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Background

A change of go vernment in 1997 brought a complex plethor a of promises and 

commitments, both to education and to information & communication technol -

ogy (ICT), but those promises came with a price. The price w as the re-

examination of much that had been considered incontro vertible: standards, in -

stitutions, roles, funding and more. This did not amount to a rev olution but af -

ter a moribund few y ears ev en a reassessment can be an opportunit y for 

change. P erhaps less expected w as the vigour with which str ands of change 

were pursued. In the space of less than a y ear announcements came thick and  

fast: a national grid for learning, a virtual teachers centre, a national database 

of good pr actice, email addresses for all school children, a national centre for 

teaching and learning in higher education, task forces on softw are dev elop -

ment for learning, a white paper on lifelong learning and much more. Some -

times these initiativ es were encour agingly her alded b y pre- announcements of 

consultation and pilots studies. Appropriately there w as a common reliance on 

ICT to mak e change happen b y allowing new str ategies to be explored along -

side an imaginativ e view of new funding potentials from priv ate public partner -

ships through to lottery funding. The incoming go vernments mantr a of "Educa -

tion, education, education" and its broad commitment to underpinning learning  

with ICT had begun to mo ve from rhetoric to realit y.

Some of these initiativ es were clearly placed in the domain of individual go v-

ernment departments, for example the National Grid for Learning with the De -

partment of Education and Emplo yment, but Departments of Culture, of 

Health, and of Industry all had enough news themselv es for an impartial ob -

serv er to be able to claim with some justification that these twelv e months 

might see the birth of a Learning Age as distinct from an Information Age. 

Howev er, not all initiativ es had such a clear path to adv ocacy . The idea of a 

Univ ersit y for Industry (UfI) w as a Labour P art y manifesto commitment and a 

centr al plank of Go vernment policy for promoting a skills rev olution but it is 

immediately clear that the v ery name Univ ersit y for Industry confuses both its 

parentage and patronage. This w as made further confusing b y the genesis of 
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the name; UfIÕ s roots lie in a phr ase uttered b y the now Chancellor of the Ex -

chequer . Is it a new form of univ ersit y, a new function for industry or a T reas -

ury in vestment in people?

The Institute for Public P olicy R esearch (IPPR) 1  has been working on the con -

cept of the UfI for the past two y ears. In December 1996 it published a booklet  

University for Industry: creating a national learning network  which outlines the  

challenges facing a UfI, describes what sort of an organisation is required to 

tr ansform opportunities for lifelong learning, and suggests a r ange of w ays in 

which a UfI might promote inno vation in organisation and deliv ery , boost de -

mand, and impro ve access. T wo k eynote speak ers launching the report at a 

high profile conference at the National Film Theatre are now leading members 

of the new Go vernment: Rt Hon Gordon Brown MP , Chancellor of the Ex cheq -

uer; and Rt Hon Da vid Blunk ett MP , Secretary of State for Education and Em -

plo yment. The report argues that the UfI should be a Ônational learning net -

workÕ, bringing opportunities for learning to people where and when it is most 

convenient: in the workplace, in the home and in local communit y-based cen -

tres r ather than in existing institutions. On-line technologies are clearly centr al 

to this concept. The report has been v ery well receiv ed in the business and 

education worlds and b y politicians.

Uncertainties

As part of this, the IPPR has established two pilot projects both run collabor a-

tiv ely, one at Sunderland Univ ersit y and the other with Ultr alab at Anglia P oly -

technic Univ ersit y; the latter project is the subject of this paper and it aims to 

examine the concept of an on-line learning network. Although Ultr alab has long  

experience of dev eloping long term learning communities, both across the 

Internet and with the communication technologies that preceded it, much, of 

course, w as either uncertain or unknown: can a mix ed communit y of learners 

learn both from and with each other? With the constr aints of place and time 

remo ved b y an asynchronous and distributed learning network what patterns 

of engagement will result? Can qualit y surviv e a two pronged attack from both 

the eclectic nature of the project Õs learning population and the non tr aditional 

structure? What commitments, expectations and entitlements emerge amongst  

the communit y of learners? and much more.

It has been made clear that early targets for the UfI are lik ely to include the 

teaching profession. Moreo ver, the new Labour Go vernment Õs ambitious plans 
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for school learning and ICT , her alded in the recommendations of the Stev enson  

Commission report into "Information and Communication T echnology in UK 

Schools", should create an en vironment in which schools will be much better 

equipped to exploit the benefits of technology -based forms of learning, and in 

more urgent need than ev er of continuing professional dev elopment. F or these 

reasons the Online Learning Network pilot has focused on learning profession -

als, but sought to dr aw a wider definition than just individuals with qualified 

teacher status (QT S): industrial and commercial tr aining managers, museum 

and gallery education officers, educational broadcast professions, parents 

even, would all be welcomed into the learning communit y that w as en visaged.

Online Learning Network Design

Constructivist theory (Brown, Collins, & Duguid, 1989; Bruner , 1986; F osnot, 

1996) informed the pedagogical foundation for the design of the OLN, and the 

project therefore aimed to empower the participants to activ ely construct their 

knowledge r ather than passiv ely receiv e information. A number of concepts 

emerged from the preliminary review of the liter ature. These included

¥ The centr alit y of self directed participation to learning communities (Senge, 

1994; T ebbe, 1997).

¥ That a sense of ownership can be engendered through the pro vision of tools 

for learning (Brown, Collins, & Duguid, 1989/95; Jonassen, 1994; Prick ett, 

Higgins, & Boone, 1994).

¥ The ev olutionary process inherent in online communities (Co x, 1997).

¥ The role of informal, social con versation and the ex change of stories to build 

a sense of communit y (Comstock & F ox, 1995)

¥ The role of describing place to create a sense of familiarit y and ease (Berge, 

1996; Bruckman & R esnick, 1995).

¥ The influence of computer softw are on shaping the dialogue (Comstock & 

Fox, 1995; Lee, Dineen, & McK endree, 1997).

These notions were incorpor ated in the OLN design for further in vestigation.

Despite the intentions for a broad communit y abo ve, the actual participants 

were sk ewed tow ards the teaching communit y including learning professionals 

who: teach ICT in schools and tertiary institutions; design and run distance 

learning courses; design multimedia softw are; write curriculum and assess -

ment policy; and work in libr aries. A number of new teachers and school go v-

ernors also participated.
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Project focus and process

Previous experience led us to tak e as giv en that on-line learning communities 

were viable, but the bolder premise w as tak en that online communities flourish  

when the participants are self -directed and participate in designing their learn -

ing. T o this end, the project pro vided a v ariet y of routes to participation. P ar -

ticipants could select one or an y combination of the following:

¥ Learning about learning. Although the course w as not accredited or assessed,  

it aimed to extend peoplesÕ understanding about what inspires learning online. 

It used discussion starters and WWW links to topics such as online communit y 

building, collabor ation and self esteem, to stimulate reflection and discussion 

aimed at linking theory to pr actice. Each session w as begun with a discussion 

starter which allowed people time to reflect and respond in their own time 

(asynchronously). Experts were in vited to contribute a paper and to participate  

in the resulting discussion.

¥ Learning about good pr actice. P articipants were in vited to start discussions to  

exchange ideas and information on topics of professional interest.

¥ Learning through explor ation. P articipants were in vited to prepare and/or 

participate in real time (synchronous) online ex cursions or experiments to test 

a v ariet y of web-based inter activ e technologies, with the aim of finding out 

which ha ve most to offer online collabor ativ e learning.

Research approach and timeline

The action research model (Altrichter , Posch, & Somekh, 1993; K emmis & 

McTaggart, 1990; McNiff , 1994) used for the project, aimed to encour age re -

flection and discussion regarding the ongoing online communit y building and 

collabor ativ e learning design and processes, amongst the participants. The on -

line learning communit y design will be honed o ver three phases of the project. 

Phase one r an from the end of September 1997 through till the beginning of 

February 1998. The timing and dur ation of phases two and three will be de -

termined b y the needs and requirements of the participants.

Conferencing software

The softw are used to pro vide the conferencing and chat capabilit y (see figure 

6) required for the project, w as FirstClass. This softw are is also used b y large 
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institutions such as the Open Univ ersit y. It w as decided to use the new release 

of FirstClass (v5), because it purported to integr ate FirstClasss conferencing 

features with W orld Wide W eb browsers so that people could quickly and easily  

read and contribute to conferences via softw are already installed on their com -

puters. Because FirstClass has been adopted as v ery much a de facto  standard  

for academic communication systems in Europe it also meant that people par -

ticipating in the project will be able to readily adapt their OLN experience to 

their own professional en vironment, progression and continuit y.

Phase One

After in-house testing of the new FirstClass serv er softw are, the OLN began 

liv e online on the 22nd of September . It had been planned to begin the first 

discussion session a fortnight from the starting date. This quickly pro ved to be 

over ambitious, as technical teething problems prolifer ated. Our activ e use of 

the new softw are unco vered problems that had not been rev ealed in testing, 

and it w as decided to postpone the start of the first discussion session b y two 

weeks. An on-line forum of other FirstClass (v5) serv er administr ators rev ealed  

that we were not alone in experiencing these problems, and this on-line learn -

ing communit y helped mo ve us all forw ard whilst the initial bugs were being 

ironed out b y the softw are compan y. It w as also found that the W eb interface 

offered a subset of the FirstClass client softw are functionalit y and w as unable 

to pro vide "liv e chat" functionalit y, the abilit y to see who else w as online, to 

post rŽsumŽÕs, and to deliv er home pages to the OLN serv er. Most problematic 

howev er, were the difficulties encountered in attempting to post messages to 

conferences for discussion participation. F or these reasons, our initial Phase 1 

plan to encour age participants to access the OLN primarily via the W orld Wide 

Web had to be abandoned. OLN members were instead ask ed to download the 

stand- alone client softw are via our web site. A t least 30 people were unable to 

do this, due to the slowness of their phone line data tr ansfer . They were there -

fore sent the required softw are as a 3-disk set with instructions on request. 

These technical problems were not entirely unanticipated and pro vide an im -

portant part of the Phase 1 context.

A number of other participants were precluded from participation due to the 

limited services pro vided b y their chosen Internet Service Pro viders (ISP). This  

is clearly a significant issue. A number of ISPs, in their haste to offer a Ôv alue 

added serviceÕ ha ve v aried the standard functionalit y of Internet protocols and 

browsers in a w ay that clearly disenfr anchises their customers. Put bluntly 
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their Ôadded v alueÕ subtracted common capabilit y. When the oligopolistic pro vi -

sion of service and softw are meets open standards these tensions will alw ays 

occur but to v ouchsafe open learning communities, will almost certainly require  

a regulatory fr amework at national and European lev el and r ather less naiv ete 

at the institutional lev el.

First Class offered a strong visual metaphor and some help with understanding  

the structure and threads of discourse. It softened the gener ally unfriendly 

face of communication technology substantially . 

 

 Figure 1: The layout of the OLN desktop for the final evaluation session

To prev ent people being a wash in a sea of anon ymous names, a phenomenon 

described b y Willsha w, (1997) and also to facilitate mixing bey ond professional  

groupings, it w as decided to dev elop core groups. New members were ask ed to  

select virtual scenarios to pro vide them with an informal context to establish 

dialogue.

 

Figure 2: the active core groups and a flag indicating that someone was pre -

sent in The corner pub chat area.

Online Learning Ñ Implications For The University for Industry;

Heppell and Ramondt                              page 6 of 22



Each of the groups had a trigger message posted: for example the initial post -

ing for "The alpine lodge" read:

Title: Read first please, before waxing your skis.

The alpine lodge

The boots hurt. Bending down to release them hurts. Which hurts more?

The blizzard makes your mind up for you and unclipping the boots move gingerly 

across the ice to the haven beyond. You sit down, very carefully, at a rough 
wood table and drink in the atmosphere: wood smoke, tobacco smoke, hot wine, 

cold meat, warm conversation.

Slowly the feeling creeps back into your feet. They hurt more.

You exchange a conspiratorial glance at your table companions. None of you in -

tend to venture back onto the piste just yet and you begin to chat. And eat. And  
relax. Apart from being 2000 metres above your bath and bed this skiing business  

is looking up.

You find yourself, as the mood becomes more reflective, enjoying taking turns 
with your new companions to reflect on learning and talking about a great learn -

ing experience: what made it special? what learning was involved? what was the 
context? and maybe chatting a little about skiing too.

As can be seen from figure 2, the titles of the responses were in k eeping with 

the discussion starter although the participation w as initially slow .
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Figure 3: The initial responses to one of the core groups.

Responses to the OLN ev aluation questionnaire informed us that the core 

groups estr anged some members through a mismatch with their anticipation of  

the learning on offer . One, an engineer , reported that

"I had a look on the web site once or twice and couldnÕt understand what was go -
ing on. Quirky little chats in pubs and cafes..., left me cold IÕm afraid. IÕm 
the type who wants to get down to the facts, being an engineer by training !".

Note that the respondee here assumes a model of learning fundamentally con -

cerned with the tr ansmission of factual information.

On the other hand, other participants reported

"ItÕs going to be difficult to create a community from scratch without specific 
shared issues. The core groups helped", and "the contact through core groups was  

good early on. They did seem to generate a sense of community".

This w as one of the cases which indicated that learning communities need to 

be designed to accommodate people with entirely different needs whilst care 
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needs to be tak en to adv ance both expectations and the entitlements that ac -

compan y them.

Project development

The first session began as the softw are problems were only just starting to 

ease. The technical problems ensured that participation w as slow to start and 

also hindered some people from participating in the early softw are ex cursions 

as this respondent indicated

"Start-up was difficult, and made me wary of spending time on some other soft -

ware trials."

Other reported hindr ances to ex cursion participation included their computersÕ 

raw power and capabilit y:

"I did find some of the other Ôexperimental softwareÕ was incompatible with my 
rather low memory Mac - no fault of the project!"

People who were technically competent or had home technical support gener -

ally were much quick er to sort out technical problems. As one person said

"I think that if my partner had not been a professional computer person, I would  
not have managed to access OLN at all".

This created a tension between the needs of those people who were quick to 

log-in and were anxiously w aiting for the discussion to begin, and those who 

started late and then had trouble catching up with the v olume of discussion 

that had occurred. It also speaks v olumes about current technology being still 

at the r aw edge of dev elopment and some little w ay from "user cuddly".

Session one focused on Communit y, specifically online communit y. It became 

quickly apparent that dividing this discussion into the separ ate core-groups 

was not effectiv e, partly because the numbers of people activ ely posting were 

still compar ativ ely small, but more specifically because people w anted to 

Ôoverhear Õ, and comment on, postings to the other core groups leading to a 

sense of confusion and discontinuit y. Session two , a discussion on the topic of 

Ôcollaboration in learningÕ , w as therefore located on the main ÔdesktopÕ and 

quickly gener ated 95 responses. Whether because of the explicitly reflectiv e 

nature of the project Õs own research focus, or simply because the sense of 

audience led participants tow ards polemic, a number of these were v ery 
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length y. The length and complexit y of the dialogue brought the request from 

one member , that people reduce the length of their contributions to two par a-

gr aphs. This suggestion w as adopted as an informal guideline, man y people 

apologising if they were unable to contain their reply within this length. As 

some members reported that the proposed sessions focused on learning theory  

were not directly relev ant to their needs, the course outline w as revised in re -

sponse to the expressed interests of participants. This led to session three fo -

cussing on the topic of Self Esteem, and session four focussing on the topic of 

Online assessment. These sessions gener ated around 50 responses each. As 

sev eral members expressed an interest in the topic of the Univ ersit y for Indus -

try , it w as decided to focus sessions fiv e on the policy issues and session six on  

the pr actical implementation of the UfI. It became apparent howev er that this 

focus had been suggested b y more v ocal participants with particular wishes 

and these session gener ated v ery little participation. Session sev en gener ated 

more discussion with its focus on ev aluation of the project and on clarif ying 

peoples interests and requirements for phase 2. This participation curv e is 

similar to one reported b y Johnson-Lenz, P . and Johnson-Lenz, T , (1996) and 

warr ants further study , as one participant who runs online tr aining courses 

commented

"Keeping people active is a central problem for online learning delivery"

 

Figure 4: the OLN autumn homepage
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During the pilot, fortnightly email updates were sent to notif y people of OLN 

dev elopments and the calendar of ev ents. P eople who were unable to come 

online either because of technical problems or due to time pressures, ha ve ex -

pressed appreciation for these. The OLN homepage also mark ed the change of 

season with appropriate colour schemes, as well as the changes in session.

Members were initially hesitant to organise explor ations or experiments them -

selv es, but were interested in participating in organised activities such as tours  

of the internet, the use of gr aphically oriented synchronous chat softw are and 

inter activ e whiteboard. T owards the end of Phase 1, sev eral members mounted  

experiments with a specific piece of collabor ativ e softw are which pro vided tools  

such as a concept maps, br ainstormers, whiteboards and calendars. In sea -

sonal spirit the project participants ev en experimented with an inter activ e knot  

tieing session. Char acteristically , ev en with this pla yful ev ent, the project Õs fo -

cus on the internal expertise of the group and on asynchronous learning cen -

tr ally mediated guided the jollit y, although qualit y w as hardly at Higher Educa -

tion lev els! Sev eral large group synchronous chat sessions ha ve also been or -

ganised, along with numerous smaller group social chats.

  

Figure 5: the OLN Christmas homepage
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Role of co-ordinator

It has become evident that the co-ordinator role has been centr al to k eeping 

the project activ e. Berge (1996) states that the facilitator(s) functions are 

rarely filled b y one person as the required skills are v ery div erse. These roles 

are gener ally met within tertiary institutions b y existing support services. 

Berge (1996) classifies these roles as pedagogical, (questions/probes and fo -

cus); social, (dev eloping human relationships, group cohesiv eness, maintaining  

the group as a unit, helping members work together), managerial (organisa -

tional, procedur al and administr ativ e ie setting agenda/objectiv es/ timetable/

procedur al rules/decision making norms), and technical roles, (making users 

comfortable with softw are and system - prefer ably making it tr ansparent). 

Even although this list is fairly formidable, Berge (1996) has in fact omitted the  

high lev el technical skills required for configuring and administr ating the soft -

ware and hardw are for the serv er as well as the pro- activ e driv e required to 

sustain the project participation.

The high lev el of prepar ation and encour agement that sustained the project 

has not gone unnoticed and positiv e feedback included

"Have just logged off after a fascinating evening on tour!

ItÕs really exciting ? every step opens up all sorts of new opportunities.

I hope youÕre getting lots of thanks from people. IÕd like to add mine.

YouÕre working incredibly hard to keep this test going so well. You must be put -

ting hours and hours into it; it just wouldnÕt work without you."

Hurdles to participation

Besides the significant technical problems encountered, other hurdles to par -

ticipation were identified. As participation w as entirely v oluntary , unassessed 

and unaccredited, participation required strong relev ance and as work de -

mands increased during the term, participation became less activ e. As men -

tioned, the OLN communit y w as formed from a fairly eclectic group of people 

sharing a broad professional interest in learning. Howev er, people outside of 

education institutions reported on a number of occasions feeling somewhat ex -

cluded from the discussion, when it w as either v ery specific to teaching or 

quite academic and embedded in educational theory . This reflects v arying lev -

els of professional learning analysis within the different domains represented 

and doubtless the same would ha ve been true with a common focus on design,  
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law, engineering or an y number of other domains of broad professional inter -

est. R aising the lev el of professional debate to a common high standard within 

such realms would be a clear success congruent with the aims of the Univ ersit y 

for Industry . A few teachers and academics already communicating activ ely on 

the Internet reported that as their term workloads increased it would ha ve as -

sisted them if the OLN had been more closely integr ated with their other online  

activities. Others stated that they were o verwhelmed b y the numbers of post -

ings during activ e discussions. It should be remembered that OLNÕ s abilit y to 

engage people from different locations at different times in no w ay offered 

str ategies to prev ent them o verextending themselv es as a result. It is antici -

pated that as such activit y becomes more mainstream, natur al limits of expec -

tation, as well as softw are support to assist the discernment of relev ance, will 

reduce this tendency .

Although the project pro vided a loose fr amework through the organised fort -

nightly sessions, one of the issues discussed in the action research conference 

and again during the discussion on collabor ation, w as the role of structure. On 

sev eral occasions some participants requested, and indeed anticipated, more 

structure. By and large they were not able to state what kind of structure they 

required, other than to identif y structures pro vided b y tr aditional online tr ain -

ing courses or to request that other participants be ask ed to contribute a cer -

tain number of times per week. These suggestions were resisted because the 

project aimed to engender self -directed learning, and this ma y in fact ha ve 

been part of the dilemma. As one of the participants stated, most people were 

either used to participating in courses or running them, but had experienced 

few contexts which required them to activ ely meet their own learning needs. 

This again illustr ates the div ersit y of the group . Inevitably numbers of other 

participants stated that they did NO T w ant more structure.

Expectation w as important elsewhere too; with a tr aditional deliv ery mode 

cues and clues for an equit y of commitment abound: for example ph ysical at -

tendance. Distributed asynchronous learning has y et to establish these cues 

and clues to ev ery oneÕs satisfaction: does multiple but v ery brief engagement 

equate to irregular but length y contribution? Also attending a seminar with 

minimal spok en contribution in con ventional higher education is quite common 

(after all we all know that v erbal dexterit y and confidence v ary) because at -

tendance remains a k ey litmus test of engagement. In asynchronous on-line 

activit y w atching without contributing is frequently derided ("lurking") b y 

members of online communities, and gener ally not perceiv ed as adequate en -
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gagement partly because the abilit y to reflect, review , research and revisit be -

fore contributing reduce the Ôex cusesÕ for keeping quiet. Some members of 

OLN also reported feeling uncomfortable with the lack of visible others, a ware 

of the numbers of people reading discussions but not activ ely contributing. Al -

though McK endree, Stenning, Ma yes, Lee, and Co x (1997) state that man y 

people learn vicariously , simply b y following the online discussion, with OLN 

their silence weighed hea vily on some of the participants who felt that their 

words were being appr aised b y unseen ey es, especially because it w as not 

known whether these were appreciativ e or critical. Unlik e the tr aditional semi -

nar where our sociometric analysis suggests (as abo ve) that man y participants  

remain silent, these people were not readily identifiable within the FirstClass 

environment. One solution to this issue w as found b y some members, who 

created a closed working group , free from non-participants. A better solution 

probably lies within softw are design offering a better sense of audience and 

flagging more clearly a set of clues and cues for activ e participation.

Although it w as apparent that o verall participation reduced o ver the holida ys, 

the holida ys also pro vided the first window of opportunit y for some OLN mem -

bers to log in. Although some members could incorpor ate OLN activities into 

their work, others participated entirely motiv ated b y personal and professional 

interest and could only log in from home. It might be anticipated that increas -

ingly ubiquitous Internet access might impact on this in the future. This r aises 

the issue of prohibitiv e telephone costs as well as the issue of co-ordinator 

availabilit y. Depending on the aims of a project, facilitation ma y be required 

outside of working hours, as these ma y be the only times when some mem -

bers can participate. Nev ertheless, it should be remembered that this lev el of 

support from the co-ordinator reflects the mix of participants supported on 

OLN and the requirement for synchronous ev ents. Other on-line learning com -

munities at Ultr alab ha ve rev ealed that where synchronous activities, technical 

support and holida y access are not an issue, the co-ordinators role is char ac-

terised b y a much lighter touch. One certaint y therefore to emerge is that on-

line learning communities per se  are not a w ay of reducing costs b y increasing 

staff/student r atios although the focus on the internal expertise of the group 

and the model of mutual mediation thus engendered ma y be. The sa vings are 

more lik ely to be in reduced capital costs, but technology does not substitute 

for the k ey roles of mediation, inspir ation, annotation and pro vocation that lec -

turers would all recognise from their more con ventional pedagogies.
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Although brief instructions outlining steps to begin participation were sent via 

email, few people actually followed these instructions (noone ev er seems to 

read manuals either!), for example few people responded to the request that 

they write a brief resumŽ. During the ev aluation, howev er, there were a num -

ber of requests for an idiots guide both for the FirstClass softw are, and for dis -

cussion participation. This suggests that simple instructions should be posted 

to people as a booklet, for them to read whilst they are initially logging into the  

system. This reflected uncertaint y with con vention as much as with technology 

howev er.

Chat

The chat utilit y pro vided b y FirstClass has allowed for quick and spontaneous 

discussions to occur in real time. A corner pub chat area w as created in the 

Core groups folder after participants in a successful chat session suggested the  

need for it. The pub metaphor aimed to facilitate opportunities for informal 

communit y gathering. Con versations that began here almost alw ays wore the 

metaphor on their sleev es as participants started with the buying of virtual 

rounds

"John is shouting, ah, make mine a double whisky!".

Interestingly , although the Ôvirtual glassÕ pro vided a common ground and com -

forting sociable fr amework, it also allowed digression and ma y therefore ha ve 

prev ented serious discourse at times (appropriately , learning needs to be de -

lightful). As one discussion leader said on winding up an attempted serious 

group discussion

"This has been a cocktail bar event - you canÕt summarise all the discussions in  
a cocktail bar!"
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Figure 6: The start of a chat in The corner pub.

Cultur al issues were also commented on b y one OLN participant who w as 

working for a Muslim based compan y leading us tow ards a search for better 

and more tr anscultur al metaphors.

Sources confirm that chat engenders informal un winding con versation (Agost -

inho , Lefoe, & Hedberg, 1997; Glaser , 1997) apparently more readily than fo -

cused talk, and therefore again a number of new con ventions and str ategies 

need to be dev eloped if a serious discussion is aimed for . Text -based synchro -

nous chat pro vides minimal visual feedback regarding the other participantsÕ 

understanding of a specific point, no gestur al annotation, no facial reinforce -

ments. This means that the sequence of discussion (or threads) is often 

quickly confused as one person answers a question ask ed sev eral lines before. 

Nev ertheless, besides its in valuable aid in facilitating informal socialising and 

therefore increasing the sense of communit y, chat has been a v ery useful re -

search tool for gaining feedback and information, for quick organisational 

meetings, and for pro viding a communication link during v arious online ex -

periments. It has also pro vided an emotional support link between members 

on some occasions.
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Learning about online learning

The project is built on relativ ely immature technology and people reported that  

online learningÕ s technical challenges added a la yer to the learning task, and 

acted as a hurdle or barrier . People also commented on their own learning ap -

proaches

"I like the anonymity, but found the chat difficult, especially one-to-one.

(I) always had to fight a feeling of not wanting to post replies.

IÕm better at reacting than initiating";

" ÔLittle but oftenÕ is best, but hard to achieve" ;

"I need more discipline and a space to do it (home has pressures too!)"

"I learn best when IÕm having fun. I learned a lot about community formation on 

the Net."

"My ideas for online learning in primary schools are based on similar ideas to 
those already implemented by others in higher levels of education."

Benefits

Benefits reported include publicit y for existing online courses and organisa -

tions, networking to see who is already activ e in the online educational field, 

specialised tips, for example with implementing softw are for dyslexic learners, 

as well as exposure to collabor ativ e and conferencing softw are. Other reported 

benefits included
"I have used some of my experiences at OLN to draft a prospective plan for 
structuring a <shire county> schoolsÕ use of conferencing and pass it on to the 

LEA IT adviser.";
"I feel totally committed now to self-directed learning in my area of work 
(teaching skills in applications software), and talk to students with greater 

enthusiasm about it than if I hadnÕt taken part.";

"I discovered a kindred spirit with similar interests and ideas for another pro -

ject IÕm working on for the Superhighways Task Force. This led to considering 
how to deliver curricular materials using an on-line approach similar to the 
OLN."; and

"Private chats were good. I found out a lot from others about specific interests  
of mine in relation to things IÕm doing at work."
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Summary of findings

The greatest barriers to participation were the problems with the technology , 

and, during the activ e dialogues, finding the time to k eep up with the v olumi -

nous thoughtful and frequently length y postings. P eopleÕs lack of experience 

with the technology w as also not entirely anticipated, and brief hard cop y 

documentation might ha ve helped them deal with a number of the simpler 

problems they encountered. Although man y of the technological problems ha ve 

been solv ed, a number , such as reduced serv er functionalit y, slow phone lines, 

and softw are incompatibilities, remain. The div ersit y of participants w as both 

an asset and a challenge as it pro vided a wide r ange of responses and inter -

ests, although the group w asnÕt large enough to pro vide sufficient kindred 

groupings for a number of people. This r ange of needs and interests in fact re -

flects an y real- world learning communit y and suggests that it is not possible to  

meet ev ery oneÕs needs all of the time. F or this reason, the core groups al -

though useful and attr activ e to some, would ha ve been more accessible to 

some if they had simply been a place for introductions before beginning par -

ticipating thereb y reducing the "stage fright" a number of people experienced 

initially . This w as exacerbated b y the unintended staggering in startup time 

which left numbers of people feeling somewhat estr anged from the flow of 

communication. Once the ice w as brok en howev er, OLN members frequently 

welcomed the opportunit y to share their experiences, and were often v ery 

generous in their reflection and support for each other . Opportunities for in -

formal narr ativ e dialogue were important in building this trust and openess.

It appears that once self -directed learning is realised and learners ha ve "ap -

propriated" online technologies (Dwy er, Rignstaff , Ha ymore Sandholtz, 1997), 

individual needs and unique professional requirements will increasingly be ad -

dressed. Dwy er et al. ha ve found that the process of appropriation bolsters col -

labor ation and project work. It is therefore lik ely that this approach can signifi -

cantly extend learning bey ond that which is currently possible, with more con -

ventional online instructional en vironments. It is evident that now a sense of 

communit y is being established within OLN and people are increasingly confi -

dent with collabor ativ e online technologies and social beha viours, the ground is  

ready for these to be tested and extended.

Phase 2 directions

As the increasingly empowered use of the technology becomes evident, OLN 

members are dev eloping a number of collabor ativ e projects for phase 2. Now 
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that a sense of communit y has begun to dev elop , visions for possible online 

projects are flourishing. Phase 2 is building on the lessons of Phase 1 b y em -

powering Phase 1 participants to run their own online mini-pilot projects which 

will be time limited and of real life relev ance to them. Projects include

¥ sev eral professional best pr actice forums link ed to database back ed W eb 

sites;

¥ sev eral multi-site collabor ativ e projects;

¥ an online skills bank/register; and

¥ two adult basic skills dev elopment projects that will motiv ate these commu -

nities to dev elop ICT skills and to ex ercise liter acy skills b y supporting collabo -

rativ e web design and issues focused dialogue.

These projects will inform the UfI/lifelong learning debate and will dev elop 

sound foundations for further dev elopment.

Further research

Online learning issues that which will be researched in more depth during 

phase 2 will include, how to best scaffold online dialogue and self -directed 

learning, as well as how to accommodate the widest r ange of learning st yles.

Conclusion

Finally it should be remembered that, although OLN is built on sev eral y ears of 

solid experience at Ultr alab of online learning communities (Chapman 1996), 

the OLN Univ ersit y for Industry pilot presents unique and particular circum -

stances. Softw are is powerful but still relativ ely immature and certainly the 

work we are currently doing with multiple media t ypes and broad band com -

munication suggests that man y of the equiv ocations abo ve are tr ansient, rep -

resenting a moment in time of technological dev elopment. It is also clear that 

this pilot has tak en off in a blizzard of new ICT initiativ es at the national infr a-

structur al lev el in the UK and that these (for example the National Grid for 

Learning) will fundamentally change the climate of expectation that fr ames our  

project participantsÕ personal approach to OLN. It is also important to reflect 

from this paper on the number of times that uncertaint y about social beha viour  

in an online learning communit y colours activit y. It is hard not to see this as 

tr ansient too .
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The h ypothesis that an eclectic mix of professionals with a broad but common 

focus ("learning" in this case) can learn from and with each other already can 

be viewed with confidence. The UfI premise that stepping around man y of the 

tr aditional and systemic barriers to learning for pr actitioners need not result in 

a loss of qualit y and ma y result in focussed and pertinent learning seems not 

too fanciful either .

Crucially the climate of action research and reflectiv e pr actice that char acterise  

this pilot will be essential if we are to mo ve forw ard with integrit y, being hon -

est about our uncertainties and cautious with our certainties. The technology is  

changing r apidly but underlying constructivist models of learning are not part 

of the rev olution. Learners still need to do things, to ha ve a sense of audience 

for, and feedback on, what they are doing, to feel personal progress, to be 

pro voked and guided in their learning and to celebr ate their own capabilities 

whilst acknowledging those of others. What the Univ ersit y for Industry seems 

to be able to show already is that tr aditional deliv ery mechanisms and institu -

tional structures do not ha ve a monopoly role to v ouchsafe the qualit y of learn -

ing.
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