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This paper has outlined a 5-stage model for the development of competence in on-line computer conferencing.  The model was tested in an action-research setting - an on-line training programme for a cohort of Open University Business School MBA tutors.  Results showed that the model-based training programme was effective in enabling participants progressively to develop skills in the use of CMC.  They were able to transfer the resultant skills to develop and support on-line interaction in a management education setting.  The on-line training programme was found to be cost effective against face-to-face training.



The research suggests that the  medium offers new opportunities for the development of management education on-line, but on-line monitoring of performance subsequent to the training showed that on-line pedagogy is still in its infancy.  There is thus scope for much more inquiry into and dissemination of good practice in terms of the usage of CMC as an aid to learning, discovery and creativity.  The potential, however, is there for students to take control of their own learning, and the flourishing student on-line self-help groups provided some evidence for this.<
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Abstract: This paper outlines a 5-stage model for the development of competence in on-line computer conferencing.  The model was tested in an action-research setting - an on-line training programme for a cohort of Open University Business School MBA tutors.  Results showed that the model-based training programme was effective in enabling participants progressively to develop skills in the use of CMC and  to transfer the resultant skills to develop and support on-line interaction in a management education setting. 





Introduction



For this paper, the notion of a computer conferencing system is taken to mean a server (a single device which acts as a central hub to the conferencing network) and a series of nodes (usually referred to as clients) from which the system may be accessed.  The participants described here were logging in from home computers, using modems and telephone lines, to a central server, based in Milton Keynes, England. 



Communicating, teaching and learning through computer mediation involves a hybrid of previously familiar approaches. It has some of the elements of writing and its associated thinking and publishing but  it also resembles less formal and more transient verbal discussion (Mason 1992).  Most designers of  computer conferencing systems for academic use employ metaphors from the familiar real world for the on-line situation, e.g."common room" for chat and informal aspects and "seminars" for course related discussions, which has led to the use of the term "virtual teaching" (Nixon & Salmon 1996).



We developed our understanding of the opportunities and the way in which management students use computer conferencing through participant observation and focus groups of users from 1990 to 1995.  A simple model of use was built from this research. The computer conferences from which this model were derived were provided as additional, optional and complementary to more traditional distance learning components such as text, video and face to face group work and show unstructured or "natural" use (Nixon & Salmon 1996).



Learning through computer mediated conferencing is an experiential, self determined and largely self-motivated process. It cannot be legislated for in advance nor totally controlled at the time. However, our model of use describes the learning processes of the on-line learner from novice to independent user and in terms of five typical  stages. The model developed for the training programme outlined in this paper parallels elements of Glaser's (1990) expansion of Kolb's (1984) experiential training/learning cycle, and draws on a needs hierarchy appropriate to the particular on-line training situation analogous to Maslow's (1943) and Alderfer's (1972) stages of existence, relatedness and growth.



This paper describes the use and translation of the Computer Mediated Conferencing (CMC) for Learning model into on-line training for management tutors. It has also been used as the basis for large scale student induction programmes, and for structuring virtual on-line environments for management courses.



�Diagram One  Model of CMC Use for Learning & Teaching
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Planning for Virtual Management Teaching



In 1994,  the decision was taken to  produce a new purpose-designed and integrated Foundation Course for the Master of Business Administration (MBA) degree offered by the Open University Business School (OUBS). This course was called B800, Foundation of Senior Management.  Early in the production process, the Course Team chose to integrate the educational, networking, communication and administrative opportunities offered by computer conferencing into the course design. In May 1995, it was decided  that the software platform to be used would be FirstClass(.  At this time, a very small team of interested individuals was set up, with the authors of this paper as joint Chair, to design a training programme for the part-time tutors who would be recruited to teach B800.  The aim was to ensure an adequate level of competence to teach through this  medium by the time the course started in February 1996. 



The part-time tutors are responsible for running face to face seminars and day schools at local venues, marking and commenting on written assignments and staying "in touch" with their student group. Training and development for these roles was offered to tutors through the established means of largely paper based briefings, a "distance learning" multimedia package called B532, Tutoring with the Open University Business School and  weekend face to face training and briefing meetings. However,  it was realised that, to enable tutors to become familiar and effective with Computer Mediated Conferencing (CMC), a different approach was required and that full access, support and training for the tutors involved would be critical precursors for effective student learning and the successful use of CMC as part of the B800 course. Moreover, given the piloting and experimental nature of using CMC for B800, in undertaking the "training" of tutors to this end, the trainers were also engaged in a joint exploration with them of the nature of distance learning management education in the on-line CMC context.



The task then in essence was to plan, set up and manage a training programme to teach around 180 potential B800 tutors to be proficient in the use of CMC, using FirstClass™, in time for the start of the B800 course in February 1996.  To teach and explore the use of Computer Conferencing through face to face methods, would, we believed, send the wrong signals to the tutors.  This was based on the belief that students and tutors did not need to meet physically in order to benefit from learning from and working with each other (McConnell 1994). This led to a fresh exploration of the whole nature of learning management at a distance and the key features of the tutor as "mediator" between materials and the student experience. (Eastmond 1993)



The B800 tutors were recruited by autumn 1995 - a tremendous undertaking in its own right!  To prepare the training programme for them involved the task of translating the model of CMC use (Diagram 1) into a fully fledged on-line training programme, which forms the substance of this paper and is described in more detail below.  A series of “top level” conferences was set up, each equivalent to a stage of the model.  Within each of these conferences, a framework of workshops, activities and discussions directly related to the model of use at that level was created.  A text-based, hard-copy Resource Manual was produced to support the on-line conferences. As this needed to be produced before the conference was created, it could not provide examples of on-screen displays. Both on-line and in the Resource Manual, participants were asked to start at Level 1 and work through to level 5.  Each level of the training programme included a “Reflections" conference which asked questions about the participant's use of the programme at that level. Ten interested members of staff with some electronic conferencing experience were recruited during September 1995 and training and support was set up and offered both face to face and on line for them.

�Diagram 2 - Top Level of B800 Tutor Training
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Stage 1 ACCESS 



At the first stage of CML use, the learner needs information and technical support to get "on-line", and motivation to undertake the time and effort involved. High motivation is a prime factor at this stage in encouraging participants to tackle the technical aspects, especially if  they are dialling in through remote sites. Access to support needs to be available at the times at which the learner is likely to be struggling to get on-line on his or her own.  Attempts at forced responses are unlikely to be productive at this stage and cause much frustration and anguish. The problem can be overcome by providing continuing encouragement and support. This stage can be considered to be over at the point at which the learner posts his or her first message. 



Diagram 3 - Level 1 Access & Motivation in the On Line Training
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Level 1 of the Training programme was intended to provide access to FirstClass( and the training programme and motivation to the tutors in training  to continue. It included an “Arrivals” conference where they were invited to post their first messages. 187 first messages  were posted there between November 1995 and 18 March 1996.  The authors of this paper, as the training programme leaders,  e-mailed individual welcomes and directional messages to all new "arrivals" on line.  The tutors in training were also at this stage given instructions on how to post their resumes, short biographies available to all users of FirstClass(. 



All participants were also asked to visit a “Reflections” conference before moving on to level 2. The "Reflections" conference aimed directly to test the achievement of the objectives of level 1 as well as to determine the amount of time the training was taking. Access to the conferencing system was rated highly by participants. On a possible scale of 1(-) to 10(+), there was a mean of 6.94, with 47% of  tutors in training rating access as 9 or 10, and only 5 (6%) scoring under 5. The attempts to make tutors in training feel valued and welcome in the virtual environment were successful, with a mean score of 8.74 with 54% scoring 9 or 10.



At this stage too, motivation was high.  38% of tutors in training reported that they felt highly motivated to continue with only 7% not motivated.  Similarly, very positive feelings were reported both about the training programme (a mean score of 7.84) and only slightly less about using this medium for teaching on the course (7.39).



Off Line Resources



Questions were also asked at this level about the documentation that had been provided to support the tutors in training and what other training aids they would have liked.  The documentation was less well received with a mean score of 5.58 with 10% of the tutors in training unhappy with it and only 18% very happy. The main complaint was not about the existence of documentation but about its length, lack of direct compatibility with the 5 levels of the training programme and lack of examples of what would be presented on screen at key stages.



At this point at the end of level 1, trainees reported an average of 105 minutes spent off line on reading and preparing to train, and 67 minutes on line.  However, the off-line time included, in some cases an inordinate amount of time spent on getting and setting up appropriate equipment.



Stage 2 INDUCTION AND SOCIALISATION



Every grouping of people develops its own culture - formal and informal rules, norms of behaviour,  ways of operating and of sanctioning those who fail to understand or conform. On-line communities and learning groups are no exception.  The new on-line user can easily make behavioural mistakes and supporters need to provide information, usually called "netiquette". Help with this was provided in the tutor training conferences by examples and practical work on line.



Those who are initially reluctant to commit themselves fully to public participation in conferencing can be encouraged as a first step to read and enjoy others' contributions to the  conferences for a short while, before taking the plunge and posting their own messages.  This is known as "lurking".  Some conference leaders become annoyed with lurkers but it appears to be a natural and normal part of CMC socialisation and should therefore be encouraged for a while as a first step. It is also important to be tolerant of "chat" conferences and socialising (McCreary 1989). At the point of feeling "at home" with the culture, and reasonably comfortable with the technology, the learner is free to move on.



Issues of intellectual ownership, copyright, privacy and freedom of speech need be considered and explained to newcomers.  Many universities using CMC are still engaged in debate about the arbitration of "taste" and the balances between freedoms and privacies (e.g.  Turner 1990).Electronic conference extracts are open to wide use and copying and rights in new electronic frontiers have yet to be established. It is important that conference participants are pointed to on-line Codes of Practice, and that students are encouraged, as always, to acknowledge all sources and avoid copying extracts without the author's permission. (Oldenburg 1991)

Diagram 4 Level 2 of the B800 tutor training desktop
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Level 2 - Induction 



Level 2 was intended to provide basic software skills in using FirstClass(, increasing feelings of confidence and comfort in working with others through the CMC medium and the opportunity to find others with similar interests. The feedback collected in the "Reflections" conference, indicated that tutors in training felt they had acquired basic technical skills at this level (mean score of 7.49), and were increasing in confidence (mean of 7.08). However, they were less happy about the “networking” aspects - i.e. of finding others with similar interests (mean score  of 5.29) - probably because they were still focusing on the technical and behavioural aspects, rather than the networking potential at this level.  For this stage, tutors spent just less than one hour off line and one hour on line.



Stage 3 SEEKING INFORMATION, FINDING NEW PATHWAYS.  



The acceptability of a communication medium to a user is likely to be directly related to the "richness" of the information it conveys (Taha & Caldwell 1992).  In exploring how learners seek and find information on line we observed that the learner realises that he or she has access to wider,  more diverse groups of people and information than ever before.  This may create excitement but also some frustration,  and responses may still be quite passive. The proliferation of messages and conferences lead participants to expect to be able to shift and sift around to find what they really want.  The learner looks to leaders to provide direction through the mass of data and encouragement to start using the most relevant material. The support skills related to the task focus of the group became important  for conference leaders. Leaders can direct learners to useful conferences, summarise others and open new conferences, where discussion topics and interests change,  as well as take part in the processes of discovery.   



The learner typically starts to understand the potential of forming interest groups through writing and posting on line.  He or she  may discover the joy of writing a message - and getting  responses.  Altruism grows quickly. Most notable is the extent to which conference participants respond to requests for information and advice, even from apparent strangers. Sproull & Kiesler (1992) suggest that the cost of responding is low in terms of time and effort and consequently computer conferencing promotes the free flow of information.  



For a conference leader, this can pose difficulties. At this stage, the leader needs to do rather less, but somewhat more carefully. Ideally,  the conference leaders set the climate of what the participants can expect and sensitively allow the maximum possible interaction and discussion to occur within that framework.  A "hands-off" approach to support and teaching is required. Remaining "silent" for a while is often appropriate to enable to participants to support each other.



Without the usual non-verbal and face to face cues of speech, problems may arise over keeping the discussion going and particularly over keeping it on track.  Whilst it is accepted that face to face conversations may twist and turn, this is less acceptable on line, when participants log on expecting to find a particular topic discussed.  The tutor may become frustrated at the near impossibility of keeping participants to the designated subject.  Rather than impose sanctions on those who do not conform to the conference intentions, the solution can be to open new sub-conferences and encourage participants to "move" there.  Ultimately the participants will find their own way around and develop personal sifting and choosing mechanisms. At the point at which they resist direction, they are entering the next level of use.



Level 3 - Information Giving and Receiving



Diagram 5-  Level 3 of the Tutor Training
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At level 3 of the tutor training, additional skills conferences  or "workshops"  developed participants' ability to work with the software at this level. In addition, on line seminars and workshops were set up to correspond with the four main disciplines of B800, i.e. Managing People, Finance & Information, Organisations & Change and Marketing. The model suggested  that after the basic skills and confidence of working on line was acquired, tutors in training would be interested in considering and discussing the content of the blocks of the course that were relevant to them and this proved to be true. They felt that this level of the programme had fulfilled the objectives for them, with a  mean score of over 7 on each of the objectives. Slightly  less time was spent on line at this stage - an average of one hour and 5 minutes off line and 43 minutes on line.



At this level, the participants began to be acutely aware of who was contributing and participating and who was not. Many of the qualitative comments in the "Reflections" conference concerned these aspects.



Stage 4 INTERACTION



At this stage the participants start to interact with each other, often in highly exposed and participative ways. The act of formulating and writing down an idea or understanding and reading and responding to peers is a most important cognitive skill (Harasim 1989).  Once this begins, it has its own momentum and power. Collaborative learning can be seen to happen in very visible and often exciting ways (Kiesler 1992, McConnell 1994)  this stage,  very active learning, especially widening and appreciation of differing perspectives and understanding of application of concepts and theories happens very obviously as conferences unfold and develop.



The learner needs enabling tutors to stimulate conferences, summarise wide ranging views, provide new topic areas where discussions and interactions go off track, and stimulate fresh strands, themes and approaches. Tutoring skills related to group-building and maintenance become important. The tutor typically undertakes  "weaving"  the student contributions together, e.g. collecting up statements and relating them to concepts and theories and enabling development through discussion and development. 



Enabling participants to get through to this stage often brings great rewards.  Ideas often emerge and provoke responses of interest and vitality and these are shaped in a dynamic way.  Regardless of the designated subject, it is common for participants to reflect and discuss how they are networking and to demonstrate a form of  "meta-learning" in a way that evaluates the technology and its impact (Wellington 1995).  At this stage, the students are taking control of their own learning processes (Marantz & England 1992).  



Level 4 - Interaction.



Diagram 6-  Level 4 of the Tutor Training
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At level 4,  the conferencing area was set up to discuss the functional areas of tutoring through distance learning, e.g. correspondence teaching and assignment marking, face to face tutorials and teaching on line.  It attracted a large number of positive qualitative comments, as the tutors in training felt they were sharing with each other, and achieving new ideas that had direct relevance and impact on their teaching.  Each sub-conference however very rapidly filled up, and since only the more confident felt able to be selective in reading some message and not others, there were a number of complaints about the volume of unread messages, indicated in FirstClass( by red flag alongside the unread message. The leaders of the conferences needed to log in often in order to summarise and archive messages, and where this happened the conferences were more attractive and  better received.  However, the level of engagements with each other, and the obvious competence of the tutors in training by this stage in using conferencing to share ideas was clear. In many cases, it appeared to have become almost “second nature” and there were few complaints, and perhaps this accounted for the fact that slightly fewer visited the "Reflections" conference at this level.  



Stage 5 AUTONOMY



At this stage, the learner becomes responsible for  his or her own learning through the computer mediated opportunities and little support beyond what is already available is necessary.  Indeed, he or she may resent interference and ask the leaders to withdraw and may indeed wish to start conferences of their own. The role of the tutor when learners achieve this kind of use  is sometimes a difficult one to negotiate. They may be accused of "gate crashing" on the learning processes and failing to understand the power of the learning going on.  The participants will often be confident enough in the medium to confront a tutor  when  interventions seem unhelpful or out of place. The participants may start to challenge the basis of the conferences or system. They typically start to demand better access, faster responses, more software. They may became extremely resistant to changes or downtime on the system. At this stage, participants may find ways of producing and dealing with humour and the more emotional aspects of writing and interacting.  The reflection involved in this is considerable and may impact on other more usual day to day communications. At this point, the blurring between the learning and teaching results not only in frequent changes of roles, but lack of need to define roles.



Level 5 - Autonomy & Development



Diagram 7  Level 5 of the Tutor Training
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At this level, tutors in training were introduced to the skills of creating and setting up their own conferences, and they were given a practice area in which to do this. In addition, they were invited to set up discussion conferences on  topics of their choice.



The final reflections conference again indicated very positive feelings about the training at this stage - with an average score of  7 against most of the questions.  Only the question asking how they felt about using CMC for working with their students attracted a slightly lower average score - 6.52, probably because the setting up of their own conferences seemed a little complicated than they might have thought and the start of the B800 course was only days away!



Evaluation of the  Software by the Tutors at the end of their On Line Training



At this stage of the training, the tutors answered an on-line questionnaire about the use of the software and their participation, together with questions about the use of CMC for management learning programmes. FirstClass( scored highly with the tutors in training in terms of consistency of icons and screen displays with 40 respondents giving scores 9 or 10, with a mean of 8.22.  It was also considered  easy to use by most. Over 75% of the tutors in training reported “active participation” in the on-line training programme. However, 53 respondents also pointed out the value of  “passive” participation, i.e. browsing or lurking. In addition, respondents were asked to rate the overall training programme in terms of maintaining their interest. This scored a mean of  7.3 , with 24 giving it a score of  9 or 10 and only 3 giving it less than 5. This suggests that a structured on-line programme, using 

FirstClass(, is suitable for training purposes.



Trainees were also asked for any features of FirstClass( that they felt had got in the way of their learning.  The lack of an off-line reader was mentioned typically by those who had used one for other conferencing platforms.  Worries about working on line and resultant telephone costs were mentioned by many others.  In total, throughout the 7 questionnaires and reflections conferences, this issue was mentioned 158 times. The manufacturers of FirstClass(, SoftArc Inc., have promised an off-line reader.



CMC for Management Learning



Tutor trainees were then asked whether they considered CMC suitable for a variety of learning approaches.  This question was a first crude attempt to understand whether certain learning approaches lend themselves to CMC. This issue scored highly among the tutors in training - a mean of 7 for its being suitable for a variety of learning approaches - though some tutors pointed out that this depended on the choice of platform and structures,  as well as on the purposes and also on the quality of conference moderation. 



Many tutors commented on their desire for clearer “routes” through the conferences, despite their being the 5 stage structure and some supporting documentation.  Many commented on their dislike of “red flags” (signifying unread messages).  About half seemed unable to take responsibility and to be selective both in what they read and what they responded to.  This was probably due to a lack of confidence in the medium.  It is difficult to imagine that MBA tutors would not be able to do this with their in-trays or the proliferation of information in the form of a shelf of management books. This  suggested to us as the designers that we needed to use more metaphors and the notion of “virtuality” to indicate appropriate modes of behaviour and working on line. By this we mean the use of suitable icons, titles for conferences, welcome and directional messages to indicate more clearly to participants the purposes and appropriates modes of communication within a specific area on line.

�Summary of observations of the Tutors in Training within the On Line Programme



Three broad types of response to the on-line training programmes were categorised:



The Swimmers:



These trainees  dived in early - typically during the first two months of the training programme, and before Christmas 1995.  The first 10 on line arrivals had previous CMC experience - through the Internet, through work-based programmes, and through previous use of a different conferencing platform used by the OU -  the CoSy system.  The next 16 arrivals were those who had previously set up their computers: they worked through more slowly but very soon became competent. These people responded happily to the training programme and continued to log in  for a while to help others’ as they arrived. A few continued to do this throughout the training period; others moved to help with the parallel student induction programmes; a few became disgruntled and somewhat disruptive at level 5 if they failed to get sufficient attention or they felt aspects of the system were not corrected fast enough for their or others needs. We came to see these people as the “underwater” swimmers, demanding attention but contributing little.  They were few however compared to those who continued to circle the pool, rescuing, teaching and encouraging others.



The Wavers



Around one third of the trainees needed considerable help to get started - this was typically achieved through the telephone helpline. In addition, three local OU Regional Centres ran  some face to face sessions, but these did not appear to achieve greater individual competence to log in.  Once the Wavers reached level 2 of the training programme, most continued successfully through the training and completed it though they typically needed to ask for more help than the Swimmers. By the time these 50 or so Wavers reached level 5, most had become competent Swimmers and were enthusiastically helping others. Some Wavers, however,  appeared within the last month of the training programme and worked through very quickly, complaining there was not enough time.



The Drowners



Around 30 trainees found it extremely difficult to log in to the system, and around 10 persistently promised they would but never appeared on line, despite their awareness that this area of the tutoring work was an essential requirement.  Those who did, usually after much encouragement and support,  found it very difficult to sift through previously posted messages and one coined the phrase “ Drowning in a sea of Red Flags”(unread messages).  Some were rescued by Swimmers and became Wavers.  5 Drowners appeared once on the training programme and then vanished.  These tutors continued to complain in other fora about the demands of time or lack of relevance to management education of working through the medium of CMC. 



Costs and comparisons



The decision to offer the programme on-line was arrived at on logistical and pedagogical,  rather than financial, grounds. However, the variable costs of a face-to-face weekend for 180 tutors in training, drawn from all over the UK and Western Europe,  including travel and subsistence, attendance fee and set-up costs (but excluding indirect staffing costs and overheads)  would be of the order of £35 000.   By contrast, the variable costs of the on-line training (excluding staffing costs and overheads) were of the order of £11 000. Furthermore, the possibility of getting 180 tutors together in one place, with sufficient human resource to  train them was extremely limited!  Finally, we had serious doubts that face to face training for on line working would be successful and above all  wished to indicate to participants that this was essentially a distance medium of communication and to demonstrate that the objectives set could be achieved at a distance (See Appendix 1 for the aims and objectives of the training programme)  To train other than virtually seemed a contradiction in terms. In addition, the value of the asynchronous  nature of the training was overwhelming.  Participants took their own time both to log in and out of the conferences when it suited them as well as to work through the whole training programme; this varied from one week to 5 months.



The amount of  time consumed, especially on line where telephone charges were clocking up, was considered a very important issue by the tutors in training.  Many of the fears and concerns about the use of CMC for Open University Business School courses, from both Course Team and tutors in training, were about whether the use of CMC would complement or substitute for other learning components, and whether ultimately the students' time would be best used. At early stages of understanding, this aspect is still problematic as well as fascinating, since ultimate "control" of the use of conferences seems undesirable as well as all but impossible (Oldenburg 1991). As the model of use suggests (Diagram 1), as learners become more confident in the use of CMC for learning, there appears to be less "teaching" and more independent learning together with more integration of the use of this component with other teaching media.  Much more work is needed!



The Trainees as Virtual Management Teachers



B800, Foundations of Senior Management, began  teaching its first cohort of just under 1 400 students across the UK and Continental Western Europe in February 1996, with the first delivery of teaching texts, videos and audio cassettes,  Each group of 15 to 20 students in a particular geographical location was allocated two tutors - one to focus on teaching and assessing the Managing People and Organisations and Change components, and one to focus on Marketing and Finance.  These groups were then paired by geography, thus creating groupings of around 30 or so students with 4 tutors for the purpose of "Tutor Group" conferences on FirstClass.  These groups of students met face to face with each other and their tutors in March 1996, for a Saturday Day School. Tutor group conferences were set up for each of these groups on FirstClass, with the 4 tutors as leaders.  The tutors were invited to use these conferences for contact support and teaching as they felt appropriate during the year.



In addition, a student “Village” was set up and run for students by alumni. All the Village leaders had participated fully in the tutor training programme and continued to make an excellent job of running the Village.  As the course progressed, “enquiries” and administration areas were set up, and a major on-line exercise started to enable students to run further rounds of a computer-based management simulation game, commenced during their summer residential schools.  The “Senior Common Room” - for tutors and course team only- also proved an exceptionally important and well-used arena.



However, our research focused on the tutor group conferences since these were the responsibility of the tutors alone, and we considered that what happened in these was the greatest test of the tutor training. 



On Line Monitoring of the Quality of the Virtual Management Teaching



A system, based broadly on tried and tested ways of monitoring the quality and effectiveness of a tutor's teaching through correspondence (assignments), was set up to provide feedback to and dialogue with tutors who were supporting students on B800 through FirstClass( .  The role of  On-line Monitor was advertised openly to all tutors on line in the Senior Common Room early in the presentation of B800 and this resulted in considerably more applications than were needed.  Monitors were selected on the basis of prior experience of CMC or success in the CMC training programme, as well as their experience in the monitoring of correspondence tutoring, or similar. An on-line form was produced for their use. The form focused on the observation of good practice and suggestions for alternative approaches.  The intention was that the monitor would visit the conference, record his/her observations on the electronic form and send it on-line to the tutor as well as to the tutor's line manager in his or her Regional Centre.



This exercise was very successful. As the on-line monitors were also tutors, 

the dialogue and sharing of experience and ideas meant that everyone learnt a great deal from the exercise.  We felt that we were "closing the loop" on the tutor training by looking at the experience of the students in receipt of the on-line communication, interaction and teaching. Many excellent examples of good support on line were discovered and recorded (otherwise much of this work goes by unrecorded and unsung).

 

The Course Team intends that monitoring and feedback  of on-line work should continue and be extended throughout the MBA.  However, for the future, we suggest that Monitors should be recruited and appointed before main course conferences start so that they are known to the tutors, and technical problems of access to conferences can be resolved in advance. We are suggesting that examples of good practice "discovered" should be openly shared on line.  Conference should be created where examples of  good practice discovered by monitors can be placed for all tutors and the course team to view.



On the whole, the use by the students of the tutor conferences was extremely variable, with a variety of patterns emerging. The main technical problem at the beginning of  the conferences was one of entering the names of the students into each tutor group, and “placing” the icon on the relevant students’ desktop. Although we had taught this at level 5 of the tutor training, many tutors experienced  considerable difficulty with it.  It is likely that, as a result of this, some students became frustrated at the start, since they were unable to view and participate in the groups and had possibly  given up trying by the time all the problems were resolved.



The Swimmers proved on  the whole the most successful at attracting students into participating in the tutor group conferences, with a positive correlation between the number of messages posted in the tutor training conferences, and the number posted in the tutor group conferences between March and June 1996.  However, there were a small number of tutors who did little more than post a messages in “Arrivals” in the tutor training and “lurk” through the rest quickly but who continued on to be successful tutor group leaders on-line.  Our conclusion is that there was value in lurking in the training as well as in posting messages.  There were three main reasons for this phenomenon. Firstly, that following his or her arrival in the tutor training, a tutor may have  spent a great deal of time in improving his hardware and access. For instance, one tutor logged  in from Vienna where the network access was dramatically improved as a result of his efforts.  Another tutor had serious visual disability but succeeded in achieving access and usability of the system by May 1996; he continued successfully as a tutor group leader after that time. Finally,  two tutors were very experienced CMC users and obviously had the appropriate skills before taking part in the training. Considerable use of e-mail for tutor-student and student-student contact was reported. However, since this was entirely private, we were unable to access it to compare it with other conferencing activity in terms of quantity, content or quality.



Most  of  the Wavers also went on to become successful tutor group leaders, though some became despondent at times when there was little students activity.  Typically, this was during residential schools periods and shortly before assessed assignments were due.  Unsurprisingly the Drowners posted fewer messages in their tutor group conferences than  the Swimmers or Wavers.  The value of training the tutors is thus confirmed in the positive correlation between full participation in the training and both the quality and quantity of messages posted in the tutor group conferences.  However, it further emphasises the importance of achieving full training participation before tutors begin work  on line with students.



Content analysis of the messages in the tutor groups suggests that the majority were at levels two and three of the model of use:  i.e. socialisation and information giving and sharing.  Several conferences proved successful  in achieving a group  identity and many others in providing a communication vehicle for self help groups of students to be set up, e.g. the publicising of casual face to face groups meetings, sharing telephone and fax numbers. 



PHASE TWO OF THE MBA TUTORS’ TRAINING



From February 1997, all OU  MBA courses will be offering contact, support and administration on line for all MBA students -  approximately 3,500 registrations. B800 will enter its second presentation, the new compulsory follow-on course to B800, B820 Strategy will commence.  Each of the other eight MBA options will cease to use the OU's old conferencing system, CoSy, as a CMC platform and move to FirstClass(. 



We are therefore faced with the need to train a further cohort of tutors in FirstClass( and CMC including

·	any newly appointed B800 tutors together with any “Drowners” from the first cohort who wish to have another opportunity to train

·	specialist B820, Strategy, tutors to run the on-line sector-based information sharing and interaction conferences, which will be a significant opportunity for learning and assessment on this course

·	training specialist CMC tutors for three other MBA elective courses, including International Enterprise, Creative Management and The Challenge of the External Environment, who previously were operating on the (now discontinued) CoSy system 

·	a small number of  tutors to moderate conferences on the remaining five MBA options 

·	a small number of self-selected Certificate and Diploma tutors, teaching on the OUBS  Professional Certificate and Diploma in Management programme,  which is moving more incrementally to using CMC ),

·	leaders for the “MBA City” in 1997 ( the B800 Village will become the MBA “City” and need a larger numbers of  trained moderators)

·	alumni moderators- The Alumni Association is to commence with an “Alumni World” on FirstClass(  to continue to build and contribute to the Alumni Association's activities.



AMENDMENTS AND IMPROVEMENTS TO THE TUTOR TRAINING FOR ITS SECOND PRESENTATION



The tutor  training has  been designed again around the 5 stage model,  However, the supporting documentation has the minimum of text.  Instead it provides direct copies of screen displays and messages to assist with off-line working and to provide signposts around the conferencing. We have provided a “lifebelt” icon at each stage of the training - with both on- line help and an invitation to e-mail one individual if really “stuck”.  We have emphasised styles of communication on line, appropriate for management education, rather than the narrower “netiquette” conference used in the first presentation.   We have highlighted the skills associated with creating, setting up and managing conferences much more, and brought it forward to level 3. 



At level 3, tutors are requested to check that they have acquired all the FirstClass( skills necessary before they move onto levels 4 and 5 where they discuss and plan how to use CMC for teaching on their courses. We hope by taking this approach  that we will reduce the number of administrative and access problems once the courses start and move the emphasis further up the 5 stage model towards interaction for academic and teaching purposes.  We have simplified the “nesting” of conferences wherever possible to reduce trainees becoming “lost” in the hierarchies of sub-conferences. Again, we have provided a “Reflections” conference at each level to encourage elicitation and sharing of learning and an exit questionnaire at the last level, 5, which directly tests the success of the model, and seeks to expand and develop our understandings of it. 



Use of the 5 Stage Model for other Applications



Diagram 8 - The Student Induction Conference



These conferences, to induct around 3,500 MBA students on line will run from December 1996 to February 1997, and are also based on the 5 stage model.



�

�Diagram 9 - Creating a "Virtual" Environment for the MBA Students, Tutors and Staff in 1997
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Diagram 10 - Preparing for Academic Support Conferences on Each of the MBA Options



�







Conclusions:



This paper has outlined a 5-stage model for the development of competence in on-line computer conferencing.  The model was tested in an action-research setting - an on-line training programme for a cohort of Open University Business School MBA tutors.  Results showed that the model-based training programme was effective in enabling participants progressively to develop skills in the use of CMC.  They were able to transfer the resultant skills to develop and support on-line interaction in a management education setting.  The on-line training programme was found to be cost effective against face-to-face training.



The research suggests that the  medium offers new opportunities for the development of management education on-line, but on-line monitoring of performance subsequent to the training showed that on-line pedagogy is still in its infancy.  There is thus scope for much more inquiry into and dissemination of good practice in terms of the usage of CMC as an aid to learning, discovery and creativity.  The potential, however, is there for students to take control of their own learning, and the flourishing student on-line self-help groups provided some evidence for this.
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�Appendix 1

Aims and objectives  (Extract from B800T Manual)



The overall purpose of the Training Programme is, of course, to prepare you for using CMC to support your students on B800. More specifically, the aims of the Programme are:

1	To enable you to learn relevant FirstClass commands and facilities quickly and easily.

2	To ensure that you feel comfortable interacting with others on-line by familiarising you with the social codes associated with CMC.

3	To highlight the pedagogic opportunities and challenges offered by CMC.

4	To introduce some working practices that will save you time and effort as a tutor.

Note that these aims are limited: our concern is to help you ‘get up to speed’, and to lay solid foundations for the continuing development of your conference moderation skills ...  This training programme will have succeeded if, not later than the start of the course, you feel ‘ready enough’ to start using FirstClass and CMC in earnest with your students and colleagues.

The following objectives of the programme are offered to help you decide when you are ready for the start of the (B800) course – and have, therefore, completed the programme.

As regards FirstClass commands and operations, by the end of the Training Programme, you should be able to:

•	read a message in your mailbox, or in a conference

•	send, forward or reply to a message

•	upload an attachment from your hard disk

•	download an attachment to your hard disk

•	create an address book

•	create a mailing list for posting messages to all your students’ mailboxes

•	check the history of a message

•	check the directory for a particular name

•	check a user’s résumé

•	post your own résumé

•	create folders within your mailbox to contain different categories of message

•	post a message and then withdraw it!

•	use the Search command to find all messages on a given subject



As regards Netiquette, you should, by the end of the Programme, be able to:

•	explain, in your own words, the terminology and issues associated with Netiquette – e.g. flaming, emoticons, IMHO, self-discipline in placing messages appropriately, the Practical Communication Principles, copyright, and the Code of Conduct

•	recognise good and bad practice and respond appropriately.



As regards tutoring on-line, you should, by the end of the Programme, be able to:

•	suggest designs for CMC discussions and tasks in relation to assignments and other course components

•	plan how you will initiate, support and draw together such discussions

•	recognise the advantages and disadvantages of intervening in different ways if a discussion appears to be heated, or a student’s contributions appear inappropriate

•	recognise the importance of setting a supportive tone and stimulating involvement at the beginning of the course, and have specific ideas for doing this.



As regards working practices, by the end of the Programme, you should be able to:

•	plan the directories and sub-directories you will use to organise and store B800 CMC materials on your hard disk for future use

•	use folders to organise and sort your messages

•	identify specific FirstClass and Windows ‘shortcuts’ to facilitate your chosen way of working

•	use the advice and discussions on-line to continue developing efficient working practices.

�Appendix 2

B800T Key Decisions List

B800 decision to use CMC

Tutor specification

Tutor recruitment to pool

Platform decision

Academic Computing Service support agreed

Representative Task force set up for planning training programme

Aims and  objectives of training  programme agreed

Training model  and structure developed and agreed

Start date agreed

Payment rate and expenses agreed

Bid for funds and budget agreed

Documentation developed and agreed with Academic Computing Service (ACS)

ACADEMIC COMPUTING SERVICE  human and other resources allocated (server availability)

Software disks and documentation for FC prepared by ACADEMIC COMPUTING SERVICE

Moderator specification agreed

B800 CMC training documentation agreed and produced

Desktop created

Moderators selected

Training of conference controllers by ACADEMIC COMPUTING SERVICE

Training of B800 Course Team and moderators by ACADEMIC COMPUTING SERVICE

Messages prepared by moderators and checked by conference controllers

Sub-conferences set up by moderators

Payment system devised and clerk briefed

Names of potential tutors received from OU Regions

Allocation of temporary IDs

Final check of conference

Mailing of ACADEMIC COMPUTING SERVICE and training conference  documentation

Start of training

Checking for non-arrivals

Monitoring of effectiveness of moderators during conference

Monitoring of effectiveness of tutors after conference

Devising of follow-on training programme for next cohort of new tutors�

Training Virtual Management Tutors
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