Virtual Study Groups (VSG), an approach to networked collaborative learning

1. Introduction

The Open University of Catalonia (UOC) is a new university model that provides distance learning through a Virtual Campus. With the application of new information and communications technologies, the "virtual campus" becomes an alternative to traditional correspondence education. Students are in permanent contact with University services, professors and other students from their own home, via a Virtual Campus and a personal computer. In the distance learning system that UOC offers, students have a wide range of institutional elements to stimulate, guide and help them during their process of learning: counsellors, tutors, and support centres. They also have other common virtual spaces where to pose and solve doubts: the community forum, a space for debates and a classroom forum.

In this context, one of the student’s critical problems is the feeling of isolation. Lacking every day’s feedback, contact with other students and teaching staff, student’s motivation level can decrease substantially. Moreover, not having someone with whom to share impressions, difficulties, and projects around the studies, can diminish the desire for learning. During their studies, students need a considerable amount of support. They need aid with the understanding of study goals, clarification of doubts, problem resolution, evaluation activities, and keeping up the level of motivation. 

From this point of view, collaborative work could be considered as a strategic tool to improve the study conditions and the quality of the learning context. In addition, collaborative work can be an important element of support and motivation front of the challenges students face at the beginning of theirs university life. In a broad sense, through a process of collaboration, students could share the discovery of a new virtual environment and build together a new reality that will surround them along their studies. This support between equals will allow the construction of social interactions and co-operative networks that will be basic to break the isolation that often implies distance learning systems.

In this particular scenario, our research focuses on co-operative learning in virtual environments. Our experience about VSG seeks to improve the formalisation of models of collaboration in virtual spaces of communication. The main goal of this paper is to describe the concept of virtual study groups (VSG) as the key element of our virtual learning system, as well as a central piece of the backup system for keeping student’s motivation high. A Virtual Study Group is created because students with similar types of needs form groups with the overall purpose of supporting each other educational needs, and, jointly, collaborate in solving learning problems. 

2. Virtual Study Group 

Collaborative learning methods were developed within the social-psychological tradition based on the idea that students working together are responsible not only for their own learning but for the learning of others students as well. From this perspective, we seek a methodological approach that will allow students give support and advice to each other as well as increase the degree of involvement in sharing knowledge and expertise. Different models and strategies have been proven in the past in pursuing the same goals. The aims and work distribution of the Virtual Study Group are in part similar to the ones described by Slavin for the group-investigation (Slavin et alt., 1985).

The main goal of a VSG is to create a learning structure in which students can study the contents of a subject matter in a better and richer manner that they would do otherwise. We expect students working collaboratively improve their achievement outcomes. The virtual study team is created by the students that gather together with the shared objective of helping each other to find the resolution of a problem generated around a specific learning problem. The concept of VSG claims for concretions related to the number of students per team, group creation, working and dissolution rules, and procedures and collaboration strategies.

For practical purposes, within the learning environment of our Virtual Campus, we define a Virtual Study Group as a group between 2 and 5 students, who have a reserved space in the Campus where they can communicate between themselves and swap doubts, solutions, advises, recommendations, suggestions, notes, etc. In this learning environment, students have the possibility to work together even if they don't meet at the same space or time.

In that regard, our previous experience shows us that during the training time and previously to the definitive constitution of the team, it is essential to clarify the goals and the level of commitment in order to establish good collaboration practices. There is need for putting in place the correct strategies from the very beginning. This allows students to realise their strong or weak points, and build a positive attitude towards their role in the new virtual study group. In this work we describe the useful strategies we have put into practice so far.

Our research aims to design instructional and learning systems that could allow students creating groups been fully aware of the advantages and disadvantages of it, and of the whole meaning of that way of learning. Student centred models of learning vary in their degree tutoring is centred on student, that is on the amount of intervention and guidance provided by the tutor.

The VSG could be situated in a continuum that ranges from high self-management by the students to high group control by the tutor. The table below illustrates the different models that could be employed in order to facilitate students’ collaborative learning in the virtual environment:

Type
Level of Tutor’s Involvement
Details of process

1
High
Tutors present a structure for the teaching/learning process. This includes detailed identification of the purpose of each section, the duration of each session, detailed readings that the students are required to have read prior to each session, definition of the extension activities from each session that students will be involved in and a clear description of the outcomes that are expected from each session.

2
Medium
Tutors identify the broad structure of the content of study. They provide an initial set of readings and other sources of information. Students become aware of their role in the learning process and the tutors’ expectations of them. Throughout the teaching/learning process, tutor is not in charge but takes notice of the thinking of the students and seeks, where possible, to incorporate their contributions into her or his teaching.

3
Low
Tutors identify the broad focus of the content of study. Students with the support and guidance (where appropriate) of the tutors define the initial structures that they will use in order to approach the subject. Tutors act as sources of expertise and mentors or facilitators. Tutors only intervene where there is a crisis in the process, this crisis may, for example, be where students step outside the natural boundaries defined by the subject or where there is tension in the collaborative process.

4
No involvement
Students organise their study in groups by themselves without requiring the tutor’s intervention. That is, students choose whatever learning activities suit better to their learning needs and objectives.

The main benefits for the students working co-operatively in a virtual environment can be twofold. First of all, co-operative learning creates the potential for cognitive and metacognitive benefits. On the one hand, it reinforces and improves the study and learning of the subject-matter contents. On the other hand, it engages students in a situation that requires them to make explicit both the process followed to carry out a learning activity and the strategies applied to resolve a problem. Making these facts available to everybody in the group can give rise to further discussion and reflection about issues of the learning process itself.

Second, co-operative learning promotes affective and social benefits. In particular, it increases the student interest and value that gives to the subject matter. It also increases positive attitude and social interactions among students, which results very positive and enriching for students with different knowledge levels and others characteristics.

Next section describes the two experiences we carry out in the subjects of Multimedia and Communication (MiC) and Information Structure (IS) in the OUC. The first of them involves high self-management by the students whether the seconded one is highly conducted by the tutor.

3. Initiating Virtual Study Groups within the subjects of MiC and IS

Multimedia and Communication at the UOC

Multimedia and Communication at the UOC is a specific, transversal and compulsory subject to any student that joins the university. This subject has a double value for the students: it reflects on Information and Communication technologies and promotes the strategies and tools students need in order to study in the virtual campus. This is fundamental for searching, organising, sharing and communicating information. 

The main objective is that the students improve the conditions of study by collaborating in the process of learning in order to obtain the objectives of the subject. The creation of study groups is suggested to help themselves in the resolution of the inherent difficulties to the practical work of the subject.

The characteristics of the subject are:

· The students have just entered the university and the Virtual Campus is new for them. 

· They do not know the implications of studying in a virtual environment, and they do not know how to use its resources.

· They have probably never met before. Consequently, interaction and collaboration level is really low.

· Students lack strategies for virtual work. In addition, they show a reserve attitude towards helping others with the resolution of problems.

In MiC students use the Campus v3 group tools. For information exchange purposes, students access two spaces called Forum and Debate. They also have access to a workspace where to send and download files and a link to a web page that can be modified as they work progresses. This web page can also be used as a tool to link the workspace files and organise information. 

The VSG main objective is to support the achievement of the subject goals. The group self-manages and creates its own dynamics. The group is only an instrument for giving to each other support for solving individual activities. The work produced by and within the group is not evaluated. The tutor doesn't propose concrete activities to develop in-group. Depending of students’ level of autonomy, tutor plays an important role in helping the group with study questions and guiding its dynamics. The procedure to start a VSG is the following:

· Creation of groups:

The tutor makes a proposal in a face to face meeting, and also in the teacher virtual board. For creating groups students just introduce themselves using the virtual forum and not a concrete study activity is suggested. Students exchange information and explain proposals in the Forum. Once a group is  created, one of its members informs the tutor.

· Cohesion and development of the group:

The tutor informs about strategies, clarifies the conditions and promotes feedback. During that phase, students should:

· Share experiences, create a common culture, develop common rules and construct frameworks in which create a new reality. Moreover, the group should develop activities specifically directed to reinforce the interaction among members.

· Reinforce group cohesion as a factor to increase internal solidarity and decrease tensions and problems between group members.

While they consolidate themselves as a virtual study group, they reach the objective of helping each other studying the subject. In order to “pass” the subject of MiC, students have to complete five long evaluation activities. Although these activities are to be done and presented individually, VSG should be a tool for helping students with the difficulties that may arise during the resolution of these educational practices. In other words, students do not have a functional group goal, but to help each other to reach their personal goals within the subject.

Information Structure

In this section, we describe the methodology followed to implement the pilot experience of VSG in the course of Information Structure. First, we describe the tool used for its implementation.

Based on our previous experience with cooperative learning and problem-solving in virtual environments (Guitert, M. et alt., 1999), we chose the BSCW tool (http://www.gmd.gd/bscw). BSCW is a tool for cooperative work that offers a range of possibilities such as: group management, asynchronous discussions, document management and an automated daily workspace activity report. It also provides a help which explains how to use the tool (Bentley R. et alt., 1997; Horstmann T. and Bentley R., 1997). In addition, we also provided the students a brief help document with the most important functionalities of BSCW so that to facilitate a faster and easier interaction and involvement with the tool.

Given the above conditions, we propose a methodology which consists of a sequence of actions that we believe necessary to realise the experience. The type, goals and the way these actions are performed specify the organisation, content and structure of the interactions that take place in the shared workspace. The planning of the actions is explicitly presented to the whole class by means of a work schedule which describes the type, goal and the timing of each action planned. Next, we describe the three main phases of the approach followed to carry out the experience: initiating, forming and performing.

· Initiating: set up a debate of a case about virtual study group

The realisation of a case study constitutes the first action of our approach and its main goal is to initiate the students into the new experience. To that end, a specific case is presented to the students for asynchronous discussion. In fact, this discussion constitutes an initial, practical step towards the realisation of a group activity through an exchange of opinions and ideas, which can further motivate and push the students to be engaged in the real group study afterwards.

· Forming: arrange group formation

This phase involves three main actions: introducing, negotiating and norming. In particular, students first introduce themselves by presenting information that their classmates could use to reach a decision about making a contact to possible candidate group members. Then, an interaction between possible candidates begins in order to form a group. The purpose of this discussion is to reach an agreement of the definite group normative (rules about group functioning, organization and planning of the work). If the negotiation phase has been sincere and effective, establishment of an accepted normative can be an easy and fast process.

· Performing: virtual study group realisation

After a group is formed and its normative is clearly specified, it is the right time for performing: group members should be engaged in a collaborative study and learning of the subject matter. The first goal is to make students carry out learning activities that include the elaboration and resolution of assignments related to the concepts and notions of the theory to be studied. The second goal is to realise a learning task (a small project); this is the case of a practical problem-solving whose purpose is to demonstrate that the students have assimilated the conceptual contents of the subject matter and are able to apply them in a real problem.

Moreover, the timing and the order of carrying out these learning objectives is a very important factor for the success of the group study and for obtaining the benefits drawn from it. 

Finally, cooperative learning methods are most likely to enhance learning outcomes if they combine group goals with individual accountability. That is, each group member will be held accountable for accomplishing the learning goals of an activity or task. For example, students should know that any member of the group may be called on to answer anyone of the group’s questions. For this reason, to increase and make explicit students responsibility in group study, a particular workspace, called Reflection/revision of group work, has been designed and put at the disposal of all groups. This utility gives students the chance to be involved in follow-up reflection activities, which manifest and clarify the way students study in group, contribute to the group and learn. Making this explicit, it helps students critique and revise the process followed and thus it proves valuable as a way of engaging students in meaningful learning.

4. Reflections from the experience

We are at the initial phase of experiencing with VSG. The research we are doing is based on a methodological procedure of Research - Action and, consequently, we are taking decisions while the experience is going through, paying a special attention and reflecting on the following elements:

· Group Objectives: What is the objective of the group. It has to be concrete and precise and should imply a concrete formalisation level shared by all members of the group.

· Level of tutors and students involvement: Depending on the group objective, tutor’s role may change: managing, democratic, making easy, etc., which at the same time will imply a student's role, more or less self-managing.

· Cohesion level of the group: The commitment level, the intensity of the interaction and the type of communication can influence or determine the achievement of the group goals.

· Work methodology: In a virtual work context, the notions of planning, task distribution, the tool used and the way it is used are the key elements for efficient group working.

· Effects on the learning process: Since improvement of learning and achievement of better outcomes are key elements for every student, it is necessary to investigate how virtual study groups affect and promote effective learning. For this reason, it is important to keep in mind the following influencing factors: motivation, satisfaction, support, accomplishment of learning objectives.
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