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Abstract
LAMS Chat and Forum were used to conduct in-clagie conversations with second year
university students to raise the level of engagamétin their compulsory class texts. These
discussions overcame students’ reluctance to speak class, avoided the conversation being
dominated by one or two of their classmates, cagicommodate simultaneous small groups
and moved the discussion to a student-centreditgctAs LAMS Chat and Forum retains all
previous history, students’ contributions couldrbeiewed at any time and formally assessed.
The marked improvement in the students’ engagemvdtit the texts has ensured the

discussions will continue to be included in thegweom.

1. Background

For a number of years several tutors from the Scbb&ducation have been using face-to-
face conversations in tutorials to discuss thecsetrse readings. These readings are an
eclectic mix of texts about the use of ICTs in ediom from a number of viewpoints and
they were included in the class notes to generdieeaclass discussion. Historically students
have been given direction in the course outlingoag/hich group of readings were to be
discussed and when, but inevitably when the tutdiscussion began, it became obvious to
the tutors that the students had either not doeerd¢fquired readings or had given them a
cursory read at best. Obviously this had a deuagtaffect on the quality of the ensuing
discussion.

However, it became obvious upon marking their [fi@@amination papers, that the
students could read these articles without diffigulunderstand their messages and
effectively engage with them when they had to a ihark was attached. Therefore, it was
decided to trial assessing the classroom discussiothe hope that this would encourage
students to study the readings as the course p@msEge rather than just during the
examination at the end of the course. The studewisid then have the benefit of this
knowledge throughout the course which would enhath@@r understanding of course

lectures and the quality of their other assignments
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When it was discovered that LAMS Chat and Forutaims all previous history, a
trial was begun in which students’ discussion dbations were formally assessed. The
students in the trial ranged in age from 17 to é8ry and each student brought with them a
variety of academic learning, life experience anttucal differences. In face-to-face class
discussions, the student’s identity often deterohihew their contributions were interpreted
by other students. The online Chat sessions wesigred so that the tutors could see each
student’s identity throughout the discussion bireotdiscussion group members could not.
When comments simply appeared as text on a sadesmussion contributions were taken on
their own merit. The resultant anonymity of the ioal chat was particularly helpful in
encouraging an increased acceptance of all studeenss.

With the emphasis on verbal face-to-face discussiahis course in previous years,
the tutors had an on-going concern that studentsooiEnglish speaking backgrounds
(NESB) were being disadvantaged. Hence the movadade written discussions was of
concern to the tutors who did not want to furthesadvantage these students. The NESB
students were carefully monitored during the earhine discussions and they frequently
made the comment that participation in the onlingt csessions was often easier than face-to-
face conversations. As one student put it, “I dospeak English well. | learnt English from a
book. But in this class | can write what | thinktlnout worrying about how | sound.”

Clearly, in-class discussions will always be mafifficult for NESB students
regardless of the medium, but many of these stsdsrformed more confidently when they

could read other student’'s comments and take tiiegrto reply.

2. The benefits of classroom conversation

Conversation can be a highly effective way of dsgjsstudents to build connections, both
personal and intellectual, and of practising lamgguan an authentic way. It encourages the
establishment of a community of inquiry, which Haeen shown to be a valuable, if not
necessary, context for a high quality educatiorpkdence.

People are social creatures who simply enjoynaglko each other and when it comes
to learning, conversation can be a very valuabtd. tBroponents of this theory include
Vygotsky, Piaget, Dewey and Wittgenstein. Discussplays a fundamental role in the
development of cognition and students learn froroheather's scholarship, skills and
experiences. Conversation organises, unifies anmegrates many disparate aspects of

student’s behaviour such as perception, memorypeasialem solving (Vygotsky, 1978).
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“Understanding grows as discussion grows” (Witjem, as quoted in Rhees, 1998:
93). Students develop and clarify ideas during eosation. Disagreements with other
students serve to effectively highlight alternagive a student’s point of view (Larson, 2000).
As the resulting conflicts of opinion demand resiol, the students involved are effectively
prompted toward higher-level solutions (Piaget,2)9®ewey observed nearly a century ago
that the educational process has two sides — opehplegical and one sociological; and
neither can be subordinated to the other. He atpoed against the educational framework of
memorisation and recitation and pushed for new attho meet the changing needs of the
newly emerging society (Lefoe, 1998).

When students own the knowledge rather than ttoe tw the textbook, they become
committed to building knowledge rather than merebceiving and reprocessing it.
Knowledge building becomes a social activity, notsalitary one of retention and
regurgitation. Hence, conversation becomes inanghsirecognised as being critical to the
learning process. Meaningful learning is less fedusn transmission and more committed to
negotiation and discourse. The creation of a legreinvironment that enables students to
hear a variety of points of view and express angag their own views, supports them in
formulating their own opinions and allows them pply their knowledge to problem-solving
(Brookfield and Preskill, 1999).

3. Introducing the online in-class discussion

Some consider the lack of direct face-to-face adgon to be a freedom as participants are
not distracted by the accents of participants,yosdicial games. They can disagree without
arousing excessive emotion; they can debate withdashes based on conflicting
personalities and shyer individuals don’t have fight their way in” (Salmon, 2003: 28).
However, that is not to say online discussions gbmMack passion. At times enthusiastic
participants called out to their group memberdmdlassroom and temporarily had a face-to-
face discussion. Occasionally, tutors also hacetoimd students about online protocol and
how easily the tone of the written word can be reesd.

4. The challenges of classroom conversation

Discussions need to be planned and scaffolded esedl,they are, of course, only one of a
number of tools to be used to promote the studéedshing. However, even well managed
classroom conversations face challenges that witieessed using this approach of in-class

online conversations:



Teaching English with TechnologySpecial Issue on LAMS and Learning Desiglume 29 (3), 18-26. 21

» It is difficult for a student to feel his/her coimution is integral to the classroom
discussion if they are one of 20-30.

» Students who are not confident English speakershynpdtudents are rarely heard.

» Students are not often given the time to make &idered response in face-to-face
discussions.

* It is frequently difficult for the tutor to determe those students who are finding the
concepts under discussion difficult to understand.

* The tutor is usually controlling the discussion amihions that align with the tutor’s
own tend to dominate.

» An effective discussion can showcase students’ deelerstanding and engagement
with a concept but due to logistical difficultiebey are unlikely to be assessed on the
task. Therefore, a more formal writing task is mmsthmonly employed.

How these challenges were overcome using in-cdabse conversations is discussed

below.

4.1. Encouraging all students to contribute
When our previous face-to-face classroom discussieere monitored, it was found in any
tutorial group of 20 students, only 4-6 studentstabuted regularly throughout the tutorial
discussion. Some others occasionally made a commsrthe remainder (the majority) sat
quietly through the discussions. Attempts by thrgito include ‘the silent majority’ by
directing a question specifically to a non-conttdyuwere often met with an embarrassed
silence.

Inclusiveness is an issue raised by Brookfield &mdskill (1999) as a potential
problem with classroom discussions. It is esseiltiat everyone is able to contribute. We
found the anonymity of the online Chat gave ouegjand shy students added confidence. As

one student commented:
Thank you for giving me a voice in this courseislso great to have my thoughts heard. | am
usually the quiet one sitting at the back of thessl By the time | have thought about what |
want to say, someone else has already said iheocdnversation has moved on. Thanks again
for giving the silent majority a go.
The expectation of participation differs signifitignfrom the face-to-face classroom, where
the discussion can be dominated by one or morewextied students, giving an illusion that
the class is engaged. The ability to think bef@gponding and to comment whenever the

student wishes helps to create a level of partidpand engagement that goes much deeper.
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4.2. Introducing small group conversations

A feature of the LAMS trial was that it allowed siftaneous small group discussions. As
students were typing responses into their compuitevgas possible to have four groups of
five students active concurrently. This providedgdsints with a much greater opportunity to
contribute than the 20:1 ratio of previous classdssions.

However, with five group discussions operatingoate, the tutor’'s normal role of
discussion director was gone. Although LAMS alld¥ws tutor to monitor what each group is
doing, the ‘mantle of control’ had to be passedhe students themselves. By providing
structured LAMS Chat sessions without an overt rtyitesence, the tutors in the study
believe the online discussions were not dominatethb tutors’ beliefs or opinions but the
students were given the opportunity to explore adpects of the discussion question

themselves.

4.3. Students are not given the time to make a cadsred response in face-to-face
classroom discussions

A great advantage of text-based conversationsaisitiprovides time for reflection. For this
reason, written communication may actually be pedfle to verbal communication when the
objective is higher order cognitive learning. Soofi¢he literature does, in fact, suggest that
written communication is very closely connected hwitareful and critical thinking
(Applebee, 1984; Fulwiler, 1987; White, 1993, asted by Garrison, 2000). It is suggested
that it is the reflective and explicit nature oétivritten word that encourages discipline and
rigor in our thinking and communicating. In fadtetuse of writing may be crucial when the
objective is to facilitate thinking about complessues and deep, meaningful learning.

The decision as to whether to have only synchrsramline discussions (all online in
real time) or whether to also include some asynubwe online discussions arose. The
pedagogical advantage of asynchronous online disms is that students can take time to
ponder the various points made, and can make t@tribution in their own time
(Laurillard, 2002). Asynchronous online discussiatiew flexibility as the students control
when and where they post and reply to messagesy ¢he also create a collaborative
learning environment where students interact byohating, debating, reviewing and
reflecting upon existing knowledge and are ablbuitd a deeper understanding of the course
content (Wozniak & Silveira, 2004).
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Whereas an asynchronous environment encouragbasriogder thinking by giving
students time to reflect and consider before redipgn a synchronous discussion has the
advantage of spontaneity and immediacy of resptiretealso holds appeal for the tutors. A
combination of both was trialled: An initial synomous discussion in a computer laboratory
where students could have their first experienclefsoftware under the guidance of a tutor;
followed some weeks later with an asynchronousudsion run over 10 days, and finally a
synchronous discussion held under exam conditibtieesend of the course.

Unsurprisingly, the quality and length of the prog$ was greater in the asynchronous
discussions, but these lacked the coherence aménterargument of the synchronous
discussions. Both were successful in their own \aag in the upcoming semester, it has

again been decided to keep a mixture of the two.

4.4. Helping those students who are finding the ceepts under discussion difficult to
understand

In an online discussion in which every student astipipating, it is very clear to the tutor
when someone in a group is floundering. Often theemnts in the discussion addressed this
themselves, but a timely comment from a tutor daenoquickly clarify thinking. By offering
timely feedback, a tutor can ‘scaffold’ higher ardeinking, foster independent thinking and
present alternative view points. This may redirentine discussion towards knowledge
construction (McLoughlin and Luca, 2000). Timelyegtions, recommendations, comments
and articulation of key concepts are strategies dhine tutors can use to provide students

with support.

4.5. Assessing the task
The students’ responses during the in-class oulipeussions were of such high quality that
it was decided to include them in the assessméweiisite for the course, which until then had
been weighted heavily in essay-style assessment_A4S Chat and Forum retains all
previous history, students’ contributions could mBviewed at any time and formally
assessed.
Student contributions were marked within the centaf the group discussion and

were assessed for:

* logical argument;

» evidence to support their argument;
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* how they interacted and engaged with their group;

» participation rate of each student (frequency dasttidution); and,

» the overall quality of their work.
The time required to mark this assessment of tbrdme discussions for a cohort of 120
students was unsustainable for the three tutorthesassignment has now been modified to
incorporate self and peer assessment, culminatirsgformal summary that is submitted by
each individual student. A more detailed descriptid the assessment process used in this

task is outlined in Cameron, 2009.

5. Students’ responses
With very few exceptions, students came to theudision tutorials well-read and prepared to
discuss the readings. The level of engagementtéhreadings and their enthusiasm for the
topics when they were confident of the material wmapiring. A growth in the students’ level
of understanding was often witnessed during a dson and many times a student’s firm
stance on a topic swayed after a healthy onlinetgelith fellow students. In addition, the
students were heard debating the various artickésré and after tutorials, and questions at
course lectures became far more insightful.

Therefore, to the course tutors, the in-classnenliliscussions were a resounding
success, however, students’ responses were vamete of the synchronous discussions, a

student wrote,

Intensive writing is really good for learning ... hawuch are we all writing at the moment,
synthesising thoughts and having a great intensiteractive discussion!!! This is a good
example, we have time to listen to each other ashand with hopefully well considered

comments.
However, in the same session, another student whiotleink this forum just goes to show
how superficial online learning can be. It's poismnmy experience of this assessment.” The
latter student also stated later she found the evhgercise quite confronting — she was not
comfortable with technology and yet her responseiewf a very high standard and she did
well in the assignment. A number of students contetemon the stress of having to type
quickly to get their thoughts down during the Chét when faced with the question: Would
you rather we replaced this assignment with anyesha response from 98% of students

surveyed was “No”.
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6. Conclusion

The online discussions held in this course led teeper understanding of the set readings
and improved engagement with their content. The& overcame many students’ reluctance
to join in the classroom discussions and avoidethtbeing dominated by a small number of
their peers. The use of the technology meant theudsion could accommodate simultaneous
small groups and moved the discussion to a modesttcentred activity. The quality of this
cohort’'s work throughout the course confirmed tlse of the online discussions facilitated
student understanding and engagement of the couataxial. Using LAMS Chat and Forum
improved the quality of in-class conversations withur tutorials.

There are several factors that may explain thssilte The tasks were assessable,
which is always a powerful motivator with studentse LAMS software was easy for
students to use; most students were keen to takéenpen novel assessment technique; and it
was more obvious to both staff and peers when stadeere not familiar with the readings
in a small group environment. Further researchlasimed to determine how each of these

factors may have influenced these in-class onliseudsions.
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