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Introduction


In this ever changing society, where technology is king, educators are depending more and more on collaborative learning. At this point web-based collaborating is as good, if not better, than face-to-face contact. A lot of people find group work very intimidating because of a fear of public speaking or interacting socially. With the use of web-based collaboration a person does not have to worry about these fears and could actually be more successful and a stronger member of a group. In the world of technology, web-based learning/collaboration is becoming more and more popular and soon will be the standard norm in education.

Arguably, the term “collaboration” has become an ambiguous buzzword (Kaplan 2002). In the following picture, you will see that there are four types of collaborations that have been listed in order to convey how popular group collaboration is. [image: image1.emf]

When looking at the different areas that are represented, a person could claim that many of the areas are related to business’s who are always looking for ways to improve their company’s effectiveness. However, as you look at the Learning Community subgroup, you will see that distance education is at the top of the list along with blended learning and online conferences.
 
No matter where you are these days, there always seems to be a commercial on the television or a voice on the radio indicating that on-line college degrees are the way to go. So many people have their careers set that going back to further their education just isn’t possible. That is why distance education is becoming so popular. 
 
“Learning communities are the most closely connected to traditional training. They represent communities of learners that may rely on face-to-face and/or online interactions to share experiences, stories, network, and learn from each other over time” (Kaplan 2002). In our own personal views, as educators, this is one of the best ways to increase your learning. By networking with classmates, you are gaining more insight in how to become a better-rounded teacher. 


Collaborative learning has many facets.  There are numerous areas that can be stressed when involving group work. In the next part of this paper, we will describe some of those areas and how they have played, and will play, an important role in the future of group collaboration. 

E-Mail

One of the most popular areas of group collaboration that has come along in the past 15 years is Email. Williams states: “By the 21st century electronic mail (e-mail) will be a pervasive communication medium creating new possibilities and having unforeseen consequences in organizations”.(1998)  Obviously this quote is not recent but it is mentioned to show just how far we have come in a short amount of time.  This statement is true to form whether you are trying to reach family members, friends, or talking to colleagues at work. Email has become so advanced over the years that many people can not live without it.  It is much more efficient then calling on the phone and oftentimes a lot less expensive.  

More and more businesses are creating websites and when a person finds a favorite they are often prompted to type in their email address so that they can receive special promotions and updates.  This online relationship, between producers and consumers, is quickly becoming the norm for staying up to date.   The consumer always knows what is going on with their favorite businesses thus spending more money. On the other end, producers stay current with what their buyers want and can be constantly adjusting to suit the needs of the consumer.  


Instant Messenger has basically taken over the technology world, especially for teen-agers. This is a quicker version of email in which you are able to have an online conversation without the wait time of regular email.  It is just like having a phone conversation but your fingers are doing the talking.  The advantage to this program is that you are still able to send regular emails with or without attachments so you get the best of both worlds.  
Discussion Boards



Discussion boards continue to grow in popularity everyday through distance education courses.  According to Lord and Lomicka (2004), discussion tools are utilized to foster independent exploration, class-to-class synchronous discussion, individual asynchronous interaction, and synchronous communication (p. 407). This is another area where group collaboration has come to meet the highest standards of communicating in distance education. If you need to be in contact with your group members and only have a small window of time, you are able to post a question on the discussion board that your group members can access. You never really know when email will be out of order so this is another valuable tool where your question will be read and a handful of answers will greet you the next time you access the page. This way the whole group is on the same question as well as the same topic.


  The design of an online course is important to keep students engaged and interested in the topic being taught.  King (1998), as quoted in Paz Dennen (2005), promotes the idea that the design of social spaces is crucial to the success of computer-supported collaborative learning.  With that comes the design of discussion boards.  It is vital for the instructor to prompt the students because “learners look to the instructor to shape their interactions” (Paz Dennen 2005, p. 128). It seems that students get off on the right foot if the instructor posts a prompt for all class members to respond to.  With technology improving, some students may not know how to access the email link or get to a chat room, so the discussion board helps to ease the anxiety of most students. With a clear design for the discussion board, the ability to generate effective peer and instructor-student interaction is capable (Paz Dennen 2005, p. 130). Discussion boards allow all types of students to get their opinions or thoughts out in the open.  According to Lamb and Callison (2005), “problem students can include the ‘know-it-all’, the procrastinator, the quiet student, and the ‘must-have-an-A’ student (p. 30).  Through the use of a discussion board, everyone’s opinion can be equally “heard”.  


Discussion boards allow for participation to occur.  Again, we go back to the goal-based activities being relevant.  Paz Dennen (2005) believes students should be told explicitly that knowing and interacting with classmates will be an important part of their course experience (p. 146).  Discussion boards allow students to interact with one another, leading to understanding of answers, opinions, thoughts, etc.  Another goal may be socialization which can generate student participation in the asynchronous conference (Paz Dennen 2005, p. 147).  This makes the issue somewhat personal, as students may become frustrated with others in this give and take relationship of posting and responding responses.  


Learning can occur online when there is open communication with the instructor and peers.  That is why discussion boards are such a useful tool.  According to a study by Krentler and Willis-Flurry (2005) technology had a significant effect on students’ learning.  Students who used the discussion boards a majority of the time compared to students who used it 25% or less of the time had a dramatic increase in their GPA.  “Students who participated in class discussions online for a majority of the time earned a significantly higher course grade than all other students” (Krentler and Willis-Flurry 2005, p. 318). 

Chat Rooms


Through the use of chat rooms, students can interact through a synchronous form of communication.  Using chat rooms for multiple reasons allows students to gain a better understanding of the task they are trying to accomplish.  Discussing ideas about projects, clarifying the content of the class, or just getting to know your classmates is possible because there is immediate response.  Also the discussion among peers in a chat room may replace much of what was lost in the absence of face-to-face meetings according to Curtis (2004). 


Hudson (2003) points out that “a chat room or discussion forum within the virtual workspace can even the odds of giving quieter, more reflective personalities a chance to bring their ideas to the table” (p. 26).  Chat rooms “can help faculty and students enhance collaboration and increase the accountability of group members” (Owens and Swift 2002, p. 29).   


Chat rooms are very user friendly.  Students are able to type their responses in during synchronous time discussions at a considerable rate.  Teachers use tools such as Blackboard and WebCT which comes with a type of chat tool for participants to use. Students simply click on the room they want to participate in and being collaborating with their fellow classmates.  Though some may have different types of connections (dial-up modem, cable, etc.), everyone is still able to participate.  

Video Conferencing


With all of the technology schools have these days video conferencing can play a vital role in the group collaboration scene. “Videoconferencing is used to describe a collection of technologies that integrate video with audio and data and convey the concentrated signal, in real time, over distances for the purpose of a meeting between widely separated sites” (Ivision.com 2005).  In South Dakota, we have a very rural population for the majority of the state and it is a tough situation to get people together when you are traveling long distances. With the video conferencing, you are able to set up certain sites for interaction which really plays a big role in understanding technology. A couple of years back, the state of South Dakota funded a project called TTL. In this class we had a video conferencing session each week with other TTL sites. It was a great way for many of the educators in the groups to interact with other educators at remote sites. The information you can gain from these conferencing systems is invaluable.
Microsoft SharePoint


“As the volume of intranet content grows, administrators and users are increasingly looking for ways to manage the volume of information”(Shaeflein 2005). This product was developed and introduced by Microsoft in 2003. The reason the program was set up was so organizations could take collaborating to a new level. This product was set up primarily for businesses that were trying to keep their colleagues closer together within their working environment, whether it was in the office or across the world. Email and instant messaging were being used, but, alone, they just weren’t as effective as businesses would have liked.  Oftentimes these avenues resulted in major mistakes such as the wrong version of a file being sent out to a client.   Something more efficient needed to be created.  That is when SharePoint came onto the market.  It sent all of the tedious pencil/paper work and problematic emails to the wayside because groups could now do their work in a special, all inclusive, communicating program.

The uses and possibilities of SharePoint are endless.  On this program a team can conceivably work on a paper from 4 different locations.  No special equipment is needed once the program is in place.  As long as a team member has a PC, an internet connection, and a telephone they can collaborate with their group from anywhere.  The can all be involved in the writing/editing process and the great thing is that the program will save all the edited copies so if a team decides they don’t like how it has been changed they can go back to a previous draft.  

Another advantage to SharePoint is that there are better communication tools.  “Team members are updated and informed on a regular basis when documents have been added, modified or deleted.  Announcements, surveys, and discussion boards keep team members informed.  Users can create shared meeting workspaces to manage agenda items and follow-up actions” (Making Collaboration the Engine of Team Productivity 2004).  A team can even have a running record of attendance.  In this program a person never has to worry about being out of the loop.   


The program has full accessibility to the tools of Microsoft Office so the training of its use is very minimal.  “Workspaces can be adapted to meet the team needs by the use of built-in templates, Web Parts, views, and custom lists” (Making Collaboration the Engine of Team Productivity 2004).  SharePoint works with the tools that were already on the market but in a new more manageable way.   It lacks the stress of learning a whole new program but has the advantages of connecting people even better.

Conclusion

In conclusion, we have shown some of the great advances in technology that are vital to promoting group collaboration.  Whether it’s using asynchronous or synchronous learning, these various tools have shown their importance in online learning.  Many of the ideas listed are the main resources to distance education.  They are resources in which students are able to collaborate with each other or their teachers when time is allowable. It does take a while for many students or adults to become familiar with these tools if they have not had previous experiences. When the learning is complete, the values of the collaborating experience are endless.
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