Ousarsined Linhvarsity of Technology {J"\ - =
o
_.sﬂ'

OLT-2005
BEYOND DELIVERY

TOWARDS A SOCIO-CONSTRUCTIVIST APPROACH TO
LEARNING AND TEACHING WITHIN OLT
ENVIRONMENTS

Simon Perkins
Communication Design
Queensland University of Technology, AUSTRALIA
s.perkins@qut.edu.au

Abstract
The use of on-line design journals has the potét@tipromote socio-constructivist
approaches to learning and teaching. In the firsingster of 2005 | set-up an
initiative in my Informational Arts unit at QUT wieestudents were encouraged to
publish on-line design journals. The students vasieed to research examples of
applied research and document their findings torehaith their classmates. To
help them do this | provided them with links of puomas national and
international applied research centres. | also amaged them to review my own
design journal that | use to publish referencesigmificant cultural, philosophical
and technical works. | was keen for the studentstad situating themselves as
practitioners and researchers within the broadetdiof design enquiry. Students
in design programmes often find it difficult to ma&onnections between their
student practice and the practice of professiomald researchers. This initiative
was designed for this reason, to support the stisdéen their discovery. The
students were able to use the publishing process method for understanding
their own enquiry and research interests. They vadiie to discover their own
points of departure from existing research throymgisonal reflection and peer
feedback. The use of on-line design journals seg¢mledve a number of benefits:
they allowed students to incrementally find resbadirections and establish
research paths; they provided students with a VeHior promoting informal
debate and discussion; and they helped them tdledtatheir own voice as
practitioners and potential applied researchers.
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Introduction

In the first semester of 2005 | set-up a learnimg) t@aching initiative to support Communication Des
students at QUT. The initiative was designed tp saldents make connections between their practice
and the broader field of enquiry. The initiativenaid to investigate a strategy for promoting a
socio-constructivistapproach to education. As part of this strategxplored the potential of a learning
and teaching environment for empowering studentietide their own terms of engagement and
participation. | conducted the initiative usingalternative system to Queensland University of
Technology's (QUT) online learning and teachingimmment (OLT). It is my contention that
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commercial learning environments, such as OLTfiardamentally incapable of supporting this kind of
initiative: due to their informing design logic apteoccupation with information transmission, rathe
than knowledge construction. Instead, | have cteatsolution centred on the use of student on-line
journals and in-class critical reflection.

A central feature of my initiative involved studemublishing and sharing their work with peers.
Although this is a straight-forward situation, lcilied that the solution should be one that could be
evolved by the students as their learning needsgedel made arrangements for students to setaip th
own on-line journals, either as Web sited\gblogs| made sure that they had complete control over
their environments and didn’t try to impose anyteahor organisation restrictions on them. | wasrke
to promote a situation where students that alréadyon-line journals could continue using themfand
students that didn't, to start using one. Theresapgd to be little benefit gained from limiting cunts to
administrative requirements whose purpose wassterfanitiative. Although technologically my
solution was simple, pedagogically the implicatiarese significant. Through this act | attemptedse
information and communication technologies (ICTtsoster a de-centralised, learner centred and
participative learning environment. Dr. Viens Jaggjbelieves that initiatives that foster student
autonomy, collaboration and co-construction of kiealge can be described as being
socio-constructivist. He believes that while thisra focus on socio-constructivism within education
that such initiatives are not without risk:
The assumption that the way to go is to integratiwelearning and socioconstructivist approaches
is now widely accepted in the domain of educati®ut. doing so is a very complex task since, for
most of us, the targeted socioconstructivist pegagmplies a major rupture with our traditional
vision and practice of learning and teaching (Vi@Breuleux et al. 2001).
For this initiative, students were able to indivatly decide their own publishing options: the cleoaf
journal technology, its configurations, organistagonomies and visual presentation; to share their
journal contributions with their peers, both oreliand off-line; and for personal reflection as vesll
critical and collaborative engagement. In this wag/ students’ journals were able to become sites of
peer-collaboration and knowledge co-constructinra fuestionnaire that | ran after the trial hadiegh
an Informational Arts student commented that:
It was useful to view my peers’ journals and totdbnite to their research by providing comments in
the commenting section - and vice versa. | fouad éven though we have different research
perspectives - key aspects overlapped.
The initiative had aimed to facilitate an expereset in the context of professional practicehls way
students were able to engage with their practicatsd within a broader context, towards deeperisev
of understanding and application of knowledge. Fhare, | believe that this initiative could be
extended towards collaboration through the usemdibresearch networks and datamlescing agest
such afRSS Syndicatioand informatiorfolksonomies

ICT-Based Learning Environments

The underlying logic of contemporary on-line leagand teaching environments has been informed by
asystemapproachto design. Despite the considerable effort devaigtieir evolution and the focus of
this effort on flexible learning, on-line learniagd teaching systems appear to be limited to gledh
transmitting information. In her essay on the etioluof ICT-based learning environments, Rosa Maria
Bottino describes this orientation as, firstly dhat sits in opposition to constructivist theoriasd
secondly one that fails to sufficiently accommodateial interaction and practice contexts withia th
learning and teaching environments. Bottino goetaritique the information transmission model of
ICT-based learning and teaching systems, and stgjtfes approaches that privilege learners asectiv
participants should be pursued:

One of the major forces which has driven changebkas the assumption that meanings are lost if

learning is simply seen as the transmission ofrin&dion. Learning is progressively considered as

being based on an active exploration and persamaitiction, rather than on a transmissive model
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(Bottino 2004).
In the current milieu of on-line learning and teiaghenvironments, ICT architects appear to be caugh
in a bind between a requirement to provide gersmdlsystenfeaturesand a will to embrace
contemporary educational strategies. In the liglat ®ystems approach to design, a compromise appear
to have been made that privileges administratibeistness and security over (student) agency and
engagement. Baltasar Fernandez-Manjon and Pilath®arave further described aspects of this
problem as one where "the requirements of a comaidearning environment are too diverse to be
provided by a single monolithic system" (Fernanti&mjon and Sancho 2002). The result is that the
ability for students to collaborate and maintaitbaomy within such centralised systems has been
limited to superficial sharing of data over netwsrkithin closed publishing contexts. Without a cesi
interrogation of the underlying imperatives govagha systems approach to ICT design, learning and
teaching within these environments is destineeoain locked in the administrative mode.

The Informational Arts Initiative

The learning requirements of the Informational Antét at QUT are quite unique. Unlike most units,
students enrolled in thé*3ear Communication Design unit are both fluerthiprocess of developing
design concepts, and fluent in the process ofsieglithem in functional forms. They have, as Ridhar
Buchanan describes it, stroalinical andapplieddesign skills (Buchanan 2001). They are able to
devise complex interaction design initiatives anglement them as operational prototypes. Despie th
these students generally find it difficult to stigheir practice within a broader field of enquiffey
are focused “on the problem for action that thegies faces. To solve a particular, individual desi
problem” (Buchanan 2001). So while they are abléeeelop desigsolutions they aren’t always able
to identify the relevance of their solutions tosgixig research and practice. For this reason Irdtiomal
Arts students are encouraged to situate theiripeaatithin anappliedresearch context. This gives them
the insight to start engaging in the broader falénquiry in a more active way. Through this ajpgto
the Informational Arts students are able to begiretaging their deep clinical and applied
understanding for broader and more fundamentalezosc

As part of this initiative | arranged for studetdssurvey existing applied research projects withan
interaction design field. | made available numerdiniss to national and international applied reshar
centres, as well as having them review my own ceimgnmsive interaction design jourd&tudents
were then required to develop a speculative prejget variation on an existing research direciitiey
then used their own on-line journal to organise stmate their findings with their peers. As the setere
progressed they were able to amass collectioredated interaction design work, whose significatoce
their project they could discover as their engewglved. In this way, the students were able tatlusie
on-line journals to refine their understandingh@mselves as practitioners while discovering tbein
points of difference from the existing interactidesign field.

The unit aimed to promote an awareness of the aions between student's experience in a learning
context and professional practice context. Theesttgdparticipating in the initiative found that et of
reviewing and refining applied research gave thesight into the role of being a researcher. Thity fe
that the opportunity to reflect critically in théaurnals, and through in-class discussion, helpedveal
tacit concerns informing their practice. The oppoity helped them to elaborate their understanding
the field of enquiry, as well as help to consoldtiteir existing strategies for their eventual stdy
engagement. In his esskHjgher Education: A Critical Busine$®onald Barnett describes the need for
students to strive towards higher levels of critigaas been essential to the development of deep
understanding:
[critical reflections need to] situate the actiarthie wider world of social arrangements, policied
public interests, and students [need] ... to egé@saternative structures, systems and possibilitie
collective action. Unless reflection rises to theggher levels of reflection, the student's reflact
would amount to decisionism and operationalism.fBjrbeing able to identify a range of alternative
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courses of action and to supply reasons for thearhoourse of action does not attain the higher
levels of criticality (Barnett 1997).
Through critical reflection, Informational Arts skents were able to more effectively consolidaté the
understanding within a practice environment.

Software Feedback Loop

The development of the Informational Arts initiatiis guided by a two-way process: firstly, the
software design process is informed by its usel@aming and teaching context, and the seconlagy, t
learning and teaching context is informed by sofendesign decisions. Based on the success of this
initiative, | intend to continue investigating thetential of socio-constructivist approaches toriew
and teaching. | also plan to incorporate the irtdiight | have gained from the students’ experiemces
inform further initiatives. Learning and teachigls have the potential to promote new and innueati
models of practice. Bottino describes this phenanehusly:
The way in which technology can be used in sodiatfice can prefigure new functions to be
included in the technology. These new functions@ppubrtunities can change the models of practice,
which have inspired the construction of the tecbgylitself. It can be noted that the development of
new models of practice can prefigure new ways iofguexisting ICT-based tools that can change the
role that such systems has previously had andeqoesitly, the mediation that they can offer to
teaching and learning processes (Bottino 2004).
Bottino appears to be describing a situation wiesknology users are not able to have any reat inpu
into the design of the learning and teaching tdalsases where users are able to participatédn th
process, such innovation can potentially informItB€ design process. In the case of the Information
Arts unit initiative, | am not only able to recodsr new ways of using the ICT tool but also able to
reconfigure their use.

The Informational Arts initiative appears to offarther learning and teaching opportunities and
through reflecting on its operation and throughsidering informal student feedback, | believe that
unit can be extended in various ways. While it appeiseful for students to maintain an autonomous
relationship to their peers, | believe that provglmore explicit opportunities for them to collaster
would be useful. One way of doing this would betlyh the arrangement of research networks. For
cases where students are engaged in common reseapainy, it might be useful to have them pursue
their research collaboratively. | believe that timight work best in situations where students vedie

to flexibly form and dissolve associations basedh&ir changing requirements. Where common
research artefacts are produced joint ownershifldmiattributed, where individual research artisfac
are produced individual ownership could be atteduOverall, student performance could be evaluated
according to their total research contribution cbuted collectively and individually).

One way of supporting these flexible arrangemeotsdcbe through the use of coalescing agents, such
as RSS Syndication and information folksonomiesS Bgndication is a publishing method that allows
information to be easily distributed on-line. Itaimadvantage is that unlike traditional publishing
methods, RSS Syndication offers the ability forsultbers to integrate content according to thein ow
needs. It also offers an alternative to the tradél producer/consumer relationship of publishR§S
Syndication allows both producers and consumessibgcribe and syndicate information. In a learning
and teaching situation, this ability has the patdmo foster informal research networks. Unlikenfial
group arrangements, networks formed through sytiditare able to be formed and dissolved at will.
Once a network has lost its relevance, its memderéree to form new networks through the simple
process of un-subscription and re-subscription.e3aRarmer at Deakin University has recently
discussed the potential of RSS syndication for mtimg a semi-latticed interaction model (Farmer
08-06-2005) for Weblog association. Farmer belidkias "the number of potential interrelationships
between writer and reader is almost unlimited anagvd from control being centred on the user"
(Farmer 08-06-2005). In this way, inter-connectedine student journals could help to provide sHare
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and autonomous contexts of enquiry within fluidwaks of association. Folksonomies also provide a
useful technique for promoting the formation ofe@xh networks. Folksonomies are complex indexing
structures that are able to evolve and change diga#iyn Unlike taxonomies, folksonomies are created
collectively through the intersection and overlayaf multiple indexes. Folksonomies form througé th
process of keywor@agging Tagging allows users to both organise informasiod create information
aggregates through category assignment. Studegasismg information in this way are able to make
connections between their enquiry and the enqditiger peers’. They are able to identify varying
degrees of relevance to their own enquiry througkegory groupings and keyword association. In this
way a situation called Legitimate Peripheral Pgréiton (LPP) is able to emerge. Students thatrokse
associations between their taxonomies and theispae able to contribute to their peers’ folksomes.

In so doing they may be able to evolve common releandeavours and research networks. The
adaptive ability of these coalescing agents off@sificant advantage for learning and teaching
situations. Their ability to facilitate dynamic ctactions can support students forming their own
research networks. Their ability to foster LPP balp students evolve informal and loose associgtion
Through supporting students in their formation aadotiation of research networks, coalescing agents
have the potential promote a socio-constructiigraach to learning and teaching.

Reflection on the use of learning and teachingaswoft has the potential to suggest new models of
practice. In open software situations, this reftechas the potential to inform the design of new
software operations. Where environments can bébfiereorganised, learning situations can be
re-ordered to suit the needs of their users. Stadeorking in this situation are able to maintagngonal
autonomy and at the same time are able to fosterane emergent collaborative networks.

Conclusion

The Informational Arts unit initiative was designedacilitate a learning and teaching strategytrceg

on research and critical reflection. The initiativas informed by a socio-constructivist approacheai

at promoting a learner centred and participatieerimg environment. Students were able to engage
autonomously with their peers within a shared le@ysontext. They were encouraged to discover ways
to situate themselves within a professional anplést-graduate context through the review of applied
research projects. After considering informal studeedback and general reflection, | believe that
initiative could be extended to promote greateroopmities for student collaboration through resbar
networks and the use of coalescing agents.
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Endnotes

* A viewpoint derives from the notion that humans active constructors of knowledge and meaning.
2 Anonymous response by Informational Arts coursigstandent to in-class questionnaire.

A process that frames understanding in terms stiratt organisational structures.

4 http://www.constellations.co.nz
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