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The twe thewsr of this paper are acion ressarch and online learning sutport in feacher internships in rural Australia. A reodel for the
interaction of professional practice, the workplace and the nriversity (Lee, Green & Brannan, 2000} came to infornt the conceptualisation
of @ new final year feacker edueation nnit which nses action research (Kevwmts & McTapgart, 1988) as a learning process for interns (5
Bisser, 2000; Gramdy, 1995). This year king unit requires swtport in the first semester as internal students explore action researsh and
dentify potential arvas for their inprovement, In second semester interns (plaved in ton-wesk intirnships alwost exclusivel) in rwral
schooks) are supported as they undertates astion research to improve their practive. The unit has been piloted three times with small groups
prior to full smpplenentation in 2001, A ntove ta online communication as the Untversity’s &gy support mechanism for interns at distant
workplaces, and as an on-canpus karning strategy, was instituted it 20071, "This paper reports spon

conceptnal developraents following pilets of a pre-vervive upit in which action rerearch duting stndents’ internship iv the

lrmrinating featvre;

online learning support for one student growp’s action research profects whilk on their imternship; and

early resnlts frome the action research prqm‘ ot ondine arning of neaphyte feachers as internal stdenis prior o their experience as

futernt.
Qur mave into onlinie work, on camgpus and off carpus in rural areas, bar proved 1o be of partionlar bengfit to most stwdents. The eardy
data vindicate this move in that (a} the students appreciated being Yorced’ to read and (b) bulktin boards ran provide support for complesc
projests while off canipus.

Introduction

To become a professional teacher several competencies are expected including 4 strong knowledge base, diversified
social, communication and cooperation skills, flexibility to work in different contexts, reflective practice and the
capacity to manage information, self and others (McLoughlin & Luca, 2000). According to the Ramsey Report
(2000) on NSW teacher education, neophyte teachess can achieve these through

more professional experence in the workplace if New South Wales is to have an effective system of teacher
education. ... Experenced teachers and teacher educators must wotk more closely together. ... The present
practicam model in teacher education cousses is failing to prepare effectively future teachers for the
challenges that they face (p. 10).

There have been major reports such as Schooling in Rural Australia (Boomes, 1988) and Schooling in Rural Western
Australia (Tomlinsont, 1994) and more recendly the Report of the National Inquiry into Rural and Remote
Eduecation (Sidoti, 2000} underdining these kinds of concetns, and more, with pagticular reference to rrai and
remote Australia. Such developments and debates need to be understood within an international context {Yarmow,
Ballantyne, Hansford, Herschell, & Millwater, 1999} and 10 the national restructuning processes (Howley 1997),
Even in these changing times, teachers are required for rural and remote locations, yet many neophyte teachers in
these contexts suffer from ‘socio-cultural dislocation® (Yarrow et al, 1999} and professional isclation (Maxwell &
Bennett, 2000},

Alongside this sustained pressure to locate teacher pre-service in the professional workplace, the importance of
establishing the value of integrating information technology for pre-service teacher education programs is well
documented in the lterature (Kay & Mellar, 1994; Robertson, 1996; Stuhlmann, 1998). In these studies, the focus
has been on ensurng that teachers have information literacy skills and understand how technology can be employed
in pedagogical approaches. A limited number of reports have focussed on the use of multimedia and online
technology to develop professional skills among teachers (McLoughlin et al, 2000; Selinger 1996). Peatson
concludes that “research is needed to explore ways in which this new medium might contribute to the acquisition
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and maintenance of professional knowledge(1999, p. 222). Thus, the present project &+ wtended to contdbute to
extant research on innovative approaches to teacher education.

In ruzal and remote settings the Internet has increased importance in teacher education suwe schools in NSW have -+,

been connected. Furthermore, placing [this is a little unclear - in what sense are these institudons being
reconnected?] schools, TAFE, and universities into closer relationships acknowledges the potential of the new
knowledges, ie., where workess ate legitmately seen as knowledge producers mather than as knowledge consumers
(Scott, 1997}, The unit/course entided the “Teaching Project’ at the University of New England features both
Intemet support and the potential for new knowledges to impact on pre-service teachers since the major part of the
unit Is complementary to the ten week final semester interuship.

The Feaching Project unit was developed so that the students would have:
reviewed professional atibutes profiles and their practicum reports, and created a profile of their own
professional aitributes;
identified those which might be improved;
described and ;usa&ed 2 suitable methodology by Wh.lch the chosen skill development could be addressed;
justified the planned improvements in teaching technique, with reference to the televant literature of the
aspects of practice chosen;
described the implementation of the planned improvements, evaluated the evidence by which their impact
was assessed; and
made judgements sbout what the next action should be in the ongoing development of their professional
competence.

These objectives were far more professionally focussed than the university unit on action research reported by
Beisser (2000} in the USA. Beisser’s students focussed much mose strongly upon the development of subject
knowledge. We see our objectives as consistent with the move'to the new knowledges because they are largely
achieved (or not) in the culminating experence of doing action research on site (often in rural or remote
communities) and subsequently producing a report based upon that work. Our work in the unit was based upon
Grandy's (1995) work on action research in the National Project for Quality Teaching and Learning. Theze she set
out a raionale fof the use of action research with teachers, We have extended this professionally-oriented action
research into teacher pre-service linked with the intemship.

QOutcomes from early pilots

We had several opporiunities to pilot the unit as it was developed and in doing so learned a number of key lessons.
Students could not identify which specific competency their action research would focus upon until they had been
in the school for some time. Thus the stmational analysis of the school and class were important elements to add to
the review of their own practices (conducted on campus using the Natonal Competency Framework for Beginning
Teaching NPQTL 1996) as a checklist), This was a timely reminder that decisions about what needed to be
improved had to be situated, i.e., grounded in the workplace.

A highly motived and stongly conceptually odented student showed the advantage of thinking of situstional
analysis and zeconnaissance as different concepts. Her concept map of the acton research process, used as an
exercise just prior to the internship, had differentiated between these two by allocating reconnaissance to the review
of competencies and situational analysis to the evaluation of the school community and classtoom. This extended
the Kemmis 8 McTaggart {1988) model of action research, in which reconnaissance was the general term used for
these two processes, and added a valuable dimension which is usefil in the context of a pre-service teacher
education,

The second poiat is latgely heurstic but the first, in particular, pointed to the need for a stronges conceptual
framework for our unit,
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Conceptual framework

The key work by Alison Lee, Bill Green and Marie Brennan in Research and knowledge at work: Perspectives, case
studies and innovative strategies provided the conceptual way forward. Their wotk focussed upon professional
doctoral education as in-service educaton. Here we apply it to pre-service education. It recognises the importance
of the new knowledges and largely follows from Gibbons and colleagues (1994), and others, in which professional
leamning is constituted as Mode 2 knowledge, which is
produced in (the) context of application; transdisciplinary; heterogeneous; heterarchical and transiens; socially
accountable and reflexive, including 4 wider and more temporary and heterogeneous set of practiioners,
collaborating on problems defined in specific and localised context (Lee et al,, 2000, p. 124).

They contyast this kind of leaming with the more cultusally centred, Mode 1 knowledge in which |
problems (ate) set and solved in context govemed by academic interests of specific communities
(chamacterised as) disciplinary; homogeneous; hierarchical and form preserving; accountable to discipline-
based notions of methodologically ‘sound’ research practice {Lee et al, 2000, p. 124).

Like Lee et ak, our concermn is to construct a hybeid cusrculum’ for the Teaching Project unit, ‘a three-way model,
where the university, the candidate’s profession and the particular work-site of the research meet in specific and
local ways, in the (situation) of a specific organisation’ (Lee et ak, 2000, p. 127). This always occurs within a broadet
context (political, economie, sodial and historical environment). The model daws attention to the interaction of (1)
the rigour of the university which we invoke by the use of the tigorous Kemmis & McTaggart (1988, 2000) model
of action research, (2) the importance of competence and ethical collaboration in the profession through a thorough
revigw of competencies and teacher mentosdng, and (3) the complexity of teachers” work situations with their time,
place, people and funding realities, including those of the rural and remote school situations. Although univessity
knowledge is accessed at times, professional advice in the internship is seen as crudial for students” professional
development.

To delay the students’ decisions about the specific question to begin action research cycles until they are on site is
consistent with the Lee et al. model. This is because kaowledge of the workplace realities is essential Also their
professional colleagne can have an impact by providing support and advice about what might be useful to address.
The action research in the Teuaching Project is thus informed by profession, workplace and university-type
knowledges or, at least, will ideatly be so. ‘

Gearing up for the fuil cohort

The early work gave us confidence and a conceptual framework. However, the three pilots were with groups of
students less than ten in number and students who were, on the whole, academically able, ‘accelerated’ students. In
2001, we are aware that this cohort (approxirnately 80 in number) has in the past not always shown great dedication
o tasks set, especially in preparatory seading for wordkshops. A related concern was the lack of collegiality they had
sometimes shown during the previous three years in our BEd program. The esseatial problem was how to engage
the students, professionally and academically. We also aaticipated that the on-coming internship would focus
students to the realities of the workplaces that they would soon face.

For these and a number of other reasons, we saw online communication as potentially useful as the university’s key
support medium for interns at distant workplaces. Fuethermore, zesearch by Cooney (1998) with high school
students indicated that online interaction could be more effective than the raditional face-to-face encounters for
engagement of students. This was an important piece of work because of our concem about the lack of dgour of
some students’ prior on-campus work. The reflective nature of the act of writing, together with the students’ desire
to post pieces that could not be ‘shot down’ by peers appeared to us to be worth trying. Othess also note that well
scaffolded online support can be effective for students’ learning (e.g., Grosser 2000; Hendsy 2000; Oliver 2000).
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The present research

Thete ate two objectives for the tematadex of the paper. Here we report upon the -
ogline leaming support from one pilot group’s learning while on their intemship (the Intetnship Project);
and
eatly results from our action research project on online learning of neophyte teachers as internal students
prior to their intemship {the Campus Project).

The Internship Project

First it is necessary to set the scene. In the first semester of 2001, there were six students undertaking their
internship, the last of three small pilot groups to do so. They had completed the on-campus work of the Teaching
Project the previous semester. These interns were connected to one another, and to the unit co-ordinator, via an
online bulletin board. Thus this group provided an inital opporunity to explore the extent and ways in which
online support has assisted them zs they have undertaken their action research. The data here are the students’
postings that result from two main sources: (1} structused questions relating 1o particular features of the action
research, and (2) their own postings including questions, and responses to these questions. The postings here were
voluntary in the sense that they were not assessed. Discourse analysis of the 75 postings over ten weeks from
scaffolded questions and student initiated postings resulted in an interesting picture of off-campus support using
this medium during the students’ internship. The discourse analysis was supported by NUD*IST (Version 4, QSR,
1997) by the development of a coding tree containing 52 nodes. In what follows we discuss the broad statistics of
the postings and the nature of the postings.

Use of the bulletin board varied greatly. There were approximately 1 200 lines of online postings of which almost
40% were by the unit co-ordinator and about 25% by one intern. One student did not make any posting at all and
the other four students used the bulletin board to about the same extent, ie., between 5-12% each. These data are
revealing, Two people dominated, although it is not surprising that the unit co-ordinator did so. Further, 3 litle over
one half of the postings concemed (a) the action research directly, about one sixth were lines associated with (b)
critical friendships and about one third concerned (¢) ‘other’ postings. Thus in broad terms, more than two thirds of
the posungs were related to the support of the compledon of the Teaching Project. We consider each of these three
groupings in tun below, focussing on major findings due to space zestrictions.

a. Action research

There was quite 2 lot of thinking to be done by the intems before their planning of the action research. Apart from
the focus by the interns upon the classroom (at the expense of the school context), the major point of interest for us
as teachers was concern about the several relationships between situatonal analysis, reconnaissance, the thematic
concem (arena of study) and the research question. For example, the relationship between reconnaissance (the
profession) and situational analysis (the workplace) was reasonably well articulated in creating a thematic concern.
Intesn B iflustrates this: even though it would have been good to have the 4/5/6 class I think that T will benefit
when it comes to writing my assignment because [ had issues from my prac with Kinder last year that I would have
liked to address so now that opportanity has arisen.

Much more problematic was the creation of an action research question from the thematic concemn. Intem B was
the most extreme regarding this issue and posted, about week 5: I have changed my mind so many times conceming
my research. At first I had absolutely no ideas. I was panicking and felt like T had a million things happening 4t once.
Others had problems narrowing the thematic concern to a specific question. Intern C: So possibly I will lock at
behaviour management for my AR ..., or possibly catering for individual needs. Intern D responded: you have an
interesting class to work with ... You mentioned Behaviour Management as a possible focus for your AR (action”
research] ... it is such a broad concem ... have you thought of a spedific aspect of BM yet? I suppose you need to ask
management of what? (Can it be changed?) The unit co-ordinator also responded: Seems to me that you have
identified the thematic concem (student management in a composite class). What you need to do now is to get this
focussed. What is the specific question that you are going 10 research? Make it an important one so that the effort is
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not wasted. As well, Intemn 3 identified her question but was still uncertain. “How can I influence the frequency of
interruptions occurting from students who have been set other tasks to work on while I work with a guided reading
group ia a year Yrs 3/4 dassroom?” I still feel this question is a bit ‘fuzzy’ - probably more in the sense of the

language I have used rather than the actnal idea. Pefinition of the action research question that mattered, and was at

the same time manageable, emerged as an imeportant issue for the teaching team.

The definition of the research question appeared crucial in anather way. Consider the comment from Intemn A that
is fllustrative of a problem of about half of the interns. Iatesn A’s question was: “How can T improve students’
involvement/participation/understanding  during explicit teaching of new text type concepts so as to
enhance/improve the finished published piece of English Hterature?” He went on: My problem is that whenever
students are nvolved in non-structured activities - they are off the air, and because of this the students very rarely
aze exposed to activities such as brainstorming and think/pair/share activities. Another problem has been editing
and as a consequence I have decided to make editing & compulsary English activity every motning. The unit co-
ordinator repled: My first response is that you are perhaps too wide in your question and that data on this would
most likely correspond 1o a sitwational analysis/reconnaissance-type of data. Having said that you could use data
gathered on this question to inform the next round/cycle of AR. ... In AR be sure of the question and make it
important so that the data are addressed to that question to make it worth your while.

At issue here is the relationship between the data gathered as part of situational analysis and an action research
cycle(s). This is again illustrated by the following zesponse to Intemn B's question regarding the data about ...
attending behaviour being part of a cycle or part of the situational analysis/reconnaissance was part of my post to
{(lntern A) eadier today. The answer revolves atound what you were intending when you gathered that data. Was it
part of a more general data gathering exercise, or was it gathered in tesponse to a specific question asked and,
actions planned, etc? If the latter then it is part of an AR ¢ycle. The Bexibility of action research can be seen hete to
cause some difficulties. In the interns’ terms the issue that they are tiying 10 come to teims with as they navigate
their internship work is: How do [ distinguish between situational analysis and an action research cycle? This is also
an fssue that the teaching team will need to address and may require more than identifying the research question as
the key signpost.

The issue is one of the relationship between the complexities of the wozkplace and the demands of the profession,
But an allied concem, as identified by the data from these six interns, was the appatent lack of consideration of
literatuze (Acaderne). Only three of the students mentioned the issue of connecting to their work to the research
traditions found in the literature though half reported secking advice from their teaching colleague,

All these issues gain greater currency when it is recalled that the interns’ acdon research is developed into a report
that constituted two thirds of the final assessment (for this cohort but not for the Campus Project cohort). Interns
also asked about the place of appendices, the appropriate use of tense and a number of questions zbout the use of
the key features of action research in the report itself. What appearzed to be at issue in this Jatter case was the extent
to which (a) the action research cycles could be separated from the action going on in the classroom and (b) the
elements of the cycle could be separated from one another. Even though this last point had been addressed in class
(separation is an heurdstic device and inter-relationships clearly exist) there was uncertainty in some students’ minds
as they came to the acrual task of writing. Intem E put her finger on this issue thus! we just wanted to double check
that the AR design... was where {we) summatised our plan, using the steps Plan, Act, Observe, Reflect ... Lastly
how many cycles does everyone else plan to do? I presume that similar questions will appear on the WebCT because
when you begin to write the assignments we either never asked the questions or have forgotten the answers. There
is nothing like doing to clarify key points!

b. Critical friends

The action research literature is very clear about the importance of support provided by critical friends in
successfully in successfully wndertaking an action research project (e.g., Elliott, 199; Kemmis McTaggart, 2000 &
Stinger, 1999). About one sixth of postings was devoted to this issue. Interns identified their teacher colleagues as
supportive in three out of five cases bur the online postings indicated that the intems themselves, and the unit co-
ordinator, also acted as crtical fdends. This issue had been raised in the frst semester classes but go activitdes had
been specifically undertaken to develop the skills required (unlke in the Campus Project whete this had been
anticipated as a necessary component). Approximately two thirds of postings identified as Hhustrative of critical
friend-type tesponses were attributed o the interns while one third were posted by the unit co-ordinator, Responses
of this kind wete person odented, e.g, Hang in there (Intern E) I'm sure that you are doing the best job that you
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can and that your efforts ate appreciated. The stress is getting to me too, and my class is quite small {Intem C), or
task oxented, eg, I hope to start writing more about AR on WebCT, as I am finding that when I weite [ start to
piece everything together.. maybe we need to talk more often through WebCT 30 our bmin enesgy is
shared...(Intern D). There was little evidence of the critical analysis assodated with the notion of “critical friend”, .
however. This last quotation lustrates the potential of bulletin board postings, ie, leaming by writing, Furthermore,
such text can be used in the final report! The lectuzers associated with this unit have some thinking to do here.

¢. Other

Other postings constituted about one third of all postings, of which the majotity were unit administration (40% of
this sef), socialising (38%) and technical and other problems (15%). The unit co-ordinator posted scaffolding
questions and generally used the bulletin board to retain contact with interns on jssues such as their need to be sure
about Teaching Project deadlines. Social interaction was not at all discouraged. Much of this concemed the usual
interactions of friends/colleagues as well as sorting out the final requirements of their degree. Technical problems
were few but other major problems wdentified weze finding time to cornplete the action research of the Teaching
Project within the internship. On this issue Inter I put it best: Teaching is certainly a delicate batancing act. ... T have
spent a lot of dme program{ming), marking etc and wonder where I will find the time to tie up the Action Research
side of things. This is not for the faint hearted! ... a true test for starnina ... which is probably an essential attribute
one must have in this profession.

Conclusions to the Internship Project

We are encouraged o continue the use of online support for students’ action research projects while they ase on
their ten week intership though we note the great vadation in the intemns’ use of the bulletin boards. This pilot has,
in addition, highlighted some concemns related 1o action research and the intems’ professional development, ie, the
interaction between the workplace, the profession and academe. Chief amongst these is the centrality of the
definition of the specific action research question(s) and its refationship to the thematic concern. Related to this is
the issue of the students’ apparent difficulty in distinguishing between situational analysis and cycles of action
research. It was gratifying to see that there was an understanding, at least amongst these six interns, of the
refationship between their situational analysts and reconnaissance. More work is needed to develop crtical
thinking/relating skills yet at the same time maintasining the fiendship dimension of the interns’ responses to one
another.

The Campus Project

Dusng this same semester, the first cohort of 80 students have been enrolled in the Teaching Project. For them the
online work is undertaken on campus and directed to their leaming, The main intention of the online work with this
cohort at this stage is to bulld the quality and quantty of students’ reading in the unit. Some key features of this
online learning are that the students:
read pre-specified text or resource matedals and submit online a critical analysis of the readings using a set
scaffolding question provided each week on the bulletin board. They respond to each others’ critical analyses
online using a web buddy system. A significant weighting for these postings has been included in student
assessment to cover online work. All postings must be made prior to 4 specified time each week. Students
contribute satisfactorily to nine out of nine of the weekly online communications or else submit a 1000 word
analytical summary of the readings for the week missed; and have satisfactory attendance {defined as seven
out of nine) at weekly workshops designed to maximise students” opportunity to address the concepts and
relationships between concepts introduced in the readings. Workshops take an activity-based approach and
build upon the prior online leaming, Critical reflection is used in workshops but it is also evident in 2 “virtual’
form online.

In summaty, the leaming process, as we have structured it, operates in a sequence of students 1) reading, 2)
zeflecting in writing and posting this on line, 3) reading other students’ reflections, 4) responding to the reflective
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comments of a web buddy, and 5) meeting as a workshop group to review the readings and the meanings that have
been made from them in relation to the students’ own growth as reflective practitioners.

These points contrast with the experiences of these students in online work in the semester before. Here an un-
scaffolded foram and large numbess in the forum had militated against quality interactions so that there were clear
negative feelings associsted with online work for some students prior to commencing this unit.

As part of our own action resesrch we are revisiting established ideas of weiting theory (Barmes, 1968; Murray,
1982} exploding the idea that writing enables thinking and reflection, and in some ways might be understood as
more conducive fo reflection than speaking. We want to see how these understandings about the power of writing
to assist thinking can be made use of in the viral environment to improve both the quality and quantity of learning
(cf Coomey, 1998). Thus students’ work online is used to process what they have read and to create their own
meanings of what they have read. This is achieved by writing and by responding in writing o what othets have
wrtten. We are thus making use of the asynchronous features of the WebCT software via the Internet to promote
crifical reflection, Another iraportant objective of the asynchronous online work is for the students to build their
skitls and confidence in the use of technology so that they are very proficient online by the time they disperse from
the campus for their internship.

All students were asked, without coercion, to respond to two items in the last Term 1 classes: ‘(what were the)
benefits of the reading/online posting-workshop process so far” and ‘(what are the) ways we could improve the
process in Tesm 2. 69% of students tesponded to this invitation, and cur analysis of these provides useful suppost
for the value of the online postings for students’ own perceptions of their leaming. In total, students made 77
comments about the benefits to them of the structure provided in the unit, 44 suggestions for improvement and
four comments that did not provide sugpestions but raised problems for us as teachers.

In what follows we discuss these responses in three sections: a) student perceptions of benefits aceruing to the
structure imposed in the unit, b) student suggestions for improving the implementation of this structure, and <)
student perceptions of the problems associated with this learning environmént. For reasons of space, we discuss
only the most common student response categonies in each section.

a. Student perceptions of benefits accruing to the structure imposed in the unit

By far the most common comment from students (32 in all) related to the benefits the students saw in being able to
access other people’s responses to the readings, Comments of this narure were related to the opportunity that the
foruen provided to read what our peers think, learn from peers, and be able to read thoughts and ideas without
having to respond. This last comment was made in conjunction with the point that reading other people’s
reflections on line allowed the student to see points you might have missed. One student noted that s/he also
enjoyed accessing everyone’s reflections on the readings. Another wrote: It makes us not just read the info but look
at how it affects us and it is interesting to see others views as some people don’t ever express themselves fo that
éxtent in class.

The key point in these kst two comments is that in any class discussion, not everyone gets a chance to speak. Those
who are the most vocal, and who are used to having their opinions heard in class, are repositioned in the online
forum as having one turn to speak among many, and their opinions are not necessatily the most useful, or
intezesting to their peers, As one student wrote: we often dor’t see our own views as novel so they otherwise
mighta't be shazed. The comment about being able to read thoughts and ideas without having to respond, along
with others such as { like to go away and think about things, and [if’s good o] know whether you're on the right
track without embarrassment of looking dumb in class, we think, suggests that sevezal students, even in their final
year of pre-service teacher education, do not feel confident in voicing and defending their opinions in public. We
therefore see the practice that is provided for them to do this on the online forum, safely, after checking out the
scene, is a valuable learning opportunity for them. We feel that paradoxically this produces 2 much more inclusive
climate than the face-to-face clags situation, for while in a class discussion everyone is expected to participate, in the
onling forumm discussion everyone does participate.

One of the foundational tenets of educational theory is that people leam by doing. If students do not read and think
shout the matesial provided in a unit, or if they think about it only during class time and assignment preparation,
there is considezably less oppottunity for them to be actively engaging with the ideas and undesstandings they are
being invited to take up. 23 of the 55 students actually commented that the structure of the unit was of benefit to
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themn because they recognised the value to their study of being forced to tead and think. Comments such as the
readings are actually done; it keeps me on task and on time; and it makes you do the readings and reflect ate typical
of these. We are not surprised by the high number of comments of this nature. In designing the unit we had worked
specifically with the need, to easare that all students had read and considered the compulsory reading prior to
workshop discussion. The stringency of our assessment of participation in this regard has been a successful strategy
in ensurng that students actually do the work.

The category of responses that were next most frequent in selation to student perceptions of the benefits of the
reading/online posting/workshop structure was to do with the value students saw in the content material of the
unit, once they actually engaged more fully with it. 10 students made comments related to this, some noting the
benefit in gaining information on different forms of AR, while others wrote that the readings are valuable, readings
are relevant/helpful/beneficial/interesting. One student reflected on this that reading followed by postings means a
better focus and higher interest due to the fact that we actually have to do something with the information. As
teachers we are pleased with the meta-cognitive pedagogical thinking evident in comments such as this, and in
comments such as our knowledge of action research is being built on which allows for greater comprehension [as
we read more], and take this as an indicator of success for the process. But the student comuments also provide us
with several useful suggestions for improving the process and management of their learning,

b. Student suggestions for improving the implementation of this structure

The most common category of suggestion related to streamlining the structures we had set up for bulletin board
posting. 12 students made comments about this, and their suggestions were of two types. First were requests for the
postings to be more easily retdevable after the deadlines, with suggestions such as: don’t wipe postings at Spm.
What if we haven't read a reply? and WebCT could be open for printing straight after Spm (7 students). Second,
there were several students who suggested that we should have a compulsory deadline for posting so that
responding can be done thoughtfully (5 students). These comments are clearly both pertinent and practical. The
problem of postings being ‘wiped’ was fixed by the time of these reflections, as this was already appatent to staff as
well as students.

Because all zesponses to one’s buddy’s reflections had to be posted by the deadline, people whose buddies were late
in posting often found that they were rushing to compose a reply in time for the deadline, rather than in a careful
and thoughtful manner. We need to find a way to circumvent this problem, and the suggestion o have a deadline
for (initial) posting is both sensible and obvious, at this point in cur research cycle. Whether we set the deadlines
ourselves or consistently remind students to set their own deadlines within the pairs might be a2 marter of
negotation for the planning of our next action cycle, in Temn 2. !

Four students asked for allocated computer time during which their group could have prvileged access to the
computer labs, and another three requested more teacher intervention: If we are off track, we need to be told; I'd
like some concrete conclusions drawn in class, and one wanted feedback. There were 14 individual suggestions
wete made about improving workshops, either by increasing discussions in workshops (I person), relating
discussion either more to the readings (1), or less to the readings (3) and more to assessment (1) and the internship
(3). There were suggestions to bave smaller classes (1), another workshop each week (2), and moze readings, videos
and references (2). Three other individual suggestions were made, with students asking for more information on the
buddy system (1), decreasing the number of online postings (1) and deleting irrelevant messages (1). There were also
several suggestions (5 students) for a change to the scaffolding questions for the reflection each week. Requests that
there be not just one, that we have more vasety, and that the questions should be optional, suggest that this 1s
anothet area we can profitably focus on for our next action step.

" ¢. Students’ perceptions of the problems associated with this learning envitonment

Finally, there were four comments that relate to the unit as a leaming environment:
some readings are difficult;
how can we stop everyone saying the same thing? Reading the same thing, in some cases, 15 fimes!;
replies are limited by what your buddy writes, Some entries are hard to reply to; and
one person in our threesome has made one posting and I am not avatlable to WebCT on Mondays.

Reading these comments reminds us of the range of concems that students bring to the learning environment, and

which we need to deaf with. Yes, some readings are difficult to comment on ‘on your own’, and some people do
seem to say the same sorts of things in response to them. And when your buddy writes the same as everyone else, it
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is difficuit to reply with originality and enthusiasm, and when you cannot access 4 computer on the day your forum
closes, you are reliant on your web buddy to have posted her/his reflection well before this time. Even being in a
‘threesome” makes the process just that much more difficult. We know the constraints that operate within the unit,
on both the electronic environment and the human environment, and we are keen to continue the action research
process in the attempt 1o accommodate these constraints into successful learning practice for the smudents.

Conclusions to the Campus Project

The Campus project so far has seemed to us to have achieved some of its key leaming goals - to ensure that the
students are familiar with the literature on action research, have read a range of action research reports, and are
confident in their knowledge of the acfion tesearch spiral (Kemmis & McTaggart, 1988) with which they will
conceptualise and begin their own action research in their intemship schools next semester. Like any action spiral,
though, our struggle thus far leaves us ready to rake the next steps to improve our situation after reflecting on the
evidence we have collected about our progress. While we are pleased that so many students have recognised and
zeported on the benefits of the program as we also see them, we note with concem the pleas of those few students
who are obviously still struggling to claim their own positions as reflective practiioners in their own rght.

That three students still see the ‘academic’ authonty of the lecturing team as necessary to authodse theit leaming is
of concern, even if the students” lack of confidence is a matker of their diffidence and desire to do the best they can.
These comments indicate far mote than a dependence on us to ‘give a good mark’, in our opinion. They also
indicate that, for these students at least, the whole meaning of action research as a tool for the development of
professional knowledge and growth is not yet clear. Along with the practical changes that our analysis of the data
presented here suggests as necessary for our future action, we also need to take steps to ensure that all the students
come to understand, before they commence the internship, that their future learning as professional teachers relies
on their action and reflection at the intersection of their workplace, their professional reading and the university.
They need to know If fthey] are off track .. at this point in their cateer, in relation to their peers and to the reading
they are engaging with. We need to ensure that they are helped further towards making this judgement themselves.

Conclusions

The development of the Teaching Project unit, which spans university and workplace sites for learning in the -
profession, provided an opportunity to show the usefulness of piloting the unit prier to its implementation with a
full cohort of students. These pilots assisted us in refining the conceptual base of the unit by incorporting the
theee-sphere model of ‘profession’, ‘wotkplace’ and “university’, as well as modifying the Kemmis and McTaggart
action research model for neophyte teacher use. This modification entailed a distinction being made between
reconnaissance (teview of teacher competencies) and situational analysis {an analysis of cemumunity, school and
classrcom realities) and combining these to create a research question of the student’s choice. We found, however,
that within the pilot Internship Project specifying the research questions was one of the most problemaric ssues.

Our move into online work, on campus and off campus in rural areas, has proved to be of particular benefit to
students. The eadly data vindicate this move in that the on-campus students appreciated being ‘forced’ to read and
for the majority of intems in the suppost that online opportunities provide. What we are aiming for is 2 much more
effective nexus with the profession, the workplace and academe throngh this unit and the internship.

To get doser to the effectiveness for which we are aiming; there ate some thematic concerns that we need to
consider in order to improve our uvnit From amongst these will come the next action steps within the basic
structures that we have established:

distinguishing between situational analysis and aspects of an action research cycle;

connecting the action research to academe (via the literature) as well as to the profession (via collegial

advice);

ways to identify the action research component from within a general thrust to improve workplace

professional competence;

developing critical friendships, especially the capacity to be criticl yet tetain rappott; and

achieving students’ control of their own learning.
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