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ABSTRACT

This paper presents a case study of two on-line workshops conducted using a real-time distributed, web
based communication technology OfficeHoursLive. The study is intended to introduce,

ethnomethodology, a different perspective for studying CSCL. Ethnomethodogical studies place a

particular emphasis on studying the details of situated activity as-it-happens. For the accomplishment of

collaborative learning it is necessary that those involved can usefully interact with one another.

Ethnomethodology, in its study of the detail of practical action and interaction provides a particularly

useful way of understanding whether and how CSCL technologies support such action and interaction. The

paper presents detailed analyses and highlights important issues both for the design of technology and the

organisation of these events.
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1.0 INTRODUCTION

As practitioners who have primarily been invohiedesearch into Comput&upportedCo-operative Work
(CSCW), a search througlcentComputerSupportedCollaborativeLearning (CSCL) literaturereveals a
related field but one with specialised interests. Without a background in education we feel wepicaiet
the type of analysis thaian evaluate omake recommendations orpedagogy However,as representative
practitioners of an orientation to researafthknomethodologythat is wellestablished ilCSCW (seeLuff
et al. (2000) for an introduction to the field) but appears to htvectedittle attentionthus far in CSCL,
we aim in this paper to provide an introduction to how this research orientatidoring freshinsights for
theanalysis of collaborative interactionsvaluation of systesranddesign

We shall seek to elucidate this approach throexgmmples fromtwo exploratory studies ofvorkshops on
the topic ofe-learningconductedusing anew CSCL technology. OfficeHoursLive is a multi-media,
synchronougreal-time), distributed, webasedcommunication technology. It ipurported toenable the
type of real-timeinteractionbetweeneducatorsand studentson-line, hitherto only possible itiphysical
academic venuesis shown in this quote from their website:

"January 22, 2001: HorizonLive Unveils OfficeHoursLive
- Educators Now Able to Speak with their Students Live Online -

NEW YORK, NY - January 22, 2001 - HorizonLive today announced the launch of OfficeHoursLive, the first virtual office
designed specifically for faculty, teaching assistants, tutors, counselors and other distance learning professionals. The product,
which enables instructors and students to speak with each other live over the Web, can be used to hold virtual office hours, "Q &
A" sessions and study groups, deliver live lectures, host exam review sessions, or present guest speakers. The ability for
educators to speak live with students about their subject matter, and the ability for students to engage in real-time verbal



discussion with their teachers and colleagues are essential elements of quality learning experiences. Such true human interaction
in the world of teaching and learning has been reserved for physical academic venues, rendering it noticeably absent from the
world of online and distance education - until now."

Can these claims be substantiated? When contrastethwitiegativecomments of onef our participants
(who clearly seems tohave agreatertechnicalknowledgethan many potential users), we mesnder
whether such claims are rather premature:

James’s problem

"l followed thelink that you gave inthe email, whichtested' mysystemand pronounced it to bek.
However when | linked to the Web diite the seminar itstarteddownloading aplug-in automatically - |
think that this was a Java plug-in. The plug-in failed to install: | can't remember the exact extension but it
wasonly two letters long (i.e. thisdocument.doc VShisdocument.docand hence my PCcouldn't do
anything with it! | tried a few times but it failed to install properly on each occasion. lttiedrentering
the lecture room which seemed to work but | didn't have sound, onthahbox. Atthat point a few of
the other guests started typing that they had haddhge problems then you commerited you wouldgo
and sort something out. | hung on until about 380then decided to call & day -apologies forlogging
off but | really didn't think that yowere going to get it to work at all. | hope thfsedback isuseful for
you - in myexperiencenet conferencingland especially videaonferencingover a Weblink never goes
smoothly, roll on broadband."

We are nossimply attempting tadenigratesuch technologieandthe claimsmadeabout themyrather, we
are seeking, in the mnner ofBerg (2000), to evaluatethem inactual use In so doing, we hope to
understand the effects they have on action and interaction and from this productively inform bétutieeir
development and subsequent use.

2.0 EDUCATION AND ETHNOMETHODOLOGY
In the words of Garfinkel (1967), the founder of the research programme, ethnomethodological studies:

“...seek to treat practical activities, practical circumstances, and practical sociological reasontogies of
empirical study, and by paying tothe most commonplace activities daily life the attention usually
accorded extraordinary events, seek to learn about them as phenomena in their own right.”

This school of sociologicatesearchwhich can beusefully employed alongsidenultiple nethods of
systems desigtherefore haa very particulafocus. Itsfocus ison witnessingandhonestlyreporting on
social actionandinteraction (ofall typesbut oftenthe mosteveryday).This is analysed to discover the
ways in which such activity isachieved asdemonstrated inthe materialrecords of that activity.
Consequently, the materials, or data, for such an analyssist of recordings of that activity asaittually
occurred.For this purpose the materialeesearchersollect and analyseare detailedfield notes from
participant-observation, picturesdcopies ofartefacts(particularly, inthis case, technology iuse) and
recordings; visual, audio and text chat.

Ethnomethodology is not to be confused with the method of research employed to gather its data -
ethnography (or participant-observation). Ethnography is a catch-all term which describes (usually
prolonged) study of activity in its natural setting of occurrence. This type of study may (or not) be related
to theoretical concerns of various traditions in a number of ways. For example, the ethnography may serve
as the basis for generating a "grounded theory" (Glaser and Strauss, 1967), or it may be structured around a
pre-existing theory or used as an evaluation of, or to expand theoretical constructs. Ethnomethodology
differs markedly in its use of the ethnographic method, eschewing theoretical concerns altogether and
instead focusing on the methods through which the given activity is structured and achieved in an on-going
fashion by the participants themselves as a recognisable social accomplishment. CSCL readers may be
familiar with a moderated form of ethnomethodology - sometimes called "situated action" - described by
Suchman (e.g. 1987), however there is a wealth of other relevant studies within this sociological discipline
(e.g. see Luff et al., 2000 for an introduction to the corpus of work and technology studies).



Ethnomethodologistsee education, asith any other social actioandinteraction, as something that is
most basically rooted in situation-based collaboration. Thatisontext in whiclthe process oshowing,
demonstratingdiscussingdebating,arguing takes place, in whigdeasandknowledgeare presented and
dealt with. These activities in contepttovidethe opportunityfor individuals andgroups tolearnthrough
being part of theprocess ast goeson. Ethnomethodological studies @ducation therefordocus on
studying it as areverydaypractical accomplishmentFor a usefuintroduction to such studiesee"Local
Educational Order'{Hester & Francis, 2000).

Ethno-methodological analyseare preoccupiedwith making visible particular naturally occurring
phenomena. The studies are concemill discoveringhow people make sense afsituation at thenost
fundamentalevel of co-ordination ofsocial actionand interaction. They study inmletail the methods by
which people in-and-through their actiossdinteractions proposeaiegotiateandfor all practical purposes
come to shared understandings of what has happened or what is going on. Thisstygredohderstanding
is crucial in thefirst place,to communicatadeasand collaboratively learn, worlor so forth(Sharrock &
Anderson, 1986).

CSCL technologies othe kind discussed inthis papercreatenew issueswith how this basic shared
understandingnay beachieved andnaintained Detailedanalysis ofactual useof these technologies in a

CSCL situation provides an opportunity to understand issues useful for the design of such technologies and
the composition and delivery of CSCL events using them.

The following sectiongnterleaveanalyseswith the issues ofliscussion thathey provoke. They are
intended to demonstrate to the reader the usefulness of employing this specialised and rigorous orientation to
research. Weare aining at anapproachthat canseriously inform thedesign of CSCL technologies and

events on a foundational level.

3.0 TECHNOLOGY AND METHODS OF ANALYSIS

OfficeHoursLive - as described the first quoteabove is aveb-basedechnology that purports to support
synchronous/distributed and collaborative learning. For this purpose it consists of two 'Roolnstttine
Hall' and the 'Office'. Both of these rooms support:

< presentation of slides (by a presenter) in a slide window integral to the interface,
« launching of web pages and applications in separate windows,

% text chat for all participants,

+ alisting of all logged-on participants,

+« live audio capabilities

+ afeedback tool — allowing users to respond ‘yes’, ‘no’ or ‘?’ to questions.

The two roomsare differentiatedy audio capabilitiesand arecordingoption. Inthe lecturehall only the
presenter can talk tihe participantgone-to-manyaudio)andthis may berecordedConversely, theffice
allows multi-way audio communication between all participants but cannot be recorded.

Two on-line workshops were conducted. These wareof a three-workshop programme thie subject of
e-learning. The first was a conventional face-to-face workshop, which involved a variety of partigiplants
some degree ofexperienceand expertise in e-learningnd/or CSCW/CSCL technologies. Duringhis
workshop variousiotions ofe-learningwere discussethoth conceptuallyand through theelucidation of
experience.The workshopgeneratedvarious definitionsand requirementsfor technologies to support



different forms of e-learning. On the basis of the products of the first workshop, materials were generated for
two exploratory follow-up workshops using OfficeHoursLive.

The on-line workshops had tlaelvantage oénabling participants from wider geographical range tmin
some of the guests from theriginal workshop,for example, oneof the participantsof the on-line
workshops, located in Canada, was a seasoned distance educator.ti@nauwhors was aobserver of the
workshops; another took part as a guest.

Ethnomethodological analyses involves looking in detail at the matedbdstedduring the study. Inthis

casethe field notesandtext chatand audio recordingsThe next stage is to look at theay in which

participantscoordinatedand achievedctivity as demonstrated irthe materials. Werovide anumber of
examples broadly cast as being of either technologigaloceduratelevance These examplesexe chosen
on a judgement of their relevance for the topicstaagresent audience, as waddl for their interesand for

their demonstration of our orientation to research. They an® logeans ouonly findings orthe only way
in which the materials may tenalysedrom anethnomethodological perspectivieor example, wenight

have instead focused on use of topics, problem identificatios@ntion, achievement oparticipation and
so on. Instead, the paper is meant to provide an useful introduction that will allogadee toseehow an

ethnomethodological analysis may be conducted and how it may be useful for CSCL.

4.0 TECHNOLOGICAL EFFECTS ON ACTION AND INTERACTION

4.1 Setting up the workshop

In both on-line workshops at least half hour was taketo set upand makechecks onthe technology.
During this period both the presenter-facilitator (P-F) angb#frécipants ran checks dime system over and
above the system check theympleted whejpining. This pre-event periodhows interestindeatures. As
soon as a participant enters a comment, such as a greeting, in theimtiow they can sedhat thistool
is operational fothem. Such amnderstanding isiot so easilyestablished wh the audiotool. Consider
example 1 below:

Example 1

Yasser says: "hanif, how can | use the mic"

Yasser says: "if | want to speak”

Janet says: "try pressing control to talk"

Mahmood says: "Please read the instructions sent my Hanif in his last
mail, yasser"

Mahmood says: "Just press ctrl key to talk"

Yasser says: "hanif, did you hear me?"

Janet says: "I think Hanif is busy getting things ready!!"

In this example, Yasser addresses the F&n(f") asking him how the audio works. This quenarswered
by two of the other participants, Jarstd Mahmood, whoboth provide directions onwhat to do.
Mahmood isalso directing Yasser tahe eventinstructions (interestingly, the instructions given by the
participants are not correct and the actual reason why Yassedeesicot workis that in thispart of the
workshop only the P-F heaudioprivileges). YasseraddressesHanif' again. The use dhear" may well

'We use the term exploratory here because although the workshop was a serious event participants knew
that with such new technology a certain amount of patience might be required. They were also told that
comments on workshop itself (e.g. structure, technology) were welcomed.



suggest that he has been trying his audio chahaelever he might also repeating hiriginal question.
Janet then suggests that Hanif is unable to attend to his question because hegsstiugythingsready'.
This example raises a couple gfiestions.Firstly, shouldthere be a wayor participants totest the
completesystem 'live'when theyhave logged iron the day Secondly, is the dual presenter-facilitator
role too muchfor oneperson?Clearly, it is difficult for Hanif to constantlyattend tothe chat while
carrying out other activities in setting up. It has beeggested that in teleconferencing thisra role for a
skilled technology-facilitator to troubleshoothelp participantsconnect tothe system, etc. This
reducecdthe amount of timaaken toset upand problems with the technologgiuring the event (Nrk,
Grudin & Poltrock, 1999). It seems that such a role was badly needed here. This then introduces the need for
extra manpower wherunning on-line events. Participantsicertainty ovemwhat is and is not working
could beeased by &tatus indicator, that is, a tool whichwould enableboth themandthe P-F to
monitor whichaspects othe applicationvere working correctly, that is, do participantshave anaudio
channel, text chat, access to the slides, etc.

Following on from this example Hanif clearp Yasser's problemver audio. TherHanif runs acheck to
see if the participants can all hear him. He asks the participants to use the applieatipacktool. This
hasthreeoptionsfor them torecord,"Yes', 'No'or '?". Most responsesre 'Yes'but the following text
discussion is triggered:

Example 2

watson says: "Hanif - there's an echo though of everything you say about 5 seconds after you say {t!!!"
Janet says: "l don't get an echo here"

watson says: "hi Dave"

Nadia says: "l get an echo too..."

Janet says: "but | don't get it - so can't be your end..."

watson says: "yes, but | will turn my volume down...its not too bad"

Although theparticipantscan hearthe audio,watson raisea problem with"echo" What follows is a

sequence where participants are tryingestablish the problersource totry to rectify it. Janet reportso

echo,converselyNadiareportsthat she has aacho.Sequentially in theéext chat,Janet’s nextutterance
would seem to be attending to Nadia and Watson'’s utterances, stating again tlosissiogé experience the
echo therefore its source cannot be at tleid(s)". Indeed watson appears to reatthis way, shown in his
next turn. Heagreesbut then states that bgdjusting thevolume ‘'at hisend' hehas ameliorated the
problem. If Janet's statement Haglen intended fowatson itappearsontradictory. Ifthe participanthave

differing experiences of the audio it is likely to be probkgacificto their end and unlikely to begeneral

problem. Janet'scomment makes more senafien we know (from othefieldwork material) it is a
comment toHanif (P-F) in response tdis audio query, which askedwhetherthe echo was agenerally
experienced problem emanating from position of application control (hisnd). This exampleillustrates

that whenparticipantsentertext chat inresponse to amaudio query (as they cannoanswerover audio

themselves}here ispotentialfor the text to be(mis)taken by others agsponding tgprevioustext chat

sequentially. This is a problem created dsymmetric access to communication media

4.2 Disruptions caused by changing 'Rooms’

After the initial part of the eventwhere audio isonly available to Hanif(in the 'Lecture Hall') the
participantswere asked tamove to the 'Office’'where audioand text are available toall, for an open
discussion. This involves exiting thieecture Hall'’ and noving to anarea calledLobby' from which the
Office application can be launcHedhis creates some problems. Consider Example 3, from the first event:

2 The utility of the metaphorical 'Lobby' as an intervening venue between 'room' is questionable. Although
there may always be difficulties in changing applications, the Lobby provides an extra venue for
participants to get lost in’



Example 3

lan says: "I'm in the lobby. What now?"
lan says: "Can we talk in the lobby?"
iesi says: "l will be right with you"
Janet says: "you were in it for a second"
Janet says: "he's not on the audio list"

watson says: "I ged messagdérom Hear mesaying... "Can not open &Ve out device .. close anyf
applications using play back

device"

watson says: "l am going to log out and log in again...bye for now!!!"
iesi says: "Ok"

lan says: "Why has the sound quality deteriorated?"

Janet says: "because it's a different talk thing"

watson says: "hi guys... | am back and all seems to be OK now"
Mustafa says: "Yasser is trying to log in but he is unsuccessful”

The example begins with lan stating that he is in the labigasking"What now" andwhetherthey can
talk (use audio) there. Théollows a sequence&hen participantgaretrying to log into the'Office’. Janet
(who is in the'Office’ already)providesinformation on thestatus ofHanif (indicated by "esi’) then
watson. First (to Hanif), that Hanif wam'it (‘Office’) for a secontl Hanif's systencrashedogging him
out of audio but not text, thus meanimg needed to re-connect. That his systemchashed isnhot directly
available forthe participantsjnsteadhis nameappears orthe attendeedist for a short period before
disappearing again, just as it would if he had deliberétglyed out. As well aghe problems the P-Rad,
both (Dave) Watson and Yasser also experience problems joining this new ‘room’ (application).

This example shows that precisely the type of difficulties #hase athe beginning othe eventresurface
here. Checkof equipmentare required andalso there is awidespreadconfusion as to the location of
participantsand whether they are properly logged on. Clearly a few (Hanif, watsonand Yasser) all
experiencetechnical problems. The 15-20 minutdelay in changing roomdisrupts the on-going
business ofthe workshop In event2 similar difficulties occurredduring relocation. Thatchanging
‘rooms' may well causdisruptions issomething toconsiderwhen organisinguch a workshop. It is also
important as a system’s design issue, ihasuch ametaphoronly seems tancreasethe confusion of the
participantsrather than facilitate the changing ofapplications. Thesituation in the both events is
exacerbated by the P-F’s role problems.

4.3 Mixed media confusion
Another interesting issuecan beillustrated by interspersing theext from Example 3 with @asic
transcription of the audio talk surrounding it (text as before in grey):

Example 4

Hanif: "hello, hello, hello. Can you hear mew? (Long pause..l)think you canhear menow. Can you
speak please? Push

on and hold on the CTRL key thgmeak. | hear yowell Nadia, lan, Dave? Mistafa |hearyou verywell.
Hello Janet, | hear

you well. You know better than me Janet right? Is everybody there now?"
Janet'Dave."
Hanif: "Are you there, can we hear your voice."




Hanif: "You can speak by holding down t88 RL key and start speaking. Wecan go onwith therest of
the session now."

Janet says: "he's not on the audio list"
Janet'Dave is not on the audio console any more, | am not quite sure what has happened to him?"

watson says: "I ged messagdrom Hear mesaying... "Can not open #Ve out device .. close anyf
applications using play back device"

Hanif: "Okay, so | think. Dave, Do you have problems with Audio?"
Janet"He cannot hear you, use text Hanif."
watson says: "l am going to log out and log in again...bye for now!!!"

Hanif (reading Dave’s message in chanea)l get amessagdérom Hear meaudio error, closeother tools
using audio... | will log off and come back again. Okay Dave see you in a while."

Janet'Hanif he could not hear what you are saying."

Just like Example 2 where confusion occurred when Janet answered Hanif's audio query using text, similar
problems over mixed media occur in the Example 4. In the first utterance Hanif asks the participants to
undertake an audio check. Janet seems to note that Dave has not spoken by uttering "Dave". She then types
that Dave is not on the audio list before re-iterating this vocally. Dave then types in his error message to
indicate his problems. Hanif then asks whether Dave has problems before Janet states that Dave cannot hear
him and directs him explicitly to the text window for communication. Hanif then reads out Dave’s
message before Janet repeats that Dave could not hear Hanif. Here we see the type of difficulty that can
arise using mixed communication media, particularly in cases where technical difficulties arise. Hanif
uses a communication medium currently unavailable to Dave to ask him to run an audio check. It is
apparent he is not attending to the text box, as this should have led him more quickly to understand the
problem. Instead, Janet brings this to light and directs him to where evidence of the difficulty may be
found (in text). This is an archetypal difficulty of the technology, which would not arise in face-to-face
communication. It requires a monitoring of two channels (audio and text) to understand. One may well
consider, that in his role as both presenter and facilitator, this task is made more difficult for Hanif. Janet’s
contribution to solving the problem by drawing Hanif’s attention to watson’s problem, since watson
cannot, bears similarity to the way that users in Collaborative Virtual Environments helped one another
out, demonstrating the ‘work to make it work’ required by the participants (Bowers, 1996).

4.4 Separate rather than integrated applications

Potential difficulties arise wheraunching other applications througbffice Hours. Theylaunch as a
separatevindow, whichcan beobscured bythe main applicatiorwindow. In Example 5 theP-F has
launched aweb pageshowing PlaceWaré (a CSCW application), for the participants to discuss, as
indicated by lan's questiong'Gemisis=PlaceWar&}.

Example 5

watson says: "l am distracted... where are we up to..."

lan says: Is Gemisis=Placeware?"

watson says: "l can't see this screen... where is it? | must have been checking my email
when you told us about it..."

It is launched centrally and is accessible to all, but watson indicates that he cannot see it. Hamliréts to
him verbally so he can re-orient himself what they are doing. Notwithstandirfgctttbat Dave may have
lost his place due to other distractiorspiust have beerchecking myemail..!' such examplesuggest a
fully integrated interface would be preferable. Incidentally, participants'multi-tasking, such as
watson'schecking ofhis emails, hadeen notecklsewherewhen using remotetechnologyand can be
considered both a good and a bad thing (Mark, Grudin & Poltrock, 1999).



5.0 EVENT ORGANISATION: EFFECTS ON ACTION AND
INTERACTION

A number of problems arose in the on-line events Wee due tahe material'structureandit’'s manner
of presentation. To illustrate these problemdesacription ofthe eventsand activities surrounding key
points in the workshops are given below.

51 Presentation of slides in “Lecture Hall”: Event 1

The first slide shown (after the agenda)vas a long textuaflefinition of e-learningwith a text box for
participants toinput commentsThis waspresented byP-F as adefinition agreed atthe face-to-face
workshop. He then directedrhis is the first slide, a definition of e-learning, could you pleasefgaagback
on it, enteryour nameandtype yourresponses In text chat Mustafa, whgoined the workshop shortly
prior to this slide beingresentedasks What should we daiow?. Hanif, who hasreceived nocomments
from the participants, elaborates on his previous instructions, directing these at Mustafa. He also types the
instructions into the texthatarea.Then, still having received naresponses heells theparticipants that
they only have a short time to respond. Janet then asks headout thedefinition (text)andHanif does
so. In the texthat the participantsiscussproblemswith resizing the windowHanif hasreceived no
responseand hemoves ontdhe next slideThis is anothertextual descriptionrequiring text comments
from the participants.

For the firstslide Hanifreceived nocomments atall. The event continuedike this, even once the
participants are in the Office where they caspond by audi¢this will be discussedurther below). There

is generalconfusion about what isxpected anthe slidesare noved ontoo fastfor the participants to
complete what is requested of them. This results éertainamount offrustration on the panuf both the

presenter, as indicated by his repeated pleasdimments andthe participants, as illustratefiyr example,

by watson’s text comment;

Watson says, “have we finished this one... arghh...too late...”

Now this might seem like poor workshop presentiagd nanagement, oalternativelylike recalcitrant
participation,until we considerwhat is actuallygoing on from both theides ofthe participantand the
presenter:

“ Lecture theatre - theparticipants experience: The participantsaare presentedvith slides,
which they must read and then commenbygryping into the comment box. It isecessary tecroll
the definitionslide toread itandenterany comments. Thiparticularly makesreadingmore difficult
and Janet actuallyrequestedhat Hanif readsthe slide aloud ratherthan justpresentingit by text.
Overall, in this context, reading and typing takes a longer time than listening and spea&afijtidn,
where synchronous textised forcommunication, commentre notably short.The definitionswere
lengthy and the taskrequired reading, thinking and producing typedcomments, whichtakes a
considerableamount of timeand effort. It also seems, that the task was not vaelfined for the
participants — consider both Mustafa’s question (above) and Janet’'s comment:

Janet says, “what comments do you want on this slide — | am unsure”

The task, then, was not &asy oneand participantsbecamenvolved in atext discussiorabout the
technology (the ability to resize, or not, the window and tmadd their nam& the comments). This

can be seen as a formme-work. That is, the participantsareattending to the properties of

the technologyandhow theymight make thetask easier,ratherthan attending to the task

itself. So here the task lampered both bijts presentationand bythe properties othe technology

used topresent.Indeed,this issue ofresizing thewindow is not trivial as inaddition tothe text
discussiorherethe issue was agaimaisedduring the audiodiscussion. The problenthe participants
experienced were compounded by the removal of the slides before they had completed their comments.



s Lecture theatre - the P-F's experience: Now consider the same activities from the P-F's perspective
(shown in his actions and interactions). He puts up the slides and waits for the comments. However,
no comments come in. After a request for clarification by a newly arrived participant, he rephrases his
instructions. No comments come in. He reiterates his request for comments. No comments come in.
On request from a participant he expands on the slide. No comments come in, but the participants are
engaged in a text discussion about window re-sizing. When still no comments are received the
presenter moves on to the next slide. The presenter cannot locate the source of the trouble, the
system gives him little indication of the activities of the participants — are they carrying out the task
he has set them? Are they doing something else? Face-to-face the presenter would be able to see if the
participants appeared to be attending to the task or, if not, to address the situation through additional
instruction and/or discussion. Hanif’s only feedback on the task is through his receipt of comments,
which only happens once they have been completed (and he seems to underestimate the time it takes to
complete the task) and through the text chat, which in this case might appear to be unrelated to the
task (although it is in fact related to the procedure of the task rather than the content of the task). On
the evidence available to him Hanif appears to conclude participants are not attending to the task in
question. He prefaces the move to the Office with ‘I think you are bored enough now’. The presenter
is dissociated from the participants and their activities. In this situation then, trouble is occurring
and can be seen to be occurring but the presenter has difficulty locating the source of the trouble. He
appears to see it as non-participation when in fact it seems to lie in the combination of task and
technology. Some comments were received on the next slide but they were brief and perfunctory and
similar problems seemed to occur, with complaints about slides being removed too quickly.

5.2 Presentation of slides in “Lecture Hall”: Event 2

In the second workshop Hanif tookddferent approach tahe presenting of slidetnstead oflong textual
slides the slidesvere presented asshort statementvith multiple choiceanswersAlthough thisrestricts
the comments that could Imeade,this worked better, sincdeedbackwas actuallyreceived.However,still

the fact that thectualactivity of theparticipants wasbscuredpersisted as problem. Againslideswere
removed whilst participants were still completing their responBais. is neatlyillustrated inthe two text
chat extractdelow, where participants frustrations clearly visible, occurring asHanif moved between
slides;

Example 6

Ben says: “You STOLE my form”
Janet says: “I didn’t fill in the form — it vanished halfway through!!!!”
Ben says: “-X"

Example 7

Janet says: “no”
Ben says: “NO!N!II”
Ben says: “HOLD ON!!!”

These examples suggest the need fpresenters’ indicator showing the activitie®f the participants.
One simple resolution could be to indicate toghesenter when participants anéeractingwith the slides,
either by entering text, scrolling, or other indicators of interaction.

5.3 Facilitating discussion

One of the most notable features of these onviokkshops was the lack of-depth nulti-party discussion

arising during thevents. Itmight have been supposédat in the“Office” environment, when multi-way
chat is availablethere would be aliscussion.However in the Office little discussionensuedfrom the

slides. On beingskedfor "comments'one persomwould speak.Occasionallyafter they had finished, on

prompting from the P-F, another might contribute. Thewoklld then move oto the nexslide. Reasons
for the lack of discussion might include:
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% The presenter did not appear to attend to the responsply siing minimal acknowledgements then
asking for morecomments. Thus theresenterdid not seem to be facilitating the discussion. One
reason for this is that the presenter in the first workshop was playing two roles, opeesérter and
the other ofa technicalfacilitator and thus wasoften occupiedwith the technologyitself, plus
monitoring comments in the text chat, andveas notattending tothe answersgiven (datafrom field
notes). In thesecondworkshop twodifferent peoplecarriedout thepresenterand technical facilitator
roles and so the presenter was ableayp more attention to facilitating the discussion. Témsouraged
greater interactivity but discussion was still stilted.

« A major factor in the lack of discussiors likely to arise from problems in turn-taking and
conversational managemehhfat arisefrom the use ofuch technologiesTheseproblemshave been
discussed in detail elsewhere (e.g. Heath, 1991) andranisehe unavailability of many of the subtle
cues used to manage everyday interactions, such as glances, body orientation, etc.

% Itis interesting to note, thakitherthan thenon-participatiorthat thepresenteiseemed tattribute to
the participants the participantsorked hard at making the workshop work. It has already
been notedhow the participantattempt to helpne anothemith technicalproblemsand how they
report problems such as the echo with the samitthe slidesbeingmoved on beforéhey havebeen
completed. In addition, during the audio sessiba,participants spent mug¢ime trying toaddress the
problem of getting a discussion going, with Janet asking the presenter to expand oargbtotslow
down and watson suggesting the need for more structufi&ctinit is this talkabout theproblems with
the event, which comes closest to a discussion aé#ues of e-learning. Thatast ofthe participants
make some sort of comments on ofi¢he slides, demonstratéeeir willingness toparticipatedespite
the obstacles presented to them by both the technology and the organisation of the event.

7

% So if as it seems, the participants are working hard to make the event continudgesthe presenter
appear toattribute non-participation tthem? Theanswermight lie with how the technologyaffects
interaction, as hasalreadybeen noted bythe activities of the participants, whidre not readily
available to the presenter so non-response could haweler of neanings, from gonéor a coffee to
attending to the task. In face-to-face situations a wtalge ofcuesincluding facial expressionpody
orientation, etc. givdeedback orthe attentiveness of thamudiencefor example a sea dblank faces
might cause a presenter to re-phrase the question. These cues are not available in Office Hours. Also, in
face-to-facesituations silence is animportant interaction device andthe use of communications
technology brings new meaningsgibence (be itechnicalfailure, transmissiondelay oruncertainty as
to who's turn it is taspeak), yet usemshen atechnicalfailure is not assumed (Bower4,996)tend to
use their everyday methods forderstanding suailenceswhich cancall into question thenteraction
competencies of the useRufleder & Jordan, 1999).

% Thus the presenter is also working hard to make the workshop proceed. Thisacarréogted vth the
face-to-faceworkshopwhere fluent discussion abouhe issues ahand,that is e-learning,occurred
through the work of participants and thresenter together. Néreas hereespiteall the presenter’'s and
participants’ work to make the workshop work a smooth running event is not achieved.

« Thus we can sethat the technology, that the mediumof presentationinteractedwith the naterial
presented and its manner of presentatiocreate multiple problesn anddespitethe bestefforts of the
participantsandthe presenter taaddresghese problems, the businesfsthe workshop waslisrupted,
leading to notable frustration on all parts.

Some suggestion®r how sucha workshopmight be organised tocounteractsome ofthese problems
include:

0,

«+ Separating presenter and technology facilitator roles.

7

% Addressingthe task to theproperties ofthe medig for example,not requiring reading of lengthy
passages, rather designing highly structured tasks perhaps employing a round-robin fenmoatirege
verbal participation, etc.

« Signalling when tasks are completed, for example using the feedback tool.



6.0 CONCLUSIONS

In this paper we have sought to demonstrate how an ethnomethodological study of a CSCL technology in
use can inform both future design of these technologies and the organisation of learning events using them.
To this end, throughout the analysis, pertinent issues have been brought to light.

When setting up the workshops a specific period of time was required to test the technology and users
experienced confusion over what aspects of the technology were and should have been working. This period
also first brought to light the limitations of the dual P-F role suggesting the need to organise checks as a
necessary part of the event with a dedicated technical facilitator in constant supervision. This, of course,
raises issues of the manpower required to run such seminars. A status indicator would also help the
participants and facilitators to keep track of which aspects of the application are fully working and any
breakdowns that occur. It was noted that problems also occurred when participants changed rooms and that
these disrupted the flow of the event. For all involved keeping up with what was going on and attending to
the latest action caused problems at times. This was demonstrated in the instances of confusion caused by
using mixed communication media and asymmetric access amongst participants. Similarly problems
occurred when new applications were launched in separate windows, suggesting a single coherent interface
would be preferable. Currently keeping up requires constant immersion and attention to different aspects of
the computer screen and communication media. This can be exacerbated by the tendency of users to multi-
task while participating! This burden might be lessened with event notification and the ability of
participants to highlight specific actions, for example, with the use of earcons (auditory icons) for ‘help’ or
to direct attention to text chat (Gaver, 1991). In event 1, reported here, this might have been particularly
useful for Watson when his audio was not working.

The analysis of the organisation of the event illustrates the interaction between the technology and the tasks
to be completed through it. Currently such technology is far from transparent and the properties of the
media available to the participants should naturally be considered in the design of the tasks. For example
more structured audio discussions could encourage greater participation since this could overcome some of
the turn taking problems associated with such media. In addition, in these workshops the P-F was
dissociated from the ongoing activities of the participants leading to various troubles facilitating the event.
Remedies for this could be technical such as providing activity indicators for the presenter, or
organisational; for example, requiring participants to indicate task completion using a feedback tool.

Real-time, distributed CSCL is increasingly possible with the development of technologies like Office
Hours. This paper reveals that such technologies currently provoke extra, on-going work for participants to
establish the grounds for learning to take place. This raises some issues concerning the quality of
educational experience currently possible. However, as with all new environments, new practices will
evolve in concert with technical development. This can be aided by reflective evaluation. We hope that we
have introduced and demonstrated through this paper how this may be achieved through an
ethnomethodological study.
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