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Abstract

This article describes a three year research project which aimed to introduce a technological innovation in working with three cohorts of undergraduate students to support them in completing their final year dissertations through the use of a Virtual Research Environment (VRE).  An additional aim of the project was to establish, amongst the students, a Community of Enquiry. Drawing on evidence from module evaluations, focus group interviews and user logs, the article highlights how students engaged with the VRE to support their research projects and their peers.  By examining the activities of the three cohorts the authors were able to apply the seven key factors for building an educational community of enquiry outlined by Cassidy, Christie, Coutts, Dunn, Sinclair, Skinner & Wilson (2008) to assert that the third cohort worked collaboratively to the degree that they could be said to have formed a Community of Enquiry.   
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Introduction

The notion of practitioner research is growing in Scotland (Christie & Menter, 2009). This article reports and reflects on findings from a research project that studied three subsequent cohorts of final year BEd Primary Education students at one Scottish university as they carried out their own piece of practitioner research. This project had a dual purpose: firstly to develop a tool for supporting novice practitioner researchers and secondly, to assess in practice the theoretical framework developed by Learners, Learning and Teaching Network (Cassidy, Christie, Coutts, Dunn, Sinclair, Skinner & Wilson, 2008) for establishing a Community of Enquiry among these novice researchers. 
All Scottish Initial Teacher Education students must, as part of the Standard for Initial Teacher Education (GTCS, 2006a), engage with research.  It is not enough, however, simply to read research conducted by others and make reference to it in their practice; Primary Education students are expected, in common with other undergraduate students, to undertake a piece of research in the final year of their Honours degree course. This is the first experience students have of conducting their own research.  The dissertation encourages students to undertake research designed to enhance their own classroom practice in order that they might take this into their teaching careers.  There is a further requirement in the Standard for Full Registration (GTCS, 2006b) where teachers must also take account of research, with some Local Authorities requiring probationary teachers to conduct a classroom-based research project in their first year of teaching.  

For three consecutive years the student cohorts in this study were provided with a Virtual Research Environment (VRE) workspace as an additional support for their research projects.  There were approximately 150 students in each cohort with up to seventy-five supervisors involved each year. The research project leading to this article was linked to the Applied Educational Research Scheme (AERS), funded from 2004 – 2009 by the Scottish Funding Council and the Scottish Government. 

Background

AERS, established in 2004, advocated a collaborative model of educational research. In order to investigate what was required to generate a collaborative approach, the Learners Learning and Teaching Network (LLTN) focused on the notion of Communities of Enquiry (CoE), in which three educational communities – policy makers, practitioners and researchers –  would collaborate in research (Cassidy, et al., 2008; Christie, Cassidy, Skinner, Coutts, Sinclair, Rimpiläinen & Wilson, 2007).  Part of this work entailed setting up, supporting and investigating groups carrying out collaborative enquiry. The purpose of the CoE approach discussed in this article was to encourage the collaborative co-construction of knowledge.  The groups were provided with a workspace within a Virtual Research Environment (VRE) utilised by AERS (for more detail, see e.g. Rimpiläinen & Carmichael, 2006; Wilson, Rimpiläinen, Skinner, Cassidy, Christie, Coutts & Sinclair, 2007). 

Being part of the LLTN, the Coordinator for the BEd dissertation thought that the VRE might be useful for providing additional support for the students carrying out their dissertations, and that it might be possible to generate a Community of Enquiry (CoE) amongst the students.  It was envisaged that the students would collaborate in some way to generate new knowledge, even though they were ultimately producing individual pieces of work.  It was the intention that in supporting their peers, students would adopt collaborative behaviour evident within a CoE approach.
The premise is that the dissertation should be an individual piece of work where each student receives up to five hours of support from a designated supervisor.  In conducting individual dissertations, independently each student produces work that receives a grade at the end of the module.  Some students, however, might work in similar topic areas (there might be as many as forty general topics), such as behaviour management, formative assessment, Philosophy with Children, and so on, 
Kirschner and Lai (2007) recognise that on-line communities are likely to be the way forward for the professional development of teachers.  They suggest that such communities might not be commonly found in pre-service education programs as ‘participants do not share knowledge publicly and learn from each other’ (p.130).  In creating a VRE for the students undertaking their research projects, aside from supporting students, a stated aim was to develop a CoE where students could ‘share knowledge publicly and learn from each other’.  LLTN focused on engendering collaborative approaches to research, where the community enquires into an issue of shared interest or concern (Wilson, et al., 2007).  The students’ VRE differed from the other AERS VREs in that the opportunities for collaboration in research were not built in to the students’ task and that there was not a shared concern into which they would enquire. Rather the students had individual responsibility for working on their research from its inception through its implementation to completion.  Bearing in mind that a CoE implies certain aspects of shared and collaborative working, there is perhaps a problem in conceiving how such a community might be generated if each individual student is working independently.  In previous years there had been no requirement and no need for joint working or collaboration.  However, the notion of collaboration was one that the Coordinator wanted to foster in order that students would recognise the mutual benefits of working together; that while their individual projects might be enhanced, so too their own knowledge and skills would be increased by working with others on a range of topics. Indeed, Kirkwood (2009) proposes that using ICT to promote learning in Higher Education has transformative potential. 

Taking the work on Communities of Enquiry by LLTN and the factors they assert as being essential considerations in building an educational CoE as a gauge (Cassidy, et al., 2008; Christie, et al., 2007; Wilson, et al., 2007), the study aimed to examine students’ engagement with the VRE and each other to ascertain whether formed a CoE.  Drawing on the work of Lave and Wenger’s (1991) concept of the Community of Practice, Activity Theory (e.g. Engeström, 1999; Daniels, 2004) and Lipman’s (1988; 1991; 2003) philosophical approach to community of inquiry, AERS LLTN  identified seven key factors as being crucial in establishing educational communities of enquiry: (1) structure and context; (2) climate; (3) control; (4) purpose; (5) relationships; (6) perspectives and assumptions; and (7) participation and dialogue (Cassidy, et al., 2008; Christie, et al. 2007; Wilson, et al., 2007). 
The main focus of the present article is the third of the three successive cohorts of students, who used the VRE in its most recent iteration.  The engagement of this cohort of students will be considered and evaluated as a CoE using the seven factors outlined by Cassidy, et al. (2008).  For illuminative purposes reference will be made to the previous two cohorts where relevant.

The AERS Virtual Research Environment
The students were enrolled into an on-line workspace in the AERS VRE. This was specifically designed to support the needs of the student groups. For each student cohort there were approximately 75 supervising tutors. However, only the Coordinator had access to the dissertation VRE space. 
The VRE platform, Sakai, also has the potential to be configured as a Virtual Learning Environment, or a Personal Information Manager, but for the purposes of AERS it was deployed primarily for supporting distributed research groups. The VRE has an integrated access control system, a flexible, modular structure and can support the transfer of large data files between collaborating parties. Being used as part of a research team’s day-to-day practice, it has the capacity to keep a live record of all research data, activities, communications and help with general research project management (Rimpiläinen et al., 2006; Carmichael et al., 2006; Wilson et al., 2007).
The Dissertation VRE 
The first VRE workspace was established for the 2006-07 student cohort; previously there had been no such on-line tool.  Introducing this innovation to the course was possible because of the autonomy given to the Coordinator in designing module delivery.  For the three cohorts, 2006-07, 2007-08 and 2008-09, the use of the VRE was not compulsory but its use was encouraged and actively promoted.  It contained a set of tools for students: a file store where students could find resources such as project guidelines, ethical guidelines, exemplar participants’ information sheets and VRE user guidelines; a chatroom where students could engage in live, on-line chat with each other or the Coordinator; discussion space where messages could be posted or comments made that allowed other participants to comment or contribute at any time; announcements where the Coordinator could alert students to useful information; web links to sites such as BBC Education, Learning Teaching Scotland and library research tutorial sites; and a calendar for important dates and deadlines.  The VRE was an information hub where students requiring information could source what they required while also using it for peer support and collaboration.  Indeed, in many cases the VRE was the only place students could access some key information or resources.  Over the course of the three years the chatroom was used to host drop-in ‘surgeries’ with the Coordinator.  These ‘surgeries’ were held at appointed times throughout the year when students knew that the Coordinator would be available to discuss issues surrounding the dissertation. As the students were heavily time-tabled and also spent a large proportion of their time on school placement, the drop-in surgeries were held in the evenings.

Students were given little training in using the VRE as it was envisaged that it would be a simple enough platform to engage with. The first cohort was introduced to the tool by the site Administrator in a demonstration lecture, while the second cohort was given a brief introduction to it by the Coordinator during a lecture. The third cohort were told about it in the Coordinator’s lecture but without a demonstration. However, all students had access to VRE user guides and to a tutorial site within the VRE, in addition to which they could contact the VRE Administrator or the Coordinator if they experienced difficulties or needed help with access. 

The Coordinator and the innovation

One aspect of this project entailed introducing an innovative on-line technology into the practice of supporting final year students with their research projects.  Somekh (2007) discusses a six-stage model of engagement with innovation in new technologies: orientation; preparation; routine; refinement; integration and creative integration.  Orientation relates to the participants at the very early stages amassing information about the innovation before progressing to preparation when they are ready to engage with the new technology.  The third stage in the process – routine – is established with the participants employing the new technology in a fairly low-level manner before they begin to refine and improve their usage in the fourth stage of the process.  Once the participants have refined and begun to adapt or improve their use of the technology they begin to integrate the innovation more readily and ultimately look to ways of using the innovation more effectively and in ways that others have not – this is the creative integration of the innovative technology.  Given that the student cohort changed every year, it was not possible to follow longitudinally their adoption of the innovation. However, what was interesting was that it was the Coordinator, who moved from being a novice VRE user to one who used the VRE regularly, through to maintaining a workspace for a group of users.  In this, she proceeded through the six phases identified by Somekh (2007).
At the very early stages of the VRE’s introduction, the Coordinator had to orient herself by becoming familiar with the tools, their functions and how she might prepare herself and the site for use with the students.  This involved deciding which resources and VRE tools might best support them.  As an LLTN member, the Coordinator had been an ordinary user of the VRE workspace but it had not become part of her routine. In the new role as a maintainer it was therefore essential for her to build using the VRE into her routine as part of her regular support and engagement with the students.  Once this element from Somekh’s six steps was in place, the Coordinator was then able to refine her use of the VRE and integrate it into the module and her work in supporting students.  Finally, over the course of the three years, she was able to use the VRE more creatively both to support students and to work towards the other goal of establishing a CoE amongst the students where they worked collaboratively in completing their dissertations. 

Data collection

Data was collected throughout the three years of the study. Multiple approaches were employed in order to assess students’ engagement with and experiences of working with the VRE. In addition, the approaches were used to establish to what extent a CoE was generated.

                  Firstly, as with all modules on the course, all 150 students in each cohort completed a module evaluation. Supplementing the general module evaluations, some open-ended questions were included relating specifically to students’ experiences of using the VRE, for example: What was helpful about the VRE?  How could the discussion space be improved?  Were there any barriers to your use of the VRE?  The VRE provided user logs with statistical information on the frequency that students accessed the site and the available resources. In addition, the students’ activity in the chat and discussion areas in terms of content and frequency could be monitored directly on-line.   These statistics were helpful in indicating which resources the students accessed most often, the times when the site was being used most frequently and when there were lulls in the activity. Peaks in activity emerged, for instance, around times when new resources were uploaded or when the Coordinator had an on-line surgery evening. From the site stats tool it was possible for the authors to see exactly what had been accessed, by whom, when and how often. This was beneficial in determining which resources were used most frequently in order to enhance support offered to subsequent cohorts by ensuring that frequently accessed resources were included in each iteration of the VRE and by flagging-up to subsequent students that resources not accessed so readily in previous years were important and should be used more frequently, one example being the ethical guidelines produced by the Scottish Educational Research Association. 

The final, and perhaps most informative, data collection approach was a series of semi-structured focus group interviews. Five randomly selected groups of between six and eight students from each cohort from sessions 2007-08 and 2008-09 met with the authors.  These interviews were used because it was felt that richer data would be afforded by these than only the evaluations and user logs where more targeted questions could not be asked of the participants.  During the interviews the students were asked about their use – or not - of the VRE, what they had found useful or difficult about using the tool, what could be improved, and so on. This complemented the information from the evaluation forms as the authors returned to points raised in the written feedback and asked more probing questions, such as when students reported using the VRE with friends. The students spoke freely about their positive experiences and offered suggestions for improvements, which were taken onboard with a view to developing the VRE for future cohorts.

In total 64 students took part in the focus group interviews over the latter two cohorts.  Each interview lasted an hour and all interviews were recorded and later transcribed.  Following transcription, the authors read and re-read the transcripts and through an iterative process of comparison of interview data with student feedback, they identified themes related to aspects of using the VRE, such as times of use, ways of working, helpful resources; user experience; developmental ideas; online engagement, such as collaboration, peer-support and participation in online surgeries.  Some comments were interesting, and therefore noted, because only one or two students raised specific points that illustrated innovative ways of engaging with the VRE that particular individuals employed; for instance, having a mobile phone conversation with a friend to collaborate on what was posted during the live chat sessions.

To meet the second aim of the study, the authors also reflected upon the data to investigate how and to what extent the students had supported each other with their dissertations using the VRE.  In order to do this, the seven factors for supporting Communities of Enquiry from Cassidy, et al. (2008) – structure and context; climate; control; purpose; relationships; perspectives and assumptions; participation and dialogue – were applied to the groups’ patterns and descriptions of use as well as the context in which the students and Coordinator were working.  Each of the seven factors was considered in turn against the data but conclusions were drawn by taking all seven factors into account together.  These factors are explored further later in the article where they are discussed in conjunction with the student logs, evaluations and interviews.  In addition, the Coordinator reflected regularly on her own development in using the VRE.
Ethics
As the VRE was part of the original AERS research tool a privacy statement was on the first page of the site.  This meant that students were aware that their use of the site could be monitored but that any use referred to in research publications would be anonymised.  Students were told about this on the first day they were introduced to the VRE and they were reminded again by e-mail.  In addition, students interviewed in the focus groups were all given an information sheet about the research and those volunteering for the interviews provided informed written consent.  Students completing the end of module evaluations were also given information about the research and were made aware that in completing the evaluation questions relating to their VRE use that they were giving permission for this to be used in future publications. 
Increasing student engagement
Over the three year period students became increasingly more engaged with the VRE.  With the level of usage reaching almost 90% of the cohort for session 2008-09, the VRE was its most successful.  By November 2008, the VRE was being used more, and by more students, than in the entire sessions of 2006-07 and 2007-08. The rise in use may be attributable to students being increasingly more familiar with other social networking technologies, like Bebo, MySpace or Facebook.  In addition, their course made greater use of a virtual learning environment.  The VRE was different, however, from other virtual spaces available to students on the course in two important ways; use of the VRE was voluntary and was designed and employed by the Coordinator in a way that would engender collaboration.  Often, but not always, virtual learning environments are available as repositories for students’ work or where students do not have to collaborate to create shared meaning.  The opportunity for this is crucial in building a Community of Enquiry and was central in using the VRE in the study as a research tool.  In some ways, such as accessing resources or checking announcements, there was no need for interaction between students, but the chat and discussion space demanded collaboration. In order to promote collaboration with a view to establishing a Community of Enquiry, the Coordinator created the conditions that required students to engage with one another on the VRE to explore research questions and problems.
One factor in considering student engagement that cannot be denied is the Coordinator’s knowledge and experience of using the VRE. As Somekh (2007) suggests, growing familiarity with an innovation will lead to refinement and creative integration of the tool.  Initially when announcements were posted on the VRE an e-mail alert was sent to students.  Over the three academic sessions this element was completely phased out and students realised that if they needed information or to be kept up-to-date with dissertation news, it was in their interests to log on.  Further, by collating a resource of web links that students would find not only helpful but necessary, the VRE became vital in terms of allowing students to access these without having to trawl other internet sites to find what they needed.  Indeed, students were increasingly ‘sold’ the idea of the VRE as a tool to support the fledgling teacher researcher.  Ethics guidelines were posted and a discussion space was established to explore ethical considerations within the dissertations where students would offer advice and comment on others’ projects.  Similarly, there was space within the discussion section of the VRE for students to post references they had found helpful.  They also engaged with others in discussion about ideas relating to their academic reading or the methodologies they were designing.  
It was part of the Coordinator’s researcher role to work to find ways of helping the students see the VRE’s relevance and potential for their projects. Opportunities to encourage students to access the VRE were not missed.  For instance, after a lecture on how to source academic journals, the Coordinator offered to put the presentation in the file store – students saw the value of this and enthusiastically took up the offer. Similarly, because the announcements were no longer sent by e-mail, students had to log on to keep up-to-date with what was happening or for pieces of information that they might need.  Further, each student had to include a declaration of authenticity cover sheet with their final submission; this was put in the file store as a resource rather than being provided for the students at a lecture or via e-mail as in previous years.

Discussion topics and the Coordinator
The interviews stimulated the Coordinator to develop the VRE and how the tools were used. In the interviews from 2007-08 students explained that they tended not to engage particularly well with the discussion space as they did not like the idea of putting up ideas for others to see in case they were thought silly.  Instead, they suggested that the Coordinator initiate topics for discussion, which the students would create messages under. This development was extremely successful in session 2008-09 with many more students effectively engaged in the discussion space, suggesting and offering a new and greater range of topics to be included for discussion.  These included ethics, managing the research while on placement, literature-based dissertations, methodologies, as well as the individual topics students were researching.  By suggesting setting discussion topics for the students, the 2007-08 students assumed that this might limit the number of their peers who would be inclined to read their postings, thinking that their ideas would be less exposed and vulnerable. In fact, for the 2008-09 cohort this was quite different; they enthusiastically read what others had written in relation to their topics but also, with equal enthusiasm, offered contributions to discussion spaces that were unconnected to their own topics.  
Indeed, all measurement tools highlight that the majority of students, 93% in cohorts two and three, logged on to read content.  In the interviews it became more evident that the main reason students logged-in was to read what others had written as well as to see Coordinator’s advice.  By and large, the students wanted reassurance that they were doing the right thing, that others were worried about the same issues and that they were all getting the same advice.  This element of reassurance and clarification was heightened by the fact that approximately 75 individual supervisors were employed on the module but the one consistent voice was that of the Coordinator.  What became increasingly clear was that the first two cohorts were using the VRE as a crutch, engaging primarily for their own individual ends.  In wanting to promote the notion of a Community of Enquiry, the Coordinator employed an approach that attempted to make the VRE seem indispensible.  

Drop-in surgeries
Another use for the VRE space was to offer live on-line surgeries. Between January and March the students had a ten week school placement with no on-campus input.  This meant students were somewhat isolated, particularly those opting to undertake a ‘distant placement’ where they could be placed in a school more than two hundred miles from the campus.  Students had to maintain their projects while on placement but their face-to-face contact with their own supervisor was diminished considerably during this period.  For this reason, and to keep the students focused on their projects, the Coordinator set three dates during the year – one near the beginning and two while the students were on placement – when a drop-in surgery was held in the VRE chatroom. These sessions, lasting two to three hours, were held in the evening to allow maximum participation. While several students dropped in and joined the conversation, offering advice and comment as well as seeking solutions to their own conceptual or procedural issues, many more students ‘lurked’ (e.g. Preece, Nonnecke & Andrews, 2004), reading what was happening live. Each surgery attracted an average of 15% of the cohort.  An even greater number still, three-quarters of the cohort, visited the site afterwards to read what was said. Again, for the first two cohorts, non-active participation or ‘lurking’ related to the fear of looking stupid to peers. While the third year group worried about this too, they agreed it was better to have an answer than not, and that others would benefit from individuals ‘putting themselves out there’.

‘Lurkers’ and invisible participants
What also became apparent from students’ feedback, but not through viewing user logs and site statistics, were some of the imaginative and creative ways in which the students engaged with the site. It could be argued that the students employed Somekh’s (2007) third stage in using the innovation - integration. At least two-thirds of the students reported that they built accessing the VRE into their study routine; when logging-on to check emails and do work for their course, they automatically went to the VRE to see what was going on and to check if anything else had been added since their previous visit.  The idea of integration was not limited to checking progress on the site.  Almost all students’ evaluations showed that having useful websites was helpful for more aspects of their studies than the dissertation. More than two-thirds of students interviewed said they used the site when completing tasks or assignments by having the VRE minimised at the bottom of their computer screen.  This allowed them to call up the site when they wanted to source information; what they needed was already present and readily accessible.  Knowing this allowed the Coordinator to add sites over the three years that she knew students would want and need to access, thus increasing their engagement with the VRE.  

While the site stats tool showed who was visiting the VRE and what they had been doing while on the site, it could not show so-called ‘invisible’ participants. These are not the same as the lurkers who observe but do not engage otherwise. What several students reported over the three years was that often they were not alone when using the site. This was difficult to quantify as there was no way of knowing who belonged to which group or groups, but this type of collaborative approach was reported in the evaluations and the interviews.  Some students sat in groups of up to five around one computer discussing what was posted and often agreeing what to post in either the chatroom or discussion space.  While in the chatroom, others were simultaneously using social networking sites such as Bebo or Messenger where they would discuss what was happening in the VRE and agree what to post before then putting it on the site.  A small number of students reported that they would work on the site while at the same time talking on the phone to one of their peers about the chat. Somekh’s (2007) notion of creative integration is certainly in evidence here.  In many instances these approaches would offer security to the participants, but, as will be discussed later, these ways of working contribute to developing a Community of Enquiry.

Thresholds to participation
The dissertation was a unique task within the students’ course; nowhere else did they have such a large, autonomous task, nor did they have to undertake a piece of research.  With this in mind it was easy to see that there might be a threshold to participation (e.g. Rimpiläinen, 2008). Some students, approximately between eight and ten in each cohort, specifically stated a preference for face-to-face contact and that they felt they had enough support from their own supervising tutor, therefore feeling minimal need for the VRE.  A further 2% of all students described themselves as technophobic and therefore didn’t engage with the VRE. As already highlighted, the first two cohorts also reported apprehension at contributing on-line with the fear of other people laughing at their contributions, this acting as a bar to their full participation. Moore and Chae (2007) show that teachers find it helpful to see other teachers’ accounts on the internet as it is ‘good to see that others go through the same thing’ (p. 221).  As noted previously, the third cohort did not seem to display the same concern.  The increased use of the site over the period of the three sessions may be attributable in part to the growing trend of social networking software.  Perhaps the predominant age range of students, given that approximately 96% of each cohort was between twenty and twenty-five years old, meant that they were more comfortable and confident in engaging with on-line approaches. Allied to this was the course’s use of on-line technology and therefore the associated need to make use of virtual learning tools.
What became evident was that a clear purpose is needed; that students must see the benefit of using the VRE to facilitate undertaking their research projects. This echoes findings from another study conducted on the use of the VRE by educational researchers (Rimpiläinen, 2008). They must recognise that support and information are available on the site that might not be available elsewhere. Apart from obvious peer support, all students recognised the role of the Coordinator in making the VRE work for them. They suggested that the Coordinator was there as a guide, for reassurance, to urge and encourage them. It was also a comfort knowing that there would be a prompt response to their questions from the Coordinator. The students all highlighted the need for consistency in the advice they received, saying they would not get this with several supervisor voices offering advice on the same issues. Had more tutors had access to the site, the students at interview asserted that there would be some inequity in which tutors would engage and how often, thus disadvantaging some students.  Further, they suggested that they would be even less likely to offer comment on the site if access was available to a circle wider than their peers. 

Unexpected support
The element of reassurance and emotional support so resoundingly reported by the students was unexpected. In the interviews 60 of the 64 students talked about the VRE as a necessary and valued emotional support.  The level of nervousness about contributing to the VRE had not been anticipated by either the Coordinator or the Administrator.  Equally, the emotional security offered by collaborative working with others while on the site had not been a consideration in establishing the workspace but in the knowledge of this from the first two cohorts the Coordinator posed it as a possible way of working to the third cohort.  While it was obvious that students often had classes throughout the day, the patterns of use were interesting.  The user logs showed that often students used the VRE very late into the evening but perhaps more interesting was a high proportion of students accessed the site while they were doing their part-time jobs.  The few students, about 6% from those interviewed, who reported not having used the VRE were adamant that, after hearing from others who had used it, they wished they had.  Perhaps one of the most surprising things to arise from the interviews was the suggestion and request from the students that they have a VRE for their probationary first year of teaching.  The final year students thought it would be an advantage, in their first teaching posts, to have contact with their peers where they could share resources, advice and worries as well as having easy access to useful websites along the lines the VRE had been used in the course module. This is the step that Moore and Chae (2007) hope beginning teachers will aspire to, that they will see the benefits of belonging to an on-line community where they can make meaningful contact with others that supports and enhances their learning and professional development.

Over the three years students became increasingly engaged with the VRE.  It was clear that the Coordinator gained more experience and a clearer notion of the purpose of the VRE which, in turn, meant her own confidence in using the site grew.  The successive cohorts of students themselves, over the three years, became more and more engaged with the notion of the practitioner researcher and recognised the role of research in relation to their own practice.  While the students were made well aware that the VRE was a tool for professional work on one particular area of their course, they became more relaxed in their use of the tool since its introduction.  The third cohort of students used emoticons and other symbols in addition to what they wrote in the chatroom and discussion space.  Their manner of writing was more informal too and text spelling became more evident.  As noted above, the increased use of social networking technologies and on-line technology in the course generally and in everyday life could be said to have influenced the students’ engagement.  So, while there was increased use of the site and students were feeling ever more comfortable and confident in their use and ownership of the VRE, the question remained as to whether or not a Community of Enquiry was established. 
Community of Enquiry? 

 In order to gauge whether a Community of Enquiry was established with the students working on their final projects, we will reflect upon each of the seven factors identified by Cassidy, et al. (2008) as necessary for establishing an educational CoE: structure and context; climate; control; purpose; relationships; perspectives and assumptions; and dialogue and participation. 

Structure and Context

Cassidy, et al. (2008) discuss structure as a factor that might be imposed externally on a group; these might be physical constraints such as location and they may be frameworks put in place under which the group must function. Structures also includes access to the group and the roles and rules placed upon the membership.  It is important to note that these structures and the context in which groups might find themselves need not necessarily constrain the work of the group or the individuals within the group.  Indeed, the group can be proactive in generating structures for itself which in turn might lead to greater autonomy and scope for collaboration and development towards community.

The context for the students was clearly set and imposed upon them.  A research project had to be undertaken during the final year of their degree.  The students were provided with some structural elements; they were allocated a supervisor and were furnished with guidelines that explained what the dissertation involved and how they might approach it.  They did, however, have freedom to select their research topic, their background reading, and could, within ethical limits, determine the methodological approaches they would employ in implementing their projects.  What is important over the course of the three years under investigation is that this structure remained constant and was designed as a support rather than a constraint.  The VRE itself was established as a resource and students, although the VRE was presented as important in supporting their independent work, recognised that it was, in fact, an optional extra.  The site was one where students were encouraged to develop their own structures and contexts for working.  Examples of students creating their own contexts for working with the VRE would be the fact that they chose the time of day to access the VRE and created their own innovative opportunities and strategies for shared off-line, linked to on-line, communication.  This notion of structure and context leads necessarily to the climate created for collaboration.

Climate

Climate is key in determining how relationships emerge and function as well as the ways in which disagreement or potential conflict might be tackled (Cassidy, et al., 2008).  Russell (2004) attests that while rules offer stability to a group, as the group evolves over a period of time, they might have a greater degree of flexibility for setting their own rules and parameters for working.  With a background in Community of Philosophical Inquiry (McCall, 2009; Cassidy, 2007) and philosophical community of inquiry (Lipman, 1988, 1991, 2003) the Coordinator was keen to promote the features found in the philosophical approaches to CoE such as egalitarianism where everyone in the cohort had equal status and opportunity to participate, where different viewpoints were respected and that there was a shared search for understanding and joint meaning-making. 

The only stricture placed on the group was that any contribution on the site was a professional one; the notion of tone and professionalism was highlighted as important by LLTN in the development of educational communities of enquiry.  It was made clear in the initial introduction to the VRE that the discussion space and chatroom were only to be used for comment on students’ research projects.  While the students were creative enough in their use of the site for accessing websites for other elements of the course, they successfully policed themselves in maintaining the parameters for their written contributions.  

The climate set by the Coordinator was one that worked to promote engagement.  By following the advice of cohort two and setting topics for students to contribute to in the discussion space, a considerably larger number of students were drawn into discussion.  Indeed, in having a climate of consultation with the students, it was acknowledged that there was a great deal of openness for the students where an ethos that engendered positive interaction was encouraged.  Further, the climate was such that the students increasingly felt ownership of the VRE and took shared control of the tool as evidenced in their use and in their request for a VRE in their probationary year that they would maintain themselves.

Control

While control was shared, the Coordinator retained ultimate responsibility for the VRE.  However, this did not mean that the students’ autonomy was diminished.  In fact, in order to develop the VRE over the three years and to build a CoE, it was essential that control lay somewhere; an individual maintaining the site and promoting its use was required.   This echoes the assertion of Cassidy, et al. (2008) that in developing a CoE, it is important to consider where power resides, the possibilities for openness, who has access to the community and the resources, while also considering that dialogue itself may be a source of hidden power.

Unlike some groups or organisations working to establish collaboration and community approaches where a facilitator is elected or the role is shared, in the case of the dissertation VRE, the facilitator was self-appointed with responsibility for supporting students to the conclusion of their projects.  Ultimately the students would not have the time to devote to maintaining the site and, similarly, they would not know what information was necessary for them to undertake the project.  While some other supervisors may have wished access to the site, the students were very clear in their feedback, and the authors would agree, that the shift in control or power were access to be widened would not advantage students, as noted earlier.  

As facilitator, the Coordinator could control what tools were on the site, but beyond asserting the professional nature of the contributions to chat and discussion, she had limited control, although she had the ultimate sanction of removing a user were they to abuse the freedom offered on the site.  In designing the VRE the Administrator and Coordinator were keen to allow the students as much control over how they used it as possible.  Some students opted to upload their questionnaires for other students to access and others requested announcements be made on the site.  So, while the Coordinator had control over maintaining the site and in setting the parameters under which the VRE was used, the students controlled the ways in which they used it.  Indeed, the students had the power to choose not to use the site.  Since the Coordinator assumed the VRE would be beneficial to the students, in urging them to engage with it, she had to be very clear about its purpose and this had to be shared with the students.

Purpose

The purpose of the group is a factor that influences the climate.  Cassidy, et al. (2008) note that participants have different purposes and motives for joining a group or community; for some the purpose might be one that satisfies individual, personal ends and for others there might be a shared reason or purpose for one’s engagement.  While the students in the three cohorts were engaged in very individual projects there was scope for some collaboration since all students had the same end in view – that of completing their projects and ultimately becoming teachers.  With this in mind, it was suggested to the students that they would all have something to contribute, that everyone would have some experience from either reading or course work upon which they could draw that might help inform their peers’ projects.  

The students were enthusiastic about hearing what others were researching and were keen that their own practice might be more informed.  Further, in the interviews with the third cohort it became increasingly clear that the students were extremely willing, indeed they wanted, to share any piece of information with a colleague that might enhance their work.  They suggested useful journals or specific texts that might be read; they pointed each other towards other peers that had knowledge or expertise in a particular or shared area that would mean they could collaborate more directly and they posed questions and challenged ideas in the chatroom to drive thinking forward.  In all, students in the third cohort readily grasped the shared purpose of the VRE, they recognised that it was designed to support them as individuals but would also allow them to support their peers.  As Cassidy, et al. (2008) assert, the shared focus of the group is critical if all are to feel engaged and function as a community.

Relationships

One reason that the third cohort of students arguably became a CoE was due to the important role relationships had in the community.  While each student did not know all other students, there was a positive ethos amongst the year group.  In fact, two students who had initially belonged to previous cohorts marked this third out as being particularly cohesive and supportive.  Others commented that although they did not know some of the people whose names appeared on the VRE, they wanted to ‘share what limited knowledge I have’ in case it helped someone else.  Similarly, students reported seeing their involvement as reciprocal; they knew that if they needed support or advice it would be offered from among their peers and that for this to work they all had to participate in a like manner.  This was not so much the case with the first two cohorts.  For the first cohort, the Coordinator was relatively new to the coordinating role as well as being new to the VRE, so this may have limited the way the site was ‘sold’ to the students.  While a large proportion of the second cohort visited the site, the majority were there for reassurance: ‘I was a wee bit more comfortable reading what they [others] had written, rather than… put forward my ideas’.  It is difficult to build on-line relationships if participants are not willing to engage with one another.

Cassidy, et al. (2008) suggest that trust is important in the development of relationships within a CoE.  For the third cohort this may already have been in place as part of the ethos within the year group and it might have facilitated positive ways of working.  Certainly, this would allow that some working sub-groups were established in the cohort but since students reported engaging with others on the VRE outside their usual social circle, elements of trust must have grown from factors such as the shared purpose of the site and the climate that had evolved to encourage students not to be concerned that they might have questions others thought silly.  Further, the students recorded that while the Coordinator was in the position of control, they recognised that she was there to support and would always address questions put if others amongst the group could not.  It was important for the development of the community that there was space for a range of perspectives.

Perspectives and assumptions

The students were not, as in the case of some other communities of enquiry, drawn from a range of disciplines; all students were studying primary education.  This may have gone some way to limiting the scope of perspectives taken.  However, with a group of approximately 150, there is ample opportunity for a range of perspectives to exist but that there may be greater overlap in the assumptions underpinning educational thinking since the students had experienced the same curriculum.  The Coordinator was keen to promote differing viewpoints and encouraged the students, in the chatroom, to play devil’s advocate when exploring ideas, to challenge one another and to promote deeper thinking.  The students willingly shared alternative perspectives and very often couched these with reference to background reading.  The challenges were always professionally stated.

Building upon Polanyi’s (1966) notion of ‘academic tribes’, Cassidy, et al (2008) considered the idea that communities might possess their own private language, shorthand or in-jokes.  The students engaged in jokes amongst themselves and the tone of anything in the chatroom or discussion space was friendly.  It was easier, perhaps, for the third cohort to share their different perspectives as the relationships were so firmly grounded in the idea of the common purpose of support and community and it is this that leads us now to consider the students’ participation in the evolving CoE.

Participation and dialogue

More than the previous two cohorts, the third participated more fully and seemed to draw more from the VRE than simply support.  This group engaged more with the resources, discussion space and most specifically with the chat when the Coordinator was not present than cohorts one and two.  The third group behaved more as though they had ownership of the site.  They offered each other more advice than either of the previous groups and they made a great deal more suggestions to support their peers.  This willingness to be involved in the dialogue in the first place echoes the advice of Cassidy, et al. (2008).

The students already shared a language as they all focused on education but as they were individually reading on specific areas they sometimes had to induct their colleagues into subject-specific language.  For instance, one student in the chatroom, discussing her work on pupil engagement, used the technical term ‘flow’; other participants required that she provide an explanation of the term.  Having explained the term, the dialogue was able to progress with others participating more fully in dialogue about her work.  The willingness of others to engage in discussion about another student’s work was key in this third cohort’s use of the VRE and goes a considerable way to determining that a CoE was indeed established.  In fact, students reported that they actively wanted to support their peers and even if they themselves had no questions or issues that required attention, they recognised value in contributing to others’ work – value for their peers but also as a step in developing their own learning.  

There were, of course, some students who chose not to engage in using the VRE at all and these students later stated that while they had thought they had enough support from a small group of friends or their individual tutors, they wished they had used the VRE.  Other students did not necessarily contribute to the discussion space or the chatroom but did engage in using the VRE for accessing resources, websites and announcements.  It should be noted that any and all forms of participation were encouraged but that over the period of this study, more active and collaborative participation was evident. 

Conclusion

The focus of this study was, in the first instance, as a piece of research with a view to developing and enhancing the support offered to students in their own research projects.  Building on this, the article considers seven key factors related to building educational communities of enquiry to gauge whether it was possible that a CoE might evolve through a VRE for students working on their dissertations.

What became clear over the three academic sessions was that the Coordinator’s role was central in developing a VRE that students would want to engage with; that her confidence and implementation was fundamental to how the students utilised the VRE.  Taking advice from students in each cohort, she altered her approach in introducing the VRE to students and augmented how she employed it with them; thus succeeding in engaging more students year on year.  In conjunction with this developmental approach, the Coordinator worked to foster a CoE amongst the student groups.

Drawing on user logs available on the VRE, module evaluations and focus group interviews, it can be asserted that the third cohort, 2008-09, engaged most successfully with the VRE and could be considered to have become a Community of Enquiry.  For this cohort they recognised a shared, common purpose and were enthusiastic in working collaboratively to support their peers.  They found the structure of the VRE facilitative but also devised new structures for engaging positively with their own projects and that of others.  In many ways their participation was imaginative and innovative while working within the climate set by the Coordinator as well as making suggestions to enhance that climate.  This meant that the students felt they had control of the VRE and used it to best serve their needs in working on their projects.  Certainly, unlike the first two cohorts, where the students engaged on a more individual level and were more reluctant to participate for fear of appearing silly to their peers, the third cohort manifested much more CoE behaviour in their recognition of the benefits of collaborative working – either to support their own learning or to aid others in advancing theirs.

In aiming to establish a CoE, what became more evident over time was that students should be encouraged to see the need for the VRE, that it was more than an ‘optional extra’, and that using it would be supportive to their research and learning generally.  Further, a VRE has to have a clear purpose and that this must be communicated to students and shared by them.  While it was unexpected, the authors had to acknowledge that students found the reassurance of others having the same questions or problems as them important.  This contributed to developing the relationships that are so important in a CoE. 

It can be posited that through the evidence collated from three years of annual evaluations, focus group interviews, statistical monitoring, and aided by the increased experience of the Coordinator in facilitating the students’ use of the VRE, that the third cohort were distinctive in that they evolved into a Community of Enquiry that Cassidy, et al. (2008) would recognise.  The way forward for future cohorts will largely be dictated by financial constraints and the University funding subsequent VREs for students.  Certainly the aim will be to enhance the VRE further by encouraging students to set up their own surgeries and contribute their own resources with less input from the Coordinator.  This would likely lead to an even stronger notion of Community of Enquiry that the students would be encouraged to take into their teaching careers. 
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