quiclJy and efficiently and this may be accomplished by reducing the range of
possible ways of thinking about them to manageable propol1ions. This leads to
intuitive reliance on certain communal practitioners' concepts, while apparently
more valid theoretical ideas get consigned to 'storage' and never get retrieved.
(Eraut, 1985, p.120)
Eraut is concerned about what he perceives as a rejection of discipline-based
theories. With regard to generalisations and practical principles. the second
subcategory, he raises questions about their \'alidity. Specifically he has misgivings
abollt the way practical principles are transformed into generalisations.
He explains that in some instances generalisations may be formed when an idea.
procedure or action used in one situation is considered applicable in another.
Alternatively, they may emerge from other people's experiences and may be passed on
throU!zh informal contacts or throu2:h the literature. Whatever the context, Eraut is not
~

~

convinced that there is enough rigour in the generalisation process. Thus he argues for a
systematic analysis of the transfOlmation process with a view to making it "more
explicit so that it can be criticised and refined". He is also recommending that close
attention should be given "to specifying the conditions under which any given practical
principle or generalisation was held to apply" (Eraut, 1985, p.lll).
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He makes a connection between specific propositions as identified in the third
subcategory. and personal knowledge. He says that not all propositional knowledge is
public and that personal knowledge also contains propositions. By way of explanation.
he states that at a non-fo1TI1allevel people derive knowledge from e\'eryday experiences,
social interaction and from "trying to get things done". While he acknowledges that
much of this knowledge remains at the level of simple impressions. he contends that
some is sufficiently processed to be ascribed the label. propositional or process
knowledge (1992, p.102).
Process knowled£!e
With regard to the second main type. process knowledge, he asserts that it .
"can be defined as knowing how to conduct the \'arious processes that contribute to
professional action". He states further that it includes "knowing how to access and
make good use of propositional knowledge" (p.l 05). He identifies five kinds of
process, namely acquiring information, skilled behaviour, deliberative processes,

...!Zivim!... information and controllim!... one's own behaviour. The distinction that Eraut
makes between skilled behaviour and deliberative processes is worth noting.
He describes skilled beha\'iour as a "complex sequence of actions which has
become so routinized through practice and experience that it is perfOImed almost
automatically". RcfelTing specifically to the teaching profession, he makes the point that
much of what a teacher does is skilled behaviour and that ultimately, knowledge of how
to teach becomes tacit knowledge that teachers themselves cannot explain easily. not

even to themselves (p.l 09).
As the name suggests deliberative processes involve very conscious and
deliberate acts which include planning, problem-solving, analysing. evaluating and
decision-making. Eraut notes that the performance of these acts requires combinations
of propositional knowledge, situational knowledge and professional judgement. He
claims f1ll1her that practitioners need to have knowledge of the specific context or
situation as well as knowledge of possible courses of action and decision options that
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could be used in the given situation. Focusing specifically on processes like problemsolving and decision-making. he suggests that they require a moving back and forth
between interpretations of the situation and possible actions: and continuing in this
iterative process until, based on one's professional judgement, one is satisfied that the
best possible course of action has been reached. Eraut emphasises that the process is
cognitive rather than intuitive and requires a combination of divergent and convergent
thinking.
In summary therefore, Erallt classifies the knowledge base of professional
education into two broad categories, namely propositional and process knowledge, each
with its own sub-categories.
TheOI"v and practice
Ellis' (1992) treatment of the topic closely parallels that of Eraut. He develops
his analysis within the framework of the widely used terminology of theory and practice
and seeks to underscore the close relationship between the two with the assertion that
"thought and speculation should affect action and vice versa" (p.70). He specifies three
levels of theory. namely personal. professional and academic. Of interest is the status
which he accords to personal theory. He contends that people in their everyday lives
en!!a!!e in the act of theorisin~ and he states further,
~

~

~

It is a reasonable assumption that all human beings not only behave and may be
observed doing so. but also that they consciously reflect on their behaviour: that
is. they theorise about what they might do. what they are doing, and what they
ha\'e done. (p.70)

Assessment of classification
There are two factors \\'ol1h notin!! about the treatment of knowled!!e bv. these
~

~

two writers and in pm1icular Eraut. First. Eraut's classification does not only deal with
knowledge in the public domain. It also includes knowledge that is manipulated at an
internal. cognitive level. His category of process kno\\'!edge allows for the recognition
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of knowledge that is not necessarily articulated and externalised. It is largely knowledge
that supports and facilitates the incorporation, generation or manipulation of other
knowledge types that can be recognised as being part of the external environment.
One also detects an intention to recognise knowledge that exists at a level that is
more personal to the practitioner and to accord it a status comparable to that
automatically granted to the long-established fornls already existing in the public
domain of the academic and professional communities. For example, by using the same
term 'proposition' to refer to types of knowledge in both the public and private
(personal) domain, Eraut is investing the less official type with qualities that he also
recognises in the official. discipline-based theories and concepts. ElIis' notion of
personal theory can be regarded as serving the same purpose of elevating the personal
to the level of the academic and the professional.

Eraut's intention to raise the status of personal knowledge is accompanied by a
concern that this area of knowledge should be subjected to the rigorous examination that
is consistent with the ideals of the objectivist tradition. Consequently. in order to allay
fears regarding the validity of generalisations and practical principles, he is requiring
greater transparency in the processes through which practical knowledge is transformed
into generalisations.
The classification exercise that both writers undertake can be regarded as an
attempt to build bridges across all forms of professional knowledge and to incorporate
all within the same epistemological boundaries.
Experiential learning
Alongside the orientation described above, there are emerging other conceptions
of knowledge which can be regarded as indicators of an impOltant paradigm shift in
further and higher education (FHE). Henry (1993) points to this shift when she asserts.
The move from a passive to a more participatory approach in education is one
aspect of a fundamental paradigm shift that is being played out in all disciplines.
The world view is changing from a perspective concerned with analysis,
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separation and control which has over-emphasised the vil1ues of intellect at the
expense of affect and experience. We are moving towards a more relational
world view that draws attention back to the role of apprehension, perception and
co-operation.(p.S)
Advocates of experiential learning are key actors in this movement towards a
new epistemology. An important feature of their view of learning is the emphasis they
place on reflection. Boud and Walker (1993) refocus attention on three factors
pertaining to the role of reflection in experiential learning, which they had previously
discussed. They summarise the factors in this way:
The first was a return to the experience in which the learner recalled the
experience in a descriptive way as it had apparently occurred. without
judgement or evaluation. The second was to attend to feelings that arose out of
the return to the experience ... The third factor was the re-evaluation of the
experience. in which learners linked with this experience elements from their
past experience (associatioT/), integrated this new experience with existing
learning (i11Tegration) • tested it in some way (mlidati(J/l) and made it their own
(appropriatioT/). (p.75)

It is evident that underpinning this view of learning is a perspective that
emphasises experience as a source of knowledge.
Implementin~

experiential learning

Thorpe's report (1991) on the implementation of a distance education course
highlights this view of knowledge. Based on her own perspective that reflection "is the
means through which both concrete experience and abstract theory are transformed into
knowledge which the learner 'owns' and can use in their own terms" (p.1), she
describes the experience of developing and administering the module 'Approaches to
Adult Learning' (AAL) which was part of the Professional Diploma in Post
Compulsory Education offered by the United Kingdom Open University. She states
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that the goal of the overall programme was the development of the learner as a
professional or practitioner and in that context. a requirement of the AAL module was
that students were "to use their own direct experience as a resource for thinking
critically about the ideas and theories presented in the module" (p.7). Citing comments
from the students themselves. she contends that "they welcomed rather than rejected the
theOIY introduced in the module. which they saw as relevant to their immediate work
experiences" (p.lO).
Assessment of practice
It is evident that the AAL module was designed to facilitate optimum linkage
between abstract theory and personal experience and to accord priority to personal
experience. Hence theory was selected and used to foster students' evaluation of their
own experience as well as to validate knowledge arising out of that experience. One
may infer that theory which was not perceived as being capable of contributing to this
experiential learning. may have been omitted. In this regard. one notes the criterion of
relevance that students gave for welcoming rather than rejecting the theory. It would
appear therefore that students' perception of what was relevant could have been an
impoI1ant criterion in determining what was learnt from the discipline-based
knowledge.
Thorpe's approach to the design and implementation of the AAL module is
certainly consistent with the world view that Henry (1993) advocates. as described
above. However. one may argue that a professional education programme that is so
heavily weighted towards learning derived from the experiences of the students. may
not be paying sufticient attention to the wider societal factors which also define the role
of the practitioner. Drawing on the position enunciated by GI1lender (1996). and
described earlier. it is likely that such an approach may deprive students of the
oppoI1unity to explore the boundaries of their respective professions and thus limit the
development of an appropriate knowledge base for practice. Indeed. it can be argued
that experiential learning is imposing the same restrictions on students' knowledge
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growth as the context-based approach of constructivism. that Gruender was
questioning.
Reflection-in-action
Schon (1983) whose influence Thorpe acknowledges in the development of her
own perspective, can be regarded as a key agent in the paradigm shift in knowledge for
professional education. His notion of the reflective practitioner emphasises the
importance of professionals reflecting on their own practice. He rejects the Technical
Rationality model of professional education which, he contends, fosters the thinking
that intelligent practice involves the "application of knowledge to instrumental
decisions" (p.50). He is opposed to its rigid means-ends approach which requires that
ends are fixed and clear. a situation which, he insists, is rarely ever the case in practice.
It is against this background that Schon proposes the notion of reflection-inaction and highlights the impOJ1ance of recognising the professional's practical
knowledge which he more specifically defines as knowing-in-action. He illustrates his
perspective by drawing on the work of expert jazz musicians. and explains that during a
performance.
they are reflecting-in-action on the music they are collectively making and on
their individual contributions to it, thinking what they are doing and, in the
process. evolving their way of doing it. (p.56)
As a further illustration, he reports on a research project in which teachers on an
in-service education programme were encouraged to explore their own intuitive thinking
about tasks associated with the different content areas that they taught. Schon
concludes.
When someone reflects-in-action. he becomes a researcher in the practice
context. He is not dependent on the categories of established theory and
technique. but constructs a new theory of the unique case. His inquiry is not
limited to a deliberation about means which depends on a prior agreement about
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ends. He does not keep means and ends separate, but defines them interactively
as he frames a problematic situation. (p.68)

A<;sessment of reflection-in-action
Schon's perspective of knowledge in professional education has received much
acclaim from theorists and practitioners in further and higher education. His views on
the limitations of the Technical Rationality model. his recognition of the part played by
practitioners themselves in generating and using their own knowledge in the context of
practice, his commitment to the ideal of professionals as reflective practitioners have
found strong support within the field (e.g. Thorpe, discussed earlier: Barnett, 1990).
It is worth noting though that both Eraut and Ellis also acknowledge the
significance of the professional's own knowledge base. Eraut recognises this
knowledge in the form of generalisations and specific propositions as well as in some
aspects of process knowledge. For his part. Ellis emphasises the importance of
personal theory, noting that people in their everyday lives engage in the act of
theorising. Hmvever there is a difference between these two and Schon in terms of the
amount of emphasis placed on the personal knowledge of the professional. While Eraut
and Ellis recognise this type as one component of the total knowledge base, Schon's
position appears to be that 'knowing-in-action' or more specifically 'knowing-inpractice' ought to be accorded a dominant position.
Being 'a researcher in the practice context', seems to imply that the practitioner
pays little or no attention to 'categories of established theory and technique'. Thus it
would appear that Schon is advocating that practitioners shift focus away from
knowledge from external sources and rely instead on that generated from their own
experience for use in their problem-solving activities. Such a perspective. appears to
ignore the fact that the practitioner comes to the problem situation with a knowledge
base that has been built up from variolls knowledge sources. including. no doubt.
sources related to 'established theory'. It would appear that. in objecting to the
instrumental use of theoretical knowledge. Schon is implying that there is no place for
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such knowledge in the problem-solving activities of the professional.
Alarcao and Moreira (1993) hold reservations about the dichotomous
relationship that Schon seems to be setting up between a reflective approach to
professional practice and one that recognises and draws on various sources of
knowledge to address particular needs or problem-solving situations.
As teacher educators the two writers are responsible for a course on didactics
which they teach to pre-service teachers. They report that students take this course after
they have completed courses in the academic and professional areas and before they
enter their teaching practice. They state therefore that the course is intended to serve as a
bridge between theory and practice. or as they explain f11l1her. to serve as a link
between "knowled!!e and skill. knowin!!.... what. knowin!!..... how and knowin!!..... in which
'-

circumstances" (p.3S).
The writers provide an extensive explanation of their didactics course. based on
their definition of its different dimensions. For example they refer to its analytical
dimension which, they claim. "confronts the prospective teacher with the task of
dissecting and understanding the complexity of factors embracing the learners in their
attempts to grasp and develop knowledge in a given subject". They also refer to the
interface dimension that involves viewing "the same object of analysis from different
angles" (p.33).
Based on limitations which they perceive in didactics to achieve the purposes
outlined above, they also draw on Cognitive Flexibility theory as espoused by Spiro et
al. (1987) which they state. involves,
the ability to adaptively reassemble diverse elements of knowledge to fit the
particular needs of a given understanding or problem-solving situation. It has as
its main goal knowledge transfer rather than reproductive memory. (p.37)
They advise further that "to develop this knowledge transfer ability rather than
reproductive memory ... learning must shift from single to multiple representations and
from generic schema retrieval to situation-specific knowledge assembly" (p.37).
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Alarcao and Moriera are therefore advancing a view that recognises that
professionals need to access knowledge from various sources. Their goal though is that
their trainee teachers should develop the competence to make linkages among 'diverse
elements of knowledge'. It is evident that these writers do not concur with the largely
uni-dimensional perspective of knowledge to which Schon seems to subscribe.
Summary discussion
What has emerged from the above is that there are different and even conflicting
paradigms governing perspectives on the nature of knowledge of professional
education. There are those who highlight the multi-faceted nature of that knowledge
base and seek to accord equal recognition to the various sources from which
professional knowledge is derived.
Alongside the above. there are other orientations that are advocating a
substantial epistemological shift, and in the process raising the status of types of
knowledge currently regarded as belonging to the private domain. and also reversing
the relationship between this type and the long-established knowledge of the public
domain. In this shift, greater emphasis is being placed on knowledge that is socially and
culturally situated. Thus experiential and context-specific knowledge are highly
acclaimed, and less value is accorded to discipline-based knowledge in the broader.
more public domain.
Whether one subscribes to one or other epistemological perspective,it is to be
noted that professional education derives from both discipline-based and experiential
knowledge and that more often than not, the relationship between the two is rarely ever
adequately at1iculated. FUlther, the nature of this relationship has implications for how
learners engage with and make use of their cognitive resources.
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Power and control in teaching and learning
The issue of power and control has emerged in variolls ways and at variolls
points in this overall discussion. It is inherent. althollgh not clearly articulated. in
Garrison and Baynton's model of learner control. Juler demonstrates an awareness of
its effect. in his assessment of the dominance of 'institutional text' in relation to 'student
text'. It also underpins Moore's notion of transactional distance. in which the author
highlights the interplay between dialogue and stl1lcture. It gives rise to the tension
between the constraint of social forces and indi\'idual freedom. as highlighted by
Procter and Parry. It can be observed in the gap which Bakhtin sees as existing between
authoritative and intemally persuasive discourse.
11 is also evident that the issue has been examined at two levels. At one level. it
has been recognised as a factor of interpersonal relationships and the overall social
setting of the teaching-learning situation. This has been the focus emerging from the
works of Garrison and Baynton. Juler and Moore. At another level the focus is on the
psychological. as the effect of power relations manifests itself in cognitive processes.
Bakhtin's analysis of the two types of assimilated discourse reflects this latter focus.
The terms 'power' and 'control' are being lIsed either interchangeably or
together as a single phrase with the one reinforcing the other. Either way. their use
reflects an awareness that within any interaction. there is an exchange of messages. that
specific messages will emerge in a dominant position in relation to others and that the
dominant message will exeI1 some influence on the fornmlation and/or interpretation of
others. Fairclough's 'power in the discourse' and select aspects of critical theory
provide the basis for the examination of power and control in this discussion.
Power in the discourse
The issue of power relations emerges as a core factor in Fairclough's
perspective of discourse. He defines discourse itself as "language as social practice
determined by social structures" (Fairclough. 1989. p.17). and in that context he makes
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a distinction between power in the discourse and power behind the discourse. He
contends that power in the discourse "has to do with powerful pal1icipants controlling
and constraining the contributions of non-powerful participants" (p.46).
He makes three additional points about power in the discourse. First he states
that the power which the dominant participant exercises may not necessarily be
emanating from the pal1icipant himself or herself but indirectly from the discourse type
that is being drawn upon. He describes discourse type as the conventional mode of talk
associated with a paI1icular type of social event, situation or practice, for example, a
policeman interviewing a witness to a crime. Secondly, he advises that this power can
also be hidden. Thirdly, he emphasises that the power in a discourse is fluid rather than
static and that often it involves the breaking (at least temporarily) of the conventions of
the discourse type that is being drawn upon. In the context of the third feature. he
assel1S.
whether one is talking at the level of the particular situation. or in terms of a
social institution or in telms of a whole society: power at all these levels is \\'on.
exercised. sustained and lost in the course of social struggle (p.68).
A key factor of Fairclough's perspective is that ultimately. the power that is
exercised within the discourse. is seen as emanating from the social structures within
which the discourse is taking place. Indeed his recognition of the discourse type is itself
an acknowledgement of the impact that societal factors have on a specific discourse
event.
A critical theorv perspective
The effect of power in all facets of human society is the focus of attention of the
proponents of critical theory and their primary goal is the emancipation of the
indi vidual. Gibson (1986). summarising the main tenets of the theory, notes that
adyocates pay special attention to factors that prevent groups and individuals taking
control of. or influencing decisions that affect their lives. Critical theorists accord a
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central position to the individual in society and asselt the powerfulness of individual
endeavour. Thus, according to Gibson, they emphasise "the creative, active, meaningseeking. need-fulfilling aspects of men and women, seeing them as potentially free and
capable of achieving their self-set goals" (p.l 0).
Adult educators have sought to develop a theory of adult education within the
framework of critical theory. Much of their work is based on the theories of Habelmas
and in particular, his notion of dominance-free communication. For example, Hart
(1990) contends that "an educational theory that discusses and explains important
educational phenomena with Habem1asian categories. has to be firmly anchored in the
idea of dominance-free communication and dominance-free forms of life" (p.129).
For his palt. Pietrykowski ( 1996). while maintaining a commitment to the broad
field of critical theory, argues for a reduction of emphasis on the ideal of attaining a
fully emancipatory process and for increased attention to be paid to getting "an
understanding of the fDIms of power that are attached to the creation and dissemination
of specific knowledges" (p.82). He takes the position that" power is immanent in the
act of knowing" (p.92) and in this regard he proposes that the focus of study should be
"the diverse sources of power woven through our everyday discourse" (p.94).
Pietrykowski's outlook on power is more specifically rooted in a postmodernist
perspective. Giroux (1990) notes that a primary feature of post modernist thought is "its
refusal of grand narratives. its rejection of universal reason as a foundation of human
affairs. its decentring of the humanist subject ... and its celebration of plurality ...
"(p.ll). Not only does postmodernism oppose exploitative structures. it is also
opposed to anything that is representative of centralised authority. a condition which it
regards as being inherently oppressive of the human condition. Hence its rejection of
grand narratives and universal reason.
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Summary discllssion
Both Fairclough and Pietrykowski locate their discussion of power and control
within the framework of discourse. For Fairclough. the focus is on how social
structures influence the way power is exercised within the language-using. interactive
events that take place between human beings. His notion of a discourse type reinforces
his outlook that the power emanating from any specific discourse event is largely
reflective of a pattern of power relations that is consistent across all such modes of
interaction and that this pattern is influenced by prevailing societal nOlms and
conventions. However FaircJough also emphasises that the power relations associated
with a discourse type is fluid rather than static and that it can be altered in any specific
discourse event. For Fairc1ough. it is the social environment that one examines in order
to develop an understanding of the function of power in the discourse.
There are two aspects of Pietrykowski's thesis that deserve further attention.
First there is the position that power in everyday discourse emanates from diverse
sources. When this position is viewed in the context of the author's stated bias towards
postmodernist thought, there appears to be an intention that. in adult teaching-learning
discourse (the focus of his discussion), equal recognition and weighting should be
given to the messages linked to these diverse centres of power.
Such an outlook would require a more open-ended learning environment than
currently obtains in the practice of adult education in general and professional education
in pa11icular. With regard to the latter. given the fact that what constitutes a profession is
largely determined by broader societal factors. it would appear that the adoption of
postmodemist principles could be highly problematic in a situation where the
knowledge base of the educational enterprise must inform and SUpp0l1 substantially
well-defined modes of practice.
Nonetheless. Pietrykowski's position can serve to alert practitioners to the
reality that. in spite of the norm of having stated goals. and in spite of the effect of
institutional control. different voices articulating different meanings and representing
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different sources of power are always a factor in a formal teaching-leal11ing setting.
Consequently Pietrykowski's recommendation to focus on the diverse sources of
power in the discourse cannot be ignored.
Also of significance is his view of power being intrinsic to the act of knowing.
In this regard his perspective gives clearer articulation to Bakhtin's view of the function
of power in assimilated discourse. To varyinr, degrees, all these theorists are
recognising a dimension to power and control that more closely links this phenomenon
to the cognitive processes of teachers and learners.

Conclusion
A core feature of the discussion on learner-knowledge interaction is that it
cannot be seen in isolation of other factors. Three such factors stand out. First, while
not subscribing to the constructivist perspective that leal11ing is a social activity, the
position taken here is that social and other environmental factors impact on the learning
of the individual. a perspective that is shared by theorists who are as different in their
outlook as Kaye (1992) and Procter and Parry (1977). Consequently the interaction that
occurs bet\veen the learner and entities outside of the self, must be acknowledged when
considerin!!.... the internal co!!nitive
activities of the individual learner.
....
Linked to this basic factor is the issue of the role of knowledge from external
sources. It was noted that tension between discipline-based and experiential knowledge
can impact on the way learners engage with their cognitve resources.
Then there is the issue of power and control. What has emerged from the
discussions in this chapter is that how we build knowledge is inherently bound up with
the way power mainfests itself in the teaching-learning situation, not only at the level of
the social setting. but also within the act of coming to know. as experienced by the
individual learner.
It is therefore evident that leamer-knowledge interaction involves a dynamic

interplay among different factors. The extent to which it is effective, depends to a
significant degree on ho\\' these factors are managed in the teaching-learning situation.
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This chapter concluded the examination of the three aspects of the broad concept
of interaction which were collectively proposed as an alternative to Moore's three types
of interaction and Bates' two contexts for interaction. The three aspects were social
interaction, learner-media interaction and learner-knowledge interaction.
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CHAPTER 6
THE RESEARCH PROGRAMME

Introduction
As a forerunner to laying the groundwork for the research programme that was
mentioned in Chapter 1, this chapter outlines the theoretical framework that informed the
design, implementation and analysis of the two research studies that comprise this
programme. To this end, the chapter draws on the discussions of the preceding four
chapters to formulate an alternative, holistic conception of interaction. Then, in the context
of that concept of interaction, the chapter describes the research programme. This
description includes the statement of the research questions for each of the two studies
undertaken.

Theoretical framework
The decision to explore interaction as a multi-faceted construct arose out of a
concern that social interaction by itself could not adequately support the study and practice
of teaching and learning in distance education. As a result, two broader conceptions
proposed by Bates and Moore respectively were examined. Bates contends that there are
two contexts for interaction. namely as an individual. isolated activity and as a social
activity. Moore identifies three types: learner-content interaction. learner-instructor
interaction and learner-learner interaction. Certain limitations were observed in both
conceptions. Consequently two alternative types were identified. namely learner-media
interaction and learner-knowledge interaction. These together with social interaction are
~

~

being proposed as the three types of an alternative conception of interaction.
What was emerging at various points in the preceding discussion was that the three
types could not be considered in isolation of one another. For example. a media-learning
relationship was highlighted by Kozma in his perspective that media should be seen as
supporting learning. A similar perspective was e\'ident in Laurillard's use of her
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Conversational Framework for classifying media according to their capability to facilitate
certain teaching-learning functions. In addition, Jonassen's idea of cognitive tools
extending on and amplifying the learner's mental models, also reflects this supportive
relationship between media and learning. A similar perspective was not as clearly articulated
with respect to the interactive telecommunications and computer-networked technologies.
However it can be argued that, while the focus of study has been biased towards
interpersonal interaction, there must of necessity also be an interaction between the learner
and the technology and that the second type would be influencing the nature of the first. In
light of the above.the interaction that the learner has with media is seen as providing
support for learner-knowledge interaction.
In the earlier discussion on learner-knowledge interaction as an intrapersonal
activity, it was noted that this function did not necessarily involve the individual in contact
with other persons. Nonetheless, one recognises that there is always an interpersonal
component in distance teaching and learning whatever the delivery mode. In fact in the
context of the ne\\' interactive technologies, person-to-person interaction is emerging as a
dominant feature of the distance learning experience. Consequently while highlighting
learner-knowledge interaction as an intrapersonal function. it is important to recognise that
it often takes place in social settings.
In light of the foregoing, it is necessary to view social interaction, learner-media
interaction and learner-knowledge interaction as interrelated components of an integrated
holistic concept. Further, given the types of relationships emerging out of the preceding
discussions. learner-knowledge interaction should be recognised as the core component
with the other two serving in a supporting capacity to the core (see Figure 6.1 towards end
of chapter).
With regard to the two supporting components, interaction at the level of the media
is viewed as carrying the primaxy facilitating responsibility, with social interaction being
subsumed within it. This relationship is seen to exist whatever the media technology being
used. In the case of the interacti\'e technologies, interpersonal interaction is of necessity
defined by the manner in which participants engage \\'ith the technological environment.
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EYen in the case of face-to-face tutorials, as practised in the second generation system. the
communication between teachers and learners is largely determined by the participants'
engagement with the course materials. For example, Crooks and Kirkwood's (1988)
proposals for the design of interactiye video includes one in which the medium acts as a
stimulus to generate group discussion. In this regard, one recalls that some distance
educators operating within this system (e.g. Lentell), seem to be querying the status of the
tutorial in relation to other components of the distance education enterprise. The position
taken in this study is that the problem does not necessarily lay in the tutorial occupying a
subsidiary position but in the fact that. overall. its function is not sufficiently articulated.
Regardless of deliveJ)' mode. interpersonal interaction in open and distance learning will
always be subsumed within and defined by a broader media-related interaction.
The core component is therefore projected as simultaneously drawing on and
shaping input from the other two. As noted earlier. the conception of learning that infol1ns
this study is that learners construct knowledge rather than acquire it. What this core
component presupposes therefore is that the teaching function embedded in and made
ayailable through the other two. complements and facilitates this task of knowledge
construction.
In projecting this notion of learning as knowledge construction and. by extension.
meaning-making. it is evident that attention must be paid to the formal education systems
within which one is seeking to operationalise this perspective of learning. One is very
aware of the potential obstacles that can thwart the emergence of practices aimed at
promoting this learner-centred outlook on education. These obstacles may appear at the
leyel of the teachers, the students, the institution or the broader socio-cultural context.
Nonetheless, in defining leamer-knowledge interaction. one draws on the
perspective enunciated by Candy (1991) and cited in the preceding chapter that human
beings constnJct rather than acquire knowledge. whatever the circumstances within which
learning is taking place. As noted earlier. Candy sees learning as knowledge construction.
whether the learner is "listening to a lecture. undertaking a laboratory session, attending a
workshop. reading a text or engaging in any other learning activity" (p.27:!).
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My own definition of learner-knowledge interaction draws heavily on this
perspective. not merely as an acceptance of the inevitability of the notion of knowledge
construction, but more importantly as a means of highlighting meaning-making as the
ultimate objective of the learning process.
As recognised in the preceding discussion. the functioning of this three-part
construct is influenced by two other factors. namely knowledge from external sources and
power relations. Specifically, the redefined concept allows for a recognition of the
epistemological orientation of the body of knowledge feeding into the interaction: whether
one sees knowledge primarily as discipline-based theories or as experiential knowledge
would impact differentially on the teaching-learning experience. The revised concept also
recognises that power is a factor to be considered in all interaction. and that the way this
power works is largely a function of the socio-cultural context within which the interaction
is taking place. Moreover, it is to be noted that this power manifests itself not only at the
level of the suppOJ1ing components of the concept. but within the core component itself as
noted in Pietrykowski's (1996) discussion on adult education.
Finally, while noting that the concept of interaction could have been developed from
the perspective of either or both of the two sets of participants in the teaching-learning
transaction, the decision was taken to adopt the orientation evidenced in Moore's three
types and to formulate the concept from the perspective of the leamer. Another factor
informing this decision was that ultimately, it is the learner who must benefit from the
interaction. hence the importance of focusing on this aspect.
In light of all the foregoing. the redefined concept being proposed combines the
three subconcepts in the manner described above and recognises the influence of the two
additional elements. namely external knowledge and power. on its overall functioning.
It is this concept that provided the framework for the examination of teachinglearning practices in the CUITent teacher education offerings of the University of the West
Indies.(Figure 6.1 )
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Figure 6.1: Revised Concept of Interaction for Open and Distance Learning

External sources of
knowledge

Power and control

The research rationale
As noted earlier, the University of the West Indies is in the process of incorporating
distance education into its teaching programme. As far as the Faculty of Education is
concerned. it is envisaged that this would entail considerable expansion in the provision of
professional development progranunes at a distance for teachers and other practitioners in
the education sYstem
throughout the Caribbean.
.
~

A research programme was therefore unde11aken to examine the practice of teacher
education in the faculty with a view to influencing the development of the faculty's distance
education initiative. The research programme was designed within the framework of the
revised concept of interaction and was intended to serve two purposes. First it would seek
to get a broad picture of students' perception of their status as learners, both separately and
in relation to their teachers. Given the demands that conventional distance education makes
on its learners to function with minimum direct contact with the teaching institution. and
given the more recent perspectives about distance learners assuming a more initiating role in
their own learning. such an investigation was deemed appropriate in order to examine the
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extent to which typical students of the Faculty of Education perceived themselves as being
capable of functioning in a learner-centred educational environment.
Secondly the research programme was designed to examine knowledge building
processes as these revealed themselves in a teaching-learning situation. The intention was to
describe the nature of the learner-knowledge interaction taking place as well as to identify
the factors influencing it. In this way, the focus of the investigation would be the process of
learning rather than its outcome.
Both sets of investigation \vould complement each other and reflect the
interrelatedness described between social interaction and learner-knowledge interaction in
the redefined concept.
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The two sub-studies
In order to implement the programme described above, two

sub~studies

were

designed: an exploratory survey in relation to the first purpose and an observation study in
relation to the second.
The explorator:y survev
The survey itself was conducted within the framework of social interaction as
discussed in Chapter Two. As noted then. social interaction by itself could not provide an
adequate conceptual framework for examining all aspects of teaching and learning.
However. it was also noted that the issues addressed by the respective discussants. hold
important implications for the interpersonal exchange and the social setting within which
teaching and learning take place.
Consequently this survey was based on selected aspects of collaborative learning.
dialogue and learner control, all of \\'hich were examined earlier. From collaborative
learning. the survey drew on the principle that teaching and learning should take place in
settings that were not based on a rigid top~down relationship between teachers and learners
but which encouraged greater equity in the role and status of these two sets of participants.
The role of the group, which is also a feature of collaborative learning. was also addressed
through this survey.
Dialogue provided the ideal that students are "the key agents in their own learning"
and that they and their teachers should alternate between proactive and reactive roles in their
communication.
Learner control. as developed by Garrison and Baynton ( 1987), was also
represented in the survey. In developing this concept, the authors sought to provide a
model of the factors necessary for learners to assume greater responsibility for their
learning in collaborative environments. The authors interpreted learner control as " the
oppoI1unity and ability to influence, direct and determine decisions related to the educational
process". To this end. Garrison and Baynton's model comprises three components. namely

136
independence. pOll'er and slIpport. The survey sought to determine the extent to which

these three attributes of learner control were represented in the student population of the
Faculty of Education. UWI.
In light of all of the above. a survey was designed to address the following research
question:
HOll'do sflldellt-teac!Jers percei\'e their /eal'llillg e.\periellce ill a jOl71w/ educatioTl
em 'irol/lJlellt?

Specifically the survey would seek to examine student-teachers' perceptions of their
roles and expectations as individual learners and in their relationship with their teachers
(lecturers) and fellow students.
The observation study
This study was undertaken within the framework of learner-knowledge interaction
as discussed in Chapter Five. It was aimed at examining the discourse that teachers and
learners used with a view to analysing how participants were manipulating their cognitive
resources (as revealed through the discourse) to facilitate knowledge building on the part of
the learner. This investigation was seen as being consistent with the overall conception of
learner-knowledge interaction.
The term knowledge building was used to refer to the process of learning in
keeping with one of the core tenets of constI'uctivism that people build or construct
knowledge rather than acquire it. By extension. the study also upheld another key tenet of
constructivism that. through learning. learners were engaging in a meaning-making
exercise. geared towards arriving at their own personal interpretation of the world.
The study also recognised that knowledge from external sources fed into the
cognitive processes of both teacher and learners. In this regard the study saw the need to
pay attention to the way different sources of knowledge were impacting on one another and
in the process influencing the knowledge building exercise itself. For the purpose of this
study. the term 'knowledge'. when referring to the external phenomenon. was used
interchangeably with information.
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Power, used interchangeably with control, was another factor taken into
consideration in the observation study. In this regard the study drew on Fairclough's thesis
regarding power in the discourse and sought to examine the factors that allowed one
participant to occupy a dominant position and another a subordinate position in an
exchange. It was also informed by Pietrykowski's concern that it is in the act of coming to
know that the effect of power relations should be investigated.
The term discourse was used in this study to refer to the talk that teachers and
learners used as they communicated. Precedence for this use of the term was found in
Fairclough (1992) who highlights this aspect in his explanation. He states that discourse
refers to extended samples of either spoken or written language, and he defines it fUIther as
"interaction between speaker and addressee. or between writer and reader, and therefore
processes of producing and interpreting speech and writing. as well as the situational
context of language use" (p.3).
While it is recognised that the terms 'discourse' and 'interaction' are normally used
interchangeably, interaction was used as the broader term in this study, encompassing the
three components of social interaction. learner-media interaction and learner-knowledge
interaction. 'Discourse' was used to refer specifically to the talk and other communicative
acts of the participants of the study. The discourse of both teachers and learners was
examined in keeping with the view that both sets of panicipants were contributing to
knowledge-building on the pan of the learner.
The study also recognised as discourse the non·,·erbal cues of participants when
those cues could be interpreted as communicating some recognisable message. SUppOlt for
this interpretation of non-verbal cues was found in Wagner's definition of interaction. As
noted in Chapter Two, \Vagner (1994) defines interaction as reciprocal actions which she
resrards as beinsr "verbal and non-verbal, conscious and non-conscious. enduring and
~

~

~

casual".
In light of the foregoing. the observation study was designed to address the
following question:
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H'll(If does the discollrse of leal7lers a1/(1 their teachers rel'eal ahol/t leame,.-

kllOlr/edge imeracfioll?

Specifically, the observation study would seek to,
I.

describe the knowledge-building activities that learners engage in.

")

examine how teachers influence the knowledge-building activities of learners.

3.

examine the effect of the power relations between teachers and learners on
learners'know ledge-building acti vities.
The relationship hetween the two suh-studies.
The two sub-studies were developed out of two of the three types of interaction

established as a result of the literature review, namely social interaction and learner-

-

-

knowledge interaction. It was envisaged that linkages between the two would emerge
... at
'-

two levels. At one level social interaction would serve as the main support for learnerknowledge interaction in the observation studv. (learner-media interaction was not an area of
~

investigation in this resei.lrch programme). At another level. the findings of the exploratory
survey could be used to illuminate andlor reinforce issues emerging from the observation
study.
In this programme, the observation study was the main research activity and the
survey. the subsidiary.
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CHAPTER 7
THE RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

Introduction
This chapter outlines the methodology for each of the sub-studies. The first
section describes the approach taken in designing and administering the survey and
analysing the data derived from it. The second describes the activities undertaken in the
preparation and conduct of the observation study' . The third section describes the
procedures employed in the analysis of the data from the observation study. A separate
section was allocated for this aspect, since the observation study was the main
undertaking of the research programme.

The exploratory survey'

The instrument
A questionnaire comprising three subtests and based on selected attributes of

collaborative lea17ling, dialoglle and leamer control, \vas designed to address the
objective outlined in the preceding chapter.
Subtest I: Talking with lecturers
The first subtest was influenced by the concept of dialoglle and was aimed at
determining the extent to which teachers, as learners, saw themselves as occupying
both proactive and reactive roles in their relationship with their lecturers. There were
fourteen (14) closed items in this subtest representing reactive and proactive
communication roles respectively. Examples of items in the reactive category were 'You

, As noted in Chapter I. the commonly used tenn 'ohservation study' is used to refer to the main aspect
of the research programme. even though. like the survey. it is. in effect. a sub-study.
, A paper derived from this survey was presented at the Sixth Camhridge Conference on ODL (scc
Kuhoni. 1995).
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ask lecturers to clarify a point' and 'You support a point made by a lecturer on some
aspect of the course content'. Examples of items in the proactil'e category were 'You refocus a discussion involving students and a lecturer which you find is drifting' and
'With other students you recommend changes to the overall programme of study'. This
subtest was based on a Likert scale of 1-5, with 5 indicating the most positive rating of
'very often' and 1 at the other end. indicating 'never'.
Subtest 2: Which

settim~s

are most useful for which

learnin~

tasks?

The second subtest required respondents to think about each of twenty learning
tasks. and indicate which of five settings was most useflll for carrying out each of the
twenty learning tasks and simultaneously, which of the settings was least useflll for the
each of the same tasks. This subtest was designed to investigate students' perceptions
of the usefulness of different social settings. It was influenced by that aspect of
collaborative learning that emphasises the function of the group and specifically the use
of appropriate group settings.
Respondents were given the following instructions for this subtest:
OllTside o/the large grottp lectllreldisclIssioll sessions. there are other settings ill
\\'hich YOtt carry Ollt mri()[ls tasks. Fh'e settings hm'e been identified and these
({re coded 1 to 5 beloH'. A series of tasks has also beell/isted. For each task.

circle the code for
a)

the setting which YOll consider most IIseD" for carrying OIlT that rask

AND
b)

the setting which YOII cOllSioder least IIseut! for carrying olltthar task.

r{yolI feel that none of the settings is lIseflllfor a particlllar task. go straight to
the

'11 Oil

e , col1l1lln alld circle 6 for that task. Please base you/' responses Oil yOIll'

aCTl/al experience,
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The settings \I'ith their codes are,
1.

individual stlldying alone.

2.

illdiddual \I'ith one or Mo other stlldems.

3.

indiridualoll one-to-one basis \I'ith lecwrer.

4.

small grollp session (15 or less) - stlldcllts ollly

5.

small group sessioll (15 or less) - stlldents with lectllre r.

Respondents were then given a demonstration of the procedure for doing this
subtest. This is reproduced in Table 7.1 below. The three tasks included here were for
demonstration purposes only.

Table 7.1: Procedure for doin~ suhtest

CHOICE OF SETTING

TASK

Most Useful
reviewing your notes

tD2

having a debate

I

borrowing a book

1

..,

..,

3 4 5
3 4(D
3 4 5

Least Useful

1

")

02
I

None

30)5

6

3 4 5

6

.., 3

4 5

({)

The actual tasks were representative of four broad types namely. stlldying the
cOllrse content, project \l'ork. assignment-related tasks, actidties related to the affectil'c
domain. Table 7.2 provides examples of each of the four types of learning tasks that

were actually used in the test.
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Tahle 7.'2: Examples of learnin~ tasks
TYPE OF LEARNING TASK

EXAMPLE

Studying the course content.

Identifying central topics or themes of the
course content.
Relating your previous knowledge with
knowledge you are now acquiring.

Project work

Drawing up plans for a project you are doing
on your own.
Negotiating roles for doing a class project.

Assignment-related tasks

Decidin!! how best to use data collected for
doing a;signments.
Dealing with difficulties that come up while
doing assignments.

Activities related to the affective domain.

Deriving satisfaction from learning.
Findin!! reassurance when faced with
person;l problems.

Suhtest 3: Taking responsihilitv for vour learning.
The third subtest was designed to reflect the three dimensions of GalTison and
Baynton's model of leamer control and consisted of two sections. The first section
comprised 12 closed items each with a 5-point rating scale ranging from 'capable' (5) to
'definitely not capable' (1). They were all aimed at identifying the extent to which
learners saw themselves as being capable of engaging in iTldepeTlde11t ieal7ler acti"i'y.
Examples of items were "Given a topic and a broad course outline, (you can) set your
own objecti\'es' and '(You can) negotiate methods of assessment on a one-to-one basis
with a lecturer'. Instruction for this set of items acknowledged that the tasks listed may
or may not have been paIl of the learners' prior or current learning experience.
However they were asked to use their knowledge of themselves as learners to indicate
how far they considered themselves capable of undertaking the tasks identified.
The second section of this subtest comprised four open-ended items. Two of
these addressed the area of personal power (later referred to as competence by Baynton.
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1992). Respondents were required to list three personal strengths and three personal
limitations which they felt helped and hindered respectively their ability to manage their
learning. The other two items dealt with the dimension of support. Each of these two
required respondents to list three factors outside of the self that respectively facilitated
and hindered their learning. The decision to solicit responses of both a facilitating and
restricting nature for each of these two dimensions (power and support) was based on
the view that one needs to recognise these opposing attributes in order to be optimally
aware of the potential of the two dimensions.
The full text of the questionnaire is contained in Appendix 1.
Context of the survey
The survey was conducted among practising secondary school teachers
pursuing the in-service post graduate diploma of education programme in the Faculty of
Education. St. Augustine campus. This programme is delivered through the face-to-face
mode and is implemented over a one-year period. with classes being held during the
school tenn as well as during the vacation. It begins with a four-week period of
intensive study during the July-August vacation. During the three terms, students are
required to attend classes one day per week. Attendance is also required for a one-week
period to coincide with the Christmas and Easter vacations respectively.
The programme combines theoretical and practical work and includes courses in
the Sociology, Psychology and Philosophy of Education. and Curriculum. Students
must also teach under the supervision of their Curriculum tutors.
The fact that these secondary school teachers were pursuing this programme in a
face-to-face situation rather than at a distance was not considered a limitation in light of
the objective of the survey. For the purpose of the survey, the key characteristic of the
group of students was that they were practising teachers doing an in-service
programme. In this regard. they were typical of the Faculty's current and projected
student population. (The term 'student' is being used to refer to these teachers to reflect
their current status as students in the Faculty of Education). Consequently, it was

144

envisaged that the perceptions which they would reveal about themselves would be
applicable whatever the delivery mode employed in the Faculty's offerings.
In any event. apart from the limited audio-conferencing offering. at the time of
writing. distance education was not a feature of higher education in the Caribbean. Thus
the conventional face-to-face setting was the principal environment in which learning
took place and from which learning experiences were derived.
There were 106 students enrolled in the 1994-95 programme and 75 completed
questionnaires were returned. This represented 71 % of the group targeted. The majority
of respondents were within the age range 25 to 45 years. Fifty six percent (56%) fell
within the 25-35 bracket and 25% were between 36 and 45 years old. There were 61 lie
female and 31 % male students. Eight percent (SlIc) did not indicate their gender. Ninety
two percent (92%) possessed a bachelor's degree. The 75 respondents were
specialising in eight curriculum areas with the highest concentrations in English (19l1c).
!\iuthematics (l9l7c). Science (l59c) and Social Studies (l3l1c).
The Procedure
The questionnaire was administered directly to students towards the end of the
four-week period of full-time intensive study described earlier. One of the scheduled
sessions was cancelled so that students could complete the questionnaire at a single
sitting. Consequently only those present at the time took paI1 in the survey. The
questionnaires were distributed at the beginning of the session and collected at the end.
Follow-up interviews were conducted with a small group of volunteers.
Data Analysis
Two limitations of this survey should be acknowledged at this point. First.
because of the necessity to administer the questionnaire before the end of the JulyAugust period of full-time intensive study, the instrument was not adequately pilot
tested and item analysis \\'as not done. Secondly. rigorous statistical analysis could not
be done gi\'en the smallness of the sample size. There were only 106 students in the in-
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tact group and even though the response rate was a satisfactory 71 %. the number of
returned questionnaires was less than one hundred. Thus only means and standard
deviation were obtained and the findings must necessarily be treated as tentative.

The observation study
The second sub-study, the observation study, was located within the Certificate
of Education programme offered by the Faculty through the university'S audioconferencing system. the University of the West Indies Distance Teaching Enterprise
(UWIDITE). This Celtificate programme is co-ordinated by the Faculty at the Mona
(Jamaica) campus and is done by teachers at various sites in the countries of the
English-speaking Caribbean.
The overall purpose of the observation study was

(0

examine all factors related

to learner-knowledge interaction as they revealed themselves in the teacher-learner
interaction. In keeping with the intention to examine the interaction from the perspective
of the learner, observation was done at audio-conferencing sites where students were
located. The students selected for this study were observed at the two sites in Trinidad.
At the same time teacher input was not ignored. Rather. that aspect of the interpersonal
interaction was seen as feeding into and therefore exerting some influence on learnerknowledge interaction. It therefore had to be examined.
While the audio-conferencing environment itself was not the focus of
investigation in this study, the capability of the UWIDITE system to allow for real-time
interaction, made it possible to gain access to both teacher and learner input
simultaneously. This was an advantage given the limited time available for data
collection. Nonetheless. while not focusing on the medium, the study paid some
attention to the effect that media-related factors had on the teaChing-learning interaction.
This section on the methodolo!!y for the observation study. is further subdivided
~.

into six subsections. The first subsection sets the stage by establishing the context in
which the study was undertaken. This is followed by a description of the steps taken to
prepare for the field\\'ot"k. The third provides un o\'en'ie\\' of the t\\'o data collection
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methods used during fieldwork, namely observation and interviewing. The fourth
describes the observation procedures in detail and the fifth does the same for the
interview component. The final subsection is devoted to an evaluation of the entire
fieldwork exercise.
Context of the observation study.
Two conditions combined to define the environment for this study. First there
was the certificate programme of study and secondly there was the audioconferencing
medium.
Pro!!ramme of study
As noted earlier, the student-teachers observed were pursuing the Certificate of
Education. This programme is targeted mainly to primm)' school teachers and its aim is
to update and extend the professional knowledge and competence of serving teachers
(Faculty of Education, UWI, Mona. Jamaica. 1993). It is offered in five specialisations
and students register to pursue studies in one of the five. Entry requirements stipulate
that students should be practising teachers with basic teacher training qualifications and
a minimum of three years service. Alternatively, applicants with no formal teacher
training but with ten years teaching experience may also be admitted, once there is
evidence that they have been declared as qualified or certified teachers by the competent
authority in the country of their professional practice.
The Ce11ificate of Education is a part-time, in-service programme and lasts four
semesters (terms) spread over approximately two calendar years. The first three
semesters are dedicated to the delivery of courses on-line, through the audioconferencing system. Typically, these three semesters would comprise a core
component of weekly on-line sessions, supported by related print materials. In the
founh semester there are no on-line sessions and students work with a local supervisor
(tutor) in preparing for and actually doing their Practicum (examination of classroom
practice) and their Study, a piece of action research linked to the Practicum.
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The programme in progress during the period of fieldwork had begun in
February 1994 and \vas due to end in December 1995. The field work itself took place
during the third semester. that is the last on-line teaching semester. and it lasted for
ei£ht (8) weeks from Januarv
to May.
.
. 1995.
~

The medium.
Most sites on the UWIDITE audio-conferencing system are connected by two
pairs of phone lines. At each site both pairs function simultaneously receiving and
transmitting information respectively. The lines of all sites converge at a hub in the
island of St. Lucia. They remain permanently connected thus allowing for ongoing
communication. An exception to this pattern is the Belize site which is not served by
dedicated lines. Whenever a connection is required. an operator from Belize must dial
through to the hub in St. Lucia using the regular telephone lines.
All sites are equipped with a telewriter which is a graphics tablet with a stylus
that is linked through appropriate software to a computer. also at the site. In turn. this
computer is connected by a pair of modems to the two telephone lines serving the site.
Through this connection. infolmation from the telewriter. as well as from the computer
itself. is transmitted to the hub in St. Lucia. which re-transmits it to all sites.
There are two sites in Trinidad. one at the campus in St. Augustine and the other
in the town of San Fernando. some twenty miles from the campus. The site at the S1.
Augustine campus is currently housed in a small room in the university's main library.
The room is laid out in a west-east orientation. Three rectangular tables take up most of
the space. The computer. with modems. telewriter and the convener (audio control
system) are spread out across the front table. facing the east wall. In the middle of this
table is a microphone to be used by a lecturer if a course is being delivered from this
site. The other two tables are arranged in an L-shape behind and to the left (north) of the
front table. About ten microphones. for use by students. are spread over these tables.
Additional chairs are arranged along the south and west walls. There are no
microphones provided for the occupants of these chairs. The seating arrangement is
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such that if a session is being conducted from this site. the students would be behind
the lecturer and both lecturer and students would be facing east.
A shelf constructed

-

a~ainst

the east wall at a level about two feet

-

hi~her

than the

front table, holds the slow scan TV equipment (not in use), a TV monitor for the
display of output from the computer or telewriter. Mounted above this shelf on the wall
are two speakers which are connected by a headphone jack to the convener. The volume
of the two speakers is controlled by a knob on the convener.
Access to the room is through the only door at the south-east corner (Figure

7.1 ).
While the orientation was different. the San Fernando site was organised in a
manner that was more or less similar to that of the St. Augustine site.
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Preparation for the fieldwork

Developin~

skills

In order to develop my own sensitivity to the different types of input in a
teaching-learning interaction. I observed and audio-taped a face-to-face post-graduate
training workshop in which Ph.D. students were being guided in an examination of
different types of research methodologies. In spite of the obvious differences between
this situation and the one in which the study was located. this exercise gave me the
opportunity to develop my own skills in observing. transcribing and coding a teachinglearning exchange (Appendix 2).
Selectin!! pm1icipants
Based on information obtained through preliminary contact with the Faculty at
the Mona (Jamaica) campus. I selected the specialisation within which I would conduct
the study. As noted earlier. the Certificate of Education is offered in five specialisations.
Number of students available in anyone of them \vas the only criterion used for
selection. My aim was to select the specialisation that would allow me access to an
adequate number of students at the two Trinidad sites. There were eight students
registered for the specialisation selected at the two Trinidad sites. seven at St. Augustine
and one at San Fernando. The adequacy of this number will be discussed more fully
later.
Through this preliminary contact. I also received information about the subject
matter content of the programme as a whole and specifically of the course that I would
be observing during the third and final teaching semester. The selected course dealt with
content related to curriculum planning and implementation and was intended to support
students in their preparation for the Practicum and the Study described earlier.
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Gaining access to the fieldwork site
I sought pennission from the Faculty administration at Mona as well as from the
co-ordinator of the specialisation selected. who was also based at Mona. The coordinator was also scheduled to teach the course that I would be observing. The request
letters that I wrote to the administration and the co-ordinator lecturer. was accompanied
by an overview of my thesis proposal. I also made contact with the local supervisor in
Trinidad and through her. with the students. I wrote individual letters to the students.
In my correspondence to all of the above (in more detail to some than to others),
I described the proposed study and stated my plans for the involvement of the lecturer
and the students. I informed them that I would be videotaping the students during online sessions and conducting two interviews with each of the students. I also stated
then that I intended to conduct group discussions with the students. This latter idea was
subsequently abandoned. I emphasised to both lecturer and students that I would only
be observing and would not be interfering in the conduct of the sessions. I also sought
to assure the students that I would make every eff0l1 to schedule interviews so as not to
disrupt their work and domestic responsibilities unduly (Appendix 3).
Prior to leaving the UK for Trinidad, I made preliminary enquiries about the
availability of video equipment. I also developed a schedule of work for the eight-week
fieldwork period.
Initial contacts
On my arrival in Trinidad, I held familiarisation meetings with the students prior
to my observation of the on-line sessions. Six of the eight students were teaching at the
same school and the other two were at two other institutions. I therefore held three
meetings at the respective places of work. In the first meeting. with the group of six.
students (teachers) had only a vague memory of my letter of introduction although they
acknowledged that they had received it. I also sensed that they were apprehensive about
my intentions. This was understandable since none of them knew me.
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Another likelv. contributin2: factor to their uncertainty. was that, even thou!!h
I
.....
had received pennission from the authorities, as well as the welcome of the local
supervisor (which they knew about), I did not meet with them in the presence of any of
these authorised personnel. The fact that the local supervisor was aware of my visit and
was the one who had distributed the letters that I had written to each of the students.
was apparently not enough to sanction my presence.
I\1v

assessment

The role and status of the local supervisor deserves attention at this point.
Although there were periodic contacts between her and the students, and there was a
good relationship between them, she did not have a major responsibility during the
teaching pat1 of the programme. As noted earlier, she became more directly involved for
the Practicum and the writing of the Study during the last semester. On the whole. in
her capacity as local supervisor (tutor) she could not assume the fOlmal responsibility
for authorising my presence. On hindsight I think that I should have obtained a formal
letter of introduction from the Mona administration.
It is likely therefore that the students had difficulty in recognising my authority
since from their point of view, it was not appropriately sanctioned. It is my view that.
had these students been constituted as a conventional face-to-face class, with a teacher
(lecturer) permanently present, their initial response to me may have been different.
At this meeting with the group of six, therefore. as well as in the subsequent
meetings with the other two students, I realised that I needed to establish my credentials
both as researcher and as a member of the academic community of the Faculty of
Education. I therefore reiterated the purposes of the study, emphasised its significance
in the context of the university and sought to reassure the students that I did not intend
to intrude. I think that I had some success in removin2:.... barriers since there was e"reater
openness in our subsequent meetings. During the meetings I also made tentative
arrangements for the first set of interviews. Overall. these were scheduled to take place
at the respective schools during the one-hour lunch period.
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Other an'an!!ements
I also contacted the lecturer in Jamaica by telephone to reconfirm arrangements.
She asked to be reminded about the purpose of the study and asked several questions
about this. After re-stating her agreement with the project. she infOlmed me that the
particular specialisation was in transition, that it was being revised and that I should
take that into consideration. She did not elaborate and I did not question her further on
that matter.
She also asked whether I wanted her to introduce me at the first session. I
declined the offer since I wanted the study to be conducted in an unobtrusive a manner
as possible. Any announcement on the audio-conferencing system would have alerted
students at the sites in the other countries about this event in Trinidad and I was not sure
how this publicity would have affected the attitude of the Trinidad students. On the
other hand. given my subsequent assessment about the absence of a formal official
introduction. it may have been to my advantage to accept.
I also re-established contact with the local supervisor. While recognising her
limited role, I thought it imp0l1ant to maintain a link should any problems arise.
Finally, I concluded arrangements with the Faculty of Education, S1. Augustine
(Trinidad) campus for the use of the video equipment for recording the sessions. I had
my O\vn audio tape recorder for recording the interviews.
Schedule
In summary, fieldwork for this observation study was planned to last eight
weeks. It would take place in the third semester during the period March 8 to May 13,

1995. As mentioned earlier, the semester itself extended from JanuaI)f to May, thus I
was conducting the study towards the end of the final on-line teaching semester. This
situation could not be avoided since I was not able to complete my own preparation for
the research exercise earlier. While I reco!!nise the disadvanta!!es of nw timin eo for the
~

fieldwork exercise. I considered it important

~.

to

spend time clarifying my own research

focus than to attempt to enter the fieldwork environment at a more appropriate stage but
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without adequate preparation.
The study was planned to involve eight students pursuing one option of the
Certificate of Education. at two UWIDITE sites in Trinidad.
Data collection procedures
The two main data collection methods were observation and interviewing.
Ohservation
As noted earlier, I observed students during the on-line sessions at the two
audio-conference sites in Trinidad. Several types of data were collected from my
observation of these sessions.
Tvpes of data collected
The primal)' data collected were the one-to-one verbal exchange between the
teacher (lecturer) and the respective students. These data were imp0l1ant since the aim
of the study was to examine the knowledge-building activities that the studentparticipants of the study engaged in as revealed in the verbal exchanges. The verbal
exchanges also contained material not directly linked to knowledge-building in relation
to the course content. For example there were administrative matters to be settled and
friendly exchanges. Such material was not considered for inclusion since it was not
relevant to the study.
The decision to collect data from both the teacher and the learner reflects my
own perspective that, in a formal education environment, learning, that is, learnerknowledge interaction, needs to be examined in the context of its relationship with
teaching. In this regard, the approach taken in this study differs from that observed in
some areas of the recent literature where the concentration on the learning function has
meant the vi11ual exclusion of the teacher role.
While the main data were derived from the official on-line talk of lecturer and
students. attention was also paid to other pertinent elements of learner behaviour.
Specifically, data of off-line exchanges among students at the site were also collected if
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they were regarded as being related to the teaching-leaming interaction. Gestures and
other forms of non-verbal communicative behaviour by the students were also recorded
if they too were considered relevant. Both these forms of communication were
considered as aspects of the discourse (see earlier definition) and treated as subsidiary
to the 'official' on-line communication.
The data collected were regarded as comprising a series of teaching-leaming
episodes. An episode was identified where a self-contained meaningful unit of teaching

and learning was recognised. Episodes were of varying duration and several episodes
were identified in a single session. Episodes were not seen as being representative of
the students pa11icipating in the study. They were not to be used to generate quantitative
data. Neither were they to be reconstituted for the purposes of examining a
developmental process. Rather they were seen as providing critical incidents that could
be analysed in their own right within the context of the overall aim of the study. which
was to examine all factors related to learner-knowledge interaction.
Given this focus on the data as a collection of episodes. I considered the eight
students registered for the specialisation selected in Trinidad. an appropriate number of
participants for the study. I envisaged that ideally. this sample of eight observed over
six sessions. each of two hours duration. with an average of two episodes identified for
each student. should provide a sufficient amount of data that was also capable of
....£eneratim!
....

enol1£h
.....variation in tem1S of knowled£e-buildin£
. . . . . . . . . activities. In estimatin!!
.... the

value of this sample size. I was also aware that all of the eight would not be present at
all sessions observed. However if absenteeism were to reach a maximum of four per
session. I envisaged that I would still be able to attain my overall goal in terms of
amount and variation of data collected.
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Rationale for videotapin~.
Videotaping was considered the most appropriate means of recording the
observations for four main reasons.
By using this mode I was able to record the gestures, facial expressions and
other forms of non-verbal communication given by the students in response to some
verbal input from the teacher. As stated earlier, I included these as part of the data given
my own interpretation of discourse. It also allowed access to the private off-line
activities of the students both individually and in groups. Such activities were
considered important where there was some discernible connection with the formal
teaching-learning transaction.
This mode of recording my observations also made it possible for me to record
the physical setting of the study and in addition to take note of the manner in which it
was used by the paI1icipants.
Finally, for the purpose of future data analysis, it served as an accurate reminder
not only of which student spoke or did something, but also of the circumstances
surrounding their statements or actions.
In addition to the above, the video recordings provided audio information from
the other sites. This included the lecturer's input as well as that of students at the other
sites. While the lecturer's contributions were an integral part of the study, those of the
students at the other sites were not. Consequently these were largely ignored. However
there were instances when aspects of students' contributions from other sites were part
of an exchange in which one of the participants of the study was also involved. These
would be recognised as data to provide clarity and continuity in a given episode.
As stated earlier, these recordings provided information of the private off-line
activities of the students. However, sometimes these activities would involve talk
muttered under the breath or in a low tone to a fellow student. Sometimes this talk
would ha\'e been audible enough to be picked up by the single microphone attached to
the camera. At other times. it was not. In those instances. I had to rely on the non-
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verbal cues only.
To gain optimum access to these private conversations would have necessitated
the use of additional and more sensitive microphones positioned in close proximity to
the students. This additional equipment was not used partly because its use would have
required too much extra set-up time before the start of a session. The sites were also
used for other courses. hence it would not have been possible to leave such equipment
installed over the eight-week period.
It would also have broken my commitment to the students and the lecturer that I
would not be intrusive. In any event. obtaining this additional equipment would have
necessitated too much time, effort and probably money that I could not afford.
Moreover, while the use of these additional resources would have enhanced the data
collected. I do not think that the overall aim of the study was compromised by their
absence.
Interviewing
Interviews were used to clarify and/or amplify data collected through
observation. Only the students were interviewed. The teacher was not interviewed
because. as stated earlier, it was the learning function that was emphasised. While
interviewing the teacher may also have contributed to this objective, this could not be
accommodated within the time allocated for fieldwork. In any event. it was envisaged
that observation would have provided adequate and appropriate data on the teacher role
to fulfil the purposes specified. Based on the above considerations. interviews were
designed to allow for the emergence of specific types of data.
Tvpes of data collected
One noted feature of the on-line communication was that there were several
episodes that were dominated by teacher talk. with students alternating between
listening. note taking. engaging in private off-line conversations about what was being
transmitted. and also losing concentration. Even though there was no formal \'erbal
input from the students during these presentations. the position taken was that learners
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were engaging with and manipulating knowledge in response to what was being
transmitted. Specifically. it was argued that learner-knowledge interaction would have
been taking place even though there was no overt interpersonal interaction between
teacher and student at those times.
As noted earlier. this perspective of the concept of interaction is shared by
Wagner who asserts that interaction involves reciprocity in actions and responses.
Further, she recognises reciprocity whether the actions/responses are verbal or nonverbal, conscious or non-conscious. enduring or casual. Drawing on this definition. the
interview was used, in part. to get students to externalise and verbalise responses
and/or reactions which they may have had to statements made by the teacher on-line. In
this regard. segments of the teacher's presentations were selected and re-presented to
interviewees to examine their understanding. interpretation andlor evaluation of the
selected content.
In cases where there was an actual dialogue between the lecturer and a student, I
would seek to get the relevant student to extend on his or her contribution to the
exchange. Probably the student may have appeared satisfied with the outcome. in which
case I would seek to find out the basis of the satisfaction. The same would apply if the
student appeared dissatisfied. If the student had initiated the exchange, I sought to find
out the reason for this. I was also interested in getting the reactions of students who
were listening to the exchange. In addition. interview questions could be triggered by
students' non-verbal cues.
The interview process combined two categories of questions, namely those that
were specific to a particular interviewee, based on his or her actions or responses
during the sessions, and those that were more general, which I had created out of the
overall teacher-learner interaction.
I also included two topics that I had decided to investigate prior to the start of
the fieldwork. These were students' approaches to reading and note taking as they
perceived them both in the CUlTent sessions and in their learning experience overall. The
examination of approaches to reading was intended to generate data on learner
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interaction with print and the focus on note taking was inspired by Juler's (1990) notion
of 'student text'. I included this topic to detem1ine the extent to which the act of note
taking reflected students' intentions to create their own 'texts'.
Other data collected in the interviews were students' personal history. their
reasons for pursuing the programme. their views on learning by audio-conferencing.
and. since they were all practising teachers. their perspective of the institutions in which
they were employed. All interviews were audio taped.
Conductin!! the ohservation
In this subsection I describe the various facets of the observation exercise. This
includes a profile of the participants. a description of the fieldwork operations. a
statement of problems encountered and a description of the adjustments made to address
those problems.
The pal1icipants
Seven of the eight students identified as paI1icipants in this study were located at
the main UWIDITE site at the campus in St. Augustine and the eighth was at the second
site at San Fernando. The lecturer for this group was at the Mona site in Jamaica.
There were four students present for the first session at St. Augustine. At the
second session. there were two. While I had catered for some level of absenteeism. I
felt that the situation with this group was too unpredictable and I could not be certain
whether I would turn up for a session and be the only one there for the entire two-hour
period. Consequently. I decided to co-opt another group of students into the study.
FOltunately. a course in a second specialisation of the Certificate of Education was also
in progress and there were four students doing this course at the main site. In addition.
the lecturer for this course was also based at the St. Augustine site. This factor
considerably reduced the time required to get pennission to include this group into the
study. There were now t\\'elye student-participants. with eight in one group (Group
and four in the other (Group B). Both groups were pursuing different options of the

A)
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Certificate of Education.
Group characteristics
There were some noted differences between the two groups. In Group A there
\vere seven female and one male student. Their average age was twenty nine (29) years
and they had an average of seven years teaching experience. ranging from two to eleven
years. In Group B the four students were all female. Their average age was forty four
(44) years and they had an average of eighteen years teaching experience ranging from
eleven to twenty seven years. The members of Group B were older and had more
teaching experience than those of Group A.
The four students of Group B occupied the same site as their lecturer while the
lecturer for Group A was in Jamaica. In concrete terms. this meant that the Group B
students had greater access to their lecturer. Before and after a session. there were
informal exchanges and students would use these occasions to engage the lecturer in
further discussion on course-related matters. To maintain equity in the treatment of the
two groups. I did not record these exchanges.
Being at the same site (i.e. in the same room) with their lecturer. also meant that
a situation existed in which there could be face-to-face contact between students and
lecturer during a session. However. while there were some exchanges. this was the
exception rather than the mle. There were two reasons for this. First. the lecturer had to
maintain management of the on-line communication and so could not allow herself to be
distracted from this task. Secondly. the physical layout of the room. as described
earlier. militated against face-to-face contact. The lecturer occupied the front table with
her back to the students. Hence. as was the case with Group A. official exchanges took
place on-line. Group B students appeared comfortable with this arrangement.
Whether because of the difference in age and experience or in the location of the
lecturer. the Group B students were more settled during sessions than the younger
Group A set at the same site. This is not to say that members of the former group were
always task-focused. Rather their non-task related activities were less frequent and less
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overt than those of the Group A cohort. Group B students also attended more regularly
and were more punctual.
My worst fears about Group A did not materialise. While all seven students of
the group at the St. Augustine site were not in attendance at all sessions obsen'ed. there
were always two or more of them present. However, because of the irregularity in their
attendance. the overall data collection exercist! was not as systematic as I had originally
planned.
With regard to the lone Group A student at the San Fernando site, I had to
postpone plans to videotape her and remain at St. Augustine for as long as was
necessary to record as many students in session as possible. Eventually. I did not
videotape her since my three attempts to do so were unsuccessful. On the first of the
three occasions. there was the first complete breakdown of the system during the
fieldwork period and the session had to be aborted soon after it had begun. Before each
of the other two scheduled sessions. the student phoned to infOlm me that she would
not be attending because of personal/domestic reasons. By this time we were already
into the month of May, the end of the semester, and I suppose that although her overall
attendance was better than that of her counterparts at S1. Augustine. she too was
withdrawing. While I did not have a video recording of her in a session. I decided to
retain her as one of the pm1icipants since I had captured her on-line contributions in
previous sessions during videotaping at the S1. Augustine site.
My original plan for interviewing was also affected by the irregular attendance
of the Group A students. In my correspondence to them prior to the start of the
fieldwork. I had indicated that I would be interviewing each of them twice. My
intention was to draw on their input during the on-line session to build the interview
questions. With the high level of absenteeism. this idea had to be adjusted. Hence,
those who attended more regularly were interviewed twice and the others only once.
The final sample comprised eleven (11) pm1icipants, seven in Group A and four
in Group B. Ten were at St. Augustine and one in San Fernando.
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Operations at the main site
Given the layout of the room and the fact that students of both groups occupied
the rear L-shaped table facing east, I set up the camera near to the door at the south-east
corner of the room since that position offered the best possible view of the students.
The camera was also positioned a little to the left of one of the loudspeakers and was
therefore appropriately placed to capture the audio output.
The camera was mounted on a tripod and since I was only interested in a single
shot of all the students. I locked it and sat elsewhere to avoid being in direct face-to-face
contact with the students. I would normally occupy one of the chairs along the south or
west wall. In either position. I was still able to monitor the activities and take my own
notes.
Managing the non-pm1icipant observer role
While I was not completely out of their view (the room was too small and there
were too few persons in it to allow for that). I think that the students were able to ignore
my presence because I was not sitting in their line of vision. Another factor which I
think contributed to reducing the focus on me was the fact that they were used to having
a non-student in the room. A technician was expected to be present whenever a session
was in progress. Two technicians alternated in a single session and one of them
nonnally sat at the back of the room. We often sat together,

~ometimes

chatting in

subdued tones. This link with someone whose presence was accepted, could have
helped me to 'blend into the landscape'.
Students' behaviour during observation.
It was evident that the students' behaviour had not changed because of my
presence or that of the video camera facing them. Rather the activities that they engaged
in during the period of the study seemed to be no different from what they would
normally do.
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Students could be seen chattim!.... amon!!... themselves. At times their conversations
seemed to be task-related, for example when a latecomer or someone who had missed a
previous session was being brought up (0 date on work missed. At other times, they
did not appear to be task-related. On some occasions students would leave their seats to
go to the shelves in the north-eastern corner of the room in search of materials that were
the focus of study at that time. In one session, one student spent a fairly long period of
time reading a newspaper, after having given an official excuse on-line why she could
not participate in the group discussion.
I would say that the students were comfortable in the environment. This was
pm1icularly evident in their use of the microphones. They were very adept at dispensing
with a microphone that was not working and getting another. At times other members
of the group would help in the selection process. Given that this was the third (and
final) semester of on-line sessions, students had become quite capable users of their
environment.
Technical problems
In addition to the issue of irregular student attendance, there were also
difficulties with the functioning of the audio-conferencing system. There were students
at a site in Belize on the mainland of South America for both courses observed and in
both cases there were periodic problems between the Belize site and the rest of the
system .. Normally, there would be a delay in message transmission from any other site
(0

Belize. Hence if a question was put to a student at that site, there was a delay

bet\veen its reception and the subsequent response. Quite frequently though, either the
initiating remark or the corresponding reply would not be received because of the poor
quality of the communication system linking that site to the rest of the system. Thus it
was often the case that students in Trinidad and indeed all the other sites would have to
sit and wait for the completion of an exchange between the lecturer and a Belize student
which. in many instances, would be disrupted and remain incomplete because of
technical failure.
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Belize was also timed to go off-line at a set time. Very often. this would occur
before the session was terminated. On such occasions. shrill, intermittent beeps could
be heard throughout the system and all conm1Unication had to be suspended until they
had ended.
There were also constraints with the use of the telewriter. Because of its
connection to the same telephone lines carrying the audio signals. all oral
communication had to cease when this equipment was being used at any site. otherwise
there would be interference and a resulting loud noise throughout the system.
Overall. the sound quality was reasonably adequate. At times though.
communication would be either disrupted or distorted because of technical problems.
As a result. there were periodic requests for repeats. More often than not. repetitions
were re-phrased. abbreviated versions of the original. with the likelihood of a shift in
meanin!!. however sli2:ht.
~

~

The effect of such disruptions was noted on one occasion when the San
Fernando site was cut off during a group discussion among participants of Group A.
When contact was re-established. the discussion had already progressed and the initial
topic had been adapted. The lecturer repeated the adapted topic for the benefit of the
lone Group A student at San Fernando. Based on her response. it was evident that she
was responding to the initial question. She had no doubt prepared a contribution to the
original topic and wanted to make it. Her input was therefore inappropriate at the time
when it was made. The lecturer. apparently recognising what had happened,
summarised and closed the discussion, very likely prematurely.
It is also likely that. given the uncertainty about if and when there \\'ould be an

intemlption or a deterioration of sound quality. the lecturers may have found it
necessary to resort to the information-transmission mode in order to ensure that aspects
of the content considered important. were communicated.
Overall. the initialunceI1ainty brought about by the irregular attendance of the
Group A students and the periodic technical flaws in the communication system. were
the two major problems encountered during observation.
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Summal)'
I videotaped four Group A and three Group B sessions. For reasons stated
earlier, only audio data were obtained for the student at the San Fernando site.
Conducting the interviews
As already stated, interview questions were of t\\'o broad types. One type was
closely linked to what specific students said or did in a session while the other type
drew on the overall teacher-learner interaction and was broader in scope. The first type
was used in the first set of interviews and the second type in the second set. It was
intended that each student would be interviewed twice, but because of the absenteeism
problems cited earlier, and the adjustments that had to be made because of them. some
of the ele\'en participants were only interviewed once.
Examples of CJuestions
With regard to the specific questions, in one of the first set of interviews, one
student was asked about two issues which he had raised with the lecturer. First he had
asked about her position on repeating a lesson if the objective was not achieved in the
first trial. Then he had raised a problem of his own regarding appropriate strategies for
handling varying ability levels in a single group. I decided to pursue these two issues
with the student because his non-verbal behaviour during the exchange suggested that

.

he mav not have been entirely. satisfied with ttie wav. the issues were handled.
In another of these earlier sessions, the lecturer was introducing students to the
notion of the integrated unit and encouraging them to adopt this approach to curriculum
implementation in their classroom practice. Students' on-line questions and off-line
private reactions suggested that they held differing perspectives on the topic, hence my
decision to question them about it. At the broader level. I developed questions to cover
five aspects of the overall interaction.
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Interaction between old and new kno\\'led£e
This group of questions was intended to get students to examine how they
handled new knowledge that appeared similar to knowledge that they already held in
memory but which was potentially in conflict with that old knowledge. I selected the
umbrella topic of evaluation and assessment which was dealt with by both groups and
formulated basic questions around three aspects of this topic. I put the question in this
way to one student:
Teacher educators are saying that. under the present approach, the traditional
approach to assessing students. they, the students, become too dependent on
grades and test scores. The current thinking is that students must develop their
own self-assessment skills, right? So, some of the new approaches, for
example, portfolios. provide the oppommity for students to dcvelop the ability
and the know-how to evaluate and assess their own performance as learners.
This is one of the principles underlying the new approaches to evaluation and
assessment. I want to hear from you now. how do you feel about that? Do you
feel comfortable with that kind of perspective?

Delaved response to intra-session events
This section of the interview was based on the premise that during sessions. the
lecturer and sometimes a felIow student would have made statements but at the time. the
student currently being interviewed would not have made any o\'ert corresponding
remark. However, that student may probably have had some response that remained
un\'erbalised. This may have happened because at the time in the session. the
interviewee did not recognise a clear oppo!1unity for a11iculating the response 01'
probably he/she was not sufficiently focused. I therefore selected two segments of the
videotaped data from each of the two groups, made audio recordings of these and
played them back during the inter\'iew. I then asked the respective students to react in
any way they saw fit both to what was said and to how it was said. I chose to keep this
question \'ery open-ended to avoid restricting students to a pa!1icular type of response.
The two segments were of two types: one was lecturer-presentation of
information and the other was a segment of dialogue between the Iccturer and a student.
For example. the Group B students were asked to respond to an information-
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transmission segment on 'semantic webbing' as well as a discussion between the
lecturer and a student from another site on the value of some commercially prepared
reading materials being used in some Caribbean schools. This technique of representing the data in an audio-taped form within the interview

W~lS

intended to re-enact

the actual situation and, as far as possible, to allow students to view the communication
from the same standpoint as that which they occupied during the session.
Internal preparation to respond to teacher-presented Questions
In this section of the interview, I repeated verbatim questions which the
lecturers had put to the respective groups to stimulate discussion. My intention here was
not that students should formulate a response, but rather that they should 'talk out' the
internal processes that they engaged in to prepare a response. In my instructions to each
interviewee, I introduced the task in this way:
I have made a list of some questions that (lecturer name) asked during some of
your sessions. They were questions that she threw out to the whole group to get
you thinking about some aspect of the course or some reading. I am going to
put three of those questions to you again. But I don't want you to answer them.
What I want to know is how you prepare inside your head to answer the
question.
I concluded the instl1.lction in this way:
So I am going to be repeating three questions that (lecturer name) asked and I
want you to talk out what you are doing inside your head as you are working
out how to answer to answer each of them.
Examples of questions put to the respective groups were,
I.

What are the things you have to put in place before

YOll

can fOlmulate an

appropriate checklist?
..,

What would you do with this stOIY in the classroom to facilitate students'
understanding of it?
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Potentiallon~-term

effect of lecturer 'talk'.

I put it to the interviewees that there are things that teachers say and/or do that
remain stuck in students' consciousness for a long time after a period of study. I asked
them if there was anything in their soon-to-be concluded course that was likely to
remain with them. and if yes. whether they could identify it.
Student overall assessment of course
I asked participants whether. having come to the end of the course. they thought
that there was anything not dealt with or not adequately with. which they felt should
have been included. or better handled. I also sought to find out whether they had raised
these issues with the lecturer or other students.
Summary
In all. fifteen interviews were conducted with the eleven participants. This
uneven number of intervie\vs resulted from the fact that some participants were
interviewed l\vice and others only once. The reason for this situation was discussed
earlier. Each interview lasted approximately thirty five minutes.
Evaluation of fieldwork

The observation
It was evident that the two problems described above would have had some

effect on the conduct of the observation. The uncertainty about the attendance of the
Group A students necessitated substantial changes in my original work schedule.
Specifically my decision to alternate observation sessions with interviews had to be
altered. Further. as stated earlier. I was unable to pursue the original plan of
interviev.:ing each student twice. Indeed my later decision to use a more generalised
interview format for the second set of interviews was influenced in part by these
prevailing circumstances.
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Nonetheless, this setback did not significantly affect the underlying purpose of
the study. It was the teaching-learning episode, supp011ed by segments of interview
data that was the focus of the study, and not the indi\'idual student. Consequently the
data generated were not seen as contributing to the profile of a panicular individual but
as examples of the knowledge-building events in the teaching-learning interaction being
observed. I had collected an adequate amount of data with sufficient \'ariation in terms
of the knowledge-building events that they embodied.
The adverse effect of the technical problems described above were also
minimised gi\'en my focus on episodes of the o\'erall teaching-learning interaction rather
than sessions taken as a whole. In spite of periodic disruptions, it was never the case
that an entire session would be completely lost. In any given session there was
sufficient data collected to "llIow for the identification of episodes.
The intel'\'iew
I eventually realised that some of the issues that I had brought up in the
inter\'iews could not be adequately addressed in that context and I decided to eliminate
them from the data to be analysed. There were three such issues. namely note taking.
approaches to reading. and students 'talk out' of their internal preparations prior to
responding to a teacher-fol111Ulated question. In the case of note taking I wanted to find
out the extent to which notes could be seen as 'student texts', that is. the vehicle for
student expression of their own perspectives in a formal teaching-learning environment
(Juler, 1990). What I realised was that, based on students' description of what they did
while taking notes, the notion of the student text did not necessarily apply to the act of
note taking in this context. What they said they wrote during a session was largely what
they had received from the lecturer. It soon became clear that the interview -strategy
adopted was not appropriate for exploring students' self-expression or, for that matter,
the note taking function itself.
I also attempted to address the issue of students' reading. In some instances.
this was introduced incidentally. as an offshoot of another topic. In other instances I
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sought to foclls on reading processes. as an aspect of students' interaction with print
media. Neither of these generated data that I considered useful. On hindsight. I thought
that the issue of reading processes was not very relevant to the core purpose of the
study.
With regard to students' internal processes when responding to a question, I
found that they (the students) were having difficulty articulating their thought processes
and that they were generally unwilling to invest the necessary eff0l1 to accomplish this
task.
It is likely that the open-ended interview fom1at that I llsed was not an
appropriate tool for investigating any of these three issues. On reflection, I think that
they required a more controlled research environment. using more focused investigative
strategies.
Other issues
Apa11 from the above. there are three fUI1her issues arising from the overall
fieldwork exercise that warrant attention.
The first relates to the fact that these students did not feel a sense of belonging
within the institution. Even though these students were doing a certificate programme
offered by the university, and ten of the group of eleven had to be physically present on
the university campus on a weekly basis. one did not get the impression that they saw
themselves as members of the university community.
This disconnectedness between the students and the institution was evident
when they (the students) needed to find space for their own privately-arranged group
study. They were not aware of any room that they could use for this purpose on the
campus. In one instance, I allowed members of Group B to use my office after I had
completed the interview with one of them. On another occasion, a member of Group A
arranged for the interview to be held at her home, after which other members of the
group were to join her to discuss a course assignment. Students seemed to feel alienated
from the university and this may have contributed to the initial lack of enthusiasm that
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Group A displayed for the research study.
My own schedule for both the survey and the observation study also presented
its own problems. It was towards the end of the third and final semester of on-line
teaching in the CeI1ificate of Education that I embarked on the observation study. At that
time. these students were looking ahead towards two imp0l1ant course-related activities:
at the end of the semester they were required to submit a major assignment and in the
fOUlth semester there would be the Practicum and the Study. In fact. Group A students
had already started planning for these projects.
Deciding on the appropriate time for entering the fieldwork environment is not
necessarily a clear-cut issue. While acknowledging the disadvantages of my schedule.
undertaking either the surveyor the observation study too early may have meant that
students would not have 'matured' enough in their current teaching-learning situation.
In fact a possible advantage of my schedule was that I was engaging with the students
at a time when they had already accumulated much experience as learners in the cun-ent
progranm1e. Such a situation would very likely have increased the probability that any
manifestation of behaviour or attitude would be substantially derived from this
experience.
Notwithstanding the above. my main reason for entering the fieldwork
environment at the relatively late stage of the latter part of the third semester, was my
own lack of preparedness to do so at an earlier time. I needed to spend time refining the
research focus before undertaking the study. However. the time spent clarifying
research objectives was ultimately beneficial: the fact that I was able to adjust my initial
research plan in light of the problems that arose. without compromising the research
process. could be attributed to the clarity of the objectives inform.ing the process.
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Data analysis for observation study
There are six (6) subsections in this section of the chapter. The first outlines the
activities that I engaged in as I analysed the data. The second pro\'ides an o\'er\'ie\v of
the two tools used in analysing the data. namely the interpretive framework and selected
aspects of discourse analysis. In the third subsection, I describe the framework, and in
that context I highlight key features of two existing frameworks that influenced the
creation of my own. The fOlllth subsection is devoted to a description of critical features
of discourse analysis that were drawn on to develop this second analytical tool. A
segment of data is also analysed to demonstrate the application of the variant of
discourse analysis used here. The last two subsections respecti\'ely provide a brief
description of the transcription format used and an explanation of frequently used tem1S
in the data analysis.
Overview of the data analvsis process
I began the first stages of data analysis during the fieldwork period. I retained
the services of two assistants who transcribed and word processed the interview data. I
also began my own preliminary analysis of the video data, mainly for the purpose of
fOlmulating inter\'iew questions. I verified the transcripts of the interview data by
checking the wordprocessed documents against the audiotaped material. I ascertained
my own transcription of the video data by reviewing the \,ideotapes several times.
On my return to the UK. I continued working on the video data. This in\'olved
two simultaneous functions. At one level. I was transcribing the data. and at another I
was identifying and coding elements in the data in accordance with the research
objectives. In transcribing the data. I paid attention to both the verbal and non-verbal
input of the student-participants and the verbal input of the lecturers. I omitted
information that was not rele\'ant to the teaching-learning processes. For example. I
excluded discussions about administrative matters. I also excluded the contributions of
students from other sites except where I considered these relevant to the understanding

173

of the input of the participants of the study. I was also forced to omit sections which.
because of transmission problems on the audio-conferencing system. were not clearly
audible on the videotape.
Subsequently I began identifying episodes in the data that I was transcribing
and. using the codes that I had already defined. prepared short analyses of these
segments. I did a short presentation of my analysis of select episodes Ht an in-house
conference held during this period of my work.!
The process of transcribing. coding and identifying episodes resulted in the
generation of categories and. based on these categories, I developed the interpretive
framework to which I referred above. This transition from analysis of episodes to the
creation of categories meant that more attention was being paid to detailed analysis of
the data. In classifying aspects of the data within the categories. I was focusing on
small units of meaning as the element to be analysed according to the attributes of the
respective categories. These small units were ultimately recognised as the IInits of
analysis. as will be discussed later.

At this juncture. I presented a paper at a work-in-progress seminar, describing
the framework and outlining the rationale for setting it up:
Out of this process of defining and setting lip categories. there emerged issues
related to the phenomena of knowledge-building and control. I combined these issues
into two subsidiary research questions and used these questions to guide my further
analysis of the data. Overall. I was dealing with the data at two levels: at the level of the
episode and at the level of the unit of analysis.
The analvtical tools
Qualitative research methods were used for the data collection aspect of the
study with its emphasis on direct observation of the phenomenon in its real-world
setting. The qualitative perspective also infOlmed data analysis. Specifically, the

. Conference of Student Research Celllrellnstitute of Educational Technology. 11 OCI.. 1995.
'Work-in-Progress Seminar. Institute of Educational Technology. 15. Fehruary. 19\)().
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emphasis was on using tools of analysis that would facilitate the emergence of
meanings from the data.
At the same time. it must be noted that the decision to undertake the research
study itself grew out of prior notions about the phenomenon being studied. Thus while
maintaining a position that findings will emerge. it was recognised that the emergent
meanings were themselves influenced by these previollsly held beliefs (see also Chap.
2. Miles and Huberman. 1995).
The data analysis tools were therefore based on a combination of deductive and
inductive methods. This combination was evident in the construction of the interpretive
framework. It was also evident in the extended analysis of the selected episodes which
was based on discourse analysis principles on the one hand. and on the other. was
guided by the framework mentioned above.
The inteq"lfetive framework

The conceptualisation and construction of the framework drew on two existing
ones encountered in the literature. To a lesser extent Cookson and Chang's (1995)
Multidimensional Audio-conferencing Classification System (MACS) and more
significantly Henri's ( 1992) Framework for Content Analysis provided important
insights regarding the design and application of this tool.
Existing frameworks
Cooks on and Chang describe the MACS as "an instrument appropriate for the
tabulation, analysis and interpretation of audio-conferencing instructional interactions"
(p.IS). MACS comprises five components namely i1lstructio1lal i11ferperso1lal
interactiolls. source of C01l111l1 III icatio1l. target of C011l1/1/lllicarioll. i1lst1'llctor/participallt
resp01lses to dista1lce. i1lstl'/lctio1lal procedures,

and these are further subdivided into

dimensions. each with its own related set of behaviours (see Chapter Four of this
thesis). My o\\'n assessment of 1\ lACS is that. while it represents an important
development in the design of tools for the examination of learning in the environment of
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the telecommunication technolo!!ies, it seeks to address too many. elements within the
~

single framework.
Henri (1992) expresses a similar interest in analysing learning in a CMC
environment. He proposes the Framework for Content Analysis which he describes as
"an appropriate analytical method that would identify the learning processes and
strategies selected or developed by learners" (p.l:!l). Henri's Framework comprises
five dimensions. namely the participath'e, the socia', the imeracTire, the cogniTil'e, the
meta-cognitil·e. These are all described in Chapter 4.

While both tools more or less cover similar aspects of the learning environment,
the cate!!ories of Henri's Framework are more clearl\'. defined and articulated and. as a
~

result. handle the complexity of the environment more efficiently. My own study
therefore dra\vs on Henri's Framework for Content Analysis.
Relevant attrihutes of Henri's Framework
This Framework embodies cenain features which I also consider important in
the analysis of learning:
I.

It treats learning as a process rather than as a product. In Henri's own words.
the Framework is intended to highlight "what and how the learner understands.
rather than what should have been understood" (p.I:!3),

- - -

While hi!!hli!!htin!! the functions of the learner, it caters for the examination of
both teaching and learning processes and consequently redresses the imbalance
in other discussions that tend to focus exclusively on learning.
3.

Unlike earlier frameworks. and in particular Flanders' Interaction Analysis
Categories (Flanders, 1970), this framework is not role-specific: there are no
teacher categories as distinct from learner categories. By extension, it is not
inherently biased towards messages from either participant. For example, in the
cognitive dimension, attributes of the subskill 'elementary c1arificatioll', are
described as 'identifying relevant elements'. reformulating a problem', 'asking a
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relevant question'. It is only when these descriptors are applied to the data that
role distinctions would emerge. In my view. this feature of not specifying roles
in the framework allows for a more inclusive conceptualisation of teaching and
learning and brings the learner into greater focus than is possible in a framework
that separates the roles.
4.

The definition and analysis of the cogniti ve dimension are pal1icuIarly relevant
in relation to my own study. The author's treatment of this dimension is
si~nificant

in its

reco~nition

. . . . . . . . . .

of different levels of co!.!nitivc or knowled~e·
...

loo.

building activity. ranging from elementary clarification through to judgement
and implementing strategies. Also of interest is the attention paid to depth of
information processing.
5.

The Framework is also significant in its interpretation of content analysis as a
qualitative rather than a quantitative analytic tool. Except for the pUl1icipative
dimension which 2:enerates information about number of messa2:es and duration
~

~

of on-line connection, the others are all geared towards the generation of
descriptive information as revealed through the content of the messages. As
noted in Chapter Four, Henri's objective is to provide a tool that is capable of
looking "beyond the surface meaning of the exchanged messages" (p.IIS).
6.

In light of (5), the definition of the unit of analysis is \'ery appropriate. Henri
recognises that a whole message would be too complex to serve as a unit for the
purpose of analysis. Consequently he states that the unit of analysis would be
the smallest unit of meaning \Vitllin a message capable of being categorised
:.lccording to one or other of the five dimensions. This definition of the base unit
in terms of its meaning rather than as a numerical entity, complements the
qualitative characteristic of the overall tool as described above.
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Aspects not relevant.
I share Henri's perspective in all the features described above and drew on all
of them in designing my own framework. At the same time there are three areas in
which the Content Analysis Framework differs from the one dcvelopcd for this study.
First, Henri excludes the subject matter component from the Content Analysis
Framework on the grounds that such a focus would be directed towards the product
rather than the process of learning. Specifically he contends that a lirst level analysis of
the data deals with "what is said on the subject or theme under discussion" and this he
considers to be "the 'product' of learning". The other two levels. namely how the
content is said, and the processes and strategies that learners adopt as they deal with the
su bject. are considered as revealing "more of the process of learning", Thus, he
concludes. "... we have chosen to use [the latter two] to establish the framework of
content analysis" (pp.I23, 124).
While acknowledging the connection between content and the outcome of
learning. it can be said that the treatment of content is an aspect of the process of
learnin~
~

and that. in research on teachin!! and learnin2, there is room for the
~

~

examination of cognitive processes in the context of. rather than independently of a

...!!iven knowledge domain. Specifically, my own framework \\'as designed to illuminate
teaching-learning processes as these were revealed in the manipulation of knowledge in
a teacher education programme.
There is also the issue of control. Even though communication is the basis of
the teaching-learning relationship. and control is an inherent factor in all
communication, Henri does not highlight it as a component in its own right.
Nonetheless it is implied. For example, link phrases identified within the interactive
dimension can be expected to gi\'e some indication of the control position of the
individual participant. A phrase such as 'As we said earlier' \\'ould very likely be used
by someone who. at that point in the exchange. considers himself or herself as ha\'ing
the status to make statements that are projected as if they are shared by all participants.
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This aspect of control is more apparent in Flanders' ( 1970) classification even
though here too it is not made explicit. The objective of Flanders' Interaction Analysis
Categories (FlAC) is to investigate the balance between initiative and response in
classroom interaction and it is evident that issues of control are inherent in such an
investigation. For example, categories labelled 'expressing own ideas' and 'justifying
authority', obviously point to a speaker who occupies a dominant position in the
interaction, at least at the point of speaking. Conversely, the category described as
'providing a response that has been solicited', will apply to a participant in a subsidiary
position. My own \'iew is that the control dimension must be made explicit and this was
reflected in my framework.
Thirdly, unlike the Content Analysis Framework which \\'as designed to

-

facilitate analvsis
of a ran!!e of facets of the learnin!! environment. nw., framework
.
~

focused on \\'hat, in Henri's tool, is labelled as the cogniti\'e dimension. and I examine
control as it is re\'ealed in relation to cognitive activity.
An additional difference between the two lay in their respective uses, Bend
developed a tool that practitioners would use in the analysis of their own teachinglearning experiences. It was therefore intended for wide use. Mine was not intended for
this purpose, Rather I developed mine as a means of setting the boundaries of the data
of my own study and consequently to facilitate my interpretation of these data.
Finally, Henri's tool is partially medium-specific and some of the dimensions
can only be applied in the en\'ironment in which the tool was developed. For example.
the participati\'e dimension is intended. in pat1. to provide information on the length of
time a participant is on-line in the computer conferencing environment. While my study
was conducted in an audio-conferencing environment. the framework itself was not
medium-specific.
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Constructing the framework
Overall. my framework embodied the follO\ving seven features:
1.

It was intended to facilitate a qualitative analysis of teaching-karning processes.

")

It catered for an examination of both teacher and student roles. while at (he same
time hi!.!hli!.!htin!.!
... ...
... the latter.

3.

The functions around which the framework was built were not role-specific.

4.

It focused exclusively on the cognitive or knowledge-building aspect of the

teachin!.!-Iearnin!.!
...
... interaction.
5.

It catered for the identification of control management functions in association
with knowledge-building activities.

6.

It was developed to reflect teaching and learning within the context of a specific

knowledge domain.
7.

It was not medium-specific.
The framework was constructed on two category types. One type was labelled

kllOlI'/edge-b/li/dillg acridty and referred to the collective of communicative acts that

teacher and student engaged in. and which were regarded as feeding into or revealing
learner-knowledge interaction. One notes that. in its essential meaning. the term
'knowledge-building' or 'knowledge construction' can only apply to a function carried
out by a learner. However. in the context of this study. it was used to apply to acts
perforn1ed by both student and teacher that were aimed at facilitating change in the
students' knowledge base. Precedent for this type of meaning extension can be found in
Laurillard's description of the Conversational Framework which is built around the
discourse of both teacher and student but which is presented as a model of the learning
process.

180

The second category type was labelled cOll!ro/lIla1/ag£'lIle1/f jlmcfhm to refer to
the group of strategies employed by the participants on either side of the teachinglearning diyide, to define their positions relative to each other in a given interaction and
as they sought to asseI1, accept or not accept the authority of the knowledge claims
being made. \Vhat became evident was that the functions tlssociated with this latter type
occurred in conjunction with the knowledge building type within the discourse. The
relationship between the two category types is illustrated in Figure 7.2.
Both category types were fonnulated out of a combined deductive/inductive
process in which previously held notions exerted some influence on the emergence of
themes from the data being analysed. It was in the unit of analysis that attributes of both
category types were revealed.

Fig: 7.2
The Interpretive Framework

KNOWLEDGE
BUILDING
ACTIVITY
primary category type

I
(as reflected in)

SPECIFIC ACTS

CONTROL
MANAGEMENT
FUNCTION
associated category type

subcategory .

(emerging from)

(embedded within)

UNIT OF ANALYSIS ,...
. . _ - _.....
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Unit of analvsis
Drawing on Henri's definition, the unit of analysis was recognised as the
smallest unit of meaning in the data consistent with or at least related to the attributes of
the two sets of categories. As Henri himself emphasised, a complete statement or
message of a participant may embody functions related to more than one category type.
In a similar vein. I also acknowledged that a single statement may contain several slIch
units.
The unit of analysis was recognised in both verbal and non-verbal messages. In
its verbal f01111, it was identified in messages made on-line. in the public domain of the
teachin!!-Iearnin!! interaction as well as those made off-line bv. students either to
~

~

themselves or in private exchange with one another. In its non-verbal form, it was
recognised in the actions. gestures and other f0I111S of body language of the students
once these were considered meaningful in the context of the official discourse.
Cate!!ories identified
The following were identified as categories of the knowledge-building type:
I.

Setting the objective of the interaction .

..,

Information-transmission reception.

3.

Planning for the implementation of new methods.

4.

Problem-solving

5.

Higher order examination of course content.

..

Each of these cate!!ories
was fUlther divided into subcate!!ories.
...
The control management categories were,
I.

Establishing control.

..,

~1aintaining

.3 .

Gaining control

control
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4.

Operating under control.

5.

Breakdown of control.
In identifying the core attributes of both the categories and subcategories, and in

labelling them, I not only relied on meanings generated from the data but also drew on
related theoretical infOlmation from the literature. This procedure is consistent with the
deductive-inductive approach refelTed to earlier.
In naming the knowledge-building categories and subcategories, I drew on
Carter's (1985) taxonomy of objectives for professional education and in particular on
his classification of skills. Carter makes a distinction between knowled!!e
... and skills .
The former he defines as 'what the student knows' and the latter as 'what the student
can do' (p.I37). Given my stated objective to focus on the process rather than on the
product of leaming. it was the skills dimension of the taxonomy that infOlmed the
labelling exercise.
Carter identifies four types of skills, namely information skills, mental skills,
action skills and social sk.ills. Only the first three are relevant to the purposes of this
study. He says that information skills deal with the handling of factual knowledge.
Mental skills refer to the student's competence in manipulating knowledge and
generating new knowledge. Carter associates the competencies of knowledge
manipUlation and generation of new knowledge. with the higher levels of the cognitive
domain of Bloom's Taxonomy. namely analysis, evaluation and synthesis (Bloom et
al., 1956). He describes action skills as "those skills by which ideas are transformed
into some sort of action" (p.l42) .. and subdivides these into manual skills, organising
skills. decision-making skills and problem-solving skills. Manual skills he associates
with the psychomotor domain and the other three action skills, with the application
category of Bloom's Taxonomy (Table 7.3).
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Table 7.3: Ahhreviated version of Caner's taxonomy
Mental Skills
Organisation
Analysis
Evaluation
Synthesis
,

Information Skills
Acquisition
Recording
Remembering
Communication

Action Skills
Manual
Organising
Decision-making
Prohlem-solvin~
b

The knowledge building categories listed earlier are seen as reflecting attributes
of all three dimensions of Carter's skills domain. Of special interest is Carter's
inclusion of action skills that are specifically applicable to professional practice and
education. I see the third and fourth categories of my framework. namely planning for
the implementation of new methods and problem-solving. as being aspects of this
dimension.
The naming of the control management categories reflected Fairclough's
perspective of power in the discourse and specifically his assertion. stated earlier. that
"whether one is talking at the level of the pm1icular situation. or in terms of a social
institution or in terms of a whole society. power at all these levels is won. exercised.
sustained and lost in the course of social struggle" (p.68).
I also saw my own categories as giving explicit form to functions embedded
within Flanders' ten-category system. While I do not subscribe to Flanders' rigid and
unbalanced separation between teacher and student categories. I maintain that the ten.
taken as a whole. are representative of different control positions as the respective
participants in the interaction engage in talk for initiating or responding to
communication. The FIAC also includes a category to record silence and confusion
which is reflected in my fifth category. breakdown of control.

It is on these two sets of categories that the Interpretive Framework was
constructed.
Classifving data within categories.
The technique of content analysis. similar to that used in Henri's Framework.
was used to classify the data within the categories previously established. I followed the
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procedure outlined by Goetz and LeCompte ( 1984) who explain it in this way:
Central to categorisation is the generation of the properties and attributes that the
data units of a category share. Data are amassed and scanned through systematic
content analysis. Propel1ies of a category are discovered by listing how all units
are alike and how they differ systematically from units olltside the category.
Core prope11ies are then used to develop an abstract definition of the categOl),.
(p.170)

The strategies that I adopted for doing content analysis in this study were
consistent with the above explanation. These are explained below.
Establishing membership of a unit of analysis within a given category or subcategory was an important aspect of this content analysis exercise. To do this I paid
special attention to linguistic features in the unit. be they syntactic. semantic or lexical as
they revealed propel1ies consistent with the definition of the relevant category or subcategory. For example. based on the definition of the sub category form/llating the
problem-solving task, a typical unit should contain a description of the problem

situation and a question asking for a solution to the problem described. A unit was
recognised as belonging to this sub categOl), if these two components were detected
within it. Similarly, in recognising the statement 'It is important that we look at the
theory .. .' as a member of the sub-category making recommendatiolls. attention was
drawn to the phrase 'it is important'. itself a stock expression that is used when
prescribing behaviour that is considered appropriate.
Sometimes it was necessary to use juxtaposition to highlight category-specific
properties of the unit of interest. For example in the control management category
labelled maimaining comm/, the point was made that one way in which a participant
could be seen achieving this goal. was in the use of terms that reflected the speaker's
authority in relation to the knowledge claims she was making. Thus one speaker was
heard saying.

186

When ir comes to the rask '" rhis is where I scale the acti!'iry, this is where I
discriminate.

To highlight the sense of authority emerging from this statement, the statement
itself was juxtaposed against another dealing with the same topic but which did not
contain elements that conveyed a similar sense of expertise and authority. The other
speaker had said,
I let those who can cope \l'ork on their oll'n and rhe ones that hm'c prohlcms, I

\l'ork \l'irh them.

The contrast between the very focllsed 'I scale' and 'I discriminate' on the one
hand, and the vague and imprecise 'cope' and 'work' on the other, was expected to
reinforce the position taken that the first statement contained elements consistent with
the function of maintaining control while the second did not.
In some instances, it was necessary to define one category in a manner that
clearly distinguished it from another, given apparent similarities noticed in some of the
units of analysis associated with each. For example, it was considered important to
establish that a key defining feature of the illfo17l1atiol1-traI1SlIIissioll category was that
the units within the categOlY did not contain any readily identifiable elements aimed at
engaging either speaker or listener in any observable act beyond those directly related to
conveying and receiving the message. It was considered necessary to include this detail
given the occun'ence of units dealing with the same topic but performing different
knowled2e-buildin2 functions. Thus the statement
~

~

Checklists are particularly IIseflllll'hel1 they {Ire combilled lI'irl! OTher kinds of
data

would be classified as information-transmission. because it was not intended to engage
anyone in any observable act. On the other hand, the statement,
I \I'ould like you
yOIl \1'0 11 Id

IIse

10

think of)'our 0\1'11 situatio1l a1ld tel/me ... the specific thil1gs

[a checklist] for

was seen as contributing to the definition of the category Planlling for the
implementation of l1e\l' methods, rather than information trml,mlissirm-reccptirm. The
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approach taken above was expected to clarify category or sub-category boundaries and
thus minimise the probability of peripheral blurring or overlap.
Units of analysis were therefore identified and classified lIsing the procedures
outlined above.
Accounting for categoQ' reliability.
In some sectors of the research community. intercoder reliability is considered
necessary for establishing the reliability of categories identified (Miles and Huberman.
1995,p.64). This procedure was not used in this study for the reasons outlined below.
First. it is usually the case that this procedure is implemented where categories
are to be used to generate quantitative data in SUppOll of research aimed at hypothesis
testing. The aim of this study was to describe and analyse behaviours and not to test a
pre-established hypothesis.
Secondly the framework designed was not intended for use beyond this study.
Unlike Henri's tool. mine was specifically constructed to facilitate data analysis within
this study. Thus I did not consider it necessary to take steps that are no doubt required
if that type of replicability is intended.

My principal concern regarding the use of this framework was that it should be
able to meet appropriate standards of internal and external consistency. The strategies

-.

for classifying
. data within the categories as described above were aimed at attaining the
~

~

fOlmer and the use of Carter's taxonomy of objectives in defining and labelling the
cate!!ories
was intended to meet the requirements of the latter.
...
All of the above infolmed the construction of the interpretive framework which
will be described fully in Chapter 9.
Extended data analysis
The process of setting up the categories also entailed the identification of issues
that were themselves in the data and which I thought should be addressed in greater
detail. Consequently. at the end of the category-building exercise. I combined this
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series of issues into two subsidiary research questions. It is these questions that guided
the subsequent analysis.
The episodes which were also constituted from within the data and which I
described earlier. provided the forum for this extended data analysis. As noted earlier.
the procedures adopted at this stage of data analysis involved a combination of the
interpretive framework and selected aspects of discourse analysis. The two sets of
categories of the framework set the boundaries within which the analysis was
conducted and the strategy derived from select aspects of discourse analysis. served as
the tool for detailed analysis of the data.
Using discourse analvsis
The work of two sets of theorists informed this aspect of the data analysis for
the observation study. Potter and Wetherell's (1987) perspective on discourse provided
the basis for the strategy adopted. These writers take the view that language is actionorientated and that people use it to do things. It is this interpretation of language that
they refer to as discourse. They explain further that the term 'discourse' covers "all
fOlTI1S of spoken interaction, formal and informal. and written texts of all kinds (p.7).
Based on this understanding of discourse. they propose an approach to discourse
analysis. that involves the analysis of three inten'elated components within the
discourse. namely jllncTioll. mriatioll and COIlST1'lICTioll.
With regard to function. they affirm that it incorporates two perspectives on
language use. At one level it refers to the actual things that people do with their
discourse, for example making accusations. asking questions, justifying conduct. At
another level. they emphasise that it entails the unintended consequences that emerge
from language use even when the discourse is not specifically formulated for that
purpose. In this regard. the writers talk of a continuum of functions. ranging from the
'interpersonal' (such as explaining. justifying) to those that are seen as "having a
particular kind of ideological effect in the sense of legitimating power of one group in a
society" (Wetherell and Potter. 1988. p.169).
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They note that functions are not always readily identifiable in the discourse and
that it is through the study of variation that they are revealed. They contend that "what
people say and write will be different according to what they are doing". nnd that
"speakers give shifting, inconsistent and varied pictures of their social worlds" (1988.
p.17l).
Thirdly. they advance the view that people use discourse constructively.
Language is put together. that is, it is constructed to achieve pnlticular consequences.
They explain further that their use of the term 'construction' implies that discourse is
manufactured out of pre-existing linguistic resources. that it involves active selection
from among these linguistic resources and that it has practical consequences. Thus they
conclude that "discourse can be said to 'construct' our lived reality" (1988. p.I72).
Fairclough's (1989) perspective on the link between language nnd power also
contributed to the methodology for data analysis. This writer locates his conception of
language and discourse within a clear societal framework and he defines discourse as
"language as social practice determined by social structures". Underpinning this
definition is his core thesis that "language is centrally involved in power" (p.l7). For
the purpose of this study, it is his notion of power in the discourse that is the focus of
interest. As noted in Chapter 6, he explains that power in the discourse has to do \vith
"powerful participants controlling and constraining the contributions of non-powerful
participants". In this regard he specifies three types of constraints, namely constraints
on the contents. what is said; on the relations. that is the social relations people enter
into in a discourse; and constraints on the subject positions they can occupy. He states
further that these constraints imply linguistic forms (p.46).
Fairclough also acknowledges the significance of the discourse type that is
drawn upon during a specific discourse event or situation (see earlier explanation) and
he suggests four key questions to guide the interpretation of the situation. which could
also serve the function of identifying the discourse type(s) that is being drawn on. The
questions are "What's going on, who's involved. in what relations, and what's the role
of language in what's going on" (p.146).
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My own extended analysis of the data was informed by the principles and
practices outlined above. The following subsection has been included here to illustrate
the application of the combined data analysis methodology described above. It starts
with the presentation of an extract from one of the episodes. then continues with an
analysis of the extract.
Analvsing the data: an illustration
The follmrill g is the extract:

Student

How do YOll address levels? Like in a class. with say eight
children at five different levels or five different topics in a
particular subject. How do you address that?

Lecturer

One way of doing it. or. question (I'a/lse) Based on what things
we have been doing for the past three. two and a half semesters.
any ideas as to how you will deal with different levels? How are
you dealing with different levels?

The analysis follo\l's:

Based on the definition used in setting up the categories, most of the units of
analysis within this extract contain attributes consistent with the problem-solving
category. The student initiates the discussion by fo 171 III laring the prohlelll-so/\';llg task.
In the context of this study. this knowledge-building acti\'ity comprises two parts - one,
a description of the problem situation and the other, a question requesting a solution.
The lecturer's incomplete opening remark, "One way of doing it". suggests that she is
about to OIlT/ine a so/wioll, but has decided against it. Rather. she re-fom1Ulates the
problem-solving task, re-directing it to the student.
This specific discourse event draws on two discourse types that are
characteristic of this setting. The first is the request that the student makes of the
lecturer. In this formal education setting. students are usually the ones who use this
discourse type. There is something which they require but which they are unable and/or
unwilling to pro\'ide for themselves.
The second. llsed by the teacher. is the guided discoYeQ' method, In the
teaching-Ieaming setting. teachers are always the ones in control of this discourse type.
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It is an inherent part of the role that the institution has conferred on them. They mayor
may not use it but what is cel1ain is that students do not have the right to initiate its use.
Rather students' participation in this type of discourse is always determined hy the
teacher.
Within this problem-solving category, there is evidence that the lecturer is using
her language for two apparently similar but probably very different functions. These
functions are embedded in the two questions that she poses, namely "Any ideas as to
how you will deal with different levels?" and "How are llULdealing with different
levels?" At a surface level, these two questions seem to be performing the same
function. However, \vhen the introduction to the first question is included ("based on
what things we have been doing for the past three, t\VO and a half semesters"), a
different picture emerges.
Through the introductory statement preceding the first question. the lecturer is
reminding students of work covered in the preceding semesters. It is likely that it is the
lecturer's intention that students should draw on the pool of knowledge generated
during that period, in order to answer the question she subsequently posed. Given what
is known about the types of courses completed during those semesters. and given the
nature of the student's request. one may infer that the lecturer is directing the student to
use theory to inform practice.
On closer examination, the second question appears to he perfomling a different
function and the stress on the 'you' reinforces the impression that a shift has taken
place. By emphasising the 'you' the lecturer seems to have reduced the focus on the
theory-practice link detected in the first question, and is now requiring the student to
draw primarily on his own practical, experiential knowledge to address the problem.
The theoretical dimension seems to have been pushed into the background and the
lecturer seems to be directing the student more towards his knowledge as practitioner
and less towards his knowledge as theoretician. Consequently, as the lecturer proceeds
from one question to the next. variation in the function of the discourse is revealed
through her use of language and specifically through her stress on the pronoun 'you'.
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In formulating the initial problem-solving task. the student is initiating the
discourse and thereby establishiTlg control of it. What is wOl1h noting though is that it
is a fairly uncertain control position for. while this specific discourse event places him
in a dominant position. dominance is not a feature of the role embedded within the
discourse type. As a student, when one is making a request of a teacher, the teacher can
reserve the right to determine whether or not to accede to the request. Consequently, as
is the case in this extract, the student loses his dominant control position to the teacher
as the latter demonstrates her power to alter the nature of the discourse, and in the
process gain control.
Interestingly though. there is no hint of submission in the way the student puts
the request. Both questions that he uses are very forthright and direct, suggesting a
reasonable amount of self-confidence on his part. In fact it can be argued that his
forthrightness almost succeeds in obtaining the response that he intended. namely a
solution to the problem. The lecturer had actually begun fonnulating one but stopped
herself from getting into the position where she would have been operating under the

control of the student.
Finally, this discourse type allows the lecturer to hide the power that she is
wielding. She does not need to state overtly that she will not provide a solution. and
that the student must generate his own. The guided discovel)' method succinctly masks
the nature of the power relations between the two.
What is evident from this examination is that knowledge building activities and
control management functions occur simultaneously in the teaching-learning interaction
with the latter underpinning the former.
The transcription format
Episodes from the transcribed data were included in the research report to allow
for reader examination and verification of the findings and conclusions derived by this
researcher. The original data were themselves transcribed verbatim from the video and
audio recordings. except where technical or other environmental problems precluded
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against this, as discussed earlier.
The following features were included in the episodes:
1.

Punctuation was included based on the intonation of the speaker.

,.,

Italics were used to present information describing non-verbal communication
or a participant's manner of speaking. This infonnation was also included in
parenthesis.

3.

The word 'incomplete' was inserted at points where the speaker appeared not to
complete an idea. 'Unclear' was used where a section \vas inaudible because of
technical or other environmental factors. The word 'pause' was used to indicate
a period of silence either within the talk of a single pal1icipant or between the
talk of two participants. All these terms were written in italics.

4.

Ellipsis points were used to indicate omissions. If the omission was an extended

-

se!!ment, a dotted line extendim!.... from the left to the ri!!ht
.. mar!!in was used.
5.

'-'"

An abbreviated version of the participants' names was used to preserve their
anonymity.
This fOlmat was intended to allow for optimum clarity while keeping as close as

possible to the data generated.
Tel1ninolo~y

The words 'student', 'student-teacher' and 'learner' were lIsed interchangeably
to refer to the main participants of the study. The supporting pal1icipants. pcrfom1ing
the teaching function. were referred to as 'lecturers' or as 'teachers'. The term 'pupils'
was used to refer to the children whom the student-teachers taught in their regular
classroom practice.

All of the preceding constituted the methodology that was employed for the
implementation of this research programme.
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CHAPTER 8
STUDENT TEACHERS' PERCEPTIONS OF THEIR EXPERIENCE AS
LEARNERS

Introduction
This is the first of four chapters that deal with the analysis of the data generated
from the two sub-studies whose methodologies were described in the preceding
chapter. This chapter focuses on the exploratory survey. It begins \vith a brief overview
of key features of the methodology, then it presents the findings Hnd the discussion.
The exploratory survey was conducted to address the question. "How do
student-teachers perceive their learning experience in a fom1ul education environment?".
Specifically, it was intended to examine student-teachers' perceptions of their roles and
expectations as individual learners and in their relationship with their teachers (lecturers)
and fellow students. Three subtests were developed to address this issue.
The first of the three was entitled Talking with Lecturers and was based on the
concept of 'dialogue' (e.g. Modra. 1991). The second Which settin!;s are most useful
for which learning tasks? was intended to examine students' perceptions of the
usefulness of different groupings for a range of learning tasks. It was developed Ollt of
selected attributes of collaborative learning (e.g. Gunawardena, 1991). The third
Taking responsibilitv for vour learning. was aimed at investigating the extent to which
learners saw themselves as being capable of managing their learning experiences. It was
based on Garrison and Baynton's (1987) model of learner control.
The survey was administered to student-teachers pursuing the postgraduate
Diploma of Education at the Faculty of Education, UWI, St. Augustine. Trinidad.
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Findings
The findings of the three subtests \vill be presented separately.
Subtest I: Talking with lecturers
This subtest comprised 14 closed items and was aimed at determining students'
perceptions of the nature of their relationship with their lecturer. The items themselves
would measure how frequently students perceived themselves engaging in reactive and
proactive communication respectively with their lecturers. On a scale of 5 to 1,5
indicated 'very often' and 1, 'never'.
The results of this test indicated that respondents saw themselves as engaging
more frequently in reactive than in proactive communication with their lecturers. The
mean on the items representing reacti\'e communication was 3.33 with a standard
deviation of .48. The mean for proacti\'e communication was 2,4 I with a standard
deviation of .52.
A distinct pattern was evident in the responses to each of the two types of
communication. The number of respondents selecting the 'very often' rating for the
reactive group of items was noticeably larger than the number selecting the same rating
for the proactive group of items. At the other end of the scale. the pattern was reversed
with more respondents opting for the 'never' rating for proactive communication.
For example, approximately 11 % gave a 'very often' rating for the reactive item
'You answer questions that lecturers ask' while 3% gave this item a 'never' rating. On
the other hand. only about 1'7(' gave the highest rating to the proacti\'e item 'In a group
setting you openly disagree with lecturers' views on some aspect of the course' with
12Ck recordin!! a 'never' ratin!!.... for this item.
~

There was one item where this pattern in the rating of proactive and reactive
categories did not always appear to apply. About one percent (1 Cic) of respondents gave
the highest rating (very often) to the item. 'With other students, you recommend
changes to the programme study', which fitted the response rate pattern for proactive
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communication in this, the highest rating. However some 11 Cl( gave the item the second
highest rating,' often', and this was considered atypical for an item that was designed
as an example of proactive communication. On reflection, it is likely that a substantial
prop0l1ion of the respondents treated this item as an example of reactive
communication. Very likely, they interpreted it as a request to the authorities from
subordinates rather than as a demand from a group asserting their rights. Thus they did
not consider it as belonging to the same (proactive) category as, for example, the item
which stated, 'In a group setting, you openly disagree with lecturers' views on some
aspect of the course'. This latter item only received about 7C1( for the 'often' rating. The
unexpected behaviour of the one now being examined would no doubt have been
detected and dealt with had the instrument been pilot tested and item analysis conducted.
It is worth noting though that the majority of respondents tended towards the
'sometimes' rating for both reactive and proactive items. a feature which also raises
questions about the reliability of the subtest. It is likely that this subtest was not
sufficiently discriminating (Table 8.1).

Table 8.1:
ITHl
CATEGORY

REACTIVE

PROACTIVE

Cl(

frequencv distribution for selected items of Suhtest I

ITEM

RATING SCALE
Very
often
6.7

Ollen

Rarely

2~.0

Sometimes
57.3

You answer questions that
lecturers ask.

10.7

30.7

48.0

8.0

2.7

In a group setting you
openly disagree with
lecturers' views on some
aspect of the course.

1.3

6.7

~6.7

33.3

12.0

With other students you
recommend changes to the
rro!!ramme of stud\,.

1.3

21.3

40.0

22.7

14.7

You support a point made
hy a lecturer.

n = 75.

Never

12.0

No
resp.
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Subtest 2: Which settings are most useful for which

learnin~

tasks?

As mentioned in Chapter Seven, the five settings with their codes were,
1.

individual studying alone.

-,

individual with one or two other students.

3.

individual on one-to-one basis with lecturer.

4.

small group session (15 or less) - students only.

5.

small group session (15 or less) - students with lecturer.
Because of the absence of responses for code No. 6 (None of the settings), this

was eliminated from the analysis of the data.
The four broad categories of learning tasks were,
1.

studying the course content,

..,

project work,

3.

assignment-related tasks,

4.

activities related to the affective domain.
Respondents were required to indicate their choice of most useful and least

useful respectively from among the five settings in relation to each of the learning tasks
listed. They were to think about each of twenty learning tasks and indicate which of the
five settings was most useful and least useful respectively for carrying out each task.
Overall pattern of choice of settin~s for alllearnin~ tasks
In relation to all learning tasks taken together, no single setting emerged as the
dominant mOST useflll setting. This descriptive was applied in fairly equal proportions
to three of the settings, namely individual with one or two other students, (setting 2)
individual on one-to-one basis with lecturer (setting 3). and group with lecturer (setting
5). By contrast. one setting. namely the individual s!l1dying alone (setting I) stood out

as the one most frequently selected as the lcast /lsejid for all types of tasks (Table 8.2).
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Tahle 8.2: Overview of most and least useful

settin~s

for all four

cate£,ories of tasks (C?r to nearest whole numher).
SETTINGS

TASKS
~1st.

2

1

no resp.

Lst.

\1st.

Lst.

~1st.

3
Lst.

\1st.

4

Lst.

~1st.

5

Lst.

\1st.

Lst.

All catcgorics
)

11

11

54 :!3

3

:!3

5

13

13

:!4

14

SETTINGS:

1.

individual studying alone

..,

individual with one or two other students

3.

individual on one-to-one basis with lecturer

4.

small group session (15 or less) - students only

5.

small group session (15 or less) - students with lecturer

1\1s1.

=most useful setting

Ls1.

=least useful setting.
Also of interest with regard to the choice of settings for all tasks. is that the

individual with one or two other students (setting 2) and on a one-to-one basis with the
lecturer (setting 3) can be regarded as highly favoured when the relatively high
proportion of 1II0st lIseflll choices are viewed against the relatively low proportion of
least useflll choices that each of these two settings received. It is also worth noting that

the pattern emerging for the group (15 or less) without a lecturer (setting 4 ) is evenly
balanced between the two conditions of most and least useful. whereas there is a greater
disparity in the case of the group (15 or less) with a lecturer (setting 5) (Figure 8.1).
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Figure 8.1 : Display of choice of settings fo r all tasks
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SETTINGS

SETTINGS :

o

no response

1.

individual studying alone

'1

indi vidual with one or two other students

3.

individual on one-to-one basis with lecturer

4.

small group session (15 or less) - students onl y

5.

small group session (15 or less) - students with lecturer
The pattern emerging for all task categories taken together was that there was

limited variation in terms of the settings considered leaSTuseful for perfonning these
tasks. Spec ificall y, the 'indi vidual studying alone' was identified most frequentl y as the
least useful setting for all tasks taken collecti ve ly. It was therefore evident that th is
imbal ance would be repeated at the level of the separate categories. Consequently the
least useful data of thi s subtest were excluded at the stage of analysis of the separate
categories.
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Choice of settin£s for separate task categories
The four categories of learning tasks as listed earlier were stlldying the
course COTlfeTlT. project work, assignment-related tasks and actirities related to
the a.tfectil'e domain, Only choices of most useful settings were considered for

analysis at this stage. Two of the four categories are discussed below.
Studying the course content
The setting of the grollp \I'ith lectllrer (setting 4) emerged as the dominant choice
for most tasks in this category. For example. 52% identified this setting as the most
useful for 'clarifying what the course objectives are' and 45% selected it for 'identifying
the central topics or themes of the course content'. There were three notable exceptions
to this pattern. First. for the task. 'relating your previous knowledge with knowledge
you are now acquiring', there was a clear preference for the indil'idllal studying alone
(setting I). Secondly. when having to deal with various kinds of difficulties,
respondents tended towards the illdiddual on a one-ta-one basis wilh the lecturer
(setting 3). This was the case for the tasks, 'Seeking explanations for aspects of the
content YOLl are unclear about' and 'Seeking clarification for something you did not
understand in your readings'. Thirdly. even though the group \rill! leclllrcr was most
selected for the task. 'discussing issues arising from your readings'. the setting.
indil'idllal \\'illl O1/e or t\l'O other students (setting 2) was also considered to be a most

useful setting for this task by a substantial propoJ1ion of the respondents.(Table 8.3)

:!Ol
Table 8.3: Choice of most llseful settin~s for 'Stuctving the course
content' ('7r in hrackets)
TASK

SETTI~GS

no. resp.

ind. alone

ind. with
I/~ others.

ind. with
lec!.

!,!wup

group with TOTAL·ALL

w/out kt'1.

lec!.

Clarifying what the course
ohjecti I'CS arc.

I

Idcntifying central topics
or themes of the course
content.

I /1.3)

~

Sceking explanations for
aspects of the contcnt you
are unclear ahout.

~ /~.7)

~ (~.7)

11 (14.7)

4~

\1aking links betllecn
theory and real world
c\periences.

4 (5J)

10 (13.3)

11 (147)

5 (6.7)

Relating your prel'ious
knowledge with knowledge
~ ()u are noli' acquiring.

4 (5.3)

34 (45.3)

13 /17.3)

3 (4)

10/I:U)

Secking clarification for
~omcthing you did not
understand in your
rcadings.

4/5.3)

~ (~.7)

34 /45.3)

~ (~.7)

Discussing i,sues arising
frolll your rcadings.

5 (6.7)

5 (6.7)

I () /13.3)

31 /41.3)

TOTAL TASK CATEGORY

~I

56 (10.7)

175 (33.3)

(1.3)

(4)

~ (~.7)

9

(I~)

1':1

(5.3)

15

(~O)

13 (17.3)

1:'1

/~O)

~4 (3~)

54 (10.3)

98 (18.7)

I~

(~5.3)

I

(56)

(~3)

5 (6.7)

39

(:'I~)

SETII:\GS
75 (100)

X (10.7)

34 (45.3)

75 (100)

4 (5.3)

14 (18.7)

75 (100)

~ll

(37.3)

75 (100)

11 ( 1~.7)

75 (100)

17

/~~.7)

18

(~4)

75 /1(0).

75 (I()(l)

5~5

(100).
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Project Work
A substantial proportion of the respondents (33%) demonstrated confidence in
their own individual capability (indh'idlla/ stlldying a/nn£') to formulate plans for their
own projects. However an almost equal number required the support of the lecturer
(indil'idlla/ \I'ith /ecTIlrer) for this task. At the same time. one notes that ~O% selected
the indh'idlla/l\'ith one or TlI'O other stlldems for the same task. suggesting that a fair

amount of these student-teachers felt that they could rely on their peers to contribute to
their individual project planning. Thus three of the five settings were substantially
represented in respondents' preferences for performing the task of project planning.
A somewhat different picture emerged if difficulties arise when the project is in
progress. On such occasions the iTldi\'idllal \I'itl! lectllrer clearly stood out as the
preferred setting. Nonetheless. it is also \\'orth noting that '27(7c showed a preference for
the SUpp0I1 of one or two of their peers (illdil'idlla/ ll'ith olle or Mo other stlldents) for
getting through these problems.
With regard to problems that arise from a class project. the pattern was
some\\'hat different from the one observed for problems in an individual project. Three
settings more or less received equal consideration from the respondents. with the
il1di\'idllalll'ith Ol1e or MO other stlldellTs as the choice for ~517c of these studentteachers (Table 8.4).
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Table 8.4 : Choice of most useful settinl;s for project work

(Cfr

in

brackets)

SElTJ:\GS

TASK

no. resp.

ind. alone ind. with
ind. with
II~ others. lecL

Drawing up plans for a
project you are doing
on your own.

~ I~)

~5

Dealing with
difficulties you
encounter while doing
your own project.

~ (~)

:!

:"egotiating roles for
doing a class project.

7 (903)

Working through
prohlel11s that come up
while doing a class
project

4 (5.3)

TOTAL TASK
CATEGORY

17 (5.7)

03.3)

(~.7)

15 (:!O)

:!O

1:!6.7)

R (10.7)

: 1~.7)

~9

(9.7)

19

(~5.3)

6: (~O.7)

:!6 O~.7)

group
group with TOTAL·ALL
w!out lect. lecl.
SE1Tll\'GS
:! 1:.7)

~

15.3)

75 (100)

IS:!)

4 (5.3)

7 19.3)

75 (100)

: (:!.7)

~I.) (5~1

11.)

(~5.3)

75 (100)

6 (8)

~4 13~)

:!O (:!6.7)

75 (100)

(~3)

50 (16.7)

3()() (1 (0)

~9

B (:4.3)

6lJ

Subtest 3: Taking responsihilit)' for your own learning.
This subtest was aimed at operationalising Garrison and Baynton's model of
learner control. It was subdivided into two sections. The first contained 12 closed items
and addressed the issue of independence. one of the dimensions of the model. The
second contained four open-ended items which were designed to explore the other two
dimensions. namely power and support.
Section I: Independent learner activitv
In responding to the items of this section. student-teachers were required to
indicate how capable they considered themselves at perfolming specific independent
learning tasks. On a scale of 5 to 1,5 indicated 'capable' and I. 'definitely not capable'.
Students rated themselves very highly on almost all aspects of independent learning
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activity. The mean on these items was 4.00 with a standard deviation of .82. When the
'fairly capable' and 'capable' categories of responses are combined. the following
pattern emerges for the items below:
I.

Sixty five percent (651iC) response in these t\\'o ratings combined. for the item
'(You can) set your own objectives. once given a topic and course outline':

.,

Eighty five percent (SSo/c) for '(You can) draw up a study program with the
support of a lecturer';

3.

Sixty eight percent (6SCk) for '(You can) decide how you want to be assessed'
(Table 8.S)

Tahle 8.5 : FreQuency distrihution for selected items of Suhtest ;.

ITEM

(i7r

RA TING SCALE
Capablc

Fairly
Capable

Only just
carable

Not capahlc

DcI'. not
capahlc

1'\0
n:sp.

Gi\'cn a IOpic and course
outline. (you can) set your own
ohjecti \cs.

3U.7

3~.7

'2.5.3

~.O

~.O

1.3

CY ou can) draw up a study
programmc with thc support of
a lecturer.

..W.O

45.3

6.7

5.3

1.3

1.3

(You can) decidc how you wan!
to be assessed.

3·U

33.3

17.3

9.3

1.3

-1.0

(You can) assume full
responsibility for scheduling
your study time.

5'2..0

9.3

'2..7

'2..7

:'.7

n

=75.

30.7
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Section 2: Personal power and support
In the second section. there were four open-ended items. The first two sought
responses abollt personal strengths and limitations (power) and the second two sought
responses on external facilitating and hindering factors (support). An examination of
both sets revealed that responses given as personal strengths and external facilitating
factors respectively were basically of the same type as the corresponding responses
entered as personal limitations and extemal hindering factors. Consequently the same
headin!!s were used to cate!!orise entries to each of the two sets of items.
~

~

Power
With respect to the dimension of pOIl'er respondents were required to list 3
strengths and 3 limitations. Thus for the entire sample of 75 respondents, there was a
total expected tally of 125 responses for each of these two items.
Eight attributes of personal power were identified from the responses to both
items (Table 8.6).
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Tahle 8.6 ; Attrihutes of power

LISTED AS

AITRIBL'TES

Intellectual Ski lis.
Abilities

No. of Res~.
39

STRE~GTH

C;;

nf Total Re~~on~e~

UC;1Tn AS

l.l~ llTA T1()~

Nn nf Re~~

'7r nf Totnl Rl'~~on~t'"

17.33

15

6.67

Self-discipline
qualities

50

~2.22

IY

8.~~

Ahility to manage
learning

37

16A~

36

ICl.OO

Self-moti vation. selfconfidence

II

·Ul9

7

3.11

Personal aspirations.
attitudes to learning

25

I 1.1 I

9

.l.OO

Emotional. Spiritual
Strengths or
LimitJtions

7

.3.1 I

I.n

Experience! Age

.3

U3

O.4~

Physical Condition

4

I. 78

Invalid Response

25

11.1 I

78

34.67

Rc~ponsc

28

12.~4

52

~.3.11

22~

1OOr:;

22~

I 00"

:-\0

T0t:11

The largest attribute groupings were intellectual skills and abilities, selfdiscipline qualities and ability to organise one's learning activities. The first two of
these are described below.
Intellectual skills: The 39 responses entered as personal strengths in this
attribute group represented 179'c of the total responses for the relevant item and the 15
entered as personal limitations represented 7% of responses for that item. Out of the 39
intellectual skills grouped as personal strengths, there were 15 that can be described as
heing of the acquisition, storage al/d retriera! type. Examples of these were 'ability to
organise and retain', 'ability to recall easily', 'capacity to read and understand'. There
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were 5 responses of this type in the 15 intellectual skills listed as personal limitations.
One example was 'difficulties in understanding ce11ain reading materials'. It is worth
noting that four of the fi\'e limitations in the acqtlisitioll-sf{)mge-rctricm! stlbgrotlp
were in the area of reading.
Analytic ability was cited as a personal strength fi\'e times. There was one

reference to COllce1lfmtion as a strength and five references to it as a limitation.
Synthesis skills were cited as a strength four times, fo[, example 'I relate apparently

unconnected material' and as a limitation once. namely. 'J fail to link subject matter with
real life'. Other entries reflecting a higher le\'el of intellectual activity included 'open to
new ideas' (personal strength) and 'not to be able to trash out areas of difficulty as they
arise' (personal limitation).
Self-discipline Qualities: The 50 responses entered as personal strengths in this
group represented 229C of the total expected responses for the rele\'ant item and the 19
entered as limitations. 89C. Very e\'ident in the 50 personal strengths in this group was
the use of stock expressions. Variations of the terms 'persistent' and 'persevere'
appeared 9 times; there were 7 instances of 'determination', 8 of 'discipline' and 3 of
'hardwork'. Other terms used were 'stick-to-it-iveness'. 'endurance' and
'commitment'. On the other hand, within the 16 personal limitations of this attribute
group. there was greater use of more descriptive and explanatory language such as
'in\'olved in many acti\'ities', 'not wishing to lose control of other aspects of my life'
and 'having just begun and having not studied for several years, need time to get back
to intense discipline which studying requires'.
Invalid responses entered as

stren~thsllimitations:

The 25 invalid responses

entered as personal strengths accounted for 11% of the total expected responses for that
item and the 78 entered as personal limitations accounted for 35%. While this group of
responses was not established as one of the eight categories refen'ed to earlier, it is
worth noting that invalid responses entered as limitations represented the highest single
group of responses for the item on personal limitations.
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These responses were considered inappropriate for the two items set since they
tended to be more representative of factors outside the person rather than of attributes
\vithin the person. Examples of such responses entered as personal strengths were
'lecturers', 'guidance on topics with lecturer'. Examples entered as limitations were
'family commitments', 'distance between home and campus', 'not having relevant
material' and 'too many perspectives, but not direction'.
Support
\Vith regard to the two items on support. students were required to identify three
facilitatin!! and three hinderin!! external factors for each of two items. Thus. as was the
~

~

case with the items on personal power. there was a total of 225 expected responses for
each of these support items.
Responses were grouped into 10 categories and the same categories applied for
both facilitating and hindering factors. Family life and institution-related factors
emerged as the dominant ones (Table 8.7). The second of these is described below.
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Tahle 8.7:
EXTER:"'AL FACTORS

Family-related

Facilitatin~

and hinderin!! external factors

FACILlTATI'IG
No. of Resp.
en of Total
Resrnnses
19.11
43

1'0. of Resp.

34

HI'IDERI:"'G
<;; of Total
Resrnn'es
1:'i.11

Institut ion-related

46

:0.4'"

31-:

16.1-:9

Relationship with fellow

I ...

6.::

-

0.1-:9

Environment (home.
institution)

19

8A4

10

... .44

Dist:mce. Time. Joh
responsi hi Ii ties

II

4.89

37

16,44

~.,

9.7R

S

3.56

I:

5.) 3

~tudents

Rolt:. influence of
;u:quaintances
Personal financial
situation
Rewards

3

1.33

Effect of socio-cultural
factors

3

1.33

Religion

4

1.78

In\alid Respomes

9

:\(l

respnn~c

Tnt:!1

~

0,44
I-:

3.:'i6

4.00

<)

4.00

51

::.67

(,(\

:9.33

~~:'i

I O()q.

:~:'i

IOOC;

Institution-related factors: These included the role and function of the lecturer.
access to (non-human) resources, administrative factors, and the strllcture and delivery
of the program of study. In relation to the lecturer, respondents fOllnd that 'listening to
the lecturer' and lecturers who offered 'proper guidance and tutorship' were facilitating
factors. 'Lecturers who are unclear' was regarded as a hindering factor.
The follow-up inten'iews provided more detail on this issue of desired lecturerroles. In response to a question about learner expectations of lecturers. there was
preference for a lecturer perf0l111ing a ,'ery directive, inf0l111ation-transmission
function. For example. one interviewee made the following comment:

I expect them to be able to explain the subject matter. Usually the text is not very
clear. What you are looking for is simplification of things ... I find that it (the
lecture) provides a guide to me because some of the terms I might not
understand and would find the explanation in the lecture ... Basically the lecturer
tends to point the student in the direction that is expected. This is what I look
for.
Another held similar views. She stated.
As a student I expect him (the lecturer) to give me relevant information to
whatever topic they may be discussing. concrete guidance as to exactly what
they expect of me.
It must be noted though that interviews were conducted with students who had
volunteered. Hence these responses cannot be regarded as being representative of the
sample.

~onetheless

it is very likely that students hold these expectations of their

lecturers as a result of their being pal1 of a rigid top-down teaching-learning
environment.
Preference for structure and directiveness was also evident in respondents'
views on the strengths and limitations of the study programme. The students noted the
benefits of 'clear concise information'. 'rundown on examination questions. format
etc.' and the disadvantages of 'not being clear on assignments' and 'lack of proper
directions'.
Ne~ative

responses: The high proportion of 'no responses' also deserves

attention. One recalls that respondents were required to give three responses for each of
the four open-ended questions in this subtest. However. most respondents failed to
provide all three required responses for these two final open-ended items. It is likely
that this requirement made this section of the questionnaire too long. It is also likely that
respondents may have felt that they had exhausted all that could have been said on the
topic.
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Emergent Issues

Ambivalence
Based on the findings of the subtest Talkin~ with lecturers. it would appear that
relationships between teachers and learners tend to be more asymmetrical than
symmetrical. However a large proportion of the student-teachers gave themselves a
'sometimes' rating for both reactive and proactive communication. As suggested earlier.
this convergence towards the centre ground for all items of this sl1btest is probably an
indication that the test itself was not sufficiently discriminating. At the same time. it
may also be a reflection of the student-teachers' ambivalence about the exact nature of
the relationship. These students. being practising professionals in their own right, are
coming from situations in which they are used to taking the lead in communication. In
their Cl1ITent situation as learners, they probably want to retain that right to be initiators.
but at the same time. may be losing confidence in their competence to exercise that
right.
If it is the case that this ambivalence indeed exists, one pertinent issue is, how

does it manifest itself. in an actual teaching-learning interaction?
Preferred

settin~s

When viewed from an overall perspective. the single dominant finding emerging
from the data of the subtest. Which

settin~s

are most useful for which tasks? is that

student-teachers have little confidence in their own capability to manage their own
learning: they selected the ;ndiridllal studying alolle most frequently as the least useful
setting for all tasks taken together. However this single factor should not obscure other
impOItant aspects of these data. In this regard. a useful finding emerging from the data
is that student-teachers favour different types of working an'angements depending on
the nature of the learning task to be performed.
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Where the study of the formal content is concerned, there is clear evidence that
the lecturer role is highly desired. It is worth noting that the labels describing the two
settings in which the lecturer is included does not specify how the lecturer would
function. Consequently the data do not reveal whether the students expect any
difference between the lecturer role in the group of 15 or less (setting 5) and that
inherent in the one-to-one student-lecturer arrangement (setting 3). It is likely that these
responses embody a complex of lecturer roles ranging from the more didactic to the
more facilitative.
While settings that include the lecturer appear dominant in relation to tasks
associated with the study of the formal course content, other types of settings are
favourably considered for tasks in the other categories. Of special interest is the level of
preference shown for the indiridllal with one or MO other still/ems as an appropriate
setting for clarifying and discussing readings, planning for the individual project, or
dealing with difficulties while doing either the individual or group project. Indeed, this
arrangement of two or three students working together seems to be favourably regarded
by this group of students. It suggests that in spite of the strong hierarchical culture of
conventional higher education. student-teachers value small group collaboration with
their peers.
In addition, notwithstanding the overall negative rating for the individual
studying alone, this setting is not completely without value as far as these students are
concerned. It received a positive rating for both linking prior and current knowledge as
well as for making plans for an individual project. This aspect of the data is interesting
in particular since, in the context of collaborative learning. little or no attention is paid to
the individual functioning outside of the group.
On the whole, while the notion of participants working in groups is the core
feature of collaborative learning. there is no evidence that the issue of matching group
types to types of tasks has been addressed in the literature. These data strongly suggest
that this may be an important area of investigation.
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Tension in self-definition
Data generated in the subtest Takin~ responsibility for

YOllr learnin~

provide

some degree of suppOll for Garrison and Baynton's model of learner control. In
particular attributes of power (personal strengths and limitations) and SUppOlt (external
facilitating and hindering factors) outlined by ~he students themselves, parallel those
presented in the theoretical model. However GalTison and Baynton also emphasise the
impOltance of balance among all three components. They contend that "for the student
to have full control over the learning situation. there must be a dynamic balance between
independence, power and support" (p.9). Based on these data. it is doubtful whether
this balance has been attained by this group of learners. One wonders whether the
attributes of personal power and the examples of external support factors cited in the
study are sufficiently appropriate to complement the level of independence for which
students deemed themselves capable. Four aspects of the data suggest that this may not
be the case.
First, it is unlikely that the preferred role of the lecturer as identified by some
members of the group can adequately serve as a support for learner control as
conceptualised by Garrison and Baynton. These writers caution against the type of
human support that "manages, controls and directs the interaction" (p.8). What is
evident in this survey, both in the responses to the open-ended questions and in the
follow-up interviews, is a situation where at

lea~t

some learners are atliculating a need

for a lecturer-figure that manages, directs and controls.
Secondly, although there is some awareness of the role of higher order mental
activity, there is a heavy focus on intellectual skills at the lower end of the cognitive
hierarchy. It is doubtful whether these skills can be relied on to facilitate the level of
independence inherent in the tasks listed in the closed items section of this subtest, and
which the students saw themselves as being capable of undellaking.
Thirdly the heavy use of stereotypical tenl1S to identify qualities of selfdiscipline also deserves some attention. While acknowledging the value of these
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qualities in any formalleaming environment, it is my view that, in the context of
conventional fonnal education, these qualities are more a reflection of doggedness and
passivity than of creativity and boldness. Indeed the reason for their popularity as a
response to a question on personal strengths may lie in the perception that they are
highly valued within the prevailing institution-controlled culture of fonnal education.
Thus the question that arises is: To what extent are student-teachers really committed to
the moral qualities that they espouse and to what extent are these qualities (e.g.
determination, persistence) sufficient in themselves to complement leamer
independence?
Fourth. the high proportion of responses entered as personal strengths and
limitations that should more appropriately have been entered as external support factors
is also worth noting. Given the frequency of this type of inappropriate response, it is
evident that some students were either unwilling or incapable of identifying and
examining attributes internal to therrselves. What is of some concern is the apparent
automatic manner in which these students located personal responsibility in elements
outside of the person. Of even greater concern is the fact that this displacement of the
self by the 'other' occurred much more frequently when listing limitations than when
listing strengths. It is as if there was a tendency to apportion blame to factors outside of
the self.
The picture that is emerging from the above is one in which adult learners who
seem to favour a top-down relationship with their lecturers, whose sense of the
academic demands of higher education does not seem to extend much beyond the lower
level intellectual skills. who, to some extent, appear to be unable or unwilling to
examine their own personal strengths and limitations, also clearly assert that they are
capable of engaging in tasks that require considerable learner independence.
\\'hat the overall picture seems to suggest is that students may be responding at
two levels in terms of their assessment of themselves as learners. At one level. they are
probably defining themselves according to the values and expectations of the formal
learning environment as they are currently experiencing it. At another level. they
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probably see the notion of 'capability' as touching at the core of their self-concept as
practising professionals which they do not consider to be bound hy their current status
as learners.

Conclusions
The following tentative observations have been drawn from this exploratory
survey:

1.

Student-teachers appear to be ambivalent about the extent to which they are
reactive or proactive in their relationships with their lecturers. This ambivalence
probably arises from the fact that. as practising professionals. they are used to
being in positions of authority and in their current position as learners. they see
themselves ceding that authority to other professionals .

..,

Based on their choice of appropriate social settings. student-teachers appear to
favour a variety of settings for different types of learning tasks. In particular.
they seem to value small peer group collaboration (2-3 students).

3.

There appears to be a tension in student-teachers' perception of their roles as
learners. At one level they project themselves as being capable of independent
learning while at another, they reflect the values and expectations that are
consistent with the hierarchical structure of conventional higher education.
Whatever the limitations of the survey, what the above findings indicate is that

the concept of social interaction. as discussed in Chapter 2, can provide a useful
framework for examining learners' perceptions of their role and status in the formal

-

-

teachin!!-learnin!! environment.
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CHAPTER 9
THE INTERPRETIVE FRAME\VORK: BUILDING THE CATEGORIES

Introduction
This chapter describes in detail the interpretive framework that was developed to
set the boundaries of and illuminate the extended analysis of the data derived from the
observation study. It also lists issues that emerged during the exercise of setting the
framework. At the end of the chapter, the issues are summarised and two subsidiary
research questions are generated to guide the subsequent extended analysis.

Overview of observation study
The observation study was designed to address the question:
What does the discourse of leal7lers and their teachers rel'eal abolltleal7lerknml'ledge interactioll?

Specifically, it would seek to,
1.

To describe the knowledge-building activities that learners engage in.

2.

To examine how teachers influence the knowledge-building activities of
learners.

3.

To examine the effect of the power relations between teachers and learners on
learners' knowledge-building activities.
The main participants of the study were eleven student-teachers in two groups

of seven and four respectively, pursuing the Certificate of Education in two different
specialisations through UWIDITE, the audio-conferencing system of the University of
the West Indies. These eleven students were located at two sites in Trinidad, the main
one at the St. Augustine campus and the other approximately 50 kilometres from the
campus. in the town of San Fernando.
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During the period of observation. both groups were studying courses related to
curriculum planning and implementation. For the purposes of this study, the group of
seven was named Group A, and their course, Course A. The group of four was named
Group B and their course, Course B. The supporting participants were the lecturers of
the respective groups. Lecturer A was at a site in Jamaica while Lecturer B was at the
St. Augustine site with the four student-participants of that group. An abbreviated
version of the students names was used to preserve anonymity.

The interpretive framework
The framework comprised two sets of categories. The primary set were the five
knowled!!e-buildin!! cate!!ories. These were,
~

~

~

I.

Setting the objective of the interaction

.,

Information transmission-reception.

3.

Planning for the implementation of new methods.

4.

Problem-solving

5.

Higher order examination of course content.
The associated set were the control management function categories. These

were,

1.

Establishing control

.,

Maintaining control

3.

Gaining control

4.

Operating under control

5.

Breakdown of control
Aspects of both sets of categories were recognised as occurring simultaneously

in any segment of data identified as a unit of analysis. However. in the interest of
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clarity, the two sets of categories are discussed separately.
Knowledge-building categories
In classifying the data within the five categories of this set. it emerged that there
were subsidiary attributes consistent with each category. These subsidiary attributes
were constituted as sub-categories of the respective primary categories and these subcategories were named knowledge-building acts.
Setting the objective of the interaction
This category name was used to describe an activity aimed at identifying the
point of focus of the interaction. This involved two subsidiary acts. namely

1.

describing the topic or task

.,

interpreting the topic or task.
Lecturer A began describing the topic of a session in this way:

This is really a sllggestion as to 110W YOIl call orgallise your IIniT.
Then after a few other remarks, she continued.

Let's spend a fell' lIlinllTes looking down the sllbheads. Rationale, Scope ojthe
UniT, Objectil·es. Actirities. Materials. Linguistic Skills. Emlllation. Lesson
Plan ...
Similarly Lecturer B. in a session with the other group said.

So I wallT to talk abollt other ways of emlllating and assessillg the holistic,
col/aboratire, integrated classroom. That's why /'111 ralking abollf Evalllation
and Assessment.
The label interpreting the topic or task was used to refer to acts that
extended on the initial information. This extension was aimed at enhancing
comprehension by illuminating the boundaries of the area of study.
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Lecturer B sought to get students to think about the topic of non-traditional
modes of evaluation and assessment in relation to the traditional demands of the
conventional school system. She extended on the initial information in this way:
Noli' these are 110t 0pical classrooms ill aliI' schools. We are talkil1g abollt {/Il
ideal 0pe of classroom that we wal1t to work tmmrd... Olle of the difficlllties is
... hall' do lI'e assess al1d emlllate \l'h.1t happel1s ill classrooms like these ill the
way demallded by ollr schools alld systems?

Students were also involved in interpreting the topic. Student DN was seen
paying close attention as Lecturer A outlined the topic on organising a teaching unit.
She also made notes at regular intervals. However she also appeared uneasy.

..

Eventuallv.
. she turned to the student sitting... next to her and was overheard making the
following comment:
I

11" ill

do what 11I'as doil1g al/ the time. 11I'il/ filld Ollt \\'hat they (the pllpils)

\\'ere doi11g before, becallse I did I/ot hove the class before.

She continued this off-line exchange with her fellow student. My recording
equipment could not capture her continuing remarks. However her hand movements
appeared to be dismissive and I inferred that the content of what she was saying
continued in the same vein as the comment outlined above.
The remark and accompanying gestures were given in response to Lecturer A's
description and interpretation of the topic Unit Planning which was being discussed in
preparation for the upcoming Practicum. DN's comment embodies her own
interpretation of the topic which she was tailoring to suit her own purposes.
Emergent Issues
I.

\Vhile it was normally the lecturer who set the topic or task. both lecturer and
students engaged in the act of interpreting it.

.,

In one instance a student appeared to have an interpretation of the topic that was
different from that presented by the teacher.

3.

The student shared her private interpretation with her fellow student at the site,
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Infonnation transmission-reception
Knowledge building acts included in this category were defined as those in
which information was conveyed from one participant to be decoded and stored by
another participant, at least during the session. It is important to note that this definition
does not imply the notion of a passive listener. On the contrary, it recognises that
listening, and by extension, reception are both active cognitive processes. Nonetheless,
what is highlighted in this category is the fact that the knowledge building acts
associated with transmission do not contain any readily identifiable elements aimed at
engaging recipients in any behaviour other than those required for storing information.
1.

The subsidiary acts identified in this category were,
stating facts

2.

stating generalisations

3.

Expressing opinions

4.

Making recommendations.

5.

Recording messages

6.

Seeking clarification.
Participants were regarded as stating facts when they were making statements

about events or situations that were held as having actually existed or occurred. Three
units of analysis classified in this sub-category were,
Both articles offer strategies.
III the article dealing with Maths., there is something about subtraction.
In the seqllence of the story being dramatised.

),011 find

him (the flying fish)

jumping a little bit. And thell each time he jumps. he jumps a little bit higher.
Umil finally. he jumps the highest. And then the stOI)· ellds.

The second type of knowledge building act identified here was labelled stating
generalisations. Generalisations were regarded as statements or propositions that
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appeared to have been arrived at by generalising from specific incidents, events,
situations. They were presented in a manner which suggested that they were universally
applicable and that their validity was beyond question. Many of the generalisations
identified were embodied in simple sentences constructed with the present tense of the
verb 'to be'. Examples included,
Assessmellf is only a part of the emluatioll process.
The goal of genuine em/llatioll is to make the /ml7ler self-monitoring.
Checklists are particu/ar/y IIsefll/when they are comhillcd ,rith other kilU/s of
data.

It is worth noting that two of the above statements contain expressions that can
be regarded as being value-laden (i.e. 'genuine' and 'particularly useful'). It can be
argued therefore that this factor may undermine their status as generalisations and
render them more as opinions. While this factor warrants consideration, it is the
construction of the respective statements that dictates that they will function as
generalisations. Hence, notwithstanding the judgmental nature of these two
expressions, they are embodied in statements that have been constructed in a manner
that makes them appear as if they were universally applicable.
There was one statement which, at a surface level could ha\'e been regarded as
an opinion but which I included as a generalisation. Lecturer A made the remark,
YOII do know that it is 1/luch more difficult to understand what is required to
answer the 'why' question, than it is to lInderstand the 'whar' and the 'who'
qllestion.

The use of the value-laden expression 'much more difficult', coupled with the
personalisation of the statement may suggest that this is an opinion. However when the
introductory phrase 'You do know' is taken into consideration, one may infer that the
lecturer is recalling some prior teacher-learner interaction in which there was some
examination of infomlation and/or practices out of which emerged the proposition that

students have more difficulty understanding 'why' questions than they have
understanding 'what' and 'who' questions. Thus a generalisation had been formulated
based on findings derived from a prior teaching-learning event.
Expressing opinions was the label given to another sub category. Opinions
were recognised when it was felt that the speaker was expressing an idea. personal
belief or value judgment without using any accompanying statement to establish the
certainty of the idea or belief or to support. explain or illlmlinate the judgement. A
further characteristic of an opinion was that it embodied some element that suggested
that the speaker was accepting personal responsibility for the statement made. as
reflected in the inclusion of the phrase 'I think' or some synonym of this phrase.
The following two remarks by one of the lecturers were identified as opinions:
I find, regardless of ho\l' quote unqllote slo\l' the children are, ijyou hm'e
interesting resources and interesting actil'ities, all of them con do it.
Well. I think that's a decision )'oll'd probably //{l\'e to make (IS (I teacher.
Stlldems were also expressing opinions. Following are MO examples:
I think this is one of the most exciting things abollt the story. ha\\' the flying
.fish got its \rings.
I think that the poem has great potential for speech training.

At times though, the speaker did not use a phrase to establish personal
ownership of the opinion. However, the conditions under which such statements were
made suggested that an opinion was intended and that the appropriate phrase was
understood. For example, in reacting spontaneously to a statement made by the teacher
on-line. one student was overheard telling her colleague. off-line.
That's kind of hard. YIlIz kno\\'.

This statement was interpreted as an opinion, with the phrase 'I think' heing
understood.
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Another sub category of knowledge-building acts in the information
transmission-reception category was labelled making recommendations. Inherent
\vithin these acts was an intention to influence hearers to adopt a panicular way of
thinking. Characteristic of this sub-category was the prescriptive nature of the language
used as observed in words and phrases such as 'It is important', 'should', need',
'must'. These expressions suggested an implicit notion of correctness. Typical acts
identified were,
It is important that lI'e look at the theory behi11d lI'hat the lI'riters are suggesting.
Your strategy, your discussion etc. /IIust be informed by some ki11d of
C011ceptllal {(11e//or theoretical fr{(mell'ork
We hm'e to gradually induct them imo bOTh the spoken a11d The II'ritte11 fonllS of
the Sta11dard La11guage.
There should be sO/lle \I'ayfor the child to kllOH' \I'here he has to ;mpro\'e his
skills.

It is interesting to note that all these statements formed pat1 of closing remarks,
and would very likely have been intended to ha\'e a culminating persuading effect on the
students. As in the case of the sub category, expressing opinions, recommendations
were observed in contexts whose initial function was not infOImation presentation.
Participants were also observed seeking clarification in an attempt to
increase their understanding of some situation. event or object. Basically. what was
required was an explanation. For example a Group B student asked.
C011cerni11g something that \I'e1lT before. I \I'ollld like to kno\l' the COmp011e1lTS
of Cl ulliT of\l'ork.

There were several behaviours associated with the act of recording

-

the
information. Students were obser\'ed listenin2. note takin2 or bro\\'sin2-throuoh
:::
'-

reading materials, apparently guided by \\'hat they were hearing on-line. At other times
they would display beha\'iour. both \'erbal and non-verbal to acknowledge that they
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were receiving the message being transmitted. Evidence of this type of behaviour could
be an 'aha', a nod of the head, a smile or a 'thank you'. All these behaviours were
taken as indicators that infoffi1ation was being decoded and stored.
Emer2'ent Issues.
1.

Most of the transmission of infol111ation was done bv teachers: however, from
time to time, students were also observed performing this function.

2.

Information was transmitted through a variety of discourse modes.

3.

Infoffi1ation transmission was not confined to formal lecture presentations.

Plannin2' for the implementation of new methods.
A defining feature of the acts included in this categOlY was that the talk was
overtly oriented to real-world practice. Participants were using their talk to describe
action that they would ultimately put into effect in a real-world context. This feature
distinguished this group of acts from those earlier categorised as information
transmission-reception where the focus was on facilitating comprehension and probably
private reflection.
Another core feature was that, for both lecturers and students, the planning
exercise revolved around the use of strategies, that is. steps to be taken to put a
particular method into practice. Three sub-categories were identified. namely
I.

formulating a 'planning' task

.,

describing strategies

3.

querying strategies.
to
The first of the three, formulating a 'planning' task, was designed
...

engage students in talk for describing strategies to implement a specific method.
Lecturer A gave the following instl1.lction:
I \l'{J/lId like YOIl to think ofyollr OIm siTlIatiol/ alld tel/me whether or llot
checkliSTS would be ([ppropriate for YOII al/d (f so, ho\\' could YOII IIse it. The
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specific things YOII wOllld IIse it for.

The label describing strategies, was used to refer to situations where the
talk was being used to outline. show or model what was to be done (or sometimes. not
done). Examples of this type of act included the following by Lecturer A in the
discourse on Unit Planning. She said.
One rhing that is o.fparriclIlar importance 10 the Scope ofrhe Unit, I had
mentioned that YOlllleed to give some insight (IS to (IInclear) where, what le\'e!
the children are operating. what's their ability... Pleasc do not make state11lcnts
like, this child is ten and shollld be ill Grade X.

Similarly. in her response to a task on the use of checklists (see sub categOl),
below). YN offered the following strategy: .
You caTlmake a list ofprogressil'e1y (1IT1c1ear) topics that each child should hCll'e
{/ chance of doing and as the child progressesfmm oTle to the other, that can be
\\'e/l, ticked off or something.

There were also instances where lecturers were describing strategies in response
to queries raised by students (see sub category below). In her reply to a query on the

integration of subjects. Lecturer A advised.
I'd rather YOIl try to integrate the fell' that YOIl lire comfortable \I'ith rather thall
rushing to mass integration and (unclear) YOIl callT handle it.

A similar type of act was observed when. in addressing the issue of checklists
and writing raised by a student. Lecturer B stated.
Well, the child should write ji-eel.", yes, bur there is going to be some
imerremion at some stage in that process either by other stlldents or by the
teacher ill a way that lI'e're talked abolll, ho\l' the sharing process happens. YOII
don't want to point 0111 el'erything. YOll don't ,,'mlt to O\'el1l'hell11 hilllll'ith
incorrecrness .. ,BIIT ahm1l1, gradllally, there shollld be some lI'ayfor the child to
knoll' where he has 10 illlpro\'e his skills.
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In the last two units of analysis listed above. the lecturers' descriptions were in
response to queries raised by students. What is worth noting in both instances is that. in
addition to improving students' understanding of the methods being discussed, the
lecturers also appeared to \vant to define common ground and not completely exclude
the students' conceptions. This is evident in their cautious use of language as reflected
in phrases like 'I'd rather' and 'Well. .. yes, but...'.
Alongside the above, there were other knowledge-building acts labelled
querying strategies. This label was applied to those acts where participants were
observed raising questions in a manner which showed that they were expressing doubt
or e\'en challenging statements made by another palticipant. In one instance, SN of
Group B made this observation:

Well, all this is "ery Ilell' to

liS,

eh! Ahmm, So I u'as jllst ll'Olldering, is it thell

that ahh, lre cOllld aI/all' the child to lI'rite freely alld thell after lI'ritillg, he
wOllld 1I0ll' IIse his checklist to go Throllgh (llld see (f'the spellillg is OK or The
gram1llar or what hare you?
D~

of Group A raised the following question about an integrated unit:

Do YOII hm'e to i11legrate aI/ the sllbjects or you can i11legrate a fell' of the
slIbjects (llld do single sllbjects for the rest?
At a later point within the same episode. DN was challenging the lecturer's
response to her previous query. She contended,

So ill that case, the Scope of the Unit lI'illllot be all imegrated lIllit. lfyou hm'e
let's say, three sllbjects il1Tegrated, alld single subjects for the rest, then you
can't say that the Scope of the Ullit is (Ill integrated 1I11it. YOlllz(l\,e to pllt both.'

Emergent Issues
I.

Students appeared to be having difficulty accepting the strategies being
proposed by the lecturer .

..,

In querying the strategies proposed by the lecturers. students were shifting the
direction of the discourse.
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3.

Lecturers were making attempts to incorporate students' conceptions as revealed
through the queriesof the latter.

Problem-solving
In the context of this study, the term 'problem' is used to refer to any operation
that has to be undertaken in a teaching-learning situation and for which strategies must
be devised in order to facilitate its execution. Problems were generated from two
sources in the data. In the first, students brought to the sessions situations that they
were having difficulty in handling in their own classroom practice and so were seeking
the assistance of the lecturer in arriving at solutions. In the second. problems based on
typical classroom operations were simulated and students were required to identify
appropriate strategies for addressing them. Problem-solving involved all participants in
tasks aimed at generating strategies for addressing either actual or simulated operations.
The approach to problem-solving emerging from the data was largely
instrumental (see Schon, Chapter Five). Whether the task was undertaken by a student
or a lecturer, it was the instrumental, means-ends approach that was dominant: there
was a problem and participants would suggest ways of solving it.
As was the case with the activity, 'planning for the implementation of new
method', the problem-solving exercise involved some action to be implemented in a
classroom context. However. a distinction is being made between the two categories. In
the fOlmer, the starting point was a specific method. the intention being to show how
the method could be put to use in an appropriate classroom operation. With problemsolving. it is the operation itself that was the focus of interest and the task was to devise
a route that provided optimum opportunity for attaining the goal of the operation. Three
sub-categories were identified namely,
I.
formulating the problem-solving task
..,

outlining a solution

3.

examining the problem situation.
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In formulating the problem-soil'ing task, the speaker outlined the
problem to be addressed and asked that a solution be found for it. This knowledgebuilding act would typically contain two components, one being a description of the
problem itself and the other, a question requesting a solution to the problem described,
FS outlined one such task in this way:

HoH' do ),011 address lel'els? Like in a class H'ith say eight (8) children at fire
differe1lT le\'els orfire differellT topics in a particlllar sllbject. Ho\\' do ),011
address that?
CL's task description was the reverse of FS'. She started by outlining her
expectations of the lecturer before giving the description of the problem. She said.

I \\'ill tell YOII and then YOII will tell me and make some sllggestions and so on.

If I ask a qllestion like ohm, 'H'here is that? What is that? Or erell Cl qllestion
like, A girl hasjllst hit a boy, 'Why did YOII hit him?' I \I'illnot be getting an
({/l,lj\l'erfor, for that qllestion. OK, 'll'hy' and /'11/ looking lit 'what' lIml
'u'here', el'en '\\'ho'. So I find sometimes \rhar I may need to clo, do once
\reek, is foclIs

011

@

objects in the classroom like 'What is this', before I go 011 to

another concept.
The format for the simulated task that Lecturer B described was more complex
than the student-generated versions listed above. The two components were present but
in a more integrated fashion. In addition. instead of making a request for a solution to
the problem as a whole, this task statement was soliciting strategies in relation to
specific aspects of the problem. Thus Lecturer Basked:

What wOllld YOII do with this story ill the classroom to facilitate srudellTs'
IInderstanding and how wOllld ),011 eilect responsesjrom sTlldems to this story?
Students were required to generate strategies first to facilitate their pupils'
comprehension and secondly to effect higher-order responses from them.
Outlining a solution was another aspect of this knowledge-building activity.

Two types of units qualified to be members of this sub category. In one type. the
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solution involved description of the speaker's own practice. as evidenced by the
subjective first-person perspective of their respective accounts.
VN. in responding to the task regarding different ability levels. said.
The class that I hare is not bad. It's just a matter of some mol'ing faster than
others, So ldIat I do is, I let those II'ho call cope 1I'0rk 011 their 011'11 and the
ones that hm'e problems, I work with them,

Lecturer A herself had this to say about her approach to different ability levels:
The actil'ities I alii asking the children to do \'(fry, When I (/m teaching {I class,
regardless of the le\'d (ill complete), As 1II'as telling YOII ahollt the project /'111
in, I hm'e (/ \'Griet)' of le\'els ... Most of thelll are \'ery sloll' ... Blit I find that I
e.\]Jose ([11 of the children to the resources. to the ([ctil'ities, .. ' When it comes to
the task. the clllminating ([ctidty, this is where [ scale the actil'ity, this is ll'here

I discriminate,

With regard to the simulated teaching-of -the-story task. SN stated.

If [ am able to retell that (story) or to say it jllst the \\'ay YOII did it, \\'ith ([/I the
dynamics in it... [wollld ask the children to sit quietly. leall back,., Alld \\'hell
they are fin ished, ll'hen I am finished. 11I'iIl askfor l'OllIllteers as to holl' they

\I'ilI illtel1Jret (the story).

A more prescriptive approach was observed in the second set of acts in this subcategory. Pm1icipants used language that essentially set the speaker apart from. and by
extension in a position of greater authority to the hearer. Lecturer A summarised the
discussion on different ability levels in this way:
[ slIppose lre need to do more integration. Because ifyoII are illtegrating JOllr
subject areas thell YOllfind that sillce (ill complete) ... YOIl ([re doing {Ill
illTegrated thing. Then ill that so-called one period, that child \I'ottld Ilot be
exposed to content in one spec{{ic are([ bllt in a \'ariety of areas,
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In another situation it was a student doing the prescribing. A student from
another site had raised a problem that one of her pupils was having in the area of
mathematics. ON advised.
What she has to do is gh'e examples and non-e.mm/,les. A lot of examples and a
lot of non-examples with it. Hopefully
twice,

111 0

if she does it more thal1 Ol1ce,

1II0re than

re than three times, she (the pllpi/) \I'ill get it...

Another important aspect of the problem-solving exercise was the strategy
adopted to facilitate movement from the problem statement towards an appropriate
solution. The acts involved in this process have been described as examining the
problem situation. The term 'problem situation' is used here to refer to any facet of
the problem-solving exercise. Hence what was being examined could be some aspect of
the initial problem itself. some factor that emerged within the process or probably a
solution that was being proposed.
These acts included questions/instnlctions lIsed to facilitate examination of the
object of study. These questions/instructions were generated within the interaction as a
result of the speaker's (usually the lecturer's) assessment of the exchange up to that
point. They are therefore considered to be different from questions or statements
formulated to set the original task.
The following are some lecturer-generated questions included in this subcategory. In guiding the student towards a solution to the problem on the teaching of
'\Vh' questions (see above) Lecturer A asked,

OK. \l'hy is it they are not able to lInderstand it? Which of the

'Wh' questions

do they l(1ulerstand?

Then after a response. she asked again.
Why ha\'e YOIl started with those flro?

A similar strategy was employed to facilitate examination of solutions suggested
for the simulated story-teaching problem. Lecturer B interrupted a student's response
with this intervention:
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You said drall/a, re-telling, dialogue, art, make lip a story. Choose one of r!lOse
and gil'e

ifS

afcll' more derails of\l·//(/t YOII wOllld ask rhe children to do.

At a later point. she asked further,
And ahh, \\}/(/t wOllld the reacher's role be in that sitltation?

Responses to the questions/instructions listed above, were also included in this
sub category of examining the problem situation, once these responses reflected some
attempt at conducting an examination. The following statement by CL on the teaching of
'Wh' questions was included.
They kno\\' rhat 'what' refers ro things am/ '\\'ho' refers to (incomplete) OK.
Thar is jllst a basic sort of description for both \\'ords. BliT To me, TO come from
those questions to anOTher is like, I 111 ay hm'e to take my time a11d do that.
because /may cOllfuse rhem.

I"ot included in this sub-category was the following statement which fom1ed
part of an episode whose dominant function was problem-solving. The statement was,
/rhink rhat the poem has great potelIfia/ for speech training.

It was not included because it was not regarded as embodying the function of
examining. Rather it was seen as making a judgement. with no attempt to substantiate
the judgement espoused. As noted earlier, it was categorised as expressing an opinion.
Emer!!ent Issues
1.

Lecturers as well as students were involved in initiating a problem-solving
exercise.
In movin2 towards the solution. teachers sou!!ht to en2a!!e students in an
analysis of some aspect of the problem-solvi~g exerci~e~

3.

Students often relied on personal opinions to express their assessment of a
problem or to justify the appropriateness of a solution proposed.
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Hi~her

order examination of course content
This category name was used to subsume knowledge-building acts which were

seen as serving two combined purposes. First they showed participants engaging in
activities aimed at exploring the subject matter content beyond the level of recognition
and recall. In this regard, there were acts related to analysis, evaluation and synthesis of
the content. Secondly, there appeared to be an intention that in this aspect of the overall
teaching-learning interaction, students should engage with knowledge at a more abstract
level rather than at a level more directly associated with their everyday practice. The two
sub-categories identified were,
I.
formulating the higher order thinking task
..,

performing the higher order thinking task.
One example of the first was an analysis task posed by Lecturer A as she

introduced a study of reading materhls. She explained,

Apart from the subject area. holl' does this article differfrom the one by
Hartmalm and KreTschl11er? HolI' does it differ?
Then she rephrased it in this way:
Is there a 5pecific sTlldy reported in this article or are the allThors dra\l'ing from a

series of stlldies. a theoretical paper?
At a later point she rephrased again:

Is it (one of the articles) theoretical?
In another episode, Lecturer A set the group a synthesis task asking the students
of each site to fOlmulate a question on the reading material and to put that question to
students of another site. She elaborated in this way:

It's a matter ofll'lIile YOIl are reading. YOIl are thinking ... So what /'11/ asking
.\'Oil

to do is think lip {/ qllestion. ({/ qllestion) that callle to lIIind while .YOII \I'ere

reading and then ask another site.
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Performing the higher order thinking task was the label ascribed to acts

that showed participants undertaking the task presented at a level recognised as being
consistent with that set by the task itself. (This does not imply that the responses were
necessarily appropriate to the task set). Two responses that were considered as meeting
this criterion were,
They (the articles) are the same ill that they are both cOl/ce17led with lil/kil/g
previolls knowledge with what is to be taught.
It (ol/e article) is theoretical, although the writer, what /'m sayillg is, it's 1101
that this STltdy H'as done for this paper. The writer was gil'ing his experience
al/d based 011 that he lras able to del'elop this paper.

Emer~ent

1.

Issues.

The lecturer made repeated adjustments to an initial task statement in an attempt
to make it more accessible to students.
Students seemed to be experiencing difficulty in engaging with knowledge
beyond the level of practical applications.
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Summary of knowledge-huilding categories
Table 9.1 provides an overview of the knowledge-building categories.

Table. 9.1: Overview of knowledge huilding categories
CATEGORY NAME

Setting the objective of the
interaction.

SUB-CATEGORIES

describing the topic/task
interpreting the topic/task ..

Information transmissionreception

stating facts
stating generalisations
expressing opinions.
making recommendations
seeking clarification.
recordfng information

Planning for the implementation of
new methods.

formulating the 'planning' task
querying strategies.
describing strategies.

Problem-sol ving

fOI1l1ulating the problem-solving task
outlining a solution.
examining the problem situation.

Higher order examination of
course content

formulating the higher order thinking task
performing the higher order thinking task

Control management categories
Also embedded within the units of analysis were strategies through which
participants were positioning themselves in relation to each other to asse11, accept or
reject the authority of the knowledge claims being made in the interaction. Five control
management functions were identified namely establishing. maintaining and gaining
control, operating under control and a fifth. breakdown of control.
Estahlishin!! control
PU11icipants were regarded as establishing control when they were obsen'ed
initiating the interaction. setting the topic for the interaction or setting a task to be
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undertaken by other participants. Lecturer B performed such a function when she said.
J l!'aTlT to talk abolt! other ways of emlllating and assessing the holistic.

collaboratil'e. integrated classroom.

Student FS did the same when he outlined a problem-solving task in this way:
Hall' do YOIl address lel'e!s? Like i1/ a class with say eighT (8) childrell at fire
different lel'{!ls orfi\'e different topics in a particlllar slIbject. HoB' do YOII
address that?

Student VN was also establishing control when. as a result of the open-ended
task set by the lecturer. she herself set this task for the rest of the group:
From the article. 'From the call crete to the abstract' - thefirst sellTence:
'Mathematics is a 11eglected area ill the total illstl'llctiollal co11lprmenr ill {/ tler!f
child's education. ' What are YOllr rieH's 01/ this? Do yO/l {/gree WiTh the
statemenT or 1/ot?

Maintainin~

Control

PaIticipants were regarded as maintaining control if it could be detected that they
were using strategies that allowed them to retain a dominant position in the interaction
once they had previously assumed it. Several strategies were used to achieve this.
In cases where there was an exchange, a participant would maintain control
through being able to determine how and when other participants engaged in the
exchange. In this formal teaching-learning situation, this function was usually
perfOImed by the lecturer and was accomplished through the use of questions such as
those identified in the knowledge-building sub category, examining the problem
siwation. These questions, which were generated as the interaction progressed, served

to adapt the exchange and to elicit specific information from the student.
This approach \vas evident in the way Lecturer B guided SN's description of a
strategy in the simulated problem-solving exercise.
rOil

said drama. re-tellillg ... Choose one of those a1/d gh'e

liS

afell' more

236

details of\l'llOt YOIl \I'ollld ask the children to do.

Then further she asked,
And what lI'ollld the teacher's role be in that sifllation?

Another strategy that served the function of maintaining control was the
provision of feedback. In such cases. one participant regarded himself or herself as
having the authority not only to assess the contribution of another participant but also to
inform the other of that assessment. At times, feedback took the form of a single phrase
like 'Good idea', 'OK'. or 'You are correct'. At other times, it was more detailed and
informative. For example. Lecturer B made the following remark as a follow-up to
solutions outlined for the story-teaching task:
One thing that occurs to me is that YOlllleed to be \'el)' precise \I'ith the task.
YOIl

callf jllst say to a grollp, well. 'Yoll're going to dramatise'.

Of even greater significance though were the control maintenance functions
embedded within the linguistic structure of the discourse. This was particularly evident
in the knowledge-building acts identified in the infOlmation-transmission reception
category. Two sub-categories stand out.
A noticeable feature of the generalisations is the complete absence of any hint of
ambiguity in what is being said. The simple uncluttered sentence structure enhances the
power of the communication and the use of the simple present tense emphasises the
sense of timelessness and universality. Thus, it is likely that statements such as,
The goal of genuine emlllatioTl is to make the leal7ler self-mollitoring.

are communicated in a way that suggests that they are irrefutable and beyond
question.
The prescriptive language of the recommendations also project the speaker as
someone with the authority to persuade and influence thought as evidenced in a
statement such as.
YOllr strategy. YOllr discussion 11/ust be informed by some kind (l conceptual
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andlor theoretical framework.

In addition to allowing the speaker to maintain control of the interaction, it is
likely that the above use of language could convey the impression that the knowledge
claims themselves are to be accepted as given and beyond examination.
Gaininrr control
The third categol), was described as gaining control. This category name was
applied where there were features in the talk that showed a participant moving from a
subordinate to a dominant position in the interaction. Movement was considered to have
taken place when talk was used to bring about a shift in direction .. A shift could be
effected in two ways: by the addition of a new dimension to an existing topic, or by
changing the topic completely. The knowledge building acts grouped as 'querying
strategies' in the planning for the implementation of ne\\' methods category were
regarded as a shift of the first type mentioned. as for example when DN asked,
Do YOll hare to integrate {Ill the sllbjects or you c({n integrate a fe\\' of the
subjects ami do single subjects for the rest?

or when FS asserted,
YOIl

said if the objectil'e is not realised, do not re-teach the lesson . ... /'11/

assuming that youlIlea1l do 1I0t teach orer the lessoll before finding

Ol/f

exactly

what's 1rrang.

In the first of the two units of analysis, DN is introducing the possibility of
planning a teaching unit that only partially conforms to the requirements of an integrated
unit. In the second, FS appears to be extending the context in which the objective is
being examined, by linking it to the teacher's moral obligation to the pupils.
A shift of the second type could be seen in FS's proposal to the lecturer
concerning the use of portfolios. He remarked,
Based on 1l'hat YOIl are saying, it seems as though a portfolio is merelyfor
emlllation and record keeping ... What abollt usi1lg it forfolloll'-ujJ work ?...
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The term 'merely' in the first part of the statement suggests that FS had
probably introduced the lecturer's comment only to dispense with it. This view is
strengthened by the use of the phrase 'What about' to introduce the second part. It
signals an intention to point the discourse in a new direction. FS's style of talk suggests
that he must have considered himself above dealing with the information as presented
by the teacher and was himself proposing a clear altemative.
Of importance in this category too is the role that language plays in facilitating
the shift in control position. DN's movement from the question structure (,Do you have
to integrate') to an affilmation ('you can integrate') while maintaining the questioning
intonation seems geared to asserting what she intends to do while at the same time
conveying the impression that she is seeking clarification. In addition, FS' use of terms
like 'I'm assuming' and 'merely' seem to carry an intention to minimise the strength of
the knowledge claims of the other participant in order to focus attention on his own.
Operatin!! under control
The fOllrth category \vas labelled operating under control. It was considered
necessary to include sllch a category based on the assumption that participants in their
role as recipients. also contribute to the management of control within the discourse.
Palticipants were regarded as operating under control when they were observed
responding to stimuli from another participant This category type was applied to both
verbal and non-verbal. public and private responses. Direct responses to questions
posed or instructions given. as well as shOlt phrases acknowledging agreement or
expressing satisfaction with what was said were included. Also regarded as a response
to a stimulus presented were questions seeking clarification, since these were not seen
as occasioning a shift in the direction of the discourse. For example, after listening to
the guidelines presented on assessing ability levels, DN asked the question.

Co 11 Id YOIl gi\'e me a clearer indication ojH'/wt YOIl mean by. talki1lg abollT the
indication of the lel'el? Do YOII hm'e to say their lel'c1 jar erery slll~iect, lr/wt
they

C(llI

do in el'el)' sl/bject area? ...
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Also included in this category were the acts of listening and note taking,
browsing. making off-line private comments and gesturing.
Of particular interest were the instances where students could be seen resisting a
message presented, as for example when CL made the spontaneous remark. 'that's kind
of hard, you know!' to DN, after hearing the lecturer's views concerning 'effective
teaching'. Another example of this resistance was observed when all four students of
Group B could be seen gesturing to one another, disagreeing with the lecturer's
explanation of a grammatical feature. The lecturer had said that 'the same word' was
being used in the two sentences she presented as examples, namely 'Vishnu was active'
and 'Vishnu was actively strange'. At one point LD could be seen mOllthing the
comment to her colleagues, "It's not the same word!" Eventually the lecturer recognised
her error and corrected herself by inserting the term 'root' before 'word', without any
overt intervention by any of the students. This private resistance was also considered as
operating under control since the students. for whatever reason, were unable or
unwilling to voice their objections in the public discourse.
Breakdown of control
The final control category was described as breakdown of control. At one level
this category name was applied to situations where students were seen withdrawing
attention from the official discourse as reflected in the blank, unconnected look on their
faces or in their opting to engage in non-task related actions. In one slIch instance. CL
turned her attention to a newspaper during the lecturer's extended explanation of issues
related to the 'Wh'-question problem which she CL had originally raised.
The label was also applied to those instances when a question had been posed
and no response was forthcoming.
In summary the five control management functions were establishing,
maintaining and gaining control: operating under control and breakdown of control.
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Emer£!ent Issues
1.

To a large extent. control positions in the discourse emanated from the roles that
the speakers occupied in the institutional setting.

2.

Significant control management functions were embedded in the linguistic
structure of the discourse itself.
-

3.

The teaching-learning interaction seemed to be built on asseltion, persuasion
and sometimes accommodation on the one hand, and a combination of
acceptance, challenge, defensiveness and non-engagement on the other.

Summary discussion of emergent issues
This section summarises the issues that were generated from the categorybuilding exercise. then pulls them together into two subsidiary research questions.
which would be used to guide a more detailed analysis of the data.
While there was evidence of five types of knowledge-building activities. the
dominant one in terms of the range of acts was the information transmission-reception
category. Moreover the acts ascribed to this category occurred not only in episodes that
were clearly intended for information presentation. but also within episodes whose
stated function fell within one or other of the other four categories.
Closer examination of the acts themselves showed that they embodied clear
linguistic features capable of asselting the authority of the knowledge claims that they
were transmitting.
Students were not without their own strategies for dictating what they should
learn. Their queries. evaluation statements, expressions of private objections all
represented attempts on their part to shape the knowledge they were building. It is
important to note though that such challenges occurred mainly when they were
participating in interactions that dealt specifically with their classroom practice.
Also of interest were the attempts that lecturers made to get students to engage
with knowledge at the level of the abstract. This type of cognitive activity represented a
small proportion of the sessions observed. This was probably so because. at this stage
of the programme. the emphasis was on preparation for supervised classroom practice.
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Nonetheless it was evident that the higher order examination of course content was a
difficult undeltaking for participants.
The tasks set for this purpose were based on specific readings and no doubt. the
fact that students either did not read the relevant article(s) or only did so superficially.
contributed to the difficulties experienced. However it is likely that this may not have
been the only contributing factor.
As far as the two practical-oriented categories were concerned. there was not
much variation in the strategies employed within the interaction for implementing either
of them. Of special interest though was the attempt by the lecturers to encourage greater
use of analysis in the problem-solving exercise.
In light of the foregoing, the following subsidiary research questions were
formulated to guide fmther analysis of the data:

I.

What are the factors in the teachim!-learnjn~ interaction that facilitate andlor
hinder learners' constntction of a professional knowledge base?
What are the factors in the teaching-learning interaction that facilitate and/or
hinder learners' development of efficient and appropriate strategies for
classroom practice?
I recognise that these two questions are not necessarily mutually exclusive.

However I have decided to make this separation for the purpose of analysis in keeping
with an intention which I perceive both in the professional literature as well as in my
own data that the goal of teacher education should be the development of a teacher who
is both an inforn1ed professional and a competent practitioner (e.g. Alarcao and
Moreira. 1993).
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CHAPTER 10
BUILDING THE KNO\VLEDGE BASE.
Subsidiary research question:
What are the factors in the interaction that facilitate and/or hinder learners'
construction of a professional knowledge base?

Introduction
In order to address the question stated above, this chapter focuses on two of the
five knowledge building activities, namely informatioll transmission-reception and
higher order examination of course content. In both categories, the chapter analyses the
discourse of lecturers and students both separately and jointly.
As expected in this fonnal educational setting, lecturers transmitted a higher
prop0l1ion of infonnation than did students since they were the ones with the
responsibility for delivering the lectures. They were observed engaging in this
knowledge building activity when they were introducing new information or when
summarising an exchange. The chapter therefore analyses lecturer's presentations to
investigate both the content and the fonn of what was transmitted.
Since students hardly ever interrupted these presentations, only limited direct
verbal data were collected about their responses during the sessions. The chapter
therefore examines relevant segments of the interview since this instrument was used in
part to collect data about students' understanding and/or interpretation of the lecture
presentations.
The knowledge building category entitled higher order examinatioll of course
colltellt also informed data analysis in the context of the question stated above. This
activity would typically involve a question-answer exchange between teacher and
student on some aspect of the subject matter content. In this chapter it is used as the
basis for an investigation into the extent to which students were engaging in intellectual
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activity at the higher levels of the cognitive domain and were able to engage with
knowledge at an abstract level.
The chapter deals with these two knowledge-building activities in four sections,
three pertaining to information transmission-reception and one to higher order
examination of course content. The first section deals specifically with the lecture
presentation both in telms of h0w informatior. is transmitted and how it is received. The
second examines the verbalised internal processes of a student as she seeks to determine
whether she has accepted teacher-transmitted knowledge claims. The third pays
attention to the way an argument is constructed and transmitted by the lecturer and, by
extension. how it is handled by the student. The fourth is based on the second category,
namely higher order examinatioTl of cOllrse colltellT and examines students' capability in
the area of critical analysis.

The lecture presentation
Lecturer B used a section of one session to deliver a lecture on evaluation and
assessment. The episode reproduced below is an extract of that lecture presentation.
Lec

If data collection is being used only for accountability, for grading and reporting

to parents and that's what it is most often used for, meaningful evaluation is not
taking place. What is taking place is simply accountability and data reporting ....
The goal of genuine evaluation is to make the learner self-monitoring, selfregulating and independent. You know what we've said several times before.
We want to set the children free so that they can do things on their own and not
rely on us all the time. (Leclllrer draws srude1lfs' aTtemioll to chart 011 The data
gathering profile' which they must study for the Tlext session.). Evaluation
involves observation of process and product and collecting data. Now we've
talked about these things before, haven't we? We are observing what goes on in
the classroom. how the learning goes on, the process, as well as what is
actually produced. We are not evaluating the product alone. That's the whole
basis of the writing process. And then we saw, out of the writing process, the
reading process. we have to be aware how it goes on. And that is where the
teaching takes place and when the teaching takes place. It's not just the final
product that we can)' home in a notebook and mark. So it involves recordin!!
observations and data. We have to put these things down some place, and not
just a quantitative mark but moreso nan·ative, prose statements about what the
children are doing ...
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What is transmitted ...
There is a heavy reliance on generalisations in this episode. The lecturer asserts,
'The goal of genuine evaluation is to mak.e the learner self-monitoring ... " and
"Evaluation involves observation of process and product and collecting data". There are
recommendations, as implied in "We want to set the children free", and clearly stated in
the prescription, "We have to be aware how it (the reading process) goes on". There are
also statements that communicate as factual information, as situations and events that
actually exist or take place, as for example in the statement, 'And then we saw, out of
the writing process, the reading process, ... And that is where the teaching takes place.'
There is an assertive characteristic in all three types of language use which serve to
asse11 the authority of the know ledge claims embodied within the discourse.
The overall effect of these acts is further enhanced when viewed in the context
of three broader features of the episC'de taken as a whole. First the information is highly
contextualised. The topic of evaluation and assessment is treated not just as an aspect of
formal education in a general sense, but as a component of the classroom practice of the
student-teachers themselves. There is direct reference to the actual location of the
students' everyday practice ('We are observing what goes on in the classroom'), as
well as to the specific events peculiar to that practice, as reflected in the recommendation
'We have to put these things down some place: The colloquial expression 'to put
something down (in writing)' would be readily recognised by practising teachers as the
activity they engage in whenever they enter grades or any other form of assessment in
notebooks or on official record cards held by the school administration, or in report
books tlu'ough which parents are informed of their children's progress.
This new approach to evaluation and assessment is not presented as a distant
abstract notion. Rather it is being constructed to make it appear as an integral aspect of
the everyday experience of these student-teachers. The lecturer's approach to
introducing this new evaluation strategy is, to some extent, reminiscent of Brown,
Coli ins and Duguid's (1989) notion of situated cognition and of the importance of
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locating leaming experiences in authentic situations. It is impOltant to note though that
unlike what Brown et al. propose, the environment itself did not really play a part in
generating the knowledge being presented by the lecturer.
Secondly, the frequent use of the subject pronoun 'we' is vel)' likely intended to
engender a sense of collective purpose and action. The overall impression conveyed is
that the message applies to all participants, lecturer and students alike. in their common
role as members of the professional community of teachers. Implicit in the message are
incidental yet significant statements that appear to suggest that lecturer and students
already share cel1ain ideas and ideals regarding this professional role. At one point the
lecturer says. 'You know what we've said several times before', and 'We've talked
abollt these things before'. It is in that context that students are being persuaded to
engage with the new ways of thinking about evaluation and assessment. in the interest
of the common object of concern. the children.
Thirdly. the discourse is constructed in a manner to imply that the new and
innovative is inherently superior to the old and the conventional. At the beginning of
this episode. the lecturer seems to be alleging that accountability is a key feature of the
old. traditional approach to evaluation and she expresses the opinion that this emphasis
on accountability does not constitute meaningful evaluation. Then she follows this up
immediately with the generalisation about the goal of evaluation. The contrast between
the old and the new is further reinforced by the juxtaposition of terms: on the one hand.
'only' and 'simply' are linked to the traditional 'accountability'. while the words
'meaningful' and genuine' are used in relation to the proposed approach to evaluation.
This bias away from old practices towards the new continues throughout the episode.
At a later point there is the comment that it (evaluation) is not just the final product that
we carry home in a notebook and mark (the old), but rather that it involves recording
observations and data.
In this lecture presentation. generalisations. factual infOlmation and
reconmlendations are combined in a manner that conveys the impression that the
knowledge claims being transmitted. are beyond question. The episode does not contain
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any language that invites reflection or analysis. Rather the language is direct. assertive
and authoritative.
Underpinning and supporting the above is a pattern of control that is consistent
\vith the conventional relationships within a fonnal teaching-learning interaction.
Notwithstanding perceived attempts to foster the notion of a community of
professionals, the underlying reality is that within the interaction, it is the lecturer who
occupies the dominant control position. She is further able to maintain that control
tru'ough her greater familiarity with the official subject matter content and through her
shaping of the language to influence the thinking of the students.
In fact it is this dominant control position that confers on her the authority to
define the relationship among participants in the interaction. Thus the notion of a
collective that is implied in her talk cannot be regarded as eliminating the power
relationships. One may say that to the extent that there is a community the lecturer is a
senior member and the students, junior members .
... and what is assimilated
Students did not conul1unicate on-line during this presentation. Rather they were
largely engaged in recording the infonnation alternating between taking notes. listening
and browsing through their reading materials. Given the absence of any overt student
input, interviews were used to solicit their likely responses. Students of Group B were
therefore asked to examine and react to infoffi1ation about evaluation and assessment
that they had received. in light of their own prior knowledge of the topic. The
instructions were specifically intended to direct them to make a link between new and
old knowledge on the topic. 9

9 The initials 'OK' refer to the researcher. An ahhrcviatcd vcrsion of the names of participants
was used in the following episode and throughout the data analysi!'. to preserve anonymity.
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OK:

Now, I believe that when you went into that session you would have been
focusing on the things you already know about evaluation. assessment and so
on. What I would like you to do now is to kind of focus on all that you know
about evaluation and assessment, and tell me what are yom thoughts, your
views on the principles I will be mentioning. Okay. The current thinking is that
pupils must develop their own self-assessment skills. Right? And some of the
new approaches provide the opportunity for pupils to develop the ability and the
know-how to evaluate and assess their own performance. I want to hear from
you now, how you feel about that. Do you feel comfortable with that kind of
perspecti ve?

LE

Yes, I agree that students should be able to develop (incomplete) Teachers tend
to just get these techniques (on essay writing) down and not really allow the
child to go through the process of writing. Those types of techniques that we as
teachers are using. the traditional techniques are really keeping back the growth
of our children and I will really prefer to see teachers using the process
approach where children move from one stage to the other and they can view
what they are doing and see their development ...

OK

What about that aspect of the new approach that says that they must develop
skills to assess themselves, children assessing themselves.

LE

Yes, I agree that with time and practice children can start deciding. well this
piece of work. you know, isn't as good as the piece that I would have done.
Okay, he might be able to look at pieces of work that he has done during a
celtain period of time and look back at his portfolio and see where he has come
from to where he is now ... So he himself can start assessing his work, you
know, given ce11ain guidelines from the teacher in the classroom.

OK

I'm interested in that statement, that last statement about guidelines from the
teacher. You have ideas about how, you know, how the teacher could put in
place these guidelines, pass on these guidelines?

LE

Well, I guess the teacher in the classroom can sit with the group and they can
decide, you know, draw up lUles as to what they are going to be doing. Like in
the case of a teacher who is probably in a Standard One class and she has. I'm
referring again to essay writing, she has probably done adjectives and nouns ...
and the children now have to write. They can now come together as a group and
say 'Well, these are what we are going to be looking for in the writing .. .' So
they have agreed on what is to be expected.

OK

Before they actually start.

LE

Yes, so they have the criteria, they know exactly what they are looking for.
\Vhat they are zeroing in on.

It is very evident that LE completely endorses the lecturer's perspective on this
area of teaching. What is interesting is that she demonstrates her support not only in
what she says but also in how she says it. Further examination of her talk reveals that
she has not only adopted the content of the lecturer's ideas but also the manner in which
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those views were constructed.
Several features of the lecturer's talk are readily discernible in hers. Like the
lecturer, she personalises and contextualises the knowledge, dealing with all aspects of
the topic from the standpoint of her practice. As if by instinct. she operationalises the
generalisations and principles of portfolio assessment within the framework of a
concrete classroom operation. She locates these principles in the experience of a typical
child as he makes decisions about which essays he should include in his portfolio over
a period of time.
Like the lecturer, she expresses her opinions about what is good for the
children. She says '... the traditional techniques are really keeping back the growth of
our children'. She also makes subtle recommendations to her peers ('I will really prefer
to see teachers using the process approach') and in so doing, demonstrates that she
holds the same ideal as her lecturer.
On the whole both lecturer and student are treating their knowledge claims as if
thev. are inefutable. There is a certain element of do!.!ma in both treatments, as if neither
~

speaker is willing to entertain alternative perspectives.
This similarity in treatment strongly suggests that. notwithstanding an apparent
sense of personal conviction displayed, LE is still probably operating under the control
of the lecturer. even though she is physically removed from the direct person-to-person
contact in the audio-conferencing environment. It is as if she is simply reproducing
what she has received. LE's talk brings to mind the distinction which Bakhtin (1981)
makes between assimilated discourse that is authoritative and assimilated discourse that
becomes internally persuasive. LE is applying and even prescribing something that she
does not seem to have made personally meaningful.
However in spite of her assenions regarding the value of the new approaches.
there is a small segment in her account that suggests that she is still experiencing some
tension between old and new conceptions of the professional knowledge of the teacher.
\Vith regard to the essay-writing example that she uses to demonstrate the use of
portfolios, she explains.
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Like in the case of a teacher who is probably in a Standard One class and she
has, /'111 referring again to essay writing, she has probably done adjectives and
nOUllS ... and the children noli' have to wriTe ...

This segment of the talk suggests an orientation to classroom practice that is
infonned by a teacher-centred conception of teaching and learning. It is the teacher who
sets the agenda and detennines how it is to be. executed. The sequence of events is clear:
after the teacher 'has done adjectives and nouns', the children 'now have to write'. One
wonders to what extent this top-down relationship can eventually culminate in the more
symmetrical mode of operation implied in the subsequent statement that the teacher and
pupils 'can now come together as a group' and agree 'on what is to be expected'.
The discourse therefore reveals \'ariation (Potter and Wetherell. 1987). A
teacher-centred conception of teaching and learning is embodied in the same stream of
thought as an apparently learner-centred conception. but there is no ove11 attempt to
reconcile the two. Indeed it is very likely that the speaker is not aware of the
contradiction in her talk. Thus one conception is simply imposed on the other: the
strategies related to developing and using portfolios. a learner-centred approach to
assessment. are imposed on conventional teacher-centred approaches to essay-writing.
notwithstanding the inherent tensions between the two as revealed in the discourse
itself.
It would appear therefore that the interpersonal interaction between the lecturer
and the student does not allow for the type of learner-knowledge interaction that can
facilitate knowledge building from which the student is able to construct meaning as
advocated by the constructivists. This issue will be discussed further in Chapter 12.
In search of meanin~
It is important to note though that not all students of this group accepted teachertransmitted claims without resen'ation. In her interview. another student. SN displayed
some uneasiness about the lecturer's perspective on the topic of evaluation and
assessment. She was not present at the session to which I was referring but it \Vas
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evident from her response that the topic was addressed in previous sessions that she
had attended. She had this to say in response to a question similar to that posed to LE:
SN

Well, of course all these things that (the lecturer) is telling us, I mean, we are
hearing it for the first time because we didn't read it anywhere before. But it fits
very nicely with my psyche and how I think about things. It presupposes,
however, that the child is able to express himself in the language, because if the
child is not able to do that, then you really would not be able to get what you
call a qualitative assessment. Right? But I like the idea, you know, to say, well.
okay 'Last two weeks I didn't know this and now I know it', as opposed to 15
out of 25 as the case may be.

SN begins her response to my question in a manner similar to that noted in LE's
account. Like her colleague she establishes her support for the new ideas. Ho\vever
while LE adopts an authoritative, prescriptive stance, making generalisations and
offering recommendations in a manner similar to the approach taken by the lecturer. SN
uses a more descriptive talking style, opting instead to focus attention on her handling
of this new knowledge. Her use of the subject pronouns 'I' and 'we' and the
possessive adjective 'my' suggest an intention to accept personal responsibility for the
knowledge claims of which she is declaring herself in favour.
Unlike LE, SN reserves the right to question the ideas that she is supporting.
The descriptive therefore merges in to the reflective as she seeks to examine the
appropriateness of the new way of thinking in the context of her knowledge of current
practice. She draws on previously held knowledge to make sense of the new
knowledge to examine the new in relation to the old. Specifically she draws attention to
the child's competence in language use as a factor to be considered when advocating
more qualitative approaches to assessment.
Her restatement of her support can be taken as reinforcing her acceptance of the
new modes of assessment. Indeed her introduction of specific data, comparing the
qualitative with the quantitative, can be regarded as underscoring the perception that she
is fully aware of what she is supporting. However it is also possible that she is anxious
not to convey the impression that she is being disloyal and rejecting the accepted
wisdom of the professional community. Thus her intuitive urge to question is set aside
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as she hastens to restate her agreement with the ideal.
This perceived tension between SN's inclination towards learning as deriving
personal meaning and her concern about not appearing to contradict the status quo
emer2:es
... even more clearly in her assessment of the course. Towards the end of the
interview she was asked to comment on the course as a whole.
OK

Finally. are there any ideas, topics or themes which you feel are important in the
study of this course that you felt. from your point of view, was not adequately
dealt with?

SN

In this pm1icular literacy course?

OK

In this particular course, yes.

SN

Yes, I think, yes. It would have to do with the skills of reading. You
see the modern trend towards reading is, as you say, collaborative, holistic type
of thing and there seems to be a movement (i11complete) Now she (lecturer)
didn't really say so (incomplete) there seems to be a mo\'ement away from the
sub-skills methods of teaching reading, and that is good. But at the same time,
this particular course did not teach us (incomplete) I know about it because I
ha\'e been (on another programme), Right? It (this course) didn't teach us that
the skills and sub-skills of reading (incomplete) Because even if you want to
teach reading from the holistic point of view, you still need to know the skills
and the sub-skills of reading because when you, when they tell you to cast your
skills as strategies. you use certain strategies. but still if you don't know what
the skill is all about. then you cannot teach it and that was not brought out in the
course. You understand what I am getting at?
(pal/se)

SN's comments are calling into question the underlying thesis informing this
course. namely that reading and writing are best taught using a collaborative, integrated,
holistic approach. The student herself is of the view that greater consideration should be
given to the skills approach to the teaching of reading within the holistic framework that
is being advocated in the course. Her hesitancy in making her comments, as reflected in
the number of incomplete sentences. suggests that she is aware of the far-reaching
implications of the criticisms she is making and that she is caught between being open
about those criticisms and acknowledging the authority of the lecturer's knowledge
claims. Indeed. her final question. 'Do yOlt understand what I am getting at?', coupled
with the quizzical facial expression accompanying it, suggest that she is making
considerable effort to aI1iculate a perspecti\,e that is internally persuasive, while at the
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same time displaying some awareness of the need for propriety.
As far as SN's control position is concerned. the fact that she actually questions
the accepted wisdom shows that she is capable of altering the power relationships at
least temporarily in the context of a specific issue. She does not accept the new
knowledge as given and demonstrates that she is capable of penetrating and analysing
it.

Essentially she is demonstrating that she has the personal power to assume
some degree of responsibility for her learning. However it would seem that the
teaching-learning environment in which she is functioning is not providing the quality
of support needed for her to display the learner independence of which she seems
capable. The integration between power. independence and support which Garrison and
Baynton (1987) regard as the defining characteristic of their model of learner control
does not appear to be present here.
What these two episodes reveal is that for SN.learner-knowledge interaction
involves an inherent commitment to the act of meaning-making. At the same time one
notes that her capability to engage in this act appears to be restricted by the prevailing
hierarchical social setting of which she is a part and which she does not seem willing to
challenge completely.
Conflicting conceptions
The above examination of the relationship between the transmission and
assimilation of information raises a fU11her issue. It would appear that the teachinglearning interaction does not allow for the airing of conflicting conceptions of the topic
being studied. One recalls that Laurillard's (1993) Conversational Framework accords
high priority to teacher and learner description of their respective conceptions of the
topic goal. In the case of the two students highlighted in this section. one of them does
not seem to be aware of the areas of conflict in her own thinking \vhile the other.
although able to recognise differences between her conception and the lecturer's, is
reluctant to acknowledge this fully.
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This situation refocuses attention on the construction of the teaching discourse
and on the way it influences the knowledge building processes of the learner. It can be
argued that the authoritative nature of the teaching discourse. as discussed earlier, may
be havin!!..... the effect of restrictin!!..... rather than facilitatin!!. .the
. . . airin!!
. . . . . of learners'
conceptions.
Summar" discllssion
Based on the data analysed, it would appear that where the language used for
the transmission of information was constructed out of generalisations.
recommendations. opinions. student-participants of this study were likely to assimilate
the knowledge claims of their teachers without questioning. and in 'Iddition. would
even adopt the language style of the transmitted information.
Notwithstanding the above. student-teachers in the study also showed
themselves capable of using their own prior knowledge to examine the newly presented
knowledge with a view to determining its viability.

In the context of the transmission and assimilation of information in this study
therefore. learner-knowledge interaction is revealed both in the unquestioning
assimilation of external knowledge claims as well as in attempts to construct a viable
and meanim!ful knowled!!e base.
~

~

Internal negotiation
Both Harri-Augstein and Thomas (1991) and Jonassen et al.(1994. 1995) draw
attention to the paI1 played by internal processes in the individual's construction of
knowled!!e. HUITi-Au!!stein and Thomas talk about the inner conversation and Jonassen
~

~

refers to internal negotiation. I interviewed Group A students on the same topic of
evaluation and assessment and the response provided by one of them highlights some
imp0l1ant issues regarding internal negotiation. As with the preceding interviews
transcribed. OK refers to the researcher. and the other abbreviation tMK), to the
student.
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OK

Now, one of the things that the lecturer said was that the present approach to
assessment makes students too dependent on grades and test scores. And she
was putting forward the view that students must develop their own selfassessment skills. And with some of the new approaches to evaluation and
assessment, for example, she mentioned portfolio assessment. they provide
opportunity for students to develop the ability and the know-how to assess
themselves. So, what I am asking you in relation to that principle is. how does
this view about students assessing themselves, fit with you?

MK

I think you should let it pause (tape recorder).

OK

I will let it run.

~lK

The portfolio. I am thinking about my classroom situation. Because I have little
children. infants and beginners. So I don't think... No. I can't ask you that. But
are they really capable of assessing themselves. or arc you talking about
developing that?

OK

That skill. Why do you think they are not capable of assessing themselves?

~lK

I don't think they are. you know. Okay. well. you see I am thinking about two
groups of children. I am thinking about the beginners who have never, they
have never, (change ill TOlle a/mice, as ifTalkillg TO se(f> Children are able to
assess themselves. 1...

OK

Go ahead. go ahead.

~1K

I am not sure what answer you are looking for.

OK

It's not what answer I am lookin!! for at all. at all. at all. You work it out. You
will say things that contradict each other. I suppose.

MK

I suppose.

OK

Right. Which means you are just like me.

MK

I am trying to remember the lecture as well. Ahhm. the portfolio ... You see
that's when I don't do my reading too, eh? Sometimes I don't. Why don't we
do this in a group. I always have FS and CH to sit with me, so ...

OK

Go ahead.

MK

What was your question again?

OK

How do you feel about the idea of students assessing themselves?

MK

I feel children should be able to assess themselves. I wasn't sure ... They should
be able to and it is good because when they do, they know where they are at. I.
as a teacher. may think I know where the child is at. but only the child really
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knows what he is capable of doing. And he may be able to tell me, This is
where I am at and I need help from here'. Whereas I may see ... I remember
another lecturer was talking, she said we may give some form of evaluation and
a child may get 100% but it doesn't really mean that he understands what has
happened. He has probably just found a way of getting the right answer. I don't
know if I am answering your question. I don't want to mix lip myself, but
exactly how I can ...

OK

YOll were, initially you had some problems with the age of some children. your
beginners. And you had some queries about they being able to assess
themselves. Do you think that you could develop in them the ability and the
know-how to assess themselves?

MK

That's what I am thinking about. (Pause) I am not sure if I am capable. Maybe
if somebody comes, may be if you (incomplete), they can give me some
!!uidelines, I would be able to(incomplete). But 1 am not certain. I might think.
~\'ho am I to really know? My problem is knowing whether I am doing the right
thing or not. So I don't think I am answering your question here, you know.

OK

Go ahead.

MK

I am thinking. too, the child is also hearing impaired. Right? Maybe I should
have gotten clear what is meant by assessing oneself and then ...

OK

There is a piece of work. there is a set of work being done over a period of
time. And they have to know. well, 'I am doing okay. I am able to do so, so,
so. This area is not too strong and the reason why I am not too strong here is
because (incomplete) Maybe I should ask my teacher ...

MK

What you are saying is that I. as the teacher, I have to guide the children. He
cannot on his own, 1 don't think, be able to know, (change ill tone o/voice. as
(I'ralking to selj), Something is not right in my head with that.

OK

He cannot of his own be able to do (incomplete)

MK

But he can. I am thinkin!! as a child. I should be able to know whether I have,
But it is only through int~raction with my teacher that I would know that I am
doing well. From. maybe work that comes after, I'll be able to judge. 'Well.
yes, I am doing okay, because I have met the standard, you know. Yes, in that.
in that (incomplete)

OK

So you think the teacher has a role to play in building that (incomplete)

MK

Definitely, yes.

OK

Okay.

MK

It took so long to get to that point.

OK

It works like that sometimes.
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The stntggle within
A significant feature of this interview is that MK does not appear to be able to
recall any session in which she would have been exposed to the ideas that I was raising.
Indeed she was not present at the session at which I had recorded the information used
in the interview. While this can be regarded as a disadvantage on one hand, on the other
it can be seen as an advantage since the student is being required to generate a response
to the issue without having previously been exposed to the perspective of an
authoritative source.
The disjointed nature of MK's participation in the interview is worth noting. It
is clear that she is en£a£ed in an internal debate and is stnt££Iing to formulate her
I""..

'-

..... "'"

.....

response. It is likely that this internal debate has arisen, as she says, because '1 am not
sure what answer you are looking for'. In fact she talks about her uncertainty about
how to respond three times in this episode. No doubt, in her mind, there is a 'correct
answer' to the question. She is probably also blaming her perceived inability to
fOImulate the correct answer on the fact that she does not remember the relevant lecture
and that she has not been keeping up with her reading. What this suggests is that, for
MK, a response is appropriate when it is seen as being close to the knowledge claims of
an authority figure.
One notes that when her response is in agreement with the perceived official
perspective, namely that students must be able to assess themselves, her manner of
delivery is smooth, sustained and confident. Nonetheless, her doubts are never far
away and would surface from time to time. Indeed the doubts are present from the
outset: she would take a long time before responding. requesting instead to have the
tape-recorder put on pause. After an uncomfortable period of silence she says, as if
thinking aloud.
The portfolio, I a11/ thinking abollt my c/{l.'iSroolll siTllation, becallse I ha\'e little
children, injaTlTs and begi11ners. So I don't think (incomplete) No, I can't (lsk
YOII that. Blit (Ire they rcally capable oj assessing thell/sell'cs, or are ),011 talking
a!Jollt del 'eloping that?
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Even though she does not openly say so, MK seems to think that the ideal of
learner self-assessment must be considered in relation to the a!!e of the learner. A!!e of
~

~

learner apparently constitutes a barrier to her acceptance of the notion of learner selfassessment and it appears that she is having difficulty overcoming the barrier. In
addition to the difficulties associated with age, she also has problems regarding her own
competence as the teacher to facilitate the development of self-assessment skills in her
pupils. In this regard she says, as if thinking aloud,
I (1II1110t slIre (f I am capable. Maybe if somebody comes, II/aybe ifyolI
(incomplete), they call gil'e me sOll/e gllidelilles, 11I'OIl/cI be able to. But I all/
Ilot certain. I might think, who allll to really kllow?

A third area of doubt relates to the fact that her students are hearing impaired.
She seems to be wondering whether this disability may not also be a relevant factor to
be considered. Ultimately though. she firmly asselts that pupils can assess themselves
in interaction with a teacher.
A shift in perspective
On reflection, it would seem that her culminating position on the issue of learner
self-assessment may have been influenced by my intervention in response to her
expression of doubt about whether she had fully understood 'what is meant by
assessing oneself. She cued into my reference to the role of the teacher and used that
reference as the basis for her subsequent remarks. In an immediate reply to my
comment. she observed,
What ),011 are sa.yiT/g is that I ,as teacher, I hm'e to gllide the childrell.

In a later moment of reflection she casts herself in the role of the student and
makes the point that,
B/lt it is only through imeractioT/ lI'ith my teacher that I ,wlIltl kT/OH' that 1(/1/1
doillg well.
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This line of thinking culminates in a firm assertion (,definitely, yes!) in
response to a further comment from me about the teacher facilitating leru-ner selfassessment. This confident assertion seems out of character when viewed alongside her
prior remarks on the topic. In the earlier part of the interview, as noted above, MK had
expressed doubts about her own capability as a teacher relative to the task. and about
the ability of beginners and hearing impaired students to engage in this task. One cannot
but wonder as to the factors that could have influenced this change in perspective.
Her final statement is more an imposition on rather than an evolution from these
initial thoughts. However hesitant. disjointed and undeveloped her articulation of those
initial thoughts, what they reveal is that she is engaged in an internal dialogic process to
arrive at a perspective on the issue of learner self-assessment that is personally valid and
meaningful. Simultaneously though. this internal dialogue always seems to be seeking
the intervention and approval of some external authoritative voice, be it the voice of the
course lecturer ('I am trying to remember the lecture as well') or the voice in the
readings (,You see that's when I don't do my reading .. .') or the current voice of the
interviewer ('I am not sure what answer you are looking for'). Ultimately, one of the
external voices (mine!) is drawn on. not to facilitate the dialogue. but to suppress it.
What this reinforces is the issue of control as a factor within the knowledge-building
process itself and not only as an attribute of the social environment supporting learning
(Pietrykowski. 1996).
Other issues
Two other issues emerging from this interview also warrant attention. First, in
addition to calling for the intervention of the voices referred to earlier, MK expresses a
preference for a group discussion rather than a one-to-one interview. She says, '\Vhy
don't we do this in a group. I always have FS and CH to sit with me'. This desire to
work in a small group setting to explore ideas seems consistent with findings emerging
from the survey data, regarding choice of setting relative to learning tasks. The students
of that study seemed to favour the individual with two or three other students for
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discussing issues arising out of the readings.
Secondly, like Lecturer B in the episode analysed earlier, and like the student of
that group as observed in the interview situation, MK contextualises her discussion of
the topic of evaluation and assessment. In fact of the three. MK is probably the most
specific in defining the boundaries for her engagement with the topic. As she is
exploring the issue, it is as if she is also conjuring up a visual image of her own
classroom. In fact at one stage she actually says, "I am thinking about two groups of
children". These turn out to be beginners in primary education and children with a
disability.
MK is contextualising, not in the broad sense of a typical classroom, but in a
very focused, specific sense, confining her treatment of the topic to the specific settings
with which she is familiar. One gets the impression that she needs to attach the issue to
the concrete situation in order to engage with it mentally, a feature of the learning
process that is strongly advocated by constructivists as well as by the proponents of
situated cognition (Brown, CoHins and Duguid. 1989).
Summar\' discussion
Three features regarding learner-knowledge interaction emerging from the
analysis of this episode are worth noting.
First. voices from external sources infiltrate and can influence the direction of
this internal dialogue (Maybin. 1994). Of interest in this regard is the fact that this can
occur even when there is no direct external intervention related to the area of knowledge
that is the focus of the dialogue. Also of interest is that attempts by an external voice to
assist the internal conversation can result in that voice dominating rather than facilitatin!!
the process.
Secondly, one notes the insistence of this student-teacher to situate her
engagement with the new knowledge within a clearly defined work-related context. It is
as if she needs to manipulate the knowledge within an environment with which she is
familiar in order to make sense of it.

260

In the final analysis. the most important feature is that the student's internal
struggle demonstrates that knowledge building involves a conversation with the self
whether or not that conversation is conducted in an overt manner as is the case in this
interview.

Building knowledge from an argument
In the first two sections of this chapter, I highlighted information transmission
as a knowledge-building activity performing an essentially presentational function in the
teaching-learning context. The lecturer was presenting a body of subject matter content
to be received. decoded and assimilated by the students. In addition to that type of use,
there was also evidence of the act of information transmission being used to construct
an argument with the intention of convincing the hearer to support a particular point of
view, rather than another.
Lecturer A spent part of a session comparing two perspectives on teaching,
namely 'teaching as telling', and 'teaching as probing'. There was only a brief off-line
reaction by one of the two students present at the site at this stage. For the interviews. I
prepared an audio-recording of a segment of the lecturer's contribution and played it
back to all students of the group to solicit their response to the lecturer's position.
The data presented below was drawn from the interview conducted with DN
who was one of the two students present at the session.
OK

(ill inte11'iew)

I want to get your reactions to a segment I recorded from a
session. It's just (the lecturer) talking and I want to hear any reactions you have,
whether to the content or to style or anything like that.

Lee.

(011 rape) In class today ... we were reading an article and it had to do with
personalising study, children finding out things for themselves. And one of the
students said that what it does for him was to make him reflect a bit on what
instruction means. Because based on the article, the children were given limited
instruction and they found out things for themselves. They did not need the
teacher as an instlUctor per se, in the traditional sense. So that they didn't need
the teacher to do what Site B was talking about, telling them. Because you
know how we take teaching to mean instructing. to mean telling. They didn't
need the teacher to do that. What they needed the teacher to do was to probe. bv
asking questions and the children were able to find out the answer for
•
themselves.
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CL

(to DN; off line comment, on tape) That's kind

Lee.

(continlling on rape) So we should back off from the telling and make sure that
we set up the environment right. ask the right questions and guide the children
so that they make their own discovery.

OK

(ill

D~

Remember I said before, I don't like to study. I am the way I am now because
of the fact that my teachers told me everything. I never, I always believed ... and
even now I believe that the lecturer or teacher should come and give me all the
infonnation. Why should I have to go and look for it and think about it. That
was the way I was taught when I was growing up. That's how the system was
then. The teachers came in and they gave you information. They told you where
to find the information ... So I am one of those people who write every single
word that comes out of the teacher's mouth ... I know that is bad and I know
that is probably one of the reasons why I don't like to study now. At this level it
is more critical thinking that I have to use and I have not been taught or trained
to be a critical thinker... I realise that we cannot just tell the children because we
don't give them the opportunity to think. And you realise now the way the
world is !!oim! now, children have to be able to think for themselves because
everythi;g is ~moving so fast. So yes, I believe that you should not give too
much infOlmation. Let those children (incomplete) Question them. That is the
only way for them to want more knowledge and \\'ant to learn. \\'hen they have
to probe to find.

0'

hard. yuh know.

i11le11'iew) Okay, so what is your response to that statement?

The audio-taped inse11ion into this interview presents Lecturer A developing an
argument in favour of 'teaching as probing' and against 'teaching as telling' She has
built up her argument out of a statement made by a student in another situation.
Drawin!! on that student's definition of instruction. she constructs her argument using a
~

~

~

loose con\'ersational style.
Constl'l1ctin!! the ar!!ument
The argument begins with a statement of fact about a reading activity in the other
situation and the remark made by the student in that context about the concepts of
teaching and instruction as discussed in the al1icle being studied. However she (the
lecturer) soon appears to relinquish the student as intermediaty between her and the
article and is referring directly to the source. Her statement,
Because, based 011 the article, the childrell were gil'en limited instruction and
Theyfoulld 01lT thillgsfor themseh'es,
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suggests that she is moving away from a situation of reporting another person's
views and instead expressing her own. Another point worth noting about the above
sentence and the two following it, is that they appear to be presented as statements of
fact. The introductory phrase, 'based on the article', essentially serves to establish the
authority and even the accuracy of the accounts being repol1ed. Even though the article
is not adequately referenced and in fact remains unnamed, it is presented as the source
of information which students are expected to accept as true.
The lecturer then appears to be moving towards a position of assuming part of
the responsibility for the statements she is making. The opinion (expressed as if to be
taken as a fact). 'Because you know how we take teaching to mean instructing. to mean
telling', brings the discussion into the world that she and the students occupy. At this
point though there is a return to the world of the article. The value of 'teaching as telling
or instructing' is immediately established on the authority of the article. She says "They
(the children in the article) didn't need the teacher to do that (instructing).". By
contrast. she establishes 'probing' as what the children in the article needed, so that
they could 'find out the answers for themselves'. Thus. having devalued the
'instructing' perspective on the authority of the article. she turns attention to the
'probing' perspective and states the benefits to be derived from it. again on the authority
of the article.
By combining her own opinion with events purportedly repol1ed in an aI1icle,
and simultaneously juxtaposing perspectives on the respective interpretations of
teaching. the lecturer is able to build up an argument based on a basic cause-effect
structure which holds that when teachers probe, children find out answers for
themselves; and. by implication, when teachers tell or instruct, children do not find out
answers for themselves. Based on the authority of the article, the former is presented as
the preferred option. Hence she summarises with the recommendation. 'We should
back off from the telling .. .'.
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Respondin}; to the ar};ument
Even though, D;..J's response during the interview is the focus of attention in
this analysis, a comparison with CL's immediate spontaneous reaction in the real-time
interaction is worth noting. CL rejects the lecturer's position, ON in the interview
accepts it. CL expresses her view in a single, brief sentence. ON makes an extended
presentation during the interview. In spite of these clear differences however, there is a
fundamental similarity between the two responses: both reflect an either-or approach to
dealing with an argument: one either accepts the point of view that it is advancing or one
rejects it. This issue will be expanded on later.
Of interest is the nature of ON's spontaneous reaction to the argument as it is represented in the interview situation. Even though the lecturer (on tape), is dealing with
the topic of teaching as it applies to the professional practice of the student-teachers on
the course.

O~

chooses to interpret it as a statement about her own personal approach

to learning. It is as if she needs to acknowledge personal guilt as a learner before she
can address the issue of teaching as probing from the perspective of the teacher.
When she eventually gives the issue her professional attention, she expresses
her total SUpp0l1 for it and uses the rest of her response to reinforce the position she has
taken. Ideas and information used for this purpose are drawn from situations which she
regards as demonstrating the appropriateness of the position. Hence she fim1ly asserts.
And YOII realise 1101\' the way the world is going noli', children hare to be able
to thinkfor themseh'es becallse el'erything is moving so fast,

Then she simply re-states the lecturer's position with a fUl1her assertion that the
'probing' approach will help the children "to want more knowledge and want to learn".
Both CL and DN are treating the argument as a closed entity. One rejects it, the
other accepts it. Notwithstanding her extended talk, ON does not make any attempt to
open up the argument and analyse it. Rather what she does is use a series of
unsubstantiated claims to justify her support for the 'probing' perspective.
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ON's strong support as expressed during the interview. contradicts the stance
she appeared to adopt during the session. At that time. she seemed to be SUppo11ive of
her colleague CL who was clearly objecting to what the lecturer was saying. One may
infer two possible explanations for ON's likely shift. On the one hand. with the benefit
of time. she has probably thought more carefully about the matter. On the other hand. it
is likely that she is ambivalent about it. If there is ambivalence. its roots probably lie in
ON's dissatisfaction with her own approach to learning. The forceful language which
she uses at the start of her response to describe her own apparent shortcomings.
suggests that she subscribes to an ideal but at the same time considers herself as not
living up to that ideal. This is reflected in the statement.

So I am one of those people who write el'ery single word that comes Oil! of the
teacher's mouth. .. I knO\\' that is bad ... At this lerel it is more critical thinking
that I have 10 use, and I hare not bee1l taught or trained to be a critical thinker.
The contrast between her perceived objection during the session and her clearly
stated Sllpp0l1 in the interview may lie in this conflict which she is experiencing
between the self as learner who is not a critical thinker. and the self as teacher who
recognises her obligation to uphold the ideal of teaching as probing in the interest of the
children she is teaching.
It is also likely that the way the lecturer's argument is constructed in the first
place does not provide ON with much assistance in dealing with her dilemma. The
argument is itself presented as a closed entity. Its cause-effect structure does not invite
analysis. hence as was noted earlier. one either accepts it or rejects it. Even when there
is extended talk. this talk is built around the outside of the argument to support it. In
spite of her profuse outpourings. ON does not generate any talk that could penetrate the
argument and examine it from the inside. Apat1 from blocking examination of the
an!ument in its own right. this closed cause-effect structure also militates a!!ainst ON
~

beinQ: able to explore her own dilemma as learner and as teacher.

~
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Summary discussion
What is evident is that the cause-effect approach to reasoning reflects the key
characteristics of the one-way transmission mode examined earlier in that it tends to
communicate as dogma that ought not to be challenged. Thus it can be argued that this
type of teaching discourse, like that used for straight information presentation, serves to
help the teacher to maintain a dominant position in the interaction and by extension. to
make it difficult for the learner to emerge out of a state of subordination.
Of particular interest is the likely association between a perceived inability to
penetrate and analyse the argument presented and an apparent resignation to not being a
critical thinker. I have su!!!!ested that the lecturer's treatment of the ar!!ument militates
~~

~

against the student's ability to attempt to resolve the dilemma between the self as learner
and the self as teacher. In essence therefore. I am contending that the student's
treatment of the issue of 'teaching as probing' seems to imply that for her, there may be
a link between depth of engagement with knowledge and level of self-concept.

Critical analysis
As noted earlier, treatment of the content of the course was not restricted to the
transmission and reception of infom1ation. In the sessions observed, and particularly in
the Group A sessions, there were also teaching-learning exchanges intended to facilitate
hi!!her order en!!a!!ement
with course content. Three observable features of these
w
~

~

sessions were that they were based on articles that the students were supposed to have
read, that they were apparently intended to deal with knowledge at a more abstract level
rather than as directly related to practice, and thirdly that they required students to
manipulate the knowledge at a level beyond recognition, comprehension and even
application.
In one session Group A students were expected to compare the attributes of two
al1icles they were supposed to have read. One of the mticles had been discussed in a
previous session. The other would have been discussed for the first time in the current
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session. The following is an episode extracted from that discussion. It is important to
note that the exchange was conducted against the background of vel)' acute
transmission problems. The sound quality on the audioconferencing system was poor
and at one point, the student at the other Trinidad site was cut off for a while. Lecturer
A therefore had to manage the interaction in conditions that were far from ideal.
After a student from another site had summarised one of the aI1icles, the lecturer
initiated the following discussion. In order to maintain continuity, inputs from students
from other sites have been included.
Lec.

Apart from the subject area. how does this al1icle differ from the one by
Hartman and Kretschmer? How does it differ? (pm/se)

Lec.

San Fernando?

VN

They are the same in that they are both concerned with linking previous
knowledge with what is to be taught.

Lec.

hmm.

Site B Both articles move from the concrete to the abstract.
Lec

Alright.

DN

(DN is browsing through her reading materials: iT appears that her browsing is
being guided by the on-line excha1lge).

Lec.

Is there a specific study reported in this aI1icle or are the authors drawing from a
series of studies ... Is it a theoretical paper? What do you think? How would you
describe it? (lo1lg pause) Is this somebody saying, 'I did this, I believe in
teachinQ: Maths. from the concrete to the abstract and this is how I gO about it'.
And you have reported the methods you use and your findings and "'you have a
discussion. Or are they saying, These are the problems in Maths, teaching the
(unclear) children to learn mathematics. These are some suggestions. You could
do it this way'.

DN

(DN is still looking Through the reading maTerials. She is going back a1ld forTh
Through the pages of more Than one article. someTimes pausing for brief
moments Oil a specific page).

Lec.

(after another pause) I'm asking which of those is it. Would you say it is a
(ullclear) that it is based on some specific empirical work (unclear) that a study

was conducted by Hartman and Kretschmer? Are they the same kinds of
mtic1es?
Site T Are you considering the Hartman and Kretschmer article or the one on Maths?
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Are you talking about two Maths. articles?
Lec.

(slightly exasperated tone ill mice) I am talking about the Reading article and the

Maths article. I am trying to see if you can pick up any contrast... You are
talking about similarities .. Apart from the content area. how do you say. how
else do they differ?
Lec.

(after pause) They offer strategies. Both offer strategies. Is this allicle ... Is there
any evidence (in this Maths article) that they taught llsing the strategy and
reported the results as was the case in the Hallman and Kretschmer article?

DN

(DN seems to have settled in to more detailed reading on a specific page of one
article).
(There is a response from a stude11f from another site and the exchange begins
to.f7ow more smoothly. The lecturer is no longer re-phrasing the original task
statement. Rather she is now posing questions geared tOlrards eliciting II/ore
focllsed respomes. based 011 her assessmellT of a preceding response).

Lec.

Alright. Are the practical strategies that are outlined in the paper, do you find
that they have any kind of theoretical base?

.......................................................................................................

VN

(She e.\plains that her microphone was not working for a while and asks for (/
repeat of the question).

Lee.

What is the theoretical framework behind the strate!!ies that are being su!!!!ested
here in the mticle?
. . . . . . ......

VN

Yes. it is theoretical. although the writer. what I'm saying is, it's not that this
study was done for this paper. The writer was giving his experience and based
on that he was able to develop this paper.

Lec.

So this is based on part experience. pml theoretical infonnation. and coming lip
with these strategies, suggestions as to how they could be used. I \vas trying to
get you to look at differences in the articles you read ...

Leamer response to task
This approach to the study of the reading materials was not new to the students
of Group A. In the subsequent interviews. some of them mentioned that it was a regular
feature of the sessions and in fact, they considered it a worthwhile und beneficial uspect
of the overall teaching strategy of the course. Two of the students provided additional
assessment. Both their comments were made as extensions of the discussion on note-
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raking. In the interview I asked DN whether there was any input that was pal1icularly
hers in the notes she made. (DN is the student who, as noted in the preceding section.
described herself as not being a critical thinker). She replied.
D~

There isn't any input from me. That is one of the things I know is a problem
with me. That's why. when I go to classes and lecturers don't give information.
I find they are not good because they are not giving me anything to write. I
don't like lecturers who come and ask you to think. And they will ask probing
questions. and the whole session will just be questions. questions. questions.
The lecture goes on only if you answer and if you don't answer. it doesn't go
anywhere. I hate that.

VI". also of Group A. was less judgmental and more analytical in her
assessment. She observed.
VN

(Another lecturer) may give us notes at times if we don't have the reading
material but (this lecturer) usually tries to get us to talk. so she would ask
questions and have us talk. or she would try to get us to talk for most of the
class. It doesn't always work.

OK

I was just going to ask you that, because I realise that she asks questions all the
time.

VN

But it doesn't always work.

OK

Why? From your point of view.

VN

People do not want to express their opinions. I don't know if they think it is
wrong or what. They just would rather have another site go first. So. if she
asks. everybody shuts up. Nobody would volunteer an answer.

OK

I realise that that happens. You feel that people don't know.

\'1"

No. They just don't want to go first. That's all. If another site offers an answer.
usually someone would say. 'Well. I don't agree or I agree with this or that.'
By that time, people would have time to think and they would come up with
other points. But people don't like to go first.

OK

You think it is something that (lecturer name) does or you think the fault is on
your side.

VN

No. I don't see (lecturer name) doing anything pal1icularIy wrong. I think
sometimes people may read the material long in advance so that when they come
and a question is presented off the bat. they know they saw it somewhere but
they don't know exactly where. They have to look back now. see what they
have there. So you need a little time to think and come up with the response.
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Whatever the reason, these two students are agreed that at times. there were
problems when the lecturer attempted to encourage discussion among the students.
Learner performance of tnsk
It is evident that students are not prepared for the reading-based task as set out
in the above episode. Given the length of time DN spends browsing, it is likely that she
is not very familiar with the articles. At no point in the discussion does she make an
input. In fact the frequency of the pauses overall suggests that like DN, students at all
sites must be devoting a considerable amount of time in private preparation for the task.
either reading the article for the first time or trying to examine it from the standpoint of
the question posed. Whatever the situation. none of them seems able or willing to
attempt the task.
Consequently at regular intervals, the lecturer finds it necessary to reforn1Ulate
the task. In the first re-phrasing. she eliminates one of the articles from the question and
provides a cue of the expected response to this rephrased question. When there is no
response, she again re-phrases and this time, virtually provides the answer to the
preceding unanswered question. within a true-false question forn1at.
The pattern that emerges therefore is that in this episode a large proportion of the
time of the respective participants is taken up either attempting to formulate an
appropriate task statement or attempting to get involved in the task rather than actually
carrying it out. Control in the interaction breaks down at regular intervals and the
lecturer's attempts to re-establish it, by re-phrasing the task, often flounders as the
students continue to experience difficulty in taking their turns in the exchange.
However the lecturer persists and eventually responses begin to emerge from
students at the other sites. VN, at the other Trinidad site, who was cut-off for a while,
re-enters the discussion and asks for a repeat of the question. The lecturer repeats the
question being cun'ently discussed but the response that VN provides at that point is
really linked to a much earlier question and not to the immediate one. At this point the
lecturer summarises and closes the discussion.
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Task-related skills and mental models
In setting the task and subsequently virtually doing it herself. the lecturer is
demonstrating that she has the skills required for the task. In the first instance. she is
aware that a piece of academic writing possesses attributes other than those embodied
within its content, hence the type of question posed. Moreover she has some
knowledge of the nature of at least some of those non-content related attributes.
Specifically, she is aware of the properties of an empirical study and those of a
theoretical paper and can distinguish between the two. She is also able to recognise the
relationship between theory and practice as embodied in a single piece of academic
writing and to see how the former provides a framework for the latter. Overall, the
lecturer's approach to questioning reveals that she has knowledge of the conventions
that govern academic writing as well as the skill to manipulate these conventions.
This body of knowledge and skills can be regarded as constituting the lecturer's
mental models relative to the task of analysing academic writing (Jonassen et al.. 1994,
1995). Further, based on available evidence and, technical problems notwithstanding.
the students did not possess these mental models at the outset of the task. neither were
they able to develop them as a result of their involvement in the task.
For example. DN never goes beyond the apparently inefficient and nonproductive flipping through the pages of the reading material. an act that suggests that
she may have been continuing to focus on the content only. VN, on the other hand, is
able to generate a response to the initial task statement. However the responses that she
and a student from another site give at the beginning are both content-bound. VN
recognises the theme of linking new and old knowledge in both mticles and the other
student. that of the movement from the concrete to the abstract. Nonetheless they both
demonstrate some limited capability to abstract from the specific.
Towards the end though. VN is able to make the transition from content to form
and stlUcture. As noted earlier. she is really answering an earlier rephrased question.
which included the specific question 'Is it a theoretical paper?'. The entire question
was.
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Is there a specific study reported in this article or are the allthors drmring from a
series of stlldies ... Is it a theoretical paper? What do you think? How \\'ol/Id
JOlt describe it? (long pause). Is this somebody saying, '/ did this, I believe in
teaching Maths. from the concrete to the abstract and this is ha\\' I go about it'.
And you hare reported the metllOds you use and yourfindings and YOlllzave a
discussion. 0,. are they saying, 'These are the problems in Maths., teaching the
(unclear) children to leam mathematics. These are some suggestions. YOll could
do it this lray'.

The lecturer's subsequent remarks seem to indicate that she considers VN's
response appropriate to the question to \vhich she, VN, was replying. However given
the explicit nature of the cues that the teacher provides. it can be argued that VN's
response demonstrates more of a recognition capability rather than one involving
higher-order cognitive skills as required by the original question.
Two issues emerging from this discussion warrant further attention. First, it
appears that there are levels of knowledge within the subject matter domain that are not
easily recognised and/or understood by the students. Students seemed to be
experiencing difficulty in coming to telms with the notion of a theoretical paper as
opposed to an empirical study In fact, even though some sort of appropriate response
was finally attained, one cannot be cellain that VN or any of other student had fully
grasped the characteristics of the two types of academic writing highlighted.
Secondly, the strategy used in this interaction, combining formulating a task,
eliciting more focused responses and the students themselves performing the task does
not appear to provide sufficient SUppOlt for learner performance in this type of task.
Certainly it does not appear capable of providing the type of support needed to help
students build the mental models required for the pelformance of the task set.
Participatin~

in the academic discourse

While the reading materials normally formed the basis for this type of higher
order learning activity in Group A, there was one instance when another learning
situation provided the forum for this higher order thinking activity. Lecturer A was
observed guiding DN through a sequence to allow her to generate a description of the
ability levels of her pupils. llsing language appropriate for inclusion in the Outline of the
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Unit Plan. ON had earlier indicated that she was not sure what she was supposed to
write about her pupils' ability level in the Outline. It is against this background that the
lecturer initiated this exchange.
Lec.

My question to you is. I don't know your children. I've never been in your
class. How many children are in your class?

O~

Six

Lec.

Give me an overview of the academic ability of these children?

D;\f

The first thin!! that comes to mind is ... their readin!! abilitv. that a lot of times
when they are doing reading. they sign manually b~ut at the end. they do not
understand what they have read. And a lot of times. there are a lot of words in
there that they do not understand. they do not know the meaning of. So a lot of
times. the reading is. yuh know, not beneficial to them. I have to go back and
explain ...

Lec.

Give me in one sentence that you could write ... in your essay. in your Unit
Outline.

D~

(reacts inl1lock irritation)

Lee.

Think about what we have read in the two articles ... in the language unit.

ON

(Lecturer), I didn't read those two articles. Let me think a little bit. OK?

Lec.

(rephrases problem outlined by DN for other srudents and sets them task to
come lip with one sentence).

VN

Poor comprehension skills.

Lec.

Alright. (pause) Rephrase that so that you make a positive statement given the
information that D~ has provided us with.

VN

Something has to be done on their comprehension skills.

Lec.

Can you be a bit more specific? When you talk about comprehension ... a lot of
things come to my mind ... I need to focus a bit more. I need you to be a bit
more specific.

VN

They need to read and internalise concepts.

Lec.

Site A?

0:'\

(Iallghs 1Ierrollsl." and IIII111ers 10 herse/j) • ... their linguistic ... comprehension
skills. (simultaneollsly, she isflipping throllgh her cOllrse materials
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..................................................... , ................................................ .

DN

(oil-line) They have a, their ability to recognise words, sight vocabulary is fine.
But the internalising of it, the meaning of it is difficult for them to
conceptualise.

Lee.

Fine.
From this exchange, it can be assumed that the lecturer is mak.ing a distinction

between the language of everyday practice and the academic language of teacher
education. It can also be assumed that one of the aims of the course is that students
should be able to mak.e the transition from this discourse of real world operations to the
discourse of the academic discipline of teacher education (Chambers, 1993).
Consequently, in formulating the task., the lecturer draws attention to two articles as a
source of SUppOlt.
As far as DN is concerned, confidence gives way to insecurity as she is made to
effect this transition. Her engagement with the task. involves a sequence of stalling
tactics as she seeks to prepare herself to realise the ultimate objective of the task, namely
formulating a sentence. There is even a claim that she has not read the mticles.
Nonetheless there is a marked difference in the manner in which she describes the
reading ability levels of her pupils before and after her engagement with the task. In
spite of her initial resistance, she seems to have been able to draw enough relevant data
from flipping through her course materials. from the input of her fellow student VN. as
well no doubt from her own stored knowledge. in order to generate a response. Given
the lecturer's positive feedback. it can be taken as an appropriate response to the task
set.
In the intermediary dialogue between Lecturer A and VN. the lecturer seeks to
elicit a more focused response to the task from VN. In that exchange VN moves from a
response of 'poor comprehension skills' to one that states. 'they need to read and
internalise concepts'. Eventually DN, who had originally made the request, generates a
sentence. She states.
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The hm'e a, their ability to recognise lrords, sight l'ocablllary is fine. Blit the
inte17lalisillg of it, the meaning of it is difficult for them to conceptllalise.

The sentence contains one expression that is specific to the language of reading
skills, namely 'sight vocabulary'. She also refers to the pupils'

~lbility

to 'internalise'

and 'conceptualise', showing that she can name the cognitive functions involved in the
reading process. There is no doubt that DN has enough understanding of these terms to
fOImulate a sentence that is adequately organised in terms of syntax and word meaning.
However what is not clear is whether she herself has really internalised the meaning
embedded in the terms she is using and is generating a response from a deep
understanding of the relevant concepts, or whether she is simply displaying a skill at
acquiring the jargon of the academic discourse and reproducing it appropriately.
Summarv discussion
A core issue emerging from the analysis of both episodes is that the level at
which students are engaging with the content of the course does not appear to be deep
enough to allow them to perfonll adequately at the higher levels of the cognitive domain
as required by the tasks set by the teacher. The surface level of understanding being
displayed suggests that they may not possess the relevant mental models to guide the
cognitive activity they must engage in, or that the mental models are not being activated.
FlIlther, the teaching-learning interaction does not appear to be capable of facilitating the
building or activation of the appropriate mental models required for the performance of
the tasks outlined.
In light of this apparent inability of the students to perform at the higher levels
of the cognitive domain, two questions may be asked regarding the teaching strategy
being employed? First, is the guided discovery method sufficient in itself to faciliate the
type of learning required in this session? Secondly, can real-time, face-ta-face
interaction be relied on to support, on its own, complex cognitive activity of the type
observed in this session? These issues will be explored further in Chapter 12.
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Conclusion
This chapter was based on the proposition advanced by several advocates of
constructivism that learners construct rather than acquire knowledge, whatever the
setting in which learning is taking place. The chapter also recognised the act of
knowledge construction as being the core activity of learner-knowledge interaction and
as a result used these two terms interchangeably. In addition the chapter was based on
the premise that the social interaction between lecturer and student carried the
responsibility for supporting the learner's knowledge construction or interaction with
knowledge.
Inherent in the latter proposition is the perspective that the power relations
between lecturer and student exert some influence on the knowledge construction
activity of the student and that the effect of those power relations are evident not only in
the interpersonal communication between the two paI1icipants but even more
fundamentally, within the knowledge construction act itself.
All of the above propositions were reflected in the data analysed in this chapter.
For example, instances where students held conflicting conceptions of the topic being
studied, whether knowingly or unknowingly, can be regarded as demonstrating the
extent to which they were maintaining their own conceptions but, at the same time,
taking on those transmitted by the lecturers, notwithstanding areas of tension between
the two sets.
The fact that students could be observed holding on to their own conceptions
within the teaching-learning interaction. does not necessarily imply that learner
behaviour was characterised by high levels of autonomy. There was evidence of
students reproducing not only the content but also the language structure of their
teachers' transmissions. This situation was seen as reflecting a top-down relationship
between teacher and student. with the teacher occupying a dominant. authoritative
position and the student being the subordinate pmticipant.
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I am therefore suggesting that the resulting imbalance in power relations
contributed to a situation \I.·here, in the knowledge construction process, students were
not always engaging with knowledge in a manner that indicated an intention to make
sense of and derive meaning from the knowledge they were manipulating. In addition
where there was some overt indication that a student was capable of exercising some
degree of independence in her own learning. one saw evidence in the behaviour of the
student herself of the ever-present influence of the teacher thWaI1ing rather than
facilitating the development of that quality.
The data analysed provided adequate evidence to support the position advanced
by some of the theorists cited earlier (e.g. Fairclough. 1989, 1992) that language is a
key agent in defining the power relations among participants in an interaction. To a
large extent. the recommendations. generalisations. opinions of the lecturer served to
establish the authority of the knowledge claims being made in the infoI111ation
transmitted from the lecturer to the student. As noted above, one saw the effect of this
authority in the way the student adopted not only the content but also the form of what
was transmitted. In another instance, where a particular line of reasoning was being
advanced, it is likely that the rigid cause-effect stl1lcture of the argument militated
against analysis by the recipient. encouraging instead unquestioning acceptance.
Notwithstanding the above, the data also provided evidence of a student
displaying the competence and the willingness to question the authority of teachergenerated knowledge claims. From the point of view of the language used, what is
significant is the way this student had shifted away from the authoritative, prescriptive
style of the teacher to a more descriptive, reflective style in order to aI1iculate her
pers pecti ve.
The data also provided evidence in support of the view espoused by other
theorists that internal negotiation is an integral part of knO\vledge construction (e.g.
Jonassen et al.). One student in particular appeared to be engaging in an internal
struggle to formulate a position on the topic being discussed. The student herself
admitted that she could not remember being present at a session when that topic was
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addressed neither could she remember encountering it in her readings.
Two questions arise as a result of that admission. First, to what extent would
the student have engaged in a similar activity had she been exposed to the thinking of
the lecturer and the authors of the reading material? The second, as an extension to the
first, in what way is the internal exchange affected by the presence or absence of some
direct external influence in the fOlm of a lectll'·er or text material?
Finally the data also appeared to suggest that mental models are specific to
classes of cognitive tasks. The students observed did not appear to possess. or to be
making use of appropriate models to support the specific higher order tasks they were
expected to perfom1. On the contrUI), what was evident. was that both lecturer and
students made use of strategies that could move their exchange to a conclusion and
generate an outcome in spite of the difficulties encountered during the exchange.
However. while the outcomes appeared to be consistent with the requirements of the
task. and were assessed as such. they seemed to emanate from surface rather than deep
engagement with the relevant subject matter content and therefore should not really be
regarded as examples of higher order cognitive activity. As noted earlier. in an attempt
to elicit a response from the students. the lecturer had begun to rephrase her questions
in a true-false fom1at. Responding to the question was therefore a matter of selecting the
correct answer from the two options presented.
On the whole. it would appear that greater attention ought to be paid to the
construction of the teaching discourse given the impact it seems to have on the
individual student's knowledge-building activity.
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CHAPTER 11
DEVELOPING THE SKILLS FOR CLASSROOl\1 PRACTICE
Subsidiary research question:
What are the factors in the discourse that facilitate and/or hinder learners'
development of efficient and appropriate strategies for classroom practice?

Introduction
This chapter examines the two knowledge building categories that have a direct
bearing on classroom practice, namely problem-solving and pla11ni11g for the

impleme1ltatioll of 11e\\' methods. In these categories the discourse was used to identify,
describe and examine the methods and strategies that would be put into effect in the
classroom. The focus here was on th~ development and use of skills to facilitate
efficient and effective practice.

Problem-solving processes
As expected, the primary intention for introducing a problem situation into a
session was to seek a solution to that specific problem. As mentioned earlier. problems
were generated. on the one hand, by students who were seeking the assistance of the
lecturer to deal with difficulties they were experiencing in the classroom. On the other
hand. there was one example of a simulated problem which the lecturer had devised and
for which students were required to generate a solution. Whatever the source. there was
always a very specific situation to be addressed. Both types of problems are addressed
in this section.
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The student-£enerated prohlem
A student in Group A, CL, sought the assistance of the lecturer in finding a
solution to her problem on the teaching of Wh-questions:
CL

With reference to the class that I have ... where you have two children now
coming in to the school system, two children who have been in the school
system for just well. a term. and this will be their second term. I have a problem
in that (iTlcomplete) First ... I will tell you and then you will... make some
suggestion and so on. If I ask a question 'Where is that? What is that?'. Or even
a question like: a girl has just hit a boy, 'Why did you hit him?' I will not be
getting an answer for that question. Okay \vhy', 'what' and 'where', even
'who'. So I find sometimes what I may need to do. do once per week. is focus
on objects in the classroom, like 'What is this?' before I go on to another
concept. Because they have a tendency to get confused. So the problem that I
have ... from time to time, with reference to my questioning, I have to be kind of
careful about the words, the kind of questioning words that I use. Like 'who',
'where' or even 'when'. They would not be able to understand that right now.

Lee.

Okay. why is it they are not able to understand it? Which of the 'Wh' questions
do they understand?

CL

Okay. I have started questioning them on simple objects. 'What'. 'What is this;
what is that?' I have questioned them on 'who' as well. So they know that
'what' refers to things and 'who' refers to (incomplete). Okay, that is just a
basic S0l1 of description for both words. So that they will be able to, at least.
try to get a distinction between the two. Right? But to me to come from those
questions to another I may have to take my time and do that, because I may
confuse them.

Lee.

Why have you started with those two?

CL

Because 'what' is going to deal with okay, the sense of sight, 'What is this:
what is that; what is on the board?' ... And then also. I'm also teaching them
vocabulary words. So that sort of meshes together. Also there are a lot of
people, visitors coming to school from time to time. The theme that I am doing
now is The Environment. So they need to distinguish things from people as
well. So 'what' would refer to things. 'who' will refer to people. And also I
thou!!ht that that was the most basic thing I could have started with, with
reference to answering questions.

Lec.

Is there any other (incomplete) Okay, I accept the reasons you have given me. h
there any other informed, any clearer theoretical framework to rationalise \vhv
you have started there?
.

CL

You mean why I have started with 'what' and 'who'?

Lee.

Yes.

CL

Okay. The chil~ren they are at t.he level \\'h~re things in the environment appeal
to them. They first learn by theIr sense of Sight. Therefore I thought it would
have been best to start there. And then I could go on to other things.

Lee.

(somewhat anTloyed) I mean, children understand words. I mean, from a

280

linguistic perspective (incomplete), or has that SOI1 of thing gone out of your
head?
CL

(surprised) What? What did you say (lecturer name)?

Lee.

(laughing) From a linguistic perspective, what is the appropriate (incomplete). I

mean these are the basic question forms in the 'Wh' hierarchy. So it is
appropriate to start putting a lot of emphasis on those question forms. It's the
same thing I'm talking about, you know. I'd like to see you all apply things a
little bit more. It's not that you are not aware of the information. I'd like to see a
little bit more connection. Because you do know that it is much more difficult to
understand what is required to answer the 'why' question than it is to
understand the 'what' or 'who' question. Right?
CL

Right (lecturer name).

Lee.

So, if I ask you what sort of... theoretical framework you have for that, that's
the sort of answer, the S0l1 of infOImed response that I am requesting. Anyway
fine. You have to stal1 there. But that does not mean that... you cannot expose
the children, or you should not be exposing them to the 'where' and the 'why'.
One of the things I think we teachers do a lot of, we get the feeling that children
are easily confused. Yes, at one level they are easily confused. (The iectllrer
then refers to the experience of a 2-3 year old child who hears adlllts IIsing
'\I'hy' and begins to use it, althollgh I/ot flllly 1l1lderstaTlding it.) So the term is
used and they stm1 using it without understanding the full meaning of it, before
they actually internalise it. So although you are focusing on trying to help them
to understand ... the 'what' and the 'who', clearly you still should not shelter
them from the 'why' and the 'where' ... In terms of 'why' you can start with the
very basic, with the basic cause-effect...

CL

(CL pays attemion at the beginning of this e.\plallatioll about the approach to
teaching \rh/ questions. but as the lecturer continues. her facial expression
suggests that she is not in tune \I'ith \I'hat she is hearing. EI'entllall.'r she tUI'llS to
allother stlldcm. shakes her head and IIllltters something to her. Size then
appears to be losil/g conce1lfration).

The issue of control
One of the features of this problem solving exercise is that since the problem
was introduced by the student, it is the student who is setting the topic, and by
extension establishing control of the interaction. However the advantage gained from
setting the topic is undermined because of the type of topic that the student is using (or
in Fairclough's words, the discourse type that she is drawing on). Essentially. CL is
making a request of the teacher, asking for something which she is either unable or
unwilling to provide for herself. According to the conventions governing the teacherIeamer relationship in this institutional setting, the teacher has the power to choose
\\'hether or not to accede to the request as presented. In this instance the lecturer
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chooses not to. Rather she sets about to reverse the control positions. drawing on the
guided discovery method whose question-answer format allows her to gain and
maintain control of the discourse.
The student's strategy
CL introduces the problem in a way that suggests that she has cast herself in a
subordinate role in the interaction. She seems intent on keeping the description of the
problem as close as possible to events as they actually occllr in the real-life setting. This
intention is evident in the change of approach which she appears to make soon after
staJ1ing her account. As she begins it seems as if she is going through a process of
deciding on the format she would use for the description. It is as if she is shifting from
one train of thought to another. Thus she says,
I hm'e a problem i1l that (incomplete). First ... I \l'ill tell you alld YOII ll'illlllake
some sIIggestions.

The introductory incomplete sentence of this segment seems to be constructed in
a way that could probably have led to a more formal account of the incident. Had she
continued with this sentence, the phrase 'in that' could have led her into a more
interpretive repoJ1ing of what took place. CL opts not to go in that direction. Thus there
is a shift in approach to language use. She proceeds to give a description of events that
at times includes the exact words that she used in the classroom context. For example,

she says, '''Where is that? What is that' or even a question like - a girl has just hit a boy
- 'Why did you hit him?"'. Her reporting of the use of the 'why' question shows her
actually resetting the scene that gave rise to the question, namely, 'A girl has just hit a
boy'. It is as if she needs to re-enact the classroom scenario to ensure that the picture
that she is painting for the lecturer is as close a representation of reality as possible, thus
enhancing her chances of getting the best possible solution from the lecturer.
When this approach to describing the problem is placed in the context of the
statement, '1 will tell you and you will make some suggestions', it would appear that
CL is not willing to extend her role in this exercise beyond describing the problem and
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requesting a solution. What is evident therefore is that. in spite of taking the lead and
setting the topic, CL is entering the problem solving exercise from a position of
dependency.
The lecturer's strategv
As noted above, the lecturer gains control of the discourse by introducing the
guided discovery method. However it soon becomes clear that the reason for doing so
is to alter the student's role in the interaction from one of passively waiting to receive to
one of collaborating in constructing the solution. Thus she (the lecturer) embarks on a
strategy to facilitate this. She extends the basic two-part format offo17l1lllate task·
ollTline solllTion into a slightly more complex exercise that includes the analysis of the

problem situation.
By taking control of the interaction. the lecturer establishes analysis of the
problem situation as a key component of the problem-solving strategy. This
knowledge-building act involves two interrelated functions namely the questions that
she, the lecturer, asks and the answers which the student provides. The lecturer's
questions are clearly aimed at guiding CL to examine the problem situation more closely
and ultimately to help her an'ive at a solution through that route. The first three
interventions that she makes reflect this intention. By the third intervention, however it
becomes evident that she is not satisfied with the responses she is receiving. Apparently
she does not fully accept CL's response to her first question about why she, CL, has
started with 'what' and 'who'.
The third question is a repeat of the second but with an expansion to clarify the
intended meaning of 'why'. Thus she asks CL to provide 'a theoretical framework to
rationalise why you have started there'. Her subsequent remarks about wanting to see
students 'apply things a little bit more', and wanting them to make 'a little bit more
connection' suggest that she is still not satisfied with the responses. In the end the
solution that she outlines does not emerge out of the analytic process. One may infer
therefore that the questioning strategy used to guide the examination of the problem
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situation has not attained its objective.
When one examines the questions of the first three interventions more closely. it
becomes apparent that all but one contain 'why' questions, indicating an intention to
find reasons. The intention becomes even more articulated at the third intervention when
the lecturer asks the student to provide 'a theoretical framework'. When this term is
considered alongside the subsequent remarks about applying things a little bit more. and
making a little bit more connection. it becomes apparent that the lecturer is requiring the
student to make the theory-practice link. The single word 'why' in the preceding
questions, 'Why is it they are not able to understand it?', and 'Why have you started
with those two?', can therefore be re£!arded as bein£! heavily loaded.
~

~.

Student's understanding of lecturer's strate£!)'
It is not clear whether the student is aware of the underlying intention in the

lecturer's questions. In fact, one cannot be sure whether she has a sense of the direction
of the questioning strategy. At one level. her responses are appropriate to the questions
she answers. For example, in replying to the question, 'Which of the Wh-questions do
they understand?, (and in the process. evading the more complex 'why' question
preceding it). she appropriately states that her pupils understand 'what' and 'who'. She
also offers the additional infolmation that these are the two with which she has begun
instruction. However one gets the impression that she may not always have been fully
aware of the full import of the word 'why'. Ultimately though she becomes aware of
the lecturer's intention and proceeds to respond to the issue of a theoretical framework.
However, there is still a gap between her practical approach to theorising ('Children
first learn by their sense of sight'), and the more formal. academic approach that the
lecturer requires (' .. .from a linguistic perspective').
It also appears that the student is conscious of a loss of her original intention of
getting the lecturer to provide a solution and she seems anxious to re-establish this as
the focus of the interaction. In one of her responses, she seems to be performing the
dual function of engaging in the process of analysis. as required by the lecturer, and at
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the same time, attempting to re-orient the discussion to achieve the ends she had
originally intended. Thus, after stating which 'Wh' questions her pupils understand,
she offers her own additional assessment of the situation and in the process she repeats
her concern about the children's confusion. It is as if she is subtly using the condition
of the children to force the lecturer to accede to her request.
Ultimately though, as noted above, CL offers her version of a theoretical
framework, which the lecturer does not accept. At this point control breaks down and
the lecturer resorts to outlining a solution.
What is likely is that the process of analysing the problem situation may not
have been optimally transparent to the student in that she was not always fully aware of
the direction and purpose of the exercise. It is as if she was never a full and willing
participant. Consequently there was always a sense of 'disconnectedness' in the
interaction.
In addition the strategy empl0yed did not seem to be capable of serving the
purposes for which it was apparently intended, namely to facilitate the learner's greater
understanding of the problem situation. While CL's answers could be considered
appropriate to the questions posed, they were more oriented to explaining the current
situation for its own sake rather than to getting an understanding of the problem
inherent in the situation. Her answers, and probably also the questions that gave rise to
them. were static rather than dynamic and were not adequately suited to advancing the
process towards a solution.
On the whole, the exchange between the student and the lecturer presents a good
picture of the struggle for control that FaircIough recognises in his concept of power in
the discourse. What is also worth noting are the differing effects of the questioning
strategy of the respective participants. On the one hand, the lecturer's questioning
allows her to take control while that of the student simply reinforces her subordinate
status.
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The lecturer-generated prohlem
As noted earlier, there was also one instance when it was the lecturer who
introduced a problem. The students of Group B were expected to review a story and a
poem that were introduced in the previous session. In the current session the lecturer
formulated a simulated classroom problem around the story and the poem respectively
and set the students the task of generating a solution. The discussion regarding the
teaching of the story is a follows:

r

Lec.:

(LecTllrcr adopts a dramatic tone of mice ((nd exaggerates sOllnd in title) You
remember the story about 'Flynn. the flying fish?' (She rererts to nOn/IQl
speaking tone) You remember Flynn? (She adopts dramatic tolle again) A great
silence descends. (She rererts to n01711al speaki1lg tone). Alright now. What I
had asked you to do this week, and I am sure you've been thinking about it
ever since last week. What would you do with this story in the classroom to
facilitate students' understanding and how would you effect responses from
students to this story? Who's been thinking about it and who would like to
stat1? (pal/se) How are you going to teach this story in a classroom? (pal/se) I
prefer you to volunteer.

SN

Okay, I want to do the part with the flying fish. If! am able to retell that story,
to say it just the way you did it, with all... the dynamics in it and the voice
modulation and what have you. I would ask the children to sit quietly, lean back
and close their eyes and imagine as I tell the story. And when they are finished.
I will ask for volunteers as to how they will interpret it... And from that, I
imagine we can get some drama, we can have rete lling of the story, we could
have students makin!! a dialo!!ue. we could have art ... And we could ask them
also to make up a stOl), of their own.

Lec.

That's good. You said drama, re-telling, dialogue. art, make lip a story. Choose
one of those and give us a few details of what you would ask the children to do.
What sort of task would you set them and what would you expect they might
do.

SN

(pal/se) Well, I'll leave it up to them to decide what they want to do.

Lec

Alright.

SN

And they can form themselves into two groups. One group could do drama, one
group could do whatever.

Lec

Alright. And, what would the teacher's role be in that situation?

SN

Well. you are helping wherever they need help. You'll try to facilitate and give
them bits of advice. You could even make lip some drama steps for them if
necessary.

Lec

Alri~ht n~\\'.

One thing that oc~u.rs to me is that you would ne~d to be very
precise. \\'nh the task. You can t Just say to a group. well, you re going to
dramatise.
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SN

I know, but on the spot like this, you didn't give me much time.

Lee

You're doing very well (lallghs) But it's because you're doing so well and
nobody else would talk. Anybody else wants to talk about Flynn? ... Give us
some more details. about what you might do in a class with this story?

................................ , ..................................................................... .

LW

(Lecturer). whenever I think of Flynn, I always think of the younger children
making mobiles of the flying fish in the art class.

Lee.

Good. Alright. Anything more about the flying fish?

LA

What I think I would like the children to do is to do the repeated line, the 'Flop'.
I don't remember the line exactly.

Lee.

Yeah.

LA

Every time we reach to that part. I'll have them say those lines.

Lec.

It's "He cries and he goes 'Splash. Flop'!"

Lee

Lovely idea! One thing I haven't heard anyone talk about. In what ways \\'ould
you try to establish that the children have understood the story? Now, I know
that that is what vou are doinsr with all the activities that vou are su~~estin~.
Children will show in the activities how much they have" understoocrthe story.
But could we talk a little bit more about the understanding? What would you
look for in the activities that have been suggested. For eXi.lmple in a drama. or in
a piece of alt. What would you look for to show that the story has been
understood? (pause). Anybody?

LW

For example, I think you need to show the fish with the wings. And you need
to show the wings, see the fish jumpin~ in the sea. I think this is one of the
most exciting things about the story. how the flying fish got the wings.

Lec

Good.

SN

And then too. remember at first. he wasn't able to fly very high. So in the
sequence of the story being dramatised, you find him jumping a little bit. And
then each time. he jumps, he jumps a little bit higher. Until finally, he jumps the
hisrhest. And then the storv" ends.
~

Lee

Is there a value that's being emphasised in this story that you might want to talk
about \vith the children?

SN

Well. persistence wins out in the end. or perseverance.

LA

Yes, that.

Lec.

And then when he begins to be able to fly, he goes 'Splash, Hoosshh!'. And
know how children love those sounds. Alright. unless someone wants to
say something else. we'll move on to the poem.
yOU
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The above problem-solving episode falls into two pm1s. In the first part, SN is
drawing on her knowledge of how to teach a story. From her responses, it is evident
that she is not adequately prepared for the task and that she is ad-libing. As she herself
admits, she was caught on the spot and was not given enough time to prepare. It is
probably because of her lack of preparation, that she does not mention any details about
the story itself. However eventually, there is a change in this situation. It is likely that
other students were using the period of SN's exchange with the lecturer to review the
story and refresh their memories of its content. For there is a shift in the students'
treatment of the task. The responses are more content than skills-based. In the context
of this episode, that shift is beginning to emerge from LW's suggestion that the children
could make mobiles of the flying fish and it becomes even clearer when SN, now
fee ling more confident about her knowledge of the details of the story, recalls the
section in which the fish is jumping higher and higher. On the whole. in the second part
of the episode. there is far greater reference to the content of the story, with only
passing mention of the story-telling strategies.
What the above indicates is that overall, students are drawing on two types of
knowledge in their perfoIl11ance of this task. On the one hand. there is knowledge of
ho\\' to teach a story, that is story-teaching skills. On the other hand. there is contentspecific knowledge about the story itself.
Student treatment of the task
In the first part, SN lists the strategies that she would use in teaching the story,
namely dramatisation, retelling of the story, dialogue construction and al1. She makes
no attempt to explain why each of these is appropriate or in what context each is to be
used. Her responses give no indication as to how any or all of these strategies would be
implemented to effect pupils' understanding of the story. as required by the task set.
Like Lecturer A in the preceding episode examined. Lecturer B also uses the
guided discovery method to engage students in analysis of the problem situation. In this
instance though. the object of analysis is not the problem itself. but the unexplained
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solutions that SN is generating. In one intervention the lecturer asks SN to describe a
task appropriate to one of the strategies she has listed (dramatisation etc.).When given
the velY arbitrary response of Tllleave it up to them to decide what they want to do',
the lecturer probes further and asks what the teacher's role would be. The response to
this question is equally vague. The lecturer is evidently dissatisfied, as reflected in the
feedback that she provides at this stage. She says in part, 'You can't just say to a
group, well, you're going to dramatise'.
As SN herself admits. she was not prepared for the task. There are three
possible ways of interpreting the notion of preparedness. First. being prepared can
mean becoming familiar with the content of the story. Secondly. it can imply the ability
to develop and use knowledge of story-teaching strategies, and thirdly it can mean
having the skills necessary for integrating the first two. No doubt it is the third level of
preparedness that is required for optimum performance of the task set.
Treatment in the first part.
SN's contribution to the exchange in the first paIl concentrates mainly on listing
strategies. When required to explore these strategies further. she is unable to do so. An
examination of the answers she provides suggests that there may be substantial gaps in
her knowledge base relative to the task she is attempting. If she is to identify and
describe a task that reflects the use of drama. dialogue etc. she would first need to have
knowledge of the attributes intrinsic to each of these strategies that can be manipulated
for the purpose of teaching and learning. This would require an awareness of the
distinction between drama etc. as aIlistic expression and as method for teaching and
learning. Secondly she would need to be familiar with the story, not only at the level of
its content but also in terms of its fOIm and function. Thirdly she would need to be clear
about the aims and objectives of story-telling in the context of the curriculum for the
given age-group of pupils. Finally she would need to be able to draw on broader metacognitive skills to integrate knowledge from all these sources in order to generate the
appropriate response.
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Two areas of interest arise out of the above assessment of the requirements of
the task. First, none of the above is made explicit in the interaction between the lecturer
and SN in the first part of this episode. In fact there is little evidence that either of them
is drawing on any clear body of knowledge to support performance of the task.
Secondly, probably as a result of there not being a body of observable knowledge,
there is no noticeable standard against which Jny outcome can be measured. What
constitutes 'students' understanding' and 'effecting responses' are never made explicit.
Treatment in the second VUlt.
If the first part of the episode can be described as tending towards a general-tospecific approach to the task, it is a more content-focused approach that is observed in
the second part. The point of depalture is the story itself. The pattern that emerges with
almost all responses in this section is one in which there is a focus on some aspect of
the story with some strategy loosely attached to it.
For example in her contribution in this section, SN highlights the fish being able
to jump higher and higher and she makes a tenuous link between this piece of
information and dramatisation. As noted earlier, SN seems to have switched from

- -

-

listing strategies to describing sections of the content. LA highlights the sounds that the

-

....

fish makes and states that she will have her pupils repeat those sounds. In fact she is
helped by the lecturer who not only clarifies what the sounds are but also demonstrates
how the sounds can be vocalised. The lecturer herself fosters this approach of focusing
on the story in one of her questions. She asks,
Is there a mllle that's beillg emphasised ill this story that YOlllllighr W([1l1to talk
abollt lrirlz the children?

To this question, SN identifies the value, persistence. but does not bother to
make any suggestions about how she would talk about it with the children. In the
circumstances. this is not entirely unexpected since the stlUcture of the question does
not suggest that any importance should be attached to the teaching aspect.
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LW comes closest to balancing the two types of knowledge. Using art as the
medium of expression, she suggests that pupils can make mobiles of the flying fish. At
a later point she seems to be expressing the view that children need to experience the
flying fish in a form that gives prominence to the wings

('YOll

need to shO\v the fish

with the wings'). Even though she does not explicitly make the link, it seems that her
choice of the mobile-making strategy is influenced by the significance which she
attaches to the wings. Also of interest in LW's contribution is that she is able to effect
the general-to-specific mode of thinking in identifying her mobile-making strategy.
Two issues are worth noting about the approach to the task in this latter pal1 of
the episode. First, one gets the impression that. rather than construct a strategy in
relation to the story as a whole, students are engaging in a one-ta-one matching
exercise. isolating aspects of the story and linking them to activities that mirror the
attributes of the aspect identified. Hence the sounds that the fish makes are to be
yocalised. the wings are to be modelled and the act of jumping is to be dramatised. It is
apparent that students are adopting a fragmented approach in their treatment of the task.
Secondly. while the task of generating a strategy for teaching the story is the
official focus of this exchange. students' appreciation of the story itself emerges at
certain points as an important point of interest. At the outset. as the lecturer is
introducing the task, she also seems to be setting the atmosphere to foster students'
emotional engagement with the story itself. There is the variation in the tone of voice
and the onomatopoeic effect which she obtains from emphasising the 'f sound in the
title 'Flynn. the flying fish'. Her own emotive response seems to be infectious as SN
appears to be still moved by 'the dynamics and voice modulation' that accompanied the
lecturer's reading of the story in the previous session. LW focuses on the wings
because. in her opinion, 'this is one of the most exciting things about the story, how the
flying fish got its wings'. LE, like the lecturer, is attracted by the sounds.
One gets the impression that consciously or unconsciously, students are being
influenced to undel1ake the task within the framework of their own emotive response to
the story itself. Thus in this second pan. decisions about what to teach and how to teach
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it are based on personal opinion and preference. While one can detect an orientation,
however slight to be analytic in the first part, the tendency in the second part is towards
the intuitive. Consequently one cannot be sure whether the primary motivating factor in
this exercise is the learning of the pupils or the enjoyment of the teachers.
The lecturer's feedback
For her part, the lecturer continues to be dissatisfied with the students'
contribution in this second part, in spite of her periodic positive feedback ('Good',
'Lovely idea'). Her detailed feedback shows that she is still seeking to re-focus
students' attention on the essential requirements of the task. Thus she emphasises,
What lI'ollld YOll lookfor iT! rhe acril'iries that have been slIggested? For
example in a drama or ill a piece of art. What wOllld YOll look for to sho\\' that
the story has been IInderstood?
She eventually ends the discussion on the story but it is evident that the intended
outcome has not been attained.
Summary discllssion
This section dealt with problem-solving from two perspectives. In the first
instance, the exercise was based on a problem introduced by a student and in the
second. it was based on a simulated problem developed by the lecturer.
Two issues are worth noting in relation to both. First. it would appear that the
guided discovery method, employed as a means of facilitating analysis of the problem
situation, could not by itself activate the necessary problem-solving skills required for
learner performance in the two tasks. In relation to the second task, it would appear that
students did not have all the necessary knowledge required for generating a strategy for
teachin!! the story. Their lack of familiarity with the relevant knowledge limited their
capability to participate purposefully in the guided discovery strategy initiated by the
lecturer.
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In both tasks, students were required to apply theol), to practice. However, they
did not appear to be equipped to do this competently. They did not seem to have a clear
perspective about how to identify andlor derive the relevant theoretical knowledge
required to SUppOlt or illuminate a specific practical operation. FUl1her, the teachinglearning interaction did not appear to be able to facilitate this process. Based on this
exchange, it would appear that there are gaps in this aspect of the training programme
for these student-teachers.

Processes for introducing new methods
In some of the sessions, students were being introduced to new methods to be
implemented in their classroom practice. In almost all cases observed, this type of
interaction formed part of the preparation for the Practicum. As mentioned earlier the
Practicum is an examination of classroom practice. The approach used involved naming
a given method and demonstrating how it could be put into practice. This was the case
when Lecturer A introduced students to the strategies for designing an integrated unit.
Lec.

With regard to the scope of the unit, you are focusing on two areas .... You will
recall, a few weeks ago, when you were looking at the LaSasso article and the
strategy used there, semantic webbing and we (IInclear) and you move from that
to see how you could get a variety of themes, a variety of topics. So taking one
concept, for example 'cooking', and you can see how you can get the Science
out of that, the English, the Language Arts, the Social Studies and so on. One
of the suggestions is that, as far as possible, you could attempt an integrated
approach and you know the advantages of that already. So we need not spend
time discussing that. So even though you may have single subject listings in the
work plan that you have, you can find a way of integrating that information so
that children can (IInclear) that information re-specific subjects in an integrated
manner. So Site A, when you are looking at the scope of the unit, you are
looking at whether you are doing an integrated unit, and the subjects you are
integrating are Maths., Science, Social Studies, Language Arts. So in the
integration, those are the subjects that are integrated. What you need to do in
your scope (of the unit) is list the sub-themes within the integrated approach.
You will recall in the LaSasso article, where a variety of concepts came up,
somethin2: to do with heat, somethin2: to do with cost. These can be sub-themes
that would reflect the variety of subject areas.

DN

Do YOll have to integrate all the subjects or you can integrate a few of the
subjects and do single subjects for the rest?

Lec.

I'd rather you try to integrate the few that you are comfoI1able with rather than
rushing to mass integration and (IInclear) you can't handle it.

D~

Thank you.
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Lec.

I'd rather you go with what you are most comfortable with. because you have to
do the Practicum and you have to write up the Study. Nobody is going to do it
for you. So, take it in stride.

DN

So in that case, the scope of the unit will not be an integrated unit. If you have.
let's say, three subjects integrated and single subjects for the rest. then you can't
say that the scope of the unit is an integrated unit. You have to put both.

Lec.

You can say partially integrated. And the subjects you have integrated are 'x',
'y', 'z' and the others are done in (IInclear). And you just give a summary of the
themes that arise whether it is from the integration or from the single subject. the
basic concepts you are going to teach.

DN

(writes cominllollsly and imensely dllring this latter COllTri/Jwion. She contilllles
to write for a short lrhile ajier the lectllrer has elided. As she completes her lIote
taking. she taps her pell afell' times Ofl her llOtepad ill (Ill apparellT sho\\' of
satisfaction.)

Even though Lecturer A appears to be giving students the option to choose
between designing a unit based on a single subject and one using an integrated
approach, it is evident that she is encouraging them to take the latter route.
Mixed messages
Based on her own account, the lecturer seems for the most part, to be working
with a conception of integration that is theme-centred. She explains that the unit will be
built around a main theme. concept or topic, from which would be derived sub-themes
reflecting relevant subject areas. She cites the strategy of the semantic web (or map) as
the reference point against which she is developing the format of the integrated unit.
The semantic web is based on the setting up of a core concept or theme with related
concepts, themes. topics or even activities being generated in a radiating fashion from
the core. What this means is that learning experiences are developed out of concepts.
themes etc., not out of subject matter disciplines. The identification of subject areas is
not a feature of the design of a web.
\Vhat is evident is that the lecturer is trying to encourage students to adopt this
theme-centred approach without abandoning the subject matter focus of the school
curriculum. However at times in her talk. it is not clear whether it is the theme or the
subject that should be the core on which the integrated unit is constructed. At the outset
she explains.
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YOII \I'ill recall afel\' weeks ago. \rhel1 YOII were /ookillg at the LllSasso article
(l1/d

the strategy IIsed there, semantic webbing. YOII 1II0\'e.fi"OTn that to see how

YOIl cOII/d get a mriety of themes, a mrief), of topics. So taking one concept. for
example 'cooking', and YOll call see ho\\' YOll can get the Scicnce Ollt oft/wt...

In this segment, one notes that it is the concept that occupies the dominant
position with the subject matter being subsidiary to it. However this relationship
between the two is not maintained throughout and at other points there appears to be a
shift in perspective. At another point she says,
Say that YOII are doing an integrated IInit, ({nd the .wl"Jjects YOIl are illtegratillg
({re Maths. Science ...

It is evident that a reversal has taken place and that the subject area has now
moved into the position that was once occupied by the theme or concept. As she ends
her account, there appears to be a return to the 'web-influenced' model as she concludes
Those

C(l1/

be slIbthemes that \\'oll/d reflect the mriet)' of slIbject areas.

There is a ceI1ain element of ambivalence in the lecturer's conception of an
integrated unit.
Exploiting the ambivalence
From her talk, it is evident that the student holds a conception that gives
prominence to the subject matter. For her, integration takes place at the level of the
subject. Indeed, in neither of her two interventions does she mention the tenns theme.
topic or concept, which were key features of the lecturer's account. The tone of her
intervention suggests that she is uneasy about the approach that the lecturer is adopting
towards the task of designing a unit and she queries it. She is very assenive in her
querying and st!uctures both her questions in a manner that allows her to embody the
answer that she wants within the question.
In the first instance she sets up a two-pan closed comparative question in which
the preferred option is not only placed in the dominant last position but is structured as a
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statement rather than a true question. Hence she asks,
Do YOIl hare to i11tegrate all the slIbjects or YOII can i11fegrare a few of the
slIbjects alld do single subjects for the rest?

A similar intention of forcing the lecturer to sanction her perspective is apparent
in her second input. Here she introduces her query with the phrase, 'So in that case .. .'.
conveying the impression that what she is about to propose is a logical follow-up on the
lecturer's preceding clarification. and therefore cannot (logically) be refuted.
Based on the responses that she has received it is evident that she has succeeded
in getting what she set out to attain, namely sanction for her subject-dominated
approach to the design of an integrated unit. In response to the first query about
whether to integrate all the subjects or a few. the lecturer agrees that she could integrate
a few. Then when confirmation is sought that such a unit 'with three subjects integrated
and single subjects for the rest' cannot be described as an integrated unit, the lecturer
proposes that it can be described as 'partially integrated'. It can be argued that ON has
successfully exploited the lecturer's ambivalence in order to maintain her own
conception of what an integrated unit should be.
In a subsequent interview O~ reinforces her view of an integrated unit in this
way:
OK

First of all. what do you understand by the term integrated unit?

O~

Having all the subjects linked in some way or the other. So you are planning a
unit of work which is all the subjects. into this unit and with that you have
(backgrollnd noise) All your subjects should have something that link them to
each other. Each subject is not done in isolation so that you should be able to
make reference to something in this one that will make the next one a little easier
because they had already g~iten some previous knowledge or some introduction
to the topic or \vhatever from the lesson before. Then when you have it there
again and you link it to another lesson. everything comes together a lot easier
than if you do everything specifically different and nothing could link. So. the
whole thing about integration is linking the subjects so that it makes for easier
recall. It helps them to get the concepts easier and that kind of thing.
In light of the perspectives advanced by both the lecturer and the student.

teaching through themes and teaching through subjects represent different and
potentially competing conceptions of an integrated unit. This situation is not adequately
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highlighted and reconciled in the interaction. Thus there is a blurring of conceptual
boundaries which is simultaneously limiting the lecturer's ability to maintain a focus on
the theme and providing the student with the leeway to resist conceptual change.
Effecting the change
It is imp0I1ant to note though that this resistance was not detected in all students
of Group A. For example, in a subsequent interview, VN showed that her conception

.

.

of inte£ration was closer to the ideal detected in the lecturer's talk during the session.
Nonetheless. there was also evidence of the tension between the subject and themecentred approaches.

OK

Let's talk a little bit about inte!.!rated unit. First of all, were vou aware of that
•
concept before you started this programme.

VN

Yes. I was. A lot of other people have done this course before and they have
done integrated unit. so I am aware of it.

OK

Did you use it before?
I"ot as widely as I am doing now. I would do like two subjects. Most likely
social studies with reading.

OK

What do you understand by this term "integrated unit"?

VN

It is having a central theme by which you can base all or some of your subject
areas around.

OK

Give me an example of that.

VN

If you are doing buying and selling in Social Studies, you can do money for

Math. In Science. you can do crops. Selling tends to go into that angle. selling
of the produce. Language areas would be nouns, verbs, things related to
selling.

OK

So. before, you were teaching Math, History, Social Studies. English and so on
and now, as you say, you are trying to link all these subjects under one theme.
From your point of view, do you see any ... well, what are the advantages or
disadvantages with this new approach?
•

VN

Advantages would be that the children are focusing along one particular topic
and so the vocabulary would be easier in that it is repeated all the time, so they
will have a base and they could use (unclear) from one area and translate into
another. This advantage isn't necessarily to the children, but sometimes it is
difficult to do.

OK

For the children?
~o.

not the children. Sometimes it is difficult to draw the topics under one
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umbrella and it tends to limit what you do to a point.
OK

Explain that a little bit for me. How do you mean 'limit'?

VN

If you are doing 'buying and selling'. you have to take an angle now to get

buying and selling into your science. so it SOl1 of limits what you do in that you
cannot just take a whole wide range (of science). You are just focusing on one
middle area.
OK

So. it limits what you do in tenns of science?

VN

No. not only science but in any subject area. It limits your scope.

OK

That is interesting to me. You find it limits your scope in telms of the subject
area.

VN

Because you are focusing on one area.

OK

So in terms of the amount of Maths vou can brim! into it. in terms of the amount
of science. in terms of the amount of vocabulary Tt may (illcomplete)

VN

It depends on the topic. If the topic is wide. you can get a lot of things in it. but
if you have a narrow topic. it limits you.

OK

You have found that in your teaching?
This topic that I am doing is a bit narrow. I am doing crops. I am doing that
because I have a theme on Trinidad and Tobago and at this point I am on to
crops. So it was difficult to get a wide range from that theme in all the subject
areas. So I find that I am not doing all. I am just doing a patt in the integrated
approach.

OK

So. in terms of. if you are building a theory of integrated unit based on your
experience. would you say that there is room for single subject teaching as well.

VN

Yes. There is room for it. Not all the time YOll will get something that
everything will fit into. You can try and if you keep doing that. eventually there
will be things that may be left out in your programme (lIllclcar) There may be
things that will be left out so you will have to fill in all the gaps.

OK.

Who have you shared this information with. what you are just telling me?

VN

No one really.

OK

Why?

VN

No one really asked before.

OK

Because I think that is important. Or, let me ask you something. Did this come
up because of the way you were introduced to integration on the course?
Ko. It came lip because of what I am doing here now.

OK

Right. So it came out of your experience. Do you see a point in taking this back
into the course?
Yes. It could go back into the course. Other people will have different views on
it.
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OK

I am thinking this because all this is building up an idea of integration. Do you
remember seeing any of this in your readings, these limitations that you are
talking about?

VN.

No. They more or less used wide topics like food so that's general. You could
use a lot of things for that kind of general topic. So they did not really have that
problem. That was not mentioned there.

OK

From your point of view, just to wrap up on this part, what is the fundamental
theory or the fundamental rationale for teaching or using the integrated
approach?

VN

Basically, it is to give the children a focus and draw the ideas together so that
you find that they can use what they have learnt from one area and use that to
help them develop a new area, a different area. Generally, it is supposed to
make things easier because you don't have about four or five sets of vocabulary
to learn. It is one basic thing. It stems from there.

OK

You agree with this?

VN

It makes sense.
As noted earlier. VKs conception of the integrated unit is closer to the theme-

centred approach observed in the lecturer's talk than that of her fellow student ON. Her
definition of the term is precise and clear:

It is having a celltml theme by lI'hich YOll call base all or some ofyolll' subject
areas arolllld.
The focus is on the theme, the subject area is subsidiary. Then by way of
illustration. she shows how the theme of 'buying and selling' can be handled across
subject areas. However it is at this initial stage that the tension begins to emerge. She
notes that by taking

{Ill allgle 110\1' to get bllying {llld selling illto y01l1' science ". it sort of limits \rhat
you do in that YOll C{l1l1lot jllst take a whole wide mllge (of sciellce).
What is significant is that the student herself recognises this tension, even
though she does not appear to accord much importance to it. At the beginning the
starting point \\'as the 'umbrella' theme leading to SUb-themes (in specific subject
areas). 1\ow she is seeing a problem because, from a subject-based perspective, the
theme-centred approach limits the scope of the content that can be addressed in a given
subject urea.
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From VK's perspective, this situation highlights the issue of selecting an
appropriate central topic since as she herself states, an inappropriate topic, that is. one
that is too narrow, 'can limit what you do to a point' or more specifically, 'it limits your
scope in the subject area'. As far as VN is concerned. the limiting effect of the topic is
defined in term's of the teacher's capability to cover the pre-determined curriculum
content of the respective subject areas. For example. the theme 'crops' is considered
narrow since it is 'difficult to get a wide range from that theme in all the subject areas.'
Thus there is still room for the single-subject approach since it is 'not all the time you
will eoet somethine(T that evervthin~
will fit into'.
•
~

It is evident that VN is still oriented towards a subject-based approach to
teaching. In her talk. there is still evidence of the constraining effect of the prevailing
subject-based paradigm on the way she conceives of the integrated unit. Nonetheless.
of the two pallicipants discussed above. it is she who demonstrates the greater
inclination to adopting a theme-centred approach to integration.
Two issues from VN's interview deserve further attention. First. her
assessment of the issue of choice of topics points to a gap in the way the whole notion
of theme-based teaching is treated in the literature to which she has been exposed. From
her point of view the literature has been able to avoid the problem of topic scope by
using wide topics like 'food'.
Secondly. up to this stage. she has not felt the need to raise this matter \\'ith any
one. It is likely that. either she does not see it as very significant. or she regards it as a
basic practical problem which she. as a teacher. should be able to handle in the course
of her day-to-day practice.
'Vhatever it is. this issue. which gets to the core of the conceptual conflict
underlvin2 a method that students are required to adopt. is not seen to be addressed

. -

either in the available literature or in the teaching-learning interaction itself.
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Summary discussion
The tendency for the subject area to dominate in spite of clear intentions to
project the topic or theme, can be regarded as a reflection of the continued strong
influence of the conventional approach to cUlTiculum design and implementation which
is itself rooted in a discipline-bound notion of knO\vledge. What is evident therefore is
that an innovation is being imposed on current practice without adequate attention being
paid to factors inherent in the one that may not be in harmony with factors in the other.
Further, it would appear that, faced with the challenge from the learner the teacher's
strategy is to accommodate the learner's conception rather than attempt to engage the
learner in an examination of the new in relation to the old. For their pall the two learners
observed seem, to varying degrees, to have constructed their own version of the new
concept in a manner that would not entail excessive cognitive conflict.

Conclusion
This chapter examined data whose focus was the knowledge and skills that have
a direct bearing on classroom practice. In this regard, it examined episodes in which
lecturer and students were engaged in talk aimed at solving problems and planning for
the implementation of new methods. Two issues emerging from the data warrant further
attention.
First, the strategy underpinning the approach to problem-solving, namely of
applying theoI)' to practice, is largely consistent with the instrumental. means-ends
approach about which Schon (1983) has strong objections. This debate was already
addressed in the literature review and it is beyond the scope of this research study to
pursue the matter any further. Nonetheless I have already noted an inability of students
to identify and/or derive the relevant knowledge required to SUppOIl a specific practical
operation. It is worth noting though that the difficulties observed may not necessarily
ha\'e their origins in the alleged limitations of the the approach mentioned above. but
rather in the inadequacy of students' available knowledge base to support the building
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of appropriate problem solving skills.
The data also revealed some degree of resistance to conceptual change. Indeed
students, feeling unsure about a new form of practice, had developed their own tactics
to hold on to their old practices, or to adopt the new in a manner that allowed the old to
be retained within the new. At the same time, it appeared that there were no available
teaching strategies capable of exploring the rtsistance.
On the whole, there was little evidence that students were willing to
problematise their practice in a manner that facilitated growth. At the same time, it is
important to note the one exception to this overall statement, in that one student was
seen to demonstrate a capability to examine conflicting modes of operation. However
the teaching-learning interaction was not seen as providing the forum for such an
examination.
It is also likely that, underpinning all of the above are socio-cultural factors that

are eroding the knowledge-building process.
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CHAPTER 12
LOOKING BACK TO GO FOR\VARD

Introduction
This research study was undertaken to achieve two broad aims. First, it would
seek to re-examine the concept of interaction as applied in open and distance learning
with a view to arriving at one that was appropriate for facilitating study and practice in
the field. Then, drawing on the revised concept, it would examine teacher education
offerings in the University of the West Indies (UWI) in order to inform that aspect of
the institution's proposed distance education programme.
This chapter assesses the research process that was implemented to attain those
aims, draws conclusions from the analyses done and makes recommendations for
future study and practice. The chapter undertakes these tasks under three headings
which respectively represent the three areas of focus of the study - concept-building,
research design and implementation, and evaluation of practice.

Concept-building
The first of the two aims of this study was to examine prevailing notions of
interaction in order to arrive at a more holistic concept. The formulation of the revised
concept in this study is significant for the reasons detailed below.
First it represents a continuation of the theory-building exercise that gained
prominence with the work of Holmberg and other theorists of an earlier period (see
Keegan, 1990). In light of the conceptual erosion brought about by the recent tendency
to

focus exclusively on the social aspect of interaction, concept-formulation in this

study was geared to re-orient thinking towards a broader, more holistic understanding
of the phenomenon. The outcome of this exercise was not simply a restatement and/or
reinforcement of the two-part second generation construct, but rather the generation of a
rigorollsly analysed and clearly articulated alternative.
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In addition, this enhanced version allows for the recognition of both the multifaceted nature of the phenomenon of interaction, as well as the functional
interrelationship among its constituent parts. In terms of its different facets, the
refOlmulated concept does not only embody the three subsidiary types of interaction
(social, learner-media, learner-knowledge), but also acknowledges the effect of other
factors, namely power and external knowledge, on how these types function. Indeed
the impact of these two factors on learner-knowledge interaction, was very evident in
the teaching-learning episodes examined in the observation study, whcther the episode
was catering for information transmission-reception, problem-solving or any of the five
knowlcd2:e-buildin2: activities identified. Overall, it can be ar!!lIcd that the theoretical
~

~

~

construct developed in this study more adequately reflects the complexity of interaction
as it is practised in open and distance learning (ODL) than does its predecessors.
With regard to the three separate types of interaction. learner-media interaction
was the least developed, both in the context of this study and in the literature reviewed.
This situation is not a reflection of the imp011ance of this type in relation to the other
two. Indeed. while social and learner-media interaction are both recognised as
providing support for leamer-knowledge interaction, it is the learner-media aspect that
must carry the greater responsibility given the unique characteristics of DDL. Moreover
this condition is seen to apply whatever the media used, be it the second generation oneway media or the newer third generation telecommunications and computer-networked
technologies.
It is evident, therefore, that greater attention needs to be paid to understanding
the factors inherent in this aspect of the overall interaction. While not de-emphasising
the significance of the older media, special attention needs to be paid to the issue of
learner-media interaction in the context of the newer interactive telecommunications and
computer-networked technologies which, however unobtrusively, are shaping the way
social interaction takes place in their environments in ways that have not yet been fully
explored or understood.
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Learner-media interaction was not an area of focus in the research programme of
this study. Nonetheless. it is worth investigating if and how participants' interaction
with one another could have been influenced by their presence in the audio-conference
environment. It is likely. for example. that. being in an all-student location. away from
the physical presence of the lecturer. could. at times. have had some effect in
'empowering' the students to challenge the lecturer's knowledge claims. Most of the
recent literature reviewed has focused on the interpersonal activity. \vithout specifically
exploring how the individual's engagement with the technological milieu could impact
on the person-to-person interaction. There is a need to extend the research agenda to
include a focus on media-related factors. In addition. it would seem that the capability
of these technologies to facilitate synchronous and asynchronous interaction is also an
important area of focus in any examination of learners' engagement with the
tee hnologies.
A significant feature of the nature of learner-knowledge interaction as developed
in the concept-building exercise of this work. is that it does not confonn to that aspect
of the constructivist way of thinking which recognises a social dimension in the act of
learning. This conception of learning was evident in the complementary relationship
which some constructivists were seen to establish between collaboration and knowledge
construction.
Wilson et al. (1995). in their definition of constructivism. state clearly that
learning is collaborative. Gunawardena (1991). in her exposition on collaborative
learning. talks about learning as the co-construction of knowledge. Mercer (1995)
makes the strong claim that "the essence of human knowledge and understanding is that
it is shared" (p.66). For their part. Jonassen and colleagues seek to strike a balance
between learning as internal and social negotiation. The position taken in this study is
that. notwithstanding the influence that external factors (including factors related to the
social context) have on learning. it is at the individual level that learner engagement with
cognitive resources takes place. SUppOI1 forthis perspective has been found in that
aspect of Kaye' s (1992) argument in which he suggests that "learning is inherently an
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individual. not a collective process". In focusing on this aspect. I have implicitly opted
to exclude the perspective that the writer ultimately advances. namely that. "learning is

simultaneously a private and a social phenomenon" (pA).
At the same time. the extreme self-directed conception proposed by the
adherents of Personal Construct Theory was not recommended as an alternative way of
viewing learning. However appropriate and relevant Harri-Augstein and Thomas'
notion of the inner conversation. there is also need to acknowledge the constraints that
external social factors place on the capability of the individual to be completely selfpropelling. The impact of external forces on the individual learner's meaning-making.
was observed in the main empirical study. both in instances where students seemed to
be accepting information presented without questioning. as well as in those instances
where students were demonstrating a capability to explore the transmitted information
for themselves.
Of special significance. therefore. in my conception of learner-knowledge
interaction is the strong awareness of how power relations in the social context
manifests itself. not only at the level of interpersonal relationships. but more
significantly within the cognitive activity itself. This recognition of the role of power
and control in the learning process represents an important departure from the various
conceptions of how people learn. advanced in the literature reviewed.
An important feature of the redefined concept taken as a whole. is that it is not
medium-specific. The current technology-driven orientation restricts and even distorts
perspectives on the study of learning. It is important to develop a conceptual framework
for studying interaction in teaching and learning that. as far as possible. transcends the
peculiarities of specific environments and conditions. Such a framework could only
enhance the power of the study of the phenomenon. The redefined concept can be
expected to achieve this objective across a range of distance education operations and in
particular those of the less technologically advanced areas of the world.
Finally. it is evident that there is need to assess the validity of this concept
through appropriately designed empirical research. In this regard. one notes the
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precedent set by Baynton (1992) in herconfinnation of Garrison and Baynton's (1987)
model of learner control and even more appropriate, that set by Saba and Shearer
(1994) in their verification of Moore's (1983) transactional distance.
The exploratory survey and the observation study that comprised this research
programme were each developed out of different aspects of the concept, the one from
social interaction and the other from leamer-knowledge interaction. However, neither of
the two sub-studies was intended to validate a theoretical construct. Rather each aspect
of the constmct provided the conceptual framework for examining real world practice,
namely the teacher education programmes of the University of the West Indies ..
The research activity being proposed here is intended to focus on the concept
itself in a manner similar to that adopted by the researchers just cited. The purpose of
such a research project would be to assess the validity of the stated interrelationships
among the constituent parts of the concept. Specifically it could seek to articulate what
is implied in the notion of 'support' in the proposition that two aspects of the concept
support the third. In addition the claim that learner-media interaction subsumes social
interaction also needs to be tested.
The expanding distance education programme of the UWI offers an appropriate
context for undertaking such a research project, given the fact that systems have only
just begun to be put in place for the design and delivery of DE offerings. The fact that
these systems are still in a formative state makes it likely that they will be more
responsive to innovative experimentation than systems that have long been established.
Further, when viewed in the context of the overall developments taking place in
the field, the emerging UWI structure is appropriately positioned to benefit from a
research project that seeks to explore and advance understanding of interaction, one of
the core theoretical pillars underpinning distance education. As noted earlier, the policy
that informed the expansion of the university's DE programme was that its delivery
would be based primarily on pre-packaged materials (mainly print, with audio and
video components as required) and supported by periodic tutorials. The policy also
catered for the inclusion of the already existing audio-conference facility in this tutorial
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function.
What is evident is that while the development of DE in U\VI has been largely
situated in a second generation concept. it already possesses the elements that would
allow it to evolve beyond the classic second generation mode and incorporate some
features of third generation practice. Indeed it is likely that DE in u\VI would of
necessity be permanently characterised by this state of 'in-bctweenity·. functioning in a
'technologically-mixed' environment that combines conceptions of DE as separation
between teacher and learner with conceptions that favour optimum interpersonal contact
notwithstanding physical separation. Such an environment can be expected to present
the institution with a rich opportunity to explore and deepen understanding of
interaction as a multi-faceted construct as defined in this work.

Research design and implementation
The three-part conceptual model discussed above provided the theoretical
framework for pursuing the subsidiary aim of this work. namely to examine interaction
as it is practised in the current teacher education offerings of the Faculty of Education
with a view to infornling the proposed expansion of the Faculty's programmes through
distance teaching. In this regard. a research programme was developed comprising two
sub-studies. namely an exploratory survey, based on principles inherent in social
interaction, and an observation study that was informed by learner-knowledge
interaction.
The most significant feature of the observation study was the design and use of
the interpretive framework which served as a core organising structure for the entire
data analysis. starting from the categorisation of units of analysis to the generation of
subsidiary questions and the actual detailed analysis of the data based on these
questions. The five knowledge-building categories which constituted the primary
component of the framework and the five control management categories which
represented the associated set. were always in view throughout the entire data analysis
exercise. The framework therefore performed an important function of giving focus and
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cohesion to the observation study.
Another impOllant attribute of the framework was that it was built on two rather
than one set of categories with the intention that both would be manipulated jointly
when applied to the data. The fact that a single unit of analysis could be defined
simultaneously as both a knowledge-building activity and a control management
function, made for a more integrated and richer interpretation of the data.
to facilitate data analvsis
This framework was desi!:med
...
. in the observation
study. Unlike Henri's Framework for Content Analysis, the one in my study was not
tested for implementation by practitioners in the field. This however does not preclude
against continued research \\'ork to investigate its suitability for analysing interaction in
other teaching-learning contexts and in the process to refine it.
With regard to the data collected, both the video-recorded observations and the
audio-recorded interviews provided data that offered substantial scope for analysis
\\'ithin the context of the research questions. Notwithstanding the periodic technical
difficulties in the operation of the audio-conference system and the irregular attendance
of the Group A parlicipants, I was able to collect sufficient data of the on-line sessions.
What was particularly worthwhile was the capability of video to capture incidents of
off-line chat and non-verbal communication of the students. These 'unofficial'
communicative events proved to be very meaningful in the context of the overall
discourse.
It may be argued that since the video data were dominated by teacher talk, it
could not really be described as teaching-learning interaction. There are two responses
to that observation. First, while the official talk of the students was considerably less

than that of the teachers, there was, as noted above. sufficient off-line verbal and nonverbal communication on the part of the students which contained messages that
revealed a student input into the interaction. In any event, the interviews provided a
useful avenue for exploring student responses, given instances of limited on-line talk
during the sessions.
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Secondly, it is important to note that the interpersonal interaction between
teachers and learners was not itself the focus of the observation study. Rather the
interpersonal interaction was the vehicle that contained the talk of both teachers and
learners which was analysed to investigate what it (the talk) revealed about learnerknowledge interaction. The talk of both teacher and student was considered important in
this regard since both types were seen as feeding into and/or revealing the knowledgebuilding activities of the learner. In light of the above, I am satisfied that the video data
were adequate, given the requirements of the observation study.
On the whole, the interviews were able to elicit useful data from the participants,
partly because of the appropriateness of the pre-planncd questions, but also because of
the probes and prompts that I was able to intelject at critical points. One interview
which benefited from this latter feature was the one in which MK was wrestling with
herself aloud, tI)'ing to come up with a perspective that would honestly reflect her
thinking on pupils' assessing themselves. Interestingly enough. MK was the only
interviewee who responded in this way to the relevant question. thus the direction
which the interview took was completely unexpected. and probing and prompting had
to be employed to a great extent.
However there was one set of responses which, on reflection. did not appear to
be adequate and which was therefore excluded from the analysis. These data were
collected in a conscious attempt to get students to verbalise their thought processes and
reveal how they would prepare to respond to discussion questions which the lecturers
had put to the respective groups. My intention was to get access to the students' 'inner
conversations' (Harri-Augstein and Thomas. 1991). What I learnt from this largely
unsuccessful exercise was that I needed to be more aware of both the capabilities and
the limitations of the data collection tool that I was using. In hindsight, it was not
feasible to expect an open-ended interview format that included a variety of item-types,
to be able to handle such a focused and demanding task. In addition the students did not
gi\"e the impression that they were willing to allow themselves to be subjected to such
difficult 'work'. On further reflection. it is likely that this exercise could have been
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more successful if conducted with pairs or small groups of palticipants.
Such an approach to interviewing would also have required greater focus on the
individual student as the focus of the study. In the study as planned and implemented.
while I was drawing data from the students. the focus of study was not the students per
se, but rather critical incidents as revealed in episodes extracted from the video-recorded
data and supp0I1ed by related data emerging from the interviews. Interestingly though.
the likelihood of a person-focused orientation to the study became evident from time to
time as I detected attributes that seemed to offer the possibility for more detailed and indepth study. For example. there were some important differences between DN and VN
of Group A. both in their conception of themselves as teachers as well as in their
approach to dealing with the new knowledge about the design of an integrated unit.
Situations such as this one seemed to offer scope for examining the relationship
between learner characteristics and approach to knowledge building.
However such an extension could not be entertained in the current research
programme paItly because the observation study itself was not designed to
accommodate that level of detail and partly because of the ongoing uncertainty about the
attendance of some of the students. Clearly there would have been need for a higher
level of commitment to the research process by the participants. which was not always
the case.
The relationship between the survey and the observation study was also an area
of interest. The integrated way in which it was envisaged that these two methods be
used. did not occur in this instance. Nonetheless their shared origin in the revised
concept of interaction. (the survey based on social interaction and the observation study
on learner-knowledge interaction). allowed for useful connections to be made between
the findings of both studies. For example in the observation study. one student
remarked during an interview that she would have preferred to respond to the question
posed in a group \vith two of her colleagues. The point was made earlier that her remark
seemed consistent with the findings emerging from the survey data that appeared to
favour the setting of the individual with two or three other students for discussinoI:
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issues arising out of the readings.
Possible linkages were also evident at a more globallcvel. For example. one
survey finding appeared to point to a tension in students' definition of themsel ves as
learners. At one level the students of the survey were projecting themselves as being
capable of independent learning, and at another, they were contradicting this stance and
making demands of the teaching system in a manner that seemed to suggest that they
were casting themselves in a subordinate position.
In a parallel situation in the observation study. at times students could be
observed challenging the knowledge claims of the lecturers and. in the process, gaining
control of the discourse. However having gained the upperhand. they would be unable
to maintain that position, and would ultimately find themselves in a subordinate

position, operating under the control of the teacher.
Overall what both sets of findings seem to be pointing to is the need to ensure
that the social setting provides adequate support for learner-knowledge interaction.
Finally, there is the issue of the generalisability of the findings of the respective
studies. In developing his argument in favour of qualitative methodologies, Firestone
(1993) identifies three ways of addressing the question of generalisability. These are
extrapolation from sample to population (for quantitative research). analytic
£eneralisation. using a theOI)" and finally, case-to-case translation (for qualitative
research). Goetz and LeCompte's (1984) notion of interobserver reliability closely
parallels Firestone's description of case-to-case translation (or transfer),
As already mentioned, the survey, though an example of quantitative research.
does not really qualify for sample -to-population generalisation. given the factors
identified earlier. namely, smallness of sample size and the absence of pilot testing. On
the other hand, with regard to the observation study, I am satisfied that it meets the
requirements for case-to-case transfer. I have provided clear accounts of the rationale
and conduct of the study to allow readers to determine whether its findings are
applicable in other settings.

312

Based on all of the foregoing. I would conclude that,
1.

the interviews benefited from the impromptu strategies employed during the
exercise.

2.

the quality of the data analysis of the observation study was substantially
enhanced with the use of the interpretive framework.

3.

the fact that the two sub-studies represented different aspects of the same
conceptual framework allowed for useful inferences to be drawn by examining
aspects of each sub-study in relation to the other.
Finally, four possible follow-up studies deserve consideration. The first

involves continued research work to test and refine the interpretive framework. The
second also emerged out of the observation study and is intended to allow for a clearer
focus on the individual learner. It is envisaged that a study can be designed to examine
how learner characteristics influence and are influenced by the way individual learners
interact with knowledge.
The idea for the third was devised out of possible complementary findings
emerging from both sub-studies. It is suggested that a further study can be designed to
investigate whether the manner in which students seek to register their disagreement
with the teacher's knowledge claims can provide cues to illuminate the inconsistent
findings suggested by the survey regarding students' perceptions of themselves as
independent learners. The fourth follow-up study, already discussed in the preceding
section, would seek to assess the validity of the three-part concept of interaction, that
was formulated in this work.

Evaluation of practice
Ultimately the intention of the research programme discussed above was to
inform future practice in the Faculty of Education as it embarks on its expansion of its
DE offerings. In this regard, the contribution of the interpretive framework of the
observation study cannot be underestimated. The two-paIl category system on which
the framework was built contributed significantly to illuminating the talk and other
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communicative events in the teaching-learning interaction, thus allowing for useful
analysis of learner-knowledge interaction as revealed through the discourse. As noted
earlier, there were two sets of categories. Knowledge-building activity was the label
ascribed to the primary set and control management function the label for the associated
set.
Five knowledge-building categories v:ere identified, namely,
1.

Setting the objective of the interaction.

2.

Information transmission-reception.

3.

Planning for the implementation of new methods.

4.

Problem-solving.

5.

Higher order examination of course content.
Each of these categories was further di vided into sub-categories.
The control management categories were,

1.

Establishing control.

')

Maintaining control

3.

Gaining control.

4.

Operating under control.

5.

Breakdown of control.
These categories, when applied to the data, allowed for the following

conclusions to be drawn about the practice observed. First, it would appear that there
was not a sufficiently clear enough articulation and acknowledgement of different
sources of knowledge that fed into and impacted on the student-teacher's knowledge
building activities. Specifically there was evidence of tension between the official
content as transmitted by at least one of the lecturers and the practical experiential
knowledge of the student, with neither being able to find ways of openly
acknowledging differences of conception and working through those differences in a
reasonably transparent manner. This tension was particularly evident when the lecturer
was attempting to introduce information aimed at directly changing classroom practice.
In many of the instances where students could be observed gaining control of the
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interaction, it was in the context of their resisting the lecturer's knowledge claims about
approaches to practice and devising tactics to ensure that theirs was not undermined.
Those students observed engaging in this kind of act did not appear to have the
confidence to open up what they would have held to be true. for critical assessment.
Their approach seemed to be characterised by an intention to defend and preserve rather
than to problematise and build.
While not condoning this approach to learning. the situation probably arose
because teaching was not geared to allow for adequate aIticulation and examination of
the practitioner's knowledge. It seems therefore that what is required is an appraisal of
the epistemological paradigms governing teacher education with a view to allowing
optimum openness and objectivity in the treatment of all forms of knowledge.
While in certain situations there was clear evidence of students' not wanting to
let go of their long-held beliefs andlor practices, in other situations the pattern was one
of some students' accepting the knm';ledge claims of the teacher without any overt
attempt to question them. It must be noted, though, that this situation did not apply
across the board. On the contrary, there were examples of students, in particular during
the interview stage, raising critical questions about teacher-transmitted information.
However even in the case of the latter type of student. their ability to evaluate
would eventually be suppressed by a perceived need to re-adjust their thinking to bring
it in line with the official perspective. The dominant authoritative 'voice' of the teacher
seemed to be all-pervasive.
It can be argued that the primary factor contributing to this situation was the
construction of the teaching discourse, in particular for the presentation of information.
Teacher-discourse tended to be assertive and prescriptive, allowing little room for
reflection or analysis on the part of the recipient. The effect of this approach to language
use brings into focus Potter and Wetherell's perspective on discourse analysis. and in
particular the writers' conception of the three interrelated components within the
discourse. Of special interest is their proposition that function, one of the components,
entails the unintended consequences that emerge from language use even when the
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discourse was not specifically formulated for that purpose.
When viewed in this light. the discourse of the teacher not only served to
reinforce the already asymmetrical teacher-learner relationship. but. more importantly. it
limited the potential for meaning-making on the part of the learner. Given that type of
teacher talk. some students seemed to abandon their right to derive personal meaning
from the information to which they were being introduced. while others who felt the
necessity to make the new information meaningful, found themselves thwarted in the
process. and giving in. at least pmtially. to the unquestioning acceptance that even they
seemed to think was required of them. What this situation suggests is that any attempt
to facilitate more meaningful engagement in the act of learning. must also address the
issue of the language of teaching.
It must be noted though that the lecture-presentation was not the only teachinglearning strategy used. There were occasions when sessions were based on some form
of question-answer exchange. More often than not it would be the guided discovery
method that was being used either for problem-solving or as a means of encouraging
critical engagement with readings. As noted earlier. students of one of the groups
observed. welcomed this alternative teaching strategy.
In the sessions observed, the question-answer strategies employed did not seem
to be robust enough to facilitate the attainment of the desired goals. whether in relation
to problem-solving. or for analysis of the reading materials. Consequently. to the extent

that the teaching system sees itself as having a responsibility to facilitate the building of
problem-solving and critical thinking skills in its student-teachers. there is need for it to
pay greater attention to developing systematic strategies that have the highest probability
of allowing for the development of these skills. In this regard. three areas stand out.
First, given a situation where conceptual change is recognised as a critical aspect
of the student-teacher's professional training, the teaching system would need to devise
and use strategies that allow for optimum airing and problematising of prior
conceptions. In the instances observed, these proved to be a major obstacle to studentteachers' making the transition to new modes of thinking and. by extension. new
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modes of practice.
Secondly, greater attention needs to be paid to identifying and aIticulating
hidden layers of knowledge that underpin the overt course content and which students
need to be able to manipulate if they are to demonstrate the higher level competencies
that the teaching system demands of them. One recalls the exercise when students in
one of the groups were asked to generate an appropriate strategy for teaching a story,
and it soon became evident that their knowledge of the strategies they were identifying
by name was restricted. It is likely that this type of knowledge may not be in the
standard study texts that are available, hence the need for it to be generated within the

-

teachin!z-learnine: interaction itself.
~

Thirdly, learners are likely to benefit from the use of strategies that combine
synchronous and asynchronous teaching-learning interaction in a purposeful way. For
example, if students must analyse reading material, what are the component activities
subsumed within that complex task, and how can these activities be divided between
real-time, face-to-face interactive sessions and other learning situations that require
delayed feedback. in a manner that faciliates optimum learning?
Encompassing all of the above is the question of the knowledge base of teacher
education. What is evident is that an integral aspect of any teacher education programme
must be the continuous appraisal of the knowledge that provides the foundation for the
profession. For example, to what extent is the current conception of the school
curriculum based on notions of knowledge as divided into separate subject areas and to
what extent is it based on knowledge as an interdisciplinary phenomenon. As noted in
the analysis of the data. the tension inherent in such unresolved issues can influence
how learners engage in the act of knowledge building.
All of the above become even more pertinent as the Faculty of Education sets
abollt to expand its distance education programme. This study was conducted in a
programme currently offered through audio-conferencing which caters for a very
limited number of pmticip:.mts throughollt the Caribbean region. The proposed
development, would. however, involve a shift with the primary mode of delivery being
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pre-packaged materials. supported by a limited number of tutorials. both face-to-face
and by audio-conference. A larger student body would therefore be required to work
largely independently of the institution and to attain the standards of professionalism
that the various regional agencies are now demanding as they seek out educational and
training opportunities for their professionals. In addition. given the extent of the
demands made by these agencies. the Faculty will be required to maintain standards
over a relatively wide range of programmes, intended for different target groups within
the education system. The Faculty of Education would therefore need to address the
issues discussed above as it embarks on the formal exercise of conceptualising and
designing teaching-learning experiences for its distance-taught student-teachers.

Conclusion
The expectations that are held out for teacher education provision by the
University of the West Indies. make it critical that the university ground its development
of distance education in clearly thought out theoretical understandings and that it
develops appropriate strategies for operationalising these. It is in this context that this
revised concept of interaction for open and distance learning is being proposed.
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August 15. 1994,
Dear Colleague.

Surve v of adult learners ' views

00

tbei:

leamjo~.

I am a post-graduate student at the Open University (QU) in the UK. working towards my

Ph.D in the field of distance education and I am seeking your assistance in this survey,
My area of research is self-<iirected learning in a distance learning context and I am seeking
to get as broad an understanding as possible about how adult learners view tbeir own
Jearning. In this regard.. r would like you to complete the anached questionnaire, please.
AJtbough you are not now studying at a dist4lIlce. the data that you provide can help me
build profijes of potential distance learners and also inform my perspectives on the design
of course m:lterials and rhe structuring of relevanr aspects of the distance learning
environment itself.
As vou are no doubt aw.u-e. the Universitv of the Wesl Indies has embarked on a
progr.unme to deveiop its dist:lIlce education' capabilities and I see my own research as
being relevant to that development. Ac:ually I am at the QC on study leave from my
position as lecrurer in educational technology in this FacUlty.

Obviously I do nOl expect you to approach this questionnaire as if you were sitting aD
However 1 do hope thac you will treat the exercise with some seriousness and that
your responses will retlec: your perceptions J.S closely as posslble.
exam~

As a follow-up. I will like to talk with some of you on issues arising from your responses.
I am therefore asking you to write your name clearly on the 'Interview Request' slip
attached at the end und rerurn it separateJy from the questionnaire. Qf course you are not
obliged [0 supply your name. If you choose nor to. piease detach and hand in the blank slip
all the same. If you are raking rhe questionnaire away however. I would neea to kc:p a
record and therefore I would need to retain the slip with your name on it. In such a case it
will be il record slip and will nor Jutomatically mean that you have volunteered to be an
interviewee. rf you so desire. the slip can be destroyed when you hand in the completed
questionnaire.
.

I wish 10 assure you char the iniormation you provide will be treated with rhe utmost
confidence and that rhe data will not be usec in any way that compromises confidentiality.
r gre:ltJy appreciate the lime that you are taking from your own responsibilities [0 participate
in this t:xercise and r wish to thank you for that at the outset. Thank you sincerely.

Your colleague in duc:nion

Olabisi KubO:1J r Ms . L

1

Adult Learners' Views About Their Learning
Card

CD

(1)

OK94 (2·5)

Please put a circle around the code like this

(j),

or wn'te your I111SW" in the spau

prouided
Section A - Talking with lecturers
You and your Icctl11'e"S are always communicating witb one anotber, Below is a ll.sl of some types of
oral communication lllat you probably engage iD witb tbem from time ID time, Based OD yoar own
experience indicate bow frequeDtly you tbink you are involved in eacb of tbele types of
communication,
(Circu OfU answu oniy for ttJch /j~)

Very

Often Sometime5 Rarely Never

often
aj

You ask lecturer.; to clarify a point.

5

b)

You answer questions that lecturers ask.

5

c)

You express ideas which lecturers appear
value as mucb as theirs.

2

4

3

2

5

4

:3

2

1

(8J

5

4

3

2

1

(9)

WiUl oUle:: stUdeDts you recommend changes
!be overall programme of study .

5

4

3

2

1

(ID)

You listen
lecturers

5

4

3

2

1

(11)

You set tbe LOpic for a group discussion witb
swdents and a lecturer.

5

4

3

2

1

(12)

You suppon a pain! made by a lecturer on
some aspect of Lhe course content.

5

4

3

2

1

(lJ)

d) You ask
goals ,
e)

lectur~ ID

g)

b)

ID

1

(7)

ID

explain c:urriculum

ID

f)

(6)

3

formal presentations from

OK-lETIOUlMIUAGW/WM

2

l)

j)

Sometimes Rarely Never

Very
often

Often

You engage iD a bniD slOrming sessioo where
Jccturers and swdcot5 function ae the same
level.

5

4

3

2

1

(14)

Y00 maU adverse comments about (be
c:urrtcuJum tba1 leaurcn appear to accepL

5

4

3

2

1

(JS)

the course.

S

3

2

1

(16)

You have the fmaI say iD a group discussion
widl awdc:zw and a JecruTC'.

"

S

"
"

3

2

1

(17)

3

2

1

(J6)

3

2

1

(J9)

k) bI a JTDUP a.etting you openly disagree with
the views of the leaurer on some aspect of

1)

m) Yoo qDe with a lccrure:r

n)

OD

a one-to-one

bail.

S

YOII ~Coc:us a ~oo. lDvolving studenlJ
IDd 1 lecturer. w!1.icb :,ou feel u drifting.

5

Section B • Which settings are most useful for which JearnJne tasks?

C>utsJdi of tbe large ~roup lecture/discussion sessions. lbere are other settinp in wbleb )"OCI C31')' oat
VIrioaI wb. Fi ve settings have been idco tified and tbese are coded 1 to 5 below. A ac::ricI o( CIIb
ha. alIo been listed.
For cacb taSk. circle (be code [or.
a)

the £ettiDg whic.b :,ou consider most u'Cful for carrying out that taU..

b)

the setting wbic.b you consider IQS! useful for carrying out that

wt.

U yell (eel tba1 DODe of cbe settings is useful for a particular rast go strDiih' to the 'DoDe' cohmm
and drc1e 6 for mat tast. Please base your responses on your actual experience.

The settings. with lbeir codes are:

1.

fudfy'dul stDdY1Di !!.laM

2.
3.

Uldh1dU-:lI witt: ODe or two other mKiCDtI
lmih1da.aJ on ODe-io-oDe bub with lectarer
tmalJ JrOup sessloa (]5 or Jea) • atudcnb oaly
rcaU ;roup JaSJon (15 or lea) • ttudcnb with lec:turcr

,.

...
r

TAsr:s

I)

reviewiDg your

CHOICE OF SETTINGS

no~s .

b) bivillll! debate.
c)

baTowin~ ~ ~cc!::.

OK·IE1IOUIMHJAGW/'WM

Most Useful

Least UsefuJ

None

CD2345

J 1 3 ® S

6

1 3 " ~

(1)2345

6

2 3 4 S

1 1 345

3

TASKS

CHOICE OF SETTINGS

Most Useful
a)

clarifYing ·... Oal tbe course
objc:::tives :11":.

Least Useful

None

2 3 4 5

(20)

2 3 4 5 (40)

6

(60)

2 3 4 5

(21)

2 3 4 5

(41)

6

(6l)

seeking explanations (or aspects
of tbe conlen! you are unclear
about.

I 2 3 4 5

(22)

2 3 4 5 (42)

6

(62)

making lints between tbeary and
real world experiences.

J 2 3 4 5

(23)

2 3 4 5 (43)

6

(63)

relating your previous knowledge
witb knowledge you are now
acqui;ing.

I 2 3 4 5

(24)

I 2 3 4 5 (44)

6

(64)

seeking clarification for
sometbing you did nOI understand
in your readings.

I 2 3 "' 5

(25)

I 2 3 4 5 (45)

6

(65)

2 3 4 5

(26)

J 2 3 4 5 (46)

6

(66)

fmding ~urance wben faced
wilb personal problems.

J 2 3 4 5

(27)

2 3 4 5 (47)

6

(67)

drawing up plans (or a project you
are doing on your own.

J 2 3 4 5

(28)

2 3 4

(48)

6

(68)

1 2 3 4 5

(29)

2 3 4 5 (49)

6

(69)

ensuring WI you are cle3( about
tbe criteria for a.s.sessing
assignments.

2 3 4 S

(30)

2 3 4 5

(50)

6

(70)

identifying relevant sources of
data for doing assignments.

*

345

(31)

2

(51)

6

(71)

m ) deciding how best to use cat:!
collected for doing assignments.

2 3 4 5

(32)

2 3 4 5 (52)

6

(72)

n) dealing witb difficulties lbat
come up while doing assignments .

.,
*

345

(33)

2 3 4 5

(53)

6

(73)

discussing issues arising from
your ~dings .

I 234 5

(34)

12345

(54)

6

(74)

p) gaiDiog self-confidence as a result
of tbe learning experience.

I 2 3 4 5

(35)

I 2 3 4 S

(55)

6

(75)

q) dealing wilb difficulties Ulat you
encounter w-bile dOing your own
projec::

2 3 4 5

(36)

2 3 4 5 (56)

6

(76)

b) identifying cenual topicS or
tbemes er tbe course content.
c)

d)

e)

()

g) deriving satisfaction from
le~ing.

b)

i)

j)

clari{yi!l~
co~

le)

I)

0)

wbat you bave
assignments.

OK-lET/OU/Ml L' AGWIWM

LO

S

do for

.,

345

4

Most Useful
r)

s)

I)

building int.c:rpersonaJ
n:l.ationsbips out of sbarcd
learnicg intcests.

1 234 S

negotiatiog roles for doing a class
project.

123 4

worXiDg tbrougb problems Lhat
come lIP while doing a c:l.as.s
project.

Lca.st UsefuJ

NODe

(J7)

12 3 4

.s

(57)

6

(71)

.s

(l8)

12 3 4

.s

(58)

6

(78)

1234.5

(39)

I 2 3 4 5 (59)

6

(79)

Section 0 • Taking responsibility for your learning.
How much responsibility do you think you are able to take for your learning? Listed below
are some responsibilities which mayor may not form part of your learning experience to
date. Based on your Icnowledge of yourself Cl! a learner, indicate the extent to which you
feel yourself capable of handling these responsibilities for any single couoe of an entire
programme of study.
(Cirdt ont !1TtS"..lJtT only for each lint)
Capable

a)

b)

c)

d)

Fairly
Only
Capable Just
Capable

Not
Dpable

Dcfmic.eJy
DOl

Capable

Given a topic and broad ~
outline. set your own objectives.

S

4

3

:2

(19)

With topic and outline. wort out tile
objecti yes OD a one-to-one basis witb a
lecturer.

S

4

3

2

(20)

Oloose from among pre-set
objecti Yes.

5

4

3

2

(2J)

4

3

2

(22)

WiLb the support of a lecturer. draw
up a study programme ~ or long-term
project activity)

00 your own. bn:u down tbe agreed
stud'y programme (project activity)
into smaller units of work.

S

4

3

2

(2.3)

f)

Decide bow you want

5

4

3

:2

(24)

g)

Negotiate meLbods of assessmeDt OD a
one-l.CK)oe basis 'N1Lb a lec:urer.

.5

4

3

2

(25)

Assume full responsibilily for
scheduling your SlUU y time.

S

4

3

.,

e)

b)

OK-IET/OL'IM III AGW l\VM

lO

be assessed.

-

(26)

5

Capable

Only
Fairly
Capable ] ust
Capable

Not
Capable

Definitely
Dot
Capable

S

4

3

2

(27)

S

4

3

2

(28)

k) Work out deadlines witb lbe lecturer.

S

4

3

2

(29)

relate to tU lecturer as a suppon for
your learning ralbe:r tbaD as lbe persoo
w bo directs iL

5

4

3

2

(30)

i)
j)

Set your own deadlines.
Wort

OD

your own most of lbe time

and participate iD fortnigbtJy group
sc:.ssioos tbat include tbe lecturer.

I)

Please answer tbe following questions:
a)

b)

Based OD your present experieDO: of learcing. list ~ pcr:jOMI Sm:niUu which you (eel you
rely on to manage your learning.

Based

OD

your present experieno: of learning. list 3 geaooaJ limitations which you feel

(lJ-J7)

(38-44)

hamper you in tbe managc:mClt of your learning.

c)

d)

List 3 [actor.; oytside oC vQ!!!}CIC wbich you feel fadliwc you in the management of your
learning.

List 3 fac:tors QUlsidc Of vP'!t5CIC wbich you {ccl binder your ability to manage your
learning as you would like to.

OK_IET/OUIMHlAGW/WM

(45-52)

(53-60)
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APPE;\,DIX 2

REVISED CLASSIFICATION OF TEACHER-LEARNER
KNOWLEDGE-BUILDING DISCOURSE.
Section I: List of Categories

CATEGORY

/ CATEGORY

DESCRIPTION

,I

CODe
I Teacne: states aoal of area of stuav

T-A
T-a
T-C

I

I I eaC:ler transmits :Jre-deter.illnec information to learner

TeaC"Er nlgn lighrs core tOPIC(S), concept i S) , prlnclple(s),
ther.le (sj to support learner focus within a complex
envir:;nm ent.
Teac,~er ;Jresenrs stimulus to sollic:r speCific information
frorr: learner.
/ Teac~er s~t~ up . fr a~ewo:-k rc suoport learner In
generating InTormatlon Trom own knowledge base or In
ciarifvlnc. examinina. elaboratinc :he knowledae base.
••
•
Teac ner confir~s. correc:s , queries. eXiencs on ieamer
resccnse to initial teacher stimulus .
TeaC:1Er pro Des learner. uSing :::pen-encec questlons.to
! exte:.c :;r. In:Jut :;"lade.
' -I eaC:ie; su~mar:ses ow. ~ presEnranon or Inputs Tram
./ l ear~ E~ With Dread ceneraIlSatlOr..
! Teac~e: isoea:s . c:arrfies . aCIL:srs . elacorares on i
' orevicL1siv presented Inicr~aticr. ·ir. the lignt of learner)'

-1-=-

I

I -rT-G

-

I

I

I

I
I

I recuEs~; c~erv .

L-A
L-8
L.-C

L-O
L-E

L-F
L-G
I _. ,

J

I

T-O

I -J

I

,

Teac:.:: SUDP°r.S. manages isamer movement oetween/
;nc decuc:ivE reasoninc.
I Lear~:; s:ates or Implies own eX::lec:atlor.s of area
of
.
I stucv .
I L ear~er seeKS : Jadicatlor of i nfo~atlon t:-ansmlttec.
I LeamEr ~Ecalls . analyses expenence In :he Ilgm of ,OPIC,
th eme of srucv or uses eX::Jerience as vehicle for
manicu larin c some asoec: =f theoretical knowledae .
Learne r ;Jrovloes spec:fic response te speCific ques:lon
from teaC:1er.
Learner generatEs information T:-om k!1 0wleage ::laSE or
clarifiEs . examl:1es . elaborates er. the k:1owiedge base
withir. :he :,ouncaries of the suppor.ing framework se! up
bv the : eac~er .
L ~a~e~ :uesticns tsac~er tc· as~er.aln aC::.1racY/etficlency
or Inior:-::a!ion i ecelvac irorr: tea::1er.
I LeamEr :ues tlo ns tEaC:1er In or:Er :0 e'/ aluatE own/
, knowle-:::e :;ase .
_. acvan:ec
or .....
Lt • C.
I Lea r:ie : :,:ccses a lt e!";'"":c.r :v: 'JIEW:C:~~
I

I induc:i'/e

,

I

I
I

I

I

I

,~

I : v l e'::' C~e·

~

2
Section 1/: Classification of discourse from seminar on the role of
empirical research in IT-related theses.

T-A: Teacher states ooal of area of study

What I'm hoping we will accomplish today is to set out for ourselves a
description of the space of empirical study.
T-B: Teacher transmits pre-determined information to learner

There is a sense in which people take the model of science. that there
are theories and from theories we derive hypotheses and create small
controlled experiments to test these hypotheses ... This experiment will
give us information that says either that the hypothesis is correct or
that it is not. (This) hypothetico-deductive methodology is certainly a
valid methodology but in the context of research in this field is (pause)
primitive. There are broader techniques. I would suggest to start with
that there is a continuum of
errr 'quantitativeness' and
'qualitativeness'...
T-e: reacher hiohliohts core topic(s). concept(s). principle(s). theme(s) to
support learner focus within a complex knowledoe environment.

Think hard about a space (of empirical study) that considers things
like:
What kinds of questions might one try to answer empirically?
What kinds of study might one design and what knd of data can
one get from that study?
What kind of research outcomes can one expect?
Those are three possible dimensions for this space.
T-D: Teacher presents stimulus to sollicit specific information from learner.

What's the difference between quantitative and qualitative?
What does empirical mean?
OK, formative. summative, • ideas?
How many people think that empirical study means experimentation?

So what kinds of questions do you want to go into the world and ask?
What kind of outcomes might one hope for?

3
T-E: Teacher sets up framework to support learner in Q:eneratinQ: information
from own knowledQ:e base or in clarifying. examininQ:. elaborating the
knowledQ:e base.
Clzoose a point at random (along a line drawn to represent tlze continuum
from quantitative to qualitative). Alright in the middle. I want to do an
experiment in tlze workplace and wlzat I want to do is spec~f)' the tool,
task rules. I'm giving people a structured task but they H'ould be ill their
own em'iron171ent and I am going to sit dOlt!ll and observe them do it. I'm
going to take a full video recording lvhich I am going to transcribe. 'Vlzat
is good about that? lVlzat do I get? (Task to list advantages and
disad\'antages of different f)pes of empirical studies).
Do YOll anticipate that tlze system YOll design It'ill be based on studies that
you' do or 011 lrhat you think is the right thing for risualisatioll?

By
real world do YOU mean in the normal wm'
. '
. or in laboratories?
T-F: Teacher confirms. corrects. queries. extends on learner response to initial
teacher stimulus.
(Learner states advantage of type of empirical study described above).
That's right. I'll be able to see enl'ironl1lellfal factors and I might be able
to see them where they (participants) are more cOl1~fortable.
T-G: Teacher probes learner. usinQ open-ended questions. to Q:et learner to
extend on input made.
(Learner identifies 'Izard data' as an advantage of experimental study) ..
Hard data, ll'lzat does that mean?
(Learner states d(fference between for17lath'e and swnmative evaluation).
And why is this imp 0 rtallf ?
(Learner asks about the possibility of combining formative and
sltT1l17lative evaluation, and quantitative and qualitative methodologies).
Is there any context in which YOll will be satisfied with any single POillf in
this space of empirical study?

T-H: Teacher summarises own presentation or inputs from learners with broad
generalisation:
The position fro111 which I lvork, if I could sU11Zmarise, is that none of
these is a panacea, none is an ideal.
NOll' tlze reason I'm trying to get you to do this is... the way YOll design all
empirical swdy depends 011 the kind of question YOll ask.

4

So when you start ar; empirical study. what are the questions. It's very
simple.
And so. part of asking the research question is asking what is the
researc/1 outcome .... not what is the question. but what do I want to get
out of the answer.
,. . .,'.' I ' •
The point is ... you got a keyhole on the world. you got a very small
keyhole. And where are you going to aim your keyhole. And the
answer is, some things will fall in it, some things will not.
T·/: Teacher reoeats. clarifies. adiusts. elaborates. emphasizes previously
presented information in the liaht of learner request'query.

(Learner asks about the dangers of formulating leading questions).
1'1/ give you a story on that one. (Teacher uses example of Colgate
market research to illustrate problems that can arise from bias in
research question).
The fact is that the nature of the question biased the outcome. This
does not only happen in terms of surveys ... but it also happens in
. terms of experimental tasks. Is the way that you set up the experiment
going to bias the outcome of the experiment?.!f I pose the question in
this wav, what bias will it introduce. Not does it introduce a bias. but
which bias because it's almost guaranteed that it will.
(Learner wonders whether study being described by teacher should
not also include questions on the 'effect of the treatment).
Well. should we go imo those things? If you are asking a research
Question. you got to ask yourself, do I want to know that information?
Is that important? Do I care what the affect is. what affect does it have
toward something I want to experience? It may be that's the subject of
ti1e research. It may be you just dont care because it's not what you're
looking at. The point is where are you .. You got a keyhole on the
world.....
T·J: Teacher su~oorts. manaces learner movement between inductive and
deductive thinkinc.

So when you start an empirical study, what are the questions ... And so
you have to ask questions like:
What do I want to know? I have a system ... that visualises
genetiC algorithms. What do I want to know about it? Is it pretty? Is it
appealing? Can you learn it in an hour? If you learn it does it change
your performance on some task I give you? Is it deemed to accurately
represent the algorithms that it is meant to represent?
These are all questions. And they are all different questions ... How you
ask questions is absolutely vety crucial.
(As a continuation of general question about types of questions a
researcner would formulate, teacher directs attention to particular
lea mer and asks:)
What did .vour survevs
. ask?

5
(Learner replies children's views on religion and television)
So, beliefs and opinions.
L-A:

Leame~

states or ir:lO!ies own exoe:tations of area of study

(No specific ex:ract could be identified for this category; however, I
think tfiat, impiicit in some of the learner inputs was the probability
that teaci1er-stated goal was not always consistent with learner aims.)
L-B: Learner seeks clarification of information transmitted.

I want to ask a very silly question. I want to ask for a definition of
empirical.
L-C: Learner recalls. analvses experience in the light of topic. theme of
study: leamer uses experience as a vehicle for manipulatina some aspect of
theoretical knowledae.

(At intervals. during learners' brief presentations, outlining their
.research work. teacher inserts the question, 'Have you done any
empirical work before?)
My interest is using software for teaching reading in primary
schools ... I've done what I would call a pre-pilot study. A piece of
software I've looked at is using a talking word processor. I've taken
one child througn that scheme.
My work is going to be a quasi-experiment.
I am looking into the visualisation of some AI techniques ... 1 am hoping
to do some empirical evaluation of any systems I develop. I've already
done some empirical work evaluating user interface interaction.
What I am planning to dO ... is take a small group and test some of my
ideas out and use that to develop some criteria for a larger tool and
develo:J that for my empirical study.
I've done a couple of errr experiments, I hate that word. empirical
studies. I think. and I am hoping there will be some empirical side to
(my current) work.
(As an exam:Jle of an evaluation-type question, learner suggests, 'Is it
beneficial?'. Teacher asks further, 'What's beneficia!'?).
Well... in the context of what I am interested in. .. is it going to enable
learnina to take place. so from the reading point of view, is their
reading level going to be improved. is that improvement going to be
sustained over a period of time.

6
L-D: Learner orovides soecific response to soecific question from teacher.

(Responses to questions listed under Category T-D).
Quantitative research is measurable, it is experimental as you say. by
definition the word 'quantitative' is, as far as you can quantify
something.
It must be intended for people, it must be people-based.
It has to be some way observational.
Formative is. you are building up as you go along. summative is the
final outcome.
Does the world meet this theory.

If the hypothesis has been proven.
Leamer aenerates information from knowledae base or clarifies. examines.
elaborates on the knowledae base within the boundaries of the supoorting
framework set bv teacher.

(Advantage of empirical study outlined in Category T-E):
That you haven't taken them out of their environment. in which case
they are in a familiar setting.
(Responses to last two situations in Category T-E).
I think it is going to be based on what I think is right for visualisation.
That's where I have a great. .. question mark because ... in two studies
I've done ... with one group ... I've actually taken a group of students
who were about to sit an exam, they did a diagnostic test under exam
conditions . ... The second group (were) students at a study centre who
had to come anyway for a lecture ... so I did not take them out of their
environment.
L-F: Learner seeks to ascertain accuracy/efficiency of infonnation received
from teacher.

So you're saying you've got to do a little of both? (quantitative and
qualitative).
So can I just ask. is it right to say that for each study that you got to do,
it has to be at a specifiC point on the continuum. Is it too much to try to
get some quantitative and qualitative even for one trial?
L-G: Leamer questions teacher in order to evaluate own knowledae base

Where would you put Action Research? I would put it about there
(pointing to position beyond qualitative end of line representing
continuum).

7
Is there something like, if you have a summative project you ought to
have a formative stage beforehand and if you have a qualitative
maybe you should have a quantitative ... How common is this view?
I was just wondering, if one couldn't, perhaps it's not a good idea to
categorise people so absolutely, but you yourself mentioned physics.
Would you say. if you were to apply the spectrum throughout different
disciplines that you could put physicists on one end and philosophers
on the other?
L-H: Learner proposes alternative viewpoint to that advanced bv teacher.

But these are leading questions, aren't they? The way you ask
questions, you expect a certain reply. Because you ask them that way,
you actually get that answer.
Shouldn't we be looking at the effect of
better phrase or word, on the people
because we are looking at them only
should be trying to get their opinions,
. something ...

the treatment, for want of a
that we are working with?
as objects. But surely, we
their beliefs, if they enjoy

But it may be that there is a continuum here (formativelsummative
distinction) as well, because one of the things I'm looking at is
assessing something and using the data I get from that to redefine the
criteria ... So again it's something that is assessing up to a point but
then it's suggesting things for the next generation.
Olabisi Kuboni
February 16, 1995

APPENDIX 3

APPE~DIX

email:o.i.kuboni@open.ac.uk
) 8 October) 994
[The acting head]
Department of Educational Studies
University of the West Indies
Mona
Kin!!ston 7
Jam8.i ca.
Dear ................... .
Thanks for vour fax of October 7. 1994 and all the information which it contained. As
advised in your note. I will be communicating with [the head] when he returns to
office. I have decided to work with students in [Group AJ so 1 will be contactint! the
re1evant specialist lecturer as well as the local tutor .............
•
Thanks again for your help and I am sure we will be meeting each other again in the
near future.
Best wishes.
Sincerely

OIabisi Kuboni

.

email: o.i.kuboni@open.ac .uk
IS OClOher 1994

Or. ..... ..... .. .. .... .
Depanment of Educational Studje~
Faculn' of Education
l iniversity of the West lndie~
Mona
Kin~ston 7
Jamaica. W.I .

Dear ............... .
This letter comes as a follow-up to correspondence between myself and [the] acting head of the
Depanment of Educational Studies and I am writing to you in your capacity [within] the
F\VIDITE Cenificate of Education programme.
In my ~ubstantive post I am the lecturer in educational technology in the Faculty of Education.
St. Augustine. Currently J am at the Open Liniversity \\lorking towards my Ph.D . in Distance
Education.~l\ · area of interest is interaction and learner behaviour in a distance education
en\'ironment "( see overview attached I. In this re!Zard I have alread\" sou!Zht and received initial
permission from [the acting head] to conduct research among C\\1DrfE students pursuing
cenificate in education programmes.
Based on the information which she has provided me. I am thinkin2 of \Vorkin~ with students
in your specialisation in the sites in Trinidad and Tobago during the-January to May semester
of the current academic year. The research project would involve obser\"ing students during online sessions. conducting inten'iews with them individually and holding about 2-3 group
discus si ons.

J a!read\' know that there are ei!Zht students in Trinidad and
Tob:Hw". I also know the courses the\" will be takin!:! durin!Z
the upcoming semester. I will be grateful if you could let me
know how these students are distributed over the three sites
and what stage they are at in their studies.
J will greatly appreciate your cooperation in this venrure and
wish to assure vou that I will make ever\' effon to ensure
that the researc"h project does not undulY" interfere with the
running of the courses.

I intend to contact the local tutor at a later date and \,'ill
welcome :.l brief letter of introduction in this re!:!ard. Thank
vou in anticipation :.lnd I look forward to hearing from you at
the earliest opportunity .
Sincerely

Olab i~ i

Kuboni (\-b . .1

emaiJ: o.i .kuboni@open .ac .uk
14 ;-";o\'ember 1994
Ms ... ........... .
Tutor
Certificate of Education

Dear. ...... .. .
Little did either of us ima2ine when we ran into each other ... that we will be in touch with each
other again in this way . Let me just give you some more detail about what J am doing. I am
working towards my Ph.D in distance education and my research topic is interaction and
learning in a distance education environment. What J want to do is examine the different types
of interaction that take place in distance learning and see how distance students go about their
studies To investigate this topic. J intend to observe students directly as they engage in their
studies.and J am planning to do this over an extended period of about three months.

J have already received permission to conduct this research projecLfrom [the] acting head of
the Department of Educational Studies at ylona .... The project will involve observation of online sessions. inten'iews with individual students and one or two group discussions. J am
planning to work with students in [specialisation A] Trinidad and Tobago during the January to
Nlay semester. J will therefore greatly appreciate your cooperation. in your capacity as local
tutor for this programme .
In preparation for the project. there is some information which I would need to get and which I
would like you to send me please.
I.

4.

The dates for the be!!innin!.! and end of the second
semester. The official uni\7ersit\" dates are Jan. :: \'1a\' 20. 1995 but I do not kno\v if the sarne dates
app·ly to the L~rIDITE (ert. Ed. programmes.
The duration of an on-line session and if possible.
the days when these are held for [Option A]
How the students in this option are distributed across
the three sites in Trinidad and Tobago. I'd also like
to 2et the names of the students and their current
em-ployment. I intend to write to them individually .
)io need to send their addresses as I will like vou ro
hand over the letters for me. please.
.
A brief overview of the courses being offered during
the upcoming semester. Based on the
correspondence that I received from !\,tona. J gather
that these are :
Course A
Course B
Course (
TC!aching Practice
Stud\"
If \ 'OU h:..l\·e the outline for the courses (obiectives. summal"\' of course content and
assessment procedures) I would be gbd to 2:et same . I'd also like to !let the names of
those courses already completed.
-

5.

6.

Current status of the programme: how many semesters have been completed and when
the programme is due to end. The handbook states that "the programme lasts for 4
semesters of the academic year" (p.13). I am not sure what that means since. as far as
the l;niversity is concerned. there are 2 semesters each academic year. So please clarify
this for me.
Finally. I'd like to get a brief idea of your role as local tutor.

I wish to assure vou (and eventually the students when I write to them ) that I intend to make
every effort not to disrupt the running of the programme. My aim is to observe what is
happening, not interfere with or even pass judgement on what is taking place.
I would really appreciate it if you could send me the information as soon as possible .... I am
reallv
with YOU a!!ain.
. .lookin!!
. . . . . forward to workin!!
......

-

Best wishes .
Sincerely

Olabisi Kuboni
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e:::ail: o.;.k.uboni @open.ac.uk
13 Februa.'"V 1995

Dear
Rese:!!ch

?roi~r

on Interac:ion in Distance Education

I am writing to seek your cooperation in the above-mentioned
introduce myself first.

rese~cb

proje:t. Let ;:ne

My name is Olabisi Kuboni and I am currently at the Ope:l Unive:sity. l"K.. working towards a
Ph.D in distance education. In mv substantive 'JOSt. I am the lec:ure:- in educational tecimolo2V
in the Facultv of Educatioc. SL :~u!ruStine. Prior to that I used to be a reache:- in the secon~
scbool system
of Trinidad and Toba~o.
•
.

-

My Ph.D researcb topic i.s inte:-action in a dis:ance educ:ltion e:lvironme:lt and I am interested in
looking at the way distaDce teache:s and learne:s communicate with one anothe:- when engaged
in some are:l of stud..... I have alre:ldv received oe:mission from the De:Jartme:lt of Educational
Srudies :lt .\tfona as ~ell us dle lrWIDlu: CooI"cinator at Se. Aurustine to undertake this
resear:b projec: with your group. I would ilierefore like to obse:ve some of your on-line
sessions whicb I would aiso like to videotaoe for subseauent studv. I am olanninsr to !.lDe
about six sessions over an eight-week pe:-iod.
.
.
.
.
In addition to observation of on-line sessions. I would like to inte:-view 'IOU individually on the
same theme. I envisage that an inte:-view session will last no more than one hour and I would
like [0 have r'W'0 such sessions with you over cbe 8-week period. at your .:onyenience of
course.

r wish to assure you :.hat r do not intend to inte:iere in any wav with the conduct of your
studies: my role 'will be ~ m observe:- only. I J.lso wish to state that as f:u :lS the arr:mging of
interviews is conceme:" I :un prepared to tit myself into your schedule since r am fully aware
of the demands that sruaytn£.
. - work anci .your own fa.rnilv responsibilities mus. make oc .vour
time.
~..

It ~s my hope that my rese:!!ch work cJ? conr::oure [0 the deyelopment of teaching and Je:uning
at J distance bOL~ within :be F:lc:Jlry or Education :md the uniYe:sity :lS :l whole. in parric:Jlar in
the li~ht of dle current thrJS, to :!xpand the distance te:lciing aspeC! of the university's work. I
also hoce mat the time we will be spending ~ogeilie: will be a pleJ.SJJ1t md meaningful
experience for :ill of us.

r look :orwarc! [0 me~~ing witt you md will contae: you soon ~e: I :u:-iye or. \of:!rch s. Tnank
vou in JI1ticip:n!on of your ,:ocFe:loon.

Sinc:=:-e:y.

Olaoisl Kuboni (\01$. :

