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Abstract

E-learning traditionally is seen as individually oriented learning. The main effortwas on creation of effective
learning materials. Development of information and communication technologies (ICT) is bringing new
possibilities for e-learning mainly on the area of collaboration. The idea of collaborative learning in e-
learning becomes more popular. The main question for research is - is it possible or appropriate to use
technology for collaborative learning in blended-learning settings at Liepaja University. Research based
on partly structured interviews with lecturers about their experience and future view of usage of ICT as a
tool for collaborative learning. Case studies of e-learning part of blended learning shows that lecturers
still using e-learning tools mainly for content delivering. And for the future they still see e-learning as tool
to make learning materials available.
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Introduction

In the very beginning of e-learning main effort was on learning materials. It was
very logical way of action because e-learning roots are from distance education where one
of the main “actor” of the learning process was learning material. E-learning as a continuum
of distance education took best practices from distance education. One of the best practices
was development of learning material. A lot of books are written about the best practices of
development of the learning material, guides for developers, lecturers and so on. Learning
materials were in a very good quality but learners weren’t ready to learn independently. Even
the big emphasize on student support systems wasn’t solution. The lack of social interaction
was critical for e-learning.

Practice of pure e-learning showed that students and lecturers are not ready for that kind
of learning. This also happened in Latvia, particularly in Liepaja University. Pure e-learning
course “Social inclusion” “lived” only for 3 years. The course was developed for 20 weeks and
that was too long time for students to stay in touch in virtual learning environment Blackboard.
One of the reasons — for students it was the only one e-learning course and they meet each other
every day in other face-to-face courses. So it was hard to manage discussions and for tutor it
was easier to meet students face-to-face.

Collaboration is not something new in e-learning. Discussion forums, chats,
videoconferencing, whiteboards were and still are available technological tools in almost all
course or learning management systems. Today’s collaboration is socially new. It is brought
from ideas that web 2.0 (World Wide Web new wave) brings to society and education. It is two-
way collaboration, collaboration using social networking tools, communities of learners, social
bookmarking, mush-ups, and reusability — ideas that follows web 2.0.

Changes are also visible if looking on the main emphasizes made in e-learning
development. From e-learning where main accent were on the material distribution to e-learning
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where accent put on interaction. Then idea of cooperative learning in e-learning became popular
and now researchers and practitioners talks about necessity to provide collaborative learning.

Description of e-learning development is shown in Figure 1 from O. Muniz-Solaris and
C. Coats (2009) adapted from Albrecht and Tillmann. Authors show e-learning development
based on amount of e-contacts and amount of social learning.
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Figure 1: Knowledge construction by increasing social learning. Adapted from
Albrecht and Tillmann (2004).

Previous research shows, that a lot of students in their everyday life activities using
information and communication technologies (ICT) and they want to use it also for learning (it
does not mean that they know how to use it in appropriate and purposeful way) (Kennedy et al,
2008; Ulmane-Ozolina et al, 2009).

The purpose of this research is to study ground for collaborative learning at Liepaja
University, in this case opinions of lecturers.

Blended-learning in Higher Education

Development of new technological solutions and tools brought new challenges for e-
learning. Also learners became more and more technologically skilled. Even if research shows
that still there are learners with different technological skills — some are very skilled, but some
very low skilled (Kennedy et al, 2008; Ulmane-Ozolina et al, 2009). Tony Karrer in his blog
elearningtech.blogspot.com meant these changes in e-learning. He describes changes using term
e-learning 2.0 (see also Downes, 2005). The main change is seen in tools used for e-learning,
time duration from 60 minutes to 1 minute and it is learner driven and immediate.

Garrison and Vaughan describes blended-learning as thoughtful fusion of face-to-
face and online learning experiences (Garrison and Vaughan, 2007, p.5). As main principle
of blended-learning they call oral communication of face-to-face lectures and online written
communication. But there is not only communication.

Littlejohn and Pegler (2007) gives new look at blended-learning and call it as “blended
e-learning”. They explain this term not only with mix of online and face-to-face environments
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but also with approach that lets introduce e-learning by terms of what resources and tools can
support learning and the ways of using them. It gives also possibilities to use new electronic
media tools for learning (activities) and collaboration (for example, blogs, wiki).

Technology has to transform education (Somekh, 2007) “so that more students reach
higher levels of achievements” (p.7). Blended-learning gives more opportunity to involve
students in learning process not only enhancing lectures (Garrison and Vaughan, 2007). It
provides new experience of learning for students and asks more engagement from student and
from teacher. The ideal use of e-learning tools (educational technology) engage student and
allows to fulfill personally, and developing cognitive abilities such as critical thinking and
discourse (Garrison and Vaughan, 2007; Somekh, 2007). New tools like internet based audio
and video communication, e-portfolios and social networking tools such as blog and wiki,
allows mix online and face-to-face environments in more flexible way (Stacey & Gerbic, 2008)
and also engage students in new, attractive way.

Theoretical Perspectives for E-Learning Part in Blended-Learning

Research in education field claims that main accent in learning must be on collaboration
and interaction - not only in the face-to-face settings but also computer-supported collaboration
and interaction. The idea of importance of interaction between students is grounded in
sociocultural perspective that claims that learning occurs and happens in social interactions and
environment (Alexander, 2007; Greeno & van de Sande, 2007). That means that knowledge and
cognition are distributed and individual’s learning happens and changing according to learner’s
participation (Greeno & van de Sande, 2007). According to this there is need in blended-learning
in higher education to promote purposeful discourse between learners (Garrison and Vaughan,
2007). Teacher has to choose the most appropriate tool for communication whether it is face-
to-face setting or e-learning tool.

Institutional Context

Liepaja University (Latvia) is state financed higher education institution. For long time
main area of study there was teacher training. For last fifteen years university offers also other
training programs in wide variety of interests.

Liepaja University is regional university and that is why student numbers comparing
with large universities are small — there were about 2600 students in the 2009. /2010. Study year
(information from Liepaja University website). Student groups consist from 10 to 40 students.

In 2002 the University started to use Learning management system Blackboard ML. One
reason to choose this learning management system was participation in the Socrates project
where project result was e-learning course “Social inclusion”. The other reason was because
Blackboard ML supports Latvian language (Kapenieks, Zuga & Ulmane-Ozolina, 2003).

The course “Social inclusion” was the first and the only one “pure” e-learning course at
University. This course also was starting point to introduce University staff with possibilities
of e-learning and learning management systems. University staff was not very open to design
“pure” e-learning courses most of all because of lack of computer skills and work overflow.
Some problems occurred also that interface of learning management system was in English.

Liepaja University as many higher education institutions in Latvia chose the blended
learning as form that gives more flexibility for students. For technological solution of e-learning
part of blended-learning Liepaja University using learning management system Moodle that is
most popular one in the field of e-learning. Lecturers use traditional way of teaching-learning
process (lectures, seminars) and enrich this process by using technological tools from course
management system. Course management system is used also as meeting place for students and
lecturers in the frame of specific study program.
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From the September of 2008 University changed learning management system ML
Blackboard to Open source course management system Moodle and there is opened about 130
“courses” (it is not always a course; it can be a place for collaboration between lecturer and
students, it can be place for delivering study material (content) or even meeting place) and
actively involved 22 lecturers. Moodle supports Latvian language and interface is in Latvian
also.

The most important thing about blended-learning is to see where it fits in institutional
context (Thorne, 2003). Blended-learning fits in university very good because of following:

e the University is ready for changes;

e students are interested in new ways or not so traditional ways of learning at the
University;

e academic staff wants to be modern and try out new possibilities;

e about 50% of students are part-time students;

e large amount of students working and studding as full — time students in a
time;

e the University has e-learning tools to use.

Stacey and Gerbic (2008) for successfulness of blended learning from institutional point
of view emphasizes that blended learning models has to respond to local, community and
organizational needs. In the situation when most of Liepaja University students have full time
or part time work at time, blended-learning allows more flexible way of learning and to keep
effectiveness of learning if students have difficulties fully participate in study process.

Methodology of Research

To found out how lecturers use collaboration in the learning process and what they think
about technology tools usage for this purpose, qualitative research based on partly structured
interviews were conducted. Eight lecturers were interviewed from different subject areas and
with different technological skills. Interview was chose based on similar research made by
A. Ellis and P. Goodyear (2010) and because of the problem that with term “collaborative
learning” in Latvian can be meant collaborative learning and cooperative learning. To avoid
misunderstanding, interviews are the best way.

There were 10 questions in interview with possibility for questions to go in depth in
lecturers meanings. Lecturers were informed about anonymity of these interviews and data
were recorded in written format. Time for one interview was about 30 minutes.

Questions were constructed in categories — collaboration use in learning process,
technology real and future usage for collaboration in learning process.

Data analysis made based on these categories and in descriptive way. This is pilot
research.

Ethical Considerations

There were several ethical considerations in research. Researcher works in Liepaja
University for more than ten years in distance education and e-learning field. All interviewed
lecturers has some previous relationships with researcher — they all participated in several
seminars and courses on e-learning and e-learning tools usage in learning process. Those
lecturers who uses Moodle in learning process were very open to interview and their answers
were immediate and clear. Those lecturers who are not uses Moodle seemed to be uncomfortable
and time by time they said sentences like apologizes.
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Lecturer 3: I know that I have to use Moodle but I never have time for that.
I am so busy. But I will come to you some day, will you show
me how to do it?

Answers of those lecturers who are not using Moodle time by time seemed as “waited
answers” not the real ones.

Results of Research

Researcher conducted 8 partly structured interviews with lecturers at Liepaja University
to find out situation and lecturers’ views on collaborative learning in face-to-face lessons and
e-learning (with condition that they use e-learning tools no matter if this is Moodle or another
technological solution) and their future view for ICT usage for collaborative learning.

Collaborative Learning Use

All lecturers admit that they use collaboration in face-to-face settings, and most of all
it is group work what they use. One lecturer (Lecturer 4) says that she is using cooperative
learning. Interesting that Lecturer 8 said that she does not like group work but she uses it
because students like it.

Lecturer 8: I don’t like group work, but I now that I have to use it. I am the
person who likes to work independently and that is why I don’t
like to work in group. And there are students who like to work
independently as me. But in some assignment students have to
work collaboratively.

Such activities like discussions were mentioned only after researcher asked about some
other kind of collaboration that happens in face-to-face lectures or in e-learning settings.

Technology Real Use in the Learning Process

Interviews show that lecturers use technological tools (Moodle, e-mail) for delivering
content and assignments to students. Five lecturers (Lecturer 1, Lecturer 2, Lecturer 4, Lecturer
5, and Lecturer 7) use Moodle in the learning process. For the question how they use Moodle
in the learning process, lecturers said that they use Moodle for the delivery of the learning
materials, assignments to use them in the time of face-to-face lecture, PowerPoint presentations,
tests. Lecturer 1and Lecturer 5 said that they try to use discussion forums but students are not
responsive for that. Lecturer 1 and Lecturer 5 tried also wiki in the Moodle. Lecturer 1 found
out that it is not clear for her how better use and for what purposes to use wiki. Lecturer 5
admitted that sometimes students are active in wiki, but there are groups of students that are
not active at all. And it is always a problem for her to be ready for that and to provide different
versions of assignment.

Besides lecturers mention that they use PowerPoint presentations in face-to-face lectures
and e-mail as answer on the question about what kind of technological tools they use in learning
process (not exactly for collaboration).
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Technology Future Use in the Learning Process

On question about how lecturers see future possibilities for technology usage to manage
collaboration between students and students and teacher, one of the lecturers (Lecturer 1) admits
that she does not see such possibility. She explained it that technology usage for the group work
brings the problem that often appears in the group work — one student do assignment for the rest
of the group. She sees that if lecturer uses technology for group work then very important issues
to think about are rules, scenario and student division in roles. But in the same time, she is very
active Moodle user for learning. Also Lecturer 7 talked about this issue.

About the future possibilities or ideas, or wishes on technology usage some lecturers has
some ideas but one lecturer (Lecturer 8) admitted that she has never thought about technology
usage.

Lecturer 2 mentioned Skype as very potential for collaboration with students. She also
mentions videoconference, recording of lecture that afterwards is available in archive. But the
last one (lecture recording) is not seen as a tool for collaboration.

Lecturer 3 could not say how she can use technology for collaboration because she
prefers to collaborate in face-to-face with students. For this reason lecturer does not use Moodle
for learning. But she is very open to start to use it and made her first topic for students in
Moodle. Also Lecturer 6 and Lecturer 8 mentioned the idea that they better like to collaborate
with students in face-to-face settings. They also want to see student collaboration in group work
because of assessment of group results. All three lecturers represents field of social sciences.

Lecturer 6: I like to discuss issues in face-to-face. We play many role plays in
lectures and it is impossible to play it online because it is hard
for students to start to play a role. And it will be more difficult in
online environment.

Lecturer 4 uses Moodle very active in the learning process. But not so much for
collaboration with students because parallel to Moodle she has face-to-face lectures.

Lecturer4: Iuse Moodle to put theory on topic and assignments. Then students have
to take them to the lecture and we work with it. I don’t want to lose
face-to-face lectures because in this way students can learn better.
We have oral agreement that students before lecture have to learn
from materials and in lectures we work mainly with exercises.

She also prefers communication and collaboration in face-to-face settings. But for future
she sees possibility to use online shared document creation, for example, Google documents.
Google documents were mentioned also by Lecturer 5. Lecturer 5 was the only one who
proposed usage of the social networking tools for collaboration. For technological usage she
meant creation and usage of educational video, simulations and educational games.

Lecturer 6 said that she want to try Moodle but not for collaboration, for content
delivery. Lecturer 7 mentioned Interactive whiteboard what is not seen as traditional tool for
collaboration.

Discussion

There is problem grounded in Latvian language. Term “collaborative learning” in
Latvian can mean both — collaborative and cooperative learning. It seems that there still is not
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clear distinction between these two terms. Probably it is because of language issue. But it also
can be because Liepaja University was very active player in popularizing cooperative learning
in education field in Latvia. And many of lecturers still uses some kind of cooperative learning
(not pure cooperative learning) in teaching process. In time of interviews researcher had to
explain what is meant by collaboration in this situation.

Collaborative learning is not only group work. Collaboration as term can be described in
four ways according to P. Dillenbourg (Dillenbourg, 1999):

e  as situation that is characterized as more or less collaborative;
e as interaction between learners;

e as learning mechanisms are more intrinsically collaborative;
e as effects of collaborative learning.

Research shows that there is unclear division of collaboration as it. As first collaborative
activity lecturers mentioned group work but according to Muniz-Solaris & Coats (2009),
collaboration in e-learning is connected with team work. According to Dillenbourg group work
can be described as learning mechanism or situation were collaboration can happen.

Technology usage for collaborative learning is not popular. Two lecturers mentioned
that they use discussion forums and wiki but students are not willing to use them and also
lecturers admit that they are not sure about ways to use these tools. Probably forums and wiki
are not used in meaningful way and there is need to analyze purposes for these tools in blended-
learning. As Garrison and Vaughan (2007) meant that blended learning is about oral face-to-
face communication and written online communication. But communication does not mean the
same as collaboration.

Most of the lecturers said that they like to use collaboration in face-to-face lectures
better than in e-learning settings. As there is not clear definition about in what proportions
blended-learning can happen, one of the models can be that learning resources are delivered
by e-learning tools and collaboration happens in face-to-face lectures. And in this model there
is timesaving effect because Lecturer does not have to take time from face-to-face session for
theoretical issues but can use it for student collaboration and practices.

Conclusions

There are not clear models of how to better use blended-learning. Web 2.0 brought new
look at learning, e-learning and blended-learning. Some research demonstrates that students
interaction with technology is changing — students use ICT very active in their everyday life and
that brings ideas that education field have to use these tools also. Changes in technology usage
and approaches to learning claims importance of collaborative learning.

Main effort in collaborative learning is on collaboration between students and students
and lecturer. To provide collaboration lecturer can use face-to-face environment but in
blended-learning settings there are possibilities to use also technology. Do lecturers use this
possibility?

Research made in Liepaja University (Latvia) shows that lecturers like to use collaboration
in face-to-face settings and leave technological tools for delivering of learning resources and
assignments. Liepaja University is using open source course management system Moodle to
provide e-learning tools for lecturers and students. In interviews most of lecturers admitted that
they use Moodle for content delivery. Only 2 out of 8 lecturers tried to use discussion forums
and wiki but also with some failure.

For the future to provide collaborative learning lecturers proposed Google documents,
Skype and social networking tools.
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