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Case Study 

Research question: can the use of think.com transform classroom teaching?

Summary

The use of think.com in the classroom changes teaching methods. During the timespan of the project teachers used the system to distribute teaching materials via class web pages; they collected and returned homework by email; they set up online assessment tasks for students. A move towards a constructivist method, where teaching becomes more learner centered and the teacher assumes the role of facilitator, requires appropriate training for teachers, a change in classroom/school organisation and new methods of assessment. 

Introduction

This case study is based on research evidence that was collected in Tideway School from September to December 2003. It seeks to identify and assess the ways in which the use of think.com transforms the nature of classroom teaching and the role of the teacher.

Background

Tideway is a mixed comprehensive school for pupils in the 11-16 age range. There are 1,031 pupils on roll. The school ‘serves a diverse, predominantly white, urban community …..  It is an area of social deprivation and is in the process of significant regeneration.’ The percentage of pupils claiming free school meals and of those identified as having learning difficulties is ‘broadly’ in line with national averages. ‘In most lessons pupils have a good attitude towards their learning.’(Ofsted). The quality of teaching was
described by Ofsted in 2001as ‘satisfactory with some good features.’

In 2001/2 the school received a DfES sponsored Best Practice Research Award to examine the impact that computer mediated communication (CMC) could have on teaching and learning. At about that time the OECD had produced a report that described the practice and potential of communication technology in schools across Europe
. ‘They (pupils) learn by email communication with their peers in a mutually stimulating and supportive fashion. Dialogue arises more easily and more meaningfully between schools and homes via web pages and email, promoting greater understanding between them, as the learner, the teacher and the parents establish an identity of purpose.’ 
 The Tideway research at that point sought to test and clarify some of these claims through pupil and staff use of email and message boards.

Despite the short-term nature of the research project, there was some evidence to show that the use of CMC tools had enhanced the achievement of some pupils. There was quite clear evidence to show improved pupil motivation and satisfaction. What the research did not clarify was the impact that the application of CMCs in the classroom could have on teaching.

It is against this ‘gap in knowledge’ that this paper is set, although the decision to pursue this area of research comes from my own ‘personal experiences and commitments’ (Walford).  I have tutored teachers online in the Open University course ‘Teachers and ICT’. I believe that the online delivery of teaching and learning will play a greater part in the ‘classroom of the future’ (BECTA). ‘Much of what we do in education is based on feelings and assumptions rather than hard fact/evidence
’ and I am aware of my obvious bias in this area of research. 

· what evidence is this paper based on?

Qualitative research ‘involves the gathering of evidence that reflects the experiences, feelings or judgements of individuals taking part in the investigation of a research problem or issue whether as subjects or as observers of the scene.’
 

This kind of approach to evidence gathering is common in classroom based research
 and is not without its risks in attempting to record findings and interpret them in a way that can have an application and relevance outside the institution in which the case study is based.

Data for this paper has been collected in a number of ways:

·   Think.com was piloted in Tideway School during the summer term of 2003 with two classes. The aim of the pilot was to identify any issues relating to pupil and teacher access and the training that would be required. Over the summer break a pattern of use was written into schemes of work and lesson plans for Year 10 GCSE Business and Communication Systems. In the autumn term classes were logged on to the system and it was used daily in classroom teaching. Data was collected through lesson observations and teacher interviews. 

·   INSET on the application of think.com in the classroom was delivered to staff from the school Science and ICT Departments
. Evidence was collected during discussions with colleagues on the two training sessions.

Most of the research into the use of CMCs has taken place within further and higher education. Gilly Salmon’s five-step-model
 for students and staff involved in online conferencing is the framework that has been used on which to base the reporting of this research project. 

Access and motivation 

(Step 1: students set up and use their systems, students are motivated; teachers are welcoming and encouraging)

At this level ‘there are technical requirements in terms of hardware and user skills in terms of software’
 that are essential to the online tutor or teacher.

National surveys conducted on behalf of the DfES show that, ‘The percentage of teachers who felt confident in the use of ICT in their subject increased from 63 per cent in 1998 to 79 per cent in 2002.’
 By 2003 this had risen to 86%.
 This reflects very much the position of the Tideway staff involved on the project
. 
All project staff had access to email and had integrated the use of ICT into their lesson plans and schemes of work. All felt confident in their use of current systems in school, but recognised that they faced a steep learning curve in training to use the steady flow of new software that was being introduced into the curriculum.

It is important to make the point that staff involved in the project were ICT proficient. Training in the use of think.com (the software) was delivered during after-school INSET by the ICT co-ordinator who had used training materials from the Oracle web site. 
Two members of staff undertook the role of teacher-administrators on the system. Teaching staff stated that they would rely on them to moderate student discussions and deal with issues relating to the posting of inappropriate material. They also observed that as teaching staff became accustomed to think.com they could be expected to take on a moderating role for their own group or class areas. Staff also stated that they would rely on the school ICT technician to provide hardware support; they did not regard this as falling within their remit.

Pupil training in use of the system was expected to take place through the ICT department. Members of that department would log pupils on, train them in using the main features of the system and provide a help desk facility for students.

At this stage there was little change in the role of the teacher. Teachers carried out the kind of classroom tasks that they would normally do in introducing pupils to a new activity or topic. They would be ‘welcoming and encouraging’.

All staff had access to the Internet at home. They immediately recognised the potential for extending teaching beyond the confines of the classroom. They suggested that anytime-anywhere teaching would be an issue for current conditions of service and that present school structures, such as the organisation of the school day, would have to change to fully integrate systems such as think.com into classroom teaching and learning.

Online socialisation 

(Step 2: students begin to send and receive messages from each other; teachers help to bridge the gap between ‘cultural, social and learning environments’)

Research shows that where students feel they have a positive social presence online, this has a direct impact on their achievement. An Open University study of the importance of this social dimension ‘found that individual success or failure on the course depended upon the extent to which students were able to cross a threshold from feeling like outsiders to feeling like insiders.’

This may not seem such an important issue in the face to face classroom where students are already part of a social and learning community. Evidence from lesson observation suggested that this was just as critical, as pupils who struggled to be accepted socially by their peers in the classroom found this ‘social exclusion’ replicated online. Although teaching staff recognised this they felt they lacked the skills to design pedagogic tasks that would overcome this. 
Using think.com students can communicate and socialise in a number of ways: stickies (post-it notes), email, web pages and all the interactive elements that could included within the latter (lists, votes, brainstorms, message boards).

There was lots of evidence to show that socialising happening at a student level, but there were a lack of structured activities that would enhance this. Some staff questioned the validity of the social experience for pupils working online. Some staff stated that within a three or four part lesson plan
 and an already crowded syllabus there was little time for online socialisation. 

By and large when communication was built into lessons by staff it was for the purpose of meeting the learning objectives for that lesson.

Wegerif describes the issue of language usage on an Open University online course
. ‘The line taken by the course guide and the tutors was clear in supporting a casual and spoken style using the written medium of electronic conference messages. One tutor on the course told me that he always put deliberate spelling mistakes in his early messages to help the students relax.’ Tideway School has a clear literacy policy. Staff questioned the extent to which this should be ‘relaxed’ in online communication with and between students.
It is at this level that some key differences between classroom/behaviourist and online/ constructivist approaches to teaching begin to emerge. There were many staff complaints about pupils ‘socialising too much and not staying on task’. 

Strategies for bridging this ‘gap in learning environments’ need to be developed. Teachers simply did not have the design capabilities and skills to "build and sustain a cooperative, collaborative learning group" online (cited in Hiltz, 1990, p. 60)
.

Information Giving and Receiving

 (Step 3: students begin to share information; the teacher acts as a facilitator in this process)

Through think.com student communication can take place on many different levels. Paulsen sums up such communication as 1-2-1, 1-2-some, 1-2-many
. Think.com stickies are best suited to the 1-2-1 sharing of information between students and teachers; email is appropriate for the 1-2-1/some; whilst the many features that can be added to web pages make these a good medium for the 1-2-many sharing.
Staff used these features in a range of ways to encourage students to share information.

· One class had to build up a database of responses to an online questionnaire about school dining facilities. Students placed a ‘vote’ and a message board on their own web pages and stickied other pupils with a request to visit their web page and make a contribution.
· Completed homework tasks were emailed to a teacher and returned by email after grading.
· In one class students had to download an example of a school newsletter; make comments on a message board about the design; create their own newsletter, upload it to their own web page and invite comments from other students before carrying out a re-design on the finished product.
There were plenty of good examples of teaching staff encouraging, supporting and facilitating the sharing of information in teaching groups. There were some examples of students independently sharing information and supporting each other in their use of think.com.

Think.com had clearly enhanced and improved the ways in which students collaborated and shared information. Staff did not see in this any fundamental change in teaching or in their role and the issues they raised had mainly to do with the mechanics of the system:
· Teacher overload; how can teaching staff effectively track the progress of students online when so many students are sending and receiving so much information.

· How many students can one member of staff engage with online? Much depends on the purpose of that engagement. Salmon recommends the ideal number of participants. For example, for knowledge construction/generation, up to 30; for collaborative working, up to 9
.
· How can teaching staff build in assessment criteria into this system.

· Does the system lend itself to a new way of organising teaching e.g. rather than lessons being taught in a 1 teacher to 20 pupil ratio, think.com might allow 1 teacher and 1 assistant to deliver a lesson or lessons online to a great number of pupils logged on to the school network at different locations around school.

Knowledge Construction

(Step 4: through conferencing and interaction students begin to construct knowledge; the teacher acts as a facilitator in this process).

How is knowledge constructed in the English school classroom?

During INSET sessions staff agreed with Roger Crawford’s statement that ‘The traditional and most common approach (to teaching) in secondary schools is ‘behaviourist’. 
 The three part lesson is teacher led, staff are firmly in control.

Crawford states that a ‘constructivist approach is the only workable methodology’ when ICT is applied to a lesson. 
Features of this methodology emerged during an INSET exercise with staff. On member of staff set up a message board on a web page that asked for comments on the topical subject of fox hunting. Within minutes of the board going live pupils started to make their responses and in turn respond to each others comments. This training was taking place after school hours and students were using their own home connections to engage in the debate.

A number of key learning points emerged from this simple exercise: 

· Student learning was not controlled by teaching staff. In a typical lesson staff might provide stimulus material and then direct student contributions. The online debate required no such material. Rowntree
 describes this as a main feature of teaching and learning online. “The medium is not dependent on learning materials .. but can just as well be based on discussions of shared life experience or of work-based activities. The learning becomes not merely active …. but also interactive – students learn from each other.”

· Teacher input became minimal as student contributions soon outnumbered those of staff. Davie and Wells point out that online ‘all students have an equal opportunity to contribute which is not possible in classes where interaction is often dominated by the teacher and a few students.’
 The fox hunting debate was certainly not dominated by the teacher, although those students with high level technical and social skills may be at an advantage in online interaction.

· Students quite clearly responded to each other and began to create their own learning. To quote Rowntree once more, ‘the interaction is quite different from what learners might experience in a classroom. To begin with, their contributions are likely to greatly outnumber those of the tutors. There is no one to control turn-taking; if you have something to say, you say it, when you are ready. But if someone says something you want to comment on, you don't need to do so straight away. The medium supports reflection in a way that the classroom hurly-burly does not.’ 
 Creating sufficiently interesting and engaging real-life tasks for this to be re-created and sustained with lesson/course material would be a challenge for teaching staff. 

If these key learning points were applied to classroom teaching there would be a major transformation in teaching:

· The secondary school teacher would assume the role of facilitator.

· Students would assume greater responsibility for their own learning.

· Learning would not be reliant on teacher produced resources.

· Students would begin to seek solutions to learning issues outside the classroom.

This is where there is a fundamental difference between the role of the online tutor in higher education and the classroom teacher in a secondary school.

Development 

(Step 5: students begin to link to areas outside the closed conference environment; the teacher encourages ).

This was not an area that was explored in great detail during the length of this research project although some observations are worth noting:

· Within a short period of time Tideway students had made contact with students in a number of schools world wide, mainly through visiting web pages and inviting others to repay the visit. In many cases this developed into regular email contact. Such contact was purely social and not linked to teaching and learning in the classroom.

· Think.com is a closed environment open only to schools. Whilst school material uploaded to think.com can be viewed by any student or teacher, teacher-administrators can define who is allowed to post to class/lesson/group areas. For staff this represented a safe, secure teaching area and some expressed the opinion that in the early stages of a research project this should remain the case and that encouragement should not be given to students to explore beyond the confines of the school online environment (in practice it was impossible to prevent this).

Conclusion

Can the use of think.com transform classroom teaching?

Summing up the kind of changes that online conferencing leads to within a higher education teaching environment Salmon said, “There is absolutely no evidence that learners are able or willing to do without teachers, no matter how well designed the materials, how extensive the resources or how "just in time" the learning…. The fundamental role of the teacher or tutor has not changed but the mode of operation has."

The situation within the secondary school classroom is somewhat different.

The use of think.com does transform the ‘mode of operation’ of the teacher. During this research project there were plenty of examples of teachers readily adapting think.com to replicate many of their traditional classroom tasks. Learning was however still led, directed and controlled by the teacher.

As the example of the ‘fox hunting’ debate shows, think.com could transform the role of the teacher from leader-director-controller to that of facilitator as students use the service in a way that begins to display features associated with a constructivist method of teaching. For this to develop more fully requires a transformation in school/classroom structures, effective training in eModerating skills for staff and a change in assessment methods.
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