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PROJECT SUMMARY
This seed grant developed strategies, design guidelines, and criteria to help teachers and researchers set-up, run, and assess online discussions.  The objectives of the grant were to:

1. Establish a shared set of dimensions and criteria for analyzing online discussions.


2. Identify the administration and assessment tools that are needed to facilitate assessment of online discussions.


3.
Provide models for scaffolding teachers so that they can create engaging and meaningful topics that they can use for assessment purposes (localization).


This research informs the work in the Community Tools and Assessment themes since it examines the support mechanisms needed by teachers to manage these community-based discussion systems on their own.

The participants had either used or designed web-based discussion systems, had extensive teaching experience, or were involved in important computer-based educational projects.  More information about the participants is available on the web site under the section titled "Profiles."

Each month a new set of discussion topics appeared on our web site to focus discussion on specific parts of a series of interconnected topics.  Topic overviews provided examples of the types of contributions we were seeking from the expert critics and participants.  

Initially, we identified the types of discussions teachers used in their classrooms, ranging from brain-storming to consensus-building and critique.  For each of these discussion "types", assessment categories were defined (e.g., methods for analyzing individual versus group contributions.)  For example, an assessment measure for brainstorming discussions would be the range of ideas generated and the relationship between those ideas and the overall problem. 

These initial discussions raised important issues linking assessment with teaching.  When should a teacher intervene in an online discussion?  What type of contribution is appropriate for different types of discussions?  How can criteria for assessment be negotiated and refined in the classroom?  

To address these questions, the expert critics were divided into groups that worked to answer a set of specific questions that emerged from the initial topics:

1. What type of learning activity are you supporting with discussions?

2. Why is this type of activity hard for students?

3. How can discussions help students succeed in this type of activity?

4. What types of challenges do teachers and students face when discussing topics related to the activity?  How do teachers set-up, introduce and successfully run this type of discussion? 

5. How can a teacher assess discussions from an individual and a group perspective?

The final activity took these exchanges, synthesized them, and created an overview of the assessment issues and proposed methods of analysis for the various discussion types.  Each synthesis applied the proposed method of analysis to excepts of student discussions, grounding the assessment strategies in specific examples.  Implications for teaching and the design of computer-based assessment tools were part of these summaries (which are currently being refined for presentation and publication purposes).

Important assessment issues have been raised and addressed in the reports.  However, the examples also point to the complexity of assessment in a number of areas, such as how to provide teachers with overviews of on-going discussions.  Future work on assessing online discussions will need to build-off of these summaries and the issues identified in them, developing an expanded and generalized framework for adding new discussion types.

RESULTS AND IMPLICATIONS

Most teachers and researchers think of "discussions" as a uniform type of activity that brings students together, provides social supports, and carries the potential for building towards consensus and shared understanding.  This seed grant found that the first step in assessing discussions is to understand that different types of discussions exist and that teachers need to be aware of the differences between them.  A discussion focusing on critiquing a scientific claim is different from a brain-storming session.  Each discussion "type" has its own structure, patterns of productive contribution, and criteria for assessment.

The products of the seed grant include a framework for developing introductions to the different types of discussions (brain-storming, critique, theory debate, peer review, brain-storming, knowledge building).  The introductions address the issues faced by teachers and designers of discussion systems.  These issues relate to the tasks of setting up, running, and assessing online discussions as part of existing curriculum units.  For example, how can teachers integrate online discussions with laboratory work where students construct scientific principles to explain their findings?

The examples we developed seek to establish a shared set of dimensions and criteria for analyzing online discussions.  In addition, we identify the administration and assessment tools that are needed to facilitate assessment of online discussions based on these criteria.  Finally, we provide strategies for scaffolding teachers so that they can create engaging and meaningful discussion topics (localization).  As a seed grant, we provide examples of solutions rather than complete answers with extensive case studies.  These resources and results contribute to the areas of teaching and technology design for online discussion and community systems.  

LESSONS LEARNED: COLLABORATION

The primary lessons we learned about online collaboration was that (a) it takes time to build momentum and develop productive patterns of interaction and (b) having specific tasks is essential to building an initial body of working knowledge, such as having participants develop summaries for different discussion types.

The knowledge, experience, tolerance, and motivation of the people involved are the primary reason for success or failure in this type of collaboration, not the technology.  The most useful tools or supports were conceptual frameworks for focusing discussion and activity.  For example, having a sequence of discussion topics that lead to the final summaries was a crucial factor in assembling the contributions into a meaningful product.  Having the set of questions refined before the exchanges took place would have been beneficial to guiding early discussions.  However, the process of eliciting ideas from participants may be a necessary though perhaps non-optimal method for building cohesion in the group.  An initial face-to-face meeting would have greatly aided in this process.

A clearer understanding of how the products would be circulated (e.g., on the CILT/NSF web site or through book chapters) might have helped focus people's contributions and sustained interactions more effectively.  Linking awards to more specific parts of the seed grant rather than contribution over the entire period could also help encourage more even and consistent interactions.

NEXT STEPS

The topic of this seed grant continues to be highly-relevant to the work of many of the participants, whose research ranges from conceptual change to theory debate, knowledge building, and design.  The AERA 2000 session on "Sustaining Interaction in Online Discussions & Virtual Communities" provided an opportunity for these groups to come together and share their work with a larger audience.  Several book chapters related to this work should appear in the next two years.  See http://wise.berkeley.edu for related publications.

The question of how to design and assess online discussions and build community connections, whether in the classroom or the workplace, will continue to be a central theme in professional development and instruction.  The emerging framework for developing guidelines for setting up, running, and assessing online discussions will be refined as more people contribute to the on-going work in this area.  The result will be a coherent advance organizer for instructional designers and teachers working in this area, with the examples and assessment criteria specified at a level that is both practical and realistic for classroom use.

RELATED RESOURCES

The web site (http://wise-discuss.berkeley.edu/coolsystem/devhtml/ciltdsc) contains both static HTML files and active discussions.  You can go to the web site and access public documents including the emerging final summaries for each type of discussion.  More in-depth information can be found in the on-going discussions once you create an account for yourself and log in to the community system.  There is a library of resources related to customizing and assessing online discussions accessible from within the community system under the "Resource Libraries" link.  This library also links into the discussions wherever web sites are mentioned as part of a comment.  The general public and the CILT community are invited to contribute resources and comments to the discussions.

