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Abstract

The desire to translate constructivist and sociocultural approaches to learning in specific learning
activities is evident in most forms of training at current, not least in online education. Teachers
worldwide struggle with questions of how to create conditions in this fairly new realm of
education so students can contribute to the quality of each other's learning. Collaboration in
forms of text talk in asynchronous, text based forums (ADF) is often used to make participation
possible at the location and time that suits the students best given other aspects of their life
situation. But previous research indicate that collaboration in forms of text talk not always evolve
in expected quality, and that participation sometimes can be so low that no discussions at all take
place. Maybe it is time to move on and make use of the variety of user-friendly audio-visible
technologies that offers conditions for collaboration similar to those in the physical environment
instead? Is there any point to use ADF for collaboration, beyond the flexible opportunity for
participation it allows? If so, why, how and under what conditions is it worthwhile to use ADF
for tasks meant to be worked collaboratively on? This was the starting point of the studies in this
compilation thesis, which consist of a thesis for the Licentiate degree, three articles, an
unpublished study and the “kappa” that serves the purpose to provide the frame for the overall
results. The research was conducted in forms of two case studies involving different techniques
and data samples, as the aim was to understand collaborative text talk in-dept. The research
approach differs from the vast majority of studies in the research field of Computer Supported
Collaborative Learning (CSCL) where many studies before are conducted by analysis of
quantifiable data. The first study was performed in the context of non-formal learning in Swedish
Liberal Adult Education online, and the second in the context of higher education online in
Sweden. Both studies were performed on basis of socio-cultural theory. Empirical data was
collected from questionnaires, interviews and texts created by students when participating in tasks
that they jointly resolved through text talk. Some results were brought back to the students for
further explanation of the results. Findings from data analysis were triangulated with other results
and with sociocultural theory. The results indicate that students can create knowledge relevant to
their studies through text talk, but may feel restrained or dismiss the activity as irrelevant if
important conditions are lacking. Collaboration through text talk makes individual resources
accessible in a specific place where it can be observed, and its validity for the purpose of the task
evaluated by others. Students with good insight in the ideas behind what they are meant to
accomplish seem able to consult relevant guidance for this evaluation, from teachers, textbooks,
scientific articles and valid experiences important to their studies. This can contribute to learning
of the intended quality. Text talk increases teachers’ possibilities to identify what type of guidance
the study group needs when evaluating the gathered resources and can, through their own active
participation, provide support in the students “zone of proximal development”. Contributions
offered to the CSCL research field is the identifications of important issues related to learning
collaboratively through text talk, and the use of case study methodology as inspiration for others
to try also these kinds of strategies to capture online learning.

Keywords: Online learning, CSCL, online assessment, collaborative learning, peer assessment,
peer review, Swedish folkbildning, Swedish liberal adult education online, higher education
online, socio-cultural theory, asynchronous discussion forums, ADF, evaluation.



Sammanfattning

Utgangspunkten f6r denna avhandling ir intresset for de senare &rens nirmast
explosionsartade utveckling av nitundervisning inom snart sagt alla
utbildningsomraden i en tid sociokonstruktivistiska och sociokulturella teorier
synsitt pd kunskap, lirande och undervisning blir allt vanligare. Synsitten
innebdr att kunskap och lirande sker nir minniskor konstruerar och
distribuerar kunskap genom deltagande i historiska, kulturella och sociala
processer. Detta innebir att kunskap inte ir ndgot som overfors mellan en
individ till en annan som ska lira sig ndgot. Istillet 4r den som lir medskapare i
processer som formar sévil kunskapen som den som lir sig ndgot. Detta synsiitt
pd kunskap och lirande #r vanligt i mycket av den forskning som berdr
undervisning pd nitet.

Aktiviteter som stimulerar till samarbetslirande ir ett viktigt inslag i
undervisning som bygger pd dessa synsitt. I nitundervisning erbjuds
studenterna ofta samarbete i form av asynkrona textsamtal i nitkonferenser
(ADF) for att deltagarna skall kunna medverka nir 6vriga livsitaganden medger
detta. Men gir det verkligen att samarbeta nir detta ska ske asynkront och i
textform pd nidtet? Gér det att skapa forutsittningar foér ett djupt och
meningsfullt samarbetsldrande i med dessa medel, och i sé fall - finns hur kan
lirare stodja att detta samarbete blir av?

Detta var ndgra av de frigestillningar som var utgdngspunkten for denna
sammanliggningsavhandling som bestdr av tvd fallstudier. Resultaten av dessa
fallstudier redovisas i avhandlingen i form av en Licentiatuppsats, tre
publicerade artiklar, en opublicerad studie och en kappa som bildar en ram for
resultaten av studierna i sin helhet. Enkitdata, intervjudata och de texter
studenterna skrev i1 sina ADF samlades in och bearbetades med sivil
kvantitativa och kvalitativa ansatser. Resultaten triangulerades med varandra,
tidigare forskning och sociokulturell teori. Négra resultat aterfordes dven till
studenterna for hjilp med att forklara de ménster som visade sig.

Huvudresultaten tyder pd att studenter kan och vill samarbeta genom
asynkrona”text samtal” pa nitet om vissa viktiga villkor 4r uppfyllda.  Till
sddana forutsittningar hor att sociala band utvecklas i gruppen, men ocksé att
de som ska delta i samarbetslirande i form av textsamtal har invigts i de synsitt
pa kunskap och lirande som finns i den verksamhet dir de bedriver sina studier.
Detta kan bidra till forstdelsen for vad samarbete i text gir ut p& och pa vilket
sitt detta har betydelse for deras lirande. Studenter som inte vet vad som
forvintas eller forstar pd vilket sitt deras samarbete i text kan vara lirorike kan
lite bli omotiverade att delta. Aven den som tycker att det 4r svirt att uterycka
sig i ord kan ha svdrt att delta i samarbete som sker i form av skrivsamtal.
Motivationen kan dock 6ka nir studenterna forstdr vad de ska gora, hur det ska
gora detta och varfor inklusive vilka kvaliteer som efterstrivas i just detta



sammanhang.  Under sddana forutsittningar  tycks  bidragen il
samarbetsldrandet vara av god kvalitet eftersom studenter som vet vad de ska
uppnd tycks soka relevant vigledning for indamalet, till exempel genom att lisa
kursbocker, tolka tidigare erfarenheter under utbildningen, konsultera liraren
med mera.

Nir studenterna i det textbaserade samarbetet synliggérs vad var och en av
gruppmedlemmarna bir med sig for att bidra till att 16sa uppgiften uppstar
méjlighet att observera de grunder bidraget vilar p& och dirmed en chans att
avgora vilket virde bidraget har i just det hir sammanhanget. P34 sa sitt kan
textsamtal bidra dill et kritiskt och reflektivt tinkande som stédjer att kvalitén
pid den kunskap som genereras och distribueras via samtalen motsvarar
forvintade studieresultat. I studien dras dock slutsatsen att lirare méste vara
aktiva i textsamtalen. Detta kan vara sirskilt viktigt i kursens tidiga skede, for
vigleda studenterna s3 att de fér tillricklig forstelse for vad uppgiften gir ut pé,
vilket kan sikerstilla att bidragen som gruppens lirande bygger pé ir limpliga i
sammanhanget. Uppgifter som stddjer att gruppen fir storre kinnedom om vad
kunskap och lirande i just det hir sammanhangent innebir tycks forstd vad de
kan bidra med for att samarbetslirandet skall bli av den kvalité som efterstrivas.

Aktiva ldrare kan fi goda méjligheter till inblick i var studenterna behover
mer ledtridar for att kunna rikta sina studier mot forvintade studieresultat.
Eftersom studenternas forstdelse gestaltas i text kan bidragen till textsamtalen
avsloja nir och vilka typer av stéd och vigledning studenterna kan behéva for
att deras studieanstringningar skall baseras pa det som 4r avsett att bidra till den
forvintade studiekvaliten.

Avhandlingens bidrag dll kunskap inom forskningsfiltet Computer
Supported Collaborative Learning (CSCL) ir bland annat anvindningen av
fallstudiemetodologin och den blandning av undersékningsstrategier detta
medgav, d& mycket av forskningen som fér nirvarande bedrivs inom filtet
bygger pé kvantifierbar data. Granskningen av relationen mellan uppgiftens
natur, den vigledning studenterna &beropade for sitt samarbete och kvalitén pé
den kunskap som skapades och distribueras dr ocksd ett viktigt bidrag.
Studierna bidrog dirmed till konkreta férslag pa hur lirare kan iscensitta och
vigleda samarbetslirande av god kvalitet i form av textsamtal pa nitet.



FORORD

Ibland undrar jag hur det skulle vara om jag vaknade pd morgonen och tinkte pa att jag
ingdr i ett grupparbete som pigir genom tid och rum och med minniskor pé alla
kontinenter. Tink att jag dricker mitt morgonkafte tack vare de dir forsta minniskorna
som kom pa sitt att dela med sig av sina erfarenheter och synsitt pé livet, och de
strategier de brukade anvinda for att 16sa problemen i sin tillvaro... Kanske skulle jag
uppskatta den vigledning den sura gubben gav. Han som tutade pd mig nir jag nistan
kérde mot rote. Jag borde faktiskt tacka honom f6r att han s& handfast pdminde mig om
att inte gdra sidant som kan skada andra. Kanske skulle tacket bli dll en slags
vigledning f6r honom ocksa. Till exepel i frigor om det fakeiskt 4r okay att ligga sig i
nir ndgon héller pa att gora nigot dumt eller ¢j? For det ir ju faktiskt av ren omtanke
och inte alls menat som nigot plumt.

Tank om jag skulle se den dir flickan. Hon dir som hoppar i vattenpélen mitt pd
gatan s3 leran stinker och med 6gon som blinker. Egentligen borde jag tacka henne for
att hon visar mig att det inte ir hela virlden att bli lite smutsig ibland. Det viktigaste dr
vil egentligen formagan att njuta av livet hir och nu, ibland utan stdrre medel 4n en
lerig vattenpél? Till flickan kunde jag ge ridet att hoppa i vattenpélen strax intill
istillet. Det skulle minska risken att bli éverkord och ge vigledning f6r nya, men
betydligt sirkrare dventyr. Hur skulle det vara om vi sdg att alla forssker bidra i vért
stora grupparbete med allt det vi vet och kan. Jovisst gor vi fel ibland, men kanske det
4r ddrfor vi ska tinka pd att dela med oss av det vi vet och gora vad vi kan for att forsoka
vigleda varann?

Den hir avhandlingen ir ett resultat av det stora grupparbete som vi alla ingdr i och
det spinner dver tid och rymd. Det har vigletts av tinkare frin alla kontinenter och av
tusentals av dessa fantastiska redskap som minniskor tillsammans genererat. Minga av
dem som deltog har jag aldrig métt, forsvunna i historiens dimma eller anonyma som
de dr. Vem i hela friden kom till exempel pd att skapa de dir fiffiga kardborrebanden
som gor att jag (lis andra som bekymrar sig Gver att jag kanske ramlar nir snérena
hinger fritt) slipper knyta skor? Ja, det ir sant. Jag ir kanske inte alltid 4r den enklaste
att vigleda alla ginger, ibland ir jag ganska trog. Och kanske har jag inte alltid visat den
tacksamhet som ni fértjinat for alla era stod. Men lite har kanske dven bitit s& smétt pa
mig. Till exempel vigledningen jag fick av det dir korthuset jag tjurskalligt byggde pa i
timmar medan jag grit av ilska som liten. Det dir ondskefulla korthuset som inte ens
héll ihop fastin jag till sist anvinde superlim! Japp, redan som liten berittade tingen for
mig att jag nog skulle skippa planerna pa att bli en arkiteke... Istillet fick det bli
forskning om Lirande pd Nitet f6r den nyfikenhet det vicke.

S4 hir stdr vi nu med just den hir produkten av virt grupparbete som jag fitt dran
att forsvara. Jag hoppas att den kan bli ett redskap drminstone for nigra av er s jag fir
ge lite tillbaka av all den vigledning jag fitt. Jag borde tacka alla som bistdtt i dess



produktion - men eftersom vi 4r s ménga deltagare kan jag inte rikna upp oss alla pé
dessa begrinsade sidor. De flesta av oss 4r ju ocksd sidana jag inte ens kinner eller vet
om att ni en gdng funnits. S& vi fir vil néja oss med de av er som allra intensivast
engagerat er i den vigledning jag behovt!

S4... Hir kommer mitt dr varma tack alla ni som deltog i studierna! Utan er hade
det inte blivit mycket att skriva om! Tack Lo, Finn och Ludde, mamma Sonija,
Maggan A och Maggan L, Chatrine, Larsa och Marlene och Hécke, Sanna och alla
andra slikt och vinner som bade visat att det dr okay att 6verge er for att jobba med en
avhandling och samtdige sagt till nir det dr dags att ta en paus! Tack alla
onlinekamrater som underhallit mig nir jag behdvt lite avhandlingsflyke eller hjilp med
de engelska orden, sirskilt Odette, Jemima, Adam och Richard. Tack Sture Sjédin for
att du gav mig chansen till att skriva den dir Licentiatavhandlingen och didrmed fick
mig intresserad av att forska. Du fattas mig! Tack alla doktorandkamrater och kollegor
som gett mig s& fint stéd, inte minst alla ni pd "gamla LU” som gett mig glada tillrop
men ocksd virdefulla synpunkeer pa det jag gjort. Tack alla ni i LICT som bidragit med
vilbehovliga synpunkter och kritik. Tack Gunmarie for att du gjorde rum for mitt
skrivande pa upploppet sé jag slapp f3 allt for stor panik! Tack Tor for ett bra jobb som
andrelisare av manus som behovde din kritik! Och till sist ett extra varmt och innerligt
tack till Agneta Hult och Anders D Olofsson for stod, vigledning, vinskap, otroligt
engagemang och alla sista minuten insatser som ni gjorde. Nu ir den hir produkten av
virt grupparbete i hamn! Nu ska vi bara vila upp oss lite 6ver sommaren innan vi
fortsitter mot nya mal!

Maj 2010
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I.INTRODUCTION

[. INTRODUCTION

The interest and scope of this thesis is related to the massive growth of online
education in a time when the role of education and previous leading ideas about
knowledge and learning are challenged (Lapdat, 2002). Reynolds, Schallert,
and Alexander (2009) identified a turn toward a dominance of constructivist,
socio-constructivist, and sociocultural approaches and methodologies in many
areas of psychological and educational research. Central within these theories
are the ideas that knowledge and learning are historically and socially situated in
human practices, and that learning is an active process of constructing rather
than acquiring knowledge. Accordingly, education based on these outlooks
often includes tasks to be worked on collaboratively.

It is easy to picture educational situations in a traditional physical
environment with a group of students working together on a task, constantly
challenging each other’s thoughts and ideas through disagreements,
explanations, and negotiations while using all sorts of strategies, the tone of the
voice, choice of words, body language, pen and paper, and other cultural tools
at hand, when trying to come to a consensus. However, recent developments in
information and communication technology (ICT) have created new ways for
humans to work on tasks collaboratively without the need of a physical
environment. This has in turn enhanced the opportunities to organize
collaborative learning activities for groups of citizens who previously had
problems attending classes if they had to be at a certain place on a certain day
and hour (Olofsson, 2008).

The possibilities of facilitating education online attract educators all over the
world, whether the underlying motive of offering access to education through
these means is of democratic or economical origin. Students also seem to find
online education attractive judging by the steadily growing number of students
all over the world (e.g. Schrire, 2006) including Sweden (Statistics Sweden’,
2008) that attend their studies through these means, But what does it mean to
learn online in an environment in which the traditional classroom is replaced by
course forums and teachers and fellow students are miles away? What happens
when students are asked to work collaboratively on learning tasks in
asynchronous, text-based discussion forums, which so commonly are used to

! Statistiska Centralbyrin
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LEARNING TEXT TALK ONLINE

enable flexible participation? Can collaborative activities like the one described
above be realized when students are asked to work together through text online?

Interest in such questions was the starting point for the research studies that
this thesis builds on. The interpretations of these questions resulted in two
empirical studies, each with its own aim and focus. The first study (Liljestrém,
2006) was conducted on data gathered from a governmentally funded project
that started in 2002. The aim of this project was to implement online courses
and study circles underpinned by the ideology of Swedish Liberal Adult
Education® (SLAE). At this time, the Swedish government made expensive
investments to support the evolution of more flexible opportunities to attend
education. This project was one of many other governmental investments
aimed at supporting the development of SLAE online. This particular
educational institution is made up of a large variety of educational practices that
are linked to different organizations. Each has its own ideological identity of,
for example, religious or political origin. Simultaneously, they also confess to
the shared, overarching ideals formulated as the core ideas in SLAE as a whole.
There was a strong emphasis on some of these ideals in the educational
discourse concerning SLAE during the time the study was conducted. For
example, the idea that SLAE should build on the participants® needs and
desires and be characterized by a culture in which active participation,
democratic conversation, tolerance for dissidents, and respect for justified
arguments and decisions (e.g., Andersson, 2001; SOU 2003, p. 94) was highly
visible in SLAE documents and scientific research. Another important theme
was that SLAE should be available to a larger proportion of the population.
This would be accomplished through online study circles and courses to create
more flexible opportunities for citizens to participate in such activities (e.g.,
Andersson, 2001; Fahraeus, 2001).  Accordingly, central ideas in the
implementation project were to generate courses and study circles that could
stimulate active learning based on learners’ needs and desires realized as
democratic conversations in Asynchronous discussion forums, ADF.

The opportunity to study collaborative learning in forms of asynchronous
text-based discussion in this implementation project emerged through the need
to evaluate how the courses and study circles turned out in practice, and I was

* The term is here used to capture Swedish Folkbildning.

3In the dissertation on the licentiate degree, I used the terms “leader” and “participant” instead of
“teacher” and “student,” since this is how these roles are expressed within SLAE.
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I.INTRODUCTION

charged with this task by Centre for Flexible Learning* (CFL). The idea of
learning through democratic conversation in ADF was intriguing and lead to
the focus in the study of how this idea worked out in practice. What could be
learned from the students’ approaches when they carried out discussions
through text? Would it really work to collaborate and exchange thoughts and
ideas in a “meaningful” way through asynchronous “text talk”? Accordingly,
questions about the possibilities and restraints of participation in collaborative
learning activities through text-based discussions were targeted. Related issues,
such as how the courses was organized and carried out and the participants’
personal conditions for partaking in courses and study circles online, were also
investigated.

Data for the empirical study were collected through interviews and
questionnaires; so that the project course and study circle leaders and
participants’ courses generated by 17 contributing organizations could share
their views on their experiences. However, data from the actual activities in
ADF was not available, which meant that the study captured the general
patterns in how the participants and leaders in these courses and study circles
described their experiences of the course activities. This study generated the
platform for the second study, the Peer Review Study (PRS) that took place in
the context of higher education in Sweden and was carried out between 2008
and 2010.

The project funded by The Swedish Agency for Networks and Cooperation
in Higher Education’ (NSHU) and from which data for the PRS was collected,
had a different origin. It could perhaps be described as a product of current
educational discourses within higher education worldwide. It was developed in
higher education during a period of growth in online education, at a time when
the role of the university was under debate with questions regarding “academic
freedom" versus the expectations raised by wider society (Degerblad &
Higglund, 2001; Sundgren, 2008). Should universities be autonomous
instances based on their own ideas about what role to fill, or should universities
meet specific needs in society, for example becoming an instrument for changes
in society and economics by fostering qualified labor?

The latter view seems to have gained strength during the past 20 years.
Fransson (2002) discussed how higher education in the beginning of the 1990s
became one of government’s most important instruments for changing societal

* Centrum for Flexibelt Lirande

® Myndigheten for Nitverk och Samarbete I Hogre Utbildning
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conditions and supporting the turn toward a knowledge-based economy. This
was realized through costly governmental investments, including efforts to
recruit non-traditional students, persons with disabilities, immigrants, mature
students with work and family commitments, and so on. A visible result these
investments is a dramatic growth of higher education and the large
heterogeneity of university students populating higher education today.
Simultaneously, the resources invested in higher education have decreased,
which means that every teacher now has the responsibility for more students
than before the current mass-education system was formed (Fransson, 2002).
Lately, significant efforts within the European Union (EU) have been put into
activities to calibrate the standards in higher education between the member
countries in the Bologna process’. This has raised strong external demands on
the quality of university education. One example is a recent governmental
proposition called “Focus on knowledge—quality in higher education”
(Proposition 2009-2010, p. 139) [translation mine]. This proposition suggests a
new system for distributing resources to universities. The idea is that resources
should be distributed according to how well each university scores during a
quality measurement of the education provided by their research strategies,
cooperation strategies, and quality work.

This mixture of expectations for university education is not the only
challenge in this educational realm. The rapid growth of ICT has generated
much more flexible means for providing education. It was in this context that
the implementation project from which data for the peer review study (PRS)
was collected became a purposeful action, an attempt to meet the expectations
identified in the current discourse about higher education. The central idea was
to explore whether engaging online students in criteria discussions and peer
review activities online could help them understand the nature of the
knowledge and skills stipulated in overarching steering documents and course
curriculum, so that their possibilities for successful study outcomes of high
quality would increase. A specific element, hereafter called “the peer review
element,” was developed on the basis on ideas derived from theory and
scientific research on formative assessment.

The peer review element contained instructions for criteria discussions,
scaffolding in the form of questions aimed at triggering further interpretations,
documents aimed at providing more information about the nature of the
knowledge and skills the students were expected to learn, and instructions for

¢ See for example the official Bologna process website:
http://www.ond.vlaanderen.be/hogeronderwijs/Bologna/
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I.INTRODUCTION

participation in peer review activities. Participation in activities related to the
peer review element was meant to be carried out through postings in ADF. My
involvement, as described and discussed later, created an opportunity to further
the understanding of collaboration in the form of written postings in ADF—
“text talk.” The conditions for the SLAE study gave access to data from actual
activities in ADF, and also the opportunity to capture the students’ views about
how they experienced ADF activities in relationship to specific tasks.

The purpose of both these studies summarize is to contribute to the growing
understanding of the conditions for collaboration in ADF in the context of
education. Certain themes related to this topic were explored both theoretically
and through empirical studies to different degree in both studies. These themes
are expressed in these questions:

1  What could justify the use of ADF in online courses, besides the
flexible possibilities for participation it enables?

1 What strengths and limitations for collaborative participation in
collaborative learning activities emerges when carried out as text-based
conversation in ADF?

1 What learning activities could give online learners reason to become
engaged participants in joint efforts to contribute to the growth of
knowledge and skills in a study group?

Disposition

This is a compilation thesis for the doctoral degree. The thesis is based on
research conducted as two case studies. This “kappa” is meant to be the frame
for the overall results that have been generated in the studies. The first, the
SLAE study, was previously published as a dissertation on the Licentiate degree
(Liljestrom, 2006).  Results from the second study, the PRS-study, are
presented in the three articles, two of them published and one accepted for
publication. In addition, data that not yet has been published is added to this
“kappa” since it provided valuable information. The different publications that
make up the study are presented in chronological order. Accordingly, the results
from the SLAE study are presented in a summarized form next. Thereafter, the
PRS study is introduced, followed by the theoretical framework and literature
reviews that have been used to bridge the two studies. After that, the three
articles are presented and discussed in summarized form, followed by the
content analysis of data that not has yet been reported. In the last part of the
thesis, the results from both studies are discussed to draw overall conclusions
and discuss what this compilation thesis has contributed to the growing

15
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understanding of collaborative learning online in asynchronous text-based
forums.

16



II. THE SWEDISH LIBERAL ADULT EDUCATION STUDY

II. THE SWEDISH LIBERAL
ADULT EDUCATION STUDY

Introduction

Swedish liberal adult education (SLAE) is a concept that includes a wide range
of educational activities offered by an equally broad collection of organizations
of political, religious, or other ideological origin. Some of these organizations
offer education on the compulsory school and college level with credits for
further studies, including at the university level. This offers a possibility to those
who for one reason or another did not graduate at a certain educational level in
the compulsory school system and those who need to complement or upgrade
their credits from previous studies before they can access further education.
SLAE offers accredited programs and vocational training courses. SLAE also
offers educational activities in the form of study circles. Participation in study
circles is not rewarded by credits for access to further studies within the formal
education system, and the large variety of activities is designed to attract
participants ranging from very young children to senior citizens. A study circle
can investigate almost anything, from political discussions to language studies
to crafting. The organizations linked to SLAE have their own ideological
identities of political, religious, or other nature, but are simultaneously linked
to the shared ideological profile of SLAE. From a historical perspective, some of
the central ideas of SLAE are based on the work of Rousseau, Pestalozzi,
Dewey, and Vygotsky, with an emphasis on the social origin of learning.

I had been working for a few years as a junior lecturer in the department of
education in Umed when in 2003 I enrolled as the evaluator of the project from
which the data for the SLAE study was gathered. At this point, my contact with
online education was limited to a few distance courses at my department in
which ICT was used very sparsely. Basically, it used the platform FirstClass™
to deliver instruction, answer questions from students, and provide a space in
which the students could communicate through postings in case they wanted to
stay in contact with each other. But interest in the new opportunities to
connect persons all over the world that the advances in ICT had enabled, as
well as the interest in what this could mean in an educational context, was high.
Could ICT be used for learning activities that would encourage students to
participate in joint efforts to contribute to the growing knowledge and skills of
the study group? The offer to evaluate the SLAE project created a good
opportunity to explore what the potential and restraints ICT could mean when
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it is used for educational purposes. The results of these research studies are
based on the thesis for the Licentiate degree, which makes up the first half of
this thesis.

Summary

The thesis for the Licentiate degree begins with an argumentative introduction
in which the research interest was outlined and what a study of the
implementation of SLAE could contribute to was discussed. The introduction
ends with the specified goals for the study: the aim to contribute to the growing
understanding of online education, with a focus on text-based educational
activities that are approached collaboratively. Related questions, such as possible
implications of participation on joint efforts to co-construct knowledge when
such activities are postings in asynchronous text-based forums (ADF), are also
outlined. This is further discussed in relationship to issues related to course
structure and instructions, the impact that the participants’ previous experiences
from, for example, text production and computer usage could have on their
approach to the ADF activities, and to why ADF should be considered at all for
learning activities meant to be approached collaboratively.

The background presented in the Licentiate degree thesis is a first attempt to
enter the central ideas in sociocultural theory. It resulted in an initial discussion
of why use of ICT would be of interest for learning purposes when the
educational ideas are derived from sociocultural theory. The central ideas of this
theory are that the world, our knowledge of the world, and how we learn, are
situated in social processes that exist in the meetings between humans, and in
which our ability to communicate is central. This is interpreted through an
examination of the history of the various cultural tools the humans have
invented throughout history for communication. This includes the invention
of example words, written language, printing, television, and, in recent years,
ICT, which makes it possible to connect humans all over the world. The
conclusion drawn is that ICT may have a quite logical to use in education, as it
is founded on the human desire to negotiate and distribute knowledge.

The next theme is an exploration of what impact shifts in the dominance of
ideas about what knowledge and learning are all about could have on how
education is organized. Additional questions are linked to what this could mean
for the learners’ approaches to educational activities. This issue is interpreted
through a discussion about how knowledge and learning has been understood
throughout history, in relationship to such conditions in society that could have
had an impact on why a particular view was more or less dominant during that
period. The shifts in ideas about the nature of knowledge and learning on an
individual level are also discussed. What could this mean for the expectations
the learner has for education and the approaches used when participating in
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educational activities? Previous studies of SLAE in traditional contexts show
that the SLAE ideology not always are realized in courses and study circles
during face-to-face conditions (e.g., Bystrom, 1978). This suggests that the
dominance of other outlooks on learning than those visible in the official SLAE
ideology perhaps can have a stronger influence over how education is carried
out in practice than the official ideas that are supposed to underpin these
arrangements.

The third theme is an interpretation of the ideology mirrored in SLAE
documents at the time when this study was conducted. For instance, it was
declared in their official documents that a democratic conversation culture has
developed within SLAE, which was founded on tolerance for dissidents and
respect for justified reason and decision-making. How this culture was
visualized in everyday practice was also described. Central ideas in the
descriptions of the SLAE philosophy was emphasizing group orientated learning
building on dialogue, reciprocity, and a variety of pedagogical working
methods. The strong emphasis on dialogue in the SLAE philosophy leads to a
theoretical exploration of the nature of a dialogue. The conclusion drawn from
this interpretation is that all human activities can be regarded as being dialogic,
if the view that human understandings of the world are founded in historical,
cultural, and social processes is applied. The voices of others who oppose this
point of view always are present in our interpretations of matters in the world
and in the way we think and take action; this issue is also discussed.

From this point of view, everything from thoughts, gestures, use of physical
objects, and oral and written utterances can be understood as created by and
responding to the voices of others that have contributed to our cognition. This
means that even remaining silent can be understood as a dialogic activity. But I
also examine the concept dialogue, which could be used on an analytic level to
distinguish a specific linguistic activity from other linguistic activities. Examples
of how these two concepts have been put to use in previous studies of
conversation in online education with the goal to determine the overall nature
of the activities in ADF are discussed. The category “dialogic” was used in these
studies to capture units of meanings in ADF postings in which the author
responded to contributions made by others, for example, by answering
questions. Also, units of meaning in which the author addressed the other
participants in the ADF activities, for example, by raising questions of their
own, were sorted into this category. The category “univocal” was used to
capture units of meaning that were created in a more general, informative, or
refereeing style. The strength to classify data in this way is discussed in terms of
how it can reveal patterns that can us inform about the overall nature of the
activities in ADF. Unfortunately, it turned out to be impossible to put this tool
into use in the SLAE study, since the process data from actual ADF activities
was not available.
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However, the results presented in the referred studies, in which this tool
was used to capture the nature of ADF discussions, indicated that the idea of
stimulating activities in the shape of conversations perhaps did not work as well
as intended. Much of the ADF conversations studied were characterized by
postings reflecting monologue.  These previous findings is discussed via
linguistic theories as an attempt to identify what may be needed when
formulating a text of a dialogic nature as a contribution to a ADF discussion. A
dialogic approach to ADF activities can be rather complicated. It may
necessitate some creativity to picture how the receivers of a message will
understand it, so that the written utterance can be formulated to make sure that
the receivers understand it as it is intended. The author may also need certain
ideas about how to work on a text, for example, in the course literature, to draw
experiences from this reading that can further the group’s growing
understanding of the topic. Ideas about how to formulate the contribution in
text in a way that makes it valuable by others also seems critical. It was also
considered that dialogue in text form perhaps can be regarded as a speech genre
of its own, with certain “codes” that have to be applied in this type of linguistic
activity.

It is also suggested that it may take some experience of text-based
communication before a participant can grasp what to do and how to formulate
his or her responses to engage in a conversation in an ADF. Hindrances related
to the fact that computers were fairly new tools in society at the time when the
study was conducted are also briefly examined. Those participants in ADF
discussions who are unfamiliar with the computer tool might not use it in the
way it is intended, as they instead can become preoccupied with understanding
the functions of the tool and its potential for communicative activities

The empirical studies were based on data collected through three
questionnaires. The first was aimed at the project leaders, the second for the
course and study circle leaders, and the third for the participants. All three
questionnaires were distributed to the all of the 17 participating organizations.
All questionnaires contained both multiple choice questions and open
questions. When data were gathered, some of the responses showed that not all
the organizations had come to the point to generate courses at the time when
this study was conducted. Questionnaires collected from the project leaders,
course- or study circle leaders and participants related to these organizations
were therefore removed from the data analysis. The final set of questionnaire
data consisted of answers from 85 participants, 16 project leaders, and 20
course or study circle leaders. The research approach was case-study based, in
which the project as a whole was treated as “the case” and the courses and study
circles the project generated was regarded as subordinate cases. Additional data
was collected through interviews with course and study circle leaders from three
of the 17 subordinate cases, and through interviews with nine participants in
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courses and study circles facilitated by the same three organizations. These three
subordinate cases for which the interviews were conducted were chosen based
on two important criteria: a) they had created a course or study circle that was
in progress, and b) their learning activities were meant to be carried out in
ADF. Complementary gathering of data was performed through document
studies.

Quantitative and qualitative data were triangulated and used to capture and
describe the nature of the overall case, focusing on general patterns in the
project leaders, course and study circle leaders, and participants’ views of their
experiences. Some of the questions to the project leaders and course and study
circle leaders were used to develop an understanding of the conditions during
the start of the courses, including the motive to participate in the project,
previous experiences from online teaching and learning. Some questions were
used to gain an overall picture of these participants’ motives for partaking in the
course or study circle they were assigned to, but also their previous experiences
with online learning, their study background, their computer skills, and related
issues. Data from questionnaires interviews and document studies were
triangulated to gain understanding of the patterns that emerged during the data
analysis. Additional interview data collected from SLAE courses online from a
previous project were used to establish more significant patterns in an analysis
of interview data in which the eventual relationship between the participants’
expectations for learning activities in the course or study circle and their
approach to the ADF activities was investigated.

The results were reported in a narrative, starting with the motive to
implement SLAE online. The patterns the analysis of the data revealed
indicated that an important reason to partake in the project was related to the
demands of society, not the least of a financial nature. The will to make SLAE
education accessible to a larger proportion of the population was also apparent.
Patterns regarding eventual pedagogical motives, for example what the use of
asynchronous text can contribute to the development of democratic dialogues,
did not emerge. The questionnaire data also revealed that a majority of the
course and study circle leaders lacked experiences with online education. Some
had assigned themselves to this role due to their interest in the possibilities that
online learning could offer. Others were put into this role by their employers.
The majority mentioned that they had been undertaking training on a subject
they described as “distance pedagogy,” or were undertaking such training along
with their course or study circle leading in this project.

Data collected through the questionnaires to the participants revealed that a
majority of those 85 who answered these questions had previous experiences in
courses facilitated by SLAE. However, only 8% of them had experienced SLAE
online. Most of the participants were full-time workers or students. A few was
pensioners or on parental leave. The majority of them were university educated,
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and most were using computers in their everyday life, which explained why
almost all of them believed they could handle the technology needed in the
course activities. However, this was a contradictory result when triangulated
with data collected from the questionnaires directed to the project leaders and
the course and study circles leaders. An important lesson learned was that future
courses and study circles online should include more technological support,
since they found that the participants had struggled with it. This contradictory
result suggested that the technology itself may not have been so unfamiliar to
the participants, or perhaps they had less experience in using it for the types of
activities initiated in the course or study circle they participated in.

The background data also revealed that a majority of the participants said
they were highly motivated to participate in the online course or study circle.
About 50% said that their motive for participating was an interest in the course
topic. An additional 30% said that they participated because they were
interested in how SLAE would work online, and the rest offered reasons such as
the credits they would gain or that they were encouraged by others to
participate. A few also expressed that they were ordered to participate by their
employer. The majority of the course and study circle leaders remarked that the
course was both meant to support learning of the specific subject and aimed at
generating valuable experience in online learning as a basis for further
development of SLAE online.

The fact that about 30% of the participants did not enter the course or
study circle because they were interested in the subject was discussed in terms of
what impact this could have on their motivation to engage in activities related
to the subject. Could a lack of interest cause less engagement in the learning
activities? The results were also analyzed in relationship to previous studies
targeting motives to participate in traditional SLAE environments, in which a
bit over 30% stated that they wanted to learn more about the subject while
almost an equal proportion said they participated for social reasons. This raised
the question of whether SLAE online attracts more participants with a focus on
learning the subject than socializing than in traditional SLAE, and if so, what
could that mean for how this learning should be carried out. Or could it be that
the participants did not expect the online environment to support the
development of a social climate?

The course and study circle leaders were asked questions about their role.
They were presented with descriptions of possible roles and asked to choose the
one they thought they represented. The majority of them selected two roles: the
role to inspire and the role to lead discussions. Only two said that their role was
to transmit knowledge. This was further explored via interview data from the
three subordinate cases. Strong similar patterns emerged in two of these cases
regarding the rituals in the course in which the leader played an important role.
The common way to start a discussion in ADF was that the leader gave
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instructions regarding what literature the participants should read before the
ADF discussion and what questions they should focus on. The leader initiated
the ADF activities when the time was due by posting questions for the group to
discuss. The leader in the third case used a different strategy, not setting any
standard through directive questions or preparing before the discussions apart
from instructing the participants to read certain texts.

The data indicate that the absence of more detailed instruction caused
frustration among the participants, and this was the reason to the low rate of
postings in their ADF. They experienced a lack of interest in partaking in the
course due to the absence of direction. The participants said that they wanted
much more explicit instructions for how the whole activity should be
performed, including how many postings they were expected to make and when
to post. Some stated that the leader had abdicated this role, despite the fact that
the leader actively posted in the ADF. However, the participants found these
postings provoking rather than guiding and thought that the issues this leader
tried to highlight were formulated in ways too advanced for the understanding
they had at their beginners’ level. The participants in this course explained how
the frustration they felt eventually resulted in one of them taking on the role of
an unofficial leader. This participant structured the activities in the course in
accordance with what the group identified to be the proper way to do it. As a
result, the rituals in this course reflected similar patterns in the two other
subordinate cases. The unofficial leader proposed texts to read, topics to focus
on, and started each discussion by posting a few questions. It was rather clear in
these participants’ descriptions that they expected a leader to be capable of
teaching them something, since they had not studied the topic before. This
indicates that participants’ expectations of how learning should be organized
can cause problems for a leader with other intentions, such as realizing the
ideals within SLAE by delegating responsibility to the participants and by trying

to stimulate less leader-centered approaches to learning.

Data were also analyzed to reveal how leaders and participants described the
ADF activities. The emerging patterns painted by interview data and
questionnaire data generated a very contradictory picture. Some said the ADF
discussions had been of a dialogic nature with lively conversation, while others
said that engagement in the ADF activities in their course was low. The analysis
of the quantitative data provided information that could partly explain this
result. It seemed there were significant differences in individual activity levels.
Some said that they logged in and visited the ADF at least once per day to read
other participants’ contributions or to contribute themselves. Others only
visited the ADF a couple of times per week, and there was also those who had
accessed the forum once per month or less. About 34% of those who answered
the questionnaire said that they received comments on their own postings by
others. About 40% said that they had commented on postings by others. It is

23



LEARNING TEXT TALK ONLINE

possible that those who were very active also were those who found that the
ADF activities in their course were of a dialogic nature characterized by lively
discussions. However, the questionnaire data also revealed that over 70% found
other participants passive in the ADF communication, and 70$ said that they
also had been passive in the forums. This rather contradictory result was hard to
explain via the available data.

Further interpretations of data revealed patterns that indicated that the
intended dialogue in the ADF with few exceptions was limited to the leader’s
questions, which the participants responded to without furthering each other’s
contributions. Possible explanations were issues such as that some participants
found it too impersonal to talk through text, due to the anonymity that the
technology created. Other reasons given were that it is not easy to formulate
text talk so that it becomes meaningful to others. Some expressed how unsure
they felt about the purpose of the ADF activities, and said this had lowered
their interest in participating in them. They could not understand what to
accomplish by participating in these activities. Those who expressed this
uncertainty about the purpose of the ADF activities also seemed to expect the
course or study circle leader to take on a more traditional teacher role. The link
between participants’ expectation of the teacher role and their reaction to the
ADF activities was followed up. Additional data collected in interviews with
previous participants in SLAE online were added to augment the possibility of
revealing general patterns. This analysis is reported in the form of a conference
paper titled “I Expected Useful Knowledge, Not Just to Socialize”—An Analysis
of Students’ Views on Online Collaborative Learning (Liljestrom & Hul,
2006), which is included in thesis for the Licentiate degree.

The patterns that emerged in this analysis indicated that the participants’
views on what learning is and how it should be organized could have an impact
on their motivation to participate in ADF discussions.

Participants who viewed knowledge as something fixed that can be
transferred from a more knowledgeable individual to one who is less
knowledgeable did not see much point in participating in ADF discussions with
peers. However, it is worth mentioning that some found it valuable for social
reasons. They expected the leaders to be knowledgeable and able to share their
knowledge with the participants, and to monitor their process through course
assignments and assessments. These participants differed from another
participant type, those who said that they participated in a course to learn from
the teacher, but who also thought that their peers could help enhance their
learning through group works, to help them understand instruction and by
contributing when reading and commenting on their coursework.

Neither of these two categories of participants found that the experiences of
others concerning the topic of learning were relevant to their learning process.
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A third view was also identified though it represented only a small percentage of
the participants. These participants did not say that they participated in a
course or study circle with the expectation of being taught a subject by the
teacher. Instead, they described learning as gaining new perspectives on the
course topic. They also found it valuable to interact and discuss with their peers
to develop these new perspectives. They found both ideas generated by readings
and discussions aimed at penetrating the course literature as well as experiences
related to the topic relevant to the learning process.

While the two first categories of participants expected a well-structured
course with defined learning goals and a leader in a traditional role in charge of
what to learn and how, the third group had other ideas about the role of the
course or study circle leader. In their version, the leader should stay in the
background and give the participants the power of how and what to learn, but
stand ready to take action, inspire, and challenge them with questions when

needed.

This raised questions about whether the participants would have had a more
positive approach to the ADF discussions if they had been more initiated in the
ideas underpinning SLAE. Perhaps they also would have had a more active
approach to the ADF if they had been invited to discuss and determine specific
goals to be accomplished during the course.

Some of the results generated when data were analyzed indicated strong
financial motives and demands from society to provide education for all rather
than pedagogical motives. In fact, much of the SLAE ideology was more visible
in documents than in the project leaders’, course and study circle leaders’, and
participants’ descriptions of their experiences of actual activities in the project.
These results may be related to views on learning and how learning activities
should be organized. It can be hard for a course or study circle to break the
traditional teacher and student patterns when the participants expect their
studies to be organized thus. This matter is discussed in the thesis for the
Licentiate degree in light of the possible need for stronger framing of the ADF
activities mentioned by leaders and participants. For example, rules about how
many postings each participant is obliged to do and other related issues could
be established at the outset.

Another discussion concerns the problems the participants expressed about
how to express themselves in text. This could indicate that it might be
important for students’ to know the reason for and purpose of participation in
these activities to feel motivated or confident enough to contribute to ADF
discussions. Raising interest for sociocultural theories in an educational
context could also make it easier to realize pedagogical ideas based on this
outlook in the future.
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Discussion

The SLAE study was carried out at a time when ideals such as education based
on knowledge construction through democratic conversation founded in the
participants own interests and needs were emphasized. The overall result of the
study indicated that it was a struggle to create courses and activities online
through which these ideals could be put into practice and realized through the
participants’ active engagement in ADF activities. However, some data in the
study indicated that some participants had experienced lively dialogues and a
high level of activity in the ADF discussions. This could suggest that the
problem to stimulate dialogue in these forums was not caused by the technical
obstacles. Perhaps it had to do with other issues, such as the possibility that the
participants were unfamiliar with the ideas behind this way of learning. It could
also be because they did not understand what they were supposed to accomplish
through participating in the ADF activities, and perhaps did not know how
they were meant to participate, either. Data gathered for the SLAE study did
not enable a closer look at the relationship between how the participants were
introduced to an ADF discussion and their approaches to this particular
activity. This made it somewhat problematic to interpret the topic in depth.
The project that generated the peer review study (PRS) introduced in the next
part of the thesis did, however, enable the possibility for further studies of
online learning in ADF.
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III. INTRODUCTION TO THE
PEER REVIEW STUDY

The peer review study was conducted at a time when higher education is
challenged by growing demands to produce qualified labor with certain
knowledge and skills. This also means it is subject to stronger demands for valid
and reliable measurements to ensure the expected study outcomes. Making sure
that students are completing their studies is important. The current financial
system in higher education in Sweden means that the resources for education
are distributed on the basis of the number of students that passed their exams,
rather than on the number of students enrolled. At the same time, more
students choose to conduct their studies online, where the conditions for
learning are different from those in traditional educational environments. The
teachers and students seldom meet face to face. The communication is often
asynchronous, text-based, and delayed if the course is meant to enable flexible
participation.

Accordingly, the question educators have to wrestle with is how to support
learning during these conditions, to enhance the possibilities for their students
to develop the knowledge and skills they are expected to gain through their
online studies. Related questions include how to make sure that the students
develop the quality of knowledge and skills they are meant to develop from
partaking in the course and how to reliably evaluate the quality of the students’
achievements. The project from which data for the PRS were collected was
developed in this context and can be described as an attempt to meet these
challenges.

The starting point for this project was results from a recent Swedish study of
assessment in 50 courses within Swedish Net University (Hult, 2005; 2007).
These results showed that a popular strategy for organizing higher education
online was to process the course content through numerous assessments that the
teacher provided feedback on. The results indicated that this strategy was
adopted for multiple purposes so as to discipline, monitor, and guide the
students’ learning (formative purposes) and for evaluative purposes (summative
assessment). The educators proved this strategy of processing the course content
bit by bit a good one. It was found to prevent student from dropping out of the
course and to enhance their chances of passing it.

Previous studies also indicated that frequent and various assessment tasks
that teachers offer detailed feedback on can contribute to student success (see,
for example, Westerberg & Marald, 2006). This could be considered
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scaffolding if Shepard’s position that instructional scaffolding and formative
assessment is basically the same thing is applied:

...a dynamic process in which supportive adults and classmates helps
learners move from what they already know to what they are able to do
next, using their zone of proximal development (2005, p. 66).

However, a central concern was that the assessment strategy could support the
online students in a way that in the worst cases could restrain learning. As
Sadler pointed out:

For many teachers, the scaffolding has become so elaborate, and the level
of assistance so comprehensive, that the learner cannot help but ‘succeed’

(2007, p. 390).

The concern that the assessment patterns in online courses could have a
negative impact on the quality of online students’ learning outcomes, and the
notion of how important this structure seemed to be for students’ motivation
and activity levels in their courses, were important for the project development.
As will be more thoroughly discussed in the articles included and also presented
in summarized form in this thesis, the project was developed on the basis of
current research and theory in the field of formative assessment.

One of the results of the project was the development, implementation, and
evaluation of the peer review element that was central to the activities studied in
this thesis. It was created to be implemented in courses in which the final
assessment product was an academic text, for example, a report or an essay. The
peer review element consisted of various activities that the students were asked
to participate in online through postings in ADF, as illustrated in Figure 1
below.

Criteria Practice Review Criteria Peer
discussion reviews discussion discussion reviews

Figure 1. The Peer Review element.

The students were expected to prepare for the first ADF activity by reading and
reflecting on course criteria in the light of the Swedish Higher Education Act,
the Higher Education Ordinance, and their own experiences of university
education. The Higher Education Act was a source of information about
generic skills that all university students are intended to develop during their
studies. The Higher Education Ordinance was used to inform about the goals
in particular programs in vocational training, and the course curriculum was
attempted to capture what the students were meant to learn by participating in
tasks in this particular course. The instruction to recall previous experiences on
the process to interpret these documents was aimed at reminding the students
of the understanding already generated.
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After this preparation, the students were asked to engage collaboratively in a
task to determine what qualities their course work was expected to reflect, and
to decide what criteria to apply in their peer reviews. The results of the
discussion were then summarized as a description of the criteria the group had
decided to use for peer reviews. Scaffolding was provided in the form of
suggestive questions during the discussion. In addition, a document meant to
be posted in the ADF at the end of the activity was created. This document
contained questions that could be asked during an evaluation of assessment
products, and was collected from experienced teachers.

The preparation for the next activity was aimed at giving students practical
experience of evaluation. The students were told to individually apply the
criteria the group had chosen to two example texts. The texts were deliberately
created to reflect work on these students’ experience level, which means that
none of them could be described as “best practice.” However, one text was
written with a more distinctive author voice and a more systematic use of
literature than the other. After the students had reviewed these texts, they were
expected to post their reviews in the ADF and engage in a discussion about the
different contributions. The goal was to come to a shared opinion about what
qualities and weaknesses were represented in the two texts, and also to identify
differences in the way members of the group understood and applied the
chosen criteria. Scaffolding was provided in the form of suggestive comments
and questions during the activity.

The next activity was meant to end in eventual refinement of the first
description of the criteria the group had developed in their peer reviews. The
students were supposed to summarize the differences in how they had
understood and applied criteria during their review of the example texts and to
negotiate these understandings to come to a shared idea about how to conduct
the peer reviews. No scaffolding was provided.

In the last activity, the students were asked to apply their chosen criteria.
The peer reviews were to be conducted twice, once in the planning stage of a
field study and once on the final drafts of their reports, before they were handed
in to the teacher for marking. No scaffolding was provided.

The peer review element was intended to run in parallel with the regular
course activities. To avoid that causing the regular teachers extra work, they
would not be asked to carry out the activities during this implementation stage,
Another reason to not engage the teachers in the peer review activities was to
make sure that the students approached the process without fear that their
contributions could harm their chances of gaining good grades.

The creation of the peer review element and the research studies of the
activities at the center of attention in this thesis were based on ideas within
sociocultural theory. The next part of this thesis, IV. Theoretical Outlook, is
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an attempt to further understanding of central ideas in this theory that were
generated during the SLAE-study and to identify tools for analysis and
understanding of the empirical data collected. This is followed by a review of
current theory and research related to collaborative activities in ADF, V.
Computer Supported Collaborative Learning, before the research strategies and
results of the studies are reported.
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IV. THEORETICAL OUTLOOK

Mattson (2008) described sociocultural theory as a framework constructed on
the foundation of a sizeable variety of theories of knowledge and learning. This
is sometimes labeled socio-constructivism, socio-historicalism, and culture-
historicalism, but the meanings differ. Sociocultural theory is underpinned by
the belief that reality is multidimensional and constructed through social

processes(e.g Cole, 1993; Wertsch & Cole, 1996).

Many scholars with a sociocultural outlook on knowledge and learning
argue that knowledge is the product of “communities of practices” (COP) (e.g.,
Lave & Wenger, 1991; Rogoff, 1990;1993; 1995; Wenger, 1988, p. 2004). As
Wenger (1988) pointed out, these COPs exist everywhere, at work, in school, at
home and so forth, and most of us belong to more than one. Wenger
distinguished COP  from other communities, such as geographical
communities. The difference is that a peripheral or core member in a COP
shares a practice in which members are informally bound to each other by
doing things together, which is not necessarily the case among members of a
geographical community. Wenger defined the concept of COP along three
dimensions: what it is about, how it functions, and what it has produced.
Wenger’s view in this matter was that COPs are joint enterprises that bind
members in a social entity in which a shared repertoire of communal resources
such as routines, sensibilities, artifacts, and vocabulary are developed over time.

Such communal resources, which in sociocultural theory are referred to as
tools, are regarded as important in the processes of creating and distributing
knowledge and also are vital to how experiences are shaped. This concept
captures all the cultural tools, or artifacts, that humans have developed and put
in use, from physical objects such as machines and mailboxes to tools such as
gestures, signs, words, concepts, and theories. These tools are generated in
historical, social, and cultural processes and can be described as simultaneously
material and ideal or
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