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Introduction
In my investigation of the influence of interaction on participant learning in an online course on action research and as a graduate research assistant for the NSF funded Hawai‘i Networked Learning Communities, I base my research and practice on these ideas: (1) learning requires the social construction of knowledge, predominantly through discourse; (2) the products of the learning process should remain as a source of individual and community memory for shared learning and further reflection; and (3) educational software should provide both structure and flexibility to adapt to evolving learner needs, allowing learners with even limited technical knowledge to freely create their own online products. I will describe a case study of an online action research course I facilitated in spring 2004 based on these ideas.

Theoretical Foundations

Theories in sociology (Berger and Luckmann, 1966), psychology (Edwards, 1991; Vygotsky, 1962), and education (Brooks and Brooks, 1999; Scardamalia and Bereiter, 1999) emphasize the importance of social constructivism in learning, particularly through discourse. Gordon Wells (1999) calls this dialogic inquiry and applies its principles to classroom discourse. The goal of dialogic inquiry is individual understanding. The process towards that end requires the use of information to co-construct knowledge and, concomitantly, the construction, use, and improvement of representational artifacts. Dialogic inquiry is interactional, social, constructivist, and transformational.

Online learning presents new challenges and benefits for learners engaged in dialogic inquiry. Without the visual and aural cues of face-to-face communication, making meaning through online communication requires word descriptions, graphics, and still images, unless one has the high-speed, high-bandwidth capability needed for videos and video conferencing. 

Text-based electronic communication may engender a new kind of communication that is spontaneous and informal while also being deliberate and self-conscious (Ong, 1988). Chat requires speed and rules for turn taking, like spoken conversation. Asynchronous communication such as email and discussion lists can encourage self-conscious deliberation, like writing. Compared to face-to-face interactions, online communication leaves many artifacts and evidence of the learning process through web pages, email, chat logs, and server logs.

Any group of learners can and perhaps should be considered a learning community. Wenger et al. (2002) present principles for fostering online communities of practice that apply as well to learning communities: design for evolution, invite different levels of participation, develop both public and private community spaces, create a rhythm for the community, build trust and personal relationships, and maintain community visibility.

Research on computer supported collaborative learning has been called to focus on understanding – “meaning and the practices of meaning-making in the context of joint activity, and the ways in which these practices are mediated through designed artifacts” (Koschmann, 2002: 20). These artifacts include not only software objects but also “everything in our physical, intellectual and cultural world” (Stahl, 2002: 1). Software that allows users maximum freedom to create software objects may encourage the infusion of intellectual and cultural artifacts (such as metacognitive strategies and relationship-building patterns) into a web-based environment. 

There are parallels to the features of action research (McKernan, 1996). Action research focuses on understanding with a concern for improving the quality of human action and practice. Participants within a shared community of discourse and practice undertake research collaboratively and critically. Moreover, action research is conducted in situ, using methods that are eclectic and diverse. Of fundamental importance is the application and usefulness of the results, shared among the participants.

Action Research Course
In spring 2004, I facilitated a one-semester, guided study of action research with two graduate students in the UH Library and Information Science Program who were simultaneously conducting their own action research projects. The interactions were primarily online, using WikiWikiWeb software (WikkiTikkiTavi version) with added features for chat, email, and a calendar. Rather than using packaged course software such as WebCT, I chose the wiki software in order to explore the possibilities of minimalist design for the development of instructional tools, avenues of communication, and participant products geared for individual needs. 

We began the course with a single wiki page consisting of the course syllabus. Neither student was experienced in creating web pages. Over the semester, dozens of pages have been added. I added new tools to assist the students in scaffolding their activities related to the procedural, process, conceptual, metacognitive, and strategic aspects of the course. Some of these (e.g., chat summaries and a matrix of weekly questions asked by students) were an explicit attempt to provide us with an at-a-glance look at what we had learned together. At the end of the course, one student spontaneously responded to each of the fourteen chat summaries with reflections that revealed her changed understanding of action research.

The students also produced weekly assignments as wiki pages and spontaneously created new pages as they developed their research projects, confirming for me the need for students to have the freedom and power to create their own web pages. One student submitted her final portfolio of journals, research proposal, project planners, research report, and self-assessment rubrics entirely online as wiki pages.

My research is an ethnographic case study of the action research course, with embedded cases of individual participants, including myself. My focus is examining the influence of participant interaction on each participant’s evolving understanding of action research.

All participant activity was captured through server logs, which provide the raw data for preliminary commentary on instructor-student and student-student interactions. I am now doing a content analysis of these interactions, using grounded theory procedures (Strauss and Corbin, 1998). As a sensitizing tool, I am also using the coding scheme developed by Gordon Wells and colleagues for the classroom studies in the Developing Inquiring Communities in Education Project, jointly undertaken by the University of Toronto and classroom teachers.  

Preliminary findings indicate that differences in student-instructor interaction influenced the depth of understanding of action research and the rigor and quality of student research reports. Moreover, the course wiki pages as the representation of my fuller understanding of action research could only have evolved through the online interaction with my students.

While I may have been naïve not to take advantage of already developed software that builds in scaffolding for student learning, the process of “reinventing the wheel” using wiki software has allowed the students and me to truly co-construct our knowledge, with all the freedom and chaos that this involves. 
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