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Chapter 6

"HIGHER EDUCATION EVOLUTION:
INDIVIDUAL FREEDOM AFFORDED BY
EDUCATIONAL SOCIAL SOFTWARE

Terry Anderson

[ Thig-chapter explores the potential forhigher-edacation and lifelong leaming institutions
o ortorereate: e-learning opportunities that do pot restict the freedom of individoal feamers.
i Current siwdels -of e<eaming areimost oftea:based on restrictve formate that require

s wtadents to-constrain their ‘freedom of pace; Access, medip and content: (Paulsen’:1993).

e Thesxtént of stodent resistance o this restriction of freedom is documentéd with survey
w1 resultg fréam - independent  atedy o courses “at Adtmbasén  University- Canada’s: Open

Ui dabverity, cIncorder: 1o osuppent  forms | of interaction’ that are mot-yestactive,  ncw

copecapabilities of the ostwork nwst be-developed and-integrated into formal! and mformnl
carlesmmingssystétns, These cdocationsl-soisl seftware toals are-deseribed. with exsraples of
sromaecssary: fanctionality.

= Key words: Social software; [ndependent study; Distance education, Athabasca Umniversity,

"« Lifelong leaming; Student-paced learning

[ INTRODUCTION

o Bducatlonin our times must ry ta find whateverthere is in studems thiv might yearn for
o eonipletion, and-to reconstruct the-Tearning that Would enable them

© auronnmowsly ta seek that.completion

Al2Allan:Bloom
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Student Modeling

Much of the previous functionality depends upon or is enhanced when it is possible 1o
identify, classify and quantify the individual profiles of learners. Such systems might capture
interests. learning styles, goals and aspirations, accomplishments and progress through a
course of studies, personal characteristics such as professional intcrest and experience, family
status and other individual and group information. These profiles can then be uscd by ESS
software to customize referrals, notification, filters etc. There is considerable work being
done in this area by members of the artificial intelligence in education (sec for example Shute
& Towle, 2003). Some systems produce a static XML bascd learner profile that is explicitly
altered by the leamner. Others (McCalla, 2004) use more active techniques where the learner
profile is being updated in real timc by activities, assessments and interactions between the
learner and other leamners, teachers and content. These systems are all migrating to exposure
in XML so that can be read and interpreted by both humans and autonomous agents. Various
standards bodies including thc IMS are working to create standardized schemas for formally
defining leamner profiles in such as way as they can be read and interpreted as components of
the Educational Semantic Web. It is worth emphasizing that learner profiles must be under
ultimate control of the leamer if critical issues of trust and privacy are to be maintained in
ESS systems.

Introducing Learners to Each Other

Some of the most successful commuergial social software is based upon providing
selective referrals 1o other persons for social or commercial ‘motivations. Most of these
referml systers ane basad on an assumption that those people who you regard =s friends are
e Tikely to be become friends of each other than a mndom sclection of individuals. Thus,
mining both these weak and strong connections allows s o become acquainted and possibly
work or leam together ‘with others ‘with a greater probability of profitable exchanges
weveloping. Watts (2004) in a very interesting study of the “small world pheanomend”
illustrates that people congregate physical and virhally in cligues of strong Tinks (families,
physical and work conununities) bowever they ulso assoctate with others outside of these
communities and these weak finks allow for much enhanced connectivity wrnongst members
af tight comwmunities. Thoze tnmlled in distance educalion programs oflen are in jdeal
iposition to ‘take the mle of a weak link vonnecting persons from within itheir community to
others within the communities of fellow learnors. Thus, the well known capacity for campus
schopls to 'be effective meeting plices for diverse individuals from many groups. However,
gtudents pursing independent stady rarely have this opportunity. Thux, ESS tools need to
create compeliing uvironments in which learneys are free t sharc iheir interests,
‘conuections, cormmunities and fricnds. Mining thess vonnections will allow virtsl leamers to
muke these first xonmections and ‘introductions that help create impottanl social, learing and
commercial eonmsstion.
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Helping Others

The study group has long been 1 feature of campus bascd leaming systems. Developing
these groups in virtual and indepcendent study contexts is challenging. Very interesting work
has taken place at the University of Saskatchcwan in the development of the I-Hclp system
{Greer, McCalla ct al. 2001). The I-Help system coafigures an autonomous agent for each
student that knows its owner’s skills, preferences, fiscal capacity (in real of play money) to
providc and request help from other students. When a student requircs belp they can release
their agent into the learning space and negotiate with the agent of another, more skilled
learner. These negotiations may lead iv a request for help by email or telephone and
subsequent cxchange of funds and evaluation by both the helper and the helped.

‘Recording, Displaying and Managing of Past Learning Activity

Reoent work on e-portfolio systems (Love, McKean & Gathercosl, 2004) illustrates their
cupacity to preserve and docutnent leamning activity. In sophistivated systemns, others should
have the capacity to cotnment upon and add socizl value to this docnmentation. Of course,
checks mst bein phice o rebiin cotitrol by therowner of such comments.

.Docamenting and Shariag of Constructed Objects

Mugh formal Jeaming is based on students leaming -and re-lenmning a static body of
knowledge, Such imstroction:] strategies are not highily productive in. contexts in which useful
information and knowhedge i3 under vontinvous revision. More currently, educational authors
{Grabinger & Duntap, 2002; Collis & Moonen, 200T) have wrgued thet students should be
actively creating wather than tonsuming knowledge. Our own expenences of assigning
students the texky of creating leaming portals and leaming objeats for each other have besn
very positive (Anderson & Wark, 2004), But uften the co-creation of content has assumed
that students are motively working und designing learning content in synchronous fashion.
ESS tools will need to support students working continupusly to upidate content started
months or even ycars previowsly by other studeats, WIKIS and collaborative blogs arc firsd
_generation lvols to support this type of interaction. However, more sophixtivated toobs capable
of including multimeskia, tragking both sontribution and tearner use, conwrolling access to
creation tols and assessing leaming vutcomen are needed.

CONCLUSION

Most of the gualitizs above are instantiated in first generation ESS tools, however much
work -and exposure is necded before they will be ready for mainstream cducational faculty.
Nonethelcxs, I am confident that it is possible 10 create networked bascd tools that meet needs
for frecdom of space and time provided by vwirent guneration of distance educstion tools, yet
do pot constrain the freedums required of busy fifelong e-feamors,
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Social software promiscs radically new affordances for the nelworked world and its
citizens. These range from new economic models based on sharing and collaborative
development (Benkler, 2004), to widely distributed educational communities evolved in both
global and local initiatives. Learning will continue. What is less certain is the role of formal
education and current models of teaching, certification and tition. Institutions hoping to
make major contributions to lifelong learning in a networked society must be prepared to
provide quality programming that meets the geographic, temporal, social, and pacing
aspirations in ways that maximize individual and collective freedom and choice.

The digital age promises great change for educational institutions. A small niche market
will continue for institutions focused on that subset of learners who can afford and are willing
to restrict their freedom by attending campus based programs. However, for the majority of
lifelong leamers, leaming vpportumiics that do not restrict leamer freedom are increasingly
attractive. To meet this need requires the development and adoption of new classes of
networked based educational social software tools. Those institutions that are flexible and
innovative enongh to meet the demanding needs of these ncw lcamers will prosper in the
digital age. Thosc that arc not as sdaptable will be lefl fighting cach other for a shrinking
population of traditional learners.
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Despite the gloomy predictions of many critics of current academic practice, higher
cducational systems continues to fill a critical role and indeed enlarged functionality in the
current era markcd by continuous and growing demand for lifelong learning. Most higher
education systems have begun to diversify their educational systems so as to provide lcamning
opportunities that are not bounded by place or time (Green, 2000). But success for the long
term will require going further - to allow students the choice of pace, collaboration, media
and path to information acquisition and knowledge growth. These new ‘learning nctworks’
(Koper 2004a) supported by social computing applications will act as a catalyst for change for
all higher education institutions and as a competitor for some in creating the future of higher
cducation.

This chapter addresses issucs related to supporting and sustaining pedagogical
interactions among learners in self paced distance education programs. Ironically, the carlicst
forms of distance cducation allowed students to pace their own learning. A course could be
completed in two months or lwa years — the technology of independent postal correspondence
could suppont few other learning designs. Many of the distance leaming or so called e-
learning experiences developed since those days have not allowed such frecdom and constrain
learners to study in cohorts, moving together at a fixed pace through a fixed curriculum. The
advent of collaborative technologies and especially the Web has resulted in the capacity to
offer distance education in either paced or unpaced modes, blended or single modc,
collaborative or individualized learning formats. Many have argued that the addition of
collaborative activity to distance education has transformed distance education - creating
equal or cnhanced pedagogical advantage to any form of campus based leaming opportunities
( Garrison, 1997; Simonson, Schlosser, & Hanson, 1999). Paulson (2003) has noted that
“meaningful group communication is perhaps the greatest pedagogical challenge in unpaced
learning.” 1s it possible to retain the access enriched, freedom of unpaced learning, with the
pedagogical richness of cooperative and collaborative instructional designs?

This chapter overviews the challenges and opportunitics of formal educational
programming that maximizes individual freedoms. It outlines survey and interview research
conducted at Athabasca University, Canada’s Open University. Tt then overviews a number of
applications of networked software that have been developed to support lcamcr-lcarncr
interaction, while still allowing students to individually pace their leamning programs. These
software tools are coming to be known as “social software” and they provide the technologies
upon which this apparent paradox can be resolved.

FREEDOM IN EDUCATION

The past century has been marked by unprecedented increases in personal mobility.
Familics and communities that once clustered around neighboring farms or urban
ncighbourhoods are now cxtending across the globe. Besides geographic mobility, time
shifting is becoming common with globally oricntated workplaces catling on professional and
blue collar workers to shift their time frames to meet commercial, industrial and consumcr
needs of an “anytime/anyplace” economy. Finally, diverse global experiences create vastly
different background contexts, cultures and experiences for leamers, resulting in divergent
preferences for the types and content of educational opportunity These forces effect the
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provision of higher education and creatc demand and opportunity for learing that is flexible
enough to meet a host of temporal, geographic, economic, learning and lifestyle preferences
and requiremcnts of modern lifelong Icarners.

Paulsen (1993) modcled these forces in a ‘thcory of cooperative freedom’ in which six
different dimensions of freedom arc described. These include the familiar freedom of space
and freedom of time that have dcfined much traditional distance education programming. But
he also describes the freedom fo pace ones’ leaming in responsc to individual competencics
or titmc availability. A fourth dimension concerns the freedom of media that allows choice of
leaming medium to match a host of mcdia access and usability constraints and
communication system qualitics and preferences. Fifth, is the freedom of access that includes
removal of barriers of prerequisites and high costs. Finally, Paulsen’s sixth dimension is
Jreedom of content that allows the learner to have control over the subject and instructional
style of their learning.

Paulsen argues that individual lcamers are more or less concerned with cach of thesc
dimensions of freedom and are intcrested mn learning designs that mect their individual
freedom preferences and constraints in each dimension. Further, these dimensions ar¢ not
stable, but shift in response to individual and group preferences, constraints and opportunities.
Traditional campus bascd programming developed in the form it has today because it evolved
within very sever personal constraints imposed in each of these dimensions. For example the
first universities clustcred around rare volumes of text found in medieval monastary libraries.
As these constraints are reduced by technical and social innovation, opportunity and demand
are created for the development of much freer learning opportunitics that are evolving to co-
¢xist with traditional campus bound educational programming. Recent interest in so called
blended leaming (Bersin, 2004) shows that it very possible to combinc different formats and
media of delivery. However, the challenge is to select and to invent those forms of higher
cducation that offer the grcatest degrees of freedom and yet retain high levels of cost and
learning cffectiveness.

THE CONTEXT OF LIFE LONG LEARNING IN A NETWORKED AGE
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THE CHALLENGE OF INDEPENDENCE AND COLLABORATION

Ironically, at the same time that technologics are altowing increases in individual choice
along multiple dimensions of freedom, pedagogical research is showing the power of leaming
that is defined (and confined) within a community of leamers (Jonassen, Peck and Wilson
1999; Wilson, 2001; Conrad, 2002; Kreijus, Kirschner, & Jochems, 2002; Rovai 2002; Tu &
Corry, 2002). Wenger, McDermott & Snyder, (2002) identify four types of these
communities that can function either in a physical space or distributed online. These include
discoursc communities, knowledge-building communities, learning communities and
communities of praclice. Fach of these types of communities can serve as the locus for a
lifetong leamning experiences and thcy have in common “social and cognitive contribution of
a group of lcarners to cach other, with students collaborating and supporting cach other
toward commonly acccpted learning goals” (Jonassen et al, 1999, p. 119). Learning
communities have also been associated wilth highcr complction rates in educational
programming. For example, completion rates for learners in Athabasca University's learner-
paced undergraduate courses averaged 63.6% for the 2002-2003 period. Completion rates for
the same courses offered in seminar format (either through synchronous technologies or face-
to-face) averaged 86.9% over the same period (Athabasca University, 2003, p.12). Interactive
communities of learning have also been shown to result in increased persistence, motivation
and integration with the learning institution (Anderson, 2003). Thus, there is growing
evidence of the cducational cfficacy of these virtual learning communities.

Howcver, hesides creating opportunities for learning, community imposes constraints
upon its members. In order to share, collaborate and support community members must
constrain al least some of Paulsen’s dimensions of freedom. For example, the community
must oficn be synchronized in time, pace, medium and access if its members are too work
collaboratively and support each other. These same restrictions also result in high numbers of
fearners actively resisting their individual loss of freedom and considerable resistance 1o such
freedom reducing activities as illustrated in our survey results below.

Resolving this paradox - of allowing and supporting community whilc reducing or
eliminating constraints on freedom, challenges education institutions and constrains us from
moving towards a future where lcarners’ freedom to learn in all six of Paulsen’s dimensions is
afforded. In the next section I overview a study completed in 2004 in which we documented
the challenges of adding common tools of collaborative e-leamning (mostly asynchronous
computer conferencing) to independent study programming.
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level undergraduatc programming is that it allows for enroliment any month of the year and
time tor completion of a course can range from a few weeks to over 18 months.

In an attempt to understand our student and faculty use of potential community building
tools added to courses, we conducted a serics of interviews and an online survey in 2004. The
results of the survey of students (n=388) cnrolled in courses that were augmented with
computer confcrencing enhancements indicated that only 29% of the student respondents had
participated in thc computer conferences. Those students who choosc not to participate in
discussion groups did so for a variety of rcasons - 18% felt that participation would take too
much time. A further 17% were not aware that discussion forums were available, 14%
thought that participation would not significantly increase their lcarning, and 10% indicated
that they felt they had nothing to contribute. About 10% of non participating respondents
cited a lack of recent postings (critical mass) as the major reason for their non participation.
Lack of tcchnology was not a major impediment as only 1% noted this as a rcason for their
non participation.

Significantly, 78% of rcspondents ecither agreed or strongly agreed that thcy would
interact with other students as long as they were able to proceed through the coursc at their
own pace. When queried how they would like to interact, 70% preferred asynchronous media
like email and computer confcrencing, 27% preferred a combination of synchronous and
asynchronous technologies, and only 3% preferred synchronous interaction alone (for
cxample, audio conferences or face-to-face interaction).

About 95% of student respondents reported a desire to access the work of students either
currently or previously enrolled in the courscs. About 77% of respondents indicated an
intercst in accessing animated student-content interaction devices such as a “ChatBot.” But
only 25% of students felt that such participation should be graded.

The survey concluded by asking students if they would take part in any collaborative
activities, however structured. About 49% indicated thcy would not; 29% indicated they
would and 22% were unsure. When queried for the rcasons that they did not wish to cngage in
collaborative activities, 58% said they preferred to leamn on their own. Another 25% indicated
that they have a strong support group at work or at hoine, the remaining 17% provided a
varicty of other rcasons.

The survey results suggest that most students choose not to participate in collaborative
activities even if these activities are built into the course and participation could affect course
marks. However, there was interest in enhanced forms of interaction with content and in the
ability to vicw contributions of other students. Most also indicated an interest in
collaborating, but not it such collaboration constraincd their treedom to move through the
course at their own pace.

Thus, the stage is set for devclopment of tools that allow for interaction and some form of
community building, but that retain highest degrees of individual freedoms possible. Before
turning to a discussion of new social networking tools, we discuss the deficiencies of the most
comnonly used tool for networked based formal learning — the now venerable asynchronous
threaded text confercnce
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There arc many and evplving definitions of social software. Lefever (2003) notes the
distinction "where nommal software links people to the inncr workings of a computer or
network, social software links people to the inncr workings of ¢ach other's thoughts, feelings
and opinions.” Coates (2002) notcs the capacity of social software to act as prosthetic,
augmenting human incapacities. First, are those restrictions on frecdom common when wc are
place and time bound. These include the traditional challenges of access addressed by
distance education. Second, social software adds tools to help us dcal with the complexities
and scalc of onlinc context such as fillering, spam control, recommendation and social
authentication systems. Third, social software supports the efficacy of social interaction by
alleviating challenges of group functioning such as decision making, maintaining group
memory, documenting processes ete. The Socio Media group (2003) defined socia! softwarc
from a busincss perspective as software that “represents a new generation of tools that bring
companies and users into a dynamic, ongoing conversation™. I find this definition slightly
limited as it uscs the metaphor of conversation, when this is but one form of human
interaction. Butterfield (2003) is much broader in his discussion of the qualities of social
software. He characterizes social software as tools that suppott communication using the five
‘devices’ of identity, presence, rclationships, conversations and groups.

Resnick (2002) closes a conceptual loop between social saftware and the more well
known study of social capital. He argues that there is great capacity for new nciworking tools
to support social (and leamning) activities that incresse social capital — thereby enhancing
human activity, productivity and enjoyment. They do so by facilitating information flow to
relevant individuals, allowing users to create markets for distribution of other goods beyond
information (for example the EBay community) and creating opportunities for individuals to
provide social support for each other and to coordinate their activities. Obviously, these are
affordances that students have developed on campus sites and now our challenge is to recreate
thesc in virtual learning spaces, whilc retaining as much freedom as possible.

Just as the definition of social software defies precise definition, the classification and
categorization of sofiware ware tools is also evolving. Judith Meskcll maintains a social
software metalist (http://socialsoftware. weblogsinc.com/cntry/9817137581524458) in which
shc categorizes links to hundreds of social software applications. Her taxonomy classifies
these tools into catcgories of business; common interest; dating; facc-to-face meeting
facilitation; friend; MoSoSo (Mobile Social Softwarc); pet and photo.

Given the emcrging stalc of the technology it may be appropriate to add another
definition. A working definition of educational social software applicd to a freedom
facilitating educational context is networked tools thut support and encourage individuals 1o
learn together while retaining individual control over their time, space, presence, activity,
relationship and identity. Qbviously traditional tools like computer conferencing and einail
qualify as social software under this definition, even though they arc likely not the most
capable of addressing the demanding necds of effective e-learning educational systems. These
and other common communication tools are primitive examples of a variety of scrvices that
distributed networked learncrs requirc.

In summary a concisc and precise definition of social software seems to yet elude us, but
it is clear that the problems that social software addrcsses (mecting, building community,
reducing communication errors and supporting complex group functions) may have
application to education use and may also be useful in reducing constraints on freedom of its
users. [n the next section 1 turn to reyuirements and examples of education social software.
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FEATURES OF EDUCATIONAL SOCIAL SOFTWARE (ESS)
APPLICATIONS

In this final section, T discuss functions and features of social software that are now, and
in cven morce so in the near future, will be used to enhance distance education processes.

Presence Tools

ESS tools should allow leamcrs to make known (or conceal) their presence. An example
of presence notification was provided in my early experience with computer conferencing
software. The first full coursc I laught used the First Class system and notitied learners when
other members of their cohort were online. This notification allowed one to see and
communicate (by an instant text message) with other students. Students could then agree to
meet in the chat room for more sustained and larger group, real time intcraction. When I
changed education institutions, | began teaching with WchCT system that lacked this
notification of presence, and I found that the built in chat rooms were almost ncver used and
cerainly not in a spontancous fashion. Hanging out in an empty chat room waiting for
someone to drop by was not an engaging activity! This scnse of presence is highlighted in
commercial tools such as www.eyeballs.com ‘swarming’ tools that allow users visiting any
web site 10 view each other’s activitics and location and communicate through exchange of
instant messages and pictores. Other examples include the cpacoty to know when sclected
friends on are ‘online’ using tools such as SKYPE and Instant Mcssenger. Of course, this
sense of presence must be under the control of the individual learner since there are times
when I welcome presence of other ‘kindred souls” while there are other times when I need to
maintain my privacy and anonymity.

Notification

As illustrated in the survey rcsults above, contributing to a site and not receiving
feedback or acknowlcdgment of that contribution quickly discourages and tends to extinguish
further participation. Good ESS provides both pushed and pulled form of notification. Using
push tools such as RSS or even email provides notification to the leamner when new content or
conununication is entered into a learning space. Quality ESS tools will allow historical and
persistent display and searching of these interventions so that the learning spacc can be
scarchable and span across significant lengths of time.

Filtering

The assault on our systemns caused by both legitimate avalanches of potentially useful
information as well as the non-legitimate spam creates need for ESS to contain collaborative
filtering systems. These systems nced to be able to {ilier out illegitimate information as well
as filter in items of potential interest. Filtering out is being handted with various degrees of
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success by many of the commercial spam filrers. But being able to filter in relevant
information is a gredter challenge. ESS software must allow users to customize their filiers 50
that notifications sent from feachers, virtual class mates or even commeroial services van
rench the enmil or RSS aggregstors of leamers, The filters must also have capagity for
persistence such that items that other learners Tind of use remuin on the ESS system to support
onpoing use, commentary -and discussion.

Caoperative Learning Support

Paunlsen (2003) makes a distinetion hetween cooperutive learning activities in which
learners -are encouraged (though not required) to cooperate in leaming activities that are
alluring to the individual lcarner ond collaborative activitics where members are compelled to
work together through the duration of an activity. This distinguishes between collaborative
and tooperative based upon compulsion o interact i onique and fits wall with ESS
programining. Cooperative activities are generally short term, bounded in temporal space: (for
wxample 2 week praject), often not tims centric such that learners can cooperate vutside of the
knowledge of where and in which order they arc studying und can consist of cooperation
between those engaged in the class-and that fargur group of family, friends (virival and face-
to-face) wnd collcagues nol formally zarolled m a program of studies. Examples of
coopertive projects include peer review and assessment of work of student ‘peers,
interviewing and gathering data from ofter leamners, and contribating fo pieves of larger
projects such as loarning portalsin a jig saw fashion,

Referring

Huwmans and sther social animls tend 1o (loek to activilies in which others are engoaged. 1
am reminded of a story Fom the 1970's USSR where the first thing one did when coming
upon B queue of people in the strect was to get into that queuc- the -assumplion being that
there must be something ‘worth sequiring in that comsumer good starved country, ESS 1ools
track activities in whidh students engage noting indicators of success (litme spent, assessments
atigmpted und past, formal evaluations eic). These refermls can be nsed by students to select
learning activitics and courses and by teachors and administrators o evaluate, refine and
continyously improve the learning sotivities. Koper (2004b) hew developed interesting models
of implicit referral systems in which students activities leave trails much like Uz phernome
tratls left by ants to guide opther members of the colony to food gources. His simolations of
theze models show how individual student experignices can be used tp improve lcuming
metworks aml provide useful reforml servives to new sudents.

Refermls will of course aiso be mude explicitly in the virtual world much as they are
made in student newspapers, popularity databascs, coffee shops and pubs on campus.



