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Abstract 
Online learning environments are being increasingly utilised in academic 

settings, with many universities developing online and blended programmes 

(Adekola, 2016). The student experience, in relation to working with others, 

when studying online, has been widely researched (Garrison et. al, 2000, 

Kehrwald, 2008). The tutor experience has not (Arbaugh, 2014). There are now 

a generation of experienced online tutors, particularly in institutions who were 

quick to take up online delivery, who have developed expertise teaching online. 

Their experience and knowledge of practice can add to the research, and 

knowledge base, on effective online learning. This research observed the role of 

the online tutor, when utilising collaborative activities in their teaching. An 

ethnographic observation of online practice was drawn, using an iterative 

mixed-methods approach. Data from the online space was used to observe the 

participation patterns of over fifty tutors, and over eight hundred students. 

Fifteen tutors were then interviewed, ten of whom took part in a subsequent 

focus group. Taking a narrative approach to analysis, the data gathered painted 

a rich picture of collaborative online practice.  

Qualitatively different approaches were observed in tutor’s facilitation of 

collaborative online tools. Tutors were observed to be situated within layers of 

context, online teaching being culturally situated and mediated by the digital 

technology utilised. Text-based communications reified dialogue, mediating the 

interactions between participants. Many of the face-to-face feedback cues 

which tutors utilised in their teaching were lost in the online environment. The 

setting was opaque, but at the same time mediated higher levels of disclosure. 

The online environment challenged traditional physical and temporal 

boundaries; the responsibility for establishing boundaries becoming that of the 

tutor, rather than the institution. Tutors drew on previous experiences; their 

participation was shaped by the situated nature of their practice and their own 

aspirations for the future. The observation drawn, of pedagogic collaboration, 

highlighted the social and cultural nature of online participation.      
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Introduction 

Understanding pedagogic collaboration in the 
online environment 

Online learning has the potential to enable collaboration, facilitating interactions 

between geographically disparate learners. The development of web 2.0 

technologies, in educational settings, promotes the potential for online 

collaborative activity (Faizi et. al., 2015). However, inherent tensions between 

cultural discourses have been observed in the enactment of collaborative online 

activities, in educational settings. The purpose of educational activities can 

juxtapose incongruously, with collaborative experiences in other contexts 

(Dohn, 2009). While ‘we are living in an era of incredible growth in information 

and communication technologies’ (Dumont et. al., 2010: 8), development of 

those technologies has often evolved in the business sector (Laurillard, 2012), 

the purposes of those technologies being potentially different to educational 

aims. Focusing on pedagogic collaboration in the context of Higher Education, 

the aim of this thesis is to understand the nature of collaborative activities in 

online educational environments.   

Technology is changing the ways in which people interact and relate to each 

other, as digital devices become ubiquitous, access to information is instant. 

The changing economy and the development of a knowledge driven workforce, 

have implications for learning, and particularly for learning which takes place in 

educational institutions (Bates, 2016). Many universities are developing blended 

and online programmes (Adekola, 2016) and exploring the opportunities which 

the digital age presents. However, research has shown that ‘only a minority of 

more focused or active (online) students will fully utilise the materials and tools 

at their disposal’ (Beasley and Smyth, 2004). Issues have been highlighted in 

relation to the morality and values of online spaces (O’Neil, 2016), as the 

mathematical algorithms which make decisions based on big data, have been 

shown to be subject to bias (Tufekci, 2016). It is therefore important that we 



10 | P a g e  
 

understand the nature of the online experience, and in particular the role that 

tutors’ play, in enabling students to succeed when studying online.    

Focusing on pedagogic collaboration enabled the exploration of the role of the 

tutor, within the Higher Education context. Collaboration was defined, for the 

purpose of this thesis, as the act of people working together. The pedagogic 

element focused on the purpose of people working together, tutors enabled 

collaborative activities in the process of teaching. Collaboration could be explicit 

in the form of facilitated group work, or more tacit as in the notion of social 

learning in which learners develop understanding of cultural scripts and 

narratives (Bruner, 1996, Wertsch, 1991), though interacting with other people 

in a particular cultural context. Pedagogic collaboration related to the ways in 

which tutors approached collaborative activities when teaching. Research has 

focused on students, developing understanding of the student experience of 

online learning, the ways in which technology shapes the learning experience 

and the factors which influence student participation. Tutors’ take up a different 

role to students, many of the cues they relied on in face-to-face classes being 

lost in the online environment. Pedagogic collaboration encompasses the 

enactment of collaborative activities, which are utilised when teaching. Palloff 

and Pratt (2004) suggested that tutors could not simply set a collaborative task 

and put students into groups, to work through that task. They argued that the 

tutor needed to play an active role in enabling collaborative online activity.  

This research aimed to understand the role of the online tutor, focusing on the 

use of collaborative activities for teaching purposes: pedagogic collaboration. In 

seeking to understand pedagogic collaboration, in the online environment the 

research asked: 

o What influences collaboration in the online setting? 

o What is the nature of the online learning experience and to what extent is 

it collaborative?  

o Do tutors, teaching in the context of higher education, use collaborative 

activities when teaching online?    

o Do tutors approach online collaborative activities with the same aims and 

purpose? 
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o What effect does the online setting have on collaboration, in the context 

of higher education?  

o In what ways does the online setting influence the teaching experience, 

of higher education tutors?  

The research was carried out in a University offering a selection of online 

degrees. Four online degrees were observed, these were delivered through the 

university learning management system. Data relating to participation on 

selected modules was analysed. The participation patterns of over one 

thousand student experiences and over fifty tutors were observed. Fifteen 

online tutors were interviewed, ten of whom took part in a subsequent focus 

group.  

The thesis is presented in three parts; Part One, the Literature Review, draws 

on research and theory from the online and educational contexts. Chapter One 

explores the online context; Chapter Two focuses on the educational setting 

and the nature of the learning experience. In Part Two the research journey is 

presented. Chapters Three, Four and Five present the research journey; the 

chapters include methodological considerations, the development of methods 

and the research findings. The third part of the thesis incorporates three 

discussion chapters; Chapters Six, Seven and Eight, present a critically 

reflective observation of pedagogic collaboration, in the online environment. The 

final chapter, Chapter Nine, draws together the conclusions and discusses the 

impact of the research, and the potential contribution to practice.     
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Note: The literature refers to lecturers, online instructors, facilitators and 

teachers. This thesis uses the term tutor: the tutors, in this study, were subject 

specialists, teaching on undergraduate degree programmes, delivered through 

a university learning management system (LMS).    
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Part One: Literature Review 

Online Learning – drawing on two fields of Literature   

This thesis focused on tutors working in the field of online learning. The aim to 

understand pedagogic collaboration, within this environment, rested on an 

assumption that online tutors used collaborative activities in their teaching. The 

digital technologies, utilised when delivering online learning, have been 

promoted as enabling of collaboration. Wiki’s, peer review activities and 

discussion boards all suggest that collaboration can be a key aspect of online 

learning.  

To explore the online element of the research focus, the first part of the 

Literature Review (Chapter One) explores research from the online context. The 

affordances of technology to enable collaboration, the experience of the online 

learner and the pedagogic approaches of online tutors are explored. Chapter 

One identifies current understanding of online collaboration, in relation to the 

technology, the experiences of the learner and the role of the tutor.   

The second part of the Literature Review (Chapter Two) focuses on learning. 

Understanding the nature of learning is a key consideration in the development 

of effective online educational platforms (Greenfield, 2013).  Taking a social 

view of learning, collaborative activities were seen to play a key role in learning 

and teaching processes. The second part of the Literature Review focuses on 

the pedagogic aspect of collaborative experiences. The chapter draws on 

learning theories from within and outwith the Educational context. The 

implications of digital technology, and online spaces, for learning and teaching 

are explored.   
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Chapter One 

Literature Review: The Online Context 

The use of digital technology is an increasingly common facet in all levels of 

education. University programmes increasingly offer online elements to their 

degrees (Stott, 2016) and schools utilise online platforms, and digital tools, for a 

range of purposes (Seifert et. al., 2015). Professional contexts have made use 

of online spaces for learning (Creanor, 2005) and collaboration (Marchi and 

Cicero, 2011). Research has highlighted the potential of the Internet, extending 

the learning journey beyond the space and time boundaries of the conventional 

classroom (Jung and Latchem, 2011, Kim et. al., 2015). Collaborative online 

activities have been explored, frameworks being developed to analyse the ways 

in which students work together in online spaces (1.1.2, 1.1.3). Online learning 

has been found to enable students to work together to negotiate meaning and 

complete shared activities (Lowe, 2016). Research into collaborative online 

activities has predominantly focused on the perspective of the learner, the role 

of the tutor being largely overlooked (Arbaugh, 2014, Cho and Cho, 2014). The 

tutor role in the design and delivery of collaborative online activities is therefore 

the focus of this thesis.  

Tutor’s working in online settings share many of the barriers experienced by 

learners. The lack of cues (1.1.2), text-based communication (1.1.3) and the 

inability to scan the class to elicit feedback (1.1.2), all mediate tutor practice 

when working online. Collaboration - working together - can be seen as a 

central consideration for tutors. Although not all tutors practice collaborative 

pedagogies, interaction with students is central to the teaching process. Tutors 

work with students, in a variety of ways, with the shared aim that students will 

achieve the learning outcomes of a particular programme.  

Part one of this literature review (this chapter) explores the online context, 

focusing on collaborative activities, utilised within predominantly formal 

educational settings. Drawing on research which has focused on the learner 



15 | P a g e  
 

experience, the chapter reviews current understanding of collaborative online 

activity. Research exploring the role of the tutor, is also reviewed. Part Two 

explores the educational context, drawing on the wider canon of learning theory, 

to demonstrate the centrality of collaboration, in relation to learning. Developing 

understanding of pedagogic collaboration draws on both areas. Pedagogic 

collaboration is defined, for the purpose of this thesis, as the collaborative 

activities which tutors utilise in the process of teaching.   

1.1 The Learner 

The student experience of collaborative online activities, in educational settings, 

has been explored from a variety of perspectives. Research into online learning 

has largely focused on the student as learner, seeking to develop 

understanding of online practice through exploration of the student experience. 

Learning has been implicitly and explicitly conceived as the achievement of 

formalised learning outcomes, relevant to the programme of study. While it 

could be argued that all participants, including tutors, are online learners, the 

research cannon has predominantly placed the student in this role. Affordances 

research explored the use of online tools (1.1.1) and social presence research 

focused on students’ awareness of other students, within the online space 

(1.1.2). Taking a collaborative constructivist pedagogy, the Community of 

Inquiry framework enabled understanding of the ways in which students worked 

together online (1.1.3). Drawing on recent developments from neuroscience – in 

particular the relationship between cognition and emotion - affective aspects, of 

the student experience have also been investigated (1.1.4). 

1.1.1 Affordances  

Affordances theory was utilised to understand the way in which technology 

shaped the learning experience, the online environment being explored in 

relation to the way in which it afforded learning (Conole and Dyke, 2004). Online 

tools were categorised to enable tutors to identify those which afforded 

collaboration (Osborne et. al., 2013). The concept of affordances derived from 

psychology and was originally put forward by Gibson in 1979; ‘The affordances 

of the environment are what it offers the animal, what it provides or furnishes’ 
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(Gibson, 1979: 127). Later application to learning technology enabled 

exploration of what technology afforded learners. It allowed for the effective 

matching of technology to learner need (Bower, 2008). Bower (2008) described 

matching the required affordances - of the learning task - to the available 

affordances, of the technological tool. In this way alignment (Biggs and Tang, 

2011) could be achieved between pedagogical needs and technological 

availability. Bower (2008) suggested that the use of affordances would enable 

the creation of a framework, for considering learners participation with 

technology from a design point of view. The focus of the research was on 

enabling the learning experience through effective design decisions.  

Technology was explored as a means to enable learning, effective design 

having the potential to afford collaboration. However, this approach had 

inherent risks. Focusing on the ways technology afforded learning potentially 

suggested that technology should be used in particular ways (Hammond, 2010). 

It risked becoming deterministic as the learner, themselves, was not involved in 

design decisions. Taking an alternative view Hammond (2010) suggested that 

the value of affordances was not in their potential to inform design, it was in 

their focus on interaction. The concept of affordance (Gibson, 1979) was 

located neither in the tool nor the person, but in the interaction. This was 

congruous with sociocultural theory (Wertsch, 1991), with the focus being on 

action rather than learner or environment. The notion of affordance was not 

consistent across the literature and a design based view was observed to 

overlook the constraints of technology (Hammond, 2010). While constraints and 

potential were acknowledged (Conole and Dyke, 2004), perspectives which 

focused on design were focused on the most effective utilisation of technology.  

The need for a clear definition of affordances was raised by Wright and 

Parchoma (2011), who carried out a Literature Review on affordances in mobile 

learning. Using the ISI Web of Science Database they identified the ten most 

cited articles in the field. The use of affordances was found to be inconsistent, in 

relation to mobile technologies. The review identified a number of different ways 

that the term was applied, including the affordance of small, pocket-able mobile 

devices that were easy to transport, the affordance of laptops - not small or 
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pocket-able - and the affordance of web 2.0 technologies, such as social 

networking, geolocation and connectivity. Each application dealt with very 

different perceptions of affordances when applied to mobile learning. This 

inconsistency was further questioned by reference to Oliver (2005) who 

challenged the whole notion of affordance, as he claimed it focused on the 

device rather than the discourse. In analysing the discourses on affordances 

and mobile learning Wright and Parchoma (2011) highlighted the ways in which 

affordances closed analytical discussion. By applying the affordance of anytime, 

anywhere learning to mobile technology it became a black box, from which 

learning emerged. By challenging the notion of affordance Wright and 

Parchoma (2011) highlighted the danger of the concept – once an affordance 

was specified it tended to become accepted.  

Oliver (2013) highlighted the positivist positioning of an affordances approach. 

Approaches to technology, which considered affordances had the potential to 

become deterministic. That is, technology could be viewed as determining 

action; particular choices of tool were assumed to lead, linearly, to particular 

student actions. Taking a social approach, focusing on agency (2.4), technology 

could be explained as a residue of practice, rather than catalyst for it (Oliver, 

2013). Using the example of a red rug in Second Life, Oliver (2013) highlighted 

issues with affordance theory when applied to technology. The rug - in Second 

Life - wasn’t an actual rug, it was a computer representation. It was used in a 

particular scenario, with a particular group of learners. Those standing on the 

rug could talk; those on the grass, beside the rug, watched. For Oliver problems 

arose regarding both the setting and the constitution. He argued that the rug 

could not be satisfactorily seen to afford conversation, as it was the agency of 

the participants - within a particular setting - that enabled the conversation. He 

observed the computer representation as a residue of the practice, enacted 

through the online space. Oliver suggested an alternative textual interpretation, 

which acknowledged students cultural, social and biographical experience, in 

helping them make sense of the experience. This suggested that technology 

may mediate action, rather than determining it (see 2.3.2 for a definition of 

mediating artefacts).  
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Affordances research suggested that technology, and the online tools through 

which participants interacted, influenced collaboration in online environments. 

However, Oliver’s (2013) critique highlighted the complexity of the relationship, 

between technology and learners. While technology might suggest a certain 

type of action, it did not determine it. The technology and the choice of online 

tools, were not the only factor influencing collaboration. The agency (2.4) and 

the cultural and social context (2.3.1) of learners were also important 

considerations. Research exploring social presence considered the social 

aspect of the online experience.   

1.1.2 Social Presence 

Focusing on the learner’s experience, rather than the technology itself, social 

presence research explored online learning as a social experience. This was, 

seemingly, congruous with current educational philosophies which perceived 

learning as a social process (2.2). While congruous in relation to the focus on 

the social aspects of learning, the informing ontological assumptions were 

potentially incongruous. Social presence research focused on individual 

learning, through social experiences (1.1.2). Educational philosophies perceived 

learning itself as a social experience (Dewey, 1938, Bruner, 1996, 2.2.7).   

The concept of social presence originally emerged from research comparing 

online and face-to-face encounters. Cui et. al.’s (2012) review of social 

presence research suggested there had been three main phases in its 

development. During the first phase - 1970’s to 1980’s - researchers were 

interested in the media attributes of technology. Studies compared different 

technologies, such as telephone and video, with face-to-face encounters. 

Researchers were interested in the differences between face-to-face and 

technology mediated encounters. Technologies were deemed to have social 

attributes. During the second phase - the 1990’s - focus moved from the 

attributes of technology to the perceptions of users. Researchers at this point 

began studying social presence in its own right and exploring factors which 

affected it. During the third phase - from 2000-2012 - a growth in studies on 

social presence was observed and a shift of focus from the use of different 

technologies to the experience of online learning (Cui et. al., 2012).  



19 | P a g e  
 

A study in Korea (Kim, 2011) developed an instrument for measuring social 

presence in the distance learning environment. Reviewing the literature five 

aspects of social presence were identified:  

1. Affective connectedness 

2. Open communication 

3. Collectiveness 

4. Mutual attention and empathy 

5. Interdependent support 

Using these five aspects Kim (2011) developed an instrument to measure social 

presence. A thirty-seven item instrument was developed and tested, first with 

experts, then with a pilot group of students, in Cyber University - a distance 

higher education institution - in Seoul, Korea. Using a five-point Likert scale the 

self-report questionnaire measured: 

o Student’s social presence 

o Demographic statistics 

o Perceived learning achievement  

o Perceived learning satisfaction 

Items such as ‘I respected the others’ opinions in making decisions’ (Kim, 2011: 

772) measured mutual attention and empathy. Similar style items were 

constructed to measure the four other social presence factors. Findings from 

the study suggested a relationship between experience of online courses and 

the social presence experienced. Students who had studied more online 

courses scored higher in regards to social presence. Kehrwald (2008) also 

found experience to be a factor which influenced the degree of student’s social 

presence in online contexts. No significant difference was found by Kim (2011) 

in terms of age - the study had included students in their 20s, 30s, 40s and 50s. 

Social presence was found to correlate positively with perceived learning 

achievement and satisfaction. This suggested that social presence was a factor 

influencing academic achievement. 

Identifying a lack of congruity regarding definitions of social presence Kehrwald 

(2008) sought to provide a clear definition. He interviewed online students, 
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using a collective case study he examined student’s perceptions of social 

presence online (Kehrwald, 2008). Data was collected from students on four 

postgraduate online courses at an Australian university. In contrast Kim’s (2011) 

research had been carried out across five different cyber universities in Korea, 

on undergraduate courses ranging from education to business administration. 

Kehrwald’s (2008) students took part in a semi-structured one-on-one interview, 

a group discussion, a second interview and a final group discussion. Online 

chat facilities were used to facilitate these. Kim had (2011) posted 

questionnaires on the university homepages and course homepages. Kehrwald 

(2008) analysed his data using thematic analysis; themes were identified by 

observing common threads which extended through the data. Student’s 

perceptions of social presence were collected, collated and then considered as 

part of the group discussion. From this two themes emerged: the knowledge 

that an ‘other’ was present in the online environment and that the ‘other’ was a 

human with associated emotions, personal history and context. Social presence 

was therefore defined as the means by which online spaces were inhabited, not 

just student’s awareness of each other but their awareness of each other’s 

willingness to interact (Kehrwald, 2008). It was seen to relate to the actions of 

students, responding to each other’s posts and the social cues which posts 

contained. Cues might relate to home-life, experience, education or location. 

Students picked up on them and felt they helped make others real.  

These two studies highlighted a gap in the research into social aspects of online 

practice. While they took different methodological approaches, they both 

explored social presence by gauging student’s experiences of the online 

environment. They were both concerned with how students perceived the 

presence of others when online. Results from both studies suggested that social 

presence could be nurtured and developed and this was implied by both to be 

beneficial to learning. The studies, however, were situated in very different 

cultures. In Dourish’s (2001) definition of embodied interaction he described 

technology as embedded within culture (2.3.2). Observing technology from a 

social perspective showed it to be part of, and embedded in, the social and 

cultural world in which we act (Dourish, 2001). Kim (2011) and Kehrwald (2008) 

reviewed the literature on social presence with little adherence to culture. Their 
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studies were set in very different cultures: Korean undergraduate students and 

Australian postgraduate students. Kim’s (2011) conclusion that social presence 

was potentially beneficial academically could have reflected cultural values 

relating to the importance of academic success. Kehrwald (2011) focused not 

on academic success, but on the experience of online students. The importance 

of the social experience was not linked to academic success, implying that it 

was valued for its own sake. If social presence was about the actions of people 

online, their awareness of each other and their motivation to interact with each 

other - as Kehrwald (2011) suggested - the cultural situation of those actors was 

potentially an important consideration.  

Social presence was identified as a key component of the online experience 

(Slagter van Tyron and Bishop, 2012), something to be nurtured and developed 

(Kehrwald, 2008). Working from this assumption Laffey, Lin and Lin (2006), 

explored the social ability of online participants. Social ability was seen to 

include two aspects: social presence and social navigation. Social presence 

was seen as one’s sense of ‘being there’ and in particular ‘being there with 

others’ (ibid: 166). Social navigation referred to one’s awareness of what others 

were doing. In social situations people decided how to act based on the 

observed actions of others (Bandura, 1986). Online platforms have traditionally 

not included ‘tacit information about the actions of other system users’ (Laffey, 

Lin and Lin, 2006: 166) and this has left participants ‘socially blind’ (ibid: 166). 

Software such as GAWS - Group Awareness Widgets - has been developed 

(Kreijns, 2004) but was not widely used in education at the time of this review.  

Suggesting that increased social ability will lead to an improved sense of self 

and awareness of how one was perceived by others - social identity - Laffey, Lin 

and Lin (2006) developed a questionnaire to measure social ability, in online 

environments. Twelve questions asked students to rate statements regarding 

social navigation, social presence and connectedness. Students on three types 

of course were questioned: the first course type involved students working 

through online materials at their own pace, interacting only with their tutor. The 

second type of course involved students working through course materials at 

their own pace and interacting with their tutor but also being encouraged to 
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interact online with other students. In the third course type students worked in a 

collaborative online environment regularly interacting with other students. 

Significantly higher scores relating to all three aspects - social navigation, social 

presence and connectedness - were found in the course types which involved 

peer interaction and particularly in the course type which involved collaborative 

activities. This suggested that technology mediated action (Dourish, 2001) as 

students scored highest for social ability when studying a course with an 

explicitly designed social element.  

Slagter van Tyron and Bishop (2006, 2009, 2012) also developed an instrument 

for measuring social ability online (ibid, 2012). Taking an information processing 

view of mind, they considered social information processing in online 

environments. Social information processing was seen as different to regular 

information processing. When taking in information about another person 

people were observed to compare themselves, as a point of reference and were 

aware of being compared themselves by others. The information processing 

view of mind perceived both processes – information and social - as taking in 

information to the short term store, encoding it or dropping it, and filing it in the 

long term store for later use. Person schemas were used for encoding and 

organising information about people. Event schemas were used for encoding 

and organising information about events. Applying either schema enabled 

expectations to be formed, which may or may not be fulfilled. This process was 

seen to happen at the levels of both controlled and automatic processing. The 

epistemological positioning of an information processing view of mind was 

potentially opposed to the situated and social philosophical positioning of this 

thesis (3.1).  

Slagter van Tyron and Bishop (2006) explored the ways in which social 

schemas were used by students. In face-to-face classes students could look 

around and use other class members to establish their expectations of what 

was, or wasn’t acceptable. They could compare themselves to others by 

categorising the students they could see. These processes were seen to begin 

the development of group structure, establishing the norms and values of their 

new environment (Slagter van Tyron and Bishop, 2006). In online contexts 
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these processes were lost. In highlighting their importance the social aspect of 

online learning was valued. Learning was perceived of as a social activity, 

group norms were perceived as an aspect of the learner’s experience.      

Slagter van Tyron and Bishop (2006, 2009, 2012) drew on psychological 

research which described the need to belong as a fundamental human 

motivation (Baumeister and Leary, 1995). It was perceived as comparable to 

the need for food. Culture was significantly ‘conditioned by the pressure to 

provide belongingness’ (ibid: 498). In evolutionary terms belonging to a group 

had advantages in terms of survival as groups could be more vigilant. They 

could hunt more effectively, they could look after offspring. Offspring who 

stayed with a group were more likely to survive than those who wandered off. 

The need to belong was universal across cultures, driving the formation of 

interpersonal relationships. Groups formed naturally, people in ‘every society on 

earth’ (Baumeister and Leary, 1995: 501) formed small groups, which involved 

face-to-face personal interactions. In modern classrooms being a member of a 

group enabled the sharing of information and protection of group members - 

albeit not from physical predators (Slagter van Tyron and Bishop, 2006). 

However, the information processing model, which Slagter van Tyron and 

Bishop (2006, 2009, 2012) utilised in their study, was reminiscent of the 

Cartesian split of mind and body. Although Slagter van Tyron and Bishop (2006, 

2009, 2012) discussed social aspects of the student experience their schematic 

view of mind presented a local rather than situated perspective (2.3.1). The 

focus of social presence was on the learner and their experience. The culturally 

situated nature of the learning experience was potentially overlooked.    

Drawing on the expertise of members of the Association for Educational 

Communications and Technology (AECT), Slagter van Tyron and Bishop (2009) 

carried out a Delphi style study to explore social connectedness. To start the 

panel were asked an open ended question. The results of this were then 

complied and returned to the panel who were asked to rank them. This process 

was repeated until a consensus was reached. For the first round of the Delphi 

study the open ended question was asked via Survey Monkey: ‘What problems 

have you encountered in teaching online courses that have left either you or 
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your students feeling less connected to one another?’ (ibid: 2009). This was 

disseminated to the membership of the AECT, one hundred and sixty-seven 

responses were gathered. These were collated using hand coding and the 

NVivo qualitative data analysis software. From this analysis several themes 

became apparent. Using group structure theory and communication theory, 

Slagter van Tyron and Bishop (2009) organised the results and developed nine 

questions which formed the basis of the subsequent rounds. Participants in 

subsequent rounds were chosen from questions they had been asked, about 

their e-learning experience. Sixteen members were identified as being 

experienced in online teaching with a strong tendency towards early adoption of 

new technologies and high levels of risk taking. Of these sixteen eleven took 

part in the subsequent rounds. Over three rounds a number of strategies for 

dealing with e-mmediacy - social presence in online environments - were 

identified and ranked, in response to the nine areas identified in the first round 

of the study. After three rounds responses were agreed and from this four 

overall themes emerged. These themes described broad recommendations for 

strategies, suggested by the experts, to enable e-mmediacy in online courses. 

They were:  

1. Stimulate frequent and consistent interactions throughout the course 

2. Incorporate assignments and activities that dictate pace and encourage 

participation, 

3. Supply comprehensive support for all technologies used in the course 

4. Investigate and experience online learning environments prior to 

teaching online 

(Slagter van Tyron and Bishop, 2006: 56-7) 

The study differed from previous studies as it approached online social 

presence from the design perspective, utilising the experience of tutors in online 

environments.  

Building on the results of the Delphi study (2006) Slagter van Tyron and Bishop 

(2009) developed the social connectedness framework, designed to provide 

guidance for online instructors in regards to supporting social presence in online 

courses.  The framework was built around the development of status, norms 
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and roles by person, event and role schemas. The focus of the framework was 

on social information processing and how it could be enabled in online 

environments. Following this Slagter van Tyron and Bishop (2012) developed a 

tool to gauge students’ perceptions of social connectedness, during online 

courses. Their instrument followed in the tradition of many of the other 

instruments designed to measure online social presence (Kreijns et al. 2004, 

Laffey, Lin and Lin, 2006, JungJoo Kim, 2011) presenting students with a 

questionnaire. This instrument consisted of twenty-seven items; students were 

asked to rank their agreement of these on a likert scale. The items consisted of 

statements derived from Slagter van Tyron and Bishops earlier work (2006, 

2009). The instrument was validated through an expert panel review and a pilot. 

It was then delivered as an online survey, which students were asked to 

complete at the end of a course. It purposely didn’t ask about relationships with 

the tutor, or student satisfaction, instead focusing on students’ perceptions of 

each other within the course, asking students to rank statements such as ‘I had 

enough information about the other class participants to know if some of my 

fellow classmates were more interesting to me than others’(Slagter van Tyron 

and Bishop, 2012: 355).   

While all the instruments outlined thus far have been statistically validated, and 

tested, there were consistently low levels of participation when they were 

deployed. The completion rates of Slagter van Tyron and Bishop’s (2012) pilot 

study were low, sixty-seven percent of face-to-face students and thirty-seven 

percent of online students. Online students who completed the study were 

potentially those with the highest feelings of social connectedness, hence their 

willingness to take part in the survey. The higher participation rate for face-to-

face students, suggested that the online environment may have influenced 

student participation, or lack thereof. The instrument failed to observe the whole 

student cohort. In Kim’s (2011) study data was collected in three phases, 

response rates for phases one and two ranged from thirteen percent to sixty-

four percent. Phase three saw an increase in the response rate to eighty-seven 

percent. However, this may well have reflected the fact that the survey was a 

course requirement. Completion of the questionnaires deployed in Kreijns et al. 

(2004) study were twenty-five percent, fifty-three percent and sixty-nine percent. 
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In total seventy-nine questionnaires were used. The authors, themselves, 

pointed out that the results should be used with some reservation. While 

questionnaires could potentially be used to reach out to a whole cohort of 

students, poor completion rates suggested that they rarely actually did. 

The social affordances of technology were explored by Kreijns et al. (2004). 

These were determined by the amount to which technology provided an 

awareness of what other participants were doing. Collaborative online activities 

arguably made students more visible to each other. However, while the social 

affordance of the tool used may be a necessary consideration, it was not the 

only consideration of importance. To avoid a deterministic approach to design 

(1.1.1), the actions of the student required consideration. Kehrwald (2008) 

found three aspects of students action to be important; ability, opportunity and 

motivation. Students needed to learn how to interact effectively online - this 

involved posting comments which included appropriate cues, so that others 

could make social judgements about them - Ability. Social presence needed to 

be cultivated, courses needed to provide ample and appropriate opportunities 

for students to interact - Opportunity. Interactions needed to be structured so 

that they were productive and students were not overwhelmed. Students 

needed to feel motivated to participate. Motivation could be created by the need 

to participate. In group activities value could be attributed to course objectives. 

Alternatively motivation might be related to maintaining relationships with 

others. Belonging to a group was suggested to be a key motivation for online 

learners.  

The social aspect of belonging was found to relate to the process of becoming, 

of developing identity (Adie, 2011). Analysing speech patterns in online 

conversations, Adie suggested that language positioned learners. Learners 

developed their identity through participation in online discourse and were able 

to recognise others with a shared history of participation (ibid). Becoming - 

developing identity - was intertwined with the process of belonging, of becoming 

part of a group. Student’s identities, their ways of participating in the world and 

perceiving others within it, have been found to play a major role in their learning 

(Fengfeng Ke et al., 2011). Using qualitative and quantitative analysis of 
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interviews and discussion posts, Fenfeng Ke et al. (2011) found identity 

presence had a positive effect on online discussions. D’Mello and Graessar 

(2012) suggested that the link between affect and cognition meant engagement 

was important in online contexts, how students felt about the activity would 

enable or constrain their participation within it. Capderro and Romero (2012) 

and Baker et al. (2010) suggested that it was better for students to be frustrated 

than bored. Affect, emotion and personal identity were shown to be factors 

which needed to be considered when observing and analysing online learning 

(Adie, 2011, Fengfeng Ke et al., 2011, Baker et al. 2010).  

An alternative approach to the exploration of social practices was taken by 

Dohn (2009). In a small scale observational study the social practices of 

students were observed. The importance of considering practices, in relation to 

student agency and participation, was highlighted. By observing what students 

did, rather than asking them to relate their experiences, inherent tensions were 

identified in the social practices enacted in the online learning environment. The 

role of collaboration in education was examined in relation to the practice logic, 

involved in web 2.0 practice. Collaboration and interaction were seen as goals 

in themselves in web 2.0 practices and value was given to what was done, 

rather than who had done it. In education interaction and collaboration were 

used as a means to focus on who had done what. Web 2.0 practices of bottom-

up and non-compulsory action inherently valued interaction and collaboration 

for their own sake. In Education other values - who contributed what and how 

well they contributed - were the primary focus.  

Dohn’s (2009) study differed from previous work on the social nature of online 

learning in two ways. Firstly it was interested in the social practices, the actions 

of students rather than their social ability or presence. Secondly Dohn(2009) 

discussed web 2.0 tools. Cui, Lockee and Meng (2012) suggested that 

explorations of social presence needed to be extended to consider web 2.0 

tools. Web 2.0 technologies were different to the technologies which had been 

previously studied, in relation to social presence. Web 2.0 tools were more 

malleable, not linear and enabled multi-way interaction (Wesch, 2007). The web 

2.0 environment emphasised social interaction. Students participated with web 
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2.0 when using social media, the platforms with which they engaged enabling 

awareness of other participants. Kreijns et al. (2004) discussed the 

development of GAWS - Group Awareness Widgets - which could be used to 

show members of online groups what other members were doing. These tools 

were aimed at increasing impromptu encounters and were increasingly found in 

web 2.0 applications. Facebook chat allowed one to see who else was online. 

Linkedin sent updates of contacts activity. Google hangouts and Skype allowed 

participants to see and hear multiple online friends and leave video and audio 

messages for them.  

Social presence was suggested to be a factor which potentially influenced 

online collaborative activity. At the time of writing this review, web 2.0 

technologies did not feature highly in the social presence research cannon. 

During the time-span in which this research was carried out social media 

became increasingly ubiquitous in everyday life. Collaborative activities such as 

human art works (#wearehere) were effectively facilitated through social media. 

Crowd-funding (Kirby and Worner, 2014), and similar collaborative activities, 

highlighted the potential of social media in facilitating collaboration.   

Although there were potential incongruities in the notion of the ‘social’ (1.1.2, 

2.1) between the research reviewed here and the research drawn on when 

reviewing the educational context (Chapter Two), both deemed social 

processes of the learning experience to be important. Unlike the fast-moving 

development of technology, the pedagogic underpinning of the educational 

context was more stable, educational philosophies drew on theoretical 

frameworks which were well established (2.2). Drawing on a collaborative 

constructivist educational philosophy Garrison, Anderson and Archer (2000) 

developed the community of enquiry framework, exploring social presence 

alongside cognitive and teaching presences. 

1.1.3 Community of Inquiry  

The community of Inquiry framework (Garrison, Anderson and Archer, 2000) 

was one of the most prominent frameworks used to analyse online learning 

(Stenborn et al., 2016). Building on the work of Dewey (1938), the community of 

https://www.creativereview.co.uk/were-here-because-were-here-jeremy-dellers-silent-commemoration-to-the-soldiers-of-the-somme/
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inquiry was designed for online learning informed by collaborative constructivist 

pedagogy (Garrison, 2012). The original framework was designed in the context 

of text-based asynchronous educational contexts (Garrison, Anderson and 

Archer, 2000). Drawing on Dewey’s model of practical inquiry, three presences 

were observed as necessary for effective higher education experiences. 

Including tutors and students, the educational experience was seen to comprise 

of the interaction of three core elements: social presence, teaching presence 

and cognitive presence. 

 

 

Fig. i Community of Inquiry Framework (Garrison, Anderson and Archer, 

2000) 

Cognitive presence was presented as encompassing the development of critical 

thinking, higher order skills and enquiry, the perceived primary aim of Higher 

Education. Social presence supported cognitive presence and comprised 

student’s ability to project themselves into the computer mediated space, 

showing other participants they were real. These two presences drew on the 

work of Dewey (1938) who presented the educational experience as constituted 

of social and cognitive aspects (2.2). These two sides also required purposeful 

organisation, teaching presence incorporated the design and facilitation of 

content, facilities and assessment. While the design aspect was usually the 
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responsibility of the tutor, facilitation could be shared amongst the group. 

Students played a role in contributing to shared understanding and the 

completion of tasks (Akyol and Garrison, 2011). The framework enabled 

observation of a collaborative online space, which supported metacognitive 

strategies. The collaborative space – which encompassed social, teaching and 

cognitive presence - enabled learners to regulate and monitor their cognition. 

The structure provided multiple information sources, shared thinking and 

communal diagnosis of misconceptions. All of these supported the individual 

student in negotiating meaning (Akyol and Garrison, 2011). The framework 

enabled reflection on - and development of - online environments, which 

enabled learning.  

Focusing on the development of metacognition Akyol and Garrison (2011) 

applied the community of inquiry framework to text-based online environments. 

Transcript analysis was used to measure student’s metacognition during online 

discussions (Akyol and Garrison,2011). An online graduate course studying 

blended learning was designed around the Community of Inquiry model. 

Discussion boards were facilitated by both the instructor and the students in 

order to facilitate teaching presence. Online discussions took place over nine 

weeks followed by a final course redesign project with article reviews also 

contributing to student grades. Discussions in weeks one, five and nine were 

coded. Each message was taken as a unit of analysis and coded against the 

three constructs of metacognition: knowledge of cognition, monitoring of 

cognition and regulation of cognition. Coding was carried out by one researcher 

and then checked and verified by a second. The tool observed monitoring and 

regulation of cognition, and knowledge of cognition.  

Observations suggested that students collaboratively monitored and regulated 

their cognition, metacognition was socially situated. Knowledge of cognition was 

observed to a lesser degree. The community of inquiry constructs of teaching 

presence, social presence and cognitive presence were observed to support 

students’ metacognition. The structure of the learning space enabled students 

to be more aware of their learning, and thus metacognition, supporting the 

negotiation of meaning in a collaborative space. Studies from other areas of 
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education had found metacognition to be socially situated (Larkin, 2009). The 

community of inquiry study suggested that online spaces could be created 

which supported the socially situated activity of monitoring and reflecting on 

cognition.    

The Community of Inquiry model was developed due to a perceived need to 

explore the human issues surrounding online text-based communication 

(Garrison, Anderson and Archer, 2010). It was developed at a time when online 

learning was not main-stream. The authors themselves noted that its success 

was a reflection of the growing interest and adoption of online tools for 

education. It has been widely used, and developed, over the sixteen years since 

its original conception. Stein et al. (2013) took a quantitative approach to textual 

analysis, using a cognitive presence scale to categorise units of text. The 

qualitative features of interpretation were replaced with a quantitative approach 

to categorisation. The framework has been developed to analyse one-to-one 

online coaching (Stenborn et. al., 2016, 5.4) and predict the success 

(Rockinson-Szapkiw et. al., 2016).  Lee (2014) used the community of inquiry 

framework to analyse data collected from discussion boards on a blended 

course, in the English education department of a Korean university. Discussion 

board data was collected from two cohorts of students: Thirteen students on a 

communicative language teaching module and ten students on a multimedia 

assisted teaching module. Discussion board posts over a fifteen week semester 

were collected and analysed. Two coders used the community of inquiry 

framework to carry out quantitative content analysis, on over six hundred 

messages. Messages were broken down into units of meaning, when more than 

one type of presence was observed. Instances of cognitive and social presence 

were presented using a mind-map style presentation format. The study 

suggested that although social presence could hinder cognitive presence, it was 

unlikely that cognitive presence would be achieved without establishing social 

presence. 

Joksimovic et al. (2014) used linguistic analysis to identify cognitive presence 

(Garrison et al. 2000) in an online community of inquiry. Four phases of inquiry 

were identified: 
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o Triggering phase 

o Exploration phase 

o Integration phase 

o Resolution phase 

Using the Linguistic Inquiry and Word count (LIWC) tool, Joksimovic et al. 

(2014) explored the linguistics and word density of each of the different phases. 

Discussion groups from an online Masters level course were analysed. Different 

phases of cognitive presence were found to have ‘distinct levels of word use’ 

(Joksimovic et al., 2014: 6).  

Coding discussions was shown to enable depth of analysis. Restrictions to the 

approach, however, have been found to be both practical and theoretical. 

Practically coding was time-consuming and limited the breadth of the research. 

Theoretical coding required careful consideration, to ensure that the analysis 

was grounded in a clear theoretical approach. Garrison, Anderson and Archer 

(2010) moved from text-based content analysis to developing instruments to 

measure student experience. In 2010 they moved towards using 

questionnaires, developing instruments with sound validity to measure student 

experience (Garrison, Anderson and Archer, 2010). Recent studies have 

utilised the community of inquiry framework to code discussion board comments 

(Pozzi et. al., 2016, 5.4)  

The community of inquiry framework was critiqued through a comparison with 

communities of practice (Wenger, 1998, 2012). The unequal power relationship 

between group members – in a community of inquiry - was suggested to 

undermine the opportunities for the types of spontaneous learning, which were 

typical of a community of practice (Annand, 2011). The existence of 

collaborative, co-constructed learning was questioned by Annand (2011). 

Responding to the critique Garrison (2012) highlighted that the CoI was 

designed to be used with collaborative constructivist pedagogy. When applied 

to other types of pedagogy it was unlikely to be effective. This highlighted the 

importance of pedagogy as a factor which influenced online presence. Tutor’s 

pedagogy, potentially, was an influencing factor in relation to online 

collaboration. While students may be able to utilise teaching presence, the 
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pedagogic stance of an online module was potentially shaped by the informing 

philosophy of the tutors, either through design, or delivery. Focusing on the 

learner enabled understanding of the learning experience, but overlooked the 

role the tutor played in relation to the pedagogic approach of an online learning 

module. 

1.1.4 Affective Considerations: the interplay of cognition and 
emotion  

Collaboration was defined as working with others (Collins, 1994), when people 

work together emotions play a role as people react to each other emotionally 

(Capdefero and Romero, 2012). It would therefore seem likely that emotions 

may influence collaborative online activities. In online contexts socio-emotional 

cues were observed to be lost, students working together online were found to 

be unaware of others levels of stress, workload, anxiety or interest (Guillaume 

et. al., 2016). While research on social presence and online communities had 

acknowledged the human aspect of collaborative online activities – in its 

consideration of the social – emotions had not been overtly considered. 

Guillaume et. al. (2016) suggested that the lack of emotional cues when 

interacting online had potential dangers, including cyber-disinhibition which 

could lead to the more serious problem of cyber-bullying (ibid). Consideration of 

the affective aspects of the online learning experience was observed to be a 

developing area of research, at the time of this literature review. The studies 

which did consider emotions drew attention to their importance in relation to 

motivation and self-efficacy when learning online (Stott, 2016). Drawing on 

other disciplines this section begins with an exploration of the relationship 

between cognition and emotion, before reviewing the research which has 

applied this to the online context.   

Motivation to participate in online activities, and social engagement online - 

building relationships - have been largely researched separately. Kim et al. 

(2015) suggested that both motivation and social engagement were required to 

facilitate collaborative activities in online environments. In other areas of 

research the inter-related nature of cognition, emotion and social processes 

was observed. Recent innovations in neuroscience have observed the 
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intertwined nature of emotion and cognition, social processes have been 

observed to be rooted in the development of human brains. Modern 

neuroscience supported the Vygotskian notion, that decision making and 

reasoning were grounded in social and cultural functioning (Immordino-Yang 

and Damasio, 2007). Drawing on neuroscience, the importance of considering 

social, emotion and cognitive processes holistically was highlighted.    

The brain has been described as 'arranged in evolutionary layers around a 

primitive hub at the top of the spine' (Greenfield, 2011). Being made up of one 

hundred billion neurons - brain cells - the neurons use electrical signals to 

transmit information, connections between neurons being triggered by different 

experiences. Repeated experiences re-enforced patterns of connectivity. From 

a neuroscientific perspective learning could be seen broadly, as a process of 

strengthening or pruning connections (Goswami, 2004). The brain contained 

different regions, any one mental function may make use of a number of 

different regions (Greenfield, 2011). Recent studies in neuroscience described 

the human brain as evolving to 'manage our physiology, to optimize our 

survival, and allow us to flourish' (Immordino-Yang and Damasio, 2007: 3-4). 

Living in social groups meant that to flourish one needed to develop the ability 

to interact in social and cultural contexts, collaborating was potentially an 

important aspect of the brains development. The brain supported both the 

physiological needs of the body and managed social interactions; modern 

neuroscience suggested that technology would have an effect on the brain’s 

evolution (Greenfield, 2011a). 

Human brains have been found to be shaped by the culture in which they 

participate (Greenfield, 2011a, Kitayama and Park, 2010). Repeated activities 

and the establishment of cultural scripts were found to shape the neuro-

connections of the brain. The ubiquity of digital tools and online activities in daily 

live has led to a research interest in the effects of technology, particularly two-

dimensional screen technology, on developing brains (Greenfield, 2011a). At 

the time of writing this research was being carried out, conclusions had not 

been drawn. The basic anatomical structure of the brain was observed to be the 

same for all humans. The patterns of connection, among the different structural 
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elements, however, were found to be culturally shaped, varying from culture to 

culture. Repeated use and exposure to cultural scripts established certain 

patterns of connectivity. Culture, its practices and its artefacts was found to 

physically shape human brains (Kitayama and Park, 2010): Native English 

speakers and native Chinese speakers were found to recruit different parts of 

their brain to carry out the same arithmetic problems. This suggested that the 

way people use their brain - the neural components recruited for different tasks 

- was related to the culture in which they participated (ibid, 2010). Experienced 

London taxi drivers have been shown to have enlarged hippocampi, the part of 

the brain recruited for spatial memory and navigation.  The number of years' 

experience correlated directly with the increased size suggesting that their 

experience as a taxi driver had physically affected the hippocampus 

(Greenfield, 2010). Intermediate and expert abacus users have been found to 

recruit the parietal lobe when carrying out calculations. The parietal lobe is 

responsible for spatio-visual processing. As the difficulty of calculations 

increased so too did the activation of the parietal lobe. In novices, however, 

areas responsible for motor processes and linguistics were recruited during 

calculations. This suggested that the tools used to carry out calculations 

influence the areas of the brain recruited for that activity (ibid, 2010). Cultural 

tools have been observed to physically shape the connections in the brain and 

influence the recruitment of certain regions for certain purposes.  

Neuroscience suggested, therefore, that learning was a socially and culturally 

situated activity (Immordino-Yang, 2011). Learning maths involved cultural and 

social facets. The school itself and the maths classroom within it provided a 

cultural context. Students must 'empathically recognize' (ibid: 101) the thoughts 

and goals of their teacher in order to relate them to their own experience and 

memory. Motivation as well as rational understanding - emotion as well as 

cognition - influenced students’ ability to engage. Empathy with others was 

observed as distinctly human; social emotions - experiencing vicariously the 

thoughts and feelings of others - reflected a neuropsychological propensity. 

Empathy with others, however, was experienced within one’s own specific 

cultural and social context. Understanding the motivations of those from 
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distinctly different cultural and social group was not straightforward (Immordino-

Yang, 2011).  

Wenger (1998) discussed mutuality when exploring the learning process, 

participants needed to engage with one another to negotiate meaning (2.2.2). 

Cognition and emotion, rather than being separate, were observed to be 

intertwined. They were also situated in the cultural and social context of those 

involved (Immordino-Yang and Damasio, 2007). Mason (2009) suggested that 

pedagogical practice needed to take this into account. In relation to online 

collaborative activities this suggested that emotion was an important 

consideration, and was intertwined with cognition rather than separate to it. It 

also suggested that the cultural and social context was an important 

consideration (2.3.1).  

Battro and Fischer (2012) posited that technology and the internet in particular, 

were changing the ways people learnt and communicated. Screen technologies 

were found likely to have an effect on the brain; the two dimensional and two 

sense - sound and vision - experience of screen technologies provided a new 

environment in which the brain would evolve and develop in new ways. The 

internet created multiple avenues of communication, and access to a large 

range of learning and teaching activities (Battro and Fischer, 2012). Battro and 

Fischer (2012) suggested the need for longitudinal studies to explore whether - 

and if so how - technology was changing learning and teaching. When the 

printing press was invented it changed the way people communicated, it gave 

access to the written word (Tapscott, 2012). The internet, Trapscott (2012) 

argued, had the potential to do the same. As well as enabling access to 

information, the internet had the potential to enable collaboration on a global 

scale (ibid, 2012). Siemens (2004) took this idea forward with the theory of 

Connectivism (2.1), suggesting that the internet created the need for a new 

approach to the theory of learning.   

Incongruities were highlighted between educational and neuro-scientific 

perspectives (Beauchamp and Beauchamp, 2013). The culture of each 

discipline led to different conceptions of knowledge and learning: For the neuro-

scientist knowledge was objective and analytical, it was also received. Current 
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educational perspectives, in contrast, conceived knowledge as holistic, applied 

and constructed (Beauchamp and Beauchamp, 2013, 2.2). This reflected the 

differences observed in the underlying epistemology of online and educational 

research (1.1.2). The epistemological underpinning of the current research (3.1) 

drew on educational philosophy, and social and cultural learning theory, in the 

exploration of pedagogic collaboration.  

Neuroscience, suggested that emotions were a key part of the learning process, 

students experienced online modules emotionally as well as cognitively. Social 

experiences were immersed by emotional experiences, such as empathy and 

self-efficacy. Research which explored affect in online contexts had previously 

focused on the individual, looking for ways in which awareness of affective 

states could be utilised (Baker et. al., 2009). Baker et. al. (2009) suggested that 

the perspective had shifted from computer-human interaction, to human-human 

interactions online. In a study exploring the dynamics of affective states during 

complex learning D’Mello and Gaesser (2012) found that emotions played a key 

role in the online learning process, deep learning was found to relate to the 

learners affective state. Baker et. al.’s (2009) study suggested that the context 

of use - the computer interface - was likely to alter student’s motivation and 

emotions. Lehman et. al. (2012) also suggested that the learning environment 

induced particular emotions. Comparing the responsive role of a human tutor, to 

a learners emotional state, Lehman et. al. (2012) highlighted the importance of 

considering emotional states when teaching online. Confusion was 

hypothesised as the ‘affective component of cognitive disequilibrium’ (Lehman 

et. al., 2012: 187) and thus an important consideration in relation to online 

learning.  

Returning to pedagogic collaboration in online environments, the research 

reviewed suggested that learning online involved the interplay of cognition and 

emotion, affective state was an important consideration. The research 

acknowledged the role of the tutor, in responding to learner’s emotions. The 

focus on the learner, led to a gap in research exploring the way that the online 

context mediated tutors’ practice and the relationship between the tutor and the 

learner. Emotional responses were found to relate to learners goals (D’Mello 
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and Graesser, 2012). Collaboration in an online educational context was 

perceived as a particular type of collaboration, with particular aims. The goal of 

the collaborative activity was therefore also potentially a factor influencing 

online collaboration.     

1.2 Collaborative Online Experiences 

The aim of online collaboration in the educational context has been described 

as fraught with ‘inherent tensions’ (Dohn, 2009: 356, 1.1.2). This can be seen to 

reflect Bruner’s educational ‘antinomies’ (Bruner, 1996: 66), incongruous 

juxtapositions found in the underlying aims of education (2.2). Dohn’s (2009) 

work suggested that online collaboration in educational contexts was a complex 

process. Collaborative tasks set in educational systems, which examined the 

individual, presented an interesting confusion of individual and collaborative 

goals. In a study exploring collaborative online experiences Capdeferno and 

Romero (2012) found that students were frustrated by collaborative activities, 

struggling with the required sense of interdependence. This often led to 

students holding on to subjective, individualistic conceptions of learning. 

Unshared goals and uneven share of the workload were identified as key issues 

which frustrated students. Students working in online groups were found to be 

less productive than their face-to-face counterparts (Janssen et. al., 2012). 

Working with secondary school pupils Janssen et. al. (2012) found that pupils 

needed to attend to the emotional and social aspects of collaboration, 

establishing a shared understanding and a common frame of reference. In 

studies based in higher education student’s motivation has been explored as 

related to connectedness (Kim et. al., 2015) and the barriers and benefits of 

online collaboration have been considered (Scheiffer, 2015).     

Different types of community were found to exist in online spaces, Kim et al., 

(2015) suggested that short term ‘weak tie’ (ibid: 338) communities, came 

together for short periods of time and disbanded easily. Stronger communities 

were longer lived but less open to new ideas. In a study of university students 

Kim et. al. (2015) explored the connectedness and motivation of students, 

suggesting that these were important aspects of online collaboration. Students 

needed to feel part of something – connected – to be motivated to participate. 
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Stott (2016) found a significant relationship between the number of days a 

student had accessed an online module and their subsequent grade suggesting 

a relationship between participation and success. Through participation 

students could develop connectedness, and feel part of the group, thus 

motivating them to participate more. Kim et. al., (2015) observed the 

experiences of three groups of students, during a blog activity. Each used the 

blog in a different way. Questionnaires were used to gather data from students, 

203 students took part and the data from the questionnaires was analysed 

quantitatively. Sixteen items were used to measure motivation for knowledge 

sharing on the blog. These consisted of items relating to altruism, expected 

reciprocal benefit, reputation, trust and expected relationship. Students, who felt 

more strongly connected with others, were more motivated to post on the blog. 

The correlation found between connectedness and the motivation to share 

knowledge, suggested that particular aspects of the task, such as shared goals, 

may be an important consideration when developing web based initiatives in 

education. Kim et. al., (2015) suggested that ‘When developers are creating 

online educational platforms they need to take into account strategies and 

technologies that increase social space and possibilities for shared, interest 

driven, goal directed activities’ (ibid: 341).  

In a phenomenological study of remote adjuncts (tutors working remotely for a 

higher education institution in Australia), Schieffer (2015) identified trust, social 

presence and time as factors which influenced online collaboration. The study 

used two semi-structured phone interviews and a demographic questionnaire 

(The article cited here did not provide information on the number of adjuncts 

interviewed).  Benefits and barriers were identified as needing consideration 

when planning online collaboration.  

Social connections were identified as benefits; supporting the finding that 

connectedness was an important aspect of online collaboration (Kim et. al., 

2015). The study further supported the importance of affect (1.1.4) identifying 

trust and pride as a barrier and a benefit. Trust was identified as a critical 

consideration regarding online collaboration in a study exploring the use of 

online persona’s (Spencer-Scarr, 2010). Spencer-Scarr (2010) suggested that 
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internet personas mediated online relationships (see 2.3.2 for a discussion on 

the mediating role of technology).      

Park (2015) identified a tendency, in the literature, to approach student 

participation in online learning as a linear process. In response, online 

engagement was suggested as a horizontal, rather than vertical, process where 

interactivity required ongoing stimulus, particularly for lower achieving students. 

Studies showed that not all students participated in the same way, or followed a 

linear route from no participation to actively engaged participation. Therefore 

Park (2015) suggested that online teaching needed to provide a framework 

which catered for different levels of interaction. Working in the context of under-

graduate teacher education Park (2015) devised a framework; Participation was 

measured on a scale of 1-5 whereby level one students did not participate and 

level five students’ were active. Active students contributed regularly, read and 

commented on the work of others, and actively shared their own. Level three 

students were deemed average, they contributed and read the work of others 

but did not actively build connections with them. 

An online questionnaire was carried out at the end of the module which utilised 

the framework. The module cohort was 600 students. 238 students completed 

the questionnaire and 34 took part in focus groups. Just below 50% of the 

respondents didn’t feel they were active participants, three reasons for this were 

identified from the focus group discussions: 

1. Communication and learning mode preference 

2. Non or low peer engagement 

3. Absence of teacher intervention  

(Park, 2015: 400)       

Park (2015) found that students expected immediate and good quality peer 

response if they had contributed to an online peer reviewed task. This reflected 

an ‘underlying culture … of outcome-driven individual performance rather than a 

‘collaborative’ learning process’ (ibid: 401). Student agency was observed to 

play a key role in online learning, as student self-efficacy and organisation took 

a more central role, when compared to face-to-face settings (Stott, 2016). 
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1.2.1 Student Agency 

Student agency was suggested as a key requirement of online learning as ‘the 

student is able to choose the place and the time to engage in critical activities 

by first logging on, and then engaging with the community’ (Kim et al., 2015: 

334). Kim et al. (2015) suggested that the asynchronous nature of online 

learning led to a greater reliance on student agency, than traditional classroom 

contexts. In the online environment students choose when to log on, in 

traditional face-to-face environments timetables set attendance hours. Students 

online choose how long to study for at a time and how actively to engage (ibid, 

Stott, 2016). The internet was described by Kim et. al., (2015) as; ‘a tool that 

amplifies and changes social relationships, but also promotes and ultimately 

rewards agency on the part of the user’ (ibid, 2015: 342).  

In a study of undergraduate students in Australia, Stott (2016) found that 

agency and self-efficacy were not attributes evenly distributed amongst 

students. Starting with his own observation that: ‘Student engagement with 

online courses is generally poorer than in face-to-face courses’ (Stott, 2016: 52) 

Stott explored the potential reasons for a lack of engagement with online 

activities. A meta-analysis of thirty-five empirical studies was carried out, which 

focused on drop-outs from online courses in post-secondary education. 

Student’s self-regulation, efficacy and time management were identified as 

influencing their participation. Environmental factors such as working, to support 

them financially, led to study becoming less of a priority than other aspects of 

life, for some students. Connectivity and access to adequate hardware were 

cited as influences. These factors can be seen as aspects of the temporal and 

environmental context, from which agency emerged (2.4). However, in relation 

to programme and course factors, instructor interaction was found to be the 

most significant factor. The role of the tutor in online environments has been 

acknowledged but relatively few studies have researched it directly.  

1.3 The tutor 

Creanor (2002) explored the role of the tutor, comparing tutor participation in 

two online modules. At this point online teaching was relatively new. In recent 
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research the role of tutor has been explored in relation to instructor presence 

(Campbell, 2015), scaffolding (Cho and Cho, 2014), and their participation on 

discussion boards (Beth et. al., 2015, Park, 2015, Stott, 2016). 

Using two case studies Creanor (2002) examined the tutor role, when working 

online. The first case study focused on a module within an MSc in Lifelong 

learning, the ‘New Technology of Learning’. The module was delivered through 

an online platform, with participation in ongoing conferences contributing to 

twenty percent of the overall mark. The remaining eighty percent was made up 

of three assignments with a face-to-face induction session being held at the 

beginning of each Semester. It was noted that students not attending the face-

to-face session were less active, in the initial online conferences. The second 

case study was part of a project developing European Trade Union (TU) 

education. Twelve TU educators took part in an online module which prepared 

them to develop online TU courses in their own context. Participants from 

Sweden, Italy, Germany and the UK met in face-to-face meetings at the 

beginning, and end of the online module. The module was not assessed, but 

related directly to the development participants were to undertake, with tutors 

providing feedback. The student groups retained a certain level of autonomy, 

although deadlines for specific tasks structured this. The face-to-face sessions 

were deemed necessary due to language barriers and training on use of the 

online platform. Evaluation of feedback from students, learning about 

developing and delivering online courses, highlighted the ‘complexity of the 

issue’ (Creanor, 2002: 65) in regards to facilitating online courses. Participants 

were confident to design modules and understood the pedagogical approaches. 

They were, however, not as confident in regards to facilitating modules 

(Creanor, 2002).  

Tutor facilitation of modules was analysed in a study carried out on a Master of 

Business (MBA) programme (Arbaugh, 2014). Instructors were observed to 

interact with students and facilitate interactions between students. The study 

surveyed students and instructors studying forty-eight, of the forty-nine available 

modules on a MBA programme at a mid-western university, in America. It was 

carried out over six semesters with students being e-mailed a questionnaire at 
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the end of each module. Those whom did not respond to the e-mail were sent it 

in the post which resulted in a fifty-seven percent return, with 634 completed 

questionnaires. Eighteen instructors taught on the forty-eight modules and were 

surveyed by e-mail. A quantitative analysis of the survey results found the 

biggest relationship between teaching presence and perceived learning 

relationship. This supported the importance of instructor presence in online 

environments and was supported by strong predictors, of the importance of 

social presence (1.1.2). The study concluded that collaborative practices 

derived through strong social and teaching presence were likely to have a 

positive effect on learners. Tutor’s played a role in enabling collaboration 

through their facilitation of the modules. Tutor facilitation could be identified as a 

potentially influencing factor in relation to online collaboration. 

Working from previous research in face-to-face classroom environments 

Campbell (2015) hypothesised, that teacher immediacy in online environments 

would enhance discussion and improve learning outcomes. He set up an 

experimental trial to test his hypothesis. Working with a fully online class of one 

hundred and fifty students, Campbell (2015) split the cohort in two. One half 

received the usual communication from the tutor, responses to e-mails, 

reminders and grading of ongoing activities. The remaining half, were given 

additional attention by the teaching assistant, aiming to increase personal 

intimacy and instructor salience. Discussion board contributions were analysed 

in relation to depth of thought, responsiveness to other posts, word-length and 

frequency. Findings suggested that tutor immediacy did not significantly 

influence students’ participation, or success on the online module. Working in 

the context of a Saudi University, Ghamdi et. al. (2016) found that tutor 

immediacy did relate to student participation, in distance learning environments. 

The contrasting conclusions here, suggested that the role of the online tutor 

was not yet properly understood.    

Pozzi et. al. (2016) used a development of the community of inquiry framework 

to observe tutor’s online interactions. Using a mix of qualitative and quantitative 

analysis, contributions on a Moodle course platform were analysed in regards to 

quantity of participation. Content analysis was then carried out on the messages 

posted, qualitatively, using an instrument developed from the community of 
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inquiry (CoI) model (Garrison, Anderson and Archer, 2000). The instrument 

coded messages according to content, using the social, cognitive and teaching 

domains of the original CoI framework. Coding used software which enabled 

data to be colour coded and tagged against the relevant aspect of each 

element. These were each divided: 

o Social 

o Affection 

o Cohesive-ness 

o Cognitive: 

o Individual knowledge building 

o Group knowledge building 

o Meta-reflection 

o Teaching: 

o Organizational matters 

o Facilitating discourse 

o Provision of instruction  

Dimensions of presence used for qualitative coding (Pozzi et. al., 2016: 98)  

Tutors were observed to contribute to the social and the teaching dimensions. 

Their posts did not contribute to the cognitive dimension, reflecting the nature of 

the task. Peer review was used to facilitate collaborative knowledge building 

where the ‘cognitive contribution should be entirely a learner’s responsibility’ 

(Pozzi et. al., 2016: 98). The role of the tutor, in this activity, was to facilitate the 

activity.  

Tutors’ play a key role in online modules, whether actively or passively. Their 

pedagogy, and beliefs relating to teaching, potentially influenced the way in 

which pedagogic collaboration was enacted.   

1.3.1 Tutor Pedagogy and beliefs  

Previous research found links between tutor’s pedagogic beliefs, and the tools 

and teaching approaches they used. Akerlind (2004) identified four qualitatively 
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different experiences of teaching, for tutors in a higher education institution in 

Australia: 

• A teacher transmission focused experience; 

• A teacher-student relations focused experience; 

• A student engagement focused experience; 

• A student learning focused experience.  

(Akerlind, 2004: 366) 

Exploring academics experience of university teaching, Akerlind (2004) 

interviewed twenty-eight university academics from a traditional Australian 

university. They were spread across a range of disciplines: six were from the 

social sciences, two from economics, eight from natural sciences, eight from 

humanities and languages and four from information sciences. There was a 

range of experience, age, length of appointment and language background. The 

sample reflected the range of variation in the wider population and was, 

therefore, expected to reflect the wider population of university academics. 

Interviews were semi-structured with unstructured follow up questions. The aim 

was to focus on the academics experience of the phenomenon, without 

introducing new ideas. Verbatim transcriptions were analysed iteratively taking 

a phenomenographic approach (4.1.1). The research findings reflected other 

research in Higher Education, presenting the dualism of teacher-centred or 

learner-centred approaches. Student-centred approaches were suggested to be 

more successful, as they focused on the learning of the student, rather than the 

information being taught (Akerlind, 2008).  

In a review of research focusing on learning and teaching Entwistle and Smith 

(2002) demonstrated the complexity of influences, which played a role in 

classroom teaching. The pedagogic approaches - and related knowledge beliefs 

of teachers - were found to influence learning, in relation to what and how 

students learnt. Drawing on a range of research, from schools and universities, 

the role of tutors and learners perceptions and expectations of learning, was 

found to influence the learning process. Knowledge was found to be conceived 

of in different ways and this related to teaching approaches, which in turn 

related to learning. Drawing on a range of frameworks for teaching and learning 
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- from the research reviewed - Entwistle and Smith (2002) suggested a 

fundamental flaw; the frameworks did not adequately consider the role of both 

the teacher and the learner. There was often a focus on either the individual or 

the environment but not the teacher and the learner, as individuals within the 

environment.   

Research on student learning at university has been found to be influenced by 

the learning environment, the teaching approach and the beliefs of both 

students and tutors (Entwistle and Smith, 2002, Entwistle, Lindblom-Ylanne and 

Anna, 2013). Influences included individual intentions, expectations and 

preferred learning processes (Entwistle and Karagiannopoulou, 2013). Drawing 

on research focusing on school teachers Entwistle and Brown (2002) found that 

differing views on the learning process, related to differences in teaching 

approach and perceptions of the role of the teacher. In turn these differences 

resulted in variation of the type of learning by pupils (ibid).  

Ertmer (2005), in a review of research on teacher’s beliefs, suggested that 

teacher’s pedagogical beliefs influenced their use of technology in the 

classroom. Although the policy context in America was very supportive of 

technology use in classrooms, classroom technology was generally used for low 

level and reward activities. Ertmer (2005) suggested that the reality of 

classroom experiences was not living up to the potential of technology, put 

forward in the literature. He suggested this was potentially due to the challenge 

of shifting teacher’s pedagogic beliefs. Owens (2012) surveyed 529 academics 

from fifty-four higher education institutions in the UK.  The survey sought to 

‘categorise teachers’ beliefs and online teaching practices’ (Owens, 2012: 392). 

Thirty-six questioned were posited, eighteen focusing on pedagogic beliefs and 

eighteen about online teaching approaches.  The questionnaire combined 

qualitative and quantitative data, asking questions and providing commentary 

boxes. The study found that lecturers with six, or more, years of experience 

were more likely to take a student-centred approach to online learning. Training 

events were not found to have a significant impact on pedagogy and 209 of 273 

comments about using technology were negative. Owen’s (2012) concluded 
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that a combination of pedagogical belief, and technological ability, was required 

to utilise the potential of online technologies, for higher education.  

Studies into the use of e-learning in universities found the same variation 

between transmission and dialogue, as studies exploring teaching (Gonzalez, 

2010). There have, however, been fewer studies relating to eLearning. 

Gonzalez, writing in 2010, found only four other similar studies, looking at 

experiences of eLearning, while he quoted a plethora of studies relating to face-

to-face teaching. Gonzalez (2009) explored the perceptions of tutors, teaching 

postgraduate online courses. Tutor’s perceptions of teaching were found to 

influence their teaching methods. Seven tutors from the faculty of Health 

Sciences, at a large research orientated university in Australia, were 

interviewed. The interviews covered a wide range of topics which related to 

conceptions of, and approaches to, teaching. Analysis of the transcriptions 

made use of frameworks devised from previous studies; the framework used 

had been developed in a face-to-face setting. While Gonzalez (2009) found that 

it could be applied to the online setting, he found that some tutors did not fall 

into the content centred or learning centred categories. In a later study eighteen 

university tutors were interviewed by Gonzalez (2010), to explore their 

experience of eLearning. The tutors taught across a range of disciplines and 

had a variety of experience; ten were female and eight male and all had taught 

using eLearning within the past year. An iterative analysis of the interview 

transcripts, led to the creation of a set of categories representing the 

qualitatively different ways in which eLearning was experienced. E-Learning 

was categorised under four qualitatively different descriptions: 

a) to provide information to students; 

b) for occasional online communication; 

c) for engaging students in online discussion; 

d) to support knowledge building tasks                                   (Gonalez, 

2010: 66)  

The findings were in agreement with previous studies, suggesting that a range 

of perception spanned from ‘eLearning as information delivery’ to ‘eLearning as 

knowledge building activities’. In a phenomenographic study in Greek 
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universities (Lameras et. al., 2012), four similar categories were identified in 

relation to blended teaching using virtual learning environments: 

A. Information transfer 

B. Application and clarification of concepts 

C. Exchange and development of ideas, and resource exploration and 

sharing 

D. Collaborative knowledge-creation, and development of process and 

awareness skills  

(Lameras et. al., 2012: 145) 

The study found a number of factors, including discipline beliefs and 

epistemology, shaped the pedagogic approach taken to technology use, in 

university environments (Lameras et. al., 2012).  

The pedagogy of tutors was suggested to shape online practice. Drawing on 

socio-cultural theory and focusing on mobile technology Kearney et. al. (2012) 

developed a pedagogic framework for m-learning. Kearney et. al. (2012) 

suggested that learning was shaped by tools used – in this case mobile 

technology – and the tools themselves were shaped by the process of learning. 

A socio-cultural viewpoint suggested a relationship of reciprocity, between the 

act of learning and the tools used, each shaping the other (ibid). The 

relationship between learning and teaching had been explored in 

phenomenographic studies, of tutor experience. The focus on the experience of 

participants was seen to overlook the tools through which practice was enacted 

(Kearnet et. al., 2012). As has been shown by previous studies teaching beliefs 

were not always played out through pedagogic action (Ertmer, 2005, Owens, 

2012). To understand pedagogic collaboration in the online environment, the 

current research drew on both observations of tutor action (3.7), and tutors’ 

perception of their experience (4.2.2). 
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1.3.2 The Online context 

This chapter has explored current understanding of online learning. Technology, 

and the choice of online tools were observed to afford particular types of 

practice, however this design-focused view risked presenting the relationship, 

between tool and action, as deterministic. Technology enabled and constrained 

practice, in mediating the interactions between people. Social presence 

research highlighted the importance of students being aware of each other, as 

people, within the online space. The community of inquiry (CoI) framework 

enabled exploration of student learning, from a collaborative constructivist 

philosophical perspective. Student engagement with the online space was 

observed as culturally situated, cognition and emotion were intertwined in the 

learning experience.   

The tutor was observed as playing a key role in online learning, but studies 

presented varying conclusions relating to best practice. Tutor pedagogy, and 

beliefs about teaching, influenced their practice in the online space. The online 

space was observed to provide the potential for collaborative activities, although 

in many cases technology was perceived as a means to transmit information, 

rather than enable collaborative activity. Pedagogic collaboration was observed 

in the use of discussion board activities and peer reviews, the role of the tutor 

within these activities had not been widely studied.   

The next chapter reviews the educational context. Drawing on a range of 

theory, learning - as a social practice - is observed and the implications of the 

online space, on collaborative activities, are discussed.      
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Chapter Two  

Literature Review: The Educational Context 

Part one, of this literature review, focused on research exploring the online 

context, this chapter focuses on learning. Learning and teaching are connected 

processes, the purpose of teaching is learning. To understand a particular 

aspect of teaching; pedagogic collaboration, it was necessary to explore the 

aims of the teaching processes involved. Taking a social view of learning, 

collaborative activities were seen to be integral to the process and therefore an 

essential aspect of teaching. This chapter reviews the literature on learning, 

focusing on the educational context. The tutors, on whom the research focused, 

taught within this context, working on undergraduate degree programmes, 

within a university. The following review explores learning, within the 

educational context, drawing on informing literature from the wider canon of 

learning theory. The implications of the digital space, on the learning 

experience, are also discussed.  

2. 1 Understanding Learning Online  

Online learning research evolved in the context of technology, as illustrated by 

the evolution of social presence research (1.1.2), and affordances (1.1.1) the 

initial focus was on the technology itself. In discussing schemas (1.1.2) 

research into social presence took an information processing view of mind. 

Studies utilised quantitative methods (Pifarre et. al., 2014, Wolpers et. al., 2007) 

and used hypothesis (Brindley et. al., 2009), methodology generally associated 

with a positivistic epistemology.         

Siemen’s (2004) put forward ‘connectivism’ as a learning theory appropriate for 

the digital age. He suggested that current theories of learning did not reflect the 

change of environment created by the internet. The internet created a 

connected world, where knowledge could be located outside of the individual. 

Some cognitive work, such as information storage and retrieval, was now done 

by computers. For Siemens’ this highlighted the change of environment, leading 
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to questions regarding the location of learning. Traditional theories - 

Behaviourism, Cognitivism and Constructivism – had located learning within the 

individual (Siemen’s, 2004). Siemen’s (2004) suggested that learning was 

actually located within the system, and more accurately, within the connections 

of the system. Drawing on chaos, network, complexity, and self-organisation 

theories learning was described as a process, and defined as actionable 

knowledge which could reside outside of individuals. The connections, between 

different information sets, were what interested Siemens: the ways in which 

learning was enabled, by the connections across the network. The systems, or 

networks, in which learning happened, were constantly changing, as new 

information was continually acquired. Ability to utilise the connections and to 

adapt to constant changes, enabled learning.   

Siemens’ (2004) used the language of acquisition, when discussing knowledge. 

In discussing systems and connections and newly evolving knowledge, he 

presented knowledge as objective. It was described as something that could be 

located, made use of, acquired. The tone of his argument was scientific in 

looking at ‘micro-processes’ and ‘knowledge constructs’ (Seimens, 2004). 

Connectivism aimed to categorise and explain learning, to produce a logical 

explanation. In Bruner’s (1996): ‘The Culture of Education’ (1996) he presented 

two types of thinking; logical and narrative. Logical thinking was used in the 

scientific domain and sought to explain and categorise the world, narrative 

thinking told the story of the world. Connectivism could be seen to focus on the 

logical field. In contrast, the literature which this thesis draws on to define 

learning, would be described as narrative. Social theories of learning focused 

on the narrative discourses, the complexity of culture and the collaborative 

processes in which learning was situated.   

As a theory connectivism highlighted the dynamic environment of the internet, 

and the changing nature of access to information. However, this interpretation 

was a logical (Bruner, 1996) interpretation of the online space. The current 

research was interested in the narratives of digital spaces, the ways in which 

the online context mediated learning. Learning was perceived, as inherently 

human and culturally situated (2.3.1). Although the process was social, learning 
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was also inherently individual. The digital age enabled new tools to mediate 

learning and the social - collaborative - experiences of those involved. 

Understanding the form of the educative experience (Biesta, 2015a); how it was 

presented and organised within the online space, and how it was enacted by 

tutors’, was the central focus.    

2.2 Education and Learning 

Acquisition of knowledge was seen historically as a central educational aim 

(Dewey, 1938, Freire, 1996, Bruner, 1996). Dewey (1938) suggested that this 

was largely due to an expectation that the future would be like the past, in the 

classical societies of ancient Greece and Rome this was the case. In the society 

of today, the development of technology has led to a much less predictable 

future. Focusing on acquisition assumed that knowledge was static and 

objective, an entity which in itself didn’t change (Lave, 2008). In his classic 

work: ‘Pedagogy of the Oppressed’ (1996) Freire described a focus on 

acquisition as ‘the banking concept of education’ (ibid: 53). Banking education 

was observed to be oppressive; it minimised student’s creative power, 

consolidating the vertical hierarchy of the class system. Compulsory education 

had rarely, if ever, been asked for by the uneducated (Olson, 1994). It had 

‘rather (been) imposed on them by a well-meaning ruling class in the hope of 

turning them into productive workers and well-mannered citizens’ (Olson, 1994: 

10). Freire’s (1996) exploration of education, as a form of oppression, illustrated 

how politically situated education was. Education didn’t exist in a vacuum; it was 

situated in the politics of its time. Current educational discourses have been 

observed to reflect a consumerist society focusing on ‘a clinical discourse of 

competition and flexible choice’ (Simmie, 2014).     

An alternative to the focus on acquisition of knowledge has been the subject of 

educational debate, spanning the twentieth century (Dewey, 1938, Bruner, 

1996, Freire, 1996). Dewey (1938) suggested that experience was centrally 

important to education: ‘there is an intimate and necessary relation between the 

processes of actual experience and education’ (Dewey, 1938: 20). Rather than 

focusing on the acquisition of knowledge (1938), Dewey suggested that 

experience was educative. He did not suggest that all experiences were 
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educative, but in shifting the focus suggested a different understanding of 

education. Rather than focusing on acquisition of information, the central 

concern became developing experience. Experiences were connected and ‘all 

human experience (was)... ultimately social’ (Dewey, 1938: 38). Dewey (1938) 

observed a relationship between continuity and interaction: individuals 

interacted with objective conditions, both physical and social, in a continuous 

chain of experiences. These experiences informed and shaped subsequent 

experiences. Individuals were historically and socially situated, as experiences 

were played out in a particular place at a particular time in history. The teacher 

should therefore, Dewey (1938) argued, work to create a social space where ‘all 

individuals have an opportunity to contribute something’ (ibid: 56). Rather than 

being an ‘external boss’ (ibid: 59), the teacher should lead group activities. 

Teaching should be a ‘co-operative enterprise, not a dictation’ (ibid: 72). 

Conceiving of education as experiential re-positioned the teacher. Rather than 

transmitting knowledge, the role of the teacher became about enabling 

participation in educative experiences.   

For Freire (1996), problem-posing education provided the alternative to the 

acquisition based “banking education”, referred to above. Problem-posing 

education opened a dialogue; the teacher and the students both learnt and 

grew, responsibility for the process was shared. ‘In problem-posing education, 

people develop their power to perceive critically the way they exist in the world 

with which and in which they find themselves’ (ibid, 1996: 64). Freire (1996) 

valued the reflective element of education, conceiving the process of praxis: 

reflection and action. Praxis explained how both reflection and action were 

required in order to act ‘upon the world in order to transform it’ (ibid, 1996: 33). 

Acting in the world and reflecting on it created culture and history. Praxis, like 

the culture and history it created, was distinctly human. Education was 

perceived of as culturally and historically situated, a process of understanding 

the world and acting in it, with others.   

Freire (1996) and Dewey (1938), two prominent educationalists of the twentieth 

century, both highlighted the social and cultural situation of education. 

Education was about doing, about experiencing the world and acting within it. It 
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was not politically neutral and was subject to a range of ideologies, including 

oppressive ones. In presenting their views of the potential education had to 

liberate, Dewey (1938) and Freire (1996) highlighted the need to consider its 

social, cultural and political situation. The online environment was also 

historically, politically and socially situated. Blum (2012) illustrated how the 

internet - in its physical form - could be seen as reflective of colonial times, 

alluding to connotations of the ideological superiority of certain ethnic groups. 

While being presented as “open” the internet itself filtered information (Berners-

Lee, 2014), and companies were able to utilise data to make personalised 

suggestions on social media feeds (Bollier, 2010). Online spaces were not 

neutral. Student experiences of educational learning management systems 

(LMS), were situated within a cultural and historical education system, and 

enacted through social relationships. Rather than a one-way transmissive 

medium the internet, and digital spaces, now enabled collaborative activity and 

the potential to engage in dialogue of different kinds (Wersch, 

2007).Participation between people, and the ensuing dialogue, was culturally 

situated, rather than culturally neutral (Bakhtin, 1986, Werstch, 1991). Although 

in India more people had access to cell phones than toilets (Dawesar, 2013), 

access to computers - to the online space - was still influenced by socio-

economic factors (Bennett, Maton and Kervin, 2008). Factors, such as these, 

had the potential to oppress, and highlighted the importance of considering the 

social, cultural and historical situation of the online space.  

Dewey (1938) and Freire (1996) also discussed the relationship between 

teacher and learner, both suggesting that the teacher was part of the learning 

experience. Teaching was a social activity, in which teachers worked with their 

pupils to enable learning; the process was collaborative. Social theories of 

learning, perceived learning as a process of negotiating meaning (Wenger, 

1998), which took place on a social plane (Vygotsky, 1987), using cultural - as 

well as physical - tools (Bruner, 1996). This is further discussed below (2.3.2).    

Conceptions of education were underpinned by an understanding of the 

learning process. Views of mind informed this; Bruner (1996) presented two 

distinct views of mind: the computational view of mind, viewing the mind as an 
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information-processing device and the culturalist view of mind, seeing the mind 

as situated within culture. These two views of mind were shown to have very 

different implications for education. The computational view, had two 

distinguishing features: information was viewed as objective; information was 

seen to be a ‘pre-existing, rule-bound code that maps onto states of the world’ 

(ibid: 29) and could therefore be acquired. It was also rule-bound; computers 

worked using given rules, the information processing view envisaged the mind, 

as sorting, ordering and using information by utilising sets of rules. In contrast 

the cultural view of mind, viewed knowledge as situated; meaning making was a 

process of understanding something, within a particular cultural context. The 

process was ‘often messier, more fraught with ambiguity’ (Bruner, 1996: 2) in 

comparison to the computational view. Knowledge was not objective; 

information was a product of meaning making. Rather than operating through 

the use of static rules, culturalism viewed the mind as using the tools of culture, 

to make meaning; participants actively constructed their understanding of the 

world. Bruner (1996) suggested that a cultural view of mind enabled a better 

understanding of the culturally situated educational process. Taking a cultural 

view of mind the online space provided a context for meaning-making, rather 

than a means of transmitting ‘rule-bound’ (Bruner, 1996: 2) information.   

Social learning theories, drawing on a wider domain, have also presented 

learning as a social, and culturally situated process. Illeris (2009) and Jarvis 

(2009), researching lifelong learning, both observed the social nature of the 

learning process. Illeris (2009) explained learning as a process whereby 

individuals actively constructed, and organised their understanding, through 

interactions with the world. Learning was observed to involve both mind and 

body, both cognition and emotion. It was a social and cultural process, in which 

learners actively participated. Jarvis (2009) perceived learning as a lifelong 

transformative experience. He also observed the involvement of both mind and 

body, and a socially situated process. Learning in digital spaces, it could 

therefore be argued, was likely to involve social and cultural processes. This, 

however, was not reflected, historically, in approaches to technology. Plotting a 

brief history, of the evolution of technology, Dourish (2001) observed an 

association, between computer-based research and the positivist Cartesian 



56 | P a g e  
 

division of mind and body. Dourish (2001) suggested that applying a 

philosophical phenomenological viewpoint, was more useful than the traditional 

positivist perspective.   

2.2.1 Knowing and Doing 

The Cartesian division of mind and body, to which Dourish (2001) referred, was 

reflected in the educational literature’s discussion on “knowing and doing”. An 

approach to education which focused on acquisition, and objective knowledge, 

could happily assume a divide between mind and body; between knowing and 

doing. A view of education which focused on enabling agency, enabling 

student’s active participation, could not. Heidegger (1962) questioned the 

philosophy of Aristotle and Kant: where previous philosophy had separated 

theory and practice, people and objects, Heidegger (1962) saw them as one 

and the same. Existence was defined, by Heidegger (1962) as one’s “being” in 

a temporal world. The activity of understanding, and understanding the finite 

nature of experience, was to “be”. Seely-Brown et al. (1989) put forward the 

notion that education had traditionally assumed a divisive ideology in seeing 

knowledge as an ‘integral, self-sufficient substance’, (ibid: 6) which was 

independent of context. The aim of education had been to pass on the “body” of 

knowledge. Theoretically this reflected a clear division between knowing and 

doing. Seely-Brown et al. (1989) suggested that cognition was situated. 

Knowing and doing were inextricably linked, and education needed to take this 

into consideration.  

Working in Higher Education Ramsden (2005) suggested that learning ‘should 

be about changing the ways in which learners understand, or experience, or 

conceptualise the ‘world around them’ (ibid: 6). Learning was conceived as a 

qualitative change in ones view of reality; it involved both knowing and doing. 

Arguing from a constructivist viewpoint, and also based in higher education, 

Biggs and Tang (2011) perceived education as ‘conceptual change, not just the 

acquisition of information’ (ibid: 23). In developing an approach which aimed for 

deep learning (Ramsden, 2005) Biggs and Tang (2011) argued that lecturers 

needed to focus on what students “do”. Heidegger’s (1962) notion of “being”, 
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challenged the concept of the Cartesian divide which separated knowing and 

doing.   

From anthropology, Lave’s (2008) discussion of everyday life and learning, 

situated learning in the cultural, political and economic context of practice. 

Rather than attributing higher knowledge to individuals, and exploring learning 

as a process of knowledge acquisition, Lave (2008) argued that learning was 

caught up in the dominant ideologies of difference, which shaped the political 

and economic landscape; the distinction between knowing and doing being one 

such ideology. Instead of exploring learning from an epistemological point of 

view, Lave suggested that learning should be considered as part of the social 

practice of the everyday. Differences in conceptions of knowledge were 

suggested to be institutional and political. Social practices defined the type of 

knowledge which was acquired; learning was a situated practice. 

In examining the historical development of a theory of learning, Lave (2008) 

highlighted the divisional qualities of many notions of learning. The Education 

system could be seen to conceive learning as preparation for real life, implying 

that real life did not involve learning. Learning was separate to living. Knowing 

and doing were polarized (ibid). Conceiving learning as a social practice meant 

that rather than knowledge being a movement away from the everyday, to 

somewhere higher, learning became a process of moving more deeply into the 

everyday and social existence. If knowledge was conceived of as “knowing” 

than active participation was the means by which knowledge was reproduced 

and created: knowing and doing were intertwined. 

The philosophical positioning, of social learning theories, had interesting 

connotations for online learning. The internet, rather than being a repository of 

information, could be perceived as a dynamic social space. The internet and 

digital tools, when applied to an educational context, provided the potential to 

enable the process of learning. What students and tutors “do” online became an 

interesting focus, rather than what could be presented online. As connectivity 

became ubiquitous, online learning had the potential to be a social experience 

(Rennie and Mason, 2004). The internet was able to connect participants 

beyond the time and space boundaries of face-to-face environments (Jung and 
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Latchem, 2011). From this perspective, analysis of online learning focused on 

participation, and the ways in which the negotiation of meaning was enabled.   

2.2.2 Meaning 

Meaning making was perceived, from a social perspective, as the process by 

which individuals constructed reality. Reality, from this perspective, was 

culturally situated and referred to the meaning, which had been constructed by 

people interacting in the world, and with each other (Bruner, 1996). Emotions 

and feelings were just as much part of negotiating meaning, as cognitive 

structures, and arguably not distinct from each other (Immordino-Yang, 2011). 

Culture - the values, beliefs and practices of a particular social group - provided 

expectations, as well as tools for new participants. Individuals adapted to their 

cultural situation by becoming competent, in the use of the tools of that culture. 

The culture and the tools themselves, evolved during the process of negotiation. 

The tension between becoming a part of the culture, and re-negotiating the 

ways of that culture, ensured the process was messy, ambiguous and fluid. It 

should be noted here that the tools referred to were both physical and cognitive; 

just as physical tools shaped physical actions, cognitive tools shaped cognitive 

actions: ‘Culture is a toolkit of techniques and procedures for understanding and 

managing your world’ (Bruner, 1996: 98). Meaning, from this perspective, was 

perceived as the creation of culture, which was created through social and 

cultural action in, and on, the world.  

This perception of meaning-making resonated with the philosophy of 

Wittgenstein (1953), and the socio-cultural theory of Vygotsky (1987). 

Wittgenstein (1953) presented meaning - in relation to language - as situated in 

use: ‘the meaning of a word is its use in the language’ (ibid: 20e). In 

‘Philosophical Investigations’ (1953) Wittgenstein presented language as 

activity, rather than a representation; the meaning of a word was not found in an 

objective deduction of what that word represented, but in the way in which it 

was used. Rather than being representations of an objective reality, the 

meaning of words was to be found in their use. The meaning might not, 

therefore, be the same for everyone who used that word, or for every time it 

was used. Meaning was ‘ambiguous and problematic’ (Jarvis, 2009: 24). 
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Vygotsky (1987) suggested that word meaning was the unity of word and 

thought. He argued that thinking and speech were constituent parts of the same 

entity, rather than isolated independent elements which become unified. Tracing 

the phylogenetic and ontogenetic roots of homo-sapiens, Vygotsky (1987) 

observed that thinking and speech were not given determinants of 

development, but evolved as part of human consciousness. Thinking and 

speech were, therefore, historically and culturally situated. In analysing word 

and thought, Vygotsky observed the fluidity of meaning. Speech was not a static 

or constant medium. Like thought meaning developed and was always in a 

state of continual transformation.  

From this perspective, learning could be viewed as the negotiation of meaning, 

a process of “enculturation”. Meaning was ‘socially constructed through 

negotiations among present and past members’ (Seely-Brown et al.,1989 : 34), 

of a particular culture. Conceptual knowledge was seen as a set of tools, 

through which the user’s – culturally situated - perception of the world was 

enabled (ibid). Meaning was created by participation within particular cultures. 

For Wenger (1998) the negotiation of meaning was central to practice: the 

‘process by which we experience the world and our engagement with it as 

meaningful’ (ibid: 31). It was a social practice, but didn’t always involve explicit 

interaction. Meaning was dynamic, it was located historically. Each generation 

re-negotiated meaning, finding it to be at once resistant and malleable. Meaning 

existed in the process of negotiation, in the dynamic relationship of, and 

between, individuals in the world.  

Meaning, from this perspective, was perceived to be dynamic, and inherently 

connected to practice. It was continually regenerated, and in the process 

evolved. Like the concept of knowing and doing (2.2.1), it highlighted the 

collaborative nature of the educational experience. Education could be seen to 

formalise meaning-making, learning in relation to education being focused on 

particular outcomes. In higher education, modules had formalised learning 

outcomes. Disciplines suggested particular ways of making meaning, subject to 

their own epistemological positioning. Within the educational experience, 

learning could be seen as a formalised process of meaning making, a process 
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which was inherently social and cultural, thus collaboration was an interesting 

consideration. Students and tutors – collaboratively - negotiated meaning, 

through their participation with each other. The social processes and cultural 

tools shaped their engagement. In the context of online learning, participation 

was mediated through the digital space.   

2.2.3 Time 

As well as being malleable and dynamic, meaning was historically situated: it 

was situated in time. Heidegger (1962) in ‘Being and Time’ explored the notion 

of situated participation. One of the central arguments the text put forward, was 

the notion that we cannot exist independently of our relationship with the world. 

Heidegger perceived understanding as an activity, the ability to act defined 

authenticity. One must act or participate in the world - acting defined as the 

activity of understanding - in order to truly exist, to “be”. Humans were 

perceived to be part of the world, not separate from it. The world of everyday 

objects and social practices was the world in which we existed. In order to exist 

authentically in the world, one must also be aware of the “temporality” of that 

existence, aware that it was finite. For Heidegger “being” was situated in time 

and could not be separated from it.    

Dawesar (2013) described the narrative of our lives as being made up of two 

dimensions; the direct experience of the everyday, and the embellished 

narrative of the whole story. The whole story had an arc, a shape, and structure, 

much like a novel. Time was split into two dimensions; the ‘long arc of time’ 

(Dawesar, 2013), one’s lifespan and the ‘timeframe of direct experience’ (ibid), 

the immediate moment. The self which existed in direct experience could only 

exist in the moment. The other self, the narrator, required many moments to 

‘weave into our narrative’ (ibid). Therefore, our full sense of self required both 

‘immersive experience’ and the ‘full flow of time’ (Dawesar, 2013).  

Technology was suggested to alter the flow of time (Dawesar, 2013); digital 

time was observed to flow differently to natural time. The internet broke down 

space, by streaming information from faraway places. It flattened time, by 

collecting the past, present and future into one place. It provided a “moment” 
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which was everywhere; ‘the digital now’ (Dawesar, 2013). Digital bookmarks 

were distractions, diverting attention from the immediate moment, from the 

immersive experience. Tweeting, sharing, exploring connected items, all 

distracted from the immediate experience of what was experienced in the 

moment. Dawesar (2013) suggested that while the internet could provide 

knowledge, information and fact, it could not provide the human experience of 

past, present and future. Technology had created two streams of time; digital 

time and natural time.              

Reflection and agency were also perceived as temporally situated. Dewey 

(1938) discussed the importance of time, the importance of the past, present 

and future, and their necessary place within education.  Without reflecting on 

past experiences, the present would have little meaning. Experiences of the 

future were prepared for, by experiencing the present, and reflecting on the 

past. Learning for the future could only be successful if present experience was 

expanded into past reflection. Presenting an ecological view of agency, 

Emirbayer and Mische (1998), discussed three temporal chords, relating to the 

past, present and future. Agency emerged from the interaction of these three 

chords (2.4).  

Online courses existed in time, students and tutors participated during the 

timeframe of a semester. Collaboration was a temporal experience; for 

synchronous activities timeframes required alignment. Asynchronous 

collaborative activities, while being more flexible, were equally experienced 

within a particular timeframe, of the activity, or the module. Time, whether digital 

or natural, was potentially an influencing factor in relation to collaborative 

activities.      

2.3 Online Spaces 

Learning, in the educational forum, as well as being situated in time, was also 

located in space. Traditionally students and tutors, in higher education 

institutions, worked together in university buildings. However, online modules 

were situated in online spaces, not physical ones. Tutors and students 

interacted with each other through digital spaces. The spaces in which people 
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act, have been found to influence their experiences, different spaces fulfilling 

different functions. Oldenburg (1999) identified three types of space; work, 

home and the third place. The third place was social and free to enter; the 

hierarchy of work and the responsibility of home were left behind. Physical third 

places could be pubs, cafes, and other public social spaces. Social media could 

be perceived as the third place of the digital age, sites like Facebook provided 

alternative spaces to work and home. Great civilisations and great cities were 

observed to share the presence of informal public gathering spaces (Oldenburg, 

1999). In Ancient Rome the forum, and in Ancient Greece the Agora, provided 

public spaces which were valued, their architecture reflected this. Oldenburg 

(1999) pointed to the importance of informal public spaces for both society and 

individuals.  

Humans have a need for communion (Oldenburg, 1999), a need to belong 

(Baumesiter and Leary, 1995). Informal public spaces played an important role 

in society (Oldenburg, 1999). They enabled participation with others and the 

creation of strong communities, inviting participation rather than spectatorship. 

In the digital age the boundaries between spaces; home, work and third space, 

were observed to be blurred. Without the physical boundary of place, the 

temporal boundary of time became fluid. While people could be connected 

through social media, that connection could remove them from the present 

experience (Dawesar, 2013). The implications of anytime, anywhere learning 

(Wright and Parchoma, 2011), included the blurring of space. Students and 

tutors did not need to be in the same physical, or temporal, space to 

collaborate.     

The social structures, of the spaces in which people participate, whether 

physical, temporal or digital, have been found to influence individual experience. 

Bourdieu (2010) carried out two large scale surveys analysing social space. 

Between 1963 and 1968 Bourdieu surveyed 1,117 people; representatives from 

the range of French social classes. Participants comprised different professions, 

genders, educational experiences and home locations.  A relationship was 

observed between education, social class and cultural taste. Musical and artistic 

appreciation of high culture, were observed to correlate with years spent in 
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education. Taste was observed to relate to social class; the higher the class - 

and the longer spent in education - the higher the culture that person preferred. 

High culture denoted the more classical arts and musical genres; the ‘aesthetic’ 

gaze (Bourdieu, 2010). Social space was described by Bourdieu as at once 

structuring of, and structured by, practice. Values, beliefs and social meaning, 

were seen to be embedded deep within individuals so that their tastes and 

expectations, their values; their ‘schemes of habitus’ (ibid: 469) led them to a 

particular social position. And yet it was their social positions which constituted 

the tastes and values they internalised; the ‘embodied schemes which having 

been constituted in the course of collective history are acquired in the course of 

individual history’ (ibid: 469). Social spaces were at once structuring of, and 

structured by, the actions of the people within them.  

Education has been observed to preserve the status quo and reproduce social 

inequalities (Biesta, 2009). The value given to different areas of learning, such 

as academic, or vocational, was observed to be reflective of subsequent socio-

economic roles and status. Biesta (2009) suggested that those in 

disadvantaged positions ‘often tend to support the status quo in the (often 

mistaken) expectation that they will eventually also acquire the benefits 

currently available to those in more privileged positions ‘ (Biesta, 2009: 37). 

Bruner (1996) suggested expectations of learning, from students and teachers, 

shaped the practice of teaching as it was played out in the classroom. Online 

spaces, in the context of online learning, replaced physical classrooms as the 

context in which practice was enacted. Online practice, like the education 

system, was situated within cultural contexts and by the values and beliefs, of 

the participants involved.   

2.3.1 Situated Practice 

Practice was perceived to be situated: culturally, socially, historically, politically 

and institutionally. Exploration of practice required consideration of all of these 

facets. While each provided a frame of reference, the factors were inter-related 

and mutually influential. Examining child development from a sociocultural 

perspective Rogoff (1995) proposed the notion of three mutually constituting 

planes:  
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o Participatory Appropriation (personal) 

o Guided Participation (interpersonal)  

o Apprenticeship (community) 

Both tacit and explicit collaboration with others, in socially structured activities, 

was suggested to constitute development. Rogoff (1995) described how 

participation in the world was enabled by children’s experience, on all three 

planes. Focusing on action, as the unit of analysis, a particular plane could be 

brought to the foreground and studied. The remaining two planes remained 

visible, simply out of focus. Development was described as the process of 

participation in a social and cultural world (Rogoff, 1995). Human mental 

processes were observed to be situated in cultural, historical and institutional 

settings (Wertsch, 1991).  

Biesta (2015) presented three connected domains relating to the purpose of 

education (fig. ii). Actions in one domain would impact on another. However, the 

domains could act in contention with one another, if too much emphasis was 

placed on one side. Current evidence-based practices were seen to over-

emphasise the importance of the qualification domain, and this could lead to 

potential issues within subjectification, as individual children were stressed by 

unreasonable pressure to succeed in exams.   

The importance of considering the situated nature, of practice, was highlighted 

in Biesta’s (2015) critique of the ‘language of learning’ (ibid: 76). This was 

observed to be problematic, in relation to education; a focus on the process of 

learning, rather than the purpose, overlooked the complexity of learning and its 

situated nature. Biesta (2015) suggested that of central importance to education 

was not learning itself but that ‘students learn something, they learn it for a 

reason, and they learnt it from someone’ (authors original emphasis, ibid: 76). 

The function of education was presented, by Biesta (2015), as three interrelated 

domains of educational purpose: 
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Fig. ii The Three domains of educational purpose: Biesta, 2015: 78 

The domains of subjectification and socialisation related to the individual and 

social aspects of education. Subjectification acknowledged the student as a 

person on whom ‘qualification and socialisation … imparts positively or 

negatively’ (Biesta, 2015: 77). This domain related to the young person as a 

‘subject of initiative and responsibility rather than as objects of the action of 

others’ (Biesta, 2015: 77). This related to notions of agency (2.4) and shifted 

responsibility for success in regards to qualification from the teacher, 

acknowledging the complexity of the educational process. The domain of 

socialisation was that of enculturing children into the values, beliefs and ways of 

being in society (Bruner, 1996). Biesta (2015) observed both explicit and implicit 

levels of socialisation as education reproduced existing ‘social structures, 

divisions and inequalities’ (Biesta, 2015: 77).            

The university online space could be perceived to be situated within a particular 

context. Different planes, domains or facets could be observed as inter-related 

and mutually constituting. Cultural values, social interactions and individual 

agency shaped practice, these factors would, arguably, shape the online 

experience. However, the online space was not itself a context, nor was it an 

interaction. The online space was situated, but also acted to situate. The space 

had a social, cultural and historical position but it also provided a means to 

situate the practice which happened within it. The online space was, perhaps 

Qualification 

Socialisation  Subjectification 



66 | P a g e  
 

better described as a mediating artefact. It could enable and constrain, it could 

shape and be shaped, mediating the practice which took place within it. 

2.3.2 Mediating Artefacts 

A mediating artefact was defined as something which shaped practice (Conole, 

2012). Vygotsky (1987) described the “word” as the context by which human 

consciousness, and thus meaning developed, the word allowed for the 

negotiation of meaning, for its evolution. Using words, accessing particular 

vocabulary, enabled understanding. Learning in a particular domain, was often 

reflected in the expansion of related vocabulary. In the use of words, meaning 

was negotiated. The changing nature of word meaning reflected this process, 

as participation with language also shaped the meaning of language 

(Wittgenstein, 1953). Cultural, and physical, artefacts mediated agency; they 

enabled and constrained participation, both implicitly and explicitly. Practice, the 

process of negotiating meaning (Wenger, 1998) made use of many types of 

artefact.    

Wertsch (2007) identified mediation as a theme running throughout Vygotsky’s 

work. Signs and tools, both physical and cognitive, mediated participation. 

Humans internalised cultural, social and historical forms of mediation: mediation 

was thus central to understanding individual mental processes, in relation to 

their historical, cultural and social situation (Cetina, 2008). Two forms of 

mediation were evident in Vygotsky’s work: explicit and implicit. Explicit 

mediation was seen to take place when tools - cultural and physical - were used 

to purposefully shape practice, and the development of higher mental 

functioning. Explicit mediation was visible and conscious; it was often 

introduced by another, a teacher or a mentor with a specific aim, in relation to 

shaping practice. Implicit mediation was not visible; the relationship between 

language and thought could be seen as a process of implicit mediation, while 

they were not distinct from one another, and actually for this reason, the 

language of one’s culture shaped – mediated - both thought and speech. It 

constrained, and enabled, both communication and particular mental functions 

(Vygotsky, 1987, Wertsch, 2007).       
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The written word has been observed to mediate understanding. Olson (1994) 

described our understanding of the world, of science, of ourselves as by-

products of interpreting and creating written texts. From this perspective, 

understanding was mediated through texts in a ‘world of paper’ (ibid: 19). 

Graphic systems not only allowed the preservation of cultural artefacts, and 

information sharing, they also shaped perceptions of the world. Writing systems 

shaped the way language was perceived; ‘the cognitive implications of cultural 

artefacts are a product of the new concepts invented in dealing with these 

symbols and artefacts’ (ibid: 258). Using written systems shaped the way 

language was seen, and mediated cognition. Understanding of both the world, 

and our own minds, was mediated by the use of writing.  

In the digital setting written communication was suggested to be an appropriate 

medium for the development of critical and high-order skills, due to its reflective 

nature. Time could be taken to consider a written response (Garrison, Anderson 

and Archer, 2000). Oral communication was much more fleeting and less 

considered (Larkin, 2009). Garrison, Anderson and Archer (2010) argued that 

text-based communication had advantages over face-to-face and oral 

communication. Although verbal cues may be lost in text-based contexts the 

‘reflective, precise, and lean form of text-based communications’ (ibid: 6) was 

observed to compensate. The predominantly text-based nature, of online 

learning environments shaped learning, through its mediating role.  

Dourish (2001) observed technologies mediation of practice as embodied 

interaction. From this perspective, technology was seen to mediate practice but 

also be mediated - constrained and transformed - by it. Technology was 

representative, but also participatory. Embodied Interaction described 

technology as the medium through which action took place. Applying the 

philosophy of Hiedegger (1962) and Wittgenstein (1953), and the approaches of 

phenomenology and ethnography, Dourish (2001) explored the idea that 

technology was embedded. Similar to Seely-Brown et al.s (1989) definition of 

situated cognition (2.3.1), Dourish (2001) described technology as embedded in 

a social, historical and cultural world. The social and cultural practices, in which 

technology was located, gave meaning to it, while both constraining and 
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transforming it. Dourish (2001) suggested that the way in which the physical 

world mediated action was largely known: how the technological world mediated 

action was not. 

Digital spaces, such as web-pages and discussion boards, have been 

described as reifications (Creanor, 2005, Wenger 1998). A reification was 

conceived of, as a projection of meaning (Wenger, 1998). The negotiation of 

meaning was described by Wenger (1998) as the interplay of participation and 

reification. Participation was the process of “taking part”. It was an inherently 

social activity, even when one was alone. In the process of participating, one 

experienced the “others” ability to negotiate meaning. Although not all 

participation was equal, or collaborative, it always involved an aspect of 

mutuality. Reification, in contrast did not involve mutuality. Reification was the 

process of projecting meaning. Meaning could be reified in a book, a word, a 

webpage. It was projected onto the world. The absence of participation - of 

mutuality - in a reification led to the attribution of independence, and the 

assumption of objectivity (Wenger, 1998). In a similar way to which the digital 

environment skewed traditional notions of time (2.2.3), online settings could be 

seen to challenge the concept of participation and reification, as mutuality was 

experienced through reification. Online tools mediated the negotiation of 

meaning, by instantly reifying participation. 

Creanor and Walker (2005) explored the online context using Wenger’s (1998) 

learning architectures: Based in the context of Trade Unions the Dialog On 

project was a European project which ran from 2002 to 2004 (Creanor and 

Walker, 2005). The project involved the development of online networking and 

computer-mediated distance learning for Trade Unions across Europe. Thirteen 

Trade Unions led activities in these two strands. Their history, which had been 

focused on face-to-face meetings and verbal negotiations, presented a 

challenge when dialogue was moved to a text-based platform. Capturing the 

experience of belonging online, another fundamental aspect of being in a Trade 

Union, and the democratic process, also posed challenges for the project. An 

evaluation of Dialog On (Creanor and Walker, 2005) presented eight case 

studies. Data was collected in the form of online messages, semi-structured 
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interviews with key participants, pre and post participant questionnaires, and 

participation at an end of project workshop. Analysis of the data examined 

content for the emergence of ‘recurrent communication practices and genres as 

indicators of communicative behaviour’ (Creanor and Walker, 2005: 114). 

Wenger’s (1998) learning architectures ‘confront(ed) four issues - meaning, 

time, space and power’ (Creanor and Walker, 2005: 111). These were captured 

in the dualities of: 

o Participation versus Reification 

o Design versus Emergence  

o Local versus Global 

o Identification versus Negotiability 

Wenger’s (1998) learning architecture was described as informative, as a posed 

to prescriptive, when applied to the development of the online platforms. The 

dualities which Wenger (1998) posed were seen to be useful in regards to 

informing designers or facilitators, and highlighting tensions which needed to be 

engaged with (ibid). The research suggested that collaboration could be 

encouraged by ‘pedagogical practices, social processes and roles established 

within online courses’ (Creanor and Walker, 2005: 121).     

Human action can be seen to be mediated by a range of artefacts, tools and 

signs (Wertsch, 1991). Creanor and Walker’s (2005) use of Wenger’s (1998) 

learning architectures, enabled exploration of the ways in which the online 

space shaped users’ experiences. Tools and signs; ‘mediational means’ 

(Creanor and Walker, 2005: 12) were employed in action. The social processes 

involved, the ways in which participants were positioned and the roles they 

played, were mediated through their engagement – or lack of engagement – 

with the online space. Pedagogical practices were observed to influence online 

practice, suggesting that tutor agency – as well as student agency – may shape 

online learning experiences. In a study exploring the professional learning 

communities of school teachers, Riveros et. al. (2012) suggested that ‘agents 

perceptions of their social reality’ (ibid: 208) was an important aspect in relation 

to understanding agency. The social, cultural and physical artefacts with which 
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online participants engaged, mediated their participation, enabling or 

constraining, their agency. 

2.4 Agency  

Agency - in this research - was conceived of, as active participation within the 

online environment. Kim et al. (2015) suggested that the asynchronous nature 

of online learning led to a greater reliance on student agency, than traditional 

classroom contexts. Students’ self-efficacy and self-organisation were found to 

influence their success, when studying online (Stott, 2016). Being able ‘to 

choose the place and the time to engage in critical activities’ (Kim et al., 2015: 

334) required a level of self-efficacy and organisation (Stott, 2016); an 

enactment of agency. Stott (2016) posited that more able students were better 

able to cope, with the self-regulatory requirements of an online course, being 

better at time-management and self-motivated to log into the online space. 

Riveros et. al., (2012) argued that a coherent conception of agency must 

acknowledge ‘the situated character of human beings in their context of 

practice’ (ibid, 2012: 209). When the context of practice was the online space, 

practice was mediated through the technological tools, but situated in cultural 

and social processes. Individual agency – both student and tutor - was 

potentially mediated by the tools available in the online setting.   

Agency, in relation to online learning, was observed by Stott (2016) in a study 

focusing on students on a Bachelor of Science programme (1.1.2). Analysis 

suggested a link between lower marks, less engagement and a focus of 

engagement just before the final exam. The online space mediated student’s 

participation, engagement with modules was situated in a cultural context but 

mediated by technology.  
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2.4.1 Teacher Agency  

Theoretical conceptions of agency have developed, predominantly, from a 

socio-cultural philosophical positioning (Riveros et. al., 2012). Drawing on the 

work of Vygotsky (1987), Dewey (1938) and Lave and Wenger (2002) learning 

and cognition were perceived to be situated (Seely-Brown, 1989). The most 

frequently used ‘conceptualisation of agency’ (Philpott and Oates, 2012: 2), in 

the educational domain, was ecological. An ecological conception of agency 

has been used to develop an understanding, of the ways in which agency 

emerged in the context of school teaching (Priestly et. al., 2015, Priestly et. al., 

2012, Riveros et. al., 2012, Philpott and Oates, 2016). Agency, taking an 

ecological perspective, has been described as something people do (Priestly et. 

al., 2015). When exploring teacher agency, research focused on the way in 

which professional learning (Philpott and Oates, 2016), and professional 

practice (Priestly et. al., 2012, Riveros et. al., 2012), was enacted by teachers. 

Agency was perceived as an emergent phenomenon, a ‘quality of the 

engagement of actors with temporal-relational contexts-for-action’ (Priestly et. 

al., 2012, n.p).  

Current conceptions of agency have developed from the ecological view, 

proposed by Emirbayer and Mische (1998). Agency was understood to be a 

‘temporally embedded process of social engagement’ (ibid: 963). The seminal 

paper ‘What is Agency’ (1998) presented the complexity and inter-related 

nature of agency, placing it in the temporal dimension. Playing out in the 

present, agency was defined as a ‘capacity to contextualise past habits and 

future projects with the contingencies of the moment’ (Emirbayer and Mische, 

1998: 963). A ‘chordal triad’ of agency was presented: 

The iterational element - … the selective reactivation by actors of past 

patterns of thought and action, as routinely incorporated in practical 

activity, thereby giving stability and order to social universes and helping 

to sustain identities, interactions, and institutions over time.  

The practical-evaluative element –  … the capacity of actors to make 

practical and normative judgements among alternative possible 
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trajectories of action, in response to the emerging demands, dilemmas, 

and ambiguities of presently evolving situations.  

The projective element - … the imaginative generation by actors of 

possible future trajectories of action, in which received structures of 

thought and action may be creatively reconfigured in relation to actors’ 

hopes, fears and desires for the future.  

(Emirbayer and Mische, 1998: 971) 

These three elements were seen to resonate within any ‘instance of action’ 

(ibid: 971), not necessarily harmoniously. This ecological view of agency was 

further developed by Priestly, Biesta and Robinson (2015) in their exploration of 

teacher agency within the context of the Scottish Curriculum for Excellence. 

Agency was presented as something which individuals could achieve, a 

phenomenon which resulted from the interplay of individual capacities and 

environmental conditions. Their theoretical model of the phenomenon placed 

agency within a temporal dimension influenced by past experiences and future 

expectations: 
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Fig. iii Model for ecological Agency (Priestly, M, Biesta, G and Robinson, S, 

2015: 30)  

Priestly, M, Biesta, G and Robinson, S, (2015) applied this framework, to a 

study of school teachers practice. The iterational dimension of the model 

suggested that teacher’s previous experiences shaped their values and beliefs 

which in turn influenced their action in the present. The practical-evaluative 

dimension of agency referred to the context in which teachers operated; 

cultural, social and physical. Teaching was perceived as a relational practice, in 

which teachers relationships with a variety of stakeholders played a key role. 

The projective dimension considered the future and teachers long and short 

term expectations. Temporality was seen to be important as the phenomenon 

was rooted in both past experience and future projections, within a current 

ecology. This presented interesting connotations, when applying this concept of 
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agency to an online space. The digital now (Dawesar, 2013, 2.2.3) had been 

shown to mutate the experience of time, the past, present and future not being 

easily separated, in the online space. The digital now (Dawesar, 2013) 

challenged linear notions of time, as constant distractions diverted attention 

from the present moment (2.2.3).    

2.4.2 Agency and Collaboration  

Understanding learning as a social process presented a view of agency and 

collaboration, as inherently intertwined. Interaction with others enabled people 

to learn, both about the world, and about themselves. Greater collaboration 

developed consciousness (Bruner, 1996), and it was human consciousness 

(Vygotsky, 1987) which had evolved phylogenetically, to enable and create 

thinking, language and culture. Meaning-making was a process of active 

participation - agency (Bruner, 1996) - between individuals. Human minds were 

alike and worked in similar ways (ibid), but their situation within cultural and 

social systems led to individual perceptions of the world. Collaboration with 

others was central to culture, as it created, perpetuated and enabled culture to 

exist and to evolve: ‘Human meaning-making and its negotiation are at the core 

of the cultural turn’ (Bruner, 1996: 164). ‘Without meaning making there could 

be no language... no culture’ (ibid: 165). Learning from this perspective was a 

process of “becoming” (Bruner, 1996, Thomas and Brown, 2011). 

This was reflected in the developing understanding of the human brain. 

Neuroscientific studies had observed the ways in which connections, within the 

brain, were shaped by cultural experiences. Research in the field of cultural 

neuroscience observed physical differences in the brain between people who 

learnt to do maths problems in the west, and those who used the Chinese 

abacus method. Different parts of the brain were utilised to solve the same 

maths problem, suggesting that cultural tools physically shaped the brain 

(Kitayama and Park, 2010). Gauvain (1995) suggested that mathematics was a 

social process, showing how cultural tools enabled people to solve number 

problems. Collaboration - working with others - enabled the development of the 

brain, of understanding and of learning. Cultural artefacts, such as books, could 

be perceived as enabling implicit collaboration, tools through which learning - on 
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the social plane (Vygotsky, 1987) - was enabled. Cognitive constructs, used to 

solve problems or negotiate meaning, were created through social processes. 

Collaborative activity, interactions with others, was a key aspect of the learning 

experience. 

2.5 Online Collaboration in the Educational Context   

Part two of this literature review, has explored learning. When perceived as a 

social process, situated in a cultural context, the process of learning itself 

involved collaboration. Learning was observed as the activity of meaning-

making (2.2.2): meaning-making comprising of negotiation (Wenger, 1998), 

through social activities, situated in cultural spaces (2.3). The tools and signs, 

which learners utilised during the learning process, were created through social 

and cultural activity. Collaboration, in relation to learning, could be observed in 

the form of both tacit and salient processes. Learners worked with others 

explicitly, through participation (Wenger, 1998). More tacit forms, of 

collaboration, were observed in the use of tools and signs, when developing 

competence in, and understanding of, particular social and cultural spaces. This 

has been theorised in relation to voices of mind (Wertsch, 1991), genre 

(Bahktin, 1987), figured worlds (Holland et. al., 2008) and cultural narratives 

(Bruner, 1996). Learners implicitly collaborated with members of a culture, 

through engagement with cultural tools and artefacts (Bruner, 1996), as they 

negotiated their way through the landscape of practice (Wenger, 2009).            

Online learning, from this perspective was perceived as active, situated and 

temporal. Knowing and doing (2.2.1) were perceived as integral to each other. 

Understanding shaped action and vice versa. Action was situated, within 

particular social, cultural and physical spaces (2.3.1). It was mediated by the 

tools and signs which were available (2.3.2). The context in which learning took 

place shaped, and was shaped by, the activity of those within it (Bourdieu, 

2010). In relation to education, learning was a formalised activity of meaning-

making in which particular meanings had been valued (Freire, 1996). The 

educational context was complex; different epistemologies informed 

approaches to education. Perceiving learning as an active and social activity 

focused pedagogy on the experience of education (Dewey, 1938), experience 
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and reflection being central to the learning process. The educational context 

shaped the experience of learners and situated their experience (Seely-Brown, 

1989). Learning was temporal; experiences and action which happened in the 

moment were shaped by histories of participation and future aspirations (2.4). 

Learning could be perceived as the interplay of context and agency (3.1), as 

learners actively negotiated meaning in social and cultural situations. Teaching 

could be described in terms of pedagogic collaboration as tutors enabled 

students to negotiate meaning through social processes.  

Digital technology mediated the learning process, and posed new questions as 

the learning environment evolved. Traditional theories of learning (Dewey, 

1938, Vygotsky, 1987), within educational contexts, were developed in a world 

of physical and temporal boundaries. Digital technology has challenged 

boundaries of space (2.3) and time (2.2.3), online learning environments 

potentially enabling anywhere, anytime learning. The internet was presented as 

an open space, which anyone could utilise (Tapscott, 2012), and yet was 

filtered (Berners-Lee, 2014), and subject to socio-economic influences in 

relation to access (Bollier, 2010). In educational environments, online learning 

posed new challenges in relation to self-efficacy and organisation. The lack of 

physical and temporal boundaries influenced learner’s participation, with online 

modules. While collaboration with others was enabled, as geographical distance 

was no longer a constraint, it was mediated in different ways. Working together 

through digital spaces, was a fundamentally different experience, to working 

together in a classroom. Learners were frequently in different physical locations, 

unable to see each other and communication was often text-based. Text-based 

communication was found to enable, through being appropriate for reflective 

activities (Garrison 2012) and constrain, through the loss of non-verbal and 

para-verbal cues (Kerwald, 2008, Slagter-van Tyron and Bishop, 2006).  

While some of the theories of learning, reviewed above, may not have been 

developed in a digital age they were still, arguably, appropriate. Digital tools 

mediated collaborative activities, but essentially collaboration involved 

individuals utilising their own agency, as they worked together in social and 

cultural contexts, to negotiate meaning (Wenger, 1998). Pedagogic 
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collaboration encompassed collaborative activities, both implicit and explicit, 

which were enacted as part of the process of teaching. Tutors could facilitate 

explicitly collaborative activities, where groups of students worked together. 

Teaching processes, pedagogy, also incorporated implicit collaborative activity, 

as tutors and students interacted, and constructed understanding (Bruner, 

1996) on the social plane (Vygotsky, 1987).    
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Part Two: Presenting the research journey 

The research, which this thesis presents, focused on the enactment of 

pedagogic collaboration in the online spaces of four undergraduate degree 

programmes (3.4.1). The modules were delivered at a university which 

specialised in online and blended study options. The research was carried out 

iteratively, taking an ethnographic stance (3.2.1); layers of observation were 

built up to produce a rich picture of online practice. The methodology was 

actively engaged with, at each stage of the research.  

3a Research Design 

The research gathered data from eighteen undergraduate modules (3.4), 

enabling breadth of observation. Previous research (1.1) had often focused on 

small numbers of modules, or modules on which the researcher was teaching. 

Using data enabled the observation of eighteen modules, from four different 

undergraduate degree programmes. The participation patterns, of over one 

thousand student experiences, and over forty tutors, were observed (3.4). 

Fifteen tutors were then interviewed (4.2) and nine also took part in a 

subsequent focus group (5.3). At each stage of data collection evidence was 

analysed and informed the following stage.   

Fig. iv: Overview of Methods 

Data gathered from 18 online modules using 
the Course Reports System in Blackboard 

Discussion Boards within the modules 
were compared using SNAPP analysis 

Tutor participation on the 
discussion boards was mapped  

Interviews with 15 
individual Tutors 

Focus 
groups  
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Empiricist approaches to research, based in the cognitivist tradition, suggested 

that collaboration could be identified and measured (Stahl et al., 2014). 

However, this research, being founded in a sociocultural philosophy (2.5, 3.1), 

was not designed to measure collaboration. The design utilised an ethnographic 

approach (3.2.1) which aimed to observe participation and interaction, in the 

online space, to develop understanding of pedagogic collaboration. The 

research explored the mediating role of the online environment. Stahl et al. 

(2014) highlighted the ‘complexity of human language, the social character of 

cognition and the situated nature of discourse’ (ibid: 119) as posing limitations, 

to the analysis of collaboration in online settings. Engaging with this complexity, 

the current research utilised an iterative mixed methods approach. This enabled 

exploration of the “socio-cultural horizon” and the situated nature of learning 

(Stahl, 2010) (2.2.3.1). 

3a.1 Chapters Three, Four and Five  

The next three chapters present the enactment of the research. Each chapter 

focuses on a distinct stage, presenting engagement with the methodology, the 

methods used and the results. Together the three chapters present the iterative 

nature of this research, and the journey taken as the researcher engaged with 

each level of research, at each stage of the process.  

The research was carried out in three distinct stages: 

    Fig. v: The three stages of research  

The next three chapters present these three stages. Informing all three stages, 

chapter three begins with a reflection on the methodological underpinning. The 

Data Analytics 

Interviews 

Focus Groups 
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chapter then presents the data, collected from the LMS and the subsequent 

analysis and results. 

3b. Ethics  

Before proceeding with the research ethical clearance was granted by the 

university ethics committee. Data collected from the online space was kept 

secure. It was not shared in its raw form; all data were made anonymous, 

before being presented in publications, to tutors or as part of this thesis. During 

the interviews tutors were only shown data from modules they taught on, data 

they had access to through their own module space. Participants’ perspectives 

were respected and the researchers own positioning within the field was clearly 

acknowledged (4.1.3). All interview, and focus group, recordings and transcripts 

were stored securely and will be destroyed following completion. Any evidence 

used in analysis was made anonymous before being included in any written, or 

verbal, presentations.   

Data from online modules has the potential to provide academics with 

information on which they can act to develop effective teaching interventions 

(Clow, 2014). However, the use of data creates new ethical questions for 

researchers. During this research all data shared with tutors was presented to 

show overall patterns of engagement. Individual student descriptors were 

removed from the data shared and the researcher focused on the participation 

patterns of the whole cohort, rather than any individual students. Where tutors 

were able to identify individual students the researcher steered the conversation 

back to the overall participation patterns. In this way the data did not scrutinise 

the participation of individual students, whom tutors may meet again on a 

subsequent module.      

The research sought to observe online practice, and to develop understanding. 

The findings were not used to suggest a “right” way to use the online space, or 

prove that particular factors influenced practice in particular ways. The findings 

informed practice, by making visible the layers of context and chords of agency, 

in which online practice was situated (6, 7, 8). The research directly informed 

the development of online modules (9), through enabling engagement with 

these influencing factors. The findings identified qualitatively different 
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approaches, to online practice; these were presented in a non-judgemental 

way. Although the researcher was herself aware of the approach she would 

take in her own practice, she was careful to present different approaches with 

respect. 
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Chapter Three 

The Research Journey: Working with the data 

The first stage of the research involved the use of data from the online space. 

This was informed by a case study, carried out by the author as a preliminary 

activity. This enabled exploration of the data available in the learning 

management system (LMS). Clow (2014) highlighted the potential gap between 

data, from online modules and the understanding of that data, in relation to the 

tutor engaged in teaching on the module. The case study provided an 

opportunity for the author to explore the data, in a familiar setting, focusing on 

modules on which she taught. The critically reflective exploration used data, 

accessed from the online space of the university LMS, to observe students 

patterns of participation. The study (Coker, 2015) was published in the Journal 

of Perspectives in Applied Academic Practice JPAAP (vol. 3, no. 1, 2015), and 

presented at two conferences. The potential impact of the current research was 

highlighted as findings, from the case study, directly informed the development 

of a professional graduate education programme, resulting in positive changes, 

regarding student participation. Missing from the case study, were the voices of 

the tutors. Observations of the language used, to set discussion board tasks, 

suggested that tutor pedagogy influenced student participation. The current 

research was informed by the case study, the mixed-methods approach 

presented in the next few chapters, building on what was learnt.  

Cohen et al. (2013) posited that a researchers ontological assumptions 

influenced their epistemological assumptions; influencing their choice of 

methodology. This chapter, therefore, begins with an examination of the 

ontological and epistemological assumptions, of the author. The methods and 

the ethnographic approach to data analytics are then presented, followed by the 

results of this first stage of the research process. 

3.1 Ontological and Epistemological Assumptions 

To present the underpinning assumptions regarding both the nature of being, 

and the nature of knowledge, the “learning cultures” approach presented by 

http://jpaap.napier.ac.uk/index.php/JPAAP/issue/view/10
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Hodkinson, Biesta and James (2007) has been drawn upon. Drawing together 

cognitive and cultural approaches to learning they argued for consideration of 

both the individual cognitive mechanisms and the cultural context. Socio-cultural 

approaches (Vygostsky, 1987, Lave, 2008, Rogoff, 1990, Sfard, 1998, Wenger, 

1998) were drawn together using Bourdieu’s (2010) notion of habitus and field; 

the context in which learning took place being seen as a factor, which could 

enable or constrain learning. Drawing on cognitive approaches, the agency of 

the learner was also highlighted. It was within the interplay of context and 

agency, which learning was seen to happen. Hodkinson, Biesta and James 

(2007) suggested that focusing on either the socio-cultural context or the 

agency of the individual would present only part of the process. Building on 

Rogoff (1995, 2.3.1) they suggested that analysis should focus on both context 

and agency.  

The nature of “being” which underpinned the current research was conceived of 

as a mutually constituting relationship, between context and agency. An 

individual’s agency, their active participation, was enabled and constrained by 

the contexts in which they existed. The contexts were not stable entities; they 

were in a state of ‘constant transformation’ (Freire, 1996: 64) and continually 

evolved, as the agentive individuals within them participated. Wenger (1998) 

described the negotiation of meaning as a continual process in which 

individuals participate with each other, and in the world, in order to understand 

their world. Participating in a community of practice enabled understanding of 

the world, while at the same time developing the practices of the community. 

Rogoff (1995) described mutually constituting planes where the individual, 

social and cultural experience could be focused upon, but never completely 

isolated from each other (2.3.1). Being in the world was therefore a process of 

negotiating the meaning, of what it was to be in the world. Heidegger (1962) 

discussed this from a philosophical perspective in his notion of Dasien. The 

human consciousness which Vygotsky described (1987) and the habitus and 

field which Bourdieu (2010) observed, depicted the cultural context. In 

describing experience as education (Dewey, 1938) and praxis as reflecting on 

the world to change it (Freire, 1996), Dewey (1938) and Freire (1996) 

highlighted the role which individual agency played in the embodied interplay 
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between culture and agency (Hodkinson, Biesta and James, 2007). Thus the 

ontological assumption which informed the research understood the nature of 

being, as the interplay between context and agency.  

Considering epistemological assumptions led to consideration of the context, in 

which the current research took place. The context of this research was an 

online setting, situated within an educational institution. The learning context, 

which teachers create, has been explored in face-to-face settings (Mclean, 

2009). This research sought to explore the online context. Traditionally 

education has been seen to deal with knowledge as acquirable (Sfard, 1998) 

and objective (Seely-Brown et. al., 1989). However, the theorists drawn upon 

here (2. 2), suggested that knowledge was participatory, rather than something 

to be acquired (Sfard, 1988). A tutor’s notion of knowledge, whether explicit or 

implicit, was seen to inform their action as a tutor, their understanding of 

teaching, and their role as a tutor. In the same way, a student’s understanding, 

of the nature of knowledge, was seen to determine their expectations of the 

educational experience, the tutor’s role and their role within the institution. The 

interplay described above added a third dimension, the cultural context of the 

institution would also be informed by a particular understanding of the nature of 

knowledge. Thus the discourses (Werstch, 1991) and narrative templates 

(Bakthtin, 1981) drawn on, would suggest a notion of knowledge to the 

participants involved. The nature of knowledge was therefore seen to be 

situated (Seely-Brown et al. 1989) and bound up in the interplay between 

agency and context. 

The aims of learning in a formal education system, were potentially different to 

the everyday learning (Lave, 2008), and workplace learning (Wenger, 2012), 

which some of the theorists drawn upon have studied. As well as considering 

conceptions of the nature of knowledge, institutional aims and accountability 

played a role in shaping the context. Chapter one presented research focusing 

on online learning, which has developed understanding of the student 

experience. However, not all of the participants on online modules were 

students; tutors’ also played a key role. Research suggested that both tutor and 
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student expectations, and understanding, played a role in shaping the learning 

experience (Akerlind, 2008, Entwistle and Smith, 2002).  

In the online context expectations and understanding of technology, added a 

further dimension (Kearney et. al., 2012, Owens, 2012). Dohn (2008) suggested 

that there were inherent tensions, between web 2.0 and educational aims 

(1.1.2). These were reminiscent of the tensions observed within the education 

system. Bruner (1996) and Nuthall (2007) observed contradictions within the 

Western education system. Educational antinomies presented by Bruner in ‘The 

Culture of Education’ (1996) detailed the contradictory aims of the system, as it 

sought to at once enable individual and independent development, while 

reproducing and maintaining society norms. Contradictory views of mind, and 

constructing understanding, highlighted further antinomies. Nuthall (2007) 

observed how assessment practices were used to judge both learning and 

teaching. Similar statistics were used to compare individuals, thus suggesting 

they reflected competencies in learning, as were used to assess schools, 

suggesting that they measured the quality of the teaching. In order to explore 

the online learning environment, it was necessary to acknowledge the 

complexity of social, cultural and individual factors. These both shaped the 

space (the context) and enabled and constrained the participants (agency). 

To return to the understanding of the nature of knowledge that underpinned the 

research: the epistemological assumptions perceived knowledge as embodied 

action. Knowledge was seen to be negotiated, through participation in social 

and cultural spaces. The internet was understood as a reification, in which 

meaning was congealed (Oliver, 2013) and an artefact (Vygotsky, 1987, 

Wertsch, 2007), which mediated participation. Rather than being culturally 

neutral or objective the internet was conceived of as a social and cultural space, 

in which peoples’ interactions were shaped through the interplay between 

context and agency.  Wertsch (2007) discussed Vygotsky’s approach to 

mediation, describing mediation as the process of tools and signs, shaping the 

action of those using them. Explicit mediation was the purposeful use of tools 

and signs to shape action. Implicit mediation referred to the subtler and often 

unseen ways, in which tools and signs shaped participation. Bahktin (1986) 
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discussed the narrative template of social and cultural groups, and Philpott 

(2014) has shown how the narrative templates of education permeated practice. 

The internet was seen to act as a mediating artefact, the spaces in which 

students and tutors participated, explicitly and implicitly shaping action. The 

discourses of education permeated, and shaped, both context and individual 

participation. This research aimed to create a deep observation of practice 

within the online space, valuing both the actions and experiences of tutors as 

they enacted pedagogic collaboration, within the online setting. The first stage 

of the research focused on the actions of participants, gathering data from the 

online space to observe online participation.    

3.2 Methodology (1): Approaching the Data 

The data obtained from the online space consisted of numbers; it was 

quantitative. It already existed. It was ‘out there’ (Cohen, 2014: 7). From a post-

positivist worldview, a rational approach could be taken to analyse the data as it 

was quantitative and measurable (Cohen, 2014). The approach taken, however, 

contrasted implicitly with the traditional approach to quantitative data. Rather 

than looking for pre-determined structures (Silverman, 2006) or testing 

hypotheses (Bryman, 2004, Creswell, 2014) this research sought simply to 

observe. By not hypothesising the research respected the practice, enacted 

within the online space. Identifying pre-determined structures, or proving a 

hypothesis suggested a rational approach to knowledge, it implied that there 

was a right answer, gained through objective observation. This research sought 

to develop understanding of the complexity of online practice, acknowledging 

that it was situated, that there wasn’t necessarily a “right” way to do it. The 

observations were explored, in order to develop an understanding of the factors 

which influenced pedagogic collaboration, within the online space. Theoretical 

frameworks were drawn upon, in the analysis, but hypothesis testing was not 

carried out. The aim was not to categorise, or identify stable meanings. The 

data was conceived of as footprints in the sand, vignettes of participation or 

congealed meaning (Oliver, 2013). This was the first layer, which would be 

added to by the interview and focus group analysis, to create an ethnographic 

style of observation, respecting the perspectives and opinions of all participants.    
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Research observing urban and outdoor areas has used pyroelectric sensors to 

measure physical participation (Andersena et.al.,2014). A project exploring the 

experiences of children and young people, in new and emerging sustainable 

communities, took an ethnographic approach using GPS data, participant 

observation and interviews (Christensen et al., 2014). The current research 

aimed to use similar approaches, in the digital space. In this way it was not 

positivist, the data was seen to be situated in a social and cultural space. The 

researcher was able to explore the online space through the data, and make 

observations, draw pictures of the participation. Qualitative methods can be 

used to; ‘interpret the meanings people make of their lives in natural settings’ 

(Payne and Payne, 2005: 175). This research aimed to use the quantitative 

data in a similar way. The aim was not to measure or take a deductive 

approach, to a pre-written hypothesis. The researcher was involved; they had 

their own history of participation within online spaces, as both a tutor and as a 

student. This was explicitly incongruous with a positivist perspective. The 

position of objective observer (Seale, 2007) was untenable as the researcher 

was situated in the education system, being observed. The history of 

participation which the tutor bought to the experience was an important 

consideration (Mills and Morton, 2013). The advancements in machine learning 

have highlighted the potential of using large quantities of data, however asking 

subjective questions using ‘computational algorithms’ did not alleviate the 

potential of bias (Tufekci, 2016).  

Taking a qualitative approach to the data enabled the research to engage with 

social and cultural factors, without claiming objectivity, in the observations 

drawn. In seeking to observe participation within the online space, this research 

took an ethnographic stance, both to approaching the data and subsequently to 

interviewing tutors.  This evolved from the exploration of approaches to 

research in online spaces, and a reflection on ontological and epistemological 

assumptions. Critical and complexity approaches were explored; although on 

the surface they seemed appropriate both were found ultimately to be 

incongruous with the underpinning assumptions.   
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Drawing on the literature reviewed in Chapters One and Two, critical 

approaches were considered, as Freire (1996) was a key influence. Critical 

pedagogy was described by Mclaren (2010) as focusing on agency, while 

acknowledging cultural politics and social difference. In doing this the 

‘destructive proliferation of capital’ (Mclaren, 2010: n.p) would be confronted 

through focusing on the micro-politics of sexual formation, class and gender. 

While the focus on agency was congruous, aspirations of change were beyond 

the aims of this research. Oppression was not ignored, and the quest for social 

justice was not belittled in dismissing this approach. Inequalities do exist within 

our social world, and these were potentially reproduced in the online 

environment (Tufekci, 2016). The contribution of this research, however, had no 

political aims. It focused on developing understanding of pedagogic 

collaboration, in online environments. The focus was on all participants, not 

simply the minority groups, on whom it seemed critical approaches had mainly 

focused (Cohen et al., 2013).    

The methods described in ‘Pedagogy of the Oppressed’ (Freire, 1996) made 

use of photographs, to form the basis of discussions with participants. In doing 

this the researchers were able to enquire, into the participants understanding of 

social events. These were not always the same as the interpretation the 

researcher might have made, looking at the same photograph. This research 

drew on a similar approach using the data to create vignettes of the online 

space, which could be subsequently used in interviews. The researcher was 

situated within the research context, which highlighted another drawback of a 

critical approach, namely that a critical approach risked taking an ideological 

standpoint. Seale argued that there wasn’t a ‘general consensus on what is 

politically desirable’ (Seale, 2007: 10) and therefore critical theory risked 

‘sustaining oppressive social relations’ (ibid: 10). The internet was no less open 

(Berners-Lee, 2014) or free from oppression, than the education system in 

which the researcher worked (Freire, 1996). A critical approach risked taking a 

particular ideological standpoint, very probably implicitly, and was therefore 

dismissed as the main methodological standpoint used for the current research.  
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Motivated politically by an agenda to change current policy on outdoor 

education in English schools, Williams (2012) took a pragmatic approach to his 

research. This approach seemed congruous with the ontological assumptions 

and was rooted in the work of Dewey (1938, 2.2) so shared a theoretical 

perspective. Williams (2012) argued that a pragmatic approach focused on 

practical utility. Rather than being constrained by metaphysical dilemmas, 

pragmatism allowed Williams to choose the methodology which suited his 

purpose, a mixed methods approach. While he reasoned that qualitative 

methods provided a rich observation, he felt the need to draw on quantitative 

methods in his aim of changing policy. The current research shared the 

viewpoint that a mixed methods approach utilised a breadth of evidence. 

Williams (2012) need for quantitative data was driven by a political agenda, 

rather than by a deep consideration of his own philosophical approach. Here the 

congruity differed as the quantitative data, in this research, was utilised to 

enable observation. It was not seen to be a way of validating results, in fields 

where quantifiable data were necessary to do this. Pragmatism, although a 

useful consideration, highlighted the need to dig deeper into the aims of the 

research and the driving motivation.        

Network theories were considered, as collaboration between people in online 

spaces would be likely to lead to the creation of networks. The quantitative 

approach of some social network research (3.8), was minimised for the reasons 

stated above. Complexity theory yielded more interest, in its acknowledgement 

of the multi-dimensional nature of social networks. Complexity has been 

described as the combination of different, distinct, aspects in a system and the 

connections between them (Jordan et al. 2014). It has its origins in the 

sciences, in the fields of physics, biology, chemistry and economics (Mason, 

2008). Its precursors, catastrophe theory and chaos theory, sought to 

understand how complicated systems worked in random and unpredictable 

ways. Like complexity theory, these focused on the whole, rather than the 

components of phenomena, seeking to understand the unpredictability of many 

inter-related components in a system. In education, complexity theory has been 

applied to school systems and was used in educational research as a tool for 

change (Mason, 2008, Rennie and Mason, 2004).  
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Discussing decision-making in teacher education Jordan et al. (2014) defined 

complex issues as those which involved many parts, which were 

interconnected. This description potentially fitted the perceived nature of 

collaboration in online spaces. Complexity theory described the world, as made 

up of interconnected networks. It was the relationships within these networks, 

which were of interest (Morrison, 2008). Here, complexity theory could be seen 

to be reflective of Connectivism (2.1) with its focus on the connections between 

nodes in the network. Essentially complexity theory appeared to be a way of 

describing a complex network. Its roots in the quantitative sciences, however, 

seemed at odds with the ontological assumptions described above (3.1). The 

aim, of this research, was to create a rich description of the interplay between 

agency and context, in the online environment. An ethnographic approach 

enabled this. 

3.2.1 An Ethnographic Stance  

The focus of this research on the individual, within the social and cultural space 

(2.3.1), was congruous with an ethnographic approach. The following section 

aims to demonstrate the congruities, with the theoretical assumptions discussed 

above (3.1), and an ethnographic methodology. This research, in utilising mixed 

methods and narrative analysis, did not claim to present an ethnographic study, 

in the traditional sense of the term (Maanen, 1988). While the researcher was 

not immersed within the online modules being observed, she was teaching 

online throughout the duration of the research, and had taught previously on 

one of the modules involved in the research. The data drawn from the online 

space enabled observation, of participant’s actions online. The subsequent 

interviews enabled the personal experiences of tutors to be explored. 

Combining these, a rich observation of online practice was created which 

detailed the ways in which people experienced, and participated on, online 

modules.   

The central tenet of ethnographic methods was observed to be detailed 

fieldwork (Maanen, 1988, Mills and Morton, 2013). Fieldwork involved 

immersing oneself in a different culture (Maanen, 1988), experiencing that 

culture over a long period of time (Mills and Morton, 2013), and then telling its 
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story, in a way which adequately displayed that culture (Hammersley, 2007). 

Traditionally the role of the researcher was to become immersed in a culture, by 

being there physically (Maanen, 1988). Online ethnographers immersed 

themselves in the online world, not by being there physically but by being there 

virtually (Murthy, 2013). The online world of the internet has been described as 

a socio-cultural space (Creanor, 2013). The internet was not a culturally neutral 

space where participation with, and access to, knowledge was free for all 

(Berners-Lee, 2014). Issues of ownership and access were as prevalent 

virtually, as they were physically (Dohn, 2009). Online spaces, therefore, could 

be studied in relation to the culture which pervaded, the relationships which 

were created, and the participation of those involved.    

In the developing world of digital ethnography, it was the written discourse of 

participants, through webpages, blogs and wikis which was examined in 

regards to participation in online environments (Hammersley and Atkinson, 

2007). This research sought to draw on the data collected by the online space, 

to observe participation within it. The data showed the actions of people within 

the online space and their positioning within the dialogue, which took place 

online (3.9.1) Ethnographers were interested in people, their culture, social 

relationships and their forms of participation. This research sought to observe 

online participation, through observing what people do online, as well as 

exploring their perceived experience. The researcher was both an observer and 

an active participant of the online context. The observational process, therefore, 

incorporated self-reflection and observation, something often found in 

ethnographic studies (Mills and Morton, 2013). The process of carrying out this 

research informed the development of modules the researcher had taught on 

(9.3), as it prompted active self-reflection on her own practice. A reflexive 

approach was taken, with acknowledgement that researchers views were 

implicitly incorporated in the observations and analysis carried out (for a more 

detailed discussion see 4.5).        

The data, which online spaces collected, could be used to observe the ways in 

which people used them (Coker, 2015). Patterns of participation, within online 

spaces, could be observed (Wolpers et. al., 2007), in a similar way to the use of 
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GPS data, when observing movements around physical spaces (Christensen et. 

a., 2014). Rather than approach data as a means to quantify or predict the 

actions of students or tutors in online spaces, the aim of this research was to 

use the data to observe the participation of those within the online space. The 

data allowed, to an extent, immersion in the online world and observation of its 

rituals. The challenge was interpreting and translating these adequately.   

Previous work on interpreting the data of online spaces has made use of 

visualisations and analytics. Visualisations have been used to depict the social 

networks of online spaces (Gottardo and Noronha, 2012). Interactions on 

discussion boards have been observed and measured, through both visualising 

the boards (Dawson, 2010) and using socio-metric approaches to measure 

interactions (Dawson, Macfayden, and Lockyer, 2009). People’s movement 

around online spaces - their virtual journeys - have been observed and 

recorded pictorially (Mazza and Milani, 2005) and data analytics have been 

used to predict consumer behaviours (Bollier, 2010). Learning analytics have 

been used to predict student behaviour (Drachsler and Greller, 2012, Elias, 

2011) and social networks, such as Twitter, have been diagrammed to portray 

the social connections within them (Ford et. al., 2014). Inherent to all these 

approaches has been the approach to data, as a quantifiable entity which can 

be measured. The approach of this research was qualitative, drawing on the 

data to observe and interpret learner behaviour, rather than predict future 

action. 

Language theorists looked for discourses, which permeated the language they 

studied. They observed culture through observing narrative structures and voice 

(Bahktin, 1981). In approaching the data of the online space qualitatively, it was 

treated as a set of signs (Vygotsky, 1987), which could reveal the narrative 

structures (Bahktin, 1981) - the discourses (Cunliffe, 2012) - of the online 

space. The modules, which this research examined, were perceived as 

mediating artefacts (2.3.2). They were tools and signs which shaped, and were 

shaped by, cultural narratives. The data was approached as a means of 

observation, a way to capture vignettes of the relationships and the patterns of 

participation, which played out in the shared online space. Breadth of 
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observation, across a number of modules, enabled identification of discourses 

which permeated the modules. The data created vignettes, snapshots of the 

lived experience of participants within the online space. A combination of 

graphical representation and written commentary enabled the observation of 

collaborative activity. The frequency of posts on a discussion board, the style of 

communication and the time spent online could be used to draw a picture of the 

participatory patterns of individuals, or groups, as they interacted.   

The data was drawn from the university learning management system (LMS). 

This was perceived as the online “classroom”. Pedagogic collaboration, within 

the institutional context, was observed to be enacted through this teaching 

space. Students may have collaborated in spaces outwith the university LMS; 

the research acknowledged this. The focus of this research was pedagogic 

collaboration, collaborative activities used in the processes of teaching, as they 

were enacted within the online space of the university LMS. Tutors and students 

may have also used different platforms to interact and the interview structure 

enabled discussion relating to these (4.2.2). From a pragmatic perspective the 

data in the LMS was accessible and comparable. Its use enabled a mixed-

methods approach which observed online practice in relation to participant’s 

perspectives (interviews and focus group) and actions (data analysis). The 

“form” of the educative experience could be focused on, how tutors’ practiced 

and why they did so could be explored (Biesta, 2015a).  

Lambert and Fisher (2013) suggested that asynchronous discussion forums 

were becoming outdated. Other technologies such as Skype, wikis and blogs 

could more effectively promote community building and collaboration. At the 

time of data collection discussion forums were widely used across the 

university. The observation explored the range of tools available in the 

university LMS (3.4.2). Other collaborative tools such as Chat – a real time text-

based communication tool - and Collaborate – an asynchronous platform 

incorporating video links and a shared white-board - were used on some of the 

modules observed. Discussion boards were used on all of the modules and 

therefore provided the richest breadth of observation, in relation to the 

enactment of pedagogic collaboration.  
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3.3 Methods (1): Course Reports 

The first round of observation consisted of collecting data from the university 

learning management system (LMS). The system stored data, relating to 

student and tutor participation in the online space. The LMS presented online 

programmes through separate modules which were facilitated by either a single 

tutor or, for larger student cohorts, a tutor team. Students were enrolled onto the 

modules they were studying. Data was stored within each module space 

relating to participation on the module. To access data the LMS produced 

course reports which were available to tutors through the Evaluation panel 

within each module. Eight types of course report were available:  

1. All User Activity inside Content Areas 

This report displays a summary of all user activity inside Content 

Areas for the course 

2. Course Activity Overview 

Course Activity Overview displays overall activity within a single 

course, sorted by student and date. Data includes the total and 

average time spent per user and the total amount of activity the 

user had in the course 

3. Course Performance 

This report displays information showing how a single Blackboard 

Learn Course performs against a selected set of goals. 

Performance targets and a range of acceptable performance for 

the course can be determined when running the report. Data 

includes averages for the entire course as well as break downs for 

individual students and goals 

4. Overall Summary of User Activity 

The report displays user activity for all areas of the course, as well 

as activity dates, times and days of the week 

5. Single Course User Participation Report 

Displays detailed statistics on assessment and collaboration tool 

submissions for all users in this course during a specified 

timeframe 
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6. Student Overview for Single Course 

Student Overview for Single Course displays an individual student's 

activity within a course, sorted by date. Data includes the total 

overall time the student spent in the course as well as detailed 

information about the student's activity, such as which items and 

Content Areas the student accessed and the time spent on each 

7. User Activity in Forums 

This report displays a summary of user activity in Discussion Board 

Forums for the course 

8. User Activity in Groups 

This report displays a summary of user activity in Groups for the 

course 

www.uhi.blackboard.com [accessed 14th September 2016] 

Two of these reports were identified and used to extract data from a cross-

section of online modules; User Activity in Forums (3.3.1) and Overall User 

Activity (3.3.2). Modules were identified from undergraduate online degree 

programmes which were delivered by the university at the time of data 

collection (3.4.1). The researcher sought permission to access modules from 

the Programme Leaders, and Module Leaders, and was enrolled on to eighteen 

modules. Course reports were run, and data was collected between the 11th 

and 19th December 2014. The data collected was comparable across multiple 

modules, and related to collaborative activity. The date range used for all of the 

reports gathered was 8th September to 29th November; the twelve teaching 

weeks of Semester One. Data was exported into excel. User Activity in Forums 

enabled the observation of discussion board participation. Overall Summary of 

User Activity recorded participation in all areas of the module. This enabled 

observation of patterns of participation in all areas of the modules.  

Learning analytics have utilised data from the online environment, to monitor 

and analyse student activity. Wise, Hausknecht and Zhao (2014) used 

clickstream data to explore student’s activities within a discussion forum. Data 

collected allowed them to suggest ways in which students were “listening” to 

each other and was used to discern listening approaches. The study collected 



96 | P a g e  
 

data relating to students “clicks” around the discussion board: clickstream data. 

During six week-long discussions, on an undergraduate educational psychology 

course, data from discussion forums was extracted and collated. Students were 

observed opening posts, writing posts, revisiting posts and editing, or changing, 

posts. A timestamp was attached to each file and was used to determine how 

long students had spent on each activity. Opening other student posts was seen 

to relate to greater depth in students own contributions. This suggested that 

“listening” played an important role in the depth of dialogue during online 

discussions. This finding was reflected in the case study (Coker, 2015) in which 

higher achieving students were found to spend a higher proportion of their time 

taking part in discussions. Findings from Wise, Hausknecht and Zhao’s (2014) 

study challenged assumptions that students read each other’s posts, even if 

they didn’t post themselves (Wise, Hausknecht and Zhao, 2014). This too, was 

reflected in the findings of the current research (3.5) which used data, collected 

through course reports, to observe student actions.        

3.3.1 User Activity in Forums 

The first report the research drew data from was User Activity in Forums. This 

presented data relating to the use of discussion boards. Forums – an area of 

the discussion board set up by the tutor - were listed and access to the forum 

was shown by number of hits. Students could add threads to forums, or reply to 

threads in forums.  



97 | P a g e  
 

 

Fig. vi: Structure of discussion boards in University Learning Management 

System (LMS) 

Zhu (1996) described the discussion forum, or electronic discussion, as a 

means to enable: ‘interaction and collaboration’ and promote ‘self-regulated 

learning ... and reflective activities’ (Zhu, 1996: 823). Using Vygotsky (1987), 

Rogoff (1995) and Dewey (1938) to support his theoretical framework, Zhu 

described online discussions as a social space where students could work 

within their zone of proximal development (Vygotsky, 1987), being appropriately 

supported by tutors. Zhu (1996) described online discussion as a means for 

students to actively construct knowledge; to reflect on their experiences through 

meaningful interactions. Online discussions enabled student’s self-regulation 

and goal-orientated behaviours as they provided the social context for learning 

activities (Zhu, 1996). ‘Online discussions are unique in that they allow students 

time to reflect on their answers before posting. Likewise, students can take 

more time to understand and relate to what peers have written because posts 

remain accessible over time’ (Samuels-Peretz, 2014). Asynchronous discussion 

forums, with threaded discussions, were seen to enable students to participate 

at their own rate and provide space for reflection (Stahl, 2009). However, 

factors such as the restriction to text only communication could constrain 
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students agency (Olson, 1994). The potential for a high volume of messages 

was found to constrain student participation resulting in quick responses and 

short messages (Stahl, 2009).  

The data collected for the current research recorded hits. A hit was logged 

when a participant clicked within a particular forum. Capturing clicks did not 

determine whether participants had read posts. The click simply registered they 

had visited that area of the discussion board. A high number of hits showed that 

a participant had either repeatedly visited a discussion or had moved around 

the discussion board a lot during a visit. A high number of hits, therefore, 

suggested engagement with the discussion. Previous studies had 

predominantly focused on what students wrote on discussion boards (1.1). As 

the name suggested the discussion boards aimed to facilitate discussion; a two 

way activity. The responsive element of discussion - listening to other 

participants - took place on discussion boards through participants reading 

posts. Observing students reading was challenging, when using data (Wise et. 

al., 2014), as hits recorded could not measure participant’s engagement with 

the interactions.  

The course report recorded the number of hits posted on each forum (Fig. vii) 

within a discussion board. The Case Study (Coker, 2015) had observed 

differences in the participation rates of different discussion board forums. 

Comparing the number of messages enabled a basic observation of 

participation across the module forums. 

User Activity in Forums  
Access / Forum 
 Forums Hits Percent  
 1 234 23%  
 2 121 12%  
 3 591 59%  
     
Messages / Forum  
 Forums Hits Percent  
 1 28 7%  
 2 15 2%  
 3 266 26%  
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Fig. vii: Example of ‘User Activity in Forums’ course report   

Forums were also presented alongside a list of module participants (Fig. viii). 

This enabled observation of the number of posts added to discussion forums by 

individual students or tutors. Students were listed by name and student number. 

Tutors were listed by name and staff number. All data used in shared 

documents was anonymised. The original reports, containing student and staff 

numbers, were stored securely for the duration of the research and destroyed 

following completion. 

 Introduction 
Forum 

Week 1 
Discussion 

Week 2 
Discussion 

Total 

Student A 3 2 1 6 
Student B 5 2 3 10 
Student C 4 4 3 11 
Student D 2 1 1 4 
Student E 5 3 4 12 
Student F 2 1 0 3 

Fig. viii: Example of ‘User Activity in Forums: Posts per board’ course report  

The report also presented the data organised by date (Fig. ix). This showed 

when, across the days of the Semester, participants had been most, or least, 

active within the discussion forums. The case study (Coker, 2015) had not 

observed any correlation between time of year and participation on discussion 

boards. However, anecdotal evidence, from professional dialogue, suggested 

that discussion forums were busier at particular times during the Semester. 

Fig. ix: Example of ‘User Activity in Forums: Access by date’ 

Date  
 

Hits Percent 

2014-09-08 91 4.34% 
2014-09-09 66 3.15% 
2014-09-10 25 1.19% 
2014-09-11 69 3.29% 
2014-09-12 32 1.53% 
2014-09-13 46 2.19% 
2014-09-14 14 0.67% 
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The data relating to discussion board hits, organised by date, were compared 

across all eighteen modules. To enable comparison across a large number of 

modules the discussion board hits were averaged. The number of hits were 

divided by the number of participants on the module; hits/participants*100. The 

scaled data, presented the average number of hits per student, over time for 

each module. This enabled observation of discussion board use over the time-

span of the semester. An average of all eighteen modules was generated (3.5). 

Modules with high - over 130 - and low - under 30 - participants were compared 

with each other and against the average (3.5.1). The data was presented in bar 

charts.     

Modules which used groups were compared with modules which didn’t use 

groups (3.5.2). Blackboard groups were set up in two ways: Module 10 made 

use of the groups function in Blackboard which allowed groups of student’s 

access to their own discussion board. These were facilitated by different tutors. 

A general discussion board which all students could access was also available. 

Modules 4, 9, 13, 14 and 15 used group discussion boards. On these modules 

discussion boards, for particular groups of students, were located in the general 

discussion board area. The boards were accessible to all students on the 

module. These were facilitated by different tutors. 

Discussion Board hits - averaged - were compared for modules which used 

groups against the overall average from all 18 modules (3.5.2). Modules of 

similar sizes which did, and did not use groups, were compared. Modules 8 and 

9 used assessed discussion boards. Participation over time on the discussion 

boards was compared for these modules with the overall average for all 

modules (3.5.3).  

Modules were then organised by level of study: 

o Level 7 – 5 modules 

o Level 8 – 6 modules 

o Level 9 – 6 modules 

o Level 10 – 1 module 
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Hits over time were averaged using the scaled data (see above) and the four 

levels were compared with the average (3.5.4).  

The final presentation of information in the User Activity in Forums course report 

listed module participants showing the number of posts by date, on each day of 

each month (Fig. x). 

 

2014-
09 
 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 … 30  Total 

Student A  1 0 2 0 0 3 1 0 0 2 0  0  15 
Student B 0 2 1 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 0  1  11 
Student C 2 0 1 1 0 1 0 1 0 0 0  0  8 
Student D 3 1 0 0 0 1 1 0 0 0 1  2  12 
Student E 1 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 1 1 0  0  6 
Student F 0 2 2 0 0 1 3 0 0 1 0  0  14 
Student G 0 1 0 0 2 0 0 1 1 0 0  1  16 

Fig. x: Example of ‘User Activity in Forums: Message by participant by date’ 

course report 

The total number of posts, for each participant over the duration of the module, 

was calculated. Participants were then sorted into students and tutors. 

Students, and tutors, post rates were compared. 

3.3.2 Overall Summary of User Activity  

The Overall Summary of User Activity course report, provided data on 

participation over the time-span of the module. Data was divided to show hits 

within each area of the module (Fig. xi). The number of hits within each area 

was shown and a percentage of total hits given.  

Overall Summary of User Activity  
 
Access / Applications 
Area ID Hits Percent 
Course Media Gallery  1 0.02% 
Helix Media Library 3 0.08% 

Fig. xi: Example of ‘Overall Summary of User Activity: Area Hits by area’ course 

report 
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Hits for each participant, in each area of the module, were then presented. 

These displayed the number of hits for each participant during the time-span of 

the module, for each area (Fig. xii) . 

 Achievements 
Applications 

Announce 
ments 

WikiTool 
Glossary 

Blogs LTI Calendar Chalk Tile 
Management 

Goals 
Instructor 

Collaboration 

Student A  0 9 0 2 0 0 0 0 0 
Student B 0 24 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 
Student C 0 36 0 0 0 0 0 0 3 
Student D 0 101 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 
Student E 0 5 0 6 0 0 0 0 0 
Student F 0 12 0 2 0 0 0 0 1 
Student G 0 28 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Fig. xii: Example of ‘Overall Summary of User Activity: Area Hits by student’ 

course report 

Data from the course reports relating to collaboration sessions observed the 

use of the synchronous chat tool. Modules 2, 5, 8, 12, 13, 15, 16 and 17 

recorded hits in this area. Discussion board hits and collaboration hits for each 

participant were extracted. Data showing the total number of discussion board 

posts (extracted from User Activity in Forums) was also collated. Participants 

were sorted into students and tutors. Scatter-charts were generated to 

compare:  

(a) Discussion Board Hits and Discussion Board Posts  

(b) Discussion Board Hits and Collaboration Hits  

Scatter-charts were generated for the students on each module for (a) and for 

(b), where the chat tool was utilised. All students were also compared in relation 

to discussion board hits and posts. 

Data relating to tutor participation was extracted from each module and collated. 

Several of the tutors taught on more than one module. Forty-three tutors were 

identified as having participated in one or more modules. Of these thirty-three 

had posted on discussion boards. The discussion board hits and posts (for 

tutors who had posted on discussion boards) were totalled. These were then 

compared for both number of posts and for hits compared to posts (3.7).    
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The course reports also presented hits for each participant by date (Fig. xiii): 

Access / Date  
 
2014-09 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 … 30 Total 
Student A 0 0 2 0 2 3 1 0 0 1  0 22 
Student B 1 0 3 0 0 2 2 1 0 0  1 45 
Student C 0 1 0 0 1 1 2 0 3 1  0 23 
Student D 0 0 2 2 0 0 0 1 2 1  1 18 
Student E 1 0 0 4 6 2 4 5 6 3  2 86 
Student F 0 0 3 4 3 7 4 2 0 4  3 78 

Fig. xiii: Example of ‘Overall Summary of User Activity: All Hits by student and 

date’ course report 

Module hits were presented in relation to the hour of the day (Fig. xiv):  

Access / Hour of Day  
 
Hour of Day Hits Percent 
0 41 0.55% 
1 41 0.55% 
2 18 0.24% 
3 42 0.56% 
4 2 0.03% 
5 9 0.12% 

Fig. xiv: Example of ‘Overall Summary of User Activity: Access by hours of the 

day’ course report 

And by days of the week (Fig. xv): 

Access / Day of the Week  
 
Day of Week Hits Percent 
SUN 360 4.83% 
MON 2139 28.70% 
TUE 1784 23.94% 
WED 901 12.09% 
THU 1271 17.06% 
FRI 704 9.45% 
SAT 293 3.93% 

Fig. xv: Example of ‘Overall Summary of User Activity: Access by hours of the 

days of the week’ course report 
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Data relating to time online was extracted from the summary of Overall User 

Activity. The time of day that participants, students and tutors, were online was 

observed by the hits made within the online space. Data relating to time online 

was collated, and compared between modules (3.4.3).   

3.4 Results (1): Observations of Online Practice  

Course Reports were used as the initial layer of observation to provide breadth. 

Data was approached using an ethnographic style of observation, respecting 

enacted pedagogy (3.2.1): the aim was to observe patterns of participation. 

Patterns of participation presented pictures of what students and tutors were 

doing in the online spaces of the modules, in relation to where they went within 

the module and the frequency of their participation. The observations focused 

on areas where there was the opportunity to participate with others, 

asynchronously - discussion boards - or synchronously - Chat and Virtual 

Classroom sessions. Course Reports did not provide data regarding the use of 

Collaborate - Blackboard’s webinar tool.  

3.4.1 Identifying Modules   

The first stage of data collection involved identifying appropriate modules. Using 

the university webpage, courses offered by the university were filtered to those 

with online delivery. From these Masters level studies were removed. Four 

undergraduate online degrees were identified. Using the course descriptors in 

the university records system, module titles on these degrees were identified. 

The documentation, in the university records system, was incomplete for 

programme A3. The programme leader was therefore contacted and a list of 

module titles obtained. To identify module codes the titles were matched to a 

spreadsheet, provided by university administration, showing all of the modules 

in the university learning management system (LMS) in September 2014. These 

were then matched against a spreadsheet from student records showing 

modules currently (September 2014) “live” in the university registry. “Live” 

modules had students registered to them, as they were being delivered during 

semester one of the academic year 2014 -15. Modules in degree programme 

A3 were all “live”. For degree programme A1, 40 modules out of the 44 on the 
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course descriptor were “live”. For degree programme A2 51 out of 55 were 

“live”. For degree B1 28 out of 46 were “live” which suggested that the course 

descriptor may not have been up to date. “Live” modules were chosen for the 

sample so that current tutors could be interviewed at later stages of the 

research. Optional modules were removed from the sample as core modules 

were deemed more likely to focus on the subject discipline of the programmes. 

Of the core modules identified four modules were also optional on different 

degree programmes (fig. xvi). Observing participation on core modules enabled 

comparisons between disciplines, as well as between modules across 

programmes and stages of a degree.  

Out of a total of 155 modules listed on the course descriptors, 52 were identified 

for the sample. For each module SCQF level, module code and course were 

recorded. Programme leaders for each programme of study were approached 

and the research was discussed either in a face-to-face conversation or on the 

phone. From these discussions module leaders were identified. E-mails were 

then sent to the module leaders, giving a brief overview of the research aim and 

asking for enrolment on their modules. The researcher was enrolled onto 

eighteen modules running in Semester One of the Academic year 2014-15. The 

modules (numbered 1-18 in fig. xvi), were located within one of four degree 

programmes (A1, A2, A3, B1, fig. xvi), in one of two subject networks (A and B, 

fig. xvi). All modules were core to at least one degree programme, five modules 

were also optional choices on additional degree programmes (fig. xvi).   
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Subject 
Network 

A B 

Degree 
program  

A1 A2 A3 B1 

L7 10  
16  
17  
 

10  
12 
16  
17  

 11  
16  
17 

L8 9 15  6 
14  

8 
9 

L9 13  
18  

2  
13  
18  

4  
5  

1  
13  
18  

L10 3  
7  

3  
7  

 3  
 

Bold = Core Module,  Italics = Module available as an option  

Fig. xvi: Modules on which course reports were run (numbered in order to 

anonymise) 

The eighteen modules included a range of subject disciplines and levels: five 

modules were SCQF level seven, five modules were level eight, five were level 

nine and two were level ten. Two modules included groups from different 

programmes, using the same module space. Seven out of the eighteen 

modules split students into groups, for discussion board activities. Two modules 

used assessed discussion boards. Twelve of the eighteen modules had 

“Welcome” or introductory discussion boards. Three hundred and fifteen 

discussion boards were used over the eighteen modules. 

Data from course reports was extracted and stored in thirty-eight excel 

workbooks; one for each course report, two for each module. The data showed 

the activity of 1191 student experiences. Some students participated on more 

than one module (3.7.1). When sorted by student the data contained the 

participatory patterns of 839 students. 43 tutors were identified as actively 

participating on the modules observed.  

3.4.2 Participation on Modules  

Data from the course reports was used to compare participation, in relation to 

the areas of the module accessed. Activity was recorded by hits in different 
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areas of the module; a hit showed that a participant had clicked in a specific 

area. Staff and student data were included when observing the participation in 

different areas of the modules. The four most commonly used areas of modules 

were identified. Activity in these areas were extracted, activity in other areas of 

the modules was recorded as other: 

o Announcements 

o Content Area 

o Discussion Board 

o Collaboration 

o Other  

The Announcements area of the module space was a communicative area of 

the module. Tutors posted messages which were e-mailed to all module 

participants and then stored in the Announcements area. The default setting in 

the LMS, for the module landing page, was the Announcements area of the 

module. All eighteen modules used the Announcements area as the landing 

page. The Content area was the area of the module where content and 

activities were presented. The Discussion Boards were categorised as a 

collaborative tool, as they provided a space where all participants could post 

and read the posts of others. Collaboration was an area of the learning 

management system used for synchronous activities: webinars, chat rooms or a 

virtual classroom. Other tools included e-mail; tutors could send e-mails from 

the module space, tools area; a link to tools such as blogs, wikis and journals, 

my grades; an area to view students results. The three most commonly used 

areas were: 

o Discussion Boards 

o Content Item 

o Announcements    

When collated the data presented a complex picture of participation, but clearly 

showed that all modules predominantly used these three areas: 
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Fig xvii: Modules 1-18 split into the percentage of participation in each area of 

the module  

All eighteen modules primarily utilised the same areas of the module, the light 

blue “other” category being the smallest proportion of activity in any of the 

modules. The discussion boards were the most visited section of the modules. 

The relationship between “Content Item” and “Discussion Board” varied across 

the modules; these were the two most utilised areas. In the case study the 

relationship between these areas, in relation to student activity, had reflected 

different patterns of participation. The comparison across modules suggested 

that participation within modules varied.  Observations of activity in modules 

five, seven and fifteen illustrated the variance of patterns of participation across 

different modules, in relation to areas of the modules used: 
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Fig. xviii: Comparison of activity in areas of module: Modules 5, 7 and 16 

The comparison (fig. xviii) demonstrated the variety of approach used in 

different modules. The hits in each area of the modules reflected participation in 

different areas, over the duration of the semester. The differences across the 

modules suggested different patterns of participation. Recent research on tool 

use in Blackboard observed five types of course structure, which suggested 

different approaches to facilitation (Whitmer, 2016). The high proportion of hits 

in the same areas (fig. xvii) showed a similarity in the module architecture, 

observations of participation suggested differences in the way modules 

engaged with the different areas. The LMS presented a list of areas which 

modules could have utilised; there were over fifty areas in the list presented by 

Activity (by % of Hits):  
Module 5 

Activity (by % of Hits):  
Module 7 

Activity (by % of Hits):  
Module 16 Announcements

Content Area

Discussion Board

Collaboration

Other
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the LMS. Comparisons of module use between degree programmes (7.3), 

suggested that different disciplines used the online space in different ways.  

3.4.3 Time Online  

Time online was observed in relation to hour of day, and days of the week. 

Patterns of participation on discussion forums had been explored by Cheng et. 

al. (2015), using graphs which presented the number of posts on each day of 

the module. The duration of discussion topics varied but ‘familiar tendencies’ 

(Cheng et. al., 2015: 68) were observed. Discussion was generally at its highest 

during the few days after the first posting in a new topic. A sharp decline was 

followed by a lull before a small growth in posts during the last few days a topic 

was available. The study compared student’s final grades with their position in 

the sequence of postings in the discussion forum and found promptness in the 

discussion correlated with higher grades. Drawing on this approach the current 

research observed time online by hits within the LMS, on each day of the 

module’s delivery. This information was drawn from the Overall Summary of 

User Activity (3.3.2) and collated for all modules, and then by degree. Cheng et. 

al. (2015) analysed their data quantitatively, looking for a statistical difference in 

the number of postings on a particular day or a particular time of the day. A 

correlation analysis was used to compare individual student posting and their 

final grade. The current research approached the data qualitatively, observing 

the patterns of participation and connecting these with the qualitative data, 

drawn from the interviews and focus group study.            
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The total hits, across all eighteen modules, for each hour of the day were 

collated: 

 

Fig. ixx: Total Hits by Hour of the Day: all participants across all 18 modules   

The results showed that the LMS was accessed during every hour of the day. 

The observation relating to days of the week showed that the LMS was also 

accessed on every day of the week: 
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Fig. xx: Total Hits by Day of the Week: all participants on all 18 modules   

Modules were then sorted by degree programme. Where modules were 

presented in more than one degree programme they were observed within both 

programmes. The degree programme structures were designed around a 

generic first year; students had options within a wide range of modules, 

alongside core modules from the degree programme they were planning to 

study. Excluding modules offered in more than one degree programme would 

have excluded the majority of level seven modules: 
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Fig. xxi: Total Hits by Hour of the Day: Programme A1 

 

 

Fig. xxii: Total Hits by Hour of the Day: Programme A2 
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Fig. xxiii Total Hits by Hour of the Day: Programme A3 

 

Fig. xxiv Total Hits by Hour of the Day: Programme B1 

The pattern of participation for programme A3 was observed to be different to 

A1, A2 and B1, in relation to the higher level of evening activity. As this 
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programme did not share modules with the other three programmes observed, 

the observation was repeated, with the modules only available on each of the 

degree programmes (3.4.1, fig. xv, xvi, xvii): 

  
Degree Programmes 

 
 

A1 
 

 
A2 

 
A3 

 
B1 

 
Core  
Modules 
original to 
degree 
programme  
 

 
10 

 
2, 3, 7, 15,  

 
4,  5, 6, 14 

 
1, 8, 11  

Comparing the temporal patterns of participation for core modules, only 

presented within a particular degree suggested that temporal patterns of 

participation may be related to degree programme: 

 

Fig. xv: Total Hits by Hour of the Day: Programme A2 Core Modules  

 

0

1000

2000

3000

4000

5000

6000

7000

8000

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 20 21 22 23 24

Hi
ts

 b
y 

Pa
rt

ic
ip

an
ts

  

Hours of the Day  

Total Hits by Hour of the Day: Programme A2 
Core Modules  

Hits



116 | P a g e  
 

 

Fig. xvi: Total Hits by Hour of the Day: Programme A3 Core Modules  

 

Fig. xvii: Total Hits by Hour of the Day: Programme B1 Core Modules  
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Programme A1 was excluded from this observation as only one module was 

core to only programme A1. Programmes A2 and A3 showed higher levels of 

participation in the evening, compared with programme B1. Programmes A2 

and B1 showed higher levels in the day. As results here were not proportioned, 

per number of students, the patterns were observed and compared in relation to 

the shape of the charts. The comparison suggested that programme A3, 

attached to a professional community of practice was accessed more in the 

evenings, when compared to programmes A2 and B1 which were traditional 

style degrees, in that students were not required to be actively participating in a 

particular profession.   

3.5 Participation on Discussion Boards 

Participation on discussion boards was then observed. The discussion board 

was the main collaborative area utilised by the modules in this data collection 

(fig. xvii). All modules utilised discussion boards, comparing patterns of 

participation within this tool was potentially a way to develop understanding of 

the enactment of pedagogic collaboration.  

The first layer of data extracted from the course reports looked at the hit-rate on 

discussion boards. Discussion board hits for each module - including all 

participants, students and tutors - by date, were collated and scaled according 

to the number of students on that module. For each day of the modules duration 

an average number of hits per participant was calculated. The average hit rate 

for participants on all eighteen modules was compared: 
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Fig. xxviii:  Average Hits - of module participants - on Discussion Boards, over 

12 week Semester  

The average hits (fig. xxviii) presented a wide variance in the use of discussion 

boards across the eighteen modules. Figure xix presents a complicated 

observation of the pattern of participation over time for all 18 modules. This 

suggested that although different levels of engagement were observed, there 

were similarities in the patterns of participation. The temporal patterns of 

participation showed similar peaks and troughs. The general trend for 

participation on discussion boards over time was downwards. This suggested 

that discussion boards were used more at the beginning of a module, with 

peaks at particular times of the semester.  
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Fig. xiv: Discussion board hits by date for modules 1-18 (scaled)  

The observations relating to all eighteen modules observed differences in the 

frequency of participation on discussion boards.  The patterns of participation 

over time were observed to be complex. In relation to pedagogic collaboration 

the discussion boards provided a space for tutors to facilitate collaborative 

activity. The differences observed suggested that tutors used the discussion 

boards in different ways. However, this level of observation provided limited 

detail in relation to the type of practice enacted on the modules. The hit rate on 

the discussion boards was subsequently compared in relation to a range of 

factors (see below) which might have influenced tutors use of collaborative 

activities when teaching.  
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3.5.1 Size of module (by participants enrolled) 

Modules were compared by size of cohort: Modules 10, 16 and 17 had over 130 

participants enrolled; these were the largest cohorts. The smallest modules - by 

participants enrolled - were modules 3, 5 and 8 which had below 30 

participants. An average was calculated from data for all of the modules, this 

was used to compare participation on selected modules.  

 

Fig. xxx: Discussion board hits for modules with over 130 participants  

Module 16 was observed to have a similar pattern of participation to the 

average, whereas Module 10 was noticeably lower. Module 17 had a different 

participation pattern with a peak at the beginning of the second half of the 

Semester. 
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Fig .xxxi:  Discussion board hits for modules with under 30 participants  

Module 3 was generally below the average, while modules 5 and 8 had 

noticeable peaks of activity across the duration of the semester.  

The comparison of group size did not suggest that the size of cohort had a 

noticeable influence on discussion board participation rates, over this iteration 

of the modules. 
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3.5.2 Modules using groups 

Discussion board hits were then compared for modules which used groups.  

Modules which used groups were compared to the average: 

 

Fig. xxxii:  Discussion board hits for modules which use groups 

The patterns of participation did not suggest that the use of groups had either a 

positive or negative effect on discussion board participation.  
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In order to create a simpler picture here the modules with groups and the 

modules without were averaged: 

 

 

Fig. xxxiii: Average discussion board hits for modules using groups compared to 

modules without groups 

When averaged the patterns of participation with, or without groups, were very 

similar. This suggested that the use of groups did not influence the use of 

discussion boards in this iteration of the modules.    

 

 

 

0.00

1.00

2.00

3.00

4.00

5.00

6.00

1 4 7 10131619222528313437404346495255586164677073767982

Di
sc

us
si

on
 B

oa
rd

 H
its

 (s
ca

le
d 

an
d 

av
er

ag
ed

) 

Date by day of Semester 

Average Discussion Board Hits for Modules 
using Groups compared to Modules without 

Groups 

Groups

No Groups



124 | P a g e  
 

3.5.3 Assessed Discussion Boards 

Modules 8 and 9 used assessed discussion boards. Both of these modules 

showed patterns of participation above the average: 

 

Fig. xxxiv: Discussion board hits for modules with assessed discussion boards 

compared to the overall average 

When each module was compared with the average, trend-lines suggested that 

the use of assessed discussion boards may have positively impacted on 

participation on discussion boards, during this iteration of the modules. The blue 

(module 8) and red (module 9), linear lines in figure xxxiv are both higher than 

the average (green line, fig. xxxiv). Module Nine was the only module which did 

not record a drop in participation over the duration of the Semester.      
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Fig. xxxv: Discussion board hits for module 8 (assessed discussion boards) 

compared to the average 

Although module 8 had a downward trend in participation, the rate of 

participation was above the average. 
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Fig. xxxvi: Discussion board hits for module 9 (assessed discussion boards) 

compared to the average 

Module 9 had a much more stable trend-line, than the average, showing that 

participation on the boards lasted the duration of the Semester. 
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3.5.4 Levels 

Modules were compared by level of study. Hit rates for modules at the same 

level were averaged and levels were compared:  

 

Fig. xxxvii: Discussion board hits for levels 7, 8, 9 and 10 (scaled and averaged) 

The one level 10 module was much lower than the rest. This module was a 

dissertation module for various courses and as such was likely to focus more on 

individual, rather than collaborative activity.  

The highest rate of participation was in Level 8, levels 7 and 9 were close to the 

average. In Level 8 students were in their second year of study or may have 

transferred to a degree from a college based HNC. They therefore had some 
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experience in regards to study. Level 10, the honours year comprised a 

dissertation element for all of the programmes, it could be suggested that 

progress through the degree programmes moved towards an individual activity, 

in which opportunities for the enactment of pedagogic collaboration became 

less frequent. The next layer of observation explored this further, focusing on 

student activity on discussion boards. 

3.6 Student Participation on Discussion Boards  

The data from this research suggested that student participation on discussion 

boards was generally low. Over a 12 week semester the vast majority of 

students posted less than twenty comments (Figure xxxviii).  

 
Discussion Board Posts 
over a twelve semester  

 
Number of Student 
Experiences 
(Total 1189) 
 

 
No posts  
 

 
378 

 
Two to five posts   
 

 
414 

 
Six to ten posts 
 

 
195 

 
Eleven to twenty posts  
 

 
131 

 
Twenty-one to fifty posts  
 

 
61 

 
Over fifty posts  
 

 
6 

The data, at this point observed student experiences: data, recording student 

activity, was gathered from each module. Where students had studied more 

than one module their discussion board activity was collected for each separate 

module. The focus of the research was on pedagogic collaboration, comparing 

the modules was the focus at this point, and the patterns of participation within 

them. Students on more than one module were compared in relation to 
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participation, their participation was observed to be inconsistent across 

modules, which suggested that the modules mediated student participation 

(2.3.2). Looking across all of the modules discussion board posts were 

observed to be generally low: 

 

Fig. xxxviii: Student Discussion Board posts over a 12 week Semester   

Over half of the students had posted less than five times during the module. 

Module posts over time had observed a downwards trend (3.5), suggesting that 

where students had posted few comments, they were more likely to have been 

at the beginning of the semester. 

When observing hits on discussion boards – recorded when a student clicked 

onto a discussion board – the data suggested that posting on a discussion 

board was related to being there (hits). Lurking (Tschofen and Mackness, 2012) 

has been suggested to take place on discussion boards, students who did not 

post were assumed to visit the discussion boards and read the comments 
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posted. The observations in the current research did not support the notion of 

lurking 

Fig. xxxix:  Hits on Discussion Boards: all students 

 

Fig. xl:  Posts on Discussion Boards: all students 



131 | P a g e  
 

The similarity in the curve suggested that only a small amount of the students 

were visiting the discussion boards. Taking a closer look the data showed that 

181 out of 1189 students (15%) had never visited the discussion boards and 

25% had less than twelve hits, one a week over the twelve week module. This 

might have suggested that students were lurking, looking at the discussion 

boards but not posting. However, the average hit rate was 163 hits over the 

twelve week module – 13.5 hits a week – and 19 students had posted over 

1000 times. This suggested that hit rates on the discussion boards which 

averaged one visit per week were more likely to have been one or two visits to a 

board, rather than regular visits over the course of the module. The data was 

not sufficiently detailed to show whether low hits related to regular brief visits, or 

a longer single visit to a discussion board. The relationship between hits and 

posts suggested that students who were not posting were not visiting the 

discussion boards.  

The data presented above suggested that lurking was not a common activity on 

the modules observed. Individual modules were observed, in relation to the hits 

and posts observed on discussion boards. These observations supported the 

suggestion that students who hadn’t posted were unlikely to lurk on the 

discussion boards. If students were reading posts on discussion boards but not 

posting themselves then the hits would have been likely to be consistent across 

all students. The hits related to the posts in terms of frequency – see curves of 

graphs above – suggested that a lack of posting (writing) on discussion boards 

related to a lack of hitting (reading) the discussion boards.      
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3.6.1 Student participation on discussion boards across modules  

Students who were enrolled on more than one module were identified. Within 

the 1189 student experiences 839 individual students were identified. 571 

students were enrolled on one module. 187 students were enrolled on two 

modules. 81 students were enrolled on three modules.  

A comparison of the hits and posts on discussion boards for students enrolled 

on 3 modules showed variance across the modules. The three students 

presented below reflect the variance observed:   

 
Students 

 
Module One  
 

 
Module Two  

 
Module Three  

 
Posts 

 
Hits 

 
Posts 

 
Hits 

 
Posts 

 
Hits 

 
 

A 
 

0 
 

0 
 

3 
 

79 
 

42 
 

2416 
 

 
B 
 

2 
 

97 
 

11 
 

232 
 

21 
 

1187 
 

 
C 
 

2 
 

59 
 

11 
 

781 
 

21 
 

1139 
 

The largest variance was observed for Student A, who had contributed 42 posts 

and moved around the discussion board recording 2416 hits in one module, 

while posting 3 times in another and not at all in the third module observed. This 

variance was observed across the 81 students. 
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3.7 Tutors participation on Discussion Boards  

Tutor participation was central to the notion of pedagogic collaboration, as their 

facilitation shaped collaborative activities, when utilised as part of the teaching 

process. Tutors pedagogy - their teaching processes - were expected to be 

reflected in the collaborative activities, within the online spaces observed. 

Tutor’s patterns of participation were therefore observed.  

Active tutors were identified and the number of discussion board posts over the 

semester was collated (fig.xli). Total discussion board posts for tutors 

demonstrated a range of engagement on the discussion boards: 
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Fig. xli: Tutors Discussion Board Post 
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However, some tutors taught on more than one module, and the number of 

students enrolled on modules varied from seven to over two hundred. Tutor’s 

discussion board posts were therefore compared with the amount of students 

they taught. Students on each module were divided by the number of tutors on 

that module. Module 5 had 28 students and 2 tutors. Each tutor was recorded 

as 28/2 showing 14 students each. Each module was calculated and the 

student cohort for each tutor was totalled (Appendix One). The student cohort 

was then compared to the discussion board posts for tutors who posted over 30 

comments, during the Semester:    

Fig. xlii: Tutor Discussion Board Posts and Student Cohort 

The number of posts did not suggest a clear relationship to the number of 

students, within a tutor’s cohort, suggesting that the amount of posts a tutor 

made during a module was influenced by other factors.  
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The discussion board posts for the top thirty most active tutors were observed. 

The posts each tutor made were divided by the number of modules they taught 

on. This presented an average post-rate, per module taught on: 

 

Fig. xliii: Discussion Board Posts for Tutors (proportioned) 

Three tutors were observed as “high” posters, posting above 160 posts on 

average per module. A further five posted above 100. Eleven tutors posted on 

average less than twenty times per module. The range of frequency when 

posting on discussion boards suggested differences in tutor approaches to the 

tool. 
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3.7.1 Variance across modules   

Nine tutors taught on more than one module. Participation was compared 

between modules. Where a tutor taught on more than two modules, the two 

modules with the highest number of posts were sampled. 

 

Fig. xliv: Variance of tutor discussion board posts across modules  

Some variance was observed between the tutors module posts. Tutors Two and 

Seven posts were equal in both modules; all other tutors posted more in one 

module than the other. Tutor Four, in the chart above, was observed to have the 

largest difference in relation to the amount of posts. Discussion board hits were 

then compared: 
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 Fig. xlv: Variance of tutor’s discussion board hits across modules 

A greater variance in participation was observed in discussion board hits when 

compared to posts. This suggested that some discussion boards were visited 

(hits) more, perhaps larger discussion boards took longer to get around during 

each visit, or tutors were playing different roles in different modules.  

3.7.2 Comparing tutor participation within a module  

Module 10 had a group of four tutors. During eleven weeks, of the twelve week 

semester, each tutor facilitated a group discussion board, one tutor facilitated 

two groups. Students were evenly distributed across the five groups with about 

twenty students in each group. Participation on the boards varied with different 

numbers of students participating; there was a general downward trend in 

relation to participation. Some boards had a higher proportion of posts to 

participants suggesting dialogue as participants posted more than once. 

Comparing participation suggested that either individual tutors, or student 

groups, may have influenced participation on the discussion boards: 
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   Fig. xlvi: Discussion Board Posts, by tutors, for groups in Module 10 

Groups three and four were facilitated by the same tutor. The difference in 

participation, between groups three (green line, xlvi) and four (purple line, xlvi), 

suggested that the student group may have influenced participation. The 

variance between all of the groups suggested that tutors may have facilitated 

the boards differently. All tutors posted more at the beginning, with participation 

waning towards the end of the module, frequency of posts varied across the 

tutor group. Differences in tutor participation were further suggested when 

sociograms were used to compare the patterns of participation within each 

forum. This added another layer to the observation of participation, on 

discussion boards. SNAPP analysis was utilised, to enable the exploration of 

dialogue, in relation to participation on the discussion boards. 
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3.8 Methods (2): SNAPP Analysis 

SNAPP (Social Networks Adapting Pedagogic Practice) was a web-based 

social network analysis tool. The tool was developed to measure and observe 

the networks of students on discussion boards (Dawson, 2010). When SNAPP 

was run on a discussion board in the university learning management system 

(LMS), sociograms were generated depicting the ego-network of the students, 

and tutors, involved in the discourse. 

Ego-networks presented a visualisation of one participant’s interactions within a 

social network (Dawson, 2010). Exploring the ego-networks of high and low 

performing students Dawson observed distinct differences. Data had been 

drawn from a pre-requisite level one chemistry course, at a large Canadian 

University in September to December of 2007. Four discussion boards on the 

course were used to extrapolate student’s ego-networks. Three of the boards 

were content related; the fourth was a general discussion board. The sample 

size was 207 students, made up of high and low achievers, as defined by 

overall course grade. High achievers were identified as those in the top 10% 

and low achievers as those in the bottom 10%. The networks of high achievers 

were found to be significantly larger, than those of low achievers. High 

achievers averaged a network of 5.19 connections while low achiever’s 

averaged a network of 1.77 connections. High and low achieving students were 

observed to be more likely to interact with those of a similar ability; high 

achievers interacted with other high achievers. High achieving students were 

also observed to have a higher tutor presence. 81.7% of high achiever’s and 

34.61% of low achievers had tutors positioned within their ego-network. Dawson 

(2010) suggested that learners would choose their own connections and were 

likely to choose to connect with others of a similar academic ability, thus 

reducing the potential flow of academic capital across the course as a whole. 

The findings here were congruous with the case study (Coker, 2015) in relation 

to the differences between patterns of participation between high and low 

achieving students.  

A further study by Dawson et al. (2009) used SNAPP to look for correlations 

between student’s achievement orientation and their pattern of online learning 
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behaviour. Student learning orientations were discerned using Tan’s (2009) 

learning disposition survey’ (ibid: 187). The survey consisted of 42 self-reported 

items using a Likert scale. Five factors were measured: 

o Learning goals 

o Performance goals 

o Personal innovativeness 

o Cognitive playfulness – creativity 

o Cognitive playfulness – curiosity  (Dawson et al., 2009: 188) 

 

The study focused on learning and performance goals looking for correlations 

with online activity, which was observed using SNAPP analysis of discussion 

forums. No correlation was observed between time online, the number of 

sessions, or pages, viewed. For discussion forums a significant correlation was 

found between student’s self-reported learning and performance goals, and the 

number of posts made in forums. This suggested that students study 

orientations may influence their use of discussion boards. While there was no 

evidence of a causal link, the relationship suggested that the way students 

interacted online was related to their approach to study. SNAPP analysis, in the 

current research, added a layer of observation to the data drawn from the 

course reports. It enabled exploration of the ways in which tutors interacted 

online and any potential relationship between interaction and teaching 

approach.  

Due to technical issues during the data collection not all modules could be 

sampled. SNAPP analysis was carried out on the discussion boards for eleven 

of the eighteen modules. Discussion boards were organised by week or by 

topic, although these were predominantly weekly. Discussion boards were 

identified which linked to teaching as these were deemed the most likely spaces 

to observe the enactment of pedagogic collaboration. Boards which dealt with 

housekeeping, such as arranging chat sessions or exam times, were omitted. 

Main discussion boards which ran throughout modules and “Welcome” boards, 

which introduced students and tutors, were included in the analysis, as were 

boards which dealt with assessments. 152 discussion boards were sampled in 
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Question • Teacher 

Answer  • Pupil 

Comment  • Teacher 

total. Sociograms were generated using the SNAPP tool. These were exported 

as pictures and observed in regards to the patterns of participation depicted 

(3.9).    

3.8.1 Participatory positioning: observation of discourse 

Discussion board discourse and the positioning of tutors, were observed 

pictorially in this research. The discourse was mapped using a mindmap app on 

the ipad (simplemind). As observed in Chapter One students have 

predominantly been the focus of online learning research. Fahy (2003) included 

the contributions of the instructors in an analysis of student collaboration, but 

did not mention them in subsequent discussion. Although observing tutor 

actions Cho and Cho (2014) gathered evidence from student perceptions. 

Macfayden and Dawson (2010) mapped discussion board data using social 

network visualisation tools. They identified the position of the tutor, suggesting 

that this may have an effect on the nature of peer-to-peer communications.  

Lucas, Gunawardena and Moreira (2014) suggested that many online 

discussions did not go beyond sharing information and comparing ideas, 

because instructors were not sufficiently skilled to enable negotiation, synthesis 

and application of ideas. Authentic, coherent questions posed by tutors have 

been found to mediate student’s participation on discussion boards (Noce, 

Scheffel and Lowry, 2014). This research sought to observe tutor positioning 

within the discourse of a discussion board, to understand their role during 

collaborative online activities.  

Research focusing on Education in New Zealand (Nuthall, 2007) suggested that 

the most common discourse pattern in the classroom was:  

Fig. xlvii: 

Typical 

classroom 

discourse 

pattern 

(Nuthall, 

2007) 
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Reflecting on the social nature of language Bakhtin (1986) described ‘spheres’ 

(ibid: 60) of language: speech genres. He described language as reflecting the 

participants positioning, within various areas of human activity; the choice of 

content, style and structure being reflective of social positions. In Nuthall’s 

(2007) example, the authority of the teacher was reflected through the 

discourse pattern. Language was embedded within social and cultural relations 

(Cunliffe, 2012). The current research sought to observe the discourse patterns 

found in the online spaces, created by the discussion boards. Bakhtin (1981) 

argued that ‘discourse is a social phenomenon – social throughout its entire 

range and in each and every of its factors’ (ibid: 259). Drawing on Bakhtin 

(1981, 1986) this research sought to observe the social and cultural world, 

reflected through the discourse of discussion board interactions. Observing the 

social and cultural discourse potentially enabled the observation of pedagogic 

collaboration, the positioning of the tutor reflecting their approach to the 

enactment of collaborative activities in their teaching processes.      

Using the mind-map software, discourse on the boards was mapped and the 

positioning of the tutor was highlighted. Each post was presented as a new note 

on the mind-map (boxes in figure xlviii). When a participant had responded to a 

previous comment, their post was linked to that comment. If they had 

responded to more than one post, their comment was linked to them all. When 

participants started new threads (figure vi) a new line was drawn from the 

centre:   

  
 

Fig. xlviii: Examples of participatory positioning mindmaps 
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Tutors contributions were highlighted (red boxes in figure xlviii), to observe their 

positioning. It was not possible, with the software used, to show the timeline 

over which a discussion had developed. A sample of discussion board threads 

were coded at a later point (5.4). The aim of the mind-map was to compare tutor 

positioning, across a number of boards. The mind-maps enabled the 

observation of the participatory positioning of tutors; their positioning within the 

discussion threads. From this it was possible to observe when tutors had 

started lines of discussion, when they were participants within a line of 

discussion and when their contribution had finished a line of discussion. Utilising 

the visualisation enabled comparison across a number of discussion boards. 

The evidence compiled from the SNAPP sociograms and participatory 

positioning mind-maps were compared. Examples which suggested particular 

discourses, or teaching approaches, were identified.  

3.9 Results (2): Observing Discussion Board Participation  

One hundred and fifty-three visualisations of discussion boards were generated 

by SNAPP. These enabled observation across a range of discussion boards. 

The visualisations showed a downward trend, over the duration of a module, in 

relation to discussion board participation (Appendix Two). 

SNAPP sociograms were observed and categorised into different types, 

according to the pattern of participation depicted. The categories (below), were 

not inclusive of all the boards observed, the observations suggested that there 

were qualitatively different ways to facilitate discussion board interactions: 

Linear sociograms: 

2f 3b 3c 3d 

Fig. xlix: Linear sociograms 
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Stars with one central point: 

1b 1c 11b 18d 

Fig. l: Star sociograms with one central point 

Knotted sociograms with multiple connections: 

5c 6h 8d 9b 

Fig. li Knotted sociograms  

Some discussion boards didn’t fit distinctly into any of the three patterns having 

less dense connections than knotted sociograms or more than one central point 

but similar to star sociograms:  

2d 4d 
5d 6o 

Fig. lii: Uncategorised sociograms  

The different visualisations suggested differences in the patterns of participation 

on the discussion boards, in relation to the dialogic patterns. Star sociograms 

suggested a central figure in the conversation, while knotted sociograms 

suggested a more even spread of participation. Linear sociograms utilised a 

single thread on a discussion board. The Sociograms presented a range of 

discussion board interactions. While it was possible to identify distinct examples 

there were also Sociograms which were between each example, this research 

has used categories to highlight differences in participation, not to suggest that 

discussion board interactions can, or should be, categorised into a discrete 

number of types.    
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The mind-maps which observed participatory positioning were able to highlight 

the tutors’ positioning within the dialogue. 

3.9.1 Participatory positioning 

Examples typical of each style of sociogram were mapped in relation to the 

participatory positioning, of tutors within the discussion: 

2f 3b 3c 3d 

  

  

Fig. liii: Linear SNAPP sociograms compared to participatory positioning 

observations  

Linear sociograms aligned with participatory positioning which suggested that 

the tutor was part of the discussion. The tutor was seen to contribute to the 

discussion, the discussion often continuing after the tutor’s input (figure liii). The 

mind-maps created a visualisation of the dialogue which showed the different 

threads of conversation, and highlighted the tutor’s position. The red squares in 

fig. liii showed the tutor posts, the white squares showed the student posts. 

These diagrams suggested that tutors facilitating linear discussion boards took 

part in the conversation, as they were positioned within strings of dialogue. 

Individual posts were observed, and coded at a later point in the research (5.5). 
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Figures liii, liv and lv are presented in more detail in Appendix Two. The figures 

here provide an overview, demonstrating the similarities between similar styles 

of discussion boards found on different modules.    

Observing sociograms with stars of one central point, tutors were observed to 

be positioned at the end of strings of dialogue, rather than within them: 

1b 1c 11b 18d 

   (18d-number on this chart is related 

to previous numbering of modules)  

Fig. liv: Starred sociograms compared to Participatory positioning observations 

Tutors were largely positioned at the end of discussion threads, on starred 

sociograms, suggesting that their role on the board was to provide feedback for 

the students, rather than to develop or continue the discussion. A tutors post 

often started the discussion suggesting a set task, or a question which was 

answered by the students, with tutors’ then commenting on their answers. This 

suggested a qualitatively different approach to the discussion boards, when 

compared with linear discussion board interactions. More detail was added to 

these observations through the coding of discussion board comments at a later 

stage of the research (5.5). 
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For knotted sociograms tutor participation was observed to vary:  

5c 6h 
8d 

9b 

   

 

Fig.lv: Knotted sociograms compared to Participatory positioning observations 

Two of the boards shown above (8d, 9b) indicated very little tutor input, with the 

tutor starting the discussion but not participating within the dialogue, or 

providing feedback subsequently. These boards were both from modules with 

assessed discussion boards and provided a third example of a qualitatively 

different approach to discussion board activities. Boards 5c and 6h 

demonstrated a mixture of tutor positioning. For some threads tutors were 

positioned within the dialogue, for others they held an outside positon at the end 

of the thread, suggesting feedback.   
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Uncategorised sociograms showed a similar combination of tutor positioning; 2d 

and 4d indicate minimal tutor engagement, whereas 5d and 6o demonstrated 

greater levels of tutor participation.  

2d 
4d 5d 6o 

    

Fig. lvi: Uncategorised sociograms compared to Participatory positioning 

observations 

The different colours showed different tutors. In 5d the second tutor has minimal 

input. In 6o the ratio is 13 posts to 5, between the two tutors. Both observations 

suggested uneven participation on the discussion board, between multiple 

tutors. 
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3.10 Observations drawn from the data 

Taking an ethnographic approach, the data was used to create vignettes of 

practice; observations of activity within the online space. The four 

undergraduate degree programmes observed, spanned a range of disciplines, 

including all four levels of Scottish undergraduate degree study. Student and 

tutor participation within modules was explored, using the data drawn from the 

learning management system (LMS). Modules were shown to have a similar 

architecture, their structures predominantly utilising the same areas of the LMS. 

Module architecture was utilised in different ways, activity in each area varying 

from module to module. Comparing participation across modules observed 

variance in student and tutor engagement. This suggested that module context 

influenced participation. 

Discussion boards were the most commonly used area of the LMS, and 

enabled observation of collaborative activity. Data drawn from the discussion 

board area of the modules presented a complex picture of participation. Size of 

module, the use of groups and the level of study, did not appear to influence the 

use of discussion boards although assessing discussions potentially did. 

Student and tutor interactions on discussion boards were made visible by the 

data. SNAPP analysis, and visualisations of participatory positioning, enabled 

observation of discussion board discourse. For tutors, a range of participatory 

positions were observed relating to discussion board facilitation. The number of 

posts a tutor made did not appear to relate to the size of cohort, but posts did 

vary across modules. Comparisons of tutor’s engagement within the same 

module space observed variance, suggesting that tutors approached discussion 

boards in different ways. 

The data suggested that tutor and student participation, within the online space, 

was not consistent across modules, or disciplines. Discussion board 

interactions presented qualitatively different approaches to their facilitation; 

tutors positioned themselves, within the dialogue, in different ways. The 

observations did not suggest that there were a discrete number of ways to 

approach facilitation; it suggested that there was a range of approaches, with 

particular examples highlighting that variance. Pedagogic collaboration was 
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observed to be complex, rather than being shaped by the online environment, 

other factors were potentially stronger influences. 

3.10.1 Responding to the data 

Data collected from the online space were collated, by module, and presented 

to tutors during the interviews. Tutors were asked to comment on the data 

relating to their modules, and compare it to their own perceptions of module 

activity. All data was anonymised, student names and numbers were removed. 

Tutors were shown data relating to their own participation, they were not asked 

to comment on other tutors practice at any point. This process acted to validate 

the observations drawn from the data. Tutors who responded to the data (4.2), 

perceived the patterns of participation to relate to their own experiences of 

teaching the modules. The interviews added depth to the observations of 

practice within the online space, as they sought to observe tutor perspectives. 

Tutors were asked about their practice, and their informing pedagogy. A 

narrative approach was taken to analysis. This added a further layer to the 

ethnographic observation of pedagogic collaboration in the online environment 

(4.3).  
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Chapter Four 

The Research Journey: Interviews and Analysis 

Following the data analysis the next layer of observation drew on tutor 

experiences. The data (Chapter Three) had observed vignettes of online 

activity, which suggested differences in the enactment of pedagogic 

collaboration. The interviews with tutors - presented in this chapter - sought to 

explore this further, to develop an understanding of the factors which influenced 

tutors use of collaborative activities, when teaching online. The informing 

methodology was revisited and the ethnographic stance was developed in 

relation to the interviews, drawing on narrative analysis to understand tutors’ 

perspectives. This chapter presents the re-visiting of the methodology, the 

development of the interviews - in relation to methods - and the data collected 

from the interviews. 

4.1 Methodology (2): Exploring Tutor Agency  

The observations of the online space, drawn from the data (Chapter Three), 

explored the context in which pedagogic collaboration was enacted. Tutor 

agency was then explored, through interviews with the tutors. Building on the 

observations of participation, the interviews drew on tutor’s perceptions, and 

explored their experiences of online practice. The interview methodology drew 

on narrative approaches and phenomenography. These approaches were 

congruous with ethnography, but situated more clearly in relation to using 

interviews. Previous research, taking a phenomenographic approach, had 

explored teachers and lecturers experiences and beliefs, and the effects of 

these on student and pupil learning (Akerlind, 2008, Gonzalez, 2010, Lameras 

et. al., 2012). The interview design drew on phenomenographic approaches, as 

the aims of the interviews were to explore tutors experiences and beliefs. The 

analysis drew on narrative approaches as further exploration of 

Phenomenography highlighted implicit differences in the philosophical 

positioning of the analytic approach, with those of the current research.  
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4.1.1 Phenomenography and Ethnography 

Phenomenography presented a methodology, focused on identifying 

qualitatively different ways in which people experienced phenomena (Akerlind, 

2008). Like ethnography, it took a qualitative approach to data collection. 

Phenomenography focused on the participant’s experience of a phenomenon, 

while ethnography drew on observations of what was said, and what was done 

(Hemer, 2013). The interview design drew on phenomenographic approaches, 

as the focus of this stage of data collection was tutor experience. The approach 

was not drawn on for analysis of the interviews, as implicit tensions were 

observed between the grounded approach of phenomenography, and the 

ethnographic stance of the current research (4.4), which utilised a hybrid 

inductive-deductive method of analysis (Fereday and Cochrane, 2006). 

Phenomenographic studies aimed to understand the qualitatively different ways 

in which people understand phenomena. They assumed that there was a limited 

number of ways, in which phenomena could be experienced and studies aimed 

to use empirical means to identify these (Martin et.al, 2003). Through iterative 

analysis of interview transcripts, categories were identified which described the 

‘richness of the data as a whole’ (Brew, 2001: 274). Phenomenographic 

categories described the different ways in which people experienced 

phenomena and provided a framework that ‘constitute(d) the key aspects of the 

variation’ (Martin et. al., 2003). By being constituted in relation to the data, the 

categories provided empirical evidence of people’s experience (ibid). In relation 

to the current research there was deemed to be a tension with the philosophical 

positioning. As has been argued above, learning was taken as a situated 

practice, in which context and agency were inter-related influences. The 

assumption that there were a set number of ways in which a phenomena could 

be experienced could be seen to be incongruous with this. Greenfield (2011) 

described how every fingerprint was individual, because no two pre-natal 

experiences were exactly the same - even in the case of twins. It could be 

argued that no two people’s experience of the same phenomena was 

completely the same, as their historical and social positioning was individual. 



154 | P a g e  
 

This research aimed to explore the experience of tutors, in the online space. It 

therefore drew on the style of interview used for phenomenography. The 

analysis and reflection which followed was informed by implicitly different 

philosophical assumptions. The purpose of the analysis for this research was to 

identify the nature of pedagogic collaboration and factors which influenced it, 

not to create categories or identify empirical relationships – it was qualitative but 

both inductive and deductive as it referred to existing theoretical frameworks, as 

well as drawing themes from the data itself (4.4). 

The research therefore drew on the phenomenography in regards to the style of 

interview. Interviews were semi-structured, with unstructured follow-up 

questions (Akerlind, 2004, 4.2). Akerlind (2004) used a phenomenographic 

study to explore academics experiences, of university teaching. Twenty-eight 

university academics, from a traditional Australian university, were interviewed. 

They were spread across a range of disciplines: six were from the social 

sciences, two from economics, eight from natural sciences, eight from 

humanities and languages and four from information sciences. There was a 

range of experience, age, length of appointment and language background. The 

sample reflected the range of variation in the wider population. The meanings 

experienced by the sample were expected to reflect those of the wider 

population of university academics. Interviews were semi-structured with 

unstructured follow up questions. The aim was to focus on the academics 

experience of the phenomenon, without introducing new ideas. Verbatim 

transcriptions were analysed iteratively.  

Previous studies of university teaching found that lecturers were either teacher 

or student focused; teaching was conceived of as either transmission of 

information or the development of understanding (Akerlind, 2004). Akerlind 

(2004) identified four qualitatively different experiences of university teaching: 

o A teacher transmission focused experience; 

o A teacher-student relations focused experience; 

o A student engagement focused experience; 

o A student learning focused experience.  

(Akerlind, 2004: 366) 
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Four key themes were also identified which ran through the different categories 

of experience: ‘the role of students in the teaching-learning process, what 

students gain from the teaching-learning process, what teachers gain from the 

teaching-learning process, the breadth of benefit from the teaching-learning 

process’ (Akerlind, 2004:370-371). The phenomenographic approach had 

enabled Akerlind (2004) to observe qualitative differences in the experiences of 

university lecturers, as they enacted their role.      

Similar to the aim of Akerlind’s (2004) interviews with academics, the interviews 

undertaken in the current research focused on the tutor’s experience of the 

phenomenon, without introducing new ideas. They were guided, aiming to 

enable the participant to tell his or her own story. Questions derived from the 

data were used to guide the discussion but not set the content (Morse, 2012). 

Tutors’ approaches to teaching online and the data from relevant modules were 

explored, during the interview through a similar style of questioning – 

conversational – to the style one would find in a phenomenographic interview 

(Entwistle and Karagiannopoulou, 2013).  

4.1.2 Interviews as co-construction of Meaning  

Interviews have been described as a relatively new method of gathering 

evidence for social research (Gubrium et. al., 2012). Henry Mayhew was 

attributed as the initial researcher to use the technique in his 1861 - 62 study of 

London’s poor. Since then the art of the interview has been refined. Initial work 

focused on the technical complexity of the interview, exploring the correct way 

to frame questions and put interviewee’s at their ease:  ‘The underlying 

assumption is that if the interviewing process goes “by the book” and is 

unbiased, respondents will communicate the relevant facts of their lives. 

Contamination emanates from the interview setting, its participants, and their 

interaction, not from the interview subject, who is understood to provide 

authentic reports under the right conditions’ (Gubrium, J, et. al., 2012: 5-6). 

More recent concerns have centred on epistemological questions, framing the 

interview as a collaborative exercise of ‘knowledge production’ (Gubrium, J, et. 

al., 2012: 7). Interviewee’s, like the interviewer were situated socially, culturally 

and historically. This created complexity within the interview process and with 
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the information gained. The next section explores this complexity in regards to 

the interviews used in the current research.   

As presented in 4.1.1 phenomenography was drawn on to develop an 

appropriate design for the interviews. The conversational style of the interviews 

enabled the co-construction of knowledge. A complexity was found in the co-

constructive process, as the very act of the interview potentially influenced the 

phenomena being observed. Tutors were shown data in the interviews, relating 

to the modules they taught (4.2.2). The interviews provided time to reflect on 

their teaching and consider their approach. The potential for the process of the 

interview to influence practice was acknowledged.   

Gubrium and Holstein (1998) posited that when using personal stories as 

research evidence, the story and the circumstances in which they were told 

needed to be considered. In relation to personal stories, the storytelling process 

was described as both ‘actively constructive and locally constrained’ (Gubrium 

and Holstein, 1998: 164). The interviews, in the current research, were carried 

out in a professional context, interviewee’s were not asked to relate personal 

stories. However, tutors did share their personal opinions, and experiences. 

When listening to their professional stories, the context of the interviewee had 

the potential to influence the interaction. The tutors personal positioning in 

relation to their professional position, their experience and relationships with 

those around them potentially influenced the interview experience. The physical 

setting, taking place in either a college campus or by video conference also 

influenced the interaction, as illustrated in the experience of facilitating 

interviews by video conferencing (4.5).  

Analysing the interviews drew on the informing ethnographic perspective. The 

interviews were perceived as the stories of the tutors (Gubrium, J and Holstein, 

J, 1999). They focused on the tutor’s word, rather than their actions (Gubrium 

and Holstein, 2012). The use of data from the online space within the research 

process aimed to correlate word with action, in regards to tutor’s use of the 

online space, thus increasing the validity of the data. Asking tutors to respond to 

the data gathered from their own modules, focused the second half of the 
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interview on their actions, the first half focused on their experience of online 

practice (4.2). 

4.1.3 Varied Perspectives in a landscape of practice 

Wenger (1998) presented the concept of a landscape of practice. Within a 

landscape of practice, different communities of practice could be conceived 

metaphorically, as physical spaces within the landscape. Identity was created 

through ones inward, outward and peripheral participation, of different 

communities within the landscape. Tutors interviewed, in the current research, 

were all engaged in online teaching at degree level, a shared social space. 

Terms such as e-learning, and e-pedagogy could be seen to suggest that tutors 

shared values, approaches and ways of being, within that shared social space 

(2.3.1). However, tutors were situated in a range of disciplines, in different 

physical locations and had different durations of experience teaching online. 

The narrative accounts presented in the interviews, presented personal 

perspectives; they reflected the positioning of the individual, within the 

landscape of practice. This enabled exploration of the cultural scripts inherent to 

online practice, while engaging with the notion that tutors participated in multiple 

communities of practice, concurrently (7.3). Observations of the situation of 

those recounting their experiences, and comparisons between different 

accounts, had the potential to add to the depth of the narrative accounts, 

through the identification of social structures and untold stories (Gubrium and 

Holstein, 1999).  

Reflecting on the epistemological stance of the current research, the landscape 

of meaning metaphor effectively illustrated the informing understanding. 

Knowledge was seen to be situated; it was cultural and social and was 

continually evolving. Participation with others enabled the negotiation of 

meaning. Meaning was seen to be enacted knowledge, knowing, which was 

shaped by, and shaped the participation of, participants as they interacted in a 

range of social spaces (2.3).The interview data provided different perspectives 

of the shared landscape, in which tutors were participating. Examining multiple 

views enabled the construction of a deep observation, which highlighted 

commonalities, and differences, across practice. In exploring factors influencing 
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pedagogic collaboration, in online environments, the research sought to build a 

detailed observation, of practice within the online space. The landscape of 

practice metaphor enabled the visualisation of this space as tutors could be 

seen to be participating, in multiple communities of practice - multiple social 

spaces – simultaneously, each of which had their own cultural script.  

Fifteen tutors were interviewed but the perspectives of sixteen were presented 

in the research. The researcher was not an active participant in undergraduate 

online programmes, at the time of the research. She was teaching online, on 

different programmes, for the duration of this research, actively participating in 

the online space. She had previously taught on a module on one of the degree 

programmes in the research. The multiple perspectives, which made up the 

observation, included that of the researcher. The researcher’s perspective 

permeated implicitly through the methodological approach, the choice of 

methods and the conclusions drawn. While the researchers positioning shaped 

the research, it did not invalidate the conclusions drawn. The researcher played 

an active role in the construction of meaning, listening to different perspectives. 

The discussion in Chapters Six, Seven and Eight presents an account of what 

happened in the online space, drawing on a range of perspectives and different 

types of observation.  

4.2 Methods (3): Interviews 

Interviews were carried out with fifteen tutors. Twenty-four tutors were identified 

from the data as being active within their modules. Tutor AA was asked to take 

part in a pilot interview. She taught on two of the modules tutor A taught on and 

the observations from the data suggested she had a similar teaching approach 

to tutor A. E-mails were sent out to the remaining twenty-three tutors and twenty 

tutors replied. Fifteen interviews were arranged. Interviews were carried out 

between 23rd March and the 8th June 2015. Five tutors replied with reasons they 

could not take part (Figure lvii). The fifteen tutors who were interviewed taught 

on fifteen of the eighteen modules spanning all four degree programmes and 

levels (Figure lvii):   
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Modules  
(1-18) 
 

Tutors  
(Bold, AA – O, Interviewed) 
(1-5, not interviewed)  
 

 Module Leader Module Tutors  
1 D   
2 A AA*  
3 L K  
4 4 I  
5 A AA*  
6 G F  
7 J 3  
8 1   
9 1   
10 B N  
11 D   
12 A AA* H 
13 3   
14 4 O  
15 5   
16 L C M 
17 E   
18 E   

Fig. lvii: Tutors invited to interview by modules taught 

4.2.1 Pilot Interview 

A Pilot interview was carried out which informed the development of the 

interview design (Tutor AA, figure lvii). The Pilot interview was carried out on 

25th February 2015. The tutor interviewed taught on Modules 2 and 5. These 

were both Level 9 modules sitting in degrees A1 and A2. The tutor was not the 

module leader for either module. The module leader for modules 2 and 5 (Tutor 

A) had been identified as having the highest number of posts on discussion 

boards out of all the tutors this research observed, and was therefore a potential 

candidate for the main interviews. The tutor with whom the pilot interview was 

carried out had been observed to have similar patterns of participation with a 

AA* Pilot Interview 
1 On leave  
2 Too busy to be interviewed  
3 Too busy to be interviewed  
4 Declined interview  
5 Part time, no time to be interviewed  
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lower number of posts. It was therefore likely that her approach may be similar 

to Tutor A. The choice to ask her to take part in the pilot interview was made 

with the assumption that this approach would be explored in the main interviews 

with her Module Leader, Tutor A. She was asked not to discuss the content of 

the interview with Tutor A, until after the date of Tutor A’s interview. The tutor 

was located in the same campus as the researcher and therefore the choice 

also had a pragmatic element.  

The pilot interview consisted of two parts; in the first part five questions were 

asked which related to the aims of the research, to develop an understanding of 

pedagogic collaboration, from the perspective of the tutor. In the second part, 

data collected - from the modules the interviewee taught on - were shared and 

discussed. Drawing on previous research using interviews (4.1.1), this research 

sought to observe the influence of tutors’ perceptions, and beliefs, on the 

enactment of pedagogic collaboration in the online space. 

The questions for the pilot interview were informed by previous research (1.3.1), 

and the methodological positioning (3.1) of the current research. The data 

gathered from the course reports also informed the scripting and structure of the 

questions: 

Question One 

‘I’m looking at collaboration in online environments. How would you 

describe the nature of collaboration in an online module?’ 

This question was exploratory. Research on collaboration hadn’t presented a 

coherent definition of how the term applied to the online environment (1.2, 

2.4.2). Using the phrase ‘what is the nature’ set the question in the qualitative 

paradigm and aimed to set the tone for the interview. The purpose was to 

explore the experience of the tutors on online modules, in relation to their 

individual perception. The question purposely asked ‘How would you describe’ 

to emphasise the value placed on the tutor’s personal experience.  

Silverman (2010) expounded that presenting the research question directly 

when interviewing was thoughtless. This question did not directly ask the 

interviewee about pedagogic collaboration, or the tutors’ role in relation to its 



161 | P a g e  
 

enactment within the module. The question explored the interviewee’s 

perception of collaboration. Meaning was not perceived as stable across 

different participants in the study, being negotiated within the situated context of 

their practice (Cunliffe, 2012, Wenger, 1998). Seeking the participant’s 

perspective, on what collaboration meant, enabled the researcher to explore the 

nature of tutors’ views regarding collaboration and compare these with their 

practice, in the online environment.   

Question Two 

‘How would you describe your approach to online teaching, in regards to 

your pedagogy?’ 

This question was designed to re-inforce the value of the tutor’s own 

experience. Asking about pedagogy aimed to dig into the values and beliefs of 

the tutor, in relation to their own approach. It drew on previous research but 

combined teaching approach and pedagogy to emphasise the focus on use of 

the online space. This question came before their role or the tools used, as it 

sought to explore what informed these.  

Question Three 

‘What is your role as an online tutor?’ 

This question related to the data on participatory positioning (3.9.1). The 

observations made across the 18 modules suggested different types of tutor 

participation. A visible presence on the discussion boards included observations 

of tutors generating dialogue, offering support or providing individual feedback. 

On some boards the tutor was not visibly present (3.7). The question aimed to 

explore the reasons for the differences in participation in relation to the tutor’s 

own perception of their role.   

Question Four  

‘What collaborative tools do you use on your modules and why?’  
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The data gathered in the course reports (3.3) focused on discussion boards as 

participation on these was clearly visible (7.3.2). Other collaborative tools, such 

as blogs, wikis and chat sessions, were less visible in the data. This question 

was necessary to observe any collaborative tools, or spaces, used by tutors 

outwith those captured by the data collection (3.4).     

Question Five 

‘What do you think is the nature of the student experience on an online 

module?’ 

Question Five was included as much of the literature, drawn on in Chapter One, 

focused on the student experience. In previous research evidence was drawn 

from students. The tutor’s perception, of the student’s experience, was deemed 

likely to impact on the tutor’s actions. The question was therefore included to 

explore the expectations held of learning, as well as teaching, in the online 

environment.  

The second half of the interview consisted of an open discussion focused on the 

data drawn from modules Two and Five. Data for module Two was presented 

and discussed. The data for module Five was compared to the data for module 

Two and discussed. The researcher explained where the data came from and 

how it had been presented; the tutor responded to this. The data was 

anonymised so that the tutor could see patterns of participation but specific 

students were not identified. As the module had finished this was deemed a 

reflective exercise. The tutor would not be able to change their approach to this 

particular group of students and therefore the exercise did not present ethical 

issues. Names of individual students were removed as tutors may have been 

working with students on subsequent modules. The discussion around the data 

focused on the tutors’ experience, rather than observations of specific student 

activity.      

The questions were deemed successful as they provided a notion of the tutors 

approach and experience. Adjustments were made before the main interviews 

were carried out, following reflection on the pilot interview. In the the main 

interviews the data was presented more succinctly with an overview of the 
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SNAPP analysis diagrams and graphs showing discussion board hits over the 

duration of the module, and comparing students. In the pilot time had been 

taken up, looking through all of the discussion boards, when an overview could 

have generated the same discussion. Student participation was presented as a 

graph which focused on the variance between students, and did not identify 

anyone individually.  

4.2.2 Interviewing tutors  

Fifteen interviews were carried out between 23rd March and 8th June 2015. The 

interviews were semi-structured and lasted between 35 minutes and 1 hour. 

Where possible the researcher met with the tutors in a face-to-face setting and 

recorded the interviews, using an audio recorder. Two interviews were carried 

out using Video Conferencing (VC) facilities within the university. Following the 

interviews, audio recordings were listened to and interviews were transcribed. 

The interviews were then listened to again and notes were taken.  

The interviews were semi-structured with seven questions shaping the 

discussion (see below). Responses to each question were explored and 

discussed between interviewer and interviewee. Here the approach was similar 

to that taken in phenomenographic studies (4.1.1). The aim was to explore the 

experience of the tutor when teaching online and to explore the factors which 

informed their practice.  

The interviews were structured around the following questions: 

Question One: 

How would you describe teaching and learning? What is involved?   

This question was added as the initial question in the pilot interview:  

‘I’m looking at collaboration in online environments. How would you describe the 

nature of collaboration in an online module?’ didn’t allow for a thorough 

discussion of the tutor’s pedagogy. By starting with collaboration it made the 

assumption that this was involved. The research on teacher beliefs and 

teaching approaches (Priestly, Biesta and Robinson, 2015, 4.1.1) suggested 

that some tutors may hold a transmission based view of teaching and learning. 
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In this case collaboration could be deemed a means to enhance the process or 

an unnecessary addition, rather than integral to the teaching process. Teaching 

was placed before learning in the question as the focus of the interview was the 

tutor.  

Question Two: 

What discipline would you describe the modules you teach (relating to 

this research) as belonging to? What is the nature of knowledge in that 

discipline?  

This question was also additional to the pilot interview questions. Reflections on 

the pilot interview, observed a lack of clarity relating to the interviewees notion 

of knowledge (2.2, 4.6.3). As the modules observed in this research sat across 

different degrees some could span disciplines. The nature of knowledge was 

deemed of interest here, in particular to find out if tutors who taught on more 

than one module held stable views, on the nature of knowledge across the 

modules.  

Question Three: 

‘I’m looking at collaboration in online environments. How would you 

describe the nature of collaboration in an online module? 

This question was deemed important as it focused the discussion on 

collaboration. As it now followed discussion on pedagogic approaches and 

epistemological assumptions the discussion here could relate back to these and 

explore where collaboration was placed within the teaching beliefs held by the 

tutor.  

Question Four:   

How would you describe your approach to teaching modules (here insert 

the relevant modules the research had observed)?  

This question was developed from: “How would you describe your approach to 

online teaching, in regards to your pedagogy?” in the pilot interview. In the pilot 
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interview it was suggested that a tutor’s role differed depending on the module 

and student group. The interviewee discussed how she worked with students to 

define her role: ‘There’s almost like this process of negotiation with them- what 

approach do they want me to take’ (Pilot Interview). Question Four aimed to 

explore this further as the tutor’s being interviewed taught on a range of 

modules, spanning different levels and often different degrees (4.2.2).   

Questions Five, Six and Seven remained the same as those used in the pilot 

interview (4.2.1). Discussion during the pilot interview, related to these 

questions, was deemed interesting and useful.      

4.2.3 Transcriptions  

All the interviews were recorded on an audio recorder, both face-to-face and VC 

interviews. The recordings were listened to in their entirety and selective 

transcriptions were created. These transcriptions presented interviewee 

responses, the interviewer’s questions and comments were not transcribed. 

Module names and comments relating to specific module content, which could 

identify the module or tutor, were not transcribed. The central aim of the 

transcription process was to get to know the data, listening to all fifteen 

interviews and transcribing interviewee responses enabled the researcher to 

immerse herself in the data. It was not deemed necessary to produce verbatim 

transcriptions, as the interview recordings were used in the coding stage. The 

selective transcriptions provided a visual stimulus to support the coding and 

quotes were used during the analysis.   

4.3 Methodology (3): A Narrative Approach  

Following the interviews, and the initial transcription, the methodology was re-

visited. A narrative approach was explored, as it was congruous with the 

informing socio-cultural epistemology (3.1) and the ethnographic stance (3.2.1) 

of the current research. Narrative analysis has been described as having two 

manifestations. In the first the creation of a narrative enabled the organisation of 

research data, the creation of plot and identification of themes providing 

coherence through which meaning could be interpreted. In the second data was 

collected in the form of stories and these were analysed for themes, metaphors 
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and plotlines to identify general themes and concepts (Clandinin, 2007). This 

research could be described in relation to both as it sought to create a story in 

its observation of the online space, presenting a narrative through which sense 

could be made. In approaching the interview data, the stories of participants 

within the online space were explored and common themes and concepts 

identified (3.9.1).  

The interview analysis was approached as an interpretative activity, the creation 

of narrative involving the interpretation of the interviewee’s stories. To remove 

as much bias as possible this was approached systematically and framed by 

the theoretical positioning of this research. Analysis was seen to ‘involve the 

results from an abstracting process that allows the analyst to see something in 

terms of a qualitative something else’ (Chenail, 2012: 250). The interview 

questions were a product of the online data. This was approached inductively, 

in regards to observing what students did. A deductive element was involved as 

the data collection was informed by the case study (Coker, 2015). The 

interviews were coded taking a narrative analytic approach: ‘examining the 

narrative, the researcher can look for what is happening, what are the main 

features that are being reported’ (Cohen, 2013: 583). The coding process was 

both inductive and deductive, incorporating multiple stages of analysis (Figure 

lix). When themes from the interviews were examined the theoretical framework 

(3.2) framed this layer of analysis thus adding a deductive layer. The same 

process was carried out for the focus group (5.2.1), the focus group questions 

being generated by the analysis of the interview data. 

4.4 Methods (4): Working with Interview data 

Interview data was conceived as a co-construction of knowledge (4.1.2). 

Working with the interview data, therefore, was approached as an interpretive 

process, observing the understanding, ideologies, and permeating narratives 

presented. The transcripts were coded iteratively. The underpinning approach 

of the coding was summed up in Davies (2014) simple coding framework: 
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Fig. lviii: Coding framework, Davies (2014) 

This approach was congruous with the methodological aim to observe practice, 

within an online space (3.2). Content analysis was considered, however its 

quantitative nature as a method of analysis, was not congruous with the 

methodology: breaking the text down into units and using these to present a 

statistical and economic analysis (Cohen, 2013), incongruously juxtaposed with 

the ethnographic aims of this research. Texts were understood in the current 

research as co-constructions of meaning, containing narratives which ran 

through them, ideologies which permeated in different ways. It was deemed 

unlikely that breaking the interview texts down into quantitative units would 

provide an analysis which fitted with the style of this research.     

The selected iterative approach to the interview data incorporated a hybrid 

inductive–deductive method (fig. lix). In the first instance the texts - text referring 

the interview in its audio form, as well as the selective transcription - were 

approached inductively. Following the creation of the selective transcriptions the 

interviews were listened to again and notes were made, on the transcripts and 

in a research journal. Each interview was listened to in its entirety. Following 

this the notes were considered and emerging themes were identified (4.7). The 

interviews were then listened to again, and coded in relation to the identified 

themes. The emerging themes were then considered in relation to context and 

agency (3.1). The fifth stage took a deductive approach considering the 

emerging themes in relation to the theoretical framework of the research.  

Notice things  

Collect them together  Think about things   
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        Fig. lix: A hybrid Inductive / Deductive Approach  

The approach was congruous with a narrative analysis in its aim to make sense 

of story and give it coherence and form (Boje, 2001). Focusing on narrative 

approaches to organisational and communications research Boje (2001) put 

forward the concept of antenarrative; ‘fragmented, non-linear, incoherent, 

collective, unplotted and pre-narrative speculation’ (Boje, 2001: 1). From this 

perspective narrative, in its focus on plot and coherence, was seen to bound 

stories and stifle sense-making as it sought to find closure. Boje (2001) 

suggested that stories related experiences that were not always coherent, didn’t 

necessarily have clear plot lines and were ongoing, therefore resistant to 

closure. In taking a narrative approach to analysis this research has drawn on 

Boje (2001) in seeking the antenarrative, making sense of the fragmented 

stories of the online space, and engaging with them as unstable and constantly 

developing stories, of an environment which was changing as the research was 

taking place. The institution, in which the interviewed tutors were working, was a 

complex organisation, with vertical - physical context - and horizontal - online 

Inductive  Deductive  

Inductive  

Deductive  

Deductive  

Inductive  

Deductive  
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context - structures. Tutors were situated within this complex context. They 

operated in a local geographical setting, the physical context in which they 

worked, and as part of a degree programme team, which was spread across a 

number of physical locations, the online context in which they worked:  
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A-O = Tutors interviewed, showing their geographical setting (physical context) 

and Degree programme A1 – A4 (online context)  

Fig. lx: Organisational Structure showing Tutors physical and online contexts 

In approaching the interviews as the co-construction of meaning (4.1.2), the 

analysis acknowledged the complexity of the context in which practice was 

enacted. Boje (2001) suggested that antenarrative highlighted the ‘plurivocal 

interpretation of organization stories in  distributed and historically 

contextualised meaning network – that is the meaning of events depends upon 
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locality, the prior sequence of stories and the transformation of characters’ 

(Boje, 2001:4). In the context of the current research tutors were seen to be 

participating at the inter-junctions of different physical and online contexts. 

Although within the boundaries of the research some tutors appeared to be 

based in the same physical context and working on the same degree, in reality 

they held very different roles, taught on different modules and worked on other 

programmes as part of their wider role. The interviews were plurivocal, telling 

multiple stories with multiple voices. 

The use of taxonomies in theme analysis was argued by Boje (2001) to bound 

stories, through the closure suggested in classification. For Boje (2001) the 

interesting parts of the narrative were those which didn’t neatly fit into a 

taxonomy. This research coded for themes but did not create a taxonomy, 

highlighting the fluidity of the online learning environment. Iterative coding 

looked for emic categories, the deductive layer of the analysis where the focus 

was on the interviewee’s experiences. Broad themes were set and extracts 

were identified in the transcripts to analyse these. The approach was inductive, 

focusing on identification of emic categories within themes. This focused on 

making sense of the narrative and identifying the discourses which ran through 

multiple interviews. When broad emic categories had been identified and 

explored the final layer of analysis took a deductive stance and applied the etic 

categories of the researcher onto the broad themes which had been used to 

explore the emic understanding.  

The interview coding was systematic and was enacted through the following 

stages: 

o The interviews themselves provided the researchers first encounter with 

the data 

 

o The creation of selective transcripts enabled further engagement with the 

data 

 

o The interviews were listened to consecutively and coded taking a 

narrative inductive approach, no pre-existing codes were used 
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o The observations from the previous stage were used to identify themes, 

the data was returned to and coded for these themes 

 

o The themes were applied to the theoretical framework and the data was 

once more returned to and coded for the newly generated themes 

The interviews themselves were the first stage in regards to immersing the 

researcher in the data. The next stage involved the creation of selective 

transcripts.  Interviews were listened to in their entirety to create selective 

transcripts and the interviewee’s comments were transcribed. Pauses and 

coughs or ‘erm’s were noted with ‘…’. The selective transcriptions enabled 

extracts to be easily removed during later stages as themes emerged.  

During the following stage the fifteen interviews were revisited in their entirety, 

consecutively, over two days. Notes were made on the selective transcripts and 

in the research journal. These were collated following this iteration of the 

analysis. The transcriptions were written, after and between interviews, over a 

period of three months and had provided a more fragmented experience of the 

data. Engaging with the interviews consecutively over a short period of time 

enabled similarities, differences and emerging themes to be identified. 

Observations from this process were noted in the research journal (4.6.3). 

These were used to focus the narrative analysis, the next iterative stage of 

engagement with the interviews.  

The penultimate stage of the analysis was narrative and focused on identifying 

cross-cutting themes within the fifteen interview texts. The observations from 

the previous stage of analysis (4.6.3) informed this stage. Three themes 

emerged (4.7): 

1. Collaborative working and Individual assessment: tensions of expectation 

2. Presence  

3. Positioning  
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Quotes from the partial transcripts which related to these emerging themes 

were collated. Each collection of quotes was analysed using the theoretical 

framework of context and agency (3.1).  

The thematic approach to analysis and the subsequent engagement with the 

theoretical framework were validated through the focus group interview. The 

relevance of the themes to the tutors own experiences, were gauged through 

the focus group discussion. The interpretative nature of the interview analysis 

enabled the researcher to explore the data, to build up an observation of 

collaboration within the online environment. The researcher’s values and beliefs 

could have influenced her results due to the interpretative nature of the 

narrative analysis. In order to validate the interpretations drawn, they were 

presented to the group of tutors at the beginning of the focus group. The 

response of the focus group added a further layer enabling depth of 

observation.    

4.5 Enacting Reflexivity   

As previously highlighted, the researcher was positioned as an active 

participant in the online environment. In observing the participation of others, 

within a shared setting, a reflexive approach was enacted. Reflexivity has been 

defined as being ‘critically self-aware of personal/relational dynamics in the 

research and how these affect the research’ (Finlay, 2012). As discussed above 

(4.1.2), the researcher actively enacted this stance throughout the research 

process. Interrogation of the ‘construction of knowledge’ (Finlay, 2012: 318) was 

further framed, though Finlay’s (2012) five lenses for the reflexive researcher to 

examine their work: 

1) Strategic reflexivity looks through a lens focused on 

methodological/epistemological aspects 

2) Contextual-discursive reflexivity examines situational and sociocultural 

elements 

3) Embodied reflexivity focuses on the researcher's embodied felt sense 

and the gestural duet between interviewer and interviewee 

4) Relational reflexivity examines the intersubjective, interpersonal realm 
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5) Ethical reflexivity monitors processual aspects and power dynamics, 

enabling the possible ethical implications to be revealed. 

(Finlay, 2012: 317) 

The contextual-discursive lens framed reflection, on the evidence gathered 

during the interviews. Situational elements have been discussed (4.2.2). Socio-

cultural aspects were acknowledged in relation to the positioning of participants. 

To examine the interview process, further, through the contextual-discursive 

lens the nature of the knowledge created in the interviews was explored. The 

interviews represented the process of negotiating meaning (Wenger, 1998), 

through a dialogue between interviewer and interviewee. The resulting data was 

perceived of as a co-construction of meaning (4.1.2). The interviewer shaped 

the discourse explicitly with the question structure, and implicitly through the 

enactment of the interview. The interviewee’s presented what they ‘want(ed) to 

be known’ (Finlay, 2012: 321) about themselves, in their role as an online tutor. 

This could potentially have been influenced by their interpretation of what was 

expected in relation to their role, by the institution in which they worked, and by 

the students and other tutors they worked with.  

The interviews were embodied experiences. Thirteen interviews were carried 

out in face-to-face environments. Small rooms in different colleges were used 

and the interviewer and interviewee sat beside each other at a table. This 

meant that para-verbal and non-verbal cues were utilised. The interviewer was 

able to develop a level of empathy, in relation to her posture as well as her 

verbal responses, to comments made. This engaged the researcher in the co-

construction of meaning (Gubrium and Holstein, 1998), as she played an active 

role in the dialogue. Two interviews were carried out through the university 

video conferencing (VC) network. The lack of the embodied aspect was found 

to be a constraint to the interview process. The subtler non-verbal and para-

verbal cues were lost and the dialogue was, at times, broken. 

Technical issues hampered one of the VC interviews. Interference on the 

system caused by a duplicate dial-in delayed the beginning of the interview. The 

introductions were rather stilted. The problem was rectified by the technical 

team, with the result of intermittent communication between interviewer and 
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interviewee, at the beginning of the interview. Due to time constraints it was not 

possible for the interview to be re-scheduled. The technical issues meant that 

during the interview, only one person could talk at a time, without any overlap. 

The microphone needed to be muted when not talking. This led to a rather 

stilted question-answer format. Facial expressions were clear, but body 

language was hard to gauge. At times the interviewee lost the picture and so 

could only hear, what the interviewer said, not see her face. The result was that 

the interview moved away from the questions and irrelevant topics were 

described. The interviewer felt rude interrupting and subsequently the interview 

transcript had large sections which weren’t relevant to the questions asked. 

Limited empathy or conversational style constrained the interview. The data - 

from the online module - was unable to be shared due to the bad connection 

and this part of the interview was therefore excluded entirely. The interviewer, 

during this interaction, played a less active role in the co-construction of 

meaning, when compared to the face-to-face interviews.  

Technical issues did not plague the other VC interview. Both participants could 

see and hear each other, interview empathy and a conversational style were 

mediated through the platform. Although the interview was at a distance the 

dialogue was very similar to that which took place in a face-to-face context. The 

focus group utilised the VC to enable participation. The connection dropped out 

for two of the participants, so they missed a few minutes each of the discussion. 

The dialogue was smooth, other than when participants started to speak at the 

same time. As in a face-to-face situation this required negotiation. Reflecting on 

the experience the VC context did not appear to influence the focus group in a 

way which was different to a face-to-face setting. Observing three focus groups, 

in a face-to-face setting, connected to a different piece of research, the 

researcher noticed the same levels of participation across the group, and the 

same negotiations as people began to talk at the same time. The VC display 

enabled the researcher to observe facial expression and some body language, 

as all participant feeds were onscreen at the same time (5.2).       

Taking into account relational reflexivity (Finlay, 2012) the researcher, as 

interviewer, acknowledged her situated position within the field. In previous 
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years the researcher had worked with Tutor A as a co-tutor, on one of the online 

modules for which Tutor A was module leader (Module 12 in the research). 

Tutors f, g and o had previously worked on the same programme within the 

university, although based in different geographical settings, a programme 

which the researcher was no longer involved with. Tutors f, g and o had 

previously been students on an online Masters level module, on which the 

researcher taught. The researcher taught online while carrying out the research, 

however, during the time the research was carried out she only taught on 

postgraduate and Masters level programmes. The history of participation 

(Wenger, 1998), rather than the current experience, of the researcher was 

connected, in a range of ways, to the tutors being interviewed. This could have 

created the opportunity for the researcher to focus on her own values when she 

saw them reflected in the people she was interviewing. This opportunity for self-

analysis (Finlay, 2012) was acknowledged. Rather than skewing the results of 

this research self-analysis actively informed the researchers own practice.  

4.6 Results (3): Interview Evidence   

The pilot interview informed the development of the main interviews (4.2.1). 

Collaboration was understood by tutor AA, in the pilot interview, as connections 

between people: ‘The collaboration is in the connections people make with each 

other within the module, however that is done’ (Pilot Interview). Pedagogic 

collaboration was enacted through connecting people within the online space. 

The affective aspects, of the tutor’s role, were the focus of pedagogic 

collaboration in this instance, rather than the module content or knowledge with 

which students engaged. 

4.6.1 Initial reflections  

Fifteen interviews were carried out and selectively transcribed. Following the 

transcription process the following questions were noted in the research journal: 

1. How do tutors position themselves and does this effect collaboration?  

Tutors used different words to describe their position; some lectured, some 

facilitated, some supported. Listening to their descriptions of what they did it 
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seemed that some tutors purposely positioned themselves in particular roles. 

The different approaches seemed to relate to the differences observed relating 

to tutor participation on the discussion boards.  

2. Who is collaboration between? 

When asked about collaboration some tutors talked about students working 

together while others described the ways they worked with students. Pedagogic 

collaboration was potentially enacted in different ways.  

3. Is learning seen as a collaborative practice?  

Different understandings of what learning involved, appeared to permeate the 

interviews and the place of collaboration within these was potentially quite 

different.  

4. Is the interplay between content and collaboration important? 

Conceptions of the module content were not perceived to be stable across the 

interviews, tutors potentially perceived content and collaboration in different 

ways. 

5. Is ownership of modules a factor to be considered? 

The roles of module leader and module tutor were discussed in a number of 

interviews, potentially influencing levels of participation and engagement.  

The interviews were then re-visited in their entirety.  

4.6.2 Developing the narrative 

When all the interviews were complete, all fifteen were re-visited consecutively 

over a period of two days. This enabled the researcher to hear the different 

perspectives more clearly (4.4). The following observations emerged when re-

visiting the interviews, and were recorded in the research journal: 

o Student and tutor positioning was referred to throughout the interviews 

suggesting that positioning influenced pedagogic collaboration 
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o Presence, and the idea of seeing ‘people’, or the human aspect, of online 

interaction was a common thread throughout the interviews, this was 

potentially an important consideration in relation to pedagogic 

collaboration 

 

o A tension between the collaborative and the individual was perceived. 

Education was often referred to in individual terms and all the modules 

used individual assessments. The tools and technology observed and 

the tutor’s activity often related to collaborative aspects of practice. This 

reflected the tension between web 2.0 practices as inherently 

collaborative and education as inherently individual identified by Dohn  

(2009) 

 
o Cultural assumptions were potentially expressed by what the tutors said 

they were ‘not’ or what they ‘did not do’? These potentially highlighted 

the tutors perceptions of cultural, or institutional expectations 

 

o A sense of fear was observed in relation to perceptions of student 

confidence when posting on discussion boards. This seemed 

incongruous with the ubiquity of social media and perhaps suggested 

delineations between social and educational online spaces.  

 

o The timing of feedback was repeatedly referred to and the time spent 

giving feedback. 

 

o The style and choice of language used by tutors and students, was 

deemed an important consideration, this suggested language may have 

played a mediating role  

 

o Many of the tutors alluded to themselves as still learning, in regards to 

their use of the online environment for teaching. 

 

o A range of perceptions were shared relating to teaching and learning, 

and the value and positioning of collaboration within these processes 



178 | P a g e  
 

 

o Ownership arose as a consideration particularly in relation to the roles of 

module leader and module tutor. 

 

o Online teaching was presented as diverse, fragmented and complex.  

 

o Collaboration was described between students, students and tutors and 

within tutor teams. 

 

o Different views were expressed regarding the effects of students who 

were very active on discussion boards in regards to how this influenced 

other students in the cohort. 

 

o A number of tutors reported an observed correlation between the amount 

of student participation and success of those students on the modules.  

 

o Some tutors perceived students who did not post as coming on to the 

discussion boards and reading posts, the data had not supported this 

assumption.  

 

o Comments were made regarding the need to effectively manage chat 

rooms and discussion boards.  

These observations and comments informed the identification of key themes. 

The researcher then returned to the interviews and identified quotes which 

related to the themes. 

4.7 Themes  

Three overarching themes were identified as emerging from the transcripts and 

these were revisited and explored: 

o Collaborative working and Individual assessment (4.7.1) 

o Presence (4.7.2) 

o Positioning (4.7.3)  
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4.7.1 Collaborative working and individual assessment  

Tensions were observed between collaborative activities and independent 

working. While working together was largely deemed to be desirable success 

was defined through performance in individual exams and assignments. 

Perceptions of collaboration were explored and compared across the 

interviews. All tutors were discussing their role as an online tutor and therefore 

the collaboration they were discussing was pedagogic.   

Comments relating to collaboration expressed largely positive values: 

‘I think its integral (collaboration), I think it needs to be there or the 

learning won’t be at its best’ (Interview 13) 

‘I think collaboration is the key in terms of helping students to feel 

engaged with the learning process’ (Interview 1)  

‘Overall the more collaboration the better’ (Interview 13) 

Only one interview described collaboration (here perceived as group work, see 

below for the varying conceptions expressed in the interviews) as potentially 

detrimental:  

‘If you make something very mandatory that they have to collaborate with 

other students then it can sometimes have a negative effect … I have 

taken part … (in group work) as a student online and seen negative 

effects’ (Interview 13) 

A sense that collaboration was desired rather than enacted was expressed: 

‘My principle is that that’s how you should work (collaboration) that’s how 

we should learn, but my experience of online is that that’s not how it 

happens’ (Interview 2) 

‘Sharing that and understanding others … I really want to embed in this 

module, I want the students to take a bit of ownership, I want them to 

share, I want them to share stories and practice, for us to be able to 
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laugh sometimes … share genuine reflection … how do I take that 

forward’ (Interview 10) 

‘I think it would be good for (students on a new course) to be able to 

collaborate on practical activities rather than just discussing their 

opinions on tasks’ (Interview 14) 

Conceptions of collaboration varied across the tutors interviewed. Collaboration 

was discussed in terms of group work (Interview 2) and students working 

together (Interviews 7 and 15). It was discussed in relation to the discussion 

board (Interviews 2, 6 and 14) and the Video Conferencing system (Interview 

11) as both an outcome of using these tools, and the process of participating 

with them. Student and Tutor collaboration was commented on (Interviews 2 

and 9) and collaboration was expressed as contrived by the tutor (Interview 12).  

The relational aspect of collaboration was expressed in a number of interviews 

describing partnerships, developing relationships and building communities: 

‘I do think collaboration, a sense of feeling connected to something is 

important, it can’t just be I’m connected to Blackboard, you have to be 

connected to a human being, somehow within the technology you have 

to make them understand that there’s a human being there, I’m there, 

others are there, so that when they engage with the technology they can 

imagine as if other people are part of what’s going on … it isn’t just a 

screen they’re staring at …Human interactivity is really I think the key … 

enabling a community’ (Interview 1) 

The human aspect of collaboration was expressed here, presenting the 

technology as a mediating artefact through which human connections were 

developed. 

‘It’s the relationship thing, that’s why I think you’ve got to strive really 

hard to build collaborative relationships from the very start and to make 

yourself accessible and … easy for students to communicate with’ 

(Interview 15) 

In this example collaboration was used as a descriptor for a type of relationship. 
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‘Collaboration …I always say its partner, coming from (a different 

profession), its partnership and that’s two-way working, it’s two people … 

the two focus groups are your student and your lecturer and how they 

come together and I think if you get an in-balance in either that’s a 

personal thing, it doesn’t work as well, so it’s how you get that right, that 

balance, so collaboration is about meeting … agreeing to certain aspects 

of the learning environment … that’s really important …. Who’s 

responsible for what? What’s their responsibility? It’s more of 

collaborative working really, that’s partnership working’ (Interview 13) 

Collaboration was described as a process of negotiation between partners, the 

relational aspect being seen in the meeting of two parties and their agreement 

as to how they would work together. Although the three comments presented 

different interpretations of collaboration the relational and social nature of 

collaboration and it’s essentially human aspect was present throughout.  

Collaboration was presented as part of the learning process implicitly and 

explicitly: 

‘If students do get the discussion boards it’s a mine of information that 

they can come back to … they can adjust their thinking without being 

instantly made to look like, you know … that’s the difference I found in 

online learning, I had time to think’ (Interview 3) 

Several tutors talked about the discussion boards when asked about 

collaboration. The comment from Interview Three (above) expressed the implicit 

collaboration, which the discussion board could facilitate, the ways in which 

working together could be more subtle than group work. This was also 

expressed in Interview Twelve: 

‘What they haven’t at this stage recognised is the intrinsic value of the 

discussion board, they’re measuring it in terms of ‘well, nobody will tell 

me off if I don’t turn up’ … it takes a bit of time before they start to see, 

and we see a bit of that, the intrinsic value, coming in here when they 

start to build around the subject of the final assessment rather than the 

procedure’ (Interview 12)  
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Here the discussion board was presented as facilitating collaborative work at an 

intrinsic level. In other interviews the discussion board was discussed as an 

area of the module where collaboration was enacted through explicit tasks and 

group work: 

 ‘Within that module it would be on discussion boards (collaboration)’ 

(Interview 6) 

‘It’s difficult (collaboration), it really is very difficult, it’s a huge module … 

I’ve had different ways of working the discussion boards, what I try to do 

is get students to put things up and discuss other people’s comments’ 

(Interview 2) 

 ‘The collaboration we had within that module was within the discussion 

board section, some students tend to collaborate much more than other 

students do … quite often, for the discussion boards that I was involved 

in … one particular group just tended to discuss information with me and 

not really learn from each other as much whereas the other group tended 

to interact much more and kind of pick up on what each other were 

saying and it would change their way of thinking, they would kind of 

adapt, so the different groups kind of approached it in different ways’ 

(Interview 14) 

Collaboration was assumed in these comments to be group work, students 

working together on tasks. The third comment presented a perception of the 

collaborative element, of the module, as students interacting with each other, 

rather than with the the tutor. In other interviews, as seen above, collaboration 

was seen as between the tutor and the student. In Interview Two the tutor 

suggested this was a redefinition of collaboration: 

‘If we re-define collaboration as collaboration between tutor and student 

then perhaps collaboration is happening but it’s not happening in the way 

that I would recognise it, I would recognise it as a group of students all 

working together…’ (Interview 2) 

The discussion continued on to describe collaboration as a learning process: 
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‘…coming up with an answer they have collaborated on … something 

happens … or a better student in with a poorer student so that 

scaffolding takes place, that’s the traditional way of thinking about it but it 

might be that our students are collaborating with us because we have 

quite a chatty approach to it … we don’t just tell them ‘yes that’s right’ we 

try and open it up a little bit, maybe there is collaboration but it’s of a 

different nature’ (Interview 2) 

The comment relating to the ‘different nature’ of collaboration reflected the 

notions of collaboration presented throughout the interviews. Rather than a 

definitive aspect of online learning, collaboration was presented as multi-faceted 

and complex, explicit and implicit, relational and human.  

Where students were described as individuals working within the online space a 

tension was observed between the desire to create collaborative experiences 

and the reality of individual experiences: 

‘I find online a totally different way of teaching to face-to-face, I have to 

be, I have to treat them all as separate entities online whereas face-to-

face I treat the class as a group, I tend not to work with individuals, I tend 

to work with a group … we want independent thinking but we don’t 

actually want independent working, we want them to be part of the whole 

process … I think the students who make it to Year Three have become 

independent learners, have become independent workers, not because 

they’ve wanted to, they’d had to become’ (Interview 2)  

‘It’s trying to meet the needs of the individual student and … while I 

totally get, and support, the idea that collaboration is good for learning 

and I know all the theory about why it’s good for learning, I also think my 

job is to meet the student needs, just because my impression of their 

needs is that they … need to collaborate … some of these students 

would say ‘actually I don’t’ and I have to listen to them as well, the theory 

only works … well it doesn’t work for everybody so if you’re going to 

make this effective you’ve got to be able to be … this isn’t a group of 

identikit students’ (Interview 12) 
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The two extracts demonstrated different tensions between individual and 

collaborative working, between what was desired and what was the reality. In 

the first, the tension was observed in regards to the constraints of online 

teaching. In the second, the tutor saw differences between the student needs 

within a cohort. In both extracts collaboration was discussed as a practice which 

students took part in; group work, rather than a process embedded in their 

learning. It was described as an addition to student learning. The notion of 

collaboration as a choice was observed in tutor’s reflections of their own 

learning experiences; 

‘Some students buy into it…others don’t … as a learner I didn’t buy into 

it, tell me what I need to do and I’ll do it rather than buying into the 

collaborative part … I didn’t need it … I’m promoting this way of learning 

but I know myself I didn’t …’ (Interview 1) 

The notion that students participate and engage in different ways was seen in 

comments reflecting on the strategic nature of student’s participation: 

‘I think probably more and more students are working strategically so 

they will have more activity round about the time of assessment, on that 

module’ (Interview 18) 

‘There are different types of learner, a strategic learner will get the job 

done and then get on with something else’ (Interview 3) 

‘(Students) are just doing the task and waiting for someone to say well 

done, and then they’ll move on to the next task and then the same … it 

becomes very mechanistic’ (Interview 2) 

The comments related to discussion board use. In the first comment the 

discussion board hits were higher around assessment time, as students were 

asking questions. In the second two comments, the lack of dialogue on 

discussion boards was observed as relating to students focus on individual 

tasks. Assessment and exams, individual tasks, were observed to motivate 

students approach to, and participation within, modules: 
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‘The other one (Module outwith the research) it’s just two assessments, it 

goes really quiet because obviously … students are trying to work 

towards their assessments’ (Interview 7) 

‘In fourth year participation in Blackboard can go down … because 

they’re focussed on their dissertation’ (Interview 11)          

‘They don’t have much time and they focus and it’s a selective focus so 

collaboration at that level is quite a challenge.’ (Interview 12) 

Students focus on assignments and exams was observed to correlate with less 

time for collaborative or group tasks. Where discussion boards were used more, 

they were used for organisational and individual questions. As students 

progressed through programmes, they were seen to work more independently 

and potentially become more resistant to working together.  

The increasingly individual perception of student focus was juxtaposed in the 

interviews with tutor’s efforts to facilitate students working together: 

 ‘We very much try and get them to feedback to each other and help 

each other out’ (Interview 6) 

‘I try to encourage debate in the groups’ (Interview 2) 

‘I try to get them involved in different activities… try to get them to speak 

to each other’ (Interview 1) 

Examples of tutor’s efforts to enable collaborative activity suggested that it was 

valued: 

‘That’s something we’ve tried to bring in (students working together) … 

for discussion board, maybe linking in together on a discussion board but 

nothing really formal, it’s something that we need to bring in’ (Interview 5)   

‘We’re looking at blogs and wikis on Blackboard … we haven’t got that 

far yet’ (Interview 7) 
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‘Sharing that and understanding others … I really want to embed in this 

module, I want the students to take a bit of ownership, I want them to 

share, I want them to share stories and practice, for us to be able to 

laugh sometimes … share genuine reflection … how do I take that 

forward … reflect … share things more … there’s often not enough 

questioning’ (Interview 9) 

The perceived value of the potential of collaboration was presented alongside a 

less successful reality: 

‘It’s difficult trying to get them to post (students posting on discussion 

boards)’ (Interview 6) 

‘Collaboration’s something that I don’t think I’ve cracked and I think that 

the evidence you’re finding is that that’s not really happening at all, it’s 

individuals working individually’  (Interview 2) 

‘It’s quite hard, I have found personally, to engage people on the 

discussion board … if you only have two out of the twenty that actually 

want to engage with you there’s not much real discussion … much 

breadth of discussion going on there’ (Interview 9) 

A few examples were presented, of collaboration having been successfully 

facilitated: 

‘I make it obligatory for them to contribute to the discussion board each 

week because 40% of their grade depends on a reflection of 

contributions to the discussion board, however, I pick four weeks for 

them to talk about, reflect on … but I don’t tell them until the end of term 

which four weeks … they must contribute to all of the weeks even though 

I’m only going to pick four of them at the end for them to reflect on, this 

works really well’ (Interview 4) 

‘If the lecturer stays out in the early stages the conversation reaches 

consensus and stops, the job of the lecturer in an online discussion is to 

take it outwards, to bring in a new idea, to ask a question and in some 

cases to share opinions, disclosure is really important in there as well … 
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it’s also being responsive to what’s going around, what the students are 

interested in’ (Interview 12) 

In Interview Twelve the tutor was describing a dialogic approach to discussion 

boards, through which she had successfully facilitated dialogue. In Interview 

Fifteen assessed discussion boards were reflected on:    

‘If you were to look at (a module outwith the research) you would 

probably look at the six week block where they were getting assessed 

marks (for the discussion board) and that was very busy, very very very 

busy’ (Interview 15) 

The assessed discussion boards increased participation but a strategic 

approach was observed related to when students posted:  

‘What I think happened was in the first four weeks students thought I 

don’t have to say anything until week whatever … so they were quite 

quiet and then all of a sudden there was this rush of activity’ (Interview 

15) 

The discussion board posts were graded, the aim being to value collaboration:      

‘I’d hoped that the marking scheme would really help with that (valuing, 

rather than forcing collaboration when using an assessed discussion 

board) because it wasn’t just about … banal writing, you actually had to 

be engaging with others, you had to be using the research, you had to be 

discussing the books, you had to be … there was a marking scheme that 

went from OK if you go on every week and say Hello … I’m doing fine, 

you would still get a mark … to do really well you had to … be showing 

that you could analyse, discuss … the good students did very well’  

(Interview 15) 

Students reported in course evaluations that they didn’t think this approach was 

fair which suggested a lack of value for collaborative activities, from the student 

perspective: 
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‘In the feedback for this year there was a lot of negativity about the 

assessed boards … people were saying if I was in a class I wouldn’t be 

penalised for not opening my mouth in the class.’ (Interview 15) 

Collaboration was presented as a multi-faceted phenomenon which could be 

part of a process, a practice, or a descriptor for a particular type of relationship. 

Far from being an integral part of online practice collaboration was seen to be 

desired, sometimes enacted and an aim for the future, from the tutors 

perspective. Students were perceived to avoid and at times resent collaborative 

activities. Those who engaged collaboratively were seen to do better even 

though measurements of success on modules were individual. Collaboration 

was often perceived as an optional extra or a desired, but potentially 

unachievable, component of online learning. The value of collaboration as 

ascribed by tutors and the individual educational aims of the assignments, 

presented a tension between collaborative and individual practices on online 

modules. Pedagogic collaboration was observed as complex, and multi-faceted. 

While all tutors enacted a degree of pedagogic collaboration through their 

practice, the degree to which this was explicit, and the value attributed, varied 

widely.         

4.7.2 Presence  

Student and tutor presence was observed as a key theme which ran through 

the interviews. It related to the notion of social presence in the literature (1. 1.2). 

Presence alluded to the way in which participants experienced each other, as 

people, in the online environment. In the literature this centred around students 

awareness of each other. Tutors also discussed their presence, in relation to 

students perceiving them as ‘real’, and their awareness of students in relation to 

the feedback the online space afforded. Pedagogic collaboration centred 

around participants working together, participants awareness of each other was 

likely to be a key consideration. 

Comments relating to presence highlighted the human aspect. The need for 

students to be aware of tutors and other students, as real people, within the 

online space: 
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‘You have to be connected to a human being … that there’s a human 

being there, I’m there’ (Interview 1) 

‘Keep them knowing that someone’s there listening and responding back 

to them’ (Interview 7) 

‘What we’re trying to do is bring the student into the sense of they’ve got 

somebody there’ (Interview 12) 

Comments relating to visual and auditory stimuli presented the human aspect of 

presence as embodied, and being reliant on the sensory and affective aspects 

of communication: 

‘I can raise my hands in the air’’ (Interview 2) 

‘They see me and they put a name to my face’ (Interview 4) 

‘Online you don’t see their face, you can’t hear their tone of voice’ 

(Interview 9) 

Affective qualities, being human, were associated with the creation of presence: 

‘I think you get a … personal touch, personal experience’ (Interview 8) 

‘It’s the personality … it’s the engagement but you’re doing it in a 

different setting’ (Interview 12) 

‘When you do your bi-og you know I try and make it so you know what 

it’s like for them as a student as well, you’ll put your own experience of 

learning’ (Interview 15) 

Constant communication, and engagement through, and in, the online space 

suggested that immediacy was related to the creation of presence: 

‘I’m online 24/7 … I am there, I’m constantly checking’ (Interview 1) 

‘I send Announcements out all the time … I respond to every e-mail first 

thing in the morning … I think probably that’s the most important thing’ 

(Interview 3) 
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‘(Tutor X) and I are on the boards all the time’ (Interview 6) 

‘It’s important they get a response quite quickly’ (Interview 7) 

‘A response within twenty-four hours … quicker if that is possible’ 

(Interview 8)  

‘I think there’s an expectation that you will be a constant presence on 

these boards’ (Interview 15) 

Synchronous activities were mentioned positively in relation to presence: 

‘Telephone tutorials … students gain an awful lot out of that’ (Interview 9) 

‘The real time nature of the chat room … you get a sense of the students 

can be themselves there’ (Interview 12) 

‘They love it … a real person typing and they’re waiting for the answer’ 

(Interview 15)   

Technology was seen, repeatedly, as a constraint in regards to developing 

presence: 

‘I think Blackboard …doesn’t allow … flow of conversation with the 

student … the downside of the technology that we have’ (Interview 1)   

‘You’re basically roboti-sizing the environment more in online’ (Interview 

4)  

‘Conversation …that doesn’t happen naturally on a discussion board’ 

(Interview 9)  

A lack of student feedback, tutors inability to see what students were doing, 

student presence, was also identified as a constraint: 

‘It’s difficult to judge when you get the (students) who aren’t very active 

… I’m not quite sure how you chase the ones who aren’t active’ 

(Interview 7) 
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‘Online you don’t see their face, you can’t hear their tone of voice …it’s 

easy for someone to say ‘that’s ok’ … but maybe they’re not’ (Interview 

9) 

‘Sometimes it can be disconcerting for the lecturer as you’re not sure 

what people are thinking’ (Interview 13)      

Presence was presented as the humanisation of the online space where 

personal, affective and sensory interactions enabled students, and tutors, to see 

the other people participating, as “people”. The implication that constant 

communication and interaction were required suggested that the online space, 

and in particular it’s predominantly textual nature, mediated the interactions of 

those involved. 

4.7.3 Positioning  

Positioning related to the ways in which students and tutors were positioned, by 

themselves and others, in the online space. Expectations of online learning, and 

the way in which online leaning was enacted - by both tutors and students - 

positioned both in particular spaces, spaces in which participation could be 

enabled or constrained, within the online environment. The ways in which tutors 

described their role and the vocabulary which was used positioned the online 

tutor, and the online student, in various ways.  

A perception of teaching as transmission of information, or knowledge, was 

suggested in some tutors’ descriptions of their own role. In interviews 1 and 10 

tutors described; ‘imparting’ knowledge. In interview 15 it was; ‘an infectious 

enthusiasm for my subject’ which the tutor described as imparting. In interview’s 

6, 7 and 13 the tutors described teaching in relation to how they ‘put things 

across’ (Interview 6), the way in which they could ‘pass over information’ 

(Interview 7) and how it involved ‘giving knowledge and information’ (Interview 

13). Interview 1 described the role of the tutor as ‘performing’. These 

descriptions positioned the tutor as the transmitter of knowledge implying that 

the students were receivers of knowledge. In interview 2 the tutor described 

himself as very ‘traditional’ and the ‘gatekeeper of knowledge’. 
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In interview 3 the tutor stated; ‘online learnings not traditional’ and positioned 

herself ‘I’m not here as a traditional teacher’ (Interview 3). She went on to 

describe how her role was to ‘facilitate their (students) learning’ (Interview 3). 

Other tutors also described their role as ‘being the facilitator’ (Interview 7), 

‘signposting and facilitating’ (Interview 5) and ‘kind of signposting’ (Interview 

10). The role of tutor as guide in one sense was an alternative to the 

transmission model as it positioned them to the side of the student, guiding 

them rather than being at the front transmitting knowledge to students. Tutor’s 

described their role as ‘supporting them (students) in their learning’ (Interview 

1), to ‘give them (students) guidance’ (Interview 13) and ‘day to day support’ 

(Interview 8). The ways in which this was enacted varied. In relation to 

academic learning it was described as:  

‘Directing learning and being quite precise and specific’ (Interview 2)  

‘Giving them the tools (to learn)’ (Interview 8) 

‘Helping them to learn’ (Interview 1)  

and to ‘contrive the engagement’ (Interview 12). These enactments suggested 

that the guide was responsible for the learning. Two tutors positioned 

themselves as validating the student’s contributions to the discussion board:  

‘Obviously making sure all the weekly work is right’ (Interview 6) 

‘Commenting on the contribution the students put up … agreeing with 

them’ (Interview 7) 

In a later interview when asked whether the tutor should act as a validator of 

student’s discussion board contributions, the tutor positioned herself in an 

alternative guise:  

‘I didn’t want them to feel that I was commenting on them, saying they 

were right or wrong … I prefer steering (rather than validating)’ (Interview 

9). 
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Questioning was also used as a way to guide students: ‘Question them in their 

tasks’ (Interview 2), ‘ask thought provoking questions so they can discuss 

things’ (Interview 5), ‘ask a question’ (Interview 6). This positioned the tutor in a 

less controlling stance in which the students were not seen as passive 

recipients of information, or their learning perceived as the responsibility of the 

tutor. This positioning was further observed when the tutor role was described 

as being to; ‘stimulate them to have … different ideas’ (Interview 5), to ‘support 

their discussion’ (Interview 15) and to ‘be responsive … in a way that instigates 

discussion between them’ (Interview 9). An awareness of the relational nature 

of teaching and learning was shown by tutor’s describing the ‘two way thing 

(teaching and learning)’ (Interview 8) as ‘a relationship’ (Interviews 1 and 12) 

and a ‘partnership’ (Interview 13). Tutor’s described how they ‘encouraged’ 

students (Interviews 2, 7, 15), ‘taking time to get everyone engaged’ (Interview 

14) and ‘involving the students (in their learning)’ (Interview 9). These 

descriptions positioned both the tutor and the student as participants in the 

online space, both having a responsibility to participate. 

One tutor described how she played the role of ‘peer’ (Interview 12) when 

students wouldn’t collaborate with each other. She acted differently depending 

on the needs of the student group. With small groups of level 10 students she 

acted ‘almost as a peer, maybe more knowledgeable and with more guidance 

but if students aren’t going to engage between themselves then … you have to 

play the peer’ (Interview 12). This showed how tutors could actively position 

themselves depending on the needs of their student group. Student’s needs 

were also seen as relating to the ‘softer outcomes’ (Interview 1). Tutor’s noted 

the importance of ‘other softer skills’ (Interview 13) as being important. These 

were actively supported by tutors: 

‘To me Education, learning and teaching, is much more about these 

softer outcomes … it’s to do with helping people realise their worth’ 

(Interview 1)    

‘I would say my role was to support them through their learning … to give 

them encouragement when they’re struggling’ (Interview 3) 



194 | P a g e  
 

‘I’d see the role as a supportive role’ (Interview 8) 

‘I think it’s about trying to … encourage students as much as possible’ 

(Interview 15) 

Tutors described themselves as transmitters of knowledge, facilitators of 

learning, supporters and encouragers of students, responsible for student 

learning, guides and enablers of student learning, peers and performers. This 

suggested that the nature of online teaching was multi-faceted and dynamic. It 

could also suggest that the identity of the online tutor was fragmented and 

transient. 

A common theme running through the interviews in relation to tutors positioning 

was that tutors were still learning how to use the technology and progressing in 

regards to their use of it: 

‘I’m still probably learning myself…to use the technology to encourage a 

more active engagement’ ‘I’m always changing because each year I’m 

learning to use the technology better’ (Interview 1) 

‘I’d love to find a better way of making it (discussion with and between 

students) a more smooth engagement’ (Interview 12) 

‘I don’t feel like I’ve achieved that I would say, yet anyway (Interaction 

between students)’ (Interview 14) 

‘I know group work is something that other modules use but I haven’t 

actually developed that at the moment’ (Interview 5) 

Time and training were identified as factors which influenced tutors use of 

online tools and technology: 

‘It would be great to have the time to think about how we could use this 

better’ (the online space)’ (Interview 15) 

‘I think time-wise (for tutor input on discussion boards) … there’s not 

enough time allocated’ (Interview 14) 
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‘I think there’s a lack of training sometimes’ (to use new or different tools) 

(Interview 7) 

‘I wish I’d had a bit more training about what the expectation is from me 

in terms of a module tutor’ (Interview 9) 

Tutors presented themselves as engaged with their own development and 

progression in relation to their role as an online tutor: 

 ‘I try and be quite innovative (in relation to their use of collaborative 

tools)’ (Interview 15) 

‘I need to think about the layout a bit better (of an online module)’ 

(Interview 2) 

‘Like everybody you’re reflecting’ ‘Technologies changing all the time so I 

think it’s really important to keep tabs on that’ (Interview 13)  

In relation to an active learning approach the tools available were seen to 

constrain the tutor: ‘I think the technology hampers me to be able to adopt the 

approach I want to adopt’ (Interview 1). This was echoed in references to the 

discussion boards: ‘The discussion board itself doesn’t … enable the level of 

collaboration or interactivity I would like to see’ (Interview 1), ‘I have huge 

issues with the discussion board, I don’t know how you engage people with that’ 

(Interview 9), and ‘the discussion boards I think are a bit clunky’ (Interview 12). 

Blackboard was, though, seen as a useful platform for ‘organising things’ 

(Interview 2).   

In their descriptions of themselves, tutor’s positioned themselves in relation to 

their participation within the online space. Their perceptions of student’s 

participation, and the student experience, also positioned the students. In 

relation to student positioning a perception of discussion boards, and the online 

space in general, as scary for students was suggested: 

‘In first year a lot of them are very reluctant … very afraid, I guess what’s 

going on in their heads is oh I’m too scared to post something in case 

someone shoots me down or in case I look too stupid’ (Interview 4)  
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‘It’s almost like they have a fear factor of Blackboard’ (interview 11) 

‘It appears like they’re quite nervous to put their thoughts and opinions 

out there in that kind of forum (on a discussion board)’ (Interview 14) 

‘Because they’re friends can see it (a discussion board post) and they 

might look stupid’ (Interview 13) 

‘When you log in … and there’s like three hundred postings that’s scary’ 

(Interview 15) 

Online learning was perceived as attracting students who liked to work alone: 

‘I do think that if people are doing online courses … they must have a, I 

would say, a personality that prefers to be alone’ (Interview 13) 

‘I do think some students choose an online environment because they 

prefer working on their own’ (Interview 8) 

‘I think it’s definitely for those who are happy to work alone’ (Interview 2) 

However, in a later interview these perceptions were challenged and suggested 

to be assumptions made by tutors, assumptions which potentially mediated 

student expectations and participation: 

‘If we say ‘oh, well it can be a bit lonely’ then it will be, if we say ‘use it, 

engage with it and you won’t have the loneliness, in fact you’ll be better 

off than in a classroom’ then they take a different view of it. I think so 

much of what’s perceived as negative of online actually comes right 

down into our laps, the way we deal with it’ (Interview 12) 

Participation by students on online modules was perceived as poor: 

‘Sometimes the engagement with the online technology from students is 

poor’ (Interview 1) 

‘I think my experience is that only about 30% of the students actually 

participate’ (Interview 2) 
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Students who did engage with the collaborative aspects of modules where 

perceived as more likely to do well: 

‘The analysis I do … the observations I made …are that people who tend 

to post regularly and read regularly are the ones that get the higher 

marks’ (Interview 3) 

‘Usually the ones who are participating get the higher marks’ (Interview 

7) 

‘The more they engage with the discussion board and so on the better’ 

(Interview 10) 

‘I tend to say to students that if they’re actively engaging on the board 

their marks will be better’ (Interview 6) 

‘There’s a real correlation, I think, every year between the people the 

people that say nothing and those who do quite badly on the module … 

and those that are really active and do well’ (Interview 15) 

Diversity within and between student cohorts was observed. Different groups of 

students were seen to vary in the way they worked demonstrating the role of 

student agency and the dialogic relationship between online tutors and learners: 

‘Sometimes I get cohorts that are really good at it (engaging on 

discussion boards), other times…’ (Interview 11) 

‘One particular group of students tended to discuss information with me 

and not really learn from each other as much whereas the other group 

tended to interact much more … different groups kind of approached it in 

different ways (discussion board activities)’ (Interview 14) 

‘If you’d seen the data from last year for this one (module) I think it would 

have been very different …the feel in the module last year was very 

different’ (Interview 1)    

Tutors positioned students, in their expectations of them, as lonely and likely to 

prefer to work on their own. The student group were presented as diverse and 
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agentive in regards to their participation, or lack of participation, within online 

modules. Active engagement was seen to correlate with success. Posting on 

discussion boards was assumed to be a scary experience for some and was 

consequently often avoided. 

4.8 A narrative Interpretation 

Tutor agency (2.4) was explored through the interview process. A shared 

narrative was constructed, which developed understanding of online practice 

from the perspective of the online tutor. Building on the observation of practice, 

which the data had presented (Chapter Three), pedagogic collaboration was 

explored from the perspective of the tutor. The voices of fifteen tutors were 

combined, to develop a rich picture of the landscape of practice, in which they 

participated. Initial reflections were developed through an iterative approach to 

interview analysis. The inductive-deductive approach to coding, and the use of 

direct quotes enabled a narrative approach, in keeping with the ethnographic 

stance of this research. The three identified themes developed understanding of 

pedagogic collaboration in the online environment, by highlighting the 

complexity of practice. The tension between collaborative and individual 

practice, presence, and positioning, encompassed factors which influenced the 

enactment of pedagogic collaboration. 

The observed tension between the individual and the collaborative, was 

reflective of the tensions inherent to the educational context (2). While tutors 

valued collaboration, they were practicing in an environment which ultimately 

focused on individual achievement. The value of collaboration - as a teaching 

process - was varied. Tutors widely acknowledged the importance of presence, 

of ensuring that online students were aware of each other, and their tutor, as 

people. Collaborative activities and engagement with the dialogue, enabled by 

discussion boards, was often reported as desired, rather than enacted. 

Feedback was often seen to be lacking in the online space. Tutors worked hard 

to build presence, using a variety of methods to present themselves, and 

support the students they were working with. The positioning of the tutor, in 

relation to their role was complex. Their own pedagogy, their perceptions and 

expectations all potentially influenced the ways in which they positioned 
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themselves, when working online. Tutor positioning related to their participation 

and potentially influenced their use of collaborative activities, when teaching. 

Following the interview analysis, a focus group was facilitated and individual 

discussion board posts were analysed (Chapter Five). These added a further 

layer to the increasingly rich observation of practice this research was creating. 

Taking the interview findings back to the group of tutors reflected the 

presentation of data at the interviews. Each layer of observation was discussed 

with those being observed, acting to member-check and enabling depth. 

Discussions related to the observations drawn added detail and clarified the 

observations, delving further into the perspectives of participants, to understand 

the enactment of pedagogic collaboration.   
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Chapter Five 

The Research Journey: Focus groups and 
observations of dialogue  

The final layer of data collection used focus groups. The research findings from 

the data (Chapter Three) and the interviews (Chapter Four) were presented to 

the tutors who had taken part in the research. Focus group discussions added 

depth to the observation, enabling a deeper understanding of pedagogic 

collaboration, in the online environment. Following the analysis of the focus 

group, the observation spiralled back round to the data, analysing a selection of 

discussion board threads. These enabled further exploration of tutors’ 

approaches to collaborative online activities. The ethnographic stance shaped 

the spiral of this research: Revisiting the data aimed to develop depth of 

observation, relating to understanding online practice and the ways in which 

tutors used collaborative activity, in their teaching processes. This chapter 

presents the final phase of the research journey. The iterative approach was 

enacted through further engagement with the methodology, development of the 

methods and reflection on the analytical approach. The results of the focus 

group and discussion board analysis are presented.      

5.1 Methodology (4): Technology mediated focus groups  

The focus groups aimed to gain a collective response through group interaction 

(Cohen et. al., 2013). This added depth to the first two stages of data collection, 

providing another layer to build a rich observation, of participation within the 

online space. The focus groups enabled observation of the negotiation of 

meaning between participants, reflecting a ‘constructivist epistemology’ 

(Freeman, 2006: 496) observing ‘how people talk about a topic’ (ibid: 496). This 

was congruous with the theoretical positioning of the current research. The 

interactions between participants enabled them to share their understanding 

and compare it to that of others (Morgan et. al., 2013). This would highlight 

differences and similarities in the responses of the group. The data collection 
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had identified qualitative differences, between the tutors’ use of the online 

space (3.10). The focus groups aimed to explore similarities and differences in 

tutors perceptions and attitude, as well as their actions. The ‘rich and detailed’ 

(Stewart et. al., 2009: 590) data of the focus group, enabled the exploration of 

tutor’s perceptions, of both their own online practice and the findings of the 

initial stages of the research. Rather than validating or corroborating findings, 

the focus group data was used to enhance and provide a mutually confirmative 

layer enriching the overall findings (Lambert and Loiselle, 2009).  

Focus group data has been described as ‘a response to specific situations in 

context’ (Freeman, 2006: 494). Participants’ responses to the findings of this 

research provided a rich layer of data, which itself added meaning to the 

construction of knowledge and understanding the research enacted. The focus 

groups were carried out through Video Conferencing (VC) facilities at the 

university. In providing ‘a rich understanding of people’s lived experiences and 

perspectives, situated perspectives, situated within the context of their particular 

circumstances and settings’ (Freeman, 2006: 491) the VC was deemed as 

appropriate, because it reflected the context in which the tutors worked. Tutors 

either had experience of teaching through VC or they had used VCs for 

meetings. VCs were a common medium for meetings of programme teams, 

within the institution. There was also a pragmatic element to the use of VC, as 

tutors were located in geographically disparate locations. Reflecting on the 

reported ‘recruitment problems’ (Morgan et. al., 2013: 1277) which were 

described as ‘potentially a major weakness for focus groups’ (ibid: 1277) the 

use of VC increased the likelihood of tutors participating. Without the need for 

the researcher or the participants to physically be in the same location, more 

flexibility was offered in terms of logistical organisation.    

Tuttas (2015) carried out a literature review on technology mediated focus 

groups. In 2015 she found no ‘published guidance relevant to collecting data 

using real-time AV (audio –visual)-recorded FGs (Focus Groups) carried out in 

a web conferencing meeting space’ (ibid: 123). Asynchronous use of internet 

mediated tools to facilitate focus groups, such as e-mail and discussion boards, 

were documented and synchronous tools such as chat rooms, which utilised 
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typed responses. Using conference calls on the telephone had been found to 

hamper the flow of conversation, as participants needed to identify themselves 

before they spoke (Morgan et. al., 2013). The loss of non-verbal cues in ‘virtual 

focus groups’ (Stewart et. al., 2009: 611) was found to ‘reduce the spontaneity 

of the group’ (Stewart et. al., 2009: 611). The groups Stewart et al. (2009) 

discussed were text-based and hadn’t utilised audio or video technology. The 

use of VC enabled participants to see and hear each other. While VC potentially 

wasn’t as intimate as a face-to-face setting it could be seen to have advantages 

when compared to text-based virtual focus groups. The video enabled familiarity 

and a wider range of communication cues. In the context of the current research 

the technology was familiar to the participants. Lack of familiarity with the 

technology was identified as a potential issue by Tuttas (2015). A potential 

advantage of the VC technology was identified by one of the participants during 

the interviews, when he commented on the way a head and shoulders view 

enabled participants to retain a certain amount of control over their self-

presentation (Interview 4). From this perspective VC may offer nervous 

participants - who were confident with the technology - an empowering 

communication space. 

The effect of the VC context on participants was considered. Harden et. al., 

(2010) suggested that the relational context may influence participants 

contributions to discussion groups. Using groups of people who knew each 

other risked the influence of ‘pre-existing dynamics’ (Freeman, 2006: 493), on 

the interactions and contributions of the group (ibid). Group dynamics were 

likely to play a role when collecting data using a focus group (Stewart et. al., 

2009). Morgan et. al. (2013) reflected on the group composition in regards to 

their relationship to a topic. This highlighted, within the current research, the 

question of group composition as the tutors interviewed had varying degrees of 

familiarity with each other. Reflection was therefore given to the composition of 

focus groups. The use of VC opened up possibilities for mixing groups of tutors 

who worked in different geographical locations, as well on different degree 

programmes. VC provided a pragmatic response to the creation of focus 

groups, as availability was the primary consideration, the researcher’s ability to 

travel to certain locations was not an issue. A pragmatic decision led to all tutors 
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being invited to attend one of two proposed focus groups, the group 

composition being dependent solely on tutor’s availability. Attendance at the 

groups was deemed more important than group composition.  

A key consideration when running a VC focus group was the moderator role. 

The ‘skilful facilitation and management by the researcher’ (Cohen et. al., 2013: 

437) was to be mediated through a VC platform in which some communication 

cues were lost. The flow of conversation could be hampered by the stilted 

nature of discussion, only one person being able to speak at a time. Keeping 

the discussion on topic had proved difficult during one of the VC interviews 

(4.2.2). As the research in this area was limited, moderation of the VC focus 

groups was to an extent a step into the unknown. To prepare the researcher 

observed three face-to-face focus groups which were run by an experienced 

practitioner. A combination of observation, professional dialogue, and research, 

informed the facilitation of the VC focus groups.     

It was deemed unnecessary to have a note-taker as the VC was recorded, the 

researcher could return to the recording to observe responses in more detail. 

The researcher had independently carried out the first stage of the research, in 

relation to analysis of the data from the online space, and the interviews. The 

iterative nature of the research meant that the researcher was positioned to 

guide the conversation during the focus group, asking someone who had not 

engaged with the data may have bought an additional perspective to the 

observation. As the focus groups were only one stage of an iterative 

observation, an additional perspective, at this point, was not deemed 

appropriate.    

5.2 Methods (5): The Focus Group 

Two focus groups were planned. The fifteen tutors interviewed were invited to 

join either of the two proposed sessions. The first session was attended by six 

tutors, with a seventh joining the session for the last fifteen minutes. Due to 

logistical issues the second session was cancelled. Three tutors, who had been 

interviewed, commented on a compiled summary of the initial focus group. The 

tutor who attended the end of the focus group also commented on the 
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summary. Ten of the original fifteen tutors took part in this iteration of the 

research.  

The Focus group was structured around tutors’ response to the research 

findings thus far. This added another layer to the iterative observations. Data 

from the Blackboard data analysis was shared with tutors at the interviews (4.2). 

Observations from the interviews were shared with the tutors at the focus group. 

The focus group was introduced by a summary of the research so far (Appendix 

Three). Particular attention was therefore paid, during the narrative analysis, to 

any dissenting voices. The focus group acted as form of ‘member-checking’ 

(Watson et. al., 2016). Tutors were asked to respond to the research findings 

which were presented as an observation of practice. The theoretical exploration 

was not presented in depth, in order that the summary and discussion were 

accessible to all involved.      

Following the summary of research so far the group were asked to respond. 

The following questions were then asked. For both the initial response and the 

following questions all participants were invited to comment: 

1. When you’re approaching a discussion board, or any online tool, do you 

have a clear rationale in terms of the position you want to take, in terms 

of your teaching approach?  

 

2. Does what we’ve discussed, and what I’ve shared with you, have 

implications for future practice, in terms of your role as tutors? 

 

3. Is there anything from the discussion today and what I’ve shared with 

you that you would take away into your practice? 

    (Focus Group Transcript)  

The group discussed each point and the researcher joined in the conversation 

at times, to expand points which were made or add to the discussion. In this 

way the focus group was led by the group, but shaped by the contributions of 

the researcher. The VC was recorded and an audio version was created using a 

voice recorder.  
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5.2.1 Working with Focus Group data  

Following the focus group the discussion was transcribed verbatim. A summary 

was also produced and sent to participants unable to attend. Four tutors 

commented on the focus group summary through text-based comments on the 

script and an e-mail message. These responses were analysed alongside the 

transcript from the focus group. The focus group data was approached as an 

additional layer of observation. The transcripts were read iteratively and the 

recording was listened to. This enabled the researcher to gain a deeper 

understanding of the emerging themes and to further define them in relation to 

pedagogic collaboration. Analysis of the focus group data was iterative. 

Following the member-checking stage, the transcripts were approached in the 

same way as the interviews (4.4). On first reading the transcripts were 

annotated in relation to the themes. On the second reading annotated 

comments were lifted from the transcripts and arranged in relation to theme. 

These were then analysed and further sorted to create sub-themes (5.3). The 

results of this added a further layer of detail to the original data. The focus 

group discussion presented the perspectives of the tutors in a social context, 

this added to the individual context of the interviews. The discussion stimulated 

comparisons between different perspectives of online practice, thus adding 

depth to the narrative accounts provided in the interviews (Gubrium and 

Holstein, 1999).  

The themes; Presence and Positioning, were clearly visible in the data. The 

tension between individual and collaborative working was observable, implicitly, 

through the tutors’ beliefs, their issues working online and their perceptions. 

Presence and positioning were further broken down into sub-themes. These 

sub-themes emerged through iterative reading of the transcripts. The themes 

and sub-themes were: 

o Presence  

 Relationships 

 Student presence 

 Tutor Presence 

 Cues 
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 Immediacy 

 Boundaries  

o Positioning 

o Contextual 

 Structural 

 Relational  

 Cultural 

o Agency 

 Role 

 Professional History 

 Life History  

 Themes and sub-themes emerging from narrative analysis of Focus Groups  

Each sub-theme was analysed and the results were presented (5.3). These 

were then used to develop the findings of the earlier stages of the research, 

adding depth to the initial observations (4.7).  

5.3 Results (4): Focus Group  

The first iteration of the focus group analysis acted as a form of member-

checking (Watson et. al., 2016). The focus group transcript and textual 

responses to the focus group summary were broken down into meaningful units 

(4.4). These were then aligned to the summary of research presented to the 

focus group (Appendix Three). The purpose was to identify whether research 

findings had personal salience, in relation to the tutors’ own experience. This 

layer of analysis sought to observe dissenting voices, through voiced opinion 

and through lack of comment relating to an area presented. The summary of 

research findings which was presented focused on practice. Theoretical 

analysis was excluded from the initial summary to make it accessible and more 

directly relevant to the tutors in the focus group. Theoretical aspects were 

discussed when prompted by tutors, in this way ensuring their relevance to the 

tutors’ personal experience and understanding.  

The summary (Appendix Three) had presented the research findings thus far, 

the first iteration of analysis sought to clarify whether these observations were 
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salient to the tutors’ experience. Each of the findings presented were reflected 

on, in relation to the focus group discussion. The findings presented related to:       

o Group work 

Limited evidence of group work was found 

 

o Context 

Online modules were observed to be influenced by their context 

 

 

o Tutor Agency 

Tutors were observed to take different roles within online spaces and use 

the same tools in different ways 

  

o Presence 

Building relationships and participants’ experience of each other, as 

people, within the online space was observed to be important 

 

o Immediacy 

It was observed that an immediate response was perceived as important, 

in relation to the student experience 

  

o Lurkers 

Data did not support the notion of lurking, the analysis sought tutors’ 

response to this observation  

Two, of the ten, tutors talked about their experiences of using group work in 

online spaces. Both described it as a challenge: 

‘It’s an awful lot of hard work’ (Focus Group)   

Another tutor agreed to the challenging nature of organising group work. Both of 

the tutors who used group work reported that the students, after initial 

resistance, found it to be a valuable experience. One tutor, commenting on the 

summary disagreed suggesting that: 
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 ‘Lecturer’s assume students like it (group work) because students 

identify what they have learned – but this is not necessarily the same 

thing. My question here is what is group work for? If it is to meet the 

graduate skills of the programme then students have to do it whether 

they like it or not and it should be part of the assessment – but if it is for 

some other reason (the lecturer likes it, thinks it is good for them, wants 

to try it out as a teaching method) then we need to think very carefully 

about what it is for and whether it is necessary.’ (Focus Group)  

The tutor highlighted a potential lack of value in group work activities. It was, 

potentially, not perceived of as a valued activity as assessments were 

individual. The lack of comments made relating to group work by eight, out of 

the ten, tutors suggested that group work was not valued as an integral part of 

teaching online. Group work was perceived of as an addition to teaching. One 

of the tutors, who did use group work, commented: 

‘I make them do group exercises and every single year it causes … an 

undue amount of tension and difficulty’ (Focus Group) 

These tutors’ comments and the general lack of comments, relating to group 

work, suggested that the initial research findings were accurate: group work did 

not commonly occur in online modules.  

The focus group discussion suggested that context was relevant to tutors’ 

participation, in online environments: 

‘I totally agree, I think some of the key points that you’ve raised there is 

that the context in which the module sits is really important’ (Focus 

Group) 

Additional contextual layers were suggested as influencing participation: class 

size, level and student cohort. Tutors suggested that these contextual factors 

influenced the way in which they participated:  

‘I haven’t got any empirical evidence to say I am or I amn’t, but I, I do 

think that the, the class size is a, is a, I would call it a constraint but a 

layer would be a good expression for it’ (Focus Group) 
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‘It depends on the level of the module whether it’s kind of third year, 

fourth year, second year’ (Focus Group) 

‘I may need to be slightly different, whether it’s a more active group, or 

not an active group.’ (Focus Group) 

Differences of opinion were observed in regards to the extent to which the 

student cohort should determine tutor participation. Tutors’ guided by the nature 

of the cohort described their role as the ‘guide on the side’ (Tutors A, AA, H). In 

response to this another tutor commented: 

‘I really disagree with this. It undermines the idea of a relationship and it 

implies teaching as responsive, not proactive. If we sit ‘on the side’ then 

the unengaged students or the uncertain students will be removed from 

the teaching and will lose out.’ (Focus Group) 

These differences of opinion, rather than being dissenting voices, highlighted 

the complexity of context. Tutors’ were influenced by the contextual layers in 

which they worked. However, within this there was a choice in regards to their 

positioning and the role they took within the online space. Tutor participation 

was observed to emerge, from the interplay of agency and context. Tutors 

positioned themselves, either pro-actively, or responsively, within the context of 

the modules they were teaching on.  

Tutor Agency was discussed in the focus group in relation to histories of 

participation. Tutors’, who had previously studied online, drew on this to inform 

their participation:  

‘My early experience of being in an online environment was a student 

and I think that very much is what guides me’ (Focus Group) 

They also reflected on students’ approaches to online learning in relation to the 

approach they had taken themselves: 

‘I know I choose not to in an online environment (contribute to online 

discussions), I adopted what I would have called a strategic approach, 
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which are what are the assessments? What’s the course material that I 

need to submit and that’s all I’m doing’ (Focus Group) 

These comments - and those related - suggested that a tutors’ history of 

participation in the online environment influenced their approach to teaching. 

One of the tutors who used group work commented that she had gained lots 

from the dialogic elements of modules, as a student:  

‘As a student on an online learning course myself a few years ago, I was 

constantly checking the discussion board, reading others work and 

carefully crafting my own response.  I found this really helpful and kept 

me in touch with both the tutor and other students.  I try hard to get this 

across to students, but there are only a few who take on board how 

useful the discussions are’ (Focus Group) 

The complexity of influences on tutors’ participation was highlighted by another 

tutor who used group work. She commented that she took a strategic approach 

to online study herself and didn’t contribute to online discussion (see comment 

above). She questioned whether she should force students to speak. This 

perhaps reflected a tension between her history of participation as a student, 

and her pedagogical approach as a lecturer. Another tutor also commented that 

she had taken a strategic approach as a student but as a lecturer valued 

discussion.  

The focus group discussion confirmed the importance of presence, as a central 

aspect of the online teaching experience. Tutors’ discussed the relational nature 

of online practice, student presence and the difficulty in receiving feedback, the 

mediating role of text and the consequential loss of boundaries.  

Relationships were a prominent aspect of the focus group discussion: 

‘I make the connections with the students: I work on all the relationships’ 

(Focus Group) 

Tutors’ discussed the central role relationships played, both relationships with 

students and with co-tutors. E-mail was discussed as the prominent 
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communication in relation to developing relationships with students. It was 

suggested that: 

‘A lot of students reveal more about themselves in an e-mail, you know, 

they don’t just simply e-mail you a question, they tell you a little bit about 

what’s bothering them, what’s happening in their lives, so an e-mail tends 

to be, from a student tends to be a little more personal’ (Focus Group) 

Following on from a dialogue comparing face-to-face teaching with online, in 

regards to feedback, tutors debated the nature of the relationships they built 

with students. Communicating through predominantly text-based media 

mediated interactions in two significant ways. Students opened up more and the 

use of online communications removed boundaries, in regards to the temporal 

nature of interactions. One tutor described herself as being continually 

available; ‘I never switch off’ (Focus Group). Three tutors recounted the ways in 

which they established boundaries, generally the group agreed: 

‘It’s harder to have boundaries as a tutor when you’re teaching online’ 

(Focus Group) 

Online communications were described as ‘subtle and different to face-to-face 

as it is about using fewer words - emphasis and tone take on more significance’ 

(Focus Group). Tutors worked hard to establish the appropriate tone. The 

difficulties of developing relationships were also highlighted:  

‘Relationships and developing relationships, um I think that’s always a 

tricky thing to do and I think I’m always looking at new ways to do that, 

um and new ways to facilitate those relationships’ (Focus Group) 

One tutor commented that ‘To be perfectly frank my relationship with the 

students is a one-off experience’ (Focus Group), in the context of a module with 

a cohort of two hundred. This suggested the mediating role of context and also 

that relationships were being conceived of as individual, between the tutor and 

the student, rather than collaborative, between groups. This was further 

accentuated in the discussions about feedback. Tutors’ commented that in face-
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to-face classes they received immediate feedback in regards to student 

understanding: 

‘I can kind of gauge the understanding of each of the individual students 

that are sitting in front of me, I know kind of, the areas that they’re strong 

on, the areas that they’re weak on, I can address things really quickly, 

there’s lots of discussion whereas I find it much more difficult to get, like 

to gauge how they’re progressing online definitely’ (Focus Group) 

The spaces for tutors’ to observe student understanding were reduced online. 

One tutor suggested that assignments enabled them to gauge the 

understanding, but this was not considered satisfactory. Online spaces were 

discussed between the tutors and the researcher, in relation to implicit 

communication; the ways in which the structure of the space, the choice of 

materials and the tone of Announcements, enabled students to experience a 

particular discipline and negotiate meaning. Tutors needed feedback though: 

‘Without feedback how do we monitor and develop because if students 

are negotiating their understandings, they’re constructing their own 

understandings, I think the key thing for me is that you can’t teach an 

insight, people have to make insights for themselves so part of the 

discussion boards, part of the materials, part of the tone in which they 

are working is to create a situation where insights can be made by 

people, but you can’t make them for them, but without feedback you 

don’t know if they have or they haven’t’ (Focus Group) 

The role of the tutor, whether they guided, facilitated or transmitted information, 

was hampered by a lack of feedback from students. The spaces which were 

used for discussion, for constructivist collaborative activity (Garrison, 2012) 

were found to be effective: 

‘If you’re in an online chat room or Collaborate another student can come 

in and say ‘well actually this is how I’m thinking about it’ and so therefore, 

they’re helping each other’ (Focus Group)  
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But these collaborative spaces often lacked student engagement. While tutors 

were surprised that students weren’t lurking in the background of discussion 

boards, they wanted to be able to see the students they were working with. The 

need for feedback could be seen to relate to the perceived importance of 

immediacy: 

‘Reacting very quickly to student responses means that you get more 

feedback and I tend to ask a question in my e-mails back to students’ 

(Focus Group) 

Immediacy was presented to the focus group as an aspect of online 

collaboration. This highlighted the lack of boundaries for online tutors, as 

immediate responses were not temporally bound. The discussion in the focus 

group explored the concept in more detail and a range of influences were 

highlighted. As above, immediacy of response was used as a technique for 

gathering feedback. The non-verbal and para-verbal aspect of immediacy was 

lost in online environments: 

‘You still sometimes don’t get that immediacy of knowing that student 

doesn’t understand what I’m saying and I can address it there and then, 

when you’re online, and sometimes the written word is confusing for the 

student and you’re, their interpretation of the written word is all they are 

getting from you rather than your non-verbal way of explaining it, or you 

seeing them not understanding and you being able to deal with it there 

and then’ (Focus Group) 

Therefore, as well as a way of gathering feedback immediacy of response in 

online environments was suggested as a compensation for the lack of 

feedback.  

The discussion on immediacy highlighted a perception that online learning was 

an individual, lone, activity: 

‘Yes, definitely (immediate feedback resolves student anxiety) – and all it 

takes is some empathy with students who feel they are out there, alone 
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in cyberspace. It is hard work and it takes a lot of time though’ (Focus 

Group) 

This reflected comments made in the interviews, suggesting that tutors viewed 

online practice as individual rather than collaborative. Drawing on both 

professional experience, and personal experience of study, the discussion 

suggested that tutors perceived their response to students as integral to 

students’ progression: 

‘The only times I could study was evenings and weekends because I, I 

worked full time, so if I wasn’t getting any responses at the time that I 

was studying it was very difficult, so you know, if I was working on a 

Saturday, um, and I e-mailed, and I wasn’t getting a response til the 

Monday, Tuesday night then that would be a whole other week before I 

would be able to, to um, to work on that’ (Focus Group) 

This also highlighted the influence of a tutor’s history of participation on their 

practice.  

The notion that teaching online was flexible and not time-bound, highlighted 

issues at an institutional level, in relation to the expectations of online tutoring: 

‘If we offer online learning to students as a flexible opportunity then of 

course we must provide teaching at the time that suits the student. This 

means evening chat rooms, evening tutorials etc – and managers must 

appreciate that’ (Focus Group) 

‘I do understand that you can’t work 24/7 but a lot of students, er, they’re 

not in class, a lot of the online students choose to go online for that very 

reason, maybe they’re working another job, um and they’re studying in 

their own time which is usually evenings and weekends so maybe that’s 

something that needs to be looked at is that this isn’t a nine to five job, 

you know, that maybe time off should be coming at a different time, I’m 

not quite sure’ (Focus Group) 

Immediacy was perceived as important to the students, a prompt response 

building the relationship between student and tutor, increasing the tutor’s 
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presence. It acted as a means to gain feedback from students, making student 

presence salient. The importance of immediacy highlighted the temporal 

dimension of interactions, and presence. Tutors’ and students’ working at the 

same time were potentially more aware of each other’s presence than when 

there were lags between communications.   

Tutors were generally surprised that the data did not support the notion of 

lurking. In two cases this was drawn from their own previous experience of 

lurking, when studying online. This again highlighted the influence of a tutor’s 

history of participation. The discussion surrounding lurking highlighted two 

questions, one on the nature of online learning, the other regarding student 

engagement: 

‘Too often (it seems to me) there is no explicit discussion of the nature of 

online learning so students can believe it is a kind of distance learning 

where all learning will take place in course materials’  (Focus Group) 

This comment was made by a tutor commenting on the focus group summary. It 

highlighted the importance of the tutors’ perception, and understanding of online 

learning. Tutors, during the interviews, and the focus group, at times referred to 

the materials as a separate part of the modules.  

Concerns over the lack of lurking were raised. Scepticism, in relation to the 

research findings, was also voiced: 

‘I feel this does happen. Student must ‘lurk’ in the background. It is 

because we are unable to see them. Particularly shy and less confident 

students’ (Focus Group)  

In the discussion around lurking, tutors questioned the ways in which students 

engaged. If they didn’t participate on the discussion boards did it matter? There 

was potentially a miscommunication here. The data suggested that students 

who didn’t post on discussion boards didn’t read them. It did not suggest that 

students didn’t engage with the module at all. The discussion in the focus group 

highlighted a tension, within the tutor perceptions of engagement: 
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‘Why aren’t people engaging on discussion boards, is there something 

else out there that could get the non-lurkers, you know, to participate’ 

(Focus Group) 

The data did not suggest that students did not engage with the course 

materials; the suggestion was that they didn’t participate on discussion boards. 

In other parts of the dialogue, tutors had shared their experiences relating to 

lack of participation on anything but the mandatory aspects of an online course. 

The lack of student engagement on the discussion boards could therefore be 

interpreted as taking a strategic approach to online learning. And yet, tutors’ 

were very concerned about the lack of engagement, by students, on discussion 

boards. The question was raised in the discussion as to whether this mattered 

to the students. The discussion suggested that it was important to the tutors as 

the discussion boards opened up a space, where students were potentially 

visible. The discussion did not mention the collaborative nature of knowledge 

building, which the discussion boards could potentially enable. This suggested 

that tutors were concerned with feedback, with their own role within the online 

space, rather than the overarching pedagogical aims.   

5.3.1 Reflection and the spiral of this research 

Following the focus group, the observations drawn from the research journey, 

were reflected upon. The data (Chapter Three) had identified qualitatively 

different approaches to facilitating discussion boards, the interviews (Chapter 

Four) had shown differences in the way tutors positioned themselves and their 

informing pedagogy. The focus group (Chapter Five) had presented similarities 

in the experiences of teaching online suggesting that both context, and agency, 

were influencing factors. These observations suggested that there were 

qualitatively different approaches, to the enactment of pedagogic collaboration. 

It also suggested that these could be observed in tutors’ participation on 

discussion boards. 

The final stage of the research journey, therefore, focused on the comments 

tutors posted on discussion boards. These were aligned with their positioning 

within the dialogue, and their pedagogic approach, to enable a deep 
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observation of the enactment of pedagogic collaboration in the online 

environment. Data was drawn from a selection of discussion board threads, 

which reflected a range of examples in relation to tutor positioning. A coding tool 

was developed and applied to these threads. The coding tool was used at this 

point in the analysis as the purpose of the final layer of observation was to 

clarify, rather than identify differences in approach. The threads which were 

coded suggested differences in tutors approaches to collaborative activities, 

coding was a pragmatic approach to the exploration of these. 

5.4 Methods (6): Developing a coding tool 

A sample of discussion board threads were extracted from the learning 

management system (LMS). The sample was gathered following identification 

of different types of discussion board organisation (3.9).  

A coding scheme was developed drawing on an exploration of literature, 

relating to discussion board analysis. The exploration identified a number of 

approaches which could have been applied. Samuels-Peretz (2014) had 

applied a sociometric approach to content analysis, when analysing discussion 

board comments. Data was collected from four online discussions which formed 

an assessed component of a teacher training course. The posts of ten white 

female undergraduate students, at a private university in the Northeast US, 

were analysed. These students were typical of teacher training cohorts across 

America. Analysis categorised posts using stars, ghosts and isolates: Stars 

were identified by posts which generated interaction with others. Isolates posted 

and were criticised, or their posts were referred to negatively, ghost’s posts 

were ignored. The discussion which was analysed required students to post a 

response to a case study and then to comment on two other posts. Five 

students took part in each discussion, over a period of three to four weeks. 

Analysing the discussion Samuels-Peretz (2014) suggested that students who 

posted over time were more visible to others and so played an active role in the 

discussion. Students who added something new to the discussion were more 

likely to be referred to by others. The coding scheme focused on the 

interactions between social actors in the network; active participation being 

found to benefit group interaction.     
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De Wever et al. (2006) reviewed fifteen content analysis schemes which have 

been used for discussion board analysis. Instruments were found to vary for a 

number of reasons. They were grounded in different theoretical perspectives. 

Henri’s 1992 instrument took a cognitivist approach whereas Lockhorst et al.’s 

2003 and Weinberger and Fischer’s 2005 instruments were grounded in social 

constructivism. Units of analysis varied; Gunawardena et al. (1997), Garrison et 

al. (2001) and Anderson et al. (2001) used the message as the unit of analysis. 

Rourke et al. (1999) used the thematic unit and Pen-Shaff and Nicholls (2004) 

used the sentence. De Wever et al. (2006) found that the instruments lacked a 

firm theoretical foundation and were used with small groups of students, over 

short periods of time. This led them to question the validity of the instruments 

and suggest that the empirical base upon which the instruments were 

developed was weak. Although there has been general agreement that 

collaboration supports learning a clear theoretical base with which to develop 

research methods was not found to have been identified (De Wever et al., 

2006). 

The current research considered discussion boards not to be artificial, but to be 

situated. The situated-ness (Stahl, 2010, Seeley-Brown, Collins and Duguid, 

1989) of the discussion boards was considered through a comparison of 

discussion boards across disciplines (3.9). The discussion boards were 

perceived to reify the interactions of students and style of pedagogic 

collaboration (Stahl, 2009, Wenger, 1998). Taken as a situated practice, the 

discussion boards could be seen to reflect the power structures inherent to the 

educational context. The consideration of the position of the tutor on the 

discussion boards, foregrounded these power structures. Tutors had been 

found to be potentially repositioned during discussion board activities, 

scaffolding collaboration between learners, rather than disseminating 

knowledge to them (Cho and Cho, 2014, Redmond, Devine and Basson, 2014).  

The discussion board threads, in the current research, were analysed using a 

coding scheme developed from Pozzi et al’s (2016) study. Pozzi et. al. (2016) 

designed their coding scheme to compare dyads and groups in a peer 

assessment task. The focus was on collaborative activities, and therefore 
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relevant to an exploration of pedagogic collaboration. The coding scheme was, 

at the time of the research, a current example of a Community of Inquiry (CoI) 

content analysis tool. The combination of quantitative and qualitative data was 

different to previous tools developed from the CoI framework (1.1.3). Like the 

preceding CoI research Pozzi et. al. (2016) had developed their framework for 

student contributions to discussion boards. It was observed to align, however, 

with the mixed-methods approach of the current research and enabled deeper 

observation of the language tutors used as they interacted on the discussion 

boards.  

Pozzi et. al. (2016) collected participative data from the LMS, observing the 

number of ‘sent messages, uploaded documents, attended chats, read 

messages, downloaded documents’, time and regularity of participation (Pozzi 

et. al. 2016:93). Discussion board comments were then coded, using the 

dimensions of the community of inquiry framework (1.1.3); social, cognitive and 

teaching presence. In the current research data from the LMS, was used to 

observe the participation of tutors. Informed by the SNAPP analysis (3.8) and 

dialogue maps (3.9.1) discussion threads were then selected for coding. These 

were identified as examples of the varying styles of tutor participation, observed 

in the earlier stages of the research (3.10). The coding added a further layer to 

the observations of tutor participation. The development of the coding scheme 

(below) also highlighted key differences between tutor and student participation, 

on discussion boards.    

Pozzi et. al.’s (2016) coding framework was applied to the threads of discussion 

extracted from the discussion boards. Observations of the evidence collected, 

from previous stages of the research, informed the development of the coding 

framework. The reflections and subsequent development of the framework - 

informed by reflections on the analysis and initial coding of the threads - are 

presented below. 

Social presence in Pozzi et. al.’s (2016) framework was broken into the 

following dimensions:  
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SOCIAL  

 
S1 – Affection  

 
S1.1 

 
Expressions of emotions that 
may be revealed either by 
verbal dissertation or through 
graphical/orthographical 
solutions, e.g. repetitions, use of 
punctuation, use of capital 
letters, emoticons 

 
S1.2 

 
Expressions of intimacy that 
may be revealed by the use of 
sarcasm, humour, irony, etc.  

 
S1.3 

 
‘self-disclosure’ acts that may be 
revealed by presentations of 
personal anecdotes or by 
admissions of self-vulnerability 

 
S2 - 
Cohesiveness 

 
S2.1 

 
Occurrences of vocatives or 
more in general references to 
other people in the group 

 
S2.2 

 
Expressions reinforcing group 
cohesion that can be revealed 
by either expressions of group 
self-efficacy, or use of inclusive 
pro-nouns or adjectives 

 
S2.3 

 
Greetings, phatics, salutations  

Fig. lxi: Dimensions of the social presence aspects of the content analysis 

coding tool (Pozzi et. al., 2016: 94) 

The aspects of social presence in the coding scheme (Figure lxi) were reflected 

on, in relation to tutors’ perceptions of their role on the discussion boards – 

observed from interviews – and reading the threads which had been extracted 

from the discussion boards in the LMS. Tutors had been observed to display 

emotion in posts. They greeted students by name, referred to specific 

contributions and at times groups of students or posts. Posts by tutors often 

started with ‘Hey’ or ‘Hello’ and ended with ‘Cheers’ or similar familiar greetings. 

Emoticons were also observed and self-disclosure was observed in the form of 

auto-biographic detail. Tutors’ spoke of how they shared their own experiences, 

so that students could relate to them as someone who had been there, and 

done that (Interview 11 and 15). Self-vulnerability was observed as empathy in 
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posts, by tutors. Comments referring to their understanding of vulnerability were 

seen to reflect the difference of position of tutor and student, as tutors were able 

to empathise, but through their role as tutor were not vulnerable in the same 

way as students. Humour was utilised, but sarcasm and irony were not. This 

was perhaps appropriate reflecting the difference in role of the student and the 

tutor. The dimensions of social presence were therefore re-worked into:  

 
SOCIAL  

 
S1 – Affection  

 
S1.1 

 
Expressions of emotions 
revealed through word choice 
or presentation 

 
S1.2 

 
Expressions of humour. 

 
S1.3 

 
‘self-disclosure’ or auto-
biographic details, empathy 
expressed by awareness and 
understanding of the students 
vulnerability  

 
S2 – 
Cohesiveness 

 
S2.1 

 
Reference to a particular 
student, students, or other 
people in the group, use of 
inclusive pro-nouns  

 
S2.2 

 
Greetings; friendly messages or 
encouragement to join in  

Fig. lxii: Dimensions of the social presence aspects of the re-worked content 

analysis coding tool  

The cognitive dimension was observed to play a different role, in relation to 

tutors’ participation. Tutors did not individually build their own knowledge. The 

nature of a discussion board, the open access of the space, meant that any 

comment made by a tutor could be seen by the whole group. Therefore, 

comments relating to knowledge building were both group and individual even 

when directed to an individual, knowledge here relating to module content. 

Without the distinction between group and individual, comments were 

categorised as confirming or challenging knowledge. Comments which 

challenged a comment made by a student were observed to potentially scaffold 

reflection. The original Pozzi et. al. (2016) framework had three dimensions for 

cognitive presence: 
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COGNITIVE   

 
C1 – Individual 
knowledge 
building 

 
C1.1 

 
Reporting of right contents  

 
C1.2  

 
Recognition of a problem or 
expression of doubt 

 
C1.3 

 
Explanation or presentation of 
point of view  

 
C1.4 

 
Provision of information or 
ideas sharing e.g. description 
of events, accounts of 
personal experience or real-
life stories, etc.  

 
C1.5 

 
Contribution to brainstorming 
e.g. by adding an item to a list 

 
C2 – Group 
knowledge 
building 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
C2.1 

 
Expressing disagreement that 
can be revealed by 
contradicting others 

 
C2.2 

 
Expressions of agreement that 
can be revealed by referring to 
others’ messages or by 
integrating others’ ideas  

 
C2.3 

 
Suggestions to others and/or 
requests for confirmation e.g. 
through ‘explorative acts’ such 
as ‘Am I right?’, ‘Is that so?’  

 
C2.4 

 
Offers of knowledge or 
competence to others  

 
C2.5 

 
Connections between ideas or 
summarizations  

 
C2.6 

 
Creation or contribution to the 
creation of new shared 
meanings 

 
C3 – Meta- 
reflection 

 
C3.1 

 
Reflections on the learning 
process that may be revealed 
by attempting to evaluate 
one’s own knowledge, skills, 
limits, cognitive processes  
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C3.2 

 
Intentional control of the 
learning process, revealed by 
planning monitoring or 
adjusting one’s own cognitive 
processes  

Fig. lxiii: Dimensions of the cognitive presence aspects of the content analysis 

coding tool (Pozzi et. al., 2016: 94) 

Re-working this for tutors’, two dimensions were identified: 

 
COGNITIVE   

 
C1 – Knowledge 
building   

 
C1.1 

 
Providing or adding 
knowledge to the discussion 

 
C1.2 

 
Confirming knowledge, 
content, information posted by 
students  

 
C2 – Supporting 
reflection  

 
C2.1 

 
Challenging knowledge, 
content, information posted by 
students 

 
C2.2 

 
Prompting reflection through 
direct comment – ‘Think 
about’, ‘Reflect on’   

Fig. lxiv Dimensions of the social presence aspects of the re-worked content 

analysis coding tool  

Tutors discussed ‘guiding’ students (4.7.3), being ‘gatekeepers of knowledge’ 

(Interview 2), and validating student contributions (Interview 4, 6). The 

distinction between social, cognitive and teaching presence in regards to the 

CoI, for tutors’ was not clearly definable. Students were essentially the owners 

of their learning. Tutors’ could provide conditions but not control the learning 

situation. As one tutor observed in the focus group: 

‘You can’t teach an insight, people have to make insights for themselves 

so part of the discussion boards, part of the materials …  is to create a 

situation where insights can be made by people, but you can’t make 

them for them’ (Focus Group)   
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In the knowledge domain tutors’ could provide knowledge, they could confirm or 

challenge knowledge, presented by students. The comments relating to 

knowledge, in this context were reifications of knowledge. Tutors actions in 

regards to cognitive presence reified the negotiation of meaning (Wenger, 

1998). In providing new knowledge, confirming or challenging students 

presented knowledge, tutors were supporting students to negotiate meaning. 

They were scaffolding the development of their understanding. This was 

supported by tutor actions, in regards to social presence, as active participation 

was required to negotiate meaning. The social aspects were distinguishable in 

that they supported affect. They were not, though separate to cognitive 

presence (1.1.2) and tutors effectively managed both.      

Teaching presence was observed in tutors’ organisation of discussion boards 

and their contributions of logistical information. 

 
TEACHING   

 
T1 – 
Organizational 
matters 

 
T1.1 

 
Activity planning  

 
T1.2   

 
Methodological proposals e.g. 
suggestions about the division 
of groups, proposals of 
communication rules and 
netiquette   

 
T1.3 

 
Organizational proposals e.g. 
proposing to open a new 
conference, or organizing a 
meeting   

 
T1.4 

 
Offers or requests of logistical 
information   

 
T2 – Facilitating 
discourse 

 
T2.1 

 
Identification of areas of 
agreement / disagreement, 
syntheses of discussion  

 
T2.2 

 
Consensus seeking / 
achievement   
 
 
 

 
T2.3 

 
Creation of the climate for 
learning, encouragement, 
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acknowledgement, of 
participant contributions   

 
T2.4 

 
Solicitation of discussion and 
reminders of deadlines   

 
T3 – Provision of 
Instruction  

 
T3.1 

 
Presentation of contents, 
introduction of new knowledge   

 
T3.2 

 
In depth analysis of specific 
topics   

 
T3.3 

 
Description of new activities  

 
T3.4 

Confirmation of understanding 
or diagnoses of misconception 
through assessment and 
explanatory feedback 
 

Fig. lxv: Dimensions of the teaching presence aspects of the content analysis 

coding tool (Pozzi et. al., 2016: 94) 

‘Provision of instruction’ (Pozzi et. al. 2016: 95) overlapped with tutors’ 

contribution to cognitive presence. Tutors’ were observed to facilitate discourse. 

This had been observed in regards to their positioning within the dialogue 

(3.9.1) and was further explored through analysis of comments posted (5.5). It 

also overlapped with tutors’ contributions to social presence, the social 

presence dimension of the tool related more to affect but both could be 

described as developing dialogue on the discussion boards. Teaching presence 

was therefore re-worked into:  

 
TEACHING   

 
T1 – 
Organizational 
matters    

 
T1.1 

 
Organising threads, setting 
questions or discussion 
prompts  

 
T1.2 

 
Giving logistical information 
regarding aspects such as 
assignment content, or 
submission arrangements  

 
T2 – Facilitating 
discourse  

 
T2.1 

 
Continuing discussion by 
adding in new information or 
posing new questions  
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T2.2 

 
Continuing student discussion 
by not providing information 

Fig. lxvi: Dimensions of the social presence aspects of the re-worked content 

analysis coding tool  

Tutors’ comments were coded using units of meaning. Units of meaning were 

defined as a phrase, sentence or group of sentences. They could be part of a 

post or a whole post. All codes could be applied to each post but codes were 

not duplicated within a post. If a tutor acted to facilitate discourse twice within a 

post it was counted as one instance of the code, unless it was done in different 

ways in which case code T2.1 and T2.2 could be applied. The coding aimed to 

observe the types of participation and deepen the observations made by the 

previous layers of observation. Therefore, each post was seen as an action by 

the tutor, a particular type of action. Coding the posts provided a detailed 

picture of tutor action within the online space. Students’ posts were not coded 

as these were outwith the focus of this research.   

During coding comments relating to affect were observed. Emotional presence 

had been added to the Community of Inquiry presences by Stenborn et. al, 

(2016). They proposed the Relationship of Inquiry framework as a development 

of the Community of Inquiry framework (1.1.3). Applying the framework to one-

to-one online teaching, emotional presence was added (Figure lxvii). Stenborn 

et al. (2016) suggested that when working in a one-to-one coaching style, online 

relationships played the same role as the collaborative community of inquiry. 

The dyad ‘engaged in critical discourse’ (Stenborn et. al., 2016: 38) which 

resulted in learning. The addition of emotional presence acknowledged the 

‘fundamental role that emotions play in learning processes’ (Stenborn et al., 

2016: 40). In the current research tutors were observed to value relationships 

(4.7.2). Observations of discussion board participation suggested that tutors 

often engaged with individual students, thus potentially working in a similar way 

to the one-to-one coaching in Stenborn et al.’s (2016) study.    
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The Relationship of Inquiry Framework 

Element  Category 
Cognitive Presence 
 
 
 
 
Teaching Presence  
 
 
 
Social Presence 
 
 
Emotional Presence 

Triggering event 
Exploration 
Integration 
Resolution 
 
Design and organisation 
Facilitating Discourse 
Direct Instruction 
 
Open Communication 
Relationship cohesion 
 
Activity emotion 
Outcome emotion 
Directed affectiveness 
 

Fig. lxvii: The Relationship of Inquiry Framework (Stenborn et al., 2016: 

38)    

Tutors posted supportive comments which encouraged participation but did not 

utilise knowledge or act as organisers, they therefore did not fall into any of the 

three original categories. An extra presence was added; emotional, to 

incorporate the comments posted in relation to affect. It also acknowledged the 

relationship between emotion and cognition (1.1.4): 

 
EMOTIONAL   

 
E1 – Affect 

 
E1.1 

 
Reassurance, confirming 
students were on the right 
track and ‘doing it right’ 

 
E2.2  

 
Posing questions relating to 
student progression and/or 
participation  

 
E3.3 

 
Encouragement to participate  

Fig. lxviii: Additions to the coding scheme in relation to teaching presence  
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5.6 Results (5): Coded Threads  

The developed coding scheme was applied to the posts in seven discussion 

board threads. These were chosen from a range of discussion boards, they 

represented different approaches to the discussion boards in relation to tutors’ 

participatory positioning (3.9.1). The coding scheme observed social, cognitive, 

teaching and affective presence (5.4). The results of the coding suggested that 

teaching and social presence were more consistent in tutor posts, than 

cognitive, or affective presence. Discussion board thread 8d was taken from an 

assessed discussion board where the tutor input was wholly within the domain 

of teaching presence. The tutors only input was to set a discussion prompt for 

the students. She did not add any feedback to the discussion board.   

 

 Fig. lxix: Tutors posts on Discussion Board Threads, coded for four presences 

Posts on the other six discussion board threads demonstrated social presence. 

All tutors either used inclusive pro-nouns or addressed students by name. The 

vast majority of posts addressed students, or groups of students, by name. 

Tutors took an informal tone using greetings, informal language and emoticons.  
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In thread 1b was from Module One, in degree B1 (3.5.3). The tutor set a 

question at for students to answer. The first few posts facilitated dialogue with 

encouraging comments for students who had posted and invitations for others 

to contribute. Subsequent posts confirmed and challenged knowledge, they also 

added new knowledge. Social presence was observed through the tone of 

comments but the content of the comments was predominantly cognitive, 

focused on developing understanding by adding, confirming or challenging the 

answers posted by students. In contrast to this the tutor on thread 2f took a very 

different role reassuring and supporting the students. Their comments did not 

add new knowledge or confirm or challenge student’s contributions, they 

reassured the students and encouraged them to contribute.  

Thread 3b differed from the posts of tutors in 1b and 2f in length. Tutor posts on 

threads 1b and 2f were between a sentence and a couple of short paragraphs 

in length. They were directed at individual students. On thread 3b one post was 

added by the tutor. It was addressed to the group of students who had 

contributed and was much longer; five full paragraphs and references. The post 

synthesised and confirmed the discussion so far. New knowledge was 

introduced which built on the knowledge provided by students. This built on the 

previous dialogue stimulating reflection and opening up space for further 

dialogue. This contrasted to the knowledge added to thread 1b, which had 

acted to confirm or challenge factual understanding.      

The tutor contributions on thread 5c were of a similar tone to 2f. They reassured 

and supported students. They were aimed at individual students supporting 

them to complete a specific task. Thread 6h similarly focused on the task. 

However, posts here facilitated the task through clarification rather than 

supporting students through reassurance and encouragement, as posts on 2f 

and 5c had. Threads 2f and 5c were from boards with the same tutor team.  

Threads 1b and 11d were posted by the same tutor. The role taken contrasted, 

however, the tone of the posts was similar. On both boards a question was set 

relating to students understanding of the module. In contrast to the question 

posed on 1b which was focused on students understanding of a specific aspect 

of the module the question on 11d prompted discussion. It posed a current 
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issue, related to the module, and asked students to voice their opinion. The 

students then discussed their views and the tutor commented. Where 

comments had been directed to individual students on board 1b, on board 11d 

inclusive pro-nouns were used. Generic statements confirmed that good points 

were being made rather than specific feedback relating to understanding of a 

particular concept.  

The results provided a vignette of the different techniques tutors used on 

discussion boards. They can be seen to relate to tutors perceptions of their 

position, as observed in the interviews (4.7.3) and the focus group (5.3). Tutors 

on threads 2f and 5c positioned themselves as nurturing and supporting 

students. Threads 1b and 11d reflected the more knowledge based positioning 

of the tutor. The long post on thread 2f clearly demonstrated a range of 

techniques used to encourage dialogue. The tutor, here, had a very clearly 

defined approach to the discussion boards (Interview 12 and Focus group), 

which included structuring them to encourage dialogue; students were directed 

to reply to one thread and continue the conversation rather than adding new 

threads, as these were observed to dilute the dialogue.  

The posts were then explored, and collated, in relation to the types of comment 

made by tutors’ when interacting with particular purposes: 

 
Creating Presence  

 
Using a relaxed tone similar to 
verbal rather than text-based 
discourse 

 
Ooch Joe, you’re a 
right clever one of 
the starting blocks in 
a flash… 

 
Greetings  

 
Hi, Hello,  
 

 
Naming students or using 
inclusive pro-nouns  

 
Joe… 
 
Thanks for these 
thoughtful postings 
Joe and Jenny… 

 
Encouraging students to join in  

 
So there’s the floor 
open for everyone … 
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Acknowledging students and 
emphasising the value of 
contributions   

 
Thanks Jenny for 
sharing your 
thoughts on this. I 
am sure Jenny and 
others will benefit.  
 

 
Adding biographical details  
 
 
Empathising using a shared experience  
 

 
Working with 
module 
content/knowledge 

 
Providing, adding knowledge 
 
 
Confirming knowledge 

 
Yes, a good example of … 
 

 
Synthesising knowledge  
 
 
Challenging knowledge  

 
However, be careful when 
talking about… 
 

 
Prompting reflection directly – ‘Think about’ ‘Reflect on’ 
 

 
Facilitating 
discussion boards  

 
Organising threads / boards in 
relation to their structure  

 
Directing students 
only to reply to a 
thread, not to start 
new ones  
 

 
Organising / directing comments 

 
Remember to keep 
all  
comments as short 
as possible (makes 
it easier for others to 
read) 

 
Setting a question which requires students to 
demonstrate understanding of module content  
 
 
Setting discussion prompt which requires students to 
argue on side of an argument  
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Providing logistical 
information in relation to a 
module task 

 
For the ** part you need to 
analyse the…  
 

 
Clarifying module tasks 
 

 
You can respond by saying 
… 

 
Continuing discussion by adding content  
 
 
Continuing discussion by not adding content 
 

 
Supporting affect / 
feelings    

 
Reassuring students / 
confidence building  
 

 
You will get there Joe. 

 
Confirming that students 
are on the right track 
relating to participation / 
study / task 
 

 
There is evidence of good 
reading here… 

 
Supporting progression 
with questions 

 
Is your reading helping you 
become clearer about…? 
 

 
Encouraging participation 
 

 
Well done folks – a nice 
conversation and 
discussion going there  
 

Fig. lxxi: Tutor techniques on discussion boards (with examples where 

appropriate in regards to anonymity of data) 

5.7 Vignettes of participation and a co-constructed 
narrative  

The focus group and the coding of discussion board threads added the final 

layer to the observation of practice this research had created. The social 

narrative of the focus group, presented a collective response to the research 

findings. The coding of discussion board threads explored specific enactments 

of pedagogic collaboration, observed on discussion boards. Practice was 

observed to be situated within the context of its enactment, with different 
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pedagogic and epistemological perspectives, potentially reflecting the contexts 

in which tutors worked. Tutor agency was observed as an influence in relation 

to their approach to collaborative activities, histories of participation shaped 

current practice. The online context was perceived as lacking boundaries, 

traditional physical and temporal boundaries being lost. Immediacy was 

important, in relation to both the student experience and the tutor’s desire for 

feedback. The range of approaches to discussion board activities, were seen to 

incorporate different blends in relation to a focus on affect, knowledge and 

dialogue, with all tutors being observed to use social cues, such as inclusive 

pro-nouns and student names, when facilitating discussion boards. Practice on 

discussion boards was varied, reflecting the complexity of experience observed 

in the role of the online tutor. Pedagogic collaboration was observed to be 

influenced by the interplay of context and agency, as it was experienced and 

enacted in the online environment. 

The next three chapters present the discussion which explores the interplay of 

context and agency, in relation to pedagogic collaboration. The results 

presented in Chapters Three, Four and Five have been collated to produce a 

rich observation of online practice, which when framed with the literature, 

presents a detailed understanding of pedagogic collaboration in the online 

environment.               
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Part Three: Discussion 

Pedagogic collaboration was observed within the university learning 

management system (LMS), as both a salient and a tacit phenomenon. It was 

found to emerge from the interplay of context and agency, as tutors’ and 

students’ interactions were mediated through the online space. The next three 

chapters present an exploration of this interplay. Chapter Six discusses the 

agentive nature of tutor participation, within the LMS. The layers of context, 

observed to situate the collaborative activities and teaching processes, are 

presented in Chapter Seven. Chapter Eight reflects on the interplay of context 

and agency, presenting an observation of pedagogic collaboration, within the 

online environment. 

The discussion draws on data, collected during the research journey (Part Two), 

acknowledging that students, and tutors, may also have interacted outwith the 

university systems, online pedagogic collaboration was not endemic to the LMS. 

The observations of practice, which informed the following discussion, were 

drawn from the university LMS. Tutors’ were asked about their use of university 

systems, during the interviews and focus group. E-mail communications were 

spoken about by tutors’ and these communications were drawn on, tutors’ 

interviewed did not discuss the use of social media, they were not asked directly 

about their use of systems outwith the university setting. This does not presume 

that they did not engage with other types of online platforms, the research 

focused on pedagogic collaboration, as it was enacted through university online 

spaces. It was acknowledged that social media, face-to-face and telephone 

interactions were also potential settings in which tutors’ engaged collaboratively 

with students. The purpose of the current research was to understand 

pedagogic collaboration, asking how it was enacted and approached, asking 

where pedagogic collaboration was enacted was beyond the scope of the 

current study.   
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Chapter Six 

Discussion: Tutor Agency 

Drawing together the findings, presented in chapters Three, Four and Five, this 

chapter focuses on the practice of online tutors. The context in which tutors 

enacted pedagogic collaboration was observed to be complex - this is further 

explored in chapter Seven. Collaborative activities were observed to be 

facilitated by tutors, in qualitatively different ways, potentially reflecting different 

pedagogic stances. Using the theoretical framework of ecological agency 

(Embirbayer and Mische, 1998, Priestly, Biesta and Robinson, 2015, fig. iii), this 

chapter presents an exploration of the ways in which tutor agency influenced 

the enactment of pedagogic collaboration. Three vignettes are drawn on, which 

present different approaches to pedagogic collaboration, and highlight the ways 

in which tutor agency influenced online practice.  

Online collaboration has been described as incorporating three intertwining 

factors: participation, interaction and social presence (Zhao et al., 2014). Tutors, 

utilising collaborative online activities in their teaching, engaged with these three 

factors in two ways; though facilitation and enactment. Tutors participated, 

within online spaces, when teaching online enacting collaborative activity by 

participating, interacting and developing social presence. They simultaneously 

facilitated the participation of their students. Interactions, in module spaces, 

were prompted by the activities set by tutors. Tutors supported students to 

participate and worked hard to develop social presence, within their modules. 

Tutors’ were positioned, when teaching online, in different ways to students.  

Social theories of learning perceived learning as an active process of meaning-

making (2.2.2), through interacting with the world. Interactions with others 

enabled the negotiation of meaning through mutuality, which was enacted 

through participation and then reified (Wenger, 1998). Human consciousness 

(Vygotsky, 1987) was developed through collaborative processes. The cultures 

in which individuals participated, shaped the meaning they negotiated through 

the tools; physical and cultural, which were accessed (Bruner, 1996). The ways 
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in which meaning was reified (Wenger, 1998) was also culturally situated 

(Seely-Brown et. al., 1989, 2.3.1). Pedagogic collaboration was defined as the 

use of collaborative activities when teaching. Tutors used collaborative 

processes in a number of ways; these were reified through text-based and often 

asynchronous platforms. Cultural and online spaces situated activities and tutor 

agency was found to shape online practice. Agency has been found to be a key 

consideration for online learners; students (Cheng et. al., 2015), this chapter 

explores the ways in which tutor agency shaped the collaborative aspects of 

their teaching.   

6.1 Agency  

Agency was conceived of as active participation (2.4), it enabled the exploration 

of practice as an active social, and cultural process. In the online context the 

concept of agency had been explored in relation to student experiences (Kim et. 

al., 2015, Stott, 2016). School based research had explored teacher agency 

drawing on the framework for ecological agency (Emirbayer and Mische, 1998, 

2.4.1). Understanding of teachers professional learning experiences (Philpott 

and Oates, 2016), and their professional practice (Riveros et. al., 2012) had 

been developed using this framework. Priestly, Biesta and Robinson (2015) 

developed Emirbayer and Mische’s (1998) original conception of ecological 

agency, to explore teacher agency, in a changing educational landscape 

(2.4.1). This framework was used as the starting point for the following 

exploration of tutor agency, as it was most closely connected to the role of the 

tutors, in the current research. Tutors played a similar role to teachers, and 

operated in the same wider educational context, albeit at a different level.  

In Priestly, Biesta and Robinson’s (2015) conception of agency (Figure iii), the 

context was intertwined with individual capacity. It therefore could be seen to 

provide a holistic view of agency. Hodkinson, Biesta and James (2007) 

suggested that focusing on either the socio-cultural context, or the agency of 

the individual, would present only part of the process. Building on Rogoff (1995) 

they suggested that both needed to be considered simultaneously. In the 

current research agency has been explored, in this chapter. The following 

chapter (Chapter Seven) presents a deep observation of the context in which 
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agency was enacted. Chapter Eight draws the observations of agency and 

context together, exploring them as mutually-constituting facets of online 

practice. The research explored the experiences of fifteen online tutors, the 

participation of over forty tutors was observed in the data analysis. Priestly, 

Biesta and Robinson (2015) gathered data relating to eight teachers, to explore 

agency. To understand pedagogic collaboration, the current research sought to 

focus on a wider range of practice. Using the agency framework enabled the 

exploration of tutors as individual participants, three vignettes are presented 

below. In the following chapter the breadth of the research data is drawn on, to 

explore the context in which all the tutors were practicing.     

In the online context social, cultural and individual factors were mediated 

through online platforms. Dourish’s (2001) work on embodied interaction (2.2.1), 

explored the idea that technology was embodied, in the social and cultural 

world. The cultural and social practices in which technology were utilised were 

observed to both enable and constrain (ibid). In Higher Education consideration 

of social, cultural and pedagogic factors when using technology to teach, had 

been suggested (Creanor, 2013). The technological dimension mediated the 

agency of the tutors, in the current study. Participation in the modules and 

interaction with students was mediated though the online learning space of the 

University. Taking an ecological view of agency the technological dimension 

was considered as an important factor, of the ecology in which tutors were 

practicing.  

Emirbayer and Mische (1998) described the three elements of ecological 

agency as a chordal triad in which at times one element may be foregrounded 

(2.4.1). Reminiscent of Rogoff’s mutually constituting planes (2.3.1), 

foregrounding one element still involved the other two. This analysis 

foregrounds, in turn the three elements of ecological agency, drawn from 

Priestly, Biesta and Robinson’s development of the origin framework (2.4.1): 

Tutor’s Histories of Participation: Iterational element  

o Professional and Life Histories 

 evidence collected from interviews 
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 data from the online space suggestive of ‘typical’ practice 

Tutors Participatory Positioning: Practical-evaluative element   

o Cultural and Social structures, Individual beliefs and capacities  

 evidence collected from interviews 

 data from the online space relating to tutors participation on 

the discussion boards 

Tutors expectations and aspirations: Projective element  

o Short and Long term expectations and aspirations 

 evidence collected from interviews 

Their interconnected nature permeated the analysis and demonstrated the 

range of factors which could influence tutor agency, within online environments. 

Focusing on tutor’s use of collaborative activities, in the online context, this 

chapter presents an exploration of agency, in relation to pedagogic 

collaboration. The framework for ecological agency enabled exploration of the 

changing ways in which tutors perceived their world, to understand how their 

relationship to the past, present and future enabled their actions. The ‘historical, 

cultural and personal variability of agentic orientations’ (Emirbayer and Mische, 

1998: 973) of the tutors, in the current research has been explored, through the 

triad of elements provided by the agency framework (2.4.1).   

6.2 Vignettes of Agency  

To introduce the exploration of agency, presented in this chapter, three 

vignettes of pedagogic collaboration are presented. The tutors in this research 

had a range of backgrounds and were situated in different academic settings, 

and physical locations (Figure lx). Modules, on which they taught, particularly at 

SCQF Level Seven, could span a number of disciplines. These situated each 

tutor individually, within the university context. All three chords of agency; 

iterative, practical-evaluative and projective (2.4.1), shaped tutor participation 

when teaching online. Qualitatively different approaches to the facilitation of 

discussion boards were identified in the data collected from the online space 

(3.9.1). Mapping these onto the tutors’ interviewed, three tutors were identified 
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who presented distinct approaches to the facilitation of collaborative tasks. 

Comparing the observations of online activity (Chapters Three and Five), with 

perceptions of online practice presented in their interviews (Chapter Four), 

pedagogic collaboration was observed to be shaped by tutors’ beliefs about 

teaching, and enacted within a cultural and social context. 

Tutor agency was enacted in their approaches to the facilitation of collaborative 

tasks. The three narrative vignettes (6.2.1) draw out distinct examples, which 

explicitly related to tutor pedagogy. They are purposefully simplistic and focus 

on particular aspects of pedagogy and practice. The relationship between 

pedagogy and practice was not simple; agency was influenced by a range of 

factors. The vignettes highlight distinct differences of approach which were 

observed, within the research. The aim was not to categorise tutors, the 

vignettes highlight qualitative differences in approach. Tutors, in practice, 

utilised a range of techniques, balancing elements of all three examples 

presented. Following this the complexity of influencing factors is explored 

through the elements of the agency framework, as they related to the data 

drawn from all fifteen tutor interviews (6.4).      

Priestly, Biesta and Robinson (2015) used narrative accounts to explore the 

agency of school teachers and Kearney (2003) used life-stories to research 

teacher identity. In keeping with the ethnographic stance of this research 

(3.2.1), and the narrative approach utilised to analyse the interviews (4.3), the 

vignettes are presented as narratives, presenting the enactment of pedagogic 

collaboration, by three online tutors.  

6.2.1 Introducing three Tutors 

The three tutors were all experienced online practitioners. They were situated 

physically in different locations: two being based at large mainland colleges and 

one being in a small island college. They each taught predominantly on one of 

three different degree programmes (this research looked at modules from four 

degree programmes). Data was collected from two modules, one at SCQF level 

seven and one at level nine for two of the tutors. For the third tutor data was 

collected on three modules; one at SCQF level seven and two at SCQF level 

nine. In the vignettes below the tutors have been given pseudonyms and 
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anything which could directly identify them has been removed from the data 

presented.  

6.2.2 Vignette One – Jenny 

Jenny viewed Education as a holistic practice. She spoke about the social and 

emotional aspects of the learning process and was concerned with the holistic 

development, and well-being of students. When asked about learning and 

teaching she said: 

‘To me Education, learning and teaching, is much more about these 

softer outcomes … it’s to do with helping people realise their worth, their 

capacity in terms of who they are… my role as an educator has to be, I 

think, about helping students to recognise their potential… the capacity 

they have to be the best that they can’ (Interview 1) 

The degree on which Jenny taught related directly to a professional community. 

Students were employed and completing qualifications directly related to their 

“day jobs”. The degree attracted a wide range of students, predominantly 

female, with a mix between mature and “traditional students”. The routes into 

the degree were varied; many of the students accessed the programme through 

college-based vocational courses, and many had had a large gap of time since 

engaging with academic study. 

The discussion boards on Jenny’s modules presented predominantly knotted 

sociograms (3.9.1). They represented multiple connections between 

participants. Jenny took a nurturing approach and responded to students 

individually, encouraging them and supporting their participation on the 

discussion boards. Observations of participatory positioning showed this: 
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Fig. lxxi: Participatory positioning map (Jenny), bold boxes highlight tutors 

response to each student post (white boxes)  

Jenny recorded the highest number of posts, out of all the tutors (3.7), in the 

comparisons of discussion board activity. When discussing her facilitation of the 

discussion boards, looking at the map above Jenny commented;  

‘This is me (identifying the boldly outlined red boxes in Figure lxxi) I 

would purposefully go out to interact to this level’ (Interview 1).  

Reflecting on this Jenny added;  

‘Presence, social presence is really important … they’re (students) 

looking for that level of reassurance (response from tutor)’ (Interview 1).  
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Although Jenny was an experienced online tutor she still found the online 

context challenging;  

‘In the face-to-face classroom it’s easier (facilitating discussion) because 

of the immediacy ... you’re not getting that level of facilitation that you 

can immediately in face-to-face …maybe as a tutor I’m trying to 

compensate for that and that’s why you’re seeing me as present as much 

as I am’ (Interview 1).  

The online space mediated Jenny’s practice through its lack of non-verbal and 

para-verbal feedback. The lack of feedback led to interactions feeling 

constrained. Jenny was always available for her students and worked hard to 

project her presence into the online space. As well as frequent discussion board 

communications Jenny responded quickly to e-mails and was ‘available 24/7’ 

(Focus Group), supporting her students as they progressed through the 

modules. The use of collaborative activities in Jenny’s teaching was motivated 

by the holistic needs of students; 

‘I think collaboration is the key in terms of helping students to feel 

engaged with the learning process, … I think as a tutor my role is to try to 

get them to recognise that there’s this wider community that they can 

engage with and if they reach out to engage with the wider community 

that makes them feel more part of the bigger picture, part of something 

that’s going on rather than I’m sitting at home on my own’ (Interview 1) 

Collaborative activities, for Jenny, provided an opportunity to engage students 

in a learning community. The social and emotional aspects of the learning 

process were important.  
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6.2.3 Vignette Two – David   

David worked on a degree in a scientific discipline and was passionate about 

his subject. The degree on which he taught had the same wide ranging student 

demographic as Jenny’s. In contrast to Jenny’s programme, David’s was more 

subject-orientated; it related to future professions, but was not firmly connected 

to one particular professional community. David described the progression of 

teaching as it developed over the three years of the degree: 

‘In first year it’s just science and it’s just factual … we don’t try to explore 

why that is, the reasons behind it, debate about it …there’s a heavy dose 

of science in all of the (modules), however by third year I’m trying to 

teach them that they need to broaden their horizons beyond just the 

science … there’s implications in everything we do … in politics … 

computing, we’re using computer models … socio-economic aspects… 

it’s multi-disciplinary’ (Interview 4)       

David’s passion for his subject shone through in the interview discussion;  

‘Everyone on this earth should know for example … it’s a fundamental 

fact’ (Interview 4).  

The language was emotive, the knowledge which the degree taught was 

important.  

David’s discussion boards were predminantly star sociograms (3.9.1). The 

starred sociograms reflected the classroom dialogue; question, answer, 

comment (Figure xlvii, Nuthall, 2007), observed as a common narrative pattern 

in education (3.8.1). David was the central point in discussion board 

interactions, setting questions and responding to the answers, posted by 

students. The participatory positioning maps highlighted David’s positioning 

within this type of dialogue: 
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 Fig. lxxii: Participatory positioning map, bold blue boxes show question being 

set and tutor commenting on students’ answers 

David shared Jenny’s perception of online collaboration being a challenge;  

‘(Collaboration) it’s quite iffy … personally I prefer VC (video-

conferencing) much more because they see me and they put a name to 

my face’ (Interview 4).  

Jenny had compared online interactions with her previous face-to-face teaching; 

David compared them to his teaching using video-conferencing. In both 

examples the human-ness of the other medium, the immediacy of the face-to-

face, and seeing people’s faces on VC, emphasised what was lacking in the 

text-based communications of the online context. David’s response to this was 

quite different to Jenny’s: 
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‘I make it obligatory for them to contribute to the discussion board each 

week because 40% of their grade depends on a reflection of 

contributions to the discussion board, however, I pick four weeks for 

them to talk about, reflect on … but I don’t tell them until the end of term 

which four weeks … they must contribute to all of the weeks even though 

I’m only going to pick four of them at the end for them to reflect on, this 

works really well’ (Interview 4) 

David was responsive to the feelings of his students; he spoke of how they were 

often scared to post on discussion boards. He enjoyed the rapport he built with 

classes through VC sessions and he felt the online context constrained this;  

‘In the online environment it’s a lot more difficult … there’s not as strong 

a rapport’ (Interview 4).  

Although both David and Jenny identified similar constraints to the use of 

collaborative activities when teaching online, their responses were quite 

different.     

6.2.4 Vignette Three – Laura 

Laura described teaching and learning as a relationship;  

‘Well it’s a relationship, I think that’s absolutely critical, it’s the nature of 

that relationship that will make it, not entirely but certainly have a strong 

lean on how effective it is … the students respond to the relationship and 

to the personality of the person who’s doing the teaching … Now that’s 

not, that’s not across the board, there are some very well-motivated 

students that never want to talk to you but in the main I would suggest it’s 

about relationships’ (Interview 12) 

Laura’s modules were based in a different degree to Jenny or David’s, although 

first year modules from Jenny’s degree were optional in Laura’s and vice-versa. 

As with all three of the tutors presented in these vignettes, Laura was 

experienced in relation to teaching online. When asked about the nature of 

online collaboration, Laura highlighted its pedagogic potential: 
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‘The nature of collaboration, I think I’d start by saying it’s not instinctive 

and therefore it has to be contrived. The importance of collaboration, if 

we start from the point that collaboration is a part of this relationship of 

learning and teaching then to collaborate is about developing knowledge, 

learning and constructing knowledge in a group’ (Interview 12)    

Laura presented a pedagogic approach which reflected a social view of learning 

(2.2), in which collaborative activities developed and constructed knowledge. In 

describing collaboration, within the online environment as contrived, she 

highlighted the mediating role of the online space. In discussion she suggested 

that face-to-face collaboration was more natural;  

‘When you sit in a classroom next to somebody and there’s a kind of 

instinctive chatting’ (Interview 12).  

Facilitating discussion boards Laura was informed by a clear philosophy; as well 

as actively engaging with her own online teaching Laura had taken part in 

research, related to students use of discussion boards; 

‘If the lecturer stays out in the early stages the conversation reaches 

consensus and stops, the job of the lecturer in an online discussion is to 

take it outwards, to bring in a new idea, to ask a question and in some 

cases to share opinions, disclosure is really important in there as well … 

it’s also being responsive to what’s going around, what the students are 

interested in’ (Interview 12) 

This was reflected in the data drawn from discussion boards, on Laura’s 

modules. She positioned herself within the dialogue, and directed the students 

to reply to a single thread, rather than starting new ones. Sociograms from all of 

Laura’s modules were linear (3.9.1). Linear Sociograms showed a single thread 

of dialogue, Laura took a directive approach and positioned herself within the 

discussion, acting to stimulate and generate student’s continued dialogue.  
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Fig. lxiii: Participatory positioning map, bold green boxes show tutor comments 

within the dialogue thread 

The participatory positioning map (Figure lxiii) emphasised Laura’s positioning 

within the dialogue. Laura’s posts were the longest of the three tutors presented 

here (8.2.1). Laura reflected that not all students wanted to join in on the 

discussion boards, some were quite happy to work alone. However, she felt that 

as tutors it was important to be active, she discussed the use of chat rooms and 

the success of these, when students engaged. Chat rooms were regular 

occurrence on the modules which Laura led. She felt that the role of the tutor, 

as in a face-to-face class, was to engage students with the module content, to 

‘teach’;  

‘The tools are the same, it’s the personality, it’s the materials, it’s the 

engagement but you’re doing it in a different setting’ (Interview 12). 
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6.2.5 Three Vignettes of Agency  

The histories of participation of the three tutors presented above, and their 

related beliefs about teaching and learning, can be seen to have influenced 

their participation on the discussion boards. Jenny’s professional experience 

and engagement with research informed her approach as a tutor. In her 

interview Jenny reflected on a piece of research which had really influenced 

her, the research focused on social and emotional well-being. Jenny’s approach 

to the discussion boards focused on nurturing the students, supporting their 

engagement. David, coming from a scientific discipline, took a more traditional 

approach to the discussion boards focusing on knowledge. His role on the 

board enabled him to confirm, clarify or challenge the understanding of students 

in relation to the modules content (8.2.1). Laura, informed by a social view of 

learning, took a dialogic approach to the discussion boards and positioned 

herself within the discussion.   

In relation to the practical-evaluative element of agency, all three tutors 

highlighted the mediating role of the online space. Laura discussed the need to 

‘contrive’ collaboration. David reflected on the challenge of building rapport 

when your students could not  see you. Jenny commented on the lack of 

immediate feedback, the inability to gauge how well students were doing by 

looking around the room. The online context restricted the three tutor’s ability to 

be seen by their students, and to see their students. Their responses to this 

were very different though. Observations of discussion board facilitation 

highlighted the way practice was enacted through the online space, in 

qualitatively different ways. Tutors’ actions were influenced, but not determined 

by the online tools they used. 

Tutors were not asked about their own aspirations. In relation to pedagogic 

collaboration the aspirations, presented in the three vignettes, were quite 

different. David aspired for his students to gain knowledge and understanding, 

related to the subject about which he was passionate. Jenny aspired to support 

her students and enable them to engage in a community of learners. Laura 

aspired for her students to develop and construct knowledge, through 

participating in the discussions. These are simplifications of the tutor’s 
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aspirations, but they demonstrate the different ways in which collaboration was 

perceived. Online pedagogic collaboration was multi-faceted and mediated by 

the online context. Tutors were observed to use collaborative activities in 

different ways, for different purposes.    

The vignettes presented three simple narratives, of tutor’s participation within 

the online environment. All three tutors incorporated different balances of 

knowledge, nurture and dialogue (8.2.1). They had different perceptions of the 

purpose of collaboration, when teaching. Their agency was influenced by their 

past experience, their future orientations and the current context. Reflective of 

an ethnographic stance the vignettes tell the stories of the tutors, as people, 

actively participating in the online environment. The following discussion 

explores pedagogic collaboration through the framework of ecological agency 

(2.4). Drawing together the layers of data, online pedagogic collaboration was 

observed to be a complex phenomenon, which tutors utilised in different ways.   

6.3 Tutor’s Histories of Participation: Iterational element  

Tutors histories of participation (Wenger, 1998), their personal and professional 

life experiences, were perceived as an element of their emerging agency. The 

iterative element shaped their action in the present, in a similar way to the 

teachers in the study by Priestly, Biesta and Robinson (2015, 2.4.1). Previous 

professional experiences were drawn on in the interviews. Tutors who had been 

working in the online environment for a long time - tutors A, B, L and O for 

fourteen years - were seen to draw on their experience of teaching online 

(Interviews 1,2, 12 and 15). Their perceptions were informed by their history of 

participation within this context. Tutors new to the online environment, drew on 

their experience in other contexts. One tutor drew on her professional work in 

another sector (Interview 13). Four tutors drew explicitly on their own 

experience as a student, in online environments (Interviews 3, 7, 8 and 14). 

Tutors also drew on their face-to-face experiences teaching (for example 

Interview 14) and as a student (Interview 10). The interviews did not ask 

specifically about previous experiences. These were drawn on when tutors were 

discussing their approach to online teaching, suggesting that their histories of 

participation informed their current actions.        
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One of the tutors in her first year of online delivery explicitly drew on her face-to-

face teaching experiences: 

‘I kind of approach it like I do with my face-to-face classes as much as 

possible, probably just because that’s the most experience that I’ve had 

has been face to face.’ (Interview 8) 

The tutor had spent more time in a face-to-face environment and drew on these 

experiences when working online. Face-to-face teaching experiences were 

drawn on by tutors demonstrating how their histories of participation, in similar 

environments, shaped their actions when teaching online. This tutor also drew 

on her own experience as a student online. For those who had studied online 

themselves, their previous experiences shaped their understanding and 

informed their own practice: 

‘From a student experience … I felt I got to know some of my online 

tutors … I respected them as individuals’ (Interview 8) 

The tutor here had developed positive relationships, with her online tutors and 

was keen to enable the same experience for her students.  

Not all past experiences of online learning were positive though. One tutor 

spoke of her negative experience with a particular piece of software during her 

recent online study experiences (Interview 14). Another tutor reflected on her 

experiences at a postgraduate level and considered the benefits and 

disadvantages. In her experience assessed participation, on the discussion 

boards, had not  made that much difference, but she still considered it as an 

option in regards to her own modules (Interview 3). The complexity of the 

iterative element was suggested during these two interviews. The relationship 

between past experience and current participation was not necessarily linear or 

deterministic. Tutors’ previous experiences informed their action rather than 

determining it. One tutor reflected on the work she had previously been involved 

in, based in a professional context outwith education. She reflected on this 

experience, when considering her approach to online teaching (Interview 13). 

Drawing on previous experiences informed tutors approaches, to teaching 

online. The range of experiences drawn on - both positive and negative - 
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suggested that tutors brought values and beliefs with them to the online 

environment, which shaped their actions as a tutor.  

Histories of participation varied in regards to previous experiences. However, 

the interviews suggested that tutors did have some shared expectations, 

particularly in relation to student participation. This suggested that teaching 

online involved a cultural dimension, as certain values and expectations were 

shared across the range of tutors, wherever they were in regards to their 

trajectory in - or out - of the community of practice (Wenger, 1998, 2012) of 

online teaching, within this particular university. Tutors negotiated meaning 

(2.2.2) though their experience, of teaching online and through their interactions 

with others, while teaching online. Tutor identity was related to their positioning 

on inward, outward or peripheral trajectories, of this particular community of 

practice (Wenger, 1998). Shared perceptions suggested the values and beliefs 

held by this community of practice. Differences highlighted the individuals 

involved, whose experience was not solely within one overarching social space. 

Wenger (1998) described identity as ones positioning within many communities 

of practice. Observing similar values, or perceptions, across the group of tutors, 

highlighted shared values and beliefs within the professional community of 

online tutors.  

Observing the participation of individual tutors, suggested previous experiences 

had a direct effect, on the participatory positioning of tutors on modules. 

Specifically the way in which their participation positioned them and in turn the 

position they enacted, through their participation. Experienced tutors drew on 

their own experiences of online practice, while the beliefs of inexperienced 

tutors drew on their previous experience, in other contexts. Some beliefs – such 

as only about a third of students participating on discussion boards - were 

confirmed by the data (3.6) while others - such as the notion of lurking - were 

not. This suggested that online practice had a cultural setting, with particular 

values and beliefs. Those values and beliefs, potentially shaped tutor 

experiences, and influenced their use of collaborative activities.            

The data collected from eight hundred and thirty-nine students suggested that a 

small amount of students participated on the discussion boards (3.6). Tutor 
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perceptions suggested that this was true of their general experience and not an 

anomaly of the Semester in which the data was gathered: 

 ‘I think my experience is that only about 30% of the students actually 

participate’ (Interview 2) 

Experienced tutors perceived active students to do well: 

‘There’s a real correlation, I think, every year between the people that 

say nothing and those who do quite badly on the module … and those 

that are really active and do well’ (Interview 15) 

Tutors experience of online teaching, their histories of participation, or 

professional life stories informed their perceptions that students did better, if 

they participated. They were also aware that the majority of students did not 

contribute to discussion boards. However, it was noted by tutors that some 

students who did not participate, did do well and therefore the relationship 

between participation and success was not a straightforward one.  

For less experienced tutors their experience of the module they were teaching 

on was drawn on:  

‘One particular group of students tended to discuss information with me 

and not really learn from each other as much whereas the other group 

tended to interact much more … different groups kind of approached it in 

different ways (discussion board activities)’ (Interview 14) 

The focus of this statement was a single cohort of students. Statements made 

by more experienced tutors tended to be more generalised: 

‘The analysis I do … the observations I made …are that people who tend 

to post regularly and read regularly are the ones that get the higher 

marks’ (Interview 3) 

This suggested that longevity of participation, enabled tutors to generalise more 

readily than less experienced peers, who focused on experiences with single 

groups of students. Drawing on previous experience to explain their approach to 
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teaching online - without being prompted to do so - suggested that tutors 

histories of participation were an element of their emerging agency.   

Time was identified as a key consideration in relation to the feedback, which 

students received (4.7.2). Tutors saw the promptness of their response as 

important. If a student posted on a discussion board or e-mailed a tutor, it was 

considered important that a response was timely. Tutors drew both on their 

experience as a tutor, and their experience as online students (8.2.2), when 

discussing this. Applying a theoretical lens, the textual response to an e-mail or 

a discussion board post, could be seen to reify the mutuality (Wenger, 1998), 

which would be explicit in face-to-face participation. In using text-based 

communications participation was instantly reified, as the text through which 

participation was communicated was a reification, of the participation 

experienced (Creanor and Walker, 2005). Where tutors perceived the online 

environment to be lonely (4.7.3), it could be conceived as lacking in mutuality. 

Wenger discussed mutuality as a facet of participation. In the online 

environment the boundaries between participation and reification blurred, as all 

interactions were reified through the online space.  

Dawesar (2013) proposed the notion that digital time worked differently, to 

physical time (2.2.3). In relation to tutor responses in the online context this was 

potentially reflected. The need to promptly respond suggested that the 

reifications - the messages and replies typed on the discussion board or in e-

mails - had a shelf-live. The mutuality, the human aspect of the participation, 

would fade over time. In face-to-face sessions the temporal boundaries of the 

timetable and the physical boundaries of a building, meant that mutuality - in 

relation to student and tutor interaction - was often present. In the online space 

mutuality was distanced, and this distance had a temporal dimension. 

Immediate reifications of activity, such as chat rooms or synchronous responses 

to e-mails, potentially contained a degree of mutuality – an awareness of the 

participation of other people. One tutor commented that the students loved chat 

rooms, even though the same information was on the discussion board 

(Interview 15). Synchronicity of interaction added to the experience. Over time 

messages became distanced from the sender, they were simply reifications of 

meaning with little trace of the mutuality involved in their creation.   
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The lack of mutuality perceived in the online space, was reflected in perceptions 

that the online environment was lonely (4.7.3): 

‘I do think that if people are doing online courses … they must have a, I 

would say, a personality that prefers to be alone’ (Interview 13) 

‘I do think some students choose an online environment because they 

prefer working on their own’ (Interview 8) 

A perception that students studying online preferred to work alone was 

observed in the interviews. However, this was not seen to be a fair assumption 

by all. As one tutor suggested: 

‘If we say ‘oh, well it can be a bit lonely’ then it will be, if we say ‘use it, 

engage with it and you won’t have the loneliness, in fact you’ll be better 

off than in a classroom’ then they take a different view of it. I think so 

much of what’s perceived as negative of online actually comes right 

down into our laps, the way we deal with it’ (Interview 12) 

The tutor articulated the relationship between tutor perception and action. Her 

observation that tutor beliefs shaped their action in the online space was 

congruous with the observations of Preistly, Biesta and Robinson (2015), that 

teacher beliefs influenced their agency. Previous experiences played out in the 

present through tutor’s perceptions of the online environment, as well as their 

experiences within it.     Tutors histories of participation informed their agency in 

a range of ways. However, the relationship between the iterative element and 

the practical-evaluative element was not observed to be deterministic. Tutors 

did not simply seek to recreate what they had experienced, or the opposite. 

Their previous experiences were negotiated as they constructed meaning, in 

the present. Previous experiences were seen to influence the position they took 

in regards to their participation within the online space but not to determine it.  
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6.4 Tutors Participatory Positioning: Practical-evaluative 
element   

The context in which tutors practiced was observed to be diverse. Tutors were 

situated in a physical location, across six different Academic Partner colleges 

and a degree scheme structure, in one of the four undergraduate degree 

programmes, some of which shared modules (Figure lx, Chapter Four). The 

modules on which the tutors taught were individual in regards to level, student 

cohort and situation in the degree schemes. The following exploration 

foregrounds the practical-evaluative element to present the complexity of the 

“present” in which tutors were practicing, highlighting the situated nature of their 

environmental conditions.  

6.4.1 The complexity and situated nature of tutors’ ‘present’ 

To explore the present, tutors’ actions were observed. Observations of student 

and tutor engagement, with the discussion boards, presented their actions in 

the online environment (Chapter 3). These were compared with tutors’ 

perceptions of their role (4.7.3) and their pedagogic approach (4.6.2). Cultural, 

social and physical factors were explored. Technology was perceived as an 

aspect of the physical context. The University online learning space was seen to 

act as a classroom for tutors and students, providing a space for content to be 

delivered and for peer and tutor-student interactions. This analysis focused on 

the agency of tutors, as they participated in the online spaces of their modules. 

Oliver (2013) critiqued affordances approaches (1.1.1) which focused on the 

technology, rather than the agency of participants. He argued that the online 

space was not an actual space which could afford action. Data from the 

interviews suggested that the online space mediated practice, in a different way 

to face-to-face engagement. By focusing on the tutor agency this research 

decentralised technology. Oliver (2013) saw the online context as portraying the 

residue of practice, rather than acting as a catalyst for action. In the current 

research the online space was not seen to afford practice, in a deterministic 

sense. The online environment was part of the ecology in which practice took 

place.  
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This approach enabled the cultural, social and biographical experience of tutors 

to be considered (4.3) as factors which enabled sense-making and the 

negotiation of meaning (2.2.2), in online environments. The online space of a 

module was deemed an important aspect of the context, in which action 

happened. To explore the online space as a contextual layer, the actions of 

those operating within it were observed. The actions of participants were 

focused on, as they enabled exploration of the agency enacted within the 

space. A focus on the technology itself might have led to a deterministic view, 

where the tools utilised were seen to determine participation. The data relating 

to student activity on the discussion boards provided the first contextual layer, of 

the practical-evaluative element, in relation to the environmental conditions in 

which tutors were operating. 

The data from this research suggested that student participation on discussion 

boards was generally low. The data relating to all of the modules was collated; 

1189 student experiences were observed over a 12 week semester (3.5). The 

vast majority of students posted less than twenty comments: 

Discussion Board Posts 
over the twelve semester  

Number of Students  

(Total 1189) 

No posts  378 

Two to five posts   414 

Six to ten posts 195 

Eleven to twenty posts  131 

Twenty-one to fifty posts  61 

Over fifty posts  6 

Fig. lxxiv: Student participation on discussion boards 

Over half of the students had posted less than five times during a module. 

Module posts over time were observed for all eighteen individual modules and 
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showed a general downwards trend (3.5). This reflected findings in the wider 

research. Contesting Prensky’s (2001) claims that new students were digital 

natives, Kennedy et. al.’s (2008) evidence-based study suggested that not all 

students were engaged or competent users, of digital technology. It also 

suggested that use of one technology did not directly relate to mastery of 

another, or necessarily for a preference to use it for educational purposes. The 

low level of participation on discussion boards, in the current research, could 

have reflected student’s inability to use digital tools effectively when learning or 

related to the value attributed to the tasks. In a study by Park (2015) divergence 

was observed between technical capability and online learning skills. Student’s 

perceptions of online collaboration were suggested to influence their 

participation rates. Park (2015) identified the individualistic cultural narrative of 

education (Simmie, 2014), in students lack of participation with collaborative 

activities. Stott (2016, 2.4) reflected that ‘engagement in the discussion board 

was very low despite the use of controversial topics intended to stimulate 

debate, suggesting that engagement was motivated by compliance and not by 

collaborative learning’ (Stott, 2016: 60). The data from the current research 

reflected student’s observed lack of engagement on discussion boards but did 

not provide the reasons for the low levels of participation.   

For tutor’s low participation, by students, reduced their feedback and thus 

constrained their understanding of the student’s personal experience (4.7.2). 

The discussion boards provided opportunities for both students and tutors to 

participate collaboratively on modules. The data suggested students were 

reluctant to engage with them (3.5). In relation to the practical-evaluative 

element of agency, the environmental conditions in which tutors were operating 

provided minimal ongoing feedback (8.1.5).  

6.4.2 Technology as a mediating artefact  

The discussion boards themselves were identified as troublesome by tutors. 

This reflected previous research findings (Park, 2015, Stott, 2016): 

‘I have huge issues with the discussion board, I don’t know how you 

engage people with that’ (Interview 9) 
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‘The discussion board itself doesn’t … enable the level of collaboration or 

interactivity I would like to see’ (Interview 1) 

Tutors described the discussion boards as clunky and hard to use (4.6.2). Here 

the technology could be seen to mediate participation. The layout of the 

discussion boards constrained tutors, shaping the context in a way which wasn’t 

perceived as conducive to their practice.  They acted as mediating artefacts 

(2.3.2). The discussion boards were a tool, through which words were 

communicated as signs (Vygotsky, 1987). The signs were used by both 

students and tutors, in the process of negotiating meaning (Wenger, 1998). This 

was enacted through a context which structured participation in particular ways, 

through the layout of the discussion boards and the way in which they were 

presented on the screen. Mediating Artefacts have been found to shape 

meaning explicitly and implicitly (Wertsch, 2007). While the layout of discussion 

boards explicitly mediated participation, the value attributed to collaborative 

activity may also have implicitly mediated participation. The vignettes showed 

the different approaches taken by tutors, to collaborative activities. Further 

research could explore the value which students attributed to collaborative 

aspects of their learning.  

In sharing their desire to use collaborative activities in their teaching, tutors 

positioned it in a variety of ways; 

‘If students do get the discussion boards it’s a mine of information’ 

(Interview 3) 

‘I think probably more and more students are working strategically so 

they will have more activity (on discussion boards) round about the time 

of assessment, on that module’ (Interview 18) 

‘I think its integral (collaboration), I think it needs to be there or the 

learning won’t be at its best’ (Interview 13) 

‘That’s something we’ve tried to bring in (students working together) … 

for discussion board, maybe linking in together on a discussion board but 

nothing really formal’ (Interview 5)   
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‘I want them to share stories and practice, for us to be able to laugh 

sometimes … share genuine reflection’ (Interview 10) 

The quotes above demonstrate a range of perspectives, discussion boards 

were seen as information sources, which students could mine. Collaborative 

activity was perceived as a way to share information. Students were more likely 

to participate near assessments, collaboration being a pragmatic response to 

the requirements of the module. Collaboration was seen as supportive of the 

holistic experience of learning, the human side, in Interview 5 and integral to 

learning in Interview 13. The discussion in Interview 13 went on to discuss the 

personal aspects of collaboration and the relationships which the tutor saw as 

an important aspect of teaching. Sharing experiences, linking together and 

reflecting, related to a social view of learning. Viewing discussion boards in 

relation to information subtly suggested a different philosophical positioning. 

Placing collaboration to the side of learning, as a support – rather than an 

integral part of the learning process – suggested another view. Tutors’ 

understanding of the place of collaboration within the learning experience were 

nuanced, this was reflected in the variety of roles and positions which they took 

within the online space (4.7.3).        

Technologies embodiment of action (Dourish, 2001) was observed through 

tutors’ participation on the discussion boards, and their perceptions of the 

process. The differences in the participation of tutor’s suggested that their 

individual approaches were embodied in the technology. Their perception that 

the technology constrained them (4.7.2), suggested that technology mediated 

their participation. Text-based communication has been argued to have benefits 

when used in education (Garrison, Anderson and Archer, 2010). In the vignettes 

(6.2) all three tutors saw the text-based nature of the online modules, as 

indicative of a very different type of teaching, when compared to face-to-face 

environments, thus acknowledging the mediating role of the online space.  

Tutor’s perception of students being fearful of posting comments on discussion 

boards (4.6.4, 4.7.3), suggested that the online space mediated students 

engagement with the modules. Tutors perceived students to be reluctant to 

engage on the discussion boards. 
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‘In first year a lot of them are very reluctant … very afraid, I guess what’s 

going on in their heads is oh I’m too scared to post something in case 

someone shoots me down or in case I look too stupid’ (Interview 4)  

‘It’s almost like they have a fear factor of Blackboard’ (interview 11) 

The text-based nature of the activity meant that student’s comments were 

visible to their peers as well as the tutor and this was perceived to influence 

their participation:    

‘It appears like they’re quite nervous to put their thoughts and opinions 

out there in that kind of forum (on a discussion board)’ (Interview 14) 

‘Because they’re friends can see it (a discussion board post) and they 

might look stupid’ (Interview 13) 

The discussion board was seen to mediate student, as well as tutor, 

participation. The same reluctance to comment might be found in a face-to-face 

classroom but the discussion boards themselves, were perceived as a catalyst 

for student’s reluctance. David worked in a video conferencing (VC) 

environment, alongside teaching online and his comments relating to students 

fear of Blackboard supported the suggestion that the text-based nature and 

structural layout of the discussion boards, mediated students’ participation. 

Discussion boards were also observed (see Interviews 3 and 12) to encourage 

reflection, as students had time to think about what they wrote before posting. 

Garrison (2012) argued that the community of Inquiry framework (1.1.3) was 

only appropriate when applied to constructivist, or collaborative pedagogies. 

The variance in tutors’ use of discussion boards suggested that there were 

different ways of using the same collaborative tool, or utilising collaborative 

activities. Online pedagogic collaboration was potentially influenced by tutors 

values and beliefs, as well as the mediating artefacts of the online space.   

6.4.3 Student self-efficacy 

A comparison of students studying more than one module showed a wide 

degree of variance between students participation on different modules (3.6.1). 

This suggested that individual modules created different ecologies. If student 
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self-efficacy, or individual capacity, determined participation one would have 

expected to see students engaging in a similar manner, across different 

modules. One student was observed to post 42 times during one module and 

register 2416 hits on the discussion board. This suggested a high level of self-

efficacy; contributing (posting) and reading others posts (observed by 

movement around the discussion board: hits). The data suggested that the 

student was agentive, contributing regularly to the discussion board. On the 

other two modules, on which the student was enrolled, their participation was 

markedly different. One module registered no activity at all and the other 3 

posts and 79 hits. Comparing this with the 80 students who studied three 

modules during the Semester data was collected, a large variance was 

observed in participation on discussion boards across different modules. This 

suggested that different modules mediated different levels of participation. 

Comparing the participation of students who were enrolled on two modules a 

similar variance in their contribution to different modules was observed (3.7.1). 

This further suggested that the module spaces acted to shape the ecology in 

which participants were acting and mediated participation.   

6.4.4 Tutor’s participation   

Tutor participation on discussion boards also varied (3.7.1). Active tutors were 

observed to post over 160 posts per module, while inactive tutors posted once 

or twice during a semester. 
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         Fig. lxxv: Average number of discussion posts on module: interviewed 

tutors 

Tutors, who taught on more than one module, were observed to participate 

differently across those modules: 
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Fig. lxxvi: Tutor Discussion Board Posts compared across modules 

This further suggested that each module created its own ecology, which shaped 

participation in different ways. The tutor comments regarding the diversity of 

student engagement, suggested that the nature of the student cohort - the 

relationships between students and tutors - may have been a factor which 

contributed to participation, on particular modules: 

‘Sometimes I get cohorts that are really good at it (engaging on 

discussion boards), other times…’ (Interview 11) 

‘One particular group of students tended to discuss information with me 

and not really learn from each other as much whereas the other group 

tended to interact much more … different groups kind of approached it in 

different ways (discussion board activities)’ (Interview 14) 

‘If you’d seen the data from last year for this one (module) I think it would 

have been very different …the feel in the module last year was very 

different’ (Interview 1)    
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Priestly, Biesta and Robinson (2015) included relationship roles in the practical-

evaluative element of agency. The role of the tutor and their relationships with 

each other and with students was explored, in the current research, as an 

aspect of the ecology in which tutors operated. The role taken by the tutor, in 

relation to their own positioning, was seen to be reflective of the iterative and 

projective elements of agency. Past experience and future expectations were 

played out in the present through the positioning taken by tutors, in relation to 

their participation in the online space. Tutor’s pedagogic approach and 

understanding of teaching and learning was reflective of their professional life. 

Their histories of participation (Wenger, 1998) influenced the roles they played 

out in the present, as they positioned themselves in particular ways. Their 

aspirations for the future and their aims for students were also seen to influence 

the role they took in the present. The relational aspect of the tutor role was 

important, as their positioning in regards to their participation on the module, 

mediated the relationships they formed with students.   

The way in which tutors positioned themselves on discussion boards was 

explored through observation of discourse patterns (3.9.1) and through the 

interviews (4.2). In the interviews tutors described their roles as guiding, 

facilitating, nurturing, playing the role of ‘peer’ (4.7.3). Observations of discourse 

on the discussion boards, showed tutors taking supportive roles, facilitating peer 

discussion, being embedded in the dialogue and responding to student answers 

(5.6). Research has observed online tutors to take different roles (Watson et. 

al.,2016), discussion board posts reflecting their teaching style (Comer and 

Lenagnan, 2013). This research highlighted the different ways in which tutors 

could facilitate discussion boards and the different approaches taken to the role 

of online tutor. Discussions during the focus group highlighted the way in which 

tutors adjusted their role, depending on the student cohort. While they were 

influenced by past experience and future aspirations, tutors were also 

responsive to the particular group of students they were working with.     

A transmissive pedagogical stance was reflected in some of the language used, 

during the interviews,  as tutors described ‘imparting’ (Interviews 1 and 10) and 

‘giving knowledge’ (Interview13). Pedagogic approach has been found to 
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influence the learning of students in their classes (Entwistle and 

Karagiannopoulou, 2013) and can thus be argued as a factor of the ecological 

context. The complexity of the ecology which enabled tutor agency was 

observed when this was compared with research findings that tutor’s pedagogic 

perspectives did not necessarily determine their teaching practices (Owens, 

2012). Tutors also discussed questioning, nurturing and facilitating dialogue 

(4.7.3), when describing their role. These perceptions of their role were 

reflective of the discourses which have been observed within the field of Higher 

Education (Akerlind, 2004, Gonzalez, 2010, Lameras et. al., 2012). The 

relationship between tutor’s beliefs, their pedagogic approach, and their actions 

within the online environment, formed a contextual layer within the ecologies, in 

which the tutors participated.  

The structural and physical aspects of the context in which tutors practised were 

complex and differed across all fifteen tutors. No two tutors interviewed taught 

on the same range of modules. While some were based at the same Academic 

Partner (AP) their roles within the local and programme teams were different.  

The four undergraduate online degrees each had a programme leader. 

Programme leaders for degree’s A1 and A2 were interviewed (Tutors A and J) 

as part of this research. Each module had a module leader, responsible for 

organisation and development of the module. Some modules had tutors who 

taught alongside the module leader. Tutors A, C, D, E, G, J and L were module 

leaders for the modules which this research observed. Of the remaining tutors, 

four were not module leader for modules outwith the research foci. The modules 

themselves ranged in size in regards to student cohort, with eight students on 

module three and 207 on module sixteen (Appendix One). Tutors were situated 

in a local campus, where they worked, and on a degree programme, of tutors 

they worked with. The modules they taught on were organised differently 

depending on the size of the student cohort and the approach of the programme 

and, or, the module leader. While tutors were all situated within one university, 

the structural organisation led to a variety of physical and online contexts, in 

which tutors practiced.    
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Across the range of contexts time and technology were observed as factors 

which influenced tutor agency. More time to develop the online space and to 

contribute to the discussion boards was highlighted by a number of tutors as 

desirable (4.7.3). Some tutors described how they, or their colleagues, worked 

at the weekends and in the evenings, inputting far more than their timetabled 

hours (Interviews 1,7,12,15 and Focus Group). Some tutors described tension 

between their face-to-face teaching and online role (Interviews 11, 14, 15). 

Across the fifteen tutors there was variance in the balance of timetables; some 

tutors were working with only online modules, while others balanced face-to-

face or video conferencing (VC) teaching, alongside.  

6.5 Tutors expectations and aspirations: Projective 
element  

Returning to the framework for ecological agency (Emirbayer and Mische,1998), 

the projective element of agency, related to tutors short and long term goals 

(Priestly, Biesta and Robinson, 2015). Emirbayer and Mische (1998) described 

the projective element as ‘the imaginative generation by actors of possible 

future trajectories of action’ (ibid: 971). Tutors expressed these, in the 

interviews and they were observed to be enacted, through the technology.  

6.5.1 Short term goals     

A lack of time to adequately participate in the online environment (4.7.3) 

suggested that tutor’s short term goals were focused on completion of tasks, on 

a daily basis and constrained by the lack of allocated time. Tutors aims to 

communicate their presence (4.7.2) or to contrive collaboration and discussion 

(Interview 12) suggested that short term aims were projected across the time-

span of a module. Tutor’s commented that they would like to do more 

development, but often didn’t find the time to do so, consolidated the perception 

that time allowances were perceived as a constraint.    

6.5.2 Longer term Aims and Aspirations 

A number of tutor’s positioned themselves as learners in relation to using the 

technology to enable collaboration (4.7.3):   
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‘I’m still probably learning myself…to use the technology to encourage a 

more active engagement’ ‘I’m always changing because each year I’m 

learning to use the technology better’ (Interview 1) 

‘I don’t feel like I’ve achieved that I would say, yet anyway (Interaction 

between students)’ (Interview 14) 

Aspirations to create an engaging online environment and a desire to develop 

their modules further were expressed and a lack of training was identified. 

Engagement with their own development was evident: 

 ‘I try and be quite innovative (in relation to their use of collaborative 

tools)’ (Interview 15) 

 ‘Like everybody you’re reflecting’ ‘Technologies changing all the time so 

I think it’s really important to keep tabs on that’ (Interview 13)  

The final comment here highlighted the changing nature of the context in which 

tutors were practising. Comments describing tutors as learners of the 

technology, suggested that their actions in the present, were shaped by the 

projective element of their agency. In aspiring to enable collaboration and 

interactions, with and between students, tutors longer term aims influenced the 

emergence of their agency, in the present.  
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6.6 The emergence of tutor agency in the online 
environment 

Tutor agency in online environments was observed as emerging out of the 

embodiment (Dourish, 2001) of cultural and social, values and beliefs as they 

were mediated through technology. The ecology in which tutors practised was 

found to be complex with overlapping and inter-related elements. Tutors were 

observed to be situated, within overlapping communities of practice. Different 

disciplines were observed as situated within the wider university context, 

relating to different professions. The temporal dimension incorporated the 

situated nature of tutor’s current participation within iterative and projective 

elements, as well as the practical-evaluative context. The technology both 

embodied interaction and mediated participation, implicitly and explicitly. The 

ecologies in which tutors acted were found to be interconnected and situated 

within technological, as well as physical spaces. Each tutor was positioned 

uniquely and their participation reflected this. 

The actions of tutors in the online environment were not simply determined by 

the technology, the tools they had used or the institution in which they were 

working. The ways in which tutors acted to enable collaboration, in particular 

through their use of discussion boards, reflected the complexity of the cultural, 

social and situated nature of practice. The implications of these findings suggest 

that developing tutor agency in online contexts requires holistic engagement 

with professional histories and aspirations, with individuals and with wider 

ecologies. Technology mediated action. Influences on the use of pedagogic 

collaboration, in the online setting, were found to be social and cultural, relating 

to individual capacity, and mediated through the online space.  

The Agency framework enabled exploration of the tutors’ enactment of, and 

approach to, pedagogic collaboration. This chapter has explored tutors’ use of 

collaborative activities, within their online practice. The influence of the context, 

in which tutors worked, was highlighted. Context was observed to be complex; 

tutors were individually positioned within the landscape of practice (Wenger, 

2012a). The next chapter explores this landscape. Layers of context were 
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identified, which are explored, in relation to their influence on pedagogic 

collaboration within the online space.     
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Chapter Seven 

Discussion: Context 

Tutor agency was observed to shape participation, within the online space 

(Chapter Six). Exploring agency highlighted a range of factors which influenced 

tutors use of collaborative activities, when teaching online. Drawing together the 

individual experiences of tutors, this chapter explores the context in which they 

were practicing. Pedagogic collaboration was observed to be situated within 

layers of context. These shaped the architecture of the online space in regards 

to the tools utilised, and the layout of the modules. Practice was observed to be 

informed by epistemological beliefs and cultural values, which shaped the 

individual and relational experience, of working online. Collaborative activity 

was mediated through the online space, and situated by the contextual layers 

discussed below.  

7.1 Layers of Context  

Drawing together the data presented in Chapters Four, Five and Six, the 

context in which tutors practiced was observed to influence the enactment of 

pedagogic collaboration. Pedagogic collaboration, the use of collaborative 

activities to teach, was facilitated by tutors in different ways. Qualitative 

differences were observed in the facilitation of discussion boards (3.9), which 

reflected differences in tutor’s pedagogic approaches (6.2). Focus group 

discussions supported the observation that context was an influencing factor 

(5.6). Social theories of learning posited that learning was a situated process 

(2.3.1): the context of participation influenced its enactment. The online spaces 

of the modules provided the local context for participants to interact. Like social 

spaces (2.3), these online spaces were at once structuring of, and structured 

by, practice (Bourdieu, 2010). The local contexts of the module spaces were 

observed to be situated, within contextual layers which were shaped by social 

and cultural influences within, and beyond the University context.  
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Three significant layers were observed:  
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Subject Discipline: the 

knowledge base of the 

discipline 

 

 

Professional Communities of 

Practice: the values and 

beliefs of the professional 

community 

 

Individual 
specific context  

 

Social Relational context: participants awareness of each 

other, mediated through the Learning Management System 

 

Fig. lxxvii: Layers of Context in which participation on modules is situated 

The University context formed a structural layer, in regards to the architecture of 

the module spaces (7.2). The tools used and the layout of the module space 

were determined by this contextual layer.  

Each module was situated within a subject discipline which had a particular 

epistemological understanding (7.3). The professional communities of practice 

which students were either part of, or aspired to join, had their own values and 

beliefs. Subject discipline and professional communities of practice, both looked 
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outwards from the university context, which was itself situated within the 

educational community of practice. The cultural values and beliefs of the wider 

epistemological context were found to shape the agency of individual tutors.  

The individual specific context (7.4) related to the role of online tools as 

mediating artefacts (Conole, 2012, Wertsch, 2007). The tools which were 

utilised enabled and constrained collaboration in various ways. They influenced 

the individual experience of students and tutors. Students also participated 

through spaces, physical and online, outwith the university learning 

management system. The specific context of individuals was wider than the 

focus of the current research. Chapter Eight explores the individual context in 

relation to tutor agency. The social relational aspect of this layer of context - 

students and tutors awareness of each other - was observed as permeating the 

individual specific context in relation to individual experiences of the online 

environment (7.4).  

Pedagogic collaboration was enacted by tutors, situated within these layers of 

context. The following discussion explores each of the layers, drawing on 

evidence gathered (Chapters Three, Four and Five) to explore the influencing 

factors. 

7.2 The structurally framing context of the University LMS  

The university was observed to be the framing context, for the modules 

observed, all of the modules shared a similar structure. A comparison of the 

eighteen modules identified an overarching framework (3.4.2). The modules 

predominantly utilised three areas of the university learning management 

system (LMS): 

o  Announcements 

o Content Item 

o Discussion Board 

Announcements were the entry point for the modules and served as a 

communication link from tutors to students. The Content Item was the area of 

the module which contained module content and activities. Discussion boards 
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were perceived, in interviews with tutors, as the main collaborative tool (4.6.2). 

The course report (3.3) from which the data was taken, presented a list of fifty 

areas or tools in which activity could be recorded by the LMS. The 

predominance of three core areas was observed as a structural dimension of 

the space. The overarching context, of the university, was reflected in the online 

architecture of the modules. Only one tutor had changed the background colour 

of the module space. One programme used a banner. Generally the 

appearance of the modules was very similar across the four degree 

programmes, on which the modules were situated. Eleven of the modules used 

an area called collaboration, which included a synchronous chat tool and an 

online classroom. For all eleven modules using collaboration, participation - 

compared with the three areas identified above - was low (3.4.2).  

The University learning management system structured the modules with the 

same core architecture. This had a pragmatic purpose as some modules were 

available across a number of degree pathways. Observations suggested that 

this did not determine participation within the core architecture, as tutors utilised 

the same tools in different ways (3.9).      

7.2.1 Cultural Values in the Structurally Framing Context  

The values, of the educational community of practice, were observed in tutor’s 

perceptions of collaboration (4.6.2), and students patterns of participation (3.6). 

Tutors discussed the individual nature of the online experience (4.6.2), during 

the interviews. Student participation on discussion boards was observed, by the 

data analysis, to be low (Figure xl). Group work was observed infrequently and 

described as challenging (4.6.2). This could be seen to reflect wider cultural 

values, in the educational context. Recent international developments, in 

education policy, were observed to focus on the individual (Simmie, 2014). The 

terminology of ‘quality’, ‘best practice’ and ‘accountability’ (ibid: 186) arguably 

positioned teachers as facilitators of learning, responsible for the progression of 

individual students. Park (2015) observed an ‘underlying culture … of outcome-

driven individual performance’ (ibid: 401) in the context of Higher Education. 

The perception of online learning as individual and students low participation 

with collaborative activities potentially reflected a wider cultural value. The 
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education system, in which the modules were situated, valued individual 

participation through its accreditation system; grades were awarded to 

individuals.      

Tutors’, in the current research, positioned themselves in a range of ways in 

regards to their role. These included facilitator, gatekeeper and guide (4.7.3). 

Although there was variance, in tutors’ descriptions of their position, a sense of 

responsibility permeated, as they acted to guide, nurture and impart knowledge 

(4.7.3). Online students were perceived as individuals, who often worked alone 

(4.7.3). Collaboration was desired by tutors’ but not widely enacted (4.7.1), 

suggesting that the individual values of the wider educational context 

permeated the local context of the module spaces. Working together was an 

aspiration, rather than a reality, as modules led to individual results.   

The low level of participation on discussion boards (3.6) suggested the 

presence of individualistic values, within the student cohort. Tutors observed 

that learners were ‘strategic’ in their approach (4.6.2). In one instance students 

had resisted collaborative activity, as they did not feel that contributions to class 

discussions should be mandatory (Interview 15). The positive influence of 

assessed discussion boards (3.5.3), on participation, reflected the strategic 

nature of student participation. The only factor observed to influence discussion 

board participation was the awarding of individual marks. This suggested that 

participation was motivated by individual achievement. In modules where the 

discussion activities did not directly contribute to individual success, 

participation - on the discussion boards - was lower (3.5).  

The progression of students, over the timespan of their degrees, was observed 

to be orientated towards the individual. Tutors’ noted how discussion board 

contributions reduced, as individual assessment tasks were carried out at the 

end of modules (4.7.1). The data showed a downward trend in discussion board 

participation, over the twelve week semester for all of the modules, which did 

not assess discussion boards (3.5). Tutors’ also noted the more individual focus 

of students at Level 10 (4.7.1) as they focused on their dissertations; an 

individual assessment which completed their degree studies. At Level 11, it was 

deemed even harder to get students to interact (Interview 12). The values of the 
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overarching structural context: education, were observed to influence the 

participation of students, and tutors. It both valued, and progressed towards, 

individual - rather than collaborative - practice. 

7.2.2 Inherent Tensions  

The University LMS used a variety of tools which were described as web 2.0 

tools, tools such as discussion boards, wikis and blogs, which enabled two way 

interactions (Wesch, 2007). Web 2.0 practices, as observed by Dohn (2009) 

inherently valued interaction and collaboration, for their own sake (1.1.2). In 

Education, individualistic values were observed to result in collaboration being 

valued in regards to who contributed what, and how well they contributed, rather 

than for the sake of collaboration itself (Dohn, 2009). This was potentially 

evident in the practices associated with assessed discussion boards. Individual 

grades were attributed to contributors, depending on the quality and quantity of 

their individual contributions (Interview 15). Individual educational values 

permeated the activity, as contributions to the discussion were accredited to 

individuals, and graded. Although a web 2.0 tool was used the Educational 

context mediated the participation of those involved.         

The tension between the individual and the collaborative was observed in tutors’ 

perceptions of collaboration. Collaboration - in the form of facilitating students to 

work together - was valued by tutors (4.7.1), but was not widely enacted: 

‘Collaboration’s something that I don’t think I’ve cracked and I think that 

the evidence you’re finding is that that’s not really happening at all, it’s 

individuals working individually’  (Interview 2) 

A variety of perceptions of collaboration (4.7.1) were observed in the interviews. 

It was discussed both as a process and an outcome, and in relation to 

discussion boards, video-conferencing and other collaborative LMS tools such 

as wikis. Tutors’ aspired to using the LMS collaboratively and valued 

collaboration. Collaboration was not seen to be widely achieved in practice 

(4.7.1).  
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‘My principle is that that’s how you should work (collaboration) that’s how 

we should learn, but my experience of online is that that’s not how it 

happens’ (Interview 2) 

Resistance, from students, was suggested, when tutors’ discussed their 

aspirations in regards to collaboration: 

‘I try to get them involved in different activities… try to get them to speak 

to each other’ (Interview 1) 

‘We very much try and get them to feedback to each other and help each 

other out’ (Interview 6) 

This suggested that the values of the overarching context were mediated 

through the online space. Students’ perceptions of their participation online - 

their focus on the individual - potentially influenced their resistance to 

collaborative activity. Pedagogic collaboration, as an explicit facilitation of 

students working together, was constrained. This could be seen to reflect the 

individualistic values, of the context in which students and tutors were 

operating. In valuing collaboration tutors’ presented a tension, between their 

own values and the context in which they practiced.   

Tutors perceived collaboration as an explicit phenomenon. They focused, when 

asked about collaboration, on group work and discussion. Only two successful 

examples - of explicit collaboration - were shared in the eighteen interviews 

(Interviews 1 and 3). Implicit collaboration, the notion of people learning 

together, through the online space (2.4.2), was observed across the modules in 

a variety of different ways and expressed by tutors as the concept of presence 

(this is discussed in the second part of this chapter).     

7.3 Wider Epistemological Context 

The wider epistemological context was observed as the situation of modules 

within particular subject disciplines, and professional communities of practice. 

This layer of context was observed to be outward facing, from the university 

setting. Modules, and participation within the module spaces, were situated by 
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the epistemological understanding of their discipline. The values and beliefs, of 

associated professional communities, were also observed to influence 

participation within module spaces.  

A comparison between the discussion boards used on degree programmes A1, 

A3 and B1 suggested that practice reflected the epistemology, of the discipline. 

For modules which were core to the programmes, the first two discussion 

boards were compared:  

 Degree Programme A1 Degree Programme A3 Degree Programme B1 

M
od

ul
e 

 A
 

 
     

M
od

ul
e 

B
   

    

Fig. lxxviii: SNAPP Analysis comparison between modules on degree 

programmes 

Figure lxxviii presents the sociograms generated from the first two discussion 

boards for core modules, which were only presented on one degree 

programme. Modules delivered to more than one degree programme were 

excluded from the comparison, as they crossed disciplines. Observations for all 

modules (3.5) and the ten modules from which SNAPP data (3.9) was extracted 

(Appendix Two), showed a downward trend in discussion board participation. 

The first two discussion boards were the busiest, and were compared here, as 

they were deemed most likely to reflect the pedagogic approach. Comparing the 

sociograms, programme B1 was observed to use star sociograms. Programme 

A3 was observed to use cluster sociograms, and programme A1 used a linear 

sociogram. Comparisons over the time-span of the modules (Appendix Two), 

showed that modules did vary in the type of sociograms their discussion boards 
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generated. The comparison here, suggested that collaborative activities were 

approached in different ways, the differing epistemologies of the programmes 

being reflected in the approach to pedagogic collaboration, at the beginning of 

the modules. 

Programme B1 was set in a scientific discipline. Scientific subjects were more 

likely to be underpinned by a positivistic perception of knowledge, perceiving 

knowledge to be objective, analytical and received (Beauchamp and 

Beauchamp, 2013). The starred sociograms demonstrated a discussion in 

which the tutor was the central point. This could be seen to reflect a view of 

knowledge, as received. The tutor acted as the central point of the 

conversation, validating the knowledge presented by posting a relevant 

question, and commenting on answers to confirm or challenge the 

understanding presented (9.2.1). The role taken, positioned the tutor in the 

centre of the discussion, with students radiating around them (3.9.1). The 

positioning of the students and tutor, in relation to their participation in the 

discussion, was reflective of traditional teaching approaches (Figure iii). It 

suggested an epistemology in which knowledge was objective as students’ 

used the discussion board to clarify or confirm their understanding, of the 

module content. The tutor supported this through taking a central role on the 

discussion board. This approach to discussion boards was described by a tutor 

on a different programme suggesting that it was not limited to scientific subjects. 

The two modules which used assessed discussion boards (modules eight and 

nine) were also in a scientific discipline and used a similar approach in setting a 

question, the comment was given as feedback following the discussion board 

activity. Scientific disciplines were observed to approach knowledge, with the 

epistemological assumption that there was a “right” answer (Beauchamp and 

Beauchamp, 2013), and this assumption was observed to shape teaching 

practice.      

Programme A3 was situated in a discipline which perceived knowledge as 

holistic, applied and constructed (Beauchamp and Beauchamp, 2013).  The 

cluster diagrams represented a wider conversation, potentially reflecting a 

learning community. Tutors teaching on the modules in programme A3 
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discussed the importance of supporting and nurturing students (4.7.3). While 

the module content was important there was a general sense that their role was 

to support the student. Knowledge was potentially perceived as negotiated 

(Wenger, 1998) or constructed (Bruner, 1996), as tutors focused their efforts on 

guiding students through the modules. The linear socio-gram suggested a third 

pedagogic approach, potentially a dialogic approach in which discussion was 

facilitated, to construct understanding. The underpinning pedagogy was 

described articulately and this approach to discussion boards was research-

informed (Interview 12). Tutors’ facilitating these discussion boards discussed 

the importance of collaboration and relationships, when asked to describe 

teaching and learning processes. 

The dialogic patterns of the discussion boards reified different pedagogic 

approaches. These were potentially informed by differing epistemological 

assumptions. Bruner described agency and collaboration as like yin and yang 

(Bruner, 1996). Collaborative activities shaped, and were shaped by agency. 

Pedagogic collaboration could be facilitated in different ways using the same 

online tool. The facilitation of collaboration, was shaped by tutors’ agency, 

ongoing participation on discussion boards reflected student agency, as well. 

The starred sociograms reified a logical approach; the dialogue revolved around 

the tutor who was able to confirm the “right” answer, this suggested that the 

tutor was the expert positioning the students as agentive in relation to finding a 

pre-conceived “right” answer. In the cluster sociograms collaboration was 

potentially conceived as a support process, students were supported to work 

together; collaborative activities enabled access to a community, which could 

support learning. The linear socio-gram was most congruous with a culturist 

view of learning (Bruner, 1996) as interaction with others enabled learning, 

through dialogue. Collaboration was perceived to construct understanding 

(Bruner, 1996), to develop human consciousness (Vygotsky, 1987) which had 

evolved phylogenetically to enable and create thinking, language and culture 

(2.2.2). The type of collaborative activities students’ engaged with, were likely to 

shape their agency. Tutors’ agency was likely to shape the collaborative 

activities (6.6, 8.2). This research suggested that collaboration was informed by 

an epistemological contextual layer, which shaped the type of agency enacted.      
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The university context structurally framed the modules in regards to the choice 

of LMS tools and areas. The discipline of the module acted as a further 

contextual layer, structuring the participation of those involved, as they enacted 

salient practices. These contextual layers situated pedagogic collaboration 

through the architecture of the online space, and the informing epistemology of 

participants. Both of these acted to shape the use of collaborative activities as 

part of the teaching process. The ways in which tutors approached collaborative 

activities related to their perception of knowledge. Perceiving knowledge as 

objective, or logical, led to different enactments of collaborative activities, when 

compared to perceptions of knowledge as constructed. Pedagogy was 

mediated through the technology, and the tools used, it was shaped by beliefs 

and philosophical positioning. Battro and Fischer (2012) posited that technology 

and the internet in particular, were changing the ways people learnt and 

communicated. With the ‘revolution of information’ (ibid: 49) came multiple 

avenues of communication and access to a multitude of learning and teaching 

activities. The differences of pedagogic approach, between disciplines, 

suggested that approaches to information, conceptions of knowledge, shaped 

online practice. Access to, and engagement with, the ‘revolution of information’ 

(Battro and Fischer, 2012: 49) was shaped by philosophical perspectives of the 

nature of knowledge. 

One programme, which modules observed for this research were offered in, 

was positioned within a professional community; students worked and studied. 

It was noted by some, although not all, of the tutors who taught on modules in 

this programme that students more readily engaged with each other (Pilot 

Interview, Interviews 1 and 6). This was potentially because of their shared 

participation, in the professional community of practice and therefore a greater 

alignment of values and beliefs (Wenger, 2012). Observing the participation 

patterns of modules within this degree programme, similarities suggested that 

the values of the professional community shaped participation within the 

modules. Observations of the activity patterns for Programme A3, suggested 

that the values and beliefs of the community of practice, may have shaped 

participation. The similarity in regards to the patterns of participation, across 
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different modules, may have been reflective of this; the actions of participants 

being aligned through shared values and beliefs: 

Fig. lxxix: Comparing participation in areas of modules on degree programme 

A3 

Higher levels of participation on the discussion boards may have reflected the 

presence of a nurturing approach as tutors responded to posts, encouraging 

contributions (8.2.1). The shared values of the professional community, in which 

a nurturing approach was salient, were potentially reflected in the patterns of 

participation on the modules. The dialogic patterns on the discussion boards, as 

discussed above (7.3.2) and in more detail in the next chapter (8.2.1), may have 

reflected the values and beliefs of a professional community, as well as an 

epistemological positioning. The degree programme was very close to practice, 

many of the tutors had been practitioners, and some had studied the 

programme itself. Interview and focus group discussions, suggested that tutors 

may have continued to enact the values of the professional community as they 

enacted their role as module tutor.    

The module architecture, the structural design, was also observed to influence 

student participation. Assessed discussion boards created a similar pattern of 
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participation, to the modules on degree programme A3 (fig. lxxviii), potentially 

for different quite reasons.  

 

Fig. lxxx: Comparing participation patterns on modules with Assessed 

Discussion Boards  

When compared with other modules in degree programme B1, such as modules 

one and eleven, the participation pattern for modules eight and nine - with 

assessed discussion boards - was observed to juxtapose incongruously (3.5). 

Rather than reflecting the values of the discipline context, the patterns of 

participation potentially reflected value attributed by the structure of the module. 

The structure of the modules influenced the perceived value of activities. 

Assessed discussion boards, attributed extrinsic value to contributions, student 

participation was generally higher than on other discussion boards. In modules, 

on the same programme, without assessed boards the pattern of participation 

was very different (3.5). Although assessed discussion boards presented cluster 

Sociograms, similar to those observed on Degree Programme A3, the 
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interactions on the discussion board were very different. For modules on degree 

programme A3, tutors were observed to post regularly on the discussion boards 

(3.7, 4.6.2). When using assessed discussion boards the tutor posed the 

question, but did not post again on the discussion boards.   

Collaboration - as an area within the LMS - was observed, when comparing 

activity across modules (3.4.2).  

 

Fig. lxxxi: Areas of the module space utilised by each module  

The focus of the research drew attention, to this area of the LMS. Collaboration 

recorded activity in chat rooms and the virtual classroom. One tutor mentioned 

the virtual classroom, in the past tense, during the interviews (Interview 12). 

Several tutors discussed the use of Chat, a text-based instant messaging tool. 

Chat was discussed on modules within and outwith the current research scope. 

Activity recorded as Collaboration was likely to be use of the Chat tool. Two 
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modules registered a significant amount of activity, five modules showed a 

small amount of activity and eight modules appeared not to use it at all (Figure 

lxxxi, 3.4.2). The use of chat did not appear to be discipline specific, modules 

from degree programmes A1, A2 and B1 used the tool. The two modules with 

highest hits; 15 and 16 were a SCQF level eight module, sitting in degree A2, 

with 105 students enrolled, and a SCQF level seven module, delivered to 

students on degree programs A1, A2 and B1 with 208 students enrolled. The 

use of chat did not appear to be linked to a specific discipline, programme or 

level. This suggested that epistemological approaches to collaboration informed 

the ways in which tools were used, this layer of context did not seem to 

influence the choice of tool tutors utilised.   

Student participation was also compared, by contributions to the discussion 

boards (3.5). The research explored a range of factors: 

o Module size by students enrolled 

o Students organised into groups using the LMS  

o Modules using Assessed Discussion Boards 

o Level of Study  

The data suggested that the use of assessed discussion boards influenced 

student contributions to discussion boards (3.5.3). Other factors did not appear 

to influence participation, in relation to students posting on the discussion 

boards (3.5).     

The perceived value of a task, in being linked to a module assessment, was 

observed to influence participation within the online space. This supported the 

tutors’ assumption that students were often strategic (4.6.2), in relation to 

participation. Cultural values and beliefs were observed to influence 

participation. A strategic approach potentially reflected the individualistic values 

of the educational context, as it was cited as a reason for lack of participation, in 

collaborative activity. In Modules Eight and Nine, value was attributed to 

collaborative activity extrinsically, through the grading of contributions. 

Pedagogic collaboration was shaped by the value attributed to it, within the 

context of participation. Research suggested, however, that students did not 
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always contribute collaboratively to assessed collaborative tasks (Kear, 2011). 

Although tutors may attribute value to pedagogic collaboration, students’ values 

and beliefs also influenced the degree to which the planned activity was 

collaborative. The online spaces were structured by – and structuring of - the 

values, beliefs and participation, of all participants. Like the social spaces 

Bourdieu (2010) observed, the relationship between participation and structure, 

within an online space, was inter-related and dynamic. Online tools could be 

seen as “representations” of participation, shaped by the way they were used. 

The online space acted, in a similar way to language (Wittgenstein, 1953), as it 

developed meaning in its use (2.2.2).  

Tutors’ perceptions of their role (4.7.3) reflected the cultural assumptions of the 

subject disciplines and communities of practice in which they were situated 

(Chapter Six). Their approach to discussion boards, suggested that their 

participation was influenced by their cultural values and beliefs, and their 

engagement with disciplines and professions outwith the university space. 

Pedagogic collaboration in this sense was influenced by the layers of context 

and the positioning of participants, within them. If explicit collaboration was 

valued culturally, it was more likely to be enacted, a further study could 

investigate whether assessed discussion boards were really collaborative 

activities.  

Inherent tensions between the different contextual layers led to a complexity of 

positioning. Wenger (1998) when discussing identity discussed peoples’ inward, 

outward and peripheral trajectories of communities of practice. This research 

suggested that a similar dynamic was inherent to the contextual layers which 

situated online practice. Online structures mediated participation. In the 

interaction of context and agency, collaboration emerged in a variety of ways.     

7.4 Individual Specific Context  

The individual specific context referred to the unique experience of individual 

participants. Perceiving cognition as situated (Seely-Brown et. al., 1989), 

learning was understood in relation to individual positioning, within social 

experiences (2.3.1). Agency emerged from the interaction of the temporal 
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dimensions of individual context (2.4). Chapter Seven explored the agency of 

tutors in the online space. The discussion here focuses on the context of 

individual practice, in regards to the tools used, and their role as mediating 

artefacts (Vygotsky, 1987, Wertsch, 2007). Tutors related similar experiences, 

when discussing their engagement with the online space, suggesting that the 

online context mediated individual experience in particular ways. The notion of 

presence, as a relational aspect of practice, is also explored. In its enactment, 

through the online space, presence was observed as implicit collaboration. 

7.4.1 Technology: reifications and mediating artefacts       

Wenger’s (1998) concept of negotiating meaning was aligned with the 

epistemological assumptions which informed the methodology of the current 

research (3.1). Learning was perceived as entry into a particular community of 

practice (Wenger, 1998), involving cultural tools (Bruner, 1996) and social 

engagement (Vygotsky, 1987). The online space mediated participation and 

mutuality (Wenger, 1999). Module spaces were perceived as reifications as 

they reified practice (Wenger, 1998), rather than determining it (8.1.5).  

Engagement with online tools was observed to enable and constrain practice in 

different ways. Students passed the modules and gained qualifications; learning 

was enabled through engagement with the online space. Experienced tutors’ 

observed a relationship between high levels of engagement on the discussion 

boards and achievement in module assignments. They encouraged students to 

engage actively on the discussion boards. Discussion boards, however, were 

also observed to constrain practice. Tutors’ shared their frustrations with the 

structure of the LMS discussion boards, commenting that they hampered the 

flow of conversation (4.7.1): 

‘Conversation …that doesn’t happen naturally on a discussion board’ 

(Interview 9)  

The discussion boards were observed to explicitly mediate participation; the 

contributions of those who posted were visible to others. The collaborative 

process was reified, through the comments posted. Tutors’ were aware that not 

all students participated on the discussion boards. They suggested that some 
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students read contributions, without posting; the data in the current research 

suggested that this was rare. To take part in the dialogue which discussion 

boards reified, students were required to actively participate in a more visible 

way, than in face-to-face dialogue. Contributions needed to be in the form of 

posts, nods or expressions of agreement were not visible to other participants. 

From this perspective the discussion board reified explicitly the top level of 

dialogue: expressed as typed responses. Tacit levels of communication were 

not supported. 

7.4.2 Dialogue  

Discussion boards created spaces for dialogue. Dialogue on discussion boards 

differed from face-to-face contexts, as the only visible utterances were those 

which were written down. The online aspect potentially influenced pedagogic 

collaboration significantly, as collaborative activities in a face-to-face classroom 

could utilise a range of responses, including nods of agreement or facial 

expressions. This difference was highlighted in the focus group discussion (5.3). 

Bakhtin (1986) posited that language was a situated, embedded social process 

(8.1.5). Dialogue could be described as a series of utterances and responses, 

through which meaning was negotiated. Bakhtin’s (1986) theory posited that 

utterances - written or spoken - were interdependent of those preceding and 

succeeding them. Discussion boards displayed explicit utterances in the form of 

posts. In this context implicit utterances were invisible.    

In face-to-face conversations non-verbal and para-verbal cues could be utilised 

when engaging in dialogue, nods of approval or shaking heads provided 

responses to utterances which contributed to meaning. On discussion boards 

the loss of these non-verbal and para-verbal cues meant that all utterances 

needed to be expressed explicitly, as typed contributions, if they were to add to 

the dialogue (Beth et. al., 2015). Social media’s use of “likes” could be viewed 

as an equivalent to a non-verbal cue, or the replacement for one. Likes provided 

responses to utterances and contributed, if only implicitly, to a form of dialogue. 

Tutor’s awareness of the need to respond to students, was observed as a 

desire to open up spaces for dialogue with students. Comments regarding the 
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lack of feedback, provided by the online space, were another way in which this 

was perceived: 

‘Online you don’t see their face, you can’t hear their tone of voice …it’s 

easy for someone to say ‘that’s ok’ … but maybe they’re not’ (Interview 

9) 

Dialogue, in this sense, involved the utterances of more than one participant. 

When those utterances were not visible they constrained practice and left tutors’ 

feeling confused and un-informed in regards to their students’ progress. 

 The discussion boards were seen to constrain dialogue by hampering the flow 

of conversation: 

‘I think Blackboard …doesn’t allow … flow of conversation with the 

student … the downside of the technology that we have’ (Interview 1)   

‘Conversation …that doesn’t happen naturally on a discussion board’ 

(Interview 9)  

Dialogue was constrained as discussion boards did not enable a natural flow of 

conversation. Discussion board structures reduced the connections between 

utterances and the asynchronous nature led to temporal distance between 

contributions. The text-based contributions meant that implicit utterances, non-

verbal and para-verbal responses were lost. The threaded structure could 

distance contributions, as responses were posted on different threads, the 

structural flow being constrained. The discussion boards did not support the 

inter-dependent nature of utterances, within a dialogue (Bahktin, 1987). The 

distance between utterances and the lack of non-verbal and para-verbal 

connectors, hampered the flow of the discussion; the dialogic connections were 

broken, or stretched, either temporally or spatially. One tutor commented that 

the online context was ‘roboti-sizing’ (Interview 4) the learning experience. In 

constraining the flow of conversation the structure of the discussion boards 

hampered the emerging dialogue. Technology mediated practice in a way which 

reduced the flow of dialogue. However, discussion boards were perceived as 
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reifying collaboration explicitly. Although the dialogue was hampered tutors and 

students were aware of the other participants, when they could see their posts.     

Chat sessions, collaborate webinars and video conferencing also enabled 

participants awareness of each other. Synchronous tools, such as chat rooms 

and collaborate webinars included a pane which showed participants who else 

had logged on. Video conferencing (VC) displays showed which other 

participants were present. Audio link-ups enabled student’s awareness of each 

other, the audio connection being as important, as the content of the 

conversation (Thurlings et. al., 2014), as students and tutors were able to 

engage in dialogue and hear para-verbal cues such as tone, or expression. 

Studies have found that awareness of other student’s participation resulted in 

‘active and equal participation of the students’ (Pifarre et. al., 2014: 311). Group 

awareness was suggested as a ‘relevant variable’ (Pifarre et. al., 2014: 300), in 

collaborative online activities. Non-verbal responses developed dialogue in the 

face-to-face context, awareness of others was found to support collaborative 

online interactions. Online tools which enabled awareness of others were 

observed, in the current research, to mediate participation, referring here to 

Wenger’s (1998) notion of negotiating meaning, through participation with 

others. As previous research highlighted, online tools could be designed to 

create awareness of others (Kreijns et al., 2004, Pifarre et. al., 2014).   

Tools, which enabled participants’ awareness of each other, were observed, in 

the current research, to explicitly reify participation. Mutuality (Wenger, 1998) –

awareness of each other in participation - was made explicit. The online space 

reified the engagement of students and tutors, by presenting their discourses in 

the form of text-based visual frameworks (chat rooms and webinars), audio 

(webinars) or video (webinars and VC) communications. Within the context of 

pedagogic collaboration the line between participation and reification (2.2.2) 

merged. As all communications with the online space were reified, participation 

was embodied in the technology (Dourish, 2001). Pedagogic collaboration 

involved a reification of participation as participants interacted, through the 

online space. 
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Beth et. al. (2015) explored the notions of responsibility and generativity with 

regards to online dialogue. Responsibility referred to student’s awareness that 

their contributions mattered, implying a more agentive notion of awareness than 

simply being aware that others were there. Discussions required textual 

contributions, and student’s individual contributions mattered to the success of 

the discussion. Generativity referred to student’s ability to contribute in such a 

way that generated responses from others. As well as being aware of others, 

students needed to enable responses from others. However, comments which 

showed an awareness of their responsibility to engage in the dialogue did not 

necessarily generate responses. Aspects such as a friendly tone, the sharing of 

personal experience, and valuing or building on the dialogue so far, were found 

to be effective in regards to generating responses and continuing the discussion 

(Beth et. al., 2015). The tutors’ in the current research demonstrated an acute 

awareness of their own roles in regards to responsibility and generativity. They 

enacted these in very different ways, demonstrating the situated nature of their 

dialogue (see Chapter Six). Pedagogic collaboration involved responsibility and 

generativity, tutors both enacted and facilitated these as they used collaborative 

activities to enable student learning.  

Synchronicity was observed to play a key role, as working in the same 

timeframe was observed to enable mutuality. Synchronicity, from the tutors’ 

perspective, was observed as a factor which influenced the student experience 

positively (4.7.2) enabling awareness of themselves within the dialogue and 

generating responses. The chat tool, a synchronous online tool within the LMS, 

enabled tutors and students to type in real-time, interacting through text-based 

contributions to the discussion: 

‘They love it, most students really really like it ... real person typing and 

they’re waiting for the answer’ (Interview 15)  

The technology mediated the participation by at once enabling participants to be 

aware of each other, and at the same time constraining that awareness. Non-

verbal and para-verbal cues were lost in text-based environments (Laffey, Lin 

and Lin, 2006, Slagter van Tyron and Bishop, 2006, 2012). The chat tool was 

constrained by this, as all participants communicated through text. This was 
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observed to have the potential to constrain participation. If students, or tutors, 

were not very quick at typing the use of text-based synchronous communication 

was challenging (Interview 2). However, students’ positive experiences, as 

observed by tutors (4.7.2), suggested that synchronicity compensated to some 

extent, for the loss of other cues.  

The use of video conferencing was seen to enable, because participants could 

see one another. Visual cues were able to be incorporated within 

communications, and participation was not reliant solely on the active 

contributions of a typed message, or a spoken comment. Being able to see 

each other, participants could use facial expressions or nod to demonstrate 

agreement. This was perceived by video-conference (VC) tutors as an 

advantage over the text-based LMS (Interviews 4 and 11). The video platform 

mediated participation in different ways to the text-based medium of the chat 

room, as expression and affect could be communicated: 

‘VCs good because you actually let down your barriers but you can still 

keep control of your body politic … the best of both worlds’ (Interview 4) 

A range of online tools and VC platforms had the potential to mediate 

participation explicitly, by making mutuality visible. They incorporated aspects 

which enabled participants to be aware of each other, to varying degrees. By 

explicitly reifying participation synchronous tools were used, by tutors, to 

facilitate collaboration.  

In making students aware of other people in the online environment, explicit 

reifications were perceived to relate to collaborative activity (4.7.2):   

‘It’s the relationship thing, that’s why I think you’ve got to strive really 

hard to build collaborative relationships from the very start’ (Interview 15) 

Tutors’ observed collaboration to be relational; the human aspect was valued. 

Tools, which enabled awareness of others, were seen to support collaborative 

practice (1.1.2). Collaboration was initially perceived, by the tutors interviewed, 

as group work; students working together. In discussion during the interviews 

and focus group, collaboration was also perceived in regards of students 
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working with tutors. These perceptions aligned with the tools which explicitly 

reified participation. Discussion boards, e-mail, chat and phone-calls were 

discussed in relation to tutors working, or interacting, with students.  

Awareness of implicit collaboration, that is collaboration as part of the learning 

process, was also expressed by tutors:  

‘I think its integral (collaboration), I think it needs to be there or the 

learning won’t be at its best’ (Interview 13) 

The discussion boards provided students with a means to reflect on their own 

understanding. Their current thinking could be challenged or consolidated by 

others: 

‘If students do get the discussion boards it’s a mine of information that 

they can come back to … they can adjust their thinking without being 

instantly made to look like, you know … that’s the difference I found in 

online learning, I had time to think’ (Interview 3) 

Some tutors’, who had studied online, expressed their understanding of the 

ways in which accessing the understanding of others enabled implicit 

collaboration (4.7.1), a key aspect of the learning process (as it was perceived 

in Chapters Two and Three). The collaborative aspects of the online experience 

were seen to have an intrinsic value:  

‘What they haven’t at this stage recognised is the intrinsic value of the 

discussion board, they’re measuring it in terms of ‘well, nobody will tell 

me off if I don’t turn up’ … it takes a bit of time before they start to see, 

and we see a bit of that, the intrinsic value, coming in here when they 

start to build around the subject of the final assessment rather than the 

procedure’ (Interview 12)  

Collaboration was observed as a relational process, tutors developed 

relationships with students, and supported students to work together, to support 

their learning. From a pedagogic perspective collaborative activities were also a 

process of learning, as engagement in collaborative tasks developed and 

constructed individual understanding of both module content, and the values 
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and beliefs – the ways of being – within the associated discipline, or 

professional community.  

Discussion boards could focus on content, giving the correct answer, or on 

nurturing students and encouraging engagement (3.9.1, 6.4, 9.2). These reified 

varying degrees of mutuality, depending on the language used and the 

relationships of participants (8.1.5). All of the tools used in the online space, 

were observed to reify the participation of those involved. Within the content 

item area content was presented by tutors’, or module developers, to enable 

students to negotiate a particular meaning. Wenger (1998) noted that when 

reification became distanced from participation, it was often objectified. In the 

interviews for the current research the content of modules was often spoken of 

as separate, to teaching and learning. The content item area of the space 

reified participation at a distance. The students used the content presented to 

negotiate meaning. In doing so they were participating, albeit at a distance, with 

those who wrote, and chose to include, that particular content.    

7.4.3 The relational context  

Collaboration was perceived as relational, as a phenomenon which occurred 

when people engaged with each other. In the context of this research, this was 

experienced through the online space. Relationships between participants were 

mediated through the communications in which they engaged. The collaborative 

tools within the module space and e-mails were the main communicative tools 

tutors’ utilised.  Students were also likely to be engaging with social media 

outwith the University LMS (6a). Some students and tutors used telephone 

communication (see Interviews 9, 13, 15) and one tutor discussed meeting 

students’ face-to-face (see Interview 14).  

When discussing the relational context, tutors’ highlighted the importance of 

presence (4.7.2): 

‘I do think collaboration, a sense of feeling connected to something is 

important … you have to be connected to a human being, somehow 

within the technology you have to make them understand that there’s a 

human being there, I’m there, others are there … it isn’t just a screen 
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they’re staring at …Human interactivity is really I think the key … 

enabling a community’ (Interview 1) 

The notion of presence permeated the interviews (4.7.2). It related to the 

theoretical notion of social presence (Kehrwald, 2008). Presence, as observed 

in the current research, moved beyond the notion of social presence as an 

aspect of a community of inquiry (Garrison, Anderson and Archer, 1999, 2010). 

Presence permeated the online experience and was observed as an important 

aspect of the learning process.     

7.4.4 Presence and collaboration  

Social presence was described in the literature as the degree to which students 

were aware of each other, as people, through their interactions in the online 

space (Annand, 2011, Hew, 2015, Kim, 2011, Kreijns et al., 2004, Laffey, Lin 

and Lin, 2006, Lambert and Fisher, 2013, Slagter van Tyron and Bishop, 2009, 

2012). Previous studies analysed discussion board interactions using coding 

(Akyol and Garrison, 2011, Kehrwald , 2008, Wever et. al., 2009, Zydney et. al., 

2012), and interviewing students (Comer and Lenaghan, 2012) and tutors 

(Slagter van Tyron and Bishop, 2006). This highlighted the importance of social 

presence. Research had focused on interactions between participants, and 

discussion board activities. The current research observed that tutors’ were 

aware of their presence (4.7.2) and sought to develop interactions, with and 

between students, which supported this. Critical reflection on the data collected 

suggested that presence was an inter-twined, implicit and holistic feature of the 

online learning environment.  

Collaboration has been defined as people working together (2.5). Taking a 

social view of learning, the learning process can be defined as a collaborative 

enterprise; people learn through a process of participation with each other and 

the world (2.2.2) Social theories of learning suggested that learning was a 

process of negotiating meaning (Wenger, 1998). This was a social process 

involving engagement with others (Vygotsky, 1987). A process which involved 

the cultural, and physical, tools of the culture in which the learner was 

participating (Bruner, 1996). Meaning was negotiated through participation with 
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others (Wenger, 1998). It was socially constructed by members of a culture 

(Bourdieu, 2010, Freire, 1996, Seely-Brown et. al., 1989). From this perspective 

social presence related to awareness of mutuality (Wenger, 1998), awareness 

of the other people, involved in the negotiation of meaning (2.2.2).  

Presence, in online spaces, was observed in this research, to be an integral 

aspect of the learning process, as it created an awareness of mutuality. 

Mutuality was understood as a theoretical conceptualisation of collaboration, at 

the level of the individual. Participants’ awareness of each other, in the 

negotiation of meaning, was an integral aspect of the process of working 

together. Collaboration, in a wider sense was understood as the experience of 

groups of people working together, often to create something. At the level of the 

individual, collaboration could, at times, be implicit - tacit mutuality - as people 

negotiated meaning through reifications, which were distanced from the original 

participation (Wenger, 1998). Collaboration, from this perspective permeated 

the online environment as the technology embodied the interactions of 

participants (Dourish, 2001), presence enabled participants to be aware of each 

other in this process. When using asynchronous tools the lack of immediacy 

was observed mediate less of the mutuality. The degree of mutuality, salient in 

the reifications - the online tools and module content - was observed to be a 

continuum:  
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      Fig. lxxxii: Degrees of Participation in Reifications  

The literature on social presence had traditionally focused on discussion board 

interactions (Akyol and Garrison, 2011, Kehrwald , 2008, Garrison, Anderson 

and Archer, 1999, 2010, Wever et. al., 2009, Zydney et. al., 2012) As observed 

in this research, tutors and students communicated with each other through a 

range of media. Different tools were observed to reify different degrees of 

participation; mutuality was more, or less, explicit (Figure lxxxii). Developing an 

understanding of pedagogic collaboration within the online space, the research 

observed examples of implicit and explicit collaboration. Online spaces were 

observed to be contexts, through which people participated, with each other. 

The degree to which this was evident, from both the tutor and student 

perspective, was related to the concept of presence. Previous research divided 

presence into social, cognitive and teaching (1.1.3), or focused solely on social 

presence (1.1.2). This study observed presence as an embedded aspect of 

practice, and a central tenet of collaboration. A lack of presence led to 

objectification of the online spaces, observed in the distance between content 

and collaboration, and constrained tutors as they were unable to clearly monitor 

student progress (8.1.5). Presence was explored though the discussion boards, 
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as they were a key collaborative tool (4.7.2). However, this did not suggest that 

they were the sole medium through which presence was enacted.     

7.4.5 Tutor interaction  

Tutor interaction in online spaces has been found to be an important 

consideration when developing modules (Park, 2015). However, as identified by 

Cho and Tobias (2016) discussion board participation by tutors was not 

necessarily essential to student satisfaction. Tutors’ could engage with students 

effectively through prompt replies to e-mails and feedback on work (ibid). 

Tutors’ comments, during the interviews carried out in the current research, 

suggested that tutor presence was communicated through more than just 

interactions on discussion boards (4.7.2). In online spaces technology has been 

described as embodying interactions (Dourish, 2001) acting as a mediating 

artefact (Cetina, 2008, Conole, 2012, Wertsch, 2007) which enabled and 

constrained the learning process. Cho and Tobias’ (2016) findings, that 

instructor interactions on discussion boards did not make a significant difference 

to student satisfaction or time spent online, suggested that discussion boards 

were only one of many ways in which technology embodied interaction. This 

was reflected, in the current research, through the variety of media through 

which tutor interactions were “embodied” (Dourish, 2001). Tutors’ awareness of 

low participation on discussion boards, alongside the value which they 

attributed to being visible to students, suggested that presence was 

communicated in a variety of ways. Visual and audio communication, affect or 

human qualities, and constant communication were all discussed in relation to 

presence (4.7.2).  

Cho and Tobias (2016) carried out an experimental study investigating the 

effects of discussion board participation on student learning. The same module 

was facilitated three times over three iterations. For the first iteration discussion 

was not used, in the second there was discussion but no instructor facilitation, 

and in the third the instructor facilitated the discussion. The module was at 

sophomore level and delivered online with twenty-eight, twenty-five and twenty-

nine students, respectively enrolled on each recurrence. At the end of the 

module a questionnaire was used to gauge students’ perceptions. Eighty-two 
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students completed the questionnaire. The Community of Inquiry instrument 

(Arbaugh et. al., 2008) was used utilising a Seven-point Likert scale, a further 

three items were used to measure course satisfaction. The learning 

management system was used to gather data relating to time online and 

students’ grades were also recorded. Answering e-mails promptly and grading 

tests promptly, was found to build social presence (Cho and Tobias, 2016). 

Interactions outwith the online discussions were an integral part of the process. 

Reflective of this tutors’, in the current research, discussed presence as a 

pervasive aspect of the online learning experience.  

Tutors’, in the current research, conceived presence as students’ awareness of 

others, in particular an awareness of the tutor. A shared awareness of the 

importance of presence emerged from the interviews (4.7.2): 

‘Keep them knowing that someone’s there listening and responding back 

to them’ (Interview 7) 

This was congruous with notions of social presence in previous research 

(1.1.2): 

‘You have to be connected to a human being … that there’s a human 

being there, I’m there’ (Interview 1) 

‘What we’re trying to do is bring the student into the sense of they’ve got 

somebody there’ (Interview 12) 

Both of the statements, above, presented the importance of students knowing 

that they were working with people, that they were not alone. They suggested 

that building a relationship was important. Tutor’s discussed their interactions 

with students, responses to e-mails and phone calls were examples of 

communications outwith the learning management system through which the 

tutors delivered their modules:  

‘I respond to every e-mail first thing in the morning … I think probably 

that’s the most important thing’ (Interview 3) 

‘Telephone tutorials … students gain an awful lot out of that’ (Interview 9) 
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The data from the modules showed that student engagement with the 

discussion boards was low (Figure xxxviii). Tutors were aware of this pattern of 

participation and suggested that only about 30% of students in any module 

would participate (3.5). Low participation rates on discussion boards were 

observed in wider research, suggesting this was a common occurrence across 

institutions offering online modules (Stott, P, 2016). Tutors’ comments, relating 

to their interactions with students, suggested they were aware that the 

discussion board was only one aspect of their presence.  

Tutors’ highlighted the importance of human aspects of presence: 

‘Online you don’t see their face, you can’t hear their tone of voice’ 

(Interview 9) 

Being able to see the tutor when using video facilities (4.6.2), and knowing what 

their tutor looked like, was considered important. These aspects of presence 

related to the notion of social presence (Kehrwald, 2008) in that they were ways 

in which students could develop a perception of their tutors as people. 

Strategies such as adding a ‘bi-og’ (Interview 15), and promoting disclosure 

(Interview 12), were used to enable students to get to know their tutors, as 

people. Presence was presented through the interviews as the humanisation of 

the space: the ways in which human and affective aspects were made salient 

(4.7.2). 

Tutors’ were aware that students communicated outwith the university systems: 

‘I gather some students have discussions about it on Facebook but it’s 

not really tutor led then ... they share misinformation on Facebook …  to 

me Facebook is like students going to the pub and having a chat … it’s 

not something I would want to be involved in’  (Interview 10) 

This last comment particularly highlighted the difference between the tutors’ role 

and the students’. Tutors’ operated within the university systems. Although 

aware of students communicating through other media, they were not 

necessarily engaged with that space. Parallels could be drawn with face-to-face 

experiences, as the tutor quoted here has done.  



300 | P a g e  
 

The discussion boards were a small part of the online experience, for students 

within the university learning management system. Students were deemed 

likely to have used online spaces outwith the university systems. Presence, in 

the current research, was observed to relate to the interactions between people, 

through the online space, emerging from a variety of interactions. Tutors’ valued 

the human aspect of the interactions, using different ways to make this explicit. 

Presence was observed as permeating the online space of the university 

learning management system, and beyond. The observation suggested that 

presence was a central tenet of pedagogic collaboration. All of the tutors 

interviewed discussed presence, in some form, and it was further discussed at 

the focus group (5.3). Using collaborative activities, when teaching, involved 

awareness of other people. When tutors worked with students, through the 

module space, or through e-mail communications they were keen to be seen by 

the students and to be able to see their students (4.7.2). Without student 

presence, feedback was harder to interpret. When tutors facilitated collaborative 

activities for students, they aimed to create presence between students. 

Collaborative online activities were observed to require a degree of presence 

(7.4.4), students were more likely to work together if they felt they knew who 

they were interacting with (Interview 6).  

7.4.6 Immediacy and synchronicity 

Presence was observed to have a temporal aspect. Tutors’ comments’, relating 

to the importance of a prompt response, suggested that time was an important 

consideration. Comments related to both discussion board posts and e-mails 

(4.7.2). Synchronous activities, such as chat rooms and telephone tutorials 

(8.1.3) were seen to relate positively to presence: 

‘The real time nature of the chat room … you get a sense of the students 

can be themselves there’ (Interview 12) 

Time, was perceived as a factor which made people visible in the online space. 

A synchronous activity or a prompt response to a comment was seen to make 

visible the people involved. Students were found to value real-time activities, in 

relation to interactions with their peers (Lowe et. al., 2016). In relation to the 
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individual specific context, time was observed as a factor which influenced the 

individual experience of students as they engaged with the reifications of the 

online space (8.1.3).  

Laffey, Lin and Lin (2006) perceived social presence, in online spaces, as a 

sense of ‘being there with others’ (ibid: 166) (1.1.2). In the current research, the 

immediacy of synchronous activities, or prompt responses, was seen to make 

this aspect of presence more salient. Awareness of the other people involved 

was potentially more explicit, if they were acting in a similar timeframe. Being 

part of a group has been described as a fundamental human motivation (1.1.2) 

and real time experiences potentially enabled participants to feel part of a 

group. The para-verbal and non-verbal cues (Slagter van Tyron and Bishop, 

2006) which created students sense of other people, were lost in the online 

space. Tutors’ perception of the importance of timeframes, suggested that 

acting in the same timeframe as students may be an implicit factor, which 

created a similar sense of others being there and potentially a sense of 

belonging to a group (Baumeister and Leary, 1995).  

The notion that immediacy and synchronicity were important was observed to 

influence tutors’ perceptions of student expectation. Technology, and the 

ubiquity of internet access, was observed as a mediating artefact shaping 

student expectations and tutor perceptions. Dawesar (2013) reflected on the 

effects of technology on ones perception of time. She described digital time as 

being different to natural time (2.2.3). Neuroscience had begun to research the 

effects of technology on the brain, the instantly accessible nature of information 

on the internet being a potential influence on learning (Battro and Fischer, 

2012). Information and responses were available immediately, through mobile 

technology. The actions, and expectations, of students, and tutors, in online 

environments were mediated by the technology they were using. Dohn (2009) 

researched the social practices, the actions of students in online spaces (1.1.2), 

the web 2.0 environment was found to mediate participation, in ways which 

were non-linear (Wesch, 2007, Rennie and Mason, 2004). The technology 

could therefore have mediated the expectations of both students and tutors; the 
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readily available nature of access to information on the internet, leading to an 

expectation that tutors’ responses should be immediately available.   

7.5 Contextual Layers and Agentic Positioning 

The current research observed collaboration as a phenomenon which was 

reified through the online environment. Online tools were observed to act as 

mediating artefacts, enabling and constraining participation in various ways. 

Vignettes of participation in the online space were observed, through the 

combination of data analysis and interviews with tutors. These suggested that 

explicit collaboration, in the form of group work, was not currently enacted within 

the majority of module spaces. Group work between students was rare and 

participation on discussion boards was generally poor. Collaborative activities, 

however, were observed within the online context. The module spaces reified 

collaboration between tutors and students, implicitly and explicitly. Implicit 

collaboration was observed in the form of negotiating meaning, and engaging 

with the values and beliefs of a particular discipline, or professional community. 

Explicit collaboration was observed in the development of relationships, as 

students progressed through their degrees.   

Modules were observed to be situated within a social and cultural context. 

Contextual layers were identified which influenced the modules in various ways. 

Three predominant layers were seen to position the module spaces, and 

influence participation within them: 

o Structurally Framing Context 

o Wider epistemological context 

o Individual specific context 

Cultural and social structures were observed to shape students’ and tutors’ 

engagement with practice. Presence was found to permeate online practice 

suggesting that personal, and affective factors, as well as social and cultural 

context, influenced collaboration in online environments. The final discussion 

chapter draws together observations of tutor agency (Chapter Six) and context 

(Chapter Seven), to explore the experience of “being” an online tutor. 
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Pedagogic collaboration is further analysed, further demonstrating it to be a 

multi-faceted phenomenon, mediated through engagement in the online setting.    
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Chapter Eight 

Discussion: “Being” an online tutor 

Context and agency were the focus of the two preceding chapters: Chapter Six 

explored the agentic participation of tutors, as they used collaborative activities 

in their teaching. Chapter Seven observed the contextual layers, which situated 

the enactment of pedagogic collaboration. The chapters drew together the data 

collected from the university learning management system (Chapters Three and 

Five), fifteen interviews (Chapter Four) and a focus group (Chapter Five), with 

ten of the interviewed tutors. The dynamic relationship between the agency of 

tutors and their contextual setting was highlighted through the different 

approaches to collaborative activities observed. Drawing these together, the 

current chapter explores the experience of “being” an online tutor, in relation to 

pedagogic collaboration. This research suggested that collaboration, in online 

spaces, was situated by the mutually constituting relationship of context and 

agency. Focusing on the role of the tutor in collaborative activity, inter-related 

factors were identified which influenced the enactment of pedagogic 

collaboration. While not all tutors were observed to utilise a collaborative 

pedagogy, all tutors worked with others, in the online space. Pedagogic 

collaboration was observed in the practice of tutors, as they worked with 

students, and other tutors, through the online environment of the University 

learning management system (LMS). The current chapter adds depth to the 

understanding of pedagogic collaboration, through an exploration of the 

experience of “being” an online tutor.  

This research began with an anecdotal assumption that observations, of online 

practice, would show tutors utilising explicitly collaborative activities, such as 

group wikis and peer-review tasks. This assumption was drawn from the 

authors own development work, and her own pedagogic assumption that online 

learning centred on collaborative online activities; this - for the researcher - 

distinguished online programmes from distance learning. However, as the 

research progressed a different picture was painted. Tutors worked with 
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students, in the online space. Tools, such as discussion boards, provided the 

means for tutors to interact with students, or students to work with each other. 

Online pedagogic collaboration was observed to be a process of building 

relationships, and opening up dialogic spaces. The expected wikis and peer-

review style activities were not observed as a common occurrence, within the 

scope of the data collection. Examples such as group tasks and peer-review - of 

explicit types of collaborative activity - were observed, but not consistently, and 

they were reported, by tutors interviewed, to be challenging. Collaboration was 

observed within the online space, as an embedded aspect of the learning; 

learning being perceived as an inherently social experience (2.2). As 

participants interacted with each other, through the online space, varying 

degrees of collaboration were observed. 

Creanor (2002) highlighted the ‘complexity’ of facilitating online courses (1.3). 

The current research findings supported this assertion. Building on the notion of 

online practice as complex, the observations also suggested it was ‘situated’ 

(Seely-Brown et.al., 1989). Heidegger (1962) explored practice in order to 

understand existence (2.2.3). To understand the complexity of the role of the 

online tutor – in the current research - their actions, and participation, were 

observed. Temporal factors emerged as an influencing factor (8.1.3). Social and 

cultural factors were found to influence tutor participation online, suggesting a 

sociocultural approach to the study of online factors was appropriate. The world 

of everyday objects and social practices (Heidegger, 1962) is now, in part, 

experienced through online spaces. The online space of the University LMS 

reified signs and tools through a two dimensional screen, and predominantly 

through text-based media. Collaborative activity was enacted through the online 

space and reified through text (8.1.5). Tutors’ engagement with students – 

collaboration - was mediated through two dimensional text-based artefacts; 

epistemological standpoints permeating tutors’ actions (7.3).  

This chapter explores the role of the tutor in the online space; the ways of 

“being” an online tutor, and further explores the factors which influence online 

practice. The findings of the focus group, the interviews and the data analysis 

are drawn on to present a rich picture of participation within the online space. 
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The focus of the chapter is on the ways in which tutors participated with 

students, highlighting the collaborative nature of online teaching. The mediating 

role of technology is explored through observations of what tutors do online, 

and their experience of being online tutors. The preceding chapters have 

illustrated the role of context and agency; in drawing together these two 

mutually constituting planes, this chapter presents a picture of pedagogic 

collaboration, as it was experienced by online tutors.  

8.1 The mediating Role of the Online Space  

The online space of the universities learning management system (LMS) was 

observed to act as a mediating artefact (Wertsch, 2007). It did not determine 

participation but was observed to shape, and be shaped by, the actions of the 

participants acting within the space. Both explicit and implicit mediation 

(Wertsch, 2007, 2.3.2) were observed in the layers of context which situated 

tutors experience when working online (Chapter Seven).   

8.1.1 Layers of context 

Layers of context were observed to situate tutor participation within the online 

space (Figure lxxvii). Each layer was made up of inter-related elements which 

acted to mediate practice, both explicitly and implicitly. The structurally framing 

context shaped the layout and visual structure of the module spaces (7.2). 

Modules were presented though the University LMS using an institutional 

template which formed the basic architecture of the online space (See Chapter 

Seven for a detailed discussion). When presented to the focus group, 

participant responses added detail to the structural factors highlighting 

influences such as class size, level and cohort. This suggested that structural 

aspects of practice mediated tutor participation, and influenced their 

experiences.  

8.1.2 Structural context  

Tutors’ described differences in their teaching approach depending on the level 

of a module (in regards to the year of the degree): 
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‘I think my approach varies depending on the year I’m delivering on’ 

(Focus Group Discussion) 

‘It depends on the level of the module whether it’s kind of third year, 

fourth year, second year and so on, how the discussion boards are 

constructed’ (Focus Group Discussion) 

However, the level of a module was not observed to be deterministic of the 

approach that was taken: 

‘The level does influence the way we teach – to a point. But L10 students 

still need nurturing and L7 students need dialogue, or at least to learn 

how to engage in dialogue’ (Focus Group Discussion) 

Tutors were observed to negotiate the appropriate approach for both level, and 

student cohort. Differences between cohorts – from one year to the next - were 

discussed during the interviews (Interviews 1, 2, 6, 7), demonstrating the 

dynamic relationship between tutors’ and students’.  

Collaborative activity, within modules, was observed to be mediated through the 

online space in different ways, when related to the level of study. First year 

students, particularly, were perceived to be fearful of posting on discussion 

boards (4.7.1), while engagement with collaborative tools; ‘certainly in my 

experience the further you go up the less likely they are’ (Interview 12), was 

perceived to decrease as the level of module increased. Perceptions of 

participation dropping as students worked on their individual dissertations 

(4.7.1), were potentially reflective of the experiences of face-to-face tutors. This 

illustrated the implicit mediation of the cultural values of the education system, 

where achievement was individually assessed. The ‘fear’ of contributing to 

discussion boards could also be compared with face-to-face students 

contributing in class discussions. Face-to-face tutors might comment about a 

perceived fear of contributing in class. In one interview the tutor discussed her 

students’ response to assessed discussion boards; students commented that 

they would not be penalised for not contributing in a face-to-face class 

discussion (Interview 15). This highlighted the different ways in which the 

settings mediated interactions. In a face-to-face environment not all 
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contributions needed to be openly shared with the whole class, or in fact verbal. 

Teaching face-to-face tutors used para-verbal and non-verbal cues as they 

scanned the classroom (Focus group), and students could take part in dialogue 

using non-verbal and para-verbal utterances (Beth et. al., 2015). The online 

space mediated interactions explicitly as the discussion board tool only enabled 

the use of particular signs (Wertsch, 2007). Students were explicitly required to 

contribute written comments, to participate on a discussion board (8.1.5), and 

this potentially increased the fear of students at the beginning of their online 

studies.  

The data analysis did not find the level of the student cohort to influence 

participation (3.5.4), in regards to the quantity of discussion board posts or hits 

(hits presented movement around the online space). Module spaces were not 

structured in different ways for different levels (3.4.2, 7.2). Tutor approaches 

and expectations of their students did change though: 

‘In first year it’s just … factual … we don’t try to explore why that is, the 

reasons behind it, debate about it … however by third year I’m trying to 

teach them that they need to broaden their horizons … there’s 

implications in everything we do … in politics … computing, we’re using 

computer models … socio-economic aspects… it’s multi-disciplinary … ‘ 

(Interview 4) 

Tutors expectations of students as they progressed through their degree, 

evolved. Their relationships with them developed (4.7.1). Both expectations and 

relationships were mediated through participation within online spaces, such as 

the University LMS and through online communications such as e-mails. 

Experienced tutors commented that as students became more experienced at 

online study, they became more independent. It was deemed harder to engage 

students at higher levels as they were more individually orientated: 

‘I think the students who make it to Year Three have become 

independent learners, have become independent workers, not because 

they’ve wanted to, they’d had to become’ (Interview 2) 
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This comment suggested that studying an online degree potentially influenced 

the nature of student participation; the online nature of practice was thus 

mediating student, as well as tutor, participation. Tutors described online study 

as attracting people who liked to work alone (Interviews 8 and 13) and being a 

potentially lonely experience (Interviews 1, 3 and 12). This suggested a 

mutually constituting relationship between experience and expectation. 

Students were expected to work individually when studying online and as they 

progressed through their degrees they enacted this expectation. This underlying 

perception of the online space as lonely potentially implicitly mediated the 

expectations of tutors, in relation to student participation as they progressed 

through their degree. The development towards more individual approaches 

illustrated the situated nature of practice, situated in cultural perceptions that 

education was individual (Simmie, 2014) and that online learning was isolated 

(Akcaoglu and Lee, 2016).  

The size of cohort was observed as a further structural layer which mediated 

the tutor role. Discussion boards were used as the main dialogic space on the 

modules (7.4.2); the size of a cohort was not found to influence the percentage 

of posts on discussion boards (3.5.1). Tutors perceived expectation, that about 

thirty percent of students actively engaged on discussion boards (Interviews 2, 

3 and 12), was supported by the data analysis (3.5). Tutors’ responses that the 

size of cohort changed their approach to teaching, suggested that the tutor 

experience was different with a larger cohort: 

‘I mean I teach a module with 200 students on it, and I teach modules 

with 10 on it and I suspect I am different in these modules’ (Focus 

Group) 

‘I feel I have to be more involved in managing small groups. With large 

groups, I rely on other students sharing their information and try to take a 

back seat’ (Focus Group) 

The size of the group has been found to influence student participation (Pozzi 

et. al., 2016, Stevenson and Hedberg, 2013). Tutors’ perceptions suggested 
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that group size influenced their participation. They were positioned differently, in 

relation to their participation, when working with larger groups.  

One tutor commented that large cohorts of students created a one-way 

relationship: 

‘I often feel that my relationship is a one-way relationship… because I’ve 

got so many (students) … I am communicating in different ways but not 

getting very much back so it’s, it’s a giving out, rather than a two-way 

relationship’ (Focus Group) 

The comment related to the lack of feedback received when working online 

(discussed below) but highlighted an interesting aspect of mediation. Tutors’ 

discussed cohorts of one or two hundred students (Interviews 2, 12, 15). In a 

face-to-face environment, within the institution in which the research was 

carried out, cohorts would be split into teaching groups averaging twenty 

students. In the online context a similar ratio of staff was applied, and yet tutors’ 

perceived there to be cohorts of one or two hundred students on online 

modules. The institution staffing structure seemed to implicitly mediate 

participation, through creating perceptions of un-manageably large cohorts.  

The structural aspects of the online space, the spaces which were created for 

student participation, shaped both the student experience (Stevenson and 

Hedberg, 2013), and the tutors’ experience. The number of students on a 

module, the particular student cohort, and the level of study all influenced tutors’ 

experiences when teaching online, forming contextual layers which situated 

their practice:  
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Fig. lxxxiii: Layers of Context, with additional structural layer, in which 

participation on modules is situated 

The online space acted to explicitly and implicitly mediate practice, the tools and 

signs available shaping both participation and perceived experiences. The 

experience of teaching online was mediated through the online space; this 

enabled certain types of participation and shaped the perception of experience. 

Two aspects of practice, which influenced the nature of collaborative online 

activities, were observed to be the text-based nature of communication 

(Creanor and Walker, 2005) and the temporal structure of online interactions.  
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8.1.3 Temporal structure  

Online spaces have been described as flattening time (Dawesar, 2013): the 

past, present and future all being reified in the same space (2.2.3). In the 

context of this research, the online space was observed to mediate participation 

by removing temporal boundaries. Traditional face-to-face lessons were 

temporally bound through timetables and access to buildings. In the online 

space learning could be accessed from anywhere at any-time (Wright and 

Parchoma, 2011). Observations of participation within the online modules 

showed that participants accessed the university LMS during all hours of the 

day (3.4.3), and on all days of the week (3.4.3). Participation, from the student’s 

perspective, was temporally boundless. In interviews, tutors’ also reported that 

they were online in the evening, and at the weekends, as well as during office 

hours (Interviews 1, 6, 7, 8, 12, 15, Focus Group).     

Comparing the degree programmes, differences were observed between the 

temporal patterns of participation (3.4.3) as shown in Figure lxxxiv. This 

reflected comments made during the interviews. Tutors teaching on 

programmes A2 and A3 had commented that they were online during the 

evenings, and at the weekends (Interviews1, 3, 6, 7, 12, 15). The participation 

patterns for these two degrees showed activity during the evening. For degree 

programme A3 the students worked, which potentially reflected the lower 

proportion of daytime, compared to evening activity.        
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Fig. lxxxiv: Comparing temporal patterns of participation for programmes A2, A3 

and B1 

The curves on Figure lxxxiv were observed in relation to when students most 

participated during the day, the hits were not scaled; the lower level of the line 

for B1 did not suggest a lower level of participation, in relation to the number of 

students being online. The lines showed the time of day when students and 

tutors participated, and the temporal pattern of participation over the duration of 

a day. Participation on degree programme B1 was perhaps most similar to a 

traditional face-to-face context, the majority of participation took place in the 

daytime (3.4.3, fig. lxxxiv). The observation of temporal patterns of participation, 

suggested that activity on modules was potentially influenced by the cohort of 

students, in relation to the work they did around their studies. It was not bound 

by traditional notions of class timetables, with significant participation happening 

in the evenings.      

Comparing participation on all programmes in relation to days of the week, 

modules were seen to be accessed on all seven days (3.4.3). These 

observations reflected the notion of any-time anywhere learning (Wright and 

Parchoma, 2011). Online learning was flexible and accessible for students 
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(Jung and Latchem, 2011). The implications of this for tutors were very different. 

Observations gathered from the interviews and the focus group suggested that 

online teaching was temporally boundless:  

‘I never switch off, you never feel like you can put your work down’ 

(Focus Group).  

While tutors supported the flexibility for students they struggled to create 

boundaries themselves (Focus group):     

 ‘I think it’s harder to have boundaries as a tutor when you’re teaching 

online’ (Focus Group) 

Tutors often responded to students in the evenings or at the weekend 

(Interviews 1, 3, 12, 13, 15). A prompt response was perceived as important for 

both the student and the tutor (see below for further discussion on immediacy). 

The effect of the lack of temporal boundaries, on tutors’ was very different to the 

potential flexibility afforded to learners: 

‘This is something that has to be addressed by our managers. If we are 

effectively responsive and teaching well online then we cannot be 

expected to also be available from 9-5 everyday’ (Focus Group) 

The online space acted to mediate tutor participation by removing temporal 

boundaries and thus enabling them to respond to students, whenever they had 

access to the LMS. Pedagogic collaboration was influenced by the temporal 

dimension of practice. Tutors engaged with students at times which were often 

defined by the students, rather than the working hours of the tutors.  

8.1.4 Social Spaces  

Digital technology created new kinds of spaces in which people could interact 

(Smyth, 2015). Like the module spaces of the University LMS, these spaces 

were not temporally, or physically, bound. Social networking sites could be 

accessed from a variety of devices, in a wide variety of locations. Digital media 

was increasingly perceived as ubiquitous, interactions through social networking 

and online spaces were not confined physically or temporally. They could 
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therefore be described as inherently different to the physical spaces, in which 

people interacted. Face-to-face interaction required people to be in the same 

place, at the same time. Digital spaces did not. 

Physical spaces have been described as playing different roles in our lives. 

Oldenburg (1999) described the third space as outwith work and family (2.3). In 

1999, work was more likely to be temporally bound - within a 9-5 working day - 

and physically located - within a workplace. Seventeen years later, this was not 

necessarily the case. This research observed the potential for the “work” space 

to be accessed by tutors at home, or when they were in their “third space” (2.3). 

The lack of boundaries, in regards to both access to the space, and time when 

one should be in the space, created a potentially boundless workload. Tutors 

were responding to students in the evenings and at the weekends, as well as in 

their hours of work. Technology was observed to mediate participation and 

enable the work space to overflow: 

‘I know I respond really quickly in an online context because I live online, 

I’m online all the time, that’s all I do…I respond so quickly, if I don’t 

respond to an e-mail within a day I have students chasing me, did you 

get that e-mail … I am intravenously connected to my phone which has 

my work e-mails coming through to it… we can be our own worst 

enemies because we set up a precedent of what the students 

expectation of us is …  if we don’t meet it, constantly, they then are 

chasing us’ (Focus Group) 

Tutors’ awareness of the importance of a prompt response (see below) allowed 

the online space to mediate the temporality of their participation, in that they 

could be constantly available through their phones. Creating boundaries was 

described as a central aspect of being an online tutor (5.3). Tutors’ discussed 

the need to be available, at times which worked for the students (Interviews 1, 

7, 12, 15, Focus Group), but these were often not times which fitted into regular 

office hours. Where tutors taught face-to-face classes as well, a tension was 

observed between the temporal boundaries of face-to-face teaching, and the 

temporally unbounded nature of online practice (5.3, Interview 9). Pedagogic 

collaboration influenced the temporal patterns of participation, for tutors. The 
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responsibility of creating boundaries became that of the tutor, rather than the 

institution which set their time-tables. 

The nature of the text-based communications, through which tutors interacted 

with students’, was observed to have a temporal dimension, which potentially 

influenced tutors’ participation. Olson (1994) described the way in which paper 

mediated metacognition, through the interpretation and understanding of written 

texts (2.2.3). Tutor participation in the online space was observed, in this 

research, to be mediated by the technology, in particular through its use of text-

based media, and its temporal nature. Communications were reified in text and 

meaning was negotiated through text. Text was not physically or temporally 

bound in the traditional sense, though. Posts on discussion boards, or e-mails, 

opened up a dialogue which required a response. In a face-to-face context, 

verbal dialogue did not exist after the utterance had been made. Conversations 

in face-to-face environments were temporally and physically contained. If 

someone left the room they were no longer a part of the conversation. In the 

online space dialogue “hung” in the ether, waiting for a response. Tutors could 

continue conversations at any time of the day, or night. The lack of temporal 

and physical boundaries, in the online context, mediated tutors’ experience and 

their participation. Pedagogic collaboration was mediated through the online 

space, as it was reified through temporally boundless text-based media, which 

shaped the experience of working with others.  

8.1.5 Textual reifications   

Research has highlighted the loss of verbal, non-verbal and para-verbal cues 

when interacting in text based online contexts (Laffey, Lin and Lin, 2006, 

Slagter van Tyron and Bishop, 2009, 2012). The loss of socio-emotional cues 

has been found to lead to students being unaware of others levels of stress, 

workload, anxiety or interest (Guillaume et. al., 2016). These aspects of 

communication were also seen to be important to tutors (4.7.2). Text-based 

communications reified participation (Creanor and Walker, 2005) which led to a 

loss of the non-verbal nuances of dialogue (Bakhtin, 1981, Beth, 2015). Tutors’, 

in this research, described online communication as a subtle form of 

communication; ‘about the language we use and tone of our communications’ 
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(Focus Group). They were observed to be acutely aware of the nature of text-

based reifications.     

In the current research tutors discussed the lack of immediate feedback in the 

online space: 

‘I can kind of gauge the understanding of each of the individual students 

that are sitting in front of me … the areas that they’re strong on, the 

areas that they’re weak on, I can address things really quickly, there’s 

lots of discussion whereas I find it much more difficult to … gauge how 

they’re progressing online’ (Focus Group) 

The lack of non-verbal and para-verbal feedback in the online space was 

perceived as a constraint by tutors’ (5.3, 6.2.2). This reflected research findings 

in similar contexts (Kehrwald, 2008, Laffey, Lin and Lin, 2006, Slagter van 

Tyron and Bishop, 2006, Stott, 2016). It was also found to be an influence on 

immediacy (discussed below). Emerging from the focus group discussion on the 

lack of cues, however, was the notion that e-mail communications led to higher 

levels of disclosure: 

‘I find in some ways that, my relationship with my online students, in 

some ways is much more personal, and individual than it was with 

students that I taught face-to-face … I feel in some ways you almost get 

to know students a bit more sometimes, online, than I did face to face.’ 

(Focus Group) 

‘I find that a lot of students reveal more about themselves in an e-mail’ 

(Focus Group) 

Although online communications lacked the visual cues of face-to-face 

teaching, the nature of communication potentially mediated a closer relationship 

with students. Textual communications, predominantly e-mail, were observed to 

develop closer relationships through immediacy and disclosure. Tutors 

commented repeatedly through both the interviews and the focus groups that 

they responded quickly to online students. Their interactions were not confined 
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to timetabled sessions. During the focus group they discussed the level of 

disclosure emails mediated: 

‘They tell you a little bit about what’s bothering them, what’s happening in 

their lives, so an e-mail tends to be, from a student tends to be a little 

more personal, than perhaps the face-to-face … interaction’ (Focus 

Group)     

Disclosure had been highlighted, as a way of creating presence; when teaching 

online, tutors’ shared their own experiences and details of their biographies 

(4.7.2). They wanted students to perceive them as people they could relate to. 

In the focus group the discussion also observed disclosure, on the part of the 

students. The textual reification of an e-mail enabled students to open up more 

than in a face-to-face class.  

Emails opened up a one-to-one dialogue with tutors, which potentially opened a 

dialogic space in which students felt more comfortable to open up. In a study of 

one-to-one online coaching Stenborn et. al. (2016) observed that coaches 

utilised social and emotional presence more than their coachees. The email 

communications which tutors’ discussed were one-to-one communications. The 

observation of student disclosure suggested that tutors’ in the current research 

also utilised social and emotional presence in their communications. The result 

being that students opened up, they disclosed more of themselves in the one-

to-one context of an email conversation. Tutors also utilised these cues on 

discussion boards (4.7.2). It would be of interest, in a future study, to see 

whether the same students participated on the discussion boards as 

communicated in e-mails. In the current research both the textual reification of 

an email and the one-to-one nature of the interaction were suggested as 

influencing factors. A text-based one-to-one space for dialogue between the 

tutor and student was observed to develop relationships, potentially enabling 

pedagogic collaboration at the level of individual interactions. 

The nature of communication, when reified as text, was observed to mediate 

the participation of tutors’ in online environments. As discussed in Chapter 

Seven text-based interactions constrained dialogue as non-verbal utterances 
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(Bakhtin, 1981) were lost. From the perspective of the online tutor this was 

observed to create an environment of ambiguity: the online space both 

mediated a lack of feedback, in tutors’ inability to see what students were doing, 

and a depth of feedback, in the closer relationships developed through e-mail 

communications. Pedagogic collaboration was shaped by this ambiguity as 

tutors navigated the online setting. Using collaborative activity as a teaching 

process engaged with the development of relationships, relationships which 

were mediated through the online space. Tutors’ implicitly collaborated with 

students through one-to-one dialogic spaces, such as e-mail, through sharing 

values and ‘ways of being’ within the discipline, or professional community, in 

which they were situated.   

8.1.6 Immediacy 

Immediacy had been identified in the interviews as an important factor (4.7.2). 

Tutors’ had commented on the importance of immediate responses to students. 

Analysis of this had suggested that immediacy was a perceived student 

expectation. Digital technology had created an expectation of immediate 

response as tutors’ were perceived as constantly available in the online space: 

‘I think a lot of our online modules are courses that just don’t sleep … 

students are working weekends, nights, they’re expecting feedback really 

quickly and I think there’s an expectation that you will be a constant 

presence on these boards’ (Interview 15) 

However, when discussed in more depth during the focus group a richer 

observation emerged. Tutor’s responded quickly to students because they 

wanted feedback: 

‘Immediacy is an important one there because when you’re a tutor, 

you’re not sure, if they’ve got it, you’re kind of keeping your fingers 

crossed, reacting very quickly to student responses means that you get 

more feedback’ (Focus Group) 

Immediacy was observed as multi-faceted. It was both for the students, and for 

the tutors. It was perceived as an expectation from the students, but also visible 



320 | P a g e  
 

as rooted in the needs of the tutor, in relation to gaining feedback. The lack of 

feedback when teaching online was observed as a constraint (4.7.2, 5.3, 6.2.5), 

because tutors’ could not see what students were doing. Immediate responses 

to student communications were perceived as likely to lead to synchronous 

dialogue which provided feedback. In using text-based communications 

participation had been instantly reified (Creanor and Walker, 2005). Immediacy 

of response potentially created mutuality (7.4.2) highlighting the social aspect of 

the experience. Wenger (1998) presented the duality of participation and 

reification, as integral to the negotiation of meaning (2.2.2). Online 

communication, through text-based e-mails and discussion boards, reified 

participation immediately. Immediacy of response opened a space for tutors’ 

and students to be aware of their shared participation in the process, the 

reifications being at less risk of perceived objectivity (Wenger, 1998). Temporal 

synchronicity enabled the dialogic space to communicate the mutuality 

embedded in the reified interactions.    

Campbell’s (2015) experimental study, which manipulated instructor immediacy, 

suggested that tutor presence, through immediacy of response, was not a 

significant influence in relation to student participation or achievement. In 

contrast working in the context of a Saudi University, Ghamdi et. al. (2016) 

found that tutor immediacy did relate to student participation in distance learning 

environments. From the perspective of tutors’ in the current research, both 

presence and immediacy were important. The findings suggested that the 

importance of immediacy, from the tutor perspective was related to their own 

needs: the need to see what students were doing, the need for feedback, as 

well as to student needs. The online space mediated the tutor experience, in 

that it created an opaque classroom where student activity was only visible 

when they actively engaged with discussion boards (7.4.2), or in synchronous 

sessions. As only about thirty percent of students were active on discussion 

boards (3.5) tutors used immediacy of response to “fish” for feedback, using 

hooks in communications to glean as much as they could from every 

opportunity: 



321 | P a g e  
 

‘I respond with an open type of question, I answer their point but I also 

ask a question so that they have to reply to me, and even if that reply is 

just a smiley face, I, I drag something out of [laughs] them’ (Focus 

Group)  

When they did receive feedback, the personal and text-based nature of the 

communication enabled disclosure, thus potentially providing the sought after 

feedback. 

The online environment was observed to mediate the enactment of pedagogic 

collaboration. A range of structural factors shaped the experience of online 

tutors’, as they participated in the online spaces of the University LMS and e-

mail communications. The text-based nature of interactions and the temporal 

dimensions of working online, mediated tutors’ participation. Pedagogic 

collaboration was enacted through the use of dialogic spaces, which enabled 

interactions with other people. One-to-one, and synchronous spaces were 

observed to enable disclosure, and provide feedback, which enabled tutors’ to 

“see” how students were progressing, and inform practice.  

8.2 Tutor Role 

The tutor role in online learning was observed to be mediated through the online 

space. Tutors’ were observed to use collaborative activities in different ways, 

the role they took reflecting the situated nature of their practice (for a detailed 

discussion see Chapter 7). While tutor roles were observed to be varied, they 

were fundamentally different to the positioning of students. In a study exploring 

the development of social presence Akcaoglu and Lee (2016) suggested that 

social presence was an ‘imperative component’ (ibid: 1) of online learning 

(1.1.2). The need to belong (Baumeister and Leary, 1995) and the social nature 

of the learning process (2.1) were argued to highlight the value of social 

presence. Reflective of current research, the study focused on social presence 

in relation to students (1. 1.2). Presence was found, in the current research, to 

be important to tutors (4.7.2). However, they were positioned differently within 

the online space: Tutors’ did not belong to a cohort, in the way in which 

students did. They took up a position which was different to that of the students. 
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Whether they positioned themselves as a co-facilitator, a gatekeeper of 

knowledge or a nurturing guide (4.7.3) their experience of online learning was 

inherently different, to that of the student. Tutors’ learning was iterative, as they 

worked with new cohorts of students each year, while student’s progressed onto 

new modules, following successful completion of their current module. Tutors 

had a vested interest in the learning of the whole cohort, while students focused 

on their own learning. Tutors were accountable for all of the learning, which took 

place within a module, while students were only accountable for their individual 

grade.  

Using the community of inquiry framework the next section explores the role 

which tutors took on discussion boards. The situated nature of their practice 

was clearly observed, as it was mediated through the text-based reifications of 

the discussion board. The difference in their positioning, compared with 

students, was highlighted.   

8.2.1 Participation on discussion boards  

The Community of Inquiry framework (Garrison, Anderson and Archer, 2000) 

has been widely applied to studies of online learning (1.1.3). The framework 

was developed in line with collaborative constructivist pedagogy (Garrison, 

2012), enabling the exploration of student participation in the online space 

(Garrison, Anderson and Archer, 2000). The framework has been applied to 

online courses which utilised a range of different pedagogies and to the role of 

the instructor (1.1.3). The three presences: Teaching, Cognitive and Social 

(1.1.3), have been suggested to relate to the role of the tutor, in the online 

space (Pozzi et. al., 2016). Tutors in the current research discussed the 

importance of developing social presence (4.7.2), facilitating activities – 

teaching presence (Interview 6), and developing knowledge – cognitive 

presence (Interview 4). However, their role within the online space positioned 

them differently, to the students (see above). While tutors’ did not talk about 

their collaborative constructivist pedagogy, and in some cases suggested a 

more transmissive approach (Interviews 2, 4, 6) the notion of presence, in 

regards to being aware of other people in the online space, emerged as a 

predominant theme. Facilitation of discussion boards - teaching presence - was 
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discussed, in relation to the role of the online tutor (4.7.2) and cognitive 

presence was observed, in relation to comments about the knowledge which 

modules developed (Interviews 2, 4 and 12).     

The Community of Inquiry framework (CoI) (Garrison, Anderson and Archer, 

2000) therefore resonated with the observations drawn. To explore this aspect 

of tutor participation, a development of the CoI framework (Pozzi et. al., 2016) 

was applied to a selection of discussion threads, taken from discussion boards 

observed in the current research. Pozzi et. al.’s (2016) framework was 

developed to explore tutor participation in online collaborative activities (5.4), 

and emotional presence was added (see 5.4 for an explanation of the 

development). The results of the coding (5.5) suggested that pedagogic 

collaboration, when enacted on the discussion board, could be perceived to 

incorporate teaching, social, cognitive and emotional presence. The difference 

in the positioning of the tutor, distinguished their experience from that of 

students, presenting presence as a multi-faceted phenomenon:  

 

Fig. lxix (5.6): Tutor posts on discussion boards coded using the CoI framework 
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Figure lxix presented the variety of tutors’ participation, in relation to the 

presences. Of the seven threads which were coded, three tutor’s comments 

related to cognitive presence: these comments directly related to the knowledge 

content of the module. Thread 8d showed only teaching presence as the 

discussion board was assessed, the tutor had posed a question, the following 

dialogue was student led. The results of the coding supported the suggestion 

that tutors used discussion boards in very different ways. The varying levels of 

the presences demonstrated different styles of facilitation. The differences in the 

balance between the presences reflected the different positioning which tutors 

had been observed to take, within the dialogue of discussion boards (3.9.1, 

6.4).  

From the perspective of collaborative constructivist approaches (Garrison, 

2012), discussion boards opened up dialogic spaces, for students to negotiate 

meaning. The tutors’ role in this was observed as different to the students, as 

the tutors’ role focused on enabling the learning of others (4.7.3). The addition 

of emotional presence acknowledged the; ‘fundamental role that emotions play 

in learning processes’ (Stenborn et al., 2016: 40). The role of emotion has been 

found to be related to cognition (Greenfield, 2011, Immordino-Yang and 

Damasio, 2007) and to play an important role in the learning process (Goswami, 

2004). Tutors in the current research demonstrated emotional presence. A 

focus on affect was observed through discussion board patterns of participation 

(3.9.1, 6.2.2) and comments made by tutors (4.7, 5.3), demonstrating a 

difference in participatory positioning. In threads 2f and 5c (Figure lxix), tutor 

comments focused on supporting students to develop their confidence, 

positioning themselves as tutor, rather than peer.  

The sample of threads coded in the current research (5.5), presented a 

selection of vignettes, detailing the ways in which tutors’ enacted pedagogic 

collaboration, on discussion boards. Pozzi et. al. (2016) suggested that further 

exploration of the tutors’ role, in collaborative online activities, was warranted. 

There would be scope to develop this level of analysis across more discussion 

boards, and a wider selection of tutors, in future studies. Within the context of 

the current research, the vignettes – presented below – enabled an observation 
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of pedagogic collaboration, within a particular context. They supported the 

observations drawn from the previous stages of this research, and added a 

layer to the observation of pedagogic collaboration. The analysis formed a 

focused layer of observation, in which pedagogic collaboration was seen to be 

enacted in qualitatively different ways. Although the tutors’ observed were using 

the same tool, their participation reflected the enactment of their own agency 

(6.1), situated within layers of context (7.1).  

The analysis presented a range of comment types (Figure lxxi, 5.5). The range 

of comments observed (5.5) and the analysis of individual tutors approaches 

(3.9.1) to discussion boards, demonstrated the variance of participation. It 

further supported the suggestion that online spaces, and tools, did not 

determine participation, they mediated it. The comments made by tutors’ were 

observed to relate to; creating presence (4.7.2), the module knowledge or 

content, discussion board organisation, and the emotional experiences of 

students (Figure lxxi, 5.5). All of the tutors’, who were posting in response to 

student comments, used names and inclusive pro-nouns, the desire to create 

presence permeating tutor posts. Not all tutors posted directly in relation to 

module content or knowledge. Some tutors focused more on affect, and others 

focused on the development of dialogue.  

Returning to the three vignettes of participation, used to illustrate the differences 

in tutor positioning in Chapter Six, the variance in tutor role was observed. 

Comparing the coded comments three different approaches to discussion board 

facilitation were presented.   
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Jenny David Laura 

‘Many Thanks Jo for 

sharing your thoughts, 

I’m sure Jen and others 

will benefit’ 

 

‘You are on the right 

track re- … It is the 

degree of … (rather than 

…) which has the 

greatest impacts…’ 

‘Thanks for these 

thoughtful postings … It 

is a hugely worrying 

situation from a 

…perspective … You 

looked at… What do you 

think? ... Many people 

have… Lots to think 

about. Does anyone 

want to add to this?’ 

 

‘You are making good 

progress here…’ 

 

‘But careful when you 

talk about the … at the 

end of the last … the first 

…cycle has a …’ 

 
‘Keep at it Molly, you are 

getting there’  

 

Fig. lxxxv: Comparison of Tutor Comments on Discussion Boards  

(The focus of some comments has been removed to protect the anonymity of 

the tutors) 

The three tutors demonstrated very different approaches to discussion boards. 

Jenny’s comments focused on affect, developing the confidence of students to 

post. David’s comments focused on confirming or challenging understanding, in 

relation to the module content. Laura synthesised the discussion on the board, 

added to it and invited more discussion, the focus was the explicit facilitation of 

dialogue. These observations suggested that the use of collaborative activities, 

when teaching online, were influenced by the pedagogic approach of tutors. 

The dialogue which took place on discussion boards reflected the enacted 

values and beliefs of tutors, as observed in the interviews and focus group 

(4.6.2, 5.3). The structure of the dialogue (3.9.1) and the role tutors took within 

the discussion (6.4) shaped the spaces, in which tutors’ interacted with 

students, pedagogically collaborating as they worked together in the online 

space. The visual illustrations of the dialogue described above, as observed in 
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the three vignettes presented in Chapter Seven, highlighted the differences 

between the dialogic structures of the discussion boards: 

Affect: Tutor responds to 

each student comment 

supporting participation  

 

Knowledge: Tutor sets a 

question and comments 

on the students answer 

 

Dialogue: Tutor 

positions themselves 

in conversation  

   Fig. lxxxvii: Discussion board dialogue maps showing a focus on affect, 

knowledge and dialogue (Each box = comment, Tutor comments are bold)    

Dialogue was mediated through the text-based reifications and situated by the 

tutors’ context and agency. All of the tutors’ expressed a degree of frustration in 

relation to the challenge of creating presence (4.7.2) and receiving feedback 

(5.3). The differences in participation observed demonstrated the mutually 

constituting relationship, between the context of participation and the situated 

nature of tutor agency. A recent online article (Gaudreau et al., 2016) suggested 

nine types of feedback which could be used by online instructors. The current 

research suggested that as well as identifying feedback types, understanding 

participation in online spaces required engagement with the complexity of the 

inter-related influences of context and agency.  

8.2.2 Histories of participation 

The discussion above illustrated the situated nature of tutor participation. As 

discussed in Chapter Six, tutor agency was observed as a temporal 

phenomenon, a chordal triad of the past, present and future (Embiyar and 
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Mische, 1998). When exploring teacher agency, Priestly et. al. (2015) structured 

the iterative aspect of agency - past experiences - as constituting professional 

and life histories (2.4.1). In the current research, histories of participation were 

observed to influence tutor participation (6.3). However, the distinction between 

life and professional history was not clear. The amount of time tutors had taught 

online, and their own experience as online students, were observed to be 

influencing factors on their approach to pedagogic collaboration.  

The biography of a tutor was observed to mediate their approach to online 

teaching. One tutor discussed her approach as being ‘driven by my own 

autobiography, in terms of where I come to education’ (Focus Group). This was 

reflected in comments made by tutors about their perceptions of online learning. 

Six out of the ten tutors who took part in the focus group referred to their own 

experience as an online student. They spoke of their experience as an online 

student and the ways in which this influenced their practice: 

‘I have come from the students perspective of being in an online 

environment having studied for years so my early experience of being in 

an online environment was a student and I think that very much is what 

guides me now because I try and respond to my students and that the 

way that I liked how tutors responded to me’ (Focus Group)  

Past experience; histories of participation, was observed to shape tutor beliefs 

and mediate their approach to practice. The value placed on different aspects of 

online teaching was seen to reflect tutors previous experience. When 

experiences had been positive, as in the preceding comment, tutors sought to 

re-create them. When experiences had been less positive tutors valued that 

aspect of practice less:  

‘For me as a student I never posted anything, I would go in and read 

them every day but I would read other peoples but I wouldn’t post 

anything myself … that’s probably why I don’t, haven’t been in touch with 

them individually to encourage it because of what type of student I was, 

maybe I should, I need to think about that’ (Interview 14)         
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Current research on online learning (1.1), and current educational narratives 

(Simmie, 2014) can be seen to focus on the student. Student centred learning 

was a prominent term in current educational initiatives. The focus of tutors’ on 

the student, and on their experience as a student, perhaps reflected this. The 

online space positioned tutors’ in a different way to students. Their role - as 

discussed above - was inherently different.  

The observations drawn from the current research, suggested that pedagogic 

collaboration - tutors use of collaborative activities in their teaching - developed 

with experience. As tutors’ engaged with different cohorts of students they 

developed appropriate approaches to the collaborative aspects of their 

teaching. The balance of knowledge, affect and dialogue, embedded in 

collaborative activities was dependent on the layers of context in which tutors 

were situated, their own agency, and the participation of the individual students 

whom they were working with. “Being” an online tutor was observed as a 

complex experience drawing on a range of inter-related factors.       

8.3 A mutually Constituting Relationship 

The current research suggested that participation within online spaces, and the 

structure of an online space, have a mutually constituting relationship. 

Examining child development from a sociocultural perspective Rogoff (1995) put 

forward the notion of three mutually constituting planes (2.3.1). Focusing on 

action as the unit of analysis, a particular plane could be brought to the 

foreground and studied. The remaining two planes were always visible, simply 

out of focus. Congruous with this, the interplay between layers of context, and 

tutor agency, observed in the enactment of pedagogic collaboration, were 

perceived as mutually constituting. Chapter Seven explored the layers of 

context, Chapter Six explored tutor Agency. While it was possible to focus on 

one of these, the other was always visible. This chapter has explored the way in 

which both context and agency were mediated by the online space, thus 

highlighting both the complexity and the mutually constituting relationship of 

context and agency, in relation to pedagogic collaboration.  
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Fig. lxxxvii: The Mutually Constituting relationship between context and agency  

The digital nature of online spaces was observed to mediate participation and 

embody interaction (Dourish, 2001). Creanor and Walker (2005) explored how 

practices within an online community of practice emerged, in response to the 

design of the online space (2.3.2). Dourish described technology as situated 

both culturally and historically: ‘The embodied interaction perspective begins to 

illuminate not just how we act on technology but how we act through it’ 

(Dourish, 2001: 154). The current research has observed tutors’ interactions 

and participation within the online space. Relationships with students were 

embodied through text-based reifications, communicated through the 

technology used. Taking a sociocultural approach to analysis the actions of the 

participants were focused on, rather than the affordances of the technology 

(1.1.1). The findings suggested that technology embodied practice and that 

social and cultural factors were important considerations. The online space was 

observed as at once structuring of, and structured by, tutor engagement 

(Bourdieu, 2010, 2.3). The practice of tutors, within the online space, was 

observed to embody their values and expectations in a similar way to 

Bourdieu’s ‘schemes of habitus’ (ibid: 469) worked in social spaces. They 

emerged from the collective history of their disciplines and professions (7.3). 

Tutor 
Agency 

Layers of 
Context 
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Pedagogic collaboration was observed to be situated within layers of context. 

These shaped the spaces in which collaborative activities were enacted; the 

architecture of the online space, the level and group size of a module, 

structured collaborative activities, as did the choice of tools used. Interactions 

were mediated through the online space; text-based reifications were found to 

mediate greater levels of disclosure from students, while removing non-verbal 

and para-verbal utterances from dialogue. Immediacy and temporal patterns of 

participation, mediated collaborative activities. Synchronicity, of engagement, 

was found to enhance the experience of collaborative interactions, 

compensating to some extent for the loss of cues, mediated by the use of text-

based media. Aiming to create presence, and open up spaces for interaction, 

tutors’ participatory positioning was influenced by both context and agency. 

Pedagogic collaboration was enacted within a situated context, which both 

shaped and was shaped by participation. Tutor agency, their values and beliefs 

and histories of participation, influenced the way in which collaborative activities 

were used, in the online environment.       

8.4 “Being” an Online Tutor 

From the perspective of the tutor, pedagogic collaboration was multi-faceted 

and challenging. Tutors interactions with students were mediated through the 

online space, which was opaque in regards to feedback: tutors struggled to see 

what students were doing. At the same time the one-to-one, text-based nature 

of email communication mediated a level of disclosure which enabled closer 

relationships with students. Implicit collaboration, with students, as tutors’ 

guided cohorts through the modules, was observed as a process of 

collaboration. Students and tutors interacted, within and around the module 

spaces, to negotiate meaning as they worked through the module activities. The 

social process of learning was mediated through the online space. When 

analysed, the processes were observed to be culturally situated, within layers of 

context. The online space mediated the interactions between tutors and 

students, resulting in shared experiences of online practice.    

 “Being” a tutor in an online space was observed as a culturally situated and 

socially shaped experience. The lack of physical and temporal boundaries 
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mediated the experience, creating a different experience to that of face-to-face 

teaching. Engagement with collaborative tools was observed to reflect the 

situated nature of practice, the balance between knowledge, affect and dialogue 

shaping the interactions between tutors and students. Tutors responded to the 

needs of different groups of students, as they progressed through their 

undergraduate degree programs. Where explicit collaboration between students 

was organised, tutors experienced the challenge of engaging with the tension 

between the potential of collaboration and the individualistic cultural values of 

the education system. Pedagogic collaboration was mediated through the online 

space and embodied in the tools used, as tutors and students interacted with 

each other.   
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Chapter Nine 

Conclusions 

In an educational environment where students are increasingly engaging with 

digital technology, this research demonstrates the importance of understanding 

the role of the tutor. Teaching online is a culturally situated practice, the online 

space mediates participation but does not determine it; tutors use the same 

online tools in qualitatively different ways, and with fundamentally different 

purposes. Digital tools mediate experiences, but the intentions and congruity of 

purpose, in relation to the participants involved, ultimately define their 

usefulness. Traditional practice is challenged by the re-positioning of the tutor, 

within the online setting. Visual cues, such as facial expression and body 

language are often lost; text-based communications are inherently different to 

face-to-face experiences, and can both enable and constrain interactions.  

Online practice challenges traditional physical and temporal boundaries, the 

responsibility for setting boundaries becoming that of the tutor, rather than the 

institution for which they work. To effectively work in an online setting, to fully 

engage with the potential, as well as the dangers, we need to understand the 

role of the tutor, and engage with the cultural context of practice. This chapter 

demonstrates how the current research will make a positive and significant 

contribution to developing understanding of online tutors practice and 

pedagogy. 

In addressing the research questions (Introduction) this research aimed to 

identify factors which influenced collaboration in online settings. The situated 

nature of practice, which was observed, suggested that online collaborative 

activities were influenced by layers of context (Chapter Seven) and tutor agency 

(Chapter Eight). The research asked whether tutors used collaborative activities 

in their teaching. Within the scope of this research the use of explicit planned 

collaborative activities - in the form of group work or peer review - was observed 

to be utilised by a small number of tutors. The research observed collaboration 

in the form of tutors and students working together, interacting through the 

online setting. Tutors did not approach online collaboration with the same aims 
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and purpose. The online setting mediated practice through its challenge to 

temporal and physical boundaries, which changed the nature of the dialogue 

involved when people worked together. To present these findings the following 

conclusions are presented:        

1. Online practice reflects the cultural and social setting of participants (9.1) 

 

2. Tutors use of collaborative tools is shaped by individual agency enacted 

in a social and cultural context (9.2) 

 

3. Digital technology mediates interactions between tutors and 

students(9.3) 

 

4. Tutors purposefully shape the way in which collaborative tools are used 

within online modules (9.4) 

 

5. Online collaborative activities challenge traditional temporal and physical 

boundaries, in relation to teaching (9.5) 

 

6. Online learning has the potential to open up dynamic dialogic spaces for 

culturally relevant collaborative activity (9.6) 

The potential impact of the research is demonstrated in this chapter, through 

examples from two programmes, which the research actively informed. The 

implications for practice, the limitations of the current study and future research 

questions are also discussed.   
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9.1 Online practice reflects the cultural and social setting of 
participants  

Networked learning has been described as ‘rooted in an understanding of 

learning as a social, relational phenomenon’ (Cronin et. al., 2016). The current 

research highlighted the cultural situation of that relationship. Engaging with 

learning as a social process situated within a cultural context, experiences of 

working online were observed to reflect cultural and social contexts. Participants 

negotiated meaning, through their engagement in a social and cultural world, 

which was mediated through the online setting. The online environment 

produced new tools and signs (Vygotsky, 1987), used by participants to 

negotiate meaning (2.2.2), and construct understanding (Bruner, 1996). The 

ethnographic observation, drawn by this research, illustrated the cultural 

situation, through identification of the layers of context (7.1), in which practice 

was enacted. Online spaces were observed to reflect the cultural and social 

positioning of participants. Future research could further explore the mediated 

experience of online learning, the embodied interactions (Dourish, 2001) of 

people, as they use digital spaces to negotiate meaning. The influence of 

culture on students, and the effects of different pedagogic approaches on their 

experience, would also make interesting foci.          

This research suggested that explicitly collaborative activities, such as peer-

review or wiki tasks, were not commonly observed. This might have been 

reflective of the scope of the current research; further exploration of these 

activities would potentially develop understanding, of collaborative activities 

utilised when teaching online. Comparing the ways in which they were initiated 

in different programmes and across different institutions, would further develop 

understanding of the participatory positioning of tutors, when using collaborative 

activities, in their online teaching.  

The participatory patterns of the discussion boards (3.8.1) were potentially 

echoed across the wider structure of the modules (3.4.2). Module architecture 

(7.2), the choice of content, assessment and vocabulary used within module 

spaces, may all have been influenced by the underpinning epistemology, and 

the values and beliefs of the professional community, to which a module was 
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aligned. Further investigation of tutor pedagogy, as they teach online, exploring 

the architecture and content of modules, as well as collaborative and relational 

elements, would add depth to the understanding of the cultural situation, of 

online practice. 

9.2 Tutors use of collaborative tools is shaped by individual 
agency enacted in a social and cultural context 

The temporal chords of agency (2.4.1) were observed to influence the practice 

of tutors, within the current study. Drawing on histories of participation, tutors 

bought expectations and assumptions, about both learning and technology, to 

their practice as an online tutor. Experienced tutors drew on their experience 

working as online tutors; less experienced tutors drew on related previous 

experiences (6.3). Engaging with tutor pedagogy and the expectations and 

assumptions held, relating to technology and learning, would contribute to 

developing effective practice. The current context and tutors’ aspirations were 

also suggested to influence their practice in the present, suggesting that a 

critically reflexive approach has the potential to develop online practice; 

understanding their own agentive positioning supporting tutors to develop the 

most effective and appropriate use of online tools. Tutors’, in the focus group, 

were interested to know the effect on student participation, of different 

pedagogic approaches. Developing the current findings to explore the student 

experience, in relation to tutor pedagogy would make an interesting future 

study. 

The current research presented a snapshot of practice; data was drawn from a 

single semester of delivery. Tutors were presented with data relating to a 

specific semester of their teaching. The findings were not compared with 

previous, or subsequent, iterations of the modules. Although the observation 

provided a wide cross-section of practice, it did not provide a longitudinal 

perspective. The “data” collection stage (Chapter Three), observed student 

participation on the online modules, subsequent layers of observation (Chapters 

Four and Five) focused solely on the experience of tutors. Future studies could 

compare multiple iterations of particular modules, or compare the findings with 

modules from different institutions.  
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Interviews, and the focus group, were carried out with a selection of tutors. 

While they taught on a variety of modules, in different programmes, they were a 

small proportion of the overall university tutor group and may not have 

represented the voices of other tutors. The fifteen tutors interviewed were not 

representative of all eighteen modules from which data was drawn (3.4.1) and 

the focus group was not attended by all of the tutors’ interviewed. The findings, 

therefore, should not be taken as a complete picture of tutor pedagogy. The 

social and cultural settings of other tutors may result in different teaching 

approaches, or facilitation of the online space.   

9.3 Digital technology mediates interactions between tutors 
and students 

This research has suggested that digital technology plays a mediating role in 

interactions between participants. The text-based nature, of the majority of 

online interactions observed, shaped the dialogic interactions (8.1.5). Para-

verbal and non-verbal cues were lost, textual reifications could lead, however, 

to higher levels of disclosure (8). Engaging with the mediating role of technology 

these observations informed the development of a professional graduate 

diploma, which the author was involved in developing. The programme 

developed distinct ways in which students and tutors interacted, these engaged 

with the mediating role of the online space, and actively facilitated dialogue to 

increase the flow of social capital across a geographically disparate cohort 

(Hargreaves and Fullan, 2012).  

The programme was delivered through a blend of video conferencing (VC), 

online tasks in the learning management system (LMS) and local activities. 

Students and tutors were based across a large geographical area, working in 

distinct local contexts. A key aim of the programme was to connect learners, to 

enable them to develop a rich understanding of the professional practice they 

were training to enter, and begin their professional lives with a strong 

community of peers. To meet this objective, students were assigned a “webinar” 

group at the beginning of the year. Each group was assigned a tutor, who 

worked with them all year; in semester one tutors facilitated group webinars, in 

semester two they also gave formative feedback on individual e-portfolios. 
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Groups also had their own online space in which they could send messages, 

share or store files and use a group wiki.  

The webinar sessions were synchronous and used an audio connection. The 

purpose was to discuss the theoretical aspects of the weekly tasks, providing a 

collaborative space in which students could engage in the negotiation of 

meaning. The synchronicity and the audio connection both mediated (8.1.3) the 

experience. The audio connection enabled students and their tutor to hear cues 

such as tone of voice, or non-verbal utterances such as laughs or gasps. Being 

in the same temporal space, enabled immediacy, participants felt connected, 

even though they were geographically a long distance from each other. 

Evidence of the positive effects of these mediating factors was observed at the 

final residential; the webinar groups, who had not been in the same physical 

location since the initial residential a year before, were comfortable and familiar, 

they had strong positive relationships with each other and their tutor, and a 

sense of familiarity which suggested genuine friendships had developed 

through their online interactions. 

During semester two students’ compiled e-portfolios, tutors added ongoing 

feedback through a text-based discussion on the front page. The e-portfolios 

were designed to be process-driven and reflective. Using text-based 

asynchronous communications the dialogue between student and tutor reflected 

the aims of the activity. Text-based discussion enabled reflection and the 

temporal structure, being asynchronous, enabled both the tutor and student 

time to reflect. Students reported, in interviews for a piece of research focusing 

on student agency, that the e-portfolio had given them space to think, and 

supported them to reflect on their professional development (Redford and 

Coker, 2016).        
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9.4 Tutors agentive participation shapes the way in which 
collaborative tools are used within online modules  

The research observed qualitative differences in tutors’ use of collaborative 

online tools. Pedagogic collaboration was utilised in a range of ways, it was 

seen to be both a salient and tacit aspect, of online teaching processes. Tutor 

agency was observed (6) through the balance of knowledge, affect and 

dialogue, in their online interactions. The balance of these three foci reflected 

their agentive positioning. The vignettes, in chapter six, demonstrated the 

different approaches which could be utilised (6.2). All three tutors incorporated 

different balances of knowledge, affect and dialogue in their teaching. The 

vignettes demonstrated the effect that tutor agency could have on the use of 

online tools. Reflecting on the balance of these foci has the potential to develop 

online pedagogy. One tutor, at the end of the focus group, commented that he 

would consider the balance between these three aspects of collaboration when 

he came to renewing his module content: ‘getting a balance between those 

three things that you talked about, I think that’s something that I’ll try and 

remember’ (Focus group).  

The discussion boards, observed in this research, were used in different ways, 

for different purposes. This suggests that other online tools may also be shaped 

by the agency of participants. Student self-efficacy and organisation, when 

studying online, were observed as influencing factors (Stott, 2016), in relation to 

success. When working on collaborative tasks, students have been observed to 

expect immediate and good quality, peer response, which arguably reflects an 

‘underlying culture … of outcome-driven individual performance rather than a 

‘collaborative’ learning process’ (Park, 2015: 401). This research suggests that 

the agency of participants is a key influence on the “form” of the educative 

experience (Biesta, 2015). Participant’s expectations of learning, and 

technology, are likely to be reflected in their participation.  
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9.5 Online collaborative activities challenge traditional 
temporal and physical boundaries, in relation to teaching 

Temporal and physical boundaries are challenged by online spaces (8.1.3, 

8.1.4). This research has demonstrated the effects this can have on tutors’, 

when establishing boundaries becomes the responsibility of the tutor, rather 

than the institution. For online tutors the potential of anywhere, anytime 

learning, resulted in the potential for everywhere, all-the-time teaching. 

Boundaries between home and work became porous and traditional working 

patterns were disrupted (8.1.3).      

The challenge to traditional conceptions of temporality, by the online space, 

also opens up the potential for non-linear approaches to module design, 

activities can be designed which are flexible in relation to order and 

participation. The research observed that online learners engage with modules 

at all times of the day, over seven days of the week (3.4.3), the availability of 

the online teaching space enabling flexible participation. This finding informed 

the development of a non-linear collaborative activity, for a Masters level 

module, on which the author taught. The activity created a set of artefacts which 

were used for subsequent activities enabling collaboration, without the need for 

synchronicity. The activity was built around a set of wikis, which were presented 

to participants, asking them to share examples of specific aspects of their 

practice. Each wiki was introduced with a video interview in which an expert 

discussed a particular aspect of practice. Participants completed a related 

reflective activity and then contributed to the wiki. These could be completed in 

any order.      
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Fig. lxxxviii: Non-Linear Collaborative Module Activity  

At the end of the activity the wikis had created a set of artefacts, which 

presented a review of specific areas of practice, spanning a large geographical 

area. These formed the starting point for participants, working in small groups, 

to carry out a more detailed critical review of practice, which culminated in the 

final assignment. The textual reifications of the wikis, created artefacts which 

supported the negotiation of meaning (2.2.2), as participants engaged in 

asynchronous dialogue (7.3.2), which involved the whole cohort and the small 

working groups. The activities, and related dialogue were specific to the values 

and beliefs of the professional practice, and the epistemology of the discipline, 

in which they were situated (7.3). 
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9.6 Online learning has the potential to open up dynamic 
dialogic spaces for culturally relevant collaborative activity 

This research observed online practice to be socially and culturally situated. 

Practice was observed as relational and reflective of the participants agentive 

positioning. The final example drawn on, in this chapter, demonstrates how the 

research informed the development of online pedagogic collaboration. Drawing 

on the Masters programme discussed above (9.5), in which all modules were 

online, the final example presents the creation of a dynamic dialogic space, 

which incorporated collaborative activities in the teaching processes of the 

module.   

The module was designed around the development of a small-scale enquiry, 

into participants own professional practice. The module structure utilised a 

number of collaborative aspects: 

  

Fig. lxxxix: Structure of Collaborative Enquiry Module  

Presentation of Enquiry  

Collaborative presentation through group blog - one page per participant  

Enquiry  

Supported through guidance in the 
LMS  Ongoing small group dialogue  

Identification of shared interests  

Introduction to Enquiry  

Webinar with guest lecturer from 
Australia Group discussion board activity 
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The enquiry section of the module facilitated a dialogic space. Five activities 

were presented which could be engaged with either individually or in groups. 

The assignment, through which the enquiry was presented, was collaborative; 

each participant created a page in a shared blog and each group presented 

their activities to the rest of the cohort. Module participants were given a choice 

as to how they worked together to complete the enquiry. Groups were created 

around shared interests and a number of communication methods were made 

available; each group had a discussion board area, use of a chat room on the 

module, e-mail connections and the opportunity of webinar discussions with the 

lecturer. The dialogic space could be accessed in a number of ways and at any 

time during the process. 

   

Fig. xc: The dynamic dialogic space, within the Enquiry module    
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As presented in Figure xc, the module facilitated a dynamic dialogic space. 

Participants could work through any of the activities collaboratively, using the 

chat room to meet up in an online webinar. They could complete activities 

individually and then discuss them in a webinar or on a discussion board, or by 

e-mail. They could also work through the tasks and share their experiences with 

each other, passing on resources they had come across or sharing their 

thoughts and feelings, supporting each other as they worked through the tasks. 

The linear nature of the activities – they progressed from one to five – gave a 

structure to the process. The flexibility of choice in relation to collaboration and 

dialogue enabled participants to utilise the dialogic space in the ways which 

best supported their engagement. In practice groups utilised the flexibility and 

dynamic nature of the space, developing relationships with geographically 

disparate peers. Groups interacted in different ways; one group focused on the 

task, they discussed each stage as they worked through the activities. Another 

group supported each other through the process, having reflective 

conversations and sharing resources they had come across, as they worked 

through the activities individually. 

The facilitation of pedagogic collaboration, through the dynamic dialogic space, 

enabled individuals to personalise the balance of knowledge, affect and 

dialogue (6.2). The tutor’s role, in relation to the delivery of this stage of the 

module, was also individualised in relation to groups and specific participants. 

The tutor was able to support groups, and individuals, in relation to their 

understanding of the module content and the development of their enquiry skills 

(Knowledge), to provide support and reassurance (Affect) and to engage in 

discussion where appropriate (Dialogue). Reflective of the experiences of the 

online tutors’ observed in this research, the tutor adapted her input in relation to 

the specific needs of the student cohort and individual module participants.      
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9.7 Pedagogic Collaboration  

Understanding the ways in which tutors use collaborative activities, when 

teaching online, highlighted the cultural and social nature of practice. Online 

tutors were observed to be agentive professionals; the online space mediated 

their practice, their participation within the university learning management 

system (LMS), was shaped by the context in which they worked, while 

simultaneously their participation shaped that context. 

9.7.1 Implications for research and practice  

The importance of the role of the tutor, in online settings, was highlighted by this 

research. While research focusing on the learner and the learner experience is 

of great value to the field, tutors are key figures in the practice of online 

learning. This research has shown how tutors philosophy, pedagogy and 

purpose are reflected in the enactment of online activities. Tutors approach 

online collaboration with different purposes. They are informed by different 

philosophies, beliefs and epistemologies. These are reflected in the dialogic 

patterns which emerge from interactions with students. This research suggests 

that students may have different experiences of online learning, when working 

with different tutors. Tutors shape the online spaces through which they teach. It 

is therefore important to consider the role of the tutor. Further research could 

focus on student experiences in relation to the tutors’ approach to collaborative 

activity. As technology becomes ubiquitous more students will engage with their 

students through online settings. Developing awareness of the factors which 

influence tutors online practice has the potential to inform the development of 

effective online facilitation. Further research could explore the professional 

development of online tutors and the development of their pedagogic 

approaches.  

Online practice has been observed, in this research, to be culturally situated. 

The tools used to facilitate online collaborative activities shape practice but they 

do not determine it. Online settings act as mediating artefacts through which 

practice is reified, shaping the participation of tutors and students, but also 

being shaped by the participation of tutors and students. Cultural, social and 
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individual factors mutually constitute online practice. Taking an ethnographic 

stance enabled observation of cultural and social factors. In moving forward the 

findings presented here suggest that sociocultural methodologies have the 

potential to develop understanding of online settings. Technology embodies and 

mediates cultural and social factors. Research methodologies which highlight 

these factors have the potential to develop the knowledge-base in meaningful 

ways.  
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Appendix One 
Module logistics 

The chart below presents the modules which the research drew data; student 
numbers for each module, and the tutors (interviewed) who taught on the 
module, during the semester in which data was collected: 

Module Tutors 
(Interviewed) 

Number of 
Students Enrolled 

1 D 
 

39 

2 A 
AA 

88 

3 L 
 

9 

4  
 

31 

5 A 
AA 

29 

6 F 
G 

52 

7 J 
 

54 

8  
 

14 

9  
 

43 

10 B 
N 

116 

11 D 
 

30 

12 A 
H 

120 

13  
 

46 

14  
 

68 

15  
 

105 

16 M 
L 

208 

17 E 
 

118 

18 E 
 

37 
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Appendix Two 

SNAPP Sociograms presented over the module duration 

SNAPP Sociograms are presented showing participation over the duration of each module. General Discussion Boards running 

across a whole module have been removed. The boards shown relate to specific blocks of activity or a specific assessment (blue 

borders). Group boards are identified by a red border. Assessed boards have a purple/dashed border. 

1 

           
 

2 

        
 

3  
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4 

     

 

 

   

 

 

5 

       
 

6 

            
 

8 
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11 

 
         

 

18 
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Appendix Three 
Focus Group Introduction: Summary of Research to date 
‘I’m going to start by sharing a very brief overview of my research findings so far. I’d 

then like to ask for your response and whether they make sense to you.  

 

As you know I am interested in the factors which influence collaboration in online 

environments. The focus of my research has been on the tutors’ role within this. I 

wanted to explore how tutors’ use the online environment to teach and the ways in 

which the online environment enables and constrains practice. In regards to 

collaborative activities I found limited evidence of group work although there were 

some examples and some of you discussed peer review tasks. It seemed that 

collaboration was more visible in the form of discussion, rather than structured 

activities.  

 

My findings suggest that participation within module spaces is influenced by the 

context in which the module is situated. The context, however, of an online module is 

fairly complex and contextual layers can be identified which to a greater or lesser 

extent influence what happens in the module spaces. The University context 

structures the modules so that they all look very similar and make use of similar 

tools. Participation within the modules is influenced by the discipline, or profession in 

which the module is situated and this influences the actions of participants. The 

individual experience and people’s relationships with each other, as they are enacted 

through the online space, are also important.  

 

Participation on discussion boards highlighted the situated nature of online practice. I 

observed a number of different ways of using the discussion boards which reflected 

different approaches to teaching online.  
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Three distinct examples highlighted the different roles online tutors can take:  

 

One focused on Knowledge  

A question was set, which students answered, the tutor validated the answer. This 

format was also used without tutor input, in particular when discussion boards were 

assessed – the focus was on checking the students understanding  

 

Another focused on Affect  

On these boards tutors nurtured student participation, building confidence and acting 

to support student’s to post, the focus on supporting the student holistically 

 

And another focused on Dialogue 

Structuring the discussion and stimulating more responses or developing the 

dialogue by adding a new question or response, the focus here, was on developing 

dialogue between students 

 

My findings suggested that these different approaches are used at different times, 

discussion boards do not determine participation, they enact it and the role a tutor 

took was appropriate to the students they were working with, and reflected their 

professional identity and associated values.  

 

However, the data showed that most students did not engage with discussion boards 

and most of the time if they didn’t post they didn’t look – it did not support the notion 

of lurking. As tutors you used a range of tools and techniques to support students. 

Presence, knowing that they were working with people, that their tutor was real and 

an actual person was very important – some of you spoke of different ways of 

enabling this, using video clips and bi-ogs, being accessible. One thing that came 

out was that immediacy was important. It seemed that an immediate response was 

very important in regards to the student experience, that this made you more real to 

them.      

 

So – I have found that online modules are influenced by their context, participation 

isn’t determined by the tools used. Tutors take different roles within online spaces 
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and use the same tools in different ways. Building relationships and peoples 

experience of each other within the online space is important.’  
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