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Abstract 

This thesis is my professional autobiography that records an action research 

process of three full cycles ranging from 2004 to 2006.1 follow a narrative style 

and a first person perspective to present this process in loyalty to the action 

research nature and my research reality. 

I work at an online institute (the Institute) of a Chinese university and I am 

responsible for course design and development of degree-bearing courses in English 

language education via online delivery to learners nationwide. My job is 

contextualized in a situation in China where online course design and development 

booms in practice, yet it lacks theoretical guidelines, quality research with 

responsive approaches and staff with professional identity and practice. 

I started my research in 2004 with a mono-commitment -- a real-situation task of 

adapting the courseware of an "orientation" module of a post-diploma BA course in 

English language education. I worked alone as both a researcher and a practitioner, 

only to find that the task involved more than just courseware design - it dealt with 

subject matter in that online course design and development was a process as well 

as a product that aimed at the construction of a learning system (the "What" issue); it 

also dealt with a methodological issue of selecting a research approach that could 

accommodate my research need and situation (the "How" issue). 

I started my second research cycle in 2005 with dual commitments - the 

exploration of instructional design as a subject matter guideline and action research 

as a responsive research methodology. I led a team of 3 tutor-researchers and 15 

x 
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also dealt with a methodological issue of selecting a research approach that could 
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I started my second research cycle in 2005 with dual commitments - the 

exploration of instructional design as a subject matter guideline and action research 

as a responsive research methodology. I led a team of 3 tutor-researchers and 15 
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leamer-researchers through a process of "plan -- act -- analyze and reflecf' during 

the design, development, implementation and evaluation phases of the "orientation" 

module. Two issues emerged from this research cycle. One was that there existed 

four major tensions between instructional design and the learners' reality: time 

design, media selection, support design in relation to interaction and group learning, 

and assessment design. The other was that action research could be applied as an 

effective approach to professional development. 

I conducted my third research cycle in 2006 with tri-commitments - professional 

development (the "Who" issue) of 12 new staff at the Institute in addition to a 

further exploration of instructional design (the "What" issue) and action research 

(the "How" issue). This research cycle revealed that the interventional strategies 

worked to some extent, but some issues persisted and new issues emerged. Among 

them, the tensions between instructional design and the learners' reality, and the 

multi-faceted context of the research were repeatedly recognized. 

The three research cycles have informed my further research to establish a 

paradigmatic and practical framework that can integrate the "What", the "How" and 

the "Who" issues. This framework is termed multimodal leaming system design that 

adopts a design, learning, multimodal and ecological view to guide a cyclical process 

that involves a community of practice in inquiry and reflection as well as all the 

major stakeholders (e. g. designers, tutors, administrators and learners) and a product 

that creates a learning system. This framework is valued for its responsiveness to 

sustainable improvements and changes in the online education field full of 

innovation and challenges in theory, research and professionalism. 

X1 



Acknowledgments 

I must say "Acknowledgements" is the toughest part to write in my entire thesis. 

Originally, I tried a conventional format (for example, "I would like to extend my 

heartfelt gratitude to the following persons who have made the completion of this 

thesis possible... "). Then, as my thesis finally chose an unconventional format to 

report my research "story", I decided to adopt a similar personal style to present my 

acknowledgements. 

For so many times, I thought of quitting my study, especially after the loss of my 

father and husband. I survived because I have a wonderful team of people who have 

supported me in different ways. I would like to thank them in person with the 

following remarks. 

Dr. Gordon Joyes, my main supervisor, 

You have been inspiring me with your burning passion for online education, your 

innovative spirit in everything you do, and your penetrating sharpness about 

learning, teaching and research. With your supervision, I could not find myself any 

excuses not to pursue perfection. 

Dr. Do Coyle, my backup supervisor, 

You always appear at the right time and the right place with the right words. Thank 

youfor giving me the courage and confidence to carry on despite all the difficulties. 

Professor Yueguo Gu, my mentor (Pro-vice chancellor of the Universityq 

Executive Dean of the Institute) 

xil 



It is you who told me ten years ago that if I did not start to engage in online 

education, I wo uldfind myseýfjobless ten years later. I took your words, and all that 

I have been experiencing within these ten years left me no regret at all. 

Professor Carol Hall and your team (School of Education, University of 

Nottingham) 

You possess superb tactfulness of managing your team as both a committed 

academic group and a lovingjamily. Ifeel honoured to become part of it during my 

study and hope to continue my "teamship ". 

Professor David Wood, Dr. Charles Crook and your team (institute of Learning 

Science, University of Nottingham) 

Ifeel extremely lucky to become the first group of your research students. I deeply 

appreciate this honour and I am determined to return your trust and support with my 

achievements. 

Dr. Helen Spencer-Oatey (director of eChina-UK elearning Programme) and 

IIEFCE (sponsor of the Programme) 

Thank you for having the vision of promoting research projects in e-learning 

between the two countries. Yhese projects have offered me great opportunities to 

learnfrom those who also engage in online education research. 

Dr. Tong Wang, Dr. Jinlan Tang and my other colleagues at the Institute 

Thank you for the peer-pressure you unintentionally exerted on me with your 

incredible achievements. It is such pressure that encouraged me to go on against all 

odds. 

xill 



My research fellows (my research team of 2005 and 2006) 

Thankyoufor being together with me researching ourselves. You made mefeel that I 

am a better person than I really am. 

Dear Dad, 

Be proud ofme, as you always did 

Dear Xuefeng, my husband, 

Though I no longer have your physical presence, I know you are with me all the time, 

celebrating my gains and sharing my pains. 

Dear Eddie, my son, 

You were onlyfour when I started my PhD study. You once said that you'd rather be 

my computer than my son. I am sorry that my study has stolen much time which I 

should have spent on you. But when eight-year-old you visited the University of 

Nottingham and told me that one day you would like to come herefor your own PhD 

study, I came to realize that what has grown up in these years is not just my study, 

but also my son. I would like you to know thatyou are the veryperson who makes me 

still have dreams and chase them bravely. 

University of Nottingham 

Last but not the least, I would like to thank the University of Nottingham for your 

openness andfle-xibility. You quietly stand by my side in my ups and downs and wait 

patiently with your welcoming arms for the very moment to come. I can't wait to 

embrace that moment with you. 

x1v 



List of Tables 

Table 1.1 Intakes for the three forms of distance education 

(MoE documents: 2004,2005, and 2006) ............................................. 
20 

Table 2.1 Overview of my research cycles ........................................... 
30 

Table 2.2 The time-line process of research cycle 0 ................................... 
31 

Table 2.3 The time-line process of research cycle I .................................... 
33 

Table 2.4 The time-line process of research cycle 2 .................................. 
35 

Table 3.1 Naturally-occurring data of my research cycle 0 ........................... 
43 

Table 5.1 Concerns of 2004 learners (via e-platform database) ...................... 51 

Table 5.2 My research need for research cycle 1 ...................................... 
61 

Table 6.1 A three-world view of instructional design approaches 

(Van Merrienboer and Kirschner, 200 1) ............................................... 
69 

Table 6.2 Development of instructional strategies with the evolution 

of research of learning (my summary of Mayer, 1999: 143-144) .................... 70 

Table 6.3 Activities in a typical instructional design process 

(my summary of Hardre, 2005: 166) ..................................................... 74 

Table 6.4 Framework of comparing instructional strategies 

(my summary of Reigeluth and Moore, 1999: 56) ..................................... 75 

Table 6.5 Different categorization of research methodologies 

in general educational context ........................................................... 86 

Table 6.6 Number of papers with "action research" as key words 

published in four core ELTjournals in China .......................................... 91 

Table 6.7 Number of papers with "action researcif' as key words 

published in two core distance and adult education journals in China .............. 93 

Table 6.8 A summary of O'Brien's three types of research 

paradigms (1998: 5-6) and responsiveness to my research ............................ 99 

Table 6.9 Dimensions of action research at its emergence ............................. 101 

Table 6.10 A summary of activities within each cycle of action research .......... 105 

xv 



Table 6.11 McNiff et al. (2003 -14) high order questioning ........................... 
111 

Table 6.12 Phases of research cycle 0 
................................................... 

119 

Table 6.13 Research cycle I process plan ............................................. 
120 

Table 6.14 Proposed stakeholder list of research cycle I .............................. 
121 

Table 6.15 Core and peripheral participant list of research cycle I ................... 
122 

Table 6.16 Plan for data collection methods of research cycle I ................... 
125 

Table 7.1 Research perceptions and practices of 2005 tutor-researchers ............ 133 

Table 7.2 2005 tutor-researchers' views of the design of the orientation module.. 138 

Table 7.3 Implications of research cycle 0 findings to instructional strategies 

of the orientation module ................................................................ 139 

Table 7.4 Framework for designing an instructional method ......................... 145 

Table 7.5 An improved plan for research cycle I concerning 

instructional design 
......................................................................... 147 

Table 7.6 An improved plan for research cycle I 

concerning action research ................................................................ 148 

Table 7.7 Seminar details of 2005 learner-researchers ................................ 156 

Table 7.8 Number of journals 2005 learner-researchers, kept 
......................... 157 

Table 7.9 Number of journal and activity entries 

of 2005 tutor-researchers .................................................................. 158 

Table 8.1 A summary of the collected data of research cycle I ..................... 163 

Table 8.2 A sample of the coding process .............................................. 168 

Table 8.3 General information of 2005 peripheral learners 
......................... 172 

Table 8.4 Leaming experience of 2005 peripheral learners 
.......................... 173 

Table 8.5 Computer and Internet skills of 2005 peripheral learners 
............... 174 

Table 8.6 Attitudes towards online education of 

2005 peripheral learners 
.................................................................. 175 

Table 8.7 A summary of spring 2005 tutor-researchers' practice 

and improved understanding of instructional design as a process ................... 180 

Table 8.8 Phases of instructional design in research cycle I ......................... 181 

xvi 



Table 8.9 Number of activities within each phase of the instructional design 

of research cycle I ......................................................................... 
181 

Table 8.10 Definitions and examples of types of 

2005 instructional design activities ...................................................... 
182 

Table 8.11 Types of activities within each phase of 

2005 instructional design ................................................................. 
182 

Table 8.12 Staff involved in the instructional design process 

that had direct contact with 2005 tutor-researchers ................................... 
185 

Table 8.13 A summary of time-related tensions of 2005 learners ..................... 187 

Table 8.14 Weekly study hours of 2005 learners ........................................ 188 

Table 8.15 Weekend and weekday time distribution pattern of 

2005 leamer-researchers, .................................................................. 
188 

Table 8.16 Number of study days of 2005 learner-researchers ........................ 189 

Table 8.17 Reasons for not studying reported by 

2005 leamer-researchers .................................................................. 190 

Table 8.18 Top three time segment patterns in three types of activities of 

2005 learner-researchers .................................................................. 194 

Table 8.19 A summary of 2005 media-related tensions ............................... 198 

Table 8.20 Resource media selection of 2005 peripheral learners 
................... 

199 

Table 8.21 Inquiry categories via support provision media of 

2005 peripheral learners 
................................................................... 

204 

Table 8.22 Joumal entries of 2005 leamer-researchers reporting 

their gains in their study as a result of research activities ............................. 
208 

Table 8.23 2005 tutor-researchers' situation six months after the research ......... 
215 

Table 8.24 Summary of the major improvements in my understanding 

and practice of action research in six dimensions in research cycle I ............. 
222 

Table 8.25 Phases and activities of research cycle I .................................. 228 

Table 8.26 Days with reflection entries in 2005 tutor-researchers' 

and leamer-researchers'journals ......................................................... 234 

xvil 



Table 8.27 Journal entries of 2005 tutor-researchers ................................... 
236 

Table 8.28 Journal entries of 2005 leamer-researchers ............................... 
236 

Table 9.1 An outline of major changes in the instructional design of 

2006 orientation module ................................................................... 
268 

Table 9.2 Group work design of 2006 orientation module ............................ 
271 

Table 9.3 Highlights of the research plan of cycle 2 in contrast to that of 

cycle I ....................................................................................... 
282 

Table 9.4 A plan for data collection methods of research cycle 2 ................... 
285 

Table 10.1 Peripheral learners'data of 2006 in comparison with that 

of2005 ....................................................................................... 
294 

Table 11.12006 peripheral learners' report of their "gains ........................... 299 

Table 11.2 2006 peripheral learners' report of their "pains ............................ 299 

Table 11.3 Summary of 2006 peripheral learners' evaluation on 

the orientation module ..................................................................... 
300 

Table 11.4 2006 peripheral learners' comments on the orientation module ........ 301 

Table 11.5 Venues for group activities of 2006 peripheral leamer .................. 305 

Table 11.6 Perception of group approach of 2006 sampled group members 

and peripheral tutors ........................................................................ 
309 

Table 11.7 Benefits of group approach reported by 

2006 sampled group members ............................................................ 
310 

Table 11.8 Perceived benefits of group approach by 

2006 peripheral tutors ..................................................................... 
311 

Table 12.1 My paradigmatic changes in research cycles 0-2 ......................... 
341 

Table 12.2 Distinction between descriptive theories 

and design theories (Reigeluth, 2003: 341-343) ........................................ 343 

Table 12.3 Definitions of the terms in instructional ecology ......................... 353 

Table 12.4 Definitions of the terms in learning ecology ............................... 
354 

Will 



List of Figures 

Figure I Davis' (2004: 10) model of action research 

thesis writing .............................................................................. 
6 

Figure 2 Zuber-Skerrit and Fletcher's (2007: 43 1) conceptual model 

of an action research thesis .............................................................. 
7 

Figure 3 My action research and thesis writing process ............................ 8 

Figure 4 My thesis map ............................................................... 9 

Figure 1.1 The infrastructure of the Institute ........................................ 
17 

Figure 6.1 Dick's three-level illustration of research 

paradigms, methodologies and methods (1993) .................................... 95 

Figure 8.1 Study days of the week of 2005 learner-researchers 
................... 189 

Figure 8.2 Study time of the day of 2005 learner-researchers 
...................... 192 

Figure 8.3 Study time segment of 2005 learner-researchers 
....................... 193 

Figure 8.4 Utilization of resource media of 2005 learner-researchers 
............ 

198 

Figure 8.5 Time of use of support services of 2005 peripheral learners 
........... 

203 

Figure 12.1 An ecological model of e-learning (Gu, 2006: 116) ................... 350 

Figure 12.2 An instructors' instructional ecology ................................... 353 

Figure 12.3 A learners' learning ecology ............................................ 354 

Figure 12.4 An assembly-line model of research cycle 0 ........................ 356 

Figure 12.5 A dual-commitment model of research cycle I ..................... 357 

Figure 12.6 A tri-commitment model of research cycle 2 
....................... 357 

Figure 12.7 A dual-cycle process of action research 

(McKay & Marshall, 2001: 52) 
......................................................... 359 

Figure 12.8 Process model of MLSD 
................................................ 360 

Figure 12.9 Product model of research cycle I ..................................... 362 

Figure 12.10 Product model of MLSD 
................................................ 364 

Figure 12.11 An integration model of MLSD ..................................... 366 

xlx 



Prologue: How Will the "Story" Be Told 

To me, this thesis is more my professional autobiography than a presentation to 

obtain a PhD degree. Thus, I tend to use the term "story" to describe it, and present it 

in a form of a story. The story started from early 2004 when I committed myself to a 

real work-based project of adapting an existing online course at my Institute - an 

online institute (abbreviated as "the Institute" from this point) of a Chinese 

university in Beijing (abbreviated as "the University" from this point) and at the 
J 

same time I began my PhD study. So I made this project the subject of my research, 

only to find it grow ambitiously in a cyclical process of action research, having 

transformed me from an intuitive practitioner of online course design to a 

self-directed professional enquiring into multimodal learning system design. 

In reality, this process is indeed story-like with procedural developments (three 

complete cycles of action research across 2004 to 2006) that have built up to the 

establishment of a model of multimodal learning system design. The choice of a 

story style presentation for this thesis has been a careful thought. Described as "one 

of the most neglected aspects" of action research (McKernan, 1996: 236), the writing 

of the report, let alone a PhD thesis, proves to be an issue in the literature (McKeman, 

1996; Winter, 1996; Bums, 1999; Zuber-Skcrritt and Fletcher, 2007). McKeman 

states that doing research and writing a research report are "separate professional 

activiti&', requiring researchers to become "at once good story-tellers" (McKernan, 

1996: 236). It is such a daunting task that it could be a good reason for one not to 
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choose doing action research as suggested by Dick (1993) with the following 

remarks. 

1) You probably can't use a conventional format to write it up effectively. Again, 

that means you have to learn some new skills. 

2) Action research is much harder to report, at leastfor thesis purposes. Ifyou stay 

close to the research mainstream you don't have to take the same pains to justify 

what you do. For action research, you have to justify your overall approach. You 

have to do this well enough that even if examiners don't agree with your 

approach, they have to acknowledge that you have provided an adequate 

rationale. 

3) All else being equal, an action research thesis is likely to be longer than a 

conventional thesis. As already mentioned, you have to provide a more 

compelling justification for what you do. In effect, you have to write two theses. 

One reports your method, results and interpretation. The other explains why 

these were appropriate for the research situation. In addition, if you use 

qualitative data (and you probably will), that also tends to take more space to 

report. 

I only came to recognize the truth in his remarks when I started to synthesize my 

thesis. This explains why this prologue is dedicated to describe and justify the 

structure of my thesis in the following aspects: the audience and the style, the 

process and the structure. 
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1. The audience and the style 

The audience determines the style (Winter, 1996: 26; Bums, 1999: 182). McKeman 

(1996: 227) suggests three groups of audience: colleagues collaborating in action 

research; colleagues sharing the same interest from other institutions or other fields; 

and most important the action researchers. Who is the audience of my thesis? I 

assume this an essential question to ask and to answer as it determines my purpose 

and style of presentation. I identify four major groups of readers as follows. 

The intimate reader: myself 

This thesis is my autobiography that not only records my five-year research 

work, but also witnesses my professional growth. Therefore, I follow a personal 

style to demonstrate my presence, responsibility and ownership of this research, 

and meanwhile avoid an authoritative tone that is against the principles of action 

research (Winter, 1996: 26). 

2) The authoritative readers: my supervisors and examiners 

This thesis is the justification of my entitlement to a PhD degree from the 

University of Nottingham. Thus, it needs to demonstrate a graceful balance 

between the acknowledgement and respect of academic norms and the desire for 

and demonstration of innovation. 

3) The core readers: my research team 

This thesis represents the joint work of my research team, including instructional 

designers, tutors, administrators, and learners within the 2004 to 2006 cohorts. It 

employs a reader-friendly, jargon-free style to assure its accessibility especially 
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to those non-academics. 

4) The peripheral readers: people with similar concerns or interests 

This thesis will be made accessible to people with similar concerns or interests 

in the same or different professions. Though I strongly claim the 

context-boundness of my research, this does not mean it cannot have any 

illuminating value for their research. Therefore, it seeks to be inclusive and 

descriptive in addressing key issues. 

With the above reader groups in mind, I decided to adopt an "I" approach recognized 

in the literature (Winter, 1996: 48; Cohen, et al. 2003: 240 cited Elliott, 1978: 356; 

McNiff, et al. 2003: 20), commonsense language (Cohen, et al. 2003: 240 cited Elliott, 

1978: 356), and a balance of formal and informal styles in my thesis. 

2. The format 

The conventional academic norms of the literature review, methodology, findings 

and conclusions are inappropriate to present an action research report since its 

authoritative and observational orientation is not in line with the basic principles of 

action research (Winter, 1996: 25). 1 discovered four possible formats to present an 

action research and these are as follows. 

An adaptcd conventional format (McKeman, 1996: 238-239; Bums, 1999: 184) 

Though slightly different in terminology or content sequence, this format still 

follows introduction (context), the literature review, methodology, research 

design, data analysis and conclusions sequentially. 
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2) A historic format (Elliot, 1991: 88) 

This format stays within the framework of the conventional format but adds the 

descriptions of the evolutionary process of the issue in each part. 

3) An autobiographical format (Winter, 1996: 26) 

This format appears in accounts of one's everyday life, interwoven with 

passages addressing academic and methodological issues of research. 

4) A narrative format (Winter, 1996: 26) 

This format presents action research in the sequence of practice and reflection, 

with a clear statement of personal involvement and in concrete detail. 

In the early stage of my thesis synthesization, I tried to keep to the academic norms, 

only to find them painful to follow since they could not portray the evolutionary 

process of my three-cycle research. Take the literature review for example. It 

accompanied the whole of my research process, with times when it guided my 

research if actions were yet to be taken, times when it confirmed or disconfirmed my 

understandings and practices when they had already taken shape, and times when it 

was initially viewed as irrelevant but later a revisit had to be made when my research 

revealed its relevance. The accompanying literature review approach was chosen as 

an effective way that helps researchers develop a thorough understanding of the 

issues as they unfold (Dick, 1993; Winter, 1998: 67), and a major research strategy of 

action research (Davis, 2004: 15). 

Therefore, I decided to adopt a narrative approach to present my research. I 

structured my thesis in a narrative format, as first in parts then chapters, with each 
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part representing a cycle, and each chapter Illustrating a phase within the cycle in 

plan-act-analyze-reflection narrations. 

The process 

My decisions of the style and format of presenting my action research were made as 

completed my three-cycle research and struggled to synthesize my cycle-based 

is format. In a way, this was like conducting another notes into a conventional thesi III 

mini-research project on the writing of an action research thesis, an aspect I ignored 

in my early stages of the literature review on action research. Davis (2004) presents a 

model illustrating three concurring tasks of her action research project (her research 

interest, her action research and her thesis research) as illustrated in Figure 1. 
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Figure I Davis' (2004: 10) model of action research thesis writing 

Davis' model focuses on her thesis research, describing her action research process 
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as one phase of her thesis research process, with the former a collaborative work, and 

the latter an individual task. 

Zuber-Skerrit and Fletcher (2007: 43 1) introduce a conceptual model for an action 

research thesis as in Figure 2 
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2. Writing final 
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Collaborative 

Independent 

Furthor 
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Figure 2 Zuber-Skerrit and Fletcher's (2007: 43 1) conceptual model of an action 

research thesis 

This model reinforces action research as a cyclic process, and this is reflected in the 

thesis writing. In addition, it makes more explicit the collaborative nature of action 

research, and the solitary nature of thesis writing. 

These two models focus on thesis writing and this overshadows the core action 

research project. It is not my intention to focus on the nature of action research thesis 
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writing at the expense of action research, but to complement it. These models alerted 

me to the necessity of visualizing the concurrence of my research process and my 

writing process so as to gain my readers' tolerance of the possible descriptive nature 

of my early chapters and to inform them as to why my thesis is presented in the way 

it is. Figure 3 shows such processes. 
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Figure 3 My action research and thesis writing processes 

4. The structure 

I hope that by now I have well prepared my readers for a narration-formatted 

structure of my thesis. Figure 4 presents a thesis map for ease of reference. 
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Part I 

Introduction 

(Chapters 1 =2) 
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Chapter 1: Contextual izati on: From Classroom to 

Multimodality 

Chapter abstract 

This chapter presents the context of my research at personal, institutional, 

national and global levels. It identifies three needs within this context, 

namely, a need for theoretical and pedagogical guidelines for online 

course design and development, a needfor quality research, and a need 

for professionals. 

1.1 From Classroom to Multimodality 

I see a necessity to crystallize the meaning of the following frequently used 

terms in this thesis at the start to ensure what follows is more clearly 

understood. This also serves as an initial orientation to the field of study 

from a Chinese perspective before I begin to describe the contexts in more 

dctail. 

1) Classroorn-based/campus-based education (in China) 

This refers to tertiary-level degree-bearing education for full-time adult 

learners in a classroom on a campus. 

2) Distance education (in China) 

This refers to tertiary-level degree-bearing education to part-time adult 

learners via correspondence, or television/radio, and/or regular evening or 
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weekend face-to-face classes. 

3) Modem distance education project (in China) 

This is an official term used by China Ministry of Education (abbreviated 

as MoE from this point) from 2000 when it launched the "experimental 

project of modem distance education" to describe tertiary-level 

degree-bearing education mainly in which 2/3 of the total study hours is 

mediated by modem educational technology (e. g. satellite, LAN, Internet, 

cable TV, CD-ROMs, etc. ) to part-time adult learners (MoE document, 

2000). The wider literature uses terms such as e-leaming, digital leaming, 

online teaming, web-based teaming, virtual teaming, open flexible teaming 

to describe similar educational contexts. 

4) Online education (in China) 

This is an unofficial term used by all of the 67 universities taking part in 

the above-mentioned experimental project, as most of these use the Internet 

as the major medium for course delivery. For brevity, I will mainly use this 

term in my thesis instead of the official term. 

5) Multimodal education 

As one of the 67 universities, my University, started with the term "online 

education" when it established the Institute in 2000 to undertake the project. 

Since 2007, the Institute has shifted to the term "multimodal education" or 

6'multimodal learning" (Gu, 2008: 37) to describe its teaching and learning 

system that allows integrated learning modes via different media (e. g. print, 
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face-to-face, computer, Intcmet, mobile phone, etc. ). 

The above definitions can be viewed as a description of a mere media-shift 

in higher education in China, in particular for part-time adult learners. 

However, they are specifically relevant to my situation in that all 

stakeholders of my research come from a conventional classroom-based 

background, yet we engage ourselves in this multimodal innovation. It is 

our transformation from classroom to multimodal. teaching and learning 

that provides the overarching challenge represented in this research. In the 

following sections, I will present the context of my research at personal, 

institutional, national and global levels. As the context has been changing 

through my five-year research, and so has my understanding of the context, 

what is presented in this chapter is initial and scratchy. I will provide more 

relevant and detailed review of the context against each of the research 

cycle in the four "plan" chapters. 

1.2 A Personal Profile 

I had been a campus-based instructor of English for 12 years at the School 

of English Language Communication at my University before I decided to 

join the Institute at its establishment in 2000. To be honest, it was more a 

decision out of a desire for a change than of a vision of the prospects of 

online education. I found classroom teaching no longer fascinating, in a 

situation where I repeatedly delivered similar courses year after year to 

groups of similar learners. I started my work at the new Institute as a chair 
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tutor' of first-year modules for a post-diploma BA course 2 in English 

language education. At that time I held the view that online education, 

when compared to campus-based education, was merely about the change 

in delivery media. 

The eight years from 2000 to 2008 saw me growing from a classroom 

instructor, to a web-based chair tutor, Director of the Course Design and 

Development Centre and now Deputy Dean in charge of course design and 

development. I began my PhD studies after being freshly promoted to my 

deanship. I was met with the daunting task of upgrading the online 

courseware for the post-diploma BA course. This was daunting in two 

ways. First was the huge amount of work as it involved 15 modules of 

approximately 1200 study hours in total. Second and ultimately more 

challenging was the absence of a framework to undertake this task. 

To tackle the issue, I chose the first module of the course "orientation" to 

start with as a case study with the aim to establish a framework for the 

alteration work for the rest of the modules, only to find this case led to a 

cyclical process of action research, where the initial aim evolved 

ambitiously to my transformation from a craftsman-like practitioner of 

online course design and development to a researcher and professional of 

multimodal teaming system design. This thesis is in fact a full narration of 

1 The role of a chair tutor of a module was defined then to be responsible for delivering face-to-face 
tutorials, developing online courseware, moderating online course forum, and providing tutor 
training upon demand. 
2 At the Institute, the post-diploma BA course is termed "programme" and the modules within this 
course are termed "courses". 
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this process. 

1.3 An Institutional Profile 

The Institute was established in 2000 immediately after my University was 

authorized by the MoE to join the modem distance education projece. It 

runs three degree-bearing courses in English language education, the 

diploma, BA and post-diploma BA, with an average yearly enrollment of 

1000 leamers, 60% of whom register for the three-year post-diploma BA 

course. 

The Institute has established partnerships with 48 schools of English 

language education of local universities nationwide known as the learning 

centres. These centres collaborate with the Institute in enrollment, 

face-to-face tutorial provision, learning process support and monitoring, 

sit-in course examination administration, and other administrative duties. 

The Institute has also established partnership with an IT company (Beijing 

Pacific Century Info-Tech Co., Ltd. ) who provides technological and 

financial support. 

Until 2004, the Institute's infrastructure was as shown in Figure I. I. 

3 Practically, any universities in China can run degree-bearing online education. However, only those 
degrees granted by the MoE authorized universities can be officially recognized as administratively 
valid and will attract learners. 
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Figure 1.1 The infrastructure of the Institute in 2004 

Within this structure, the Course Design and Development, Multimedia 

Resource Development and Assessment and Evaluation Centres made up 

the Institute's Resource Sector that was mainly responsible for course 

dcsign and dcvclopmcnt-rclated jobs. 

The post-diploma BA course started off with online courseware as a hasty 

adaptation of a series of print textbooks targeted at learners of distance 

education at the China Central Radio and Television University. Such 

hastiness was due to a tight schedule, a lack of experience of the staff 

(including me) and an absence of a framework for development. 

Criticism of this type of simple transference of face-to-face resources to 

online ones was already emerging in the literature (Reiser, 2001a: 64; 
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DuCharme-Hansen and Dupin-Bryant, 2004: 4), and some obvious mistakes 

were reported. As a result, the Executive Dean decided to redesign the 

courseware series and this became the responsibility of the Resource Sector. 

It was obvious that this new cycle of development should not follow the 

previous model, a typical print-textbook-transfer model (Gu, 2008: 41) (3.1 

in Chapter 3 will describe this model in detail). However, the Resource 

Sector was not aware of any alternative model for the development of the 

online courseware since no research had been undertaken at the Institute 

into this. This was the time when I decided to begin my PhD studies and as 

this was a real-situation concern, both personally and institutionally, it 

became the focus of my research. 

Staff professionalism is always an accompanying concern with job 

requirements. The Resource Sector was then made up of staff from three 

disciplines. 

1) Academic staff. They all have MAs in English Language Teaching with 

at least five-year campus-based teaching experience, but none had 

received training in online education. 

2) Audio and video technicians: They are all technologically competent in 

audio recording and video shooting and editing; yet they have low 

English proficiency. None has received training in either online 

education or English language teaching. 

3) Administrative staff- They have a diploma or BA degree in English 
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language, but none has received training in either online education or 

English language teaching. 

No member of staff was cross-disciplined. The above facts determined the 

two needs of the Institute: one was the need for collaboration and the other 

was the need for professional development. 

1.4 A National Profile 

Distance education is reported to have gone through three generations in 

China (Ding, 2005: 211). 

1) The first generation (since the 1950s): Correspondence-mediated 

distance education in which learning is mainly print-based, supported 

by regular evening or weekend face-to-face classes. 

2) The second generation (since the 1970s): Radio and 

television-mediated distance education in which learning is print-based, 

supported by regular tutorial programmes transmitted via radio or 

television, evening or weekend face-to-face classes. Later, tutorial 

videotapes and VCDs were also made available. 

3) The third generation (since 2000): Modem technology-mediated 

distance education, in which learning is mainly web-based, supported 

by print materials, and CD-ROMs. 

It must be noted that these three generations still co-exist as major forms of 

distance education in China. However, the third generation currently enjoys 

the fastest growth. Table 1.1 shows their intakes from 2004 to 2006. 
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Table 1.1 Intakes for the three forms of distance education (MoE 

documents: 2004,2005, and 2006) 

Year 2004 2005 2006 2007 and 2008 
I st generation 984755 876409 856651 Not yet 
2 nd generation 118233 81299 62433 released. 
3 rd generation 839325 891046 1132516 ,I 

Table 1.1 shows that though the first two generations still enjoy a large 

intake, modem distance education is experiencing a continuous growth, 

while the other two are facing a decrease. 

There could be many reasons for this, but an increased demand for higher 

education, reform of higher education that promotes diversified education 

modes, the upgrading of the information infrastructure and development 

and the application of new technology has played a major role (Ding, 

2005: 208-210). In addition, a favourable governmental enrollment policy is 

also contributing to the growth -- modem distance education enjoys 

autonomy in setting enrollment qualification and intake quota, while the 

other two have national unified entrance exams and MoE-controlled intake 

quota. 

This fast growth puts online course development in high demand. Until 

2005,15,000 online modules of 153 subjects covering 10 disciplines had 

been developed (Modern Distance Education Innovation and Practice, 

Collections of Universities and Colleges, 2005: i). The priority given to 

online course development is seen not only in the practice of the 67 

nominated universities, but also in MoE's scheme. The only national-status 
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prize awarded to modem distance education is "China National Programme 

for Elaborate Courses" (CNPEC) (for online education) started from 2007 

(MoE document, 2007b). The online course development task is not a 

privilege of online education. One of the critical items for the prize of 

'ICNPEC" (for campus-based education) is that the course must be 

web-based (MoE document, 2003). In addition, the extent of employing 

modem technology in course delivery is one of the criteria in MoE's 

Assessment Scheme of Reforms of BA Programmes, a ranking system 

applied to all universities (MoE document, 2004a). 

This attention is also seen in the English language education field. English 

courses are compulsory parts of the curriculum in all universities. From 

2004, the MoE issued a series of policies for the "Teaching Reform of 

Tertiary-level English Courses Project" by promoting an integration of 

classroom and computer modes (changed to classroom and the Internet 

since 2006) of teaching English (MoE documents, 2004b, 2006a). This 

project led to the 2007 version of Teaching Guidelines to Tertiary-level 

English Courses with an explicit requirement that no less than 30% of 

credits of English courses must be earned through studying via modem 

technology (MoE document, 2007a). 

In summary, online course design and development has become an 

essential activity for all universities. However, the boom in practice is not 

reflected in research. Until the end of 2007, publications with online course 
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development/design as key words in the 51 core journals of tertiary-level 

education and social science in China were limited to 68. A close study of 

these publications revealed a dominance of the following research 

orientations. 

1) Literature-review-based instead of practice- or case-based; 

2) An aspectual view instead of a holistic view, especially a preference for 

technology application issues; 

3) An absence of the exploration of theoretical and pedagogical issues. 

Book publications are even scarcer and again, demonstrate the 

above-mentioned orientations, with the only exceptions of several works 

by Gu (2004a, 2005a), and Gu et al. (2005). 

Issues emerged as a result of this gap between practice and research, with 

the following particularly targeted at course design and development. 

Skepticism towards the quality of online education (Huang et al. 2003; 

Gu, 2004a: 276-279). 

2) Lack of quality course resources appropriate for online education (Ding, 

2005: 68). 

3) An assembly line model, viewed as dominant in online course 

development, led to problematic consequences including high 

negotiation cost; tensions among pedagogy, technology and practicality; 

prolonged production period; a deflation or distortion of the intended 

aims; a mismatch of what is intended and what is needed (Cao, 2004: 
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27). 

4) A simplistic transference of campus-based materials to online course 

production resulted in learning difficulties and low retention rate, 

segmentation of the study package, and failure to meet the learners' 

need (Cao, 2004: 27). 

5) Learners were not enthusiastic about utilizing online courseware. The 

huge time, human resource and technology investment in courseware 

development seemed unproductive and ineffective (Cao, 2004: 27). 

These issues called for a need for research to examine the current practice 

for explanations and solutions, and to construct theoretical and pedagogical 

justification for the practice. 

This field does not lack human resources. Yet it lacks human resources 

with the right professional identity (Ding, 2005: 68). The MoE's list of 

disciplines (MoE document, 2006b) has not recognized online education as 

a discipline, which means no curricula, no positions, no research funds will 

be made specifically available for the learning, teaching, practice and 

research of this subject. People engaged in this field come from a variety of 

peripheral disciplines such as educational technology, computer science, as 

well as main subject areas. At the Institute where English language 

education is the subject, staff mainly have an English language teaching 

(ELT) background. This may be a good explanation for the reason why 

research papers tend to address specific aspects of online education, 
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lacking a holistic view at theoretical and pedagogical levels - the 

researchers find no professional identity in online education, thus, focusing 

on those particular issues relevant to their own disciplines. There is a need 

for them to adapt their established disciplinary beliefs to address the new 

context, to acquire knowledge of other disciplines, to think and act across 

disciplines, and finally to establish the professional identity of online 

education as a distinct discipline. 

In addition, campus-based education staff, at this transition period from 

solely face-to-face-classroom delivery to more flexible modes involving 

the integration of classroom and modem technologies for teaching and 

learning, are also challenged by paradigm shifts and competences 

necessary for cffcctive practice. After a review of efforts China made in 

educational informationization, Yu et al. (2005: 100) point out that there has 

been a tendency to overly focus on the technology and that there is an 

urgent need for teacher training. A similar argument can be found in Gu's 

remark (2005b: 74) that the development of online education in China is not 

an issue of "Dian Nao" (computer mind), but of "Ren Nao" (human mind). 

1.5 A Global Profile 

The global higher education sector, either in on-campus or off-campus 

mode, is experiencing a similar transfer from print-based to web-based 

(Nation, 2000; Laurillard, 2002; Comford and Pollock, 2003; Zhang, 

2005a). Successful cases exist at conventional universities such as 
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Middlesex, Liverpool, Portsmouth University in the UK, Hibernia College 

in Ireland, Phoenix, Pennsylvania University in USA to name a few, and at 

many open universities in countries such as the UK, India, Finland, 

Sweden, and South Africa (Zhang, 2005b: 23). Disastrous examples of 

ventures in this area exist as well, for example in North America with 

AllLeam, NYU Online, Fathom, Virtual Temple, University of Maryland 

University College Online (Macleod, 2006). The UK e-University Project 

(Zhang, 2005b: 23; Ding, 2005: 230) is another instance where the venture 

was quickly abandoned. 

Zhang (2005a: 28) indentifies the various reasons for failure that are 

relevant to course design and development and these are summarized 

below. 

1) A simplistic transfer of quality course content from print to the web 

may not necessarily promote learning; 

2) Practice is not guided nor evaluated by research; 

3) Underestimation of the cost; 

4) A simplistic transfer of courses from one region to another, ignorant of 

regional diversities in educational philosophy, learners' background and 

needs; 

5) Absence of professional people for online education. 

The lack of research in this area is recognized as a global issue in a report 

from the 2006 International Forum on Distance Education 2006 in Guang 
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Zhou, China, citing views of distinguished scholars in this field (Yao, 

2006: 16). Moreover, published research papers in this field have been 

recognized as being of poor quality. It has been reported in Both China and 

the US only 5% of the published papers could be justified as research 

papers (Yao, 2006: 17). The contrast between the practice and an 

understanding is also identified in online language learning field (White, 

2003: 2). 

The lack of professionalism in online course development and delivery is 

also recognized. Instructors involved in this task are "novice web designers 

and have received no training in interaction and web-based instructional 

desigW'(Frizell and Ilabscher, 2002). 

1.6 A Context with a Gap between Practice and Research 

The sections so far have outlined the context of my research. It is modem 

distance education in English language education in higher education in 

China. In spite of the fast growing practice in this context, relevant 

research lacks both quantity and quality. My thesis covers three main issues 

that have arisen from this initial analysis. 

1) There is a need for theoretical and pedagogical guidelines for online 

course design and development. This is categorized in my thesis as a 

course design and development issue, that has changed to instructional 

system design, and that is finally evolving in multimodal leaming 

system design. These will be explored from Chapter 6 on. 
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2) There is a need for quality research. This is categorized in my thesis as 

a methodological issue, and will be explored from Chapter 6 on. 

3) There is a need for human resources with an established professional 

identity in online education. This is categorized in my thesis as a 

professional development issue, and will be explored from Chapter 8 

on. 

Chapter summary 

This chapter has examined the context of my research at personal, 

institutional, national and global levels, and identified three needs for 

improvements. In Chapter 2,1 will discuss how my research is informed by 

and in turn, informs these issues. 
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Chapter 2: Research: From Methods to Action 

Research 

Chapter abstract 

This chapter presents an overview of the three action research cycles I 

planned, implemented, analyzed and reflected across 2004 to 2006. This is 

approached by specifying the initiatives, the focus, the context, the 

participants, the Process and the methods adopted in each cycle. It aims to 

draw a research map to keep my readers on my evolution track from a 

novice course designer and a researcher to a multimodal learning system 

designer and action researcher towards professionalism. 

2.1 Research Overview 

In Chapter 1,1 proposed three issues of concern in online education at 

personal, institutional, national and global levels. They are to do with the 

"What" (instructional design), "How" (research methodology) and "Who" 

(professional development) issues. In fact, these issues were not explicitly 

identified at the beginning of my research. They emerged and crystallized 

as my research progressed. In this chapter, I outline my research process 

that enabled this to occur. 

My research was initiated by the "what" issue, which provoked the "how" 

issue in my preliminary attempt (research cycle 0), and this aroused the 

28 



"who" issue in my initial exploration (research cycle 1), and I continued 

with these three issues in my further examination (research cycle 2). These 

stages in my research form three action research cycles. Each cycle follows 

a plan-act-analyze-reflect process. Though in retrospect, the approach I 

used in my first research cycle conformed to an action research model, 

because I did not consciously choose this as a research methodology at that 

time, it is termed research cycle 0 in my thesis, with the remaining 

successive cycles as research cycle I and research cycle 2. 

As the aims, focuses, methods, and participants evolved with each cycle of 

action research, so did the literature review and findings, I will provide an 

outline of each cycle in this chapter for ease of reference, saving the details 

for later chapters. This outline is based on Zuber-Skerrit and Fletcher's 

framework for presenting action research (2007: 42), addressing six of its 

key dimensions including "why" (initiative), what" (focus), "where" 

(context), "who" (participant), "when" (process) and "how" (method). The 

answer to the question "where" is omitted in all cycles since they all took 

place at the Institute, a context described in Chapter 1. Table 2.1 provides 

an overview of my research cycles. 
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2.2 A Summary of My Research Cycles 

2.2.1 Research cycle 0: a preliminary attempt (This is covered in more 

detail in Chapters 3-5. ) 

1. Why (the initiative) 

This cycle was initiated by an immediate and practical need of a framework for 

online course design and development to undertake a personal and institutional 

task of upgrading courseware of a post-diploma BA course. This cycle was 

primarily to do with the "Whaf' issue: what improvements could be made to 

the coursc dcsign and dcvclopmcnt task? 

2. What (the focus) 

I selected the first module "Orientation" of the course as a case to explore the 

design and development process. 

3. Who (the participant) 

was the sole researcher. The researchees included 686 newly enrolled 

post-diploma BA leamers of spring 2004. 

4. When (the process) 

This cycle lasted 9 months as shown in Table 2.2. 

Table 2.2 The time-line process of research cycle 0 

I chose a cluster of research methods, collecting and analyzing four groups of 

naturally-occurring data, including the learners' profile, online forum posts, 
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call centre messages, and assignment submission rate in order to surface 

learners' concerns and difficulties about both the orientation module and their 

leaming process, so as to address them in the new design. 

6. Major findings that led to research cycle 1 

This research cycle revealed a dual-concem reality. One deals with the subject 

matter in that online course design and development was a process beyond a 

mono-perspective, mono-phase, mono-cycle and individual work; it was also a 

product beyond the mere content (courscware). It was in fact a process with 

multi-perspectives of different stakeholders (e. g. learners, researchers, tutors, 

etc. ) through phases of design and development, delivery, evaluation and 

reflection in a cyclical manner via collaborative work. Such a process aimed at 

not only a production of courseware, but a construction of a learning system 

(the "What" issue). The other relates to methodological issues. I followed a 

cluster of research methods' approach, only to find that this approach was 

inadequate to support me to attain my research aims. I needed a research 

methodology responsive to my research need and situation (the "How" issue). 

2.2.2 Research cycle 1: an initial exploration (This is covered in more 

detail in Chapters 6-8. ) 

1. Why (the Initiative) 

This is a dual-commitment research cycle that sought to improve my 

understanding and practice of instructional design (an evolved term of "course 

design and development") of the orientation module (the "Whaf' issue), and of 
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action research as a research methodology (the "How" issue). 

2. What (the focus) 

This research cycle followed two focuses. One was the examination of 

instructional design theories as well as the instructional design practice. The 

other was the exploration of the responsiveness of action research to my 

context at both the conceptual and operational levels. 

Who (the participant) 

The research was conducted by two core research groups, namely, a group of 4 

tutor-researchers who were involved in the design, development, or delivery of 

the orientation module; a group of 15 volunteer learner-researchers sampled 

from 407 newly-enrolled learners of spring 2005 who studied the orientation 

module. 

4. When (the process) 

This cycle lasted 9 months as shown in Table 2.3. During this cycle and the 

next, I had dealt with a major family tragedy and went into two periods of 

suspension. This had an impact on my research as I had to rely on other 

members of my research team, with my absence, to continue the research 

according to the plan. 

Table 2.3 The time-line process of research cycle I 

2004 12005 
Oct-Nov Mar. April I May June-Nov Dec. 

Plan Act r-* Analyze and Reflect I st period of Analyze and 
Suspension Reflect 
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5. How (the method) 

I adopted an action research approach to collect and analyze the data from 

different groups (tutor-researcher group, leamer-researcher group, peripheral 

learner group, and peripheral tutor group), at different times (pre-, during- and 

post-module), using different methods (naturally-occurring data, 

questionnaires, interviews, seminars and journals). 

6. Major findings that led to research cycle 2 

This research cycle revealed that the dual-commitment approach led to 

tri-achievemcnts with professional development (the "Who" issue) as a 

fulfillment in addition to an improved understanding and practice of 

instructional design (the "Whaf' issue) and action research (the "How" issue). 

Two issues emerged from the research that demanded further examination. 

One was the exploration of appropriate instructional strategies to tackle four 

major tensions between instructional design and the learners' reality. These 

tensions were time design for the learners, appropriate media selection, support 

design in relation to interaction and group learning, and assessment design. 

The other was the application of action research as an intentional professional 

devclopment approach. 

2.2.3 Research cycle 2: a further examination (This is covered in more 

detail in Chapters 9-11. ) 

1. Why (the initiative) 

This is a tri-commitment research cycle that aimed to explore my 
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understanding and practice of professional development (the "Who" issue), 

and my further understanding and practice of instructional design (the "Whaf' 

issue) and action research (the "How" issue). 

2. What (the focus) 

This research cycle examined the effect of the interventional strategies to the 

instructional design of the orientation module that addressed the four tensions 

identified by research cycle 1. It also explored action research as an 

intervention for staff professional development. 

3. Who (the participant) 

The research involved 12 new staff working in different disciplinary areas and 

with different administrative responsibilities at the Institute. It also involved 

learners in two ways. One was that all 359 newly enrolled learners who studied 

the orientation module were required in their module assignment to participate 

in group activities to contribute their module evaluation. The other was to 

invite 212 learners of Beijing learning centre to keep journals during their 

study period of the orientation module. 

4. When (the process) 

This cycle lasted 12 months as shown in Table 2.4. 

Table 2.4 The time-line process of research cycle 2 

2005 12006 
Dec. I Jan. I Feb. Mar. April-Aug. Sep. - Dec. 

Planr-* Act 2 nd period of Analyze and Reflect 
suspension 
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5. How (the method) 

attempted an integration of instructional design and action research processes 

that addressed inquiry and reflection in group approach. Data was collected 

from different groups (new staff group, peripheral learner group, Beijing 

leaming centre group and peripheral tutor group), at different times (pre-, 

during- and post-module), and using different methods (naturally-occurring 

data, questionnaires, interviews, andjournals). 

6. Major rindings that led to future research 

This research cycle revealed that my interventional strategies worked to some 

extent, but some issues persisted and new issues emerged. Among them, the 

tensions between instructional design and the learners' reality, and the 

multi-faceted context of the research were repeatedly recognized and 

demanded conceptual and practical rationalization. 

2.2.4 Future prospects (This is covered in more detail in Chapter 12. ) 

With instructional design (the "Whaf 'issue), action research (the "How" issue) 

and professional development (the "Who" issue) as the three major themes 

integrated in my research, a model of "multimodal learning system desigW' is 

introduced to umbrella the conceptual and practical improvements in my 

previous three research cycles and to guide further improvements in my future 

rcsearch. 
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Chapter summary 

This chapter has provided a summary of my research cycles with special 

attention to the evolvingfocus of the initiative, the focus, the participant, the 

process, the method and the major findings. The brevity has allowed little 

opportunity to present in any detail the argument for the changes and 

improvements from one cycle to another, leaving this task to the remaining 

chapters. It is hoped that this chapter will have prepared my readers so that 

they will be more able to make sense of the thesis structure and the nature of 

the researcher ý journey. From the next chapter onwards, I will report my 

research cycles one by one, following a narrative approach. 

37 



Part 11 

Preliminary Attempt 

(Chapters 3=5) 
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Chapter 3: Plan - Dealing With a Real-situation Concern 

Chapter abstract 

This chapter describes the start of my first research cycle in spring 2004 

initiated by a real-situation task to adapt the orientation module of the 

post-diploma BA course in English language education of the Institute. It 

explains the needfor such an adaptation and the concerns. Then it presents a 

research plan that was implemented to collect naturally-occurring data during 

the course delivery with an aim to discover issues so as to inform thefocus of 

further research. 

3.1 A Real-situation Concern 

As mentioned in Chapter 1, my research cycle 0 was initiated by a 

real-situation concern -I needed a framework to guide the Resource Sector of 

the Institute to upgrade 15 modules of the post-diploma BA course. 

This course was developed in the 1990s for a different context. It targeted 

learners registered for a post-diploma non-honours BA course in English 

language education at the China Central Radio & Television University 

(abbreviated as CCRTVU from this point on) -- a joint course between the 

University and CCRTVU. Learners studied their courses via print textbooks, 

regular live tutorials transmitted on China Educational TV channel (with 

tutorial tapes available at their local centres), and regular face-to-face tutorials. 
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When the Institute was established in 2000, it decided to adopt and further 

develop this as an online post-diploma honours, BA course. 

team of academics who had newly joined the Institute from other 

departments of the University, including me, with our substantial experience of 

campus-based teaching and little training and practice of online education, 

were involved in this development work. We had no more than six months to 

complete the five modules to be delivered in 2001 for the first learner intake. 

Our main task was to transfer print textbooks to online courseware scripts. 

Script adaptation mainly focused on alteration of the instructions obviously 

inappropriate in the courseware; for example, "listen to the tape" needed to be 

changed to "listen to the recording"; "write the outline on a separate piece of 

paper. " needed to be changed to "write the outline in the space below. " This 

was a typical print-textbook-transfer model (Gu, 2008: 41), with instant 

feedback and voice-based instruction as the major enhancement of the online 

versions over the print ones. 

At the end of 2003, the Institute launched its 3rd version of its e-learning 

platform (abbreviated as e-platform from this point on), adding the following 

functionality. 

1) Resource banks: Apart from the courseware, text, audio and video versions 

of tutorials were added as learning resources. 

2) Assessment management: Computer-marked unit-based assessment, online 

assignment download and submission, and online examination registration 

40 



were introduced. 

3) Community systems: Course forums and call centre service (telephone and 

email) were made available to learners. A synchronous text+voice system 

known as Voice of BeiwaiOnline (abbreviated as VOB from this point on) 

was also embedded. 

This additional functionality on the one hand improved learner support 

services, but on the other hand, increased learners' vulnerability to 

unsuccessful learning if they did not use the e-platform as required, especially 

the use of the assessment devices. 2003 also saw an expansion of the Institute's 

learners to 5000.47 learning centres across China were established. These 

resulted in an increased demand on learner support services. 

The rapid courseware development by inexperienced staff started to reveal its 

drawbacks in failing to address the growth in service needs, changes in 

technology and increased number of learners. The first module of the course - 

"orientation" -- became particularly inappropriate because, unlike the rest of 

the modules on language skills that were not heavily context-specific, this 

module was written with the aim of guiding learners to essential skills required 

in the new language learning system. It displayed two obvious inadequacies. 

1) The module targeted a typical CCRTVU learning system, presenting 

information that may be partially or completely inappropriate in the 

learning system of the Institute. 

2) The module addressed generic learning strategies in the distance language 
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learning context, absent of guidance on the learners' transition to online 

leaming. 

I knew this would lead to problems, but I did not know what the nature and 

extent of these would be. I also saw a pressing demand for adapting this 

module, as well as the rest, but I did not know how. This was the time when 

my PhD study started; thus, these real-situation concerns became the focus of 

my research. 

3.2 A Research Plan 

The circumstances already described meant that I rushed into my research 

planning without an extensive literature review - this left me with the need to 

develop a methodological stance as well as a fuller understanding of the key 

concepts and theories in this area. However it was important that I took this 

early opportunity to explore the nature of the learner experience and the ways 

natural ly-occurring data might be used to inform this. This would inform my 

later research and provide some indication of what might need redesigning. 

My research intention at this stage was to develop an understanding of the 

learners and their experience; for example, what elements of the module 

worked for them, what did not, what were their needs, etc. I chose to focus on 

all the possible natural ly-occurring data in the categories shown in Table 3.1. 
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Table 3.1 Naturally-occurring data of my research cycle 0 

Time Data I Source Possible significance 
Learners' profile I e-platfonn Are learners alike or 
(age, gender, database diverse? What should this 

education, marital indicate? 

ss 
Pre- 

tatus, etc. ) 
mur odule - Print book purchase e-platforrn Do learners learn from 

rate database the courseware or the 
I print books? 

Number of the forum The forum Do learners use this 
posts service? 
Content of the forum If yes, what are the 
posts concerns they raise? 
Number of the call Call centre I learners use this D o 

During- 
I 

centre messages database ': -9 rvic., . se 
module Content of the call If yes, what are the 

centre messages concerns they raise? 
Tutorial attendance Local Do learners use this 
rate administrato, service? 

rs I 
Assignment e-p latform Can learners use online 

Post- submission rate database submission system? 
module Assignment scores Can learners successfully 

complete this module? 

This choice to focus on all the possible naturally-occurring data was made for 

the following reasons. 

1) The fuzziness of the situation. 

Until this moment, the need for an adaptation of the orientation module was 

hypothesized by academic instinct instead of hard research data. So was the 

assumption that the current practices of course design and development needed 

to be different from the existing practice. I found myself data-weak to 

formulate a definite research framework targeting a focus. The primary task 

then was to identify if there existed any problem at all. I believed that 

intmentional tools such as additional qucstionnaires ctc. would not bc 
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advisable at this stage. I needed the data to reflect the situation as it was and 

did not want any "research" effect or learner overload effect to influence the 

ways the learners interacted with the module. 

2) A research novice. 

I had not had the opportunity as yet to spend enough time deliberating my 

research approaches and methods, considering them at this stage a mere 

vehicle to help me undertake my task of course design and development. 

3) Time tightness. 

As my research started simultaneously with the delivery of the orientation 

module, little time was allowed for the design and implementation of any 

research tools. 

4) The recognition of a need for follow-up work 

I expected this research to be a prelude to further study, to lead me to a less 

fuzzy situation for follow-up work, though the 66cycle" concept had not 

emerged at this stage. So I adopted an exploratory approach to my research, 

focusing first of all on what the naturally-occurring data revealed. 

Chapter summary 

This chapter has explained the need and concerns relating to upgrading an 

online course as a real-situation task thatformed the contextfor my research 

cycle 0. It has outlined the rationale for and described a research plan that 

focused on collecting naturally-occurring data to inform my future research 
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direction. The next chapter willfocus on the description of the data collection 

process during the delivery of the orientation module in spring 2004. 
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Chapter 4: Act - Collecting Naturally-occurring Data 

Chapter abstract 

This chapter reports the research action to collect the data in the pre-, during- 

and post-periods of the delivery of the orientation module. It describes the 

data collection methods and the nature of the data. 

4.1 Collecting Pre-module Data 

In spring 2004, the Institute had enrolled 686 learners on the post-diploma BA 

course at 15 learning centres across China. Since all learners were required to 

fill in an online form of personal information upon registration, data 

concerning their essential demographic information of age, gender, educational 

background, marital status and occupations were conveniently collected via the 

e-platfon-n database. 

The online book purchase system showed that 356 copies of print textbooks for 

the orientation module had been sold4. 

4.2 Collecting During-module Data 

The orientation module was delivered as such in spring 2004: it was a I-credit 

compulsory module that required learners to spend their first week (10 hours) 

self-studying either the print textbook or its online courseware. They needed to 

4 Unlike elsewhere in higher education where print textbooks arc most often optional course readers, in 
my situation, the print textbook for the orientation module contains a complete text version of the module 
which is an essential resource for learners who study this module. Of course, they can also choose to use 
the courscware instead which is an e-version of the print textbook at this stage. 
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complete an assignment of 25 multiple-choice questions concerning the 

module content, a sample weekly study plan and a three-year study plan, then 

to submit it online by the end of the third week. The assignments were marked 

by local tutors and scores were uploaded to the e-platforin by the end of the 

fourth week. A total score of 60 and above eamed a pass. 

During the week, learners could seek help from either their local tutors via 

phone or email, the chair tutor of the module (named Professor Guide) via the 

orientation module forum and call centre, staff via phone or email. At the end of 

the week, a four-hour face-to-face tutorial was provided at their learning centre 

as an optional learner support service. 

At this stage, I found that I needed to change my single-week data collection 

plan to a four-week one as inquiries from the learners concerning the study of 

the orientation module continued until the release of the assignment scores. 

During these four weeks, the following data were attended to. 

1) Forum posts: 

There were 820 posts among which 232 posts were from Prof. Guide, and 588 

posts werc from the Icamers. 

2) Call centre messages: 

There were 38 calls and 47 email messages. 

3) Tutorial attendance: 

Collection of this data turned out to be a problem. Though the Institute 

required learning ccntres to keep paper-based tutorial attendance records, only 

47 



one centre actually did this in this instance. I assumed that this might be due to 

the fact that such a record did not count as credit for either the centre or the 

learners, and that the Institute headquarters did not monitor this record. The 

only data came from the Beijing learning centre, with 315 learners among 

whom 289 attended the tutorial. 

4.3 Collecting Post-module Data 

By the assignment submission deadline, 597 learners out of 686 submitted 

their assignments. Their scores ranged from 90 to 100 (Appendix 4.18), which 

meant that all who submitted the assignments passed the module. 

Chapter summary 

This chapter has reported the data collection process in the pre-, during- and 

post-module periods. The next chapter will report the data analysis and 

subsequent reflection to identify issuesfor a new research cycle. 
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Chapter 5: Analyze and Reflect - Emerging a 

Dual-concern 

Chapter abstract 

This chapter reports the data analysis and reflection process of the research 

cycle 0 at two levels. One is the analysis of and reflection on the data that 

revealed three key issues concerning the design of the orientation module, 

namely, the responsiveness of the module to learners'needs, learners'media 

selection, and the effectiveness of the assessment. The other is a reflection on 

the whole research process that led to a dual-concern reality. The first 

concern is that course design and development proved to be both a process 

and a product issue beyond mere content consideration. The second concern 

is that research methodology is an equally important issue beyond a mere 

method consideration. In the light of the abovefindings, a modified research 

need is proposed. The chapter starts with a brief description of the data 

analysis and reflection methods. 

5.1 A Cyclical Process of Data Analysis and Reflection 

What is presented in this chapter has been rewritten several times, simply 

because as my research progressed, my understanding and practice of the 
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principles, procedures, techniques, and interpretation criteria of data analysis 

evolved. In order to keep to the uniform principle of data interpretation 

(McKeman, 1996: 223), and to make a comparative analysis possible, I 

revisited the data analysis process of a previous cycle when I engaged in that 

of a follow-up cycle. The rationale and the descriptions of the principles, 

procedures, techniques, and interpretation criteria of data analysis will be 

discussed in Chapter 8 where actions were more fully guided by action 

research methodology, and which on revisiting the data informed the following 

analysis. 

Meanwhile, I have tried to keep the reflections as original as they were for two 

reasons. One is that though the data analysis techniques used have been refined 

through cycles, the major issues the data revealed remain consistent with the 

original findings. The other is that though these reflections may lack depth and 

breadth if viewed from my current perspective, they formed a logical link to 

the needs of the next research cycle. The reflections of this research cycle took 

place at two levels: reflections upon the collected data and upon the whole 

research process. The following sections will present the two levels of 

reflection respectively. 

5.2 Reflecting on the Data 

The data analysis and reflection process of this research cycle was originally 

guided by my existing research norms of working on the findings and drawing 
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conclusions. However, the process led me to questions instead of solutions. 

Though at the time I was not aware of the "reflection" phase in action research, 

these questions served a similar purpose to reveal issues for a new research 

cycle. Though the data was limited, it still managed to surface the following 

three key questions as to the design of the orientation module. 

Did the module address leamersneed? 

Data was collected from the module forum, call centre telephone and email 

messages to discover the inquiries learners raised as shown in Table 5.1. 

Table 5.1 Inquiries from 2004 learners (via e-platform database) 

Forum postss Telephones Emails 
(N=296) (N=39) (N=55) 

Categor6c ies 
(38 calls, 39 (47 messages, 55 
entries) entries) 

No T% No % No. % 
Lcamcr autonomy 8 

I 
2.70% 0 0% 5 9.09% 

layer 
Language Icaming 

61 
I 

21.61% 
I 

0% 
I 

1 1.82% layer 
Affect layer 1 0.34% 10 0% 0 0% 
Technology layer 57 19.26% 20 51.28% 19 34.55% 
System layer 16 9 57.09% 17 43.59% 30 54.55% 
ýthers 

0 0% 2 5.13% 0 1 0% 
_j 

Table 5.1 shows that learners' inquiries covered a wide spectrum of issues. 

Their inquiries in the system and technology categories occupied the largcst 

proportion in all three communication channels (76.35% in the forum posts, 

94.87% in the calls and 89.1% in the emails). This to some extent confirmed 

'Among 588 posts from the learners, 296 posts were making inquiries. 
61fa call message contains two inquiries, it is counted as one call, but two entries. Similarly, if an email 
message contains two inquiries, it is counted as one message, but two entries. 
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the institutional assumption of the inappropriateness of the orientation module 

in addressing context-specific issues relating to the learning system of the 

Institute. 

2) Did learners choose to learn online? 

The module provided online courseware and an online forum with the 

expectation that the learners would mainly study the module online. But three 

types of data indicated that this may not be the case. One was the 

print-textbook purchase rate. Out of 686 learners, 356 copies of print textbooks 

were sold at the beginning of the semester, showing a 51.90% purchase rate. 

There existed a possibility that more purchases occurred during the semester. 

Still, this initial rate explains that over half of the learner population planned to 

use the print textbook in their study of the orientation module, yet whether they 

would use it solely, or in combination with its online version was not known. 

Nevertheless, this demanded a further exploration due to the fact that if the 

module was to be adapted, it was not the courseware alone that needed to be 

considered, the print textbook needed to be redesigned accordingly to support 

those learners who selected print as the major media to study the module. 

There were some pedagogic assumptions being made here about the mode of 

study and these also needed to be addressed; for example, was it possible or 

desirable for an orientation to an online course not to involve some compulsory 

online elements? The second indicator that learners were not choosing to work 

solely online was the tutorial attendance rate. Beijing learning centre had a 
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91.75% tutorial attendance rate. Though this face-to-face contact was provided 

as an optional service to learners where attendance carried no credit in their 

module assessment, such a high attendance rate suggested learners' need of 

face-to-face components. The third indicator was the forum post rate. Among 

the three channels of learner support services, learners tended to use the forum 

(588 items) much more than phone calls (38 items) and emails (47 items). 

Even so, 588 posts indicated an average less than one post per person in this 

686 learner group, regardless of the fact that some of these posts were sent by 

the same learners 7. These indicators showed a possible low use of online 

resources and communication channels, which did not support the Institute's 

intention to encourage learners to choose online media to study their modules. 

But I did not have an accurate picture of the value of online resources and 

communication channels for the learners from this data. 

3) 1 low effective was the assessment to evaluate learners' achievements? 

The assignment submission rate was 86.88% (N=686/n=596). What did this 

suggest? Was this a high, medium or low submission rate? What happened to 

those learners who failed to submit their assignments? The data could not 

explain this. The analysis of the scores was also difficult to interpret due to the 

frequency of high marks. As the open-book take-home assignment contained 

7 Ile forum at that time was a third-party product built in the Institute e-platform. This resulted in the 
forum and e-platform having two different databases. When learners accessed the forum via the 
e-platform, most of them would keep their dcfault-registered names. But some learners chose to disguise 
themselves with madc-up names, thus made it difficult to have an exact identification of forum post 
senders. 
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solely multiple-choice questions that matched the answers provided in the text 

of the coursebook/courseware, it allowed leamers to pass with little challenge. 

Should the assessment of this induction-type module offer an easy pass so as to 

build learners' confidence, or should it be designed to prepare leamers for the 

challenges online learning might bring to them? This provoked a rethinking of 

what the assessment was for and thus, how it should be designed, delivered 

and marked. 

The analysis of the naturally occurring data in relation to the above questions 

only served to raise further questions about the course design and delivery. The 

next section covers my reflection on the adequacy of the research process and 

future directions. 

5.3 Reflecting on the Research Process 

This section will examine the research process upon which the data was 

collected. It will surface three issues as to the dual-concem research reality: 

course design and development beyond a content concern, and a research need 

beyond a method concem. 

5.3.1 A dual-concern research reality 

According to my plan, at the completion of this initial research, I should have 

dcvclopcd a vision of how I might undcrtakc the task of the adaptation of the 

orientation module. However, I found that my data offered limited clues to my 

concerns about the course design; in addition, posed new concerns about 
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methodology. 

The most obvious was that during the research process, I was kept busy by not 

only the decision-making as to the redesign of the orientation module, but also 

the methodological issues to guide the decision-making. The following 

reflection will address this dual-concem reality accordingly. 

5.3.2 A course design and development need beyond the content 

My research was initiated by the attempt to adapt the orientation module, with 

a focus on the possible need of adding an introduction to the learning system 

and online learning strategies to the module content. The data did support such 

a need, with a high percentage of learners' inquiries about the context-specific 

technology and system issues (argued in 5.2). However, the data also revealed 

some non-content-related issues also important in the course design and 

development. This will be argued below in two aspects: product and process. 

The following ideas were based on the data from the initial research attempt 

only. They had limitations as the way they were; yet they made the next 

research cycle a more informed and deliberate process than the current cycle. 

1) Product wise, the following non-content-related issues emerged. 

a) The delivery media for resources 

The 51% print textbook purchase rate suggests that in an online 

learning system, print resources still had their place. Course design 

and development had to decide whether to include print resources or 

not, and if so, how these should interact with online resources, and 
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how this was to be made clear to the leamers. 

b) The leamer support service 

The fact that the forum included less than one post per learner and that 

the call centre was used less frequently was difficult to interpret. Did 

learners not need these services? Did learners have no knowledge of 

their existence and/or usage? Did learners have difficulty in 

accessing them? Support service bad been considered to be a 

delivery-stage issue and it was for this reason that the Learner 

Support Centre was administered by the Teaching Sector. The 

Resource Sector, in its course design and development, seldom 

considered support service-related issues. The consequence of this 

was a complete absence of the education of the learners, as to the 

recognition, accessibility and availability of learner support services 

as part of the module. 

Contrary to the low utilization of technology-mediated support 

services, learners' high attendance rate at the face-to-face tutorials 

may imply their preference for their familiar classroom-based learning 

to online learning. Therefore, similar to the print-book situation, 

decisions had to be made as whether face-to-face tutorials should be 

provided and encouraged; and if so, what role they played in this 

online learning system. 

c) The assessment 
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Several questions were raised concerning the assessment. For example, 

what submission rate was expected and why? What should the 

assessment measure: comprehension of the texts or an ability to cope 

with online learning? Should there be a high pass rate to help learners 

build confidence? 

2) Process wise, my initial vision was a flowchart of staged actions to guide 

the course design and development. However, the research posed concerns 

about not only what these actions should be, but also how these actions 

should be taken. I found I had to consider the following. 

a) Mono- or multi-perspective research 

This research started with a mono-perspective of a Director of the 

Resource Sector. However, the analysis of the learners' inquiries 

opened a learner perspective. In the follow-up course design and 

development task, how the designers' perspective met that of the 

leamers' was yet to be explored. 

b) Mono- or multi-phase process 

The data for this research cycle was all collected from the course 

delivery stage. Though limited, it useftilly prompted the follow-up 

work. Delivery thus played a role in course design and development, 

which meant that the development process research needed to extend 

beyond a mere design and development phase. 

c) Mono- or multi-cycle process 

57 



The research made the course design and development no longer a 

one-go process. It proved to be valuable only when its findings fed 

thoughts and brought actions to another cycle of work. 

d) Individual or group work 

In the light of the above argument, course design and development 

decision-making could not be the work of a single person. Though this 

research saw the participation of stakeholders (e. g. call centre staff, 

the chair tutor, local tutors and administrators) in an assisting role, the 

follow-up work concerning course design and development could not 

take place without a joint effort of a clearly identified set of the 

stakeholders with key responsibilities. 

5.3.3 A research need beyond the methods 

The methodological issues, viewed as a mere vehicle to the course design and 

development initiative when the research started, gradually emerged as equally 

important, if not more so, as the research progressed. Despite my vague 

recognition of the research methodology then, I already found the following 

challenges in the research reality. I also detected that some issues coincided 

with the reflection about the course design and development aspect. 
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Were naturally-occurring data sufficient? 

As suggested in the early section of this chapter, naturally-occurring data 

alone were difficult to interpret. Interventional tools needed to be 

employed to discover explanations of the reality. 

2) Were methods for data collection sufficient? 

Decisions needed to be made not only about methods for data collection, 

but also about methods for data planning, analysis and reflection. Their 

absence from the planning of this initial research made the process 

problematic. 

3) Were methods sufficient? 

A lack of an identified methodology left me struggling with uncertainty 

about principles, procedures, validity and reliability. My methods were 

only technical instruments, whereas I needed a methodology as a 

paradigmatically contextualized concept to guide my research (Cohen, et 

al. 2003: 137). There was a need for me to identify an appropriate 

methodology prior to the decision about the methods used within my 

research. 

4) Was individual effort and mono-perspective sufficient? 

The research was conducted solely by me. The solitude gave rise to 

uncertainty in many aspects, such as the coding system for the qualitative 

data, and the interpretation made from the data. The research process was 
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guided by a single viewpoint of a Director of the Resource Sector as a 

researcher, yet actions involved affected learners, the chair tutor, call centre 

staff, local tutors and administrators. This reality made me ponder the 

necessity of the involvement of their views in the research process. 

Was a single cycle sufficient? 

The research started with an idea that further activities would be needed 

and would be guided by the findings of this research cycle. However, this 

research cycle produced few if any conclusive decisions as to the 

adaptation task of the orientation module. It actually surfaced issues that 

needed addressing at a fundamental level about the course design and 

development and raised methodological considerations. It seemed that 

"'further activities" would involve a full cycle of research in a more 

informed manner. 

5.4 A Modification of My Research Need 

A key outcome of research cycle 0 was the dual-concem research reality that 

extended my initial research plan to a further exploration of both the course 

design and development and methodological issues. I planned to make these 

two conccrns the need of the next research cycle as explained in Table 5.2. 
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Table 5.2 My research need for research cycle I 

Category Course design and Research 
development 

I 

The need Improvement in the product Improvement at the method 
aspect (beyond content) and level (methods for data 

the process aspect of the planning, collection, analysis 
design and development of and reflection) and 
the orientation module methodology level 

(identification of a 
methodology) rGrouping 

Beyond an individual effort to include other stakeholders' I 

participation 
Perspectives Beyond a mono-perspective of a Director of the Resource 

Sector to include other stakeholders' views 
Phases Inclusion of the delivery stage Inclusion of data planning, 

as part of the design and collection, analysis and 
development process 

_ 
reflection as a whole proce 

Cycles Beyond a mono-cycle to allow improvement to be made in e 
follow-up cycle 

Chapter summary 

This chapter has discussed the major findings of the initial research cycle 0, 

revealing the issues of the course design and development as both a process 

and a product beyond the content consideration, and of the research need 

beyond a cluster of research methods. The next chapter will cover my initial 

in-depth exploration of the literature to guide my further research and meet 

the above needs. 
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Part III 

An Initial Exploration 

(Chapters 6=8) 
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Chapter 6: Plan - Designing a Dual-commitment Research 

Chapter abstract 

This chapter develops and describes a dual-commitment research plan for a new 

research cycle in the light of research cycle Ofindings, and a literature review of the 

subject matter (instructional design) and the methodological issue (action 

research). 

focus my literature review of instructional design on two contexts. One is the 

general educational context where I will mainly examine its theoretical bases to 

establish principles for the instructional design of the orientation module, and its 

practical aspects to formulate a framework for the creation of a learning 

environment as a process and a product. The other is the online education context 

where I will explore the reasons why instructional design is appealing and the 

impact the technology exerts on the theory andpractice of instructional design. 

I will examine action research from three perspectives. One is a contextual study to 

reveal that there is little understanding of the theory and practice of action research 

in online education in China. Second is a paradigmatic study to examine the 

established paradigms of action research and my own research paradigm. Third is a 

dimensional study in order to establish a practicalframeworkfor my research. 

63 



6.1 Examining the Subject Matter 

In this section, I will focus on discovering and exploring an appropriate concept that 

can reflect my need for course design and development as both a process and a 

product. I will approach this by examining instructional system design theories, then 

its application in a general educational context and an online education context. 

6.1.1 Instructional systems design in place 

Until now, I have been using "course design and developmenf' as a term to describe 

my concern. However, as suggested in Chapter 5, such a task involved more jobs 

than just the design and development of the course content, or courseware as in my 

context. As a product, it was identified that considerations were to be made about 

the design, such as delivery media, learner support, and assessment in addition to 

content; as a process, it extended to the delivery stage of support, monitoring and 

evaluation to ensure the fulfilmcnt of the intended goals of the design and to collect 

information for future improvement. Since the term "course design and 

development"' had a strong indication of a content focus as it had been widely used 

in my campus-based context, I found it necessary to make a distinction by adopting a 

different term that embodied both the product and process considerations. 

Instructional system design (shortened to "instructional design" in my thesis) seemed 

to respond to such a need. I will explore this subject in depth to discover how well it 

addresses my situation. 

Instructional design had its establishment as a discipline during World War II in the 

United States (shortened to U. S. in my thesis) when training materials were 
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developed for military service (Reiser, 2001b: 58). Instructional design gained large 

scale attention in the 1970s throughout the 1980s in military, business and industry in 

U. S., though there was limited impact on the design of learning for schools and 

higher education (Reiser, 2001b: 62). Until now, instructional design has been used 

more as a standard for producing high quality training materials in both the military 

and corporate realms than in higher education (IDEA). However, instructional design 

received more attention in school and tertiary education when open and distance 

learning, and later modern-technology-mediated learning started to boom (Murphy, 

2003: 280). 1 am going to examine instructional design in two contexts: the general 

educational context and the online education context. 

6.1.2 Instructional design in the general educational context 

This section will provide a contextual definition of instructional design, and review 

its theoretical bases, as well as provide the argument presented in the literature that it 

concerns both a process and a product. 

6.1.2.1. Defining instructional design in my context 

I started with a review of definitions of instructional design to determine its 

appropriateness for my context. The definitions are cited below chronologically 

(emboldened words are my emphasis on the consensus of these definitions). 

1) 1970s: Assumptions of instructional design were as such: instructional planning 

must be for the individual; instructional design has phases that are both 

immediate and long-range; systematically designed instruction can greatly 

affect individual human development; designing instruction must be based upon 
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knowledge of how human beings learn, and must take fully into account 

learning conditions that need to be established in order for the desired effects 

to occur (Gagne and Briggs, 1974: 4-6). 

2) 1980s: "Instructional design is this linking science -a body of knowledge that 

prescribes instructional action to optimize desired instructional outcomes, 

such as achievement and effect. " (Reigeluth, 1983: 5). 

3) 1990s: "Instructional Systems Design (ISD) is a systematic model for thinking 

and planning that is proposed to help teachers determine both their teaching 

methods and what is to be taught. In general, Instructional Design (ID) refers 

to the wide range of skills and activities involved in the planning, selection, 

preparation, presentation, evaluation, and modification of instruction. " 

(Moallcm, 1998: 37) 

4) 2000s: "The field of instructional design and technology encompasses the 

analysis of learning and performance problems, and the design, 

development, Implementation, evaluation and management of instructional 

and non-instructional processes and resources intended to improve learning 

and performance in a variety of settings, particularly educational institutions 

and the workplacc. " (Reiscr, 2001a: 53) 

All these definitions, whether early or more recent, display consensus on the 

following issues. Instructional design: 

1) bases itself on both/cithcr Icaming and instruction (teaching) theories; 

aims to cnsure quality Icaming; 
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3) adopts a systematic approach. 

However, the definitions still demonstrate conflicting or ambiguous views on the 

following two issues. 

Is instructional design a creation of materials/content or more than it? 

2) Is it a study of the product, or the process involved, or both? 

As to the first question, early models of instructional design tend to focus on the 

design of the content; for example, the design of the tasks, objectives and assessment 

(Reiser, 2001b: 61). From the 1990s, there has been a shift from content only to the 

consideration of the learners' learning environment within the design framework 

(Wilson, 1996). 

Reigeluth (1999a: 13) and Snelbecker (1999b: 653) provide their answers to the 

second question. They clearly state that instructional theory is not an instructional 

design process, with the former about the instructions design (product) and the latter 

about the process for the design and development of instructions, though they 

recognize that they are closely related. However, Mayer (1999: 156) proposes a focus 

on the process as well as the product as one of instructional design principles (6.1.2.3 

and 6.1.2.4 will further discuss this). 

could not allow either neglect or ambiguity of the product and process issues in my 

situation, not only because my research cycle 0 surfaced them as issues, but also 

because in my new cycle, I needed to know what decisions were to be made in the 

design (product), and how these decisions were made (process). I took a pragmatic 

approach and considered the concept of instructional design as addressing both the 
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product and process and this was essential to fully inform my practice. 

At this stage in my research, it was important to note that, in spite of any ambiguity 

in the literature about the meaning of instructional design, I would need to examine 

this against my conceptual perspective and I decided that I would still use this terrn 

until a more appropriate alternative was identified. 

6.1.2.2. Learning and instructional theories 

All the above-cited definitions of instructional design relate themselves to theoretical 

bases of this field. Instructional theory is defined as a theory about "how to help 

people learn better" (Reigeluth, 1999c: ix). Learning theories, thus, form a primary 

base for instructional theories (Gagne and Briggs, 1974: 5; Reigeluth, 1999a: 13). 

This has two implications. One is that the knowledge and belief about learning 

determines the philosophy and strategies of instructional design (a philosophical 

perspective); the other is that as the understanding of learning evolves, so does that 

of instructional design (an evolutionary perspective). 

Van Mcrricnbocr and Kirschner (2001) provide a good summary of instructional 

design approaches from a philosophical perspective of leaming theories by 

reviewing the works of Merrill, Scandura, Kuyper, et al., Spector, etc. in a 2001 

spccial issue of Instructional Science. They categorize instructional theory in a 

three-world view as explained in Table 6.1. 
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Table 6.1 A three-world view of instructional design approaches (Van Merrienboer 

and Kirschner, 2001) 

Three Theory Highlights Instructional strategies 

worlds base 
A stress on the The delivery method as to how to 

Taxonomies analysis of tasks optimally deliver presentations, 
World of of learning and content in how to set up practice and how to 

knowledge 
outcomes leaming goals assess for particular learning 

outcomes 
A stress on the The learning process supports 
analysis of methods to develop support 

World of Cognitive 
particular learning systems, and feedback strategies learning psychology 
processes instead 

of the content 
A stress on The use of simulations and 
real-life, meaningful experiences to reflect a World of Constructivi 
professional task real authentic situation; 

work st views 
performance interactions with others in multiple 

perspectives, reflexivity 

was not in a position of locating my instructional design case in any of the above 

worlds until I started the process. However, I felt the possibility of a combination of 

the three worlds in my context by using the methods (World of Work) in the view of 

the process (World of Learning) to achieve the outcomes (World of Knowledge). ' 

Mayer (1999: 143-144) discusses how the evolution of views of learning as a result 

of research drives instructional strategies. Table 6.2 has the summary. 

1 Section 12.5 in Chapter 12 will revisit this view and demonstrate the possibility. 
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Table 6.2 Development of instructional strategies with the evolution of research of 

leaming (my summary of Mayer, 1999: 143-144) 

Time View of ew ol I Research I Description I Instructional I 

learning rninj settings strategies 

Before Learning The study Learning occurs To create environments 

mid as of animal when a learner where the learner 

20'h response learning in strengthens or repeatedly is cued to 

century strengthen artificial weakens an give a simple response, 

-ing laboratories association which is immediately 
between a stimulus followed by feedback. 
and a response. I 

1950s- Leaming The study Learning occurs To create environments 
1970s as of human when a learner in which the learner is 

knowledge learning in places new exposed to large 

'acquisition artificial information in amounts of 
laboratories long-term memory. , 

information. 
1980s- Learning The study Learning occurs To create environments 
1990S as of human when a learner in which the learner 

, knowledge learning in actively constructs interacts meaningfully 
construct- increasingly a knowledge with academic 
ion realistic representation in material, including 

settings working memory. fostering the learner's 
processes of selecting, 
organizing, and 
integrating 
information. 

Murphy (2003: 54-60) adopts both philosophical and evolutionary perspectives to 

explain the influence of learning theories on instructional theories. 

1) An influence of behaviourism on the formation of instruction objectives based 

on expectcd lcamers'perfonnable behaviours in 1950s; 

2) An influence of cognitivism on the systems approach to instructional design in 

1970s; 

3) An influence of constructivism since 1980s. 

Both behaviourist and cognitivist viewpoints of instructional design were critically 
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examined in the light of the successful practices of the Open University of UK 

(UKOU) (Murphy, 2003: 284-285) in an open and distance education setting. 

Constructivism as "individualized education that builds on learners' conceptions of 

knowledge, and stresses the motivation necessary for genuine learning" (Murphy, 

2003: 284) has received much attention from instructional theorists and practitioners. 

The influence of learning theories on instructional strategies, from either a 

philosophical or evolutionary perspective, demonstrates that instructional design 

represents "an attempt to develop theories which are more directly concerned with 

application" (Snelbecker, 1974: 16), "a linking science between learning theory and 

educational practice" (Jegede, 2003: 122). The above remarks express two opinions. 

One is that learning theories are closely related to instructional theories (also tenned 

instructional design theory by some authors); the other is that instructional theories 

are not learning theories. 

Reigeluth (1999a: 13) clearly states the distinction between learning theories and 

instructional theories. Ile points out that learning theories are descriptive type of 

theories which focus on how learning occurs, whereas instructional theories are 

design type of theories which focus on means outside of the learners that facilitate 

leaming, thus, they are directly related to educational practices. He defines 

instructional theory as design-oriented, offering instructional methods dependent on 

instructional situations, componcntial and probabilistic (ibid. 1999a: 12). 

Instructional theory was primarily constructed as a by-product of research conducted 

for other purposes and was overshadowed by learning theories until the 1980s, when 
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it started to emerge as an established discipline (Snelbecker, 1999b: 665). Since then, 

it has vigorously grown to an overwhelming number of established disciplines and 

the boom of technology utilization in instruction has given it even promising 

growing opportunities (Snelbecker, 1999b: 672). 

in summary, instructional theories base their philosophy and strategies on learning 

theories and evolve as the learning theories develop. But instructional theories are 

not learning theories in that instructional theories believe that to know how people 

learn (the concern of learning theories) is not sufficient for educational providers. 

They need to become aware and at the same time acquire the techniques of creating a 

learning system with instructional techniques that help people learn (the concern of 

instructional theories). 

6.1.23. Instructional design as a process 

Before the 1970s, when learning theories focused on external factors such as 

contiguity, repetition and reinforcement (Gagne and Briggs, 1974: 6-8), instructional 

design was not surprisingly a mere decision about teaching strategies to teach a 

particular piece of knowledge. When internal factors, such as infonnation, 

intellectual skills, cognitive strategies, motor skills and attitude, were identified as 

learning capabilities within the learner (Gagne and Briggs, 1974: 9-11), instructional 

design then started to be viewed as a process-oriented task (Gagne and Briggs, 

1974: 15-16). 

A well established process model of instructional design is the ADDIE Model 

standing for Analyze, Design, Develop, Implement and Evaluate, with most 
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approaches being variations of this model (Reiser, 2001b: 58; Gustafson & Branch, 

2002: 18). Hardre (2005: 166) provides a summary of the activities in each phase of 

this model based on the works of Smith & Ragan (1993,1999), Reigeluth (1999), 

Dick, Carey, & Carey (2001), Gustafson & Branch (2002), Dick et al. (2003) and 

Morrison et al. (2004) as presented in Table 6.3. 

Table 6.3 Activities in a typical instructional design process (my summary of Hardre, 

2005: 166, with emboldened words as my emphasis. ) 

Phases Activities 
1) Analysis Identify the need and set a goal for the instruction. 

2) Design Establish specific objectives and specify learning 

activities and media to achieve them. 
3) Development I Prepare student and instructor materials as specified in the 

design. 
Implementation Involve delivering the instruction as designed. 

5) Evaluation Include both formative and summative, evaluation and 

I revision. 

The ADDIE model takes a procedural view of conducting instructional design. 

Luppicini (2003: 78) suggests a RAID model (Reflective Action Instructional 

Design). He lists the following as central to the RAID model. 

the steps to be followed (what to do); 

2) how those steps are followed (how to do it); 

3) when they are to be followed (when to do it); 

4) with whom to follow the steps with (who to do it with). 

In this list, apart from "whaf' (the process as described in ADDIE model), "how", 

"when" and ""who" are also considered in reflective action to address multiple areas 

of the proccss. 

The relationship between the phases of actions is also my concern. Some view them 
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as clearly defined steps each leading to an output as an input to the next stage (Plass 

and Salibury, 2002: 35); others suggest that these phases are not necessarily 

conducted in a linear pattern (Reiser, 2002b). 

The literature tends not to address the process issue within my context. In the book 

Modem Distance Education Innovation and Practice, Collections of Universities and 

Colleges (2005), a signposting work of a reflection on five years of modem distance 

education practice in China, only two papers made some attempt (the term "course 

design" is used). Yu (2005: 6) proposed a "course team model" adopted at China 

Centre Radio and Television University, which resembles that of the Open 

University of UK (UKOU). The other paper by Lu (2005: 24) describes a 

process-oriented view that includes the design of the course content, formative 

assessment, and the use of forum, etc. 

6.1.2.4 Instructional design as a product 

In contrast to the begemonic ADDIE model for the instructional design process, 

models for the instructional design of a product are overwhelmingly abundant. To 

keep in line with my concept of instructional design, I only focused on the literature 

that conceptualized instructional design as a design of a learning environment/system 

instead of mere content/materials. 

Instructional strategies are believed to vary when addressing different types of 

leaming in cognitive, psychomotor and affect domains (Reigeluth and Moore, 

1999: 52). So do the models. Furthermore, models addressing the same domain of 

learning can vary as a result of different theoretical beliefs, perspectives and 
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cmphasiscs. I therefore base my categorization of these models on Reigeluth and 

Moore's (1999: 56) framework of comparing instructional strategies as shown in 

Table 6.4. 

Table 6.4 Framework of comparing instructional strategies (my summary of 

Reigeluth and Moore, 1999: 56) 

Model I Components Remarks 
1) Types of learnin g 
A three-phase 9 the presentation of the knowledge; It addresses the 
instruction 9 the provision of practice with feedback; cognitive 
model (Merrill, 0 the provision of learner guidance for the domain 
1999: 400; expected learning outcome. (knowledge 
Gagne, 1965 and objects) of 
1985, cited in learning. 
Merrill, 1999, 
401) 
Guidelines of 0 Clear information; It aims to foster 
instructions 0 Thoughtful practice; cognitive 
(Perkins, 0 Infon-native feedback; leaming. 
1992: 45, cited in 0 Strong intrinsic or extrinsic motivation. 
Reigeluth, 
1999a: 5-6) 
A psychomotor 0 to impart knowledge; It addresses the 
domain model 0 to provide practice; phychomotor 
(Romiszowski, 0 to provide feedback on practice; domain of 
1999: 469475) 0 to promote transfer. leaming. 
An affective 0a conceptual model for affective It addresses the 
development development; affect domain 
model (Martin 0 an application model for affective of learning as a 
and Reigeluth, 
1999: 493/498) 

development. process and/or 
end product. 

2) Control of Icarn ing 
Open Learning 0 enabling contexts (induced or imposed It emphasizes 
Environments perspectives that influence how needs are divergent 
model (Ilannafin framed, approaches are planned and thinking and 
et al., 1999: 123) resources are interpreted); multiple 

resources (sources ranging from perspectives. 
electronic, to print, to humans, that 
provide needed information); 
tools (means for engaging and 
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manipulating both resources and ideas); 

scaffolding (processes that support 

I 

individual learning efforts) 
3) Focus of learning 
TW model 0 generative topics; Topic-oriented 

(Perkins and 0 understanding goals; and 
Unger, 0 understanding performances; domain-specifi 

1999: 108) 0 ongoing assessments. c (a focus on 
performance 
capability) 

Constructivist Problem/project context, representation It has a focus 

Learning and manipulation space; on pro lem-, 

Environment Related cases project-, 
model (Jonassen, 0 Information resources case-based 
1999: 218) 0 Cognitive tools; learning. 

* Conversation/collaboration tools; 
0 Social/contextual support 

) Grouping of lea ing 4 
_ A collaborative 0 cognitive support (content); It adopts a 

design model 0 social support (peer and group); social 
(Moallum, 0 emotional support constructivism 
2003: 87) in a problem-based learning environment view with an 

(activity) interactivity 

I I 
focus. 

5) Interactions for learning 
Learning * Goals of the community; It adopts a 
community 0 Learning activities; social 
approach 0 cacher roles and power relationship; T constructivism Ztrality/peripherality 

and identity; (Bielaczyc and 0 view with a 
Collins, 0 Resources; community 
1999: 273-277) 0 Discourse; learning focus. 

0 Knowledge; 
0 Products. 

6) Support for leaming 
Sol model strategies for It focuses on 
(Mayer, 0 selecting relevant information; fostering 
1999: 149) 0 organizing incoming information; learners three 

0 integrating incoming information. cognitive 
processes in 
knowledge 
construction. 

7) Sequencing of instruction2 

This category is my adaptation, as it is not included in Reigeluth and Moore's framework. 
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Instructional Considerations include: 

sequencing 0 the size of each group of content 

(Reigeluth, ("learning episode" in Reigeluth term, 

1999b: 428-432) " activity" in my term); 
" the components (both the content and the 

support content) of each activity; 
" the order of the components within each 

activity; 
" the order of activities. 
Types of sequencing strategies: 
" topical sequencing; 
" spiral sequencing. 
Types of methods: 
" conceptual elaboration sequence; 
" theoretical elaboration sequence; 
" simplifying conditions sequence (for 

procedural task, the focus is on the steps; 
for heuristic task, the focus is on the 

principles, guidelines, and/or causal 
models. ). 

Sequencing is 

about how to 
group and order 
' 'what to teach" 
(activities, 
knowledge, 
etc. ). it 
becomes an 
important issue 
only when 
there is a strong 
relationship 
among the 
topics of the 
course and the 
size of the 
course demands 
more than a 
couple of hours 
of learninp- 

These models conflicted with my initial expectation of having ONE nice and neat 

checklist of considerations for the design of the orientation module. However, what I 

could observe so far was that despite the variations, most models included the 

following three considerations. 

1) The ends (in terms such as learning goals, outcome, objectives); 

2) The means (a discussion of how the ends can be met, for example, with whom, 

via what support, through what process, etc. ); 

3) The assessment (methods to monitor and check if the ends are met). 

Section 6.1.2 has explored the influence of learning theories on instructional theories 

and practices. It has also examined the literature related to instructional design as a 

process or as a product. This revealed that for the process, the key features within the 

ADDIE model predominated; for the product, it appeared in a variety of models from 
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different perspectives all of which addressed the learning objectives, the activities 

and the assessment. Section 6.1.3 will examine the influence of instruction design in 

online education in particular. 

6.1.3 Instructional design in the online education context 

it has been mentioned in 6.1.1 that instructional design became a more important 

issue in education when open and distance learning, and, later, 

modern-technology-mediated leaming started to boom (Murphy, 2003: 280). This 

section will seek the justification of this observation and explore the reasons. 

6.1.3.1 A context of attention 

Though online education has attended to instructional design, such attention is only 

emerging and focuses mainly on case studies with "very little theory and 

generalisable research" (Ellis and Phelps, 2000). Frydenberg (2002) suggests that 

this is because few fully developed programmes are at a stage where summative 

evaluation is possible. 

In what way is instructional design unique in this context? How does such 

uniqueness impact decisions (the product) and decision-makings (the process) of 

instructional design? These will be questions of concern throughout my cycles of 

research. 

The use of technology within instruction can be traced back to the 1950s when 

people used the term instructional technology to describe not only the implication of 

hardware and software devices for teaching purposes, but also the principles to guide 

the use of these devices (Snelbecker, 1974: 116; 1999b: 669). Seels (1989 cited in 
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Reiser, 2001b: 64) describes the influence of learning theories on instructional design 

from a technology point of view. He proposes that behaviourism led to behaviour 

modification designs, cognitivism led to artificial intelligence designs and 

constructivism has yet to make a major impact. Snelbecker (1999b: 669) visions 

technology as a challenge to the development of instructional theories in the new 

century. He describes the relationship between technology and the development of 

instructional theories in that instructional theories will guide the decisions of 

utilizing technology in instructions, and in this application process, technology can 

inform the improvement of instructional theories. 

Siemens (2002) describes e-learning as "the marriage of technology and education" 

and considers that "the instructional designer's greatest role is that of 'bridging' 

concepts between the two worlds. " Reiser (200 1 a: 53) proposes to re-term the field as 

"instructional design and technology". He defines this field as follows (the 

emboldened text is my emphasis). 

"The field of instructional design and technology encompasses the analysis of 

learning and performance problems, and the design, development, 

implementation, evaluation and management of instructional and 

non-instructional processes and resources intended to improve learning and 

performance in a variety of settings, particularly educational institutions and 

the workplace. Professionals in thefield of instructional design and technology 

often use systematic instructional design procedures and employ a variety of 

instructional media to accomplish their goals. Moreover, in recent years, they 
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have paid increasing attention to non-instructional solutions to some 

performance problems. Research and theory related to each of the 

aforementioned areas is also an important part of thefield. " (Reiser, 200 1 a: 53) 

Reiser's work is significant in its explicit identification of the following issues in 

instructional design when technology plays a vital role. 

1) Selection of media as an integral decision. 

2) Learning as a process (leaming) and a product (performance). 

3) Instructional design as a process and a product (resources in his term). 

4) Non-instructional process. 

5) Research and theory as important as practice. 

Among all the possible technologies, the 1980s saw an increasing interest in 

employing computer-based technology in instructional design and in the 1990s, such 

interest started to have significant impact to this field (Reiser, 2001a: 62). More 

recently, the Internet has become the most talked-about educational technology. In 

higher education, the attraction of use of the Internet within instructional design lies 

in the following three potentials believed to "promote learning and performance via 

some 'non-traditional' means in comparison to the proceeding media such as radio, 

television and computer" (Reiser, 2001a: 61). 

i) It is viewed as a low-cost method of providing instruction to students who may 

otherwise be denied of access due to factors such as work or family-commitment, 

geographic distance, physical disabilities, etc., though the cost issue remains 

disputable. 
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2) It increases interactive capabilities, especially between the tutor and the learners, 

and among the learners in addition to between the learners and the instructional 

contcnL 

3) It enables instructional designers to design learning experiences that involve 

more complex interactions between learners and instructional content. For 

example, the amount and type of information, the type of feedback, the links, etc. 

allows a constructive pcrspcctivc of Icaming possible. 

Reiser's first remark is rather a political justification of instructional design in the 

onlinc contcxt - to open acccss to a mass population at a low cost. Reiser's second 

and third statcmcnts cxprcss a constructivist perspective on Icaming that can be 

classificd as a thcorctical justification for instructional design in an online context. 

Tcchnology has the potcntial to support the kcy principics undcrlying constructivist 

Icarning in opcn and distancc cducation, such as intcraction among Icamcrs in 

addition to that bct%vccn Icamcrs and tutors, adapting the Icaming experience to the 

diffcrcnccs in Icancr backgrounds and contcxts (Murphy, 2003: 29 1). 

Tcchnology is also bclicvcd to promotc the notion of "uscr-designers" (Banathy, 

1991, cited in Rcigcluth, 1999a: 23) as a good application of lcaming-focuscd 

instructional theory in thc inforniation age. This rcfcrs to the involvement of users 

(primarily the lcarncrs and facilitators of learning) in instructional design by using 

computcr-mccliatcd Icarning tools in the dcsign proccss. 

6.1.3.2 Technology matters 

Apart from political and thcorctical justifications, the use of the Internet for Icaming 
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also demands significant attention to instructional design at operational levels in both 

process and product dimensions. Concerning the process, the following influences 

have been identirtcd. 

1) Aproccss with incrcasing rcsponsibilitics 

Tcchnology is Icss adaptivc in comparison with a human instructor and this 

dctcmincs that once the course is dclivcrcd, it is less likely to be changed to the 

situation (Sicmcns. 2002). This mcans that the analysis, dcsign and dcvclopmcnt 

stages require for the following features (Siemens, 2002). 

a) The aims and goals of the course have to be precisely and appropriately 

dcftncd. 

b) Lcamers' pot cntial nccds, and conccrns havc to be anti ci patcd as accuratcly as 

possiblc. - 

c) Ilic conicnt has to bc "wcll organizcd*"-. 

d) The structure for the learning process has to be prcscntcd; 

The selection of technology must be we II -thought-out; 

f) Standardization of the content presentation has to be established. 

2) A proccss with cxtcnt and scalc 

The dcmand on the extent and scale of onlinc course planning, dcvclopmcnt, and 

delivcry proccsscs "cxcccd the cxpcctations and cxpcricncc"' of many 

campus-tumcd-onlinc langu3gc tcachcrs (Whitc. 2003: 69m). In comparison with 

thosc in a carnpus-bascd context, thesc processes involve more steps, take longer 

time, dmand more financial input, and include more people of different disciplines. 
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3) An cmphasis on a multi -disciplinary team approach 

A course team approach (Murphy, 2003: 286) needs to be adopted with an emphasis 

on a multi-disciplinary team which ideally composes experienced online teachers, 

managerricrit rcprcscntation, student support specialists, infonnation technology 

dcvciopcrs. instructional designers, experienced trainers and teachers, and resource 

managcmcnt facilitators (Taylor, 2003: 79). 

A rcadincss for cvaluation 

A further crucial process is added as in-depth cvaluation. (White, 2003: 69). The 

online context makes instructional design far more tmnsparent than campus-based 

Icaming bccausc it Icavcs a "trail" that can bc uscd as rcsourccs for subscqucnt 

courses by not only the instructor of the course, but also other people who have 

responsibility for quality assurance, e. g. mangers, cxtcmal examiners, etc. 

Conccming the product. the following arguments have been raised. 

1) Technology has the potcntial to bring about cffcctivc prcscntation of the contcnt 

(multimcdia. vidco strcaming) (Sicmcns, 2002; Rciscr, 2001a: 61; Murphy, 

2003: 292-. ); 

2) Tcchnology incrcascs intcractivity capabilitics (Sicmcns, 2002; Reiscr, 2001a: 

61; Slurphy. 2003: 292) 

3) Asynchronous interaction, in comparison with facc-to-facc interaction, allows 

words to rcplacc spccclics, Icaving a digital rccord of procccdings. This also 

providcs grcat oplxmunity for lc, 2mcr and tutor rcflcction both in action and on 

action (Jaqucs and Salmon, 2000: 3). 
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Section 6.1 has cstablishcd instructional design to be the subject matter of my 

research. Tbough much influcn, ccd by learning theories, instructional theories are 

diffcrcnt in that they bridgc thcorics with cducational pmcticc. It is both a proccss 

and a product and guidcs to the acation of a Icaming cnvironment/systcm. As a 

proccss, it gcncrally follows the ADDIE modcl of analysis, dcsign, dcvelopment, 

implcmcntation and cvaluation; as a product, it addresses the ends, the means and the 

asscssmcnt of Icaming. Tcchnology advanccmcnt has brought instructional design to 

a ncw lcvcl of auntion particularly in open, distancc and onlinc cducation with its 

impact on both the thcorics and practiccs. 

I would like to end this section with a literature suggestion as an important linkage to 

the ncxt scction. Rcigcluth and Frick (1999: 633-652) proposc that this information 

agc is in nccd of a paradigm shift of cducation. "Formativc rcscarch" is a prcfcrrcd 

rcscarch mcthodology to improve design theory for designing instructional practices 

and proccsses. Thcy definc fomiativc rcscarch as "'a kind of dcvc1opmcntal rcscarch 

or action rescirch that is intcnded to improvc dcsign thcory for dcsigning 

instructional practiccs or proccsscC' (ibid. 1999: 633). Aftcr all tlicsc discussions 

about instructional dcsign, thc ncxt qucstion is what rcscarch mcthodology can bcst 

support ine to improve MY undcrstanding and practice in this ficid. This will be the 

focus of Ilic ncxt scclion. 

6.2 ExamInIng tho Mothodological Issuo 

Rcscarch cyclc 0 uscd a clustcr of rcscarch mctliods to collcct natumlly-occurring 

data, only to find that my rcscarch nccdcd morc than just methods to fulfil its goals. 
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This section will justify action research as an appropriate methodology, and explore 

its rcsponsivcncss to my situation from paradigmatic, contextual and dimensional 

pcrspcctivcs. 

6.2.1 Action research In place 

A traditional catcgorisation of educational research methodology is that of 

quantitativc and qualitativc stylcs (Nunan, 1992a; Gomm and Woods, 1993: ix; Bums, 

1999). According to Nunan (1992a: 3), quantitative research is "Obtrusive and 

controllcd, objcctivc, gcncralisabic, outcome oriented and assume the existence of 

'facts' which arc somchow cxtcmal to and independent of the observer or 

researcher. " In contrast, qualitative research assumes that "'all knowledge is relative, 

that thcrc is a subjcctivc clemcnt to all knowlcdgc and rcscarch, and that holistic, 

ungcncralisablc studies arc justifiable". Nunan (ibid.: 3) argues that this binary 

distinction rcprescnts a simplistic and naive view of research, as quantitative and 

qualitative approaches arc indistinguishable in many respects. 

A furthcr review of sonic recent work then on educational research methodology in 

gencral is summariud in Tabic 6.5. 
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Table 6.5 Different categorization of research methodologies in general educational 

contcxt 
Sources Categories Perceptions 

Philips and Pugh"s 0 exploratory research The best methodology 

three basic types of 0 tcsting-out research should possess a high 

research (2002: 50) 0 problcm-solving research degree of protection for 

a survival of a PhD 
study. 

Frccbody's three 0 ethnography Qualitative research 

prevalence 0 case study can address educational 

methodologies for 0 action research needs in an cffective 

education context way. 
(2003: 75) 

-- Cohen ct at's eight * naturalistic and ethnographic The categorization is 

styles of research based on paradigmatic 

educational 0 historical research contexts in which 

research 0 surveys, longitudinal, research is located. 

(2003: 137-241) cross-scctional and trend studies 
9 case studies 
0 correlational research 
0 ex post facto research 
0 experiments, quasi-cxpcriments 

and single-casc research 
0 action research 

Picciano's seven 0 ethnographic Methodologies should 
types of research 0 historical directly relate to the 
methodologies 0 dcscription nature of the research 
(2004: 34) 0 correlational problems being 

0 causal comparative investigated. 
0 experimental 
0 action and evaluation research 

Tlicsc authors" mciliodological perccptions wcre addcd to the tabic as I tricd to find 

explanations for such a variety*. and further, questioning how I could decide my 

perception in order to locate a **best"' methodology for my research. I became aware 

ora fallacy in my scarch for a rcscarch mctliodology: That thcrc was a "'bcst"' choicc. 

Nicthodologics had thcir pros and cons, dcpcndcnt on rcscarchcrs, contcxts, aims, ctc. 

nceded to focus on the cxamination of the "appropriateness" of certain 
96 



mahodologics for my rmcarch context instead (Dick, 1993: 5; McNiff, 2002: 5). 

Ilercforc, I revicwcd my research needs initiated by research cycle 0 findings by 

asking the following clucstions. 

1) Why am I conducting this rescarch? 

To improvc my undcrstanding and practice of both course design and 

dcvclopment and rcscarch mcthodology. 

2) What is the rcscamh focus? 

Problems and issues of my concerns in rclation to course design and 

devclopmcnt and m-scarch mcthcdology. 

3) Who takcs part in the rcscarch? 

Prcfcrably diffcrcnt stakcholdcrs, including lcamcrs, tutors, administrators and 

mc to work collaborativcly. 

4) Where is the rcscarch? 

At the Institutc. a real work situation. 

5) When is the rocarch? 

I made an initial aticnipt, and now I would likc to start anothcr cycic to furthcr 

explorc the issuc. 

6) Ilowdoldothcrescarch? 

This is what I want to rind out. 

Ilascd on this cliccklist. topther with thc suggcstions from my supcrvisors, I focuscd 

on action rocarch as a candidatc tcscarch mcthodology. Evcn with limitcd 

knowlcdgc of action rescarch by thcn, I identified at Icast. onc matching fcaturc 
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bctwcen action rcscarch and my research reality that no other research 

methodologies possessed: the cyclical research process. 

Nly intention of the literature review on action research uras not to join the writers to 

dcvclop yct anothcr vcrsion of the I landbook for Action Research, but to decide bow 

rcsponsivc action rcscarch %%-as to my rcsearch situation. In the following, I cxaminc 

this from the thrcc pcrspcctivcs. 

1) A contextual perspective that reveals that there is little understanding of the 

thcory and practice of action research in my context - online education in 

English languagc cducation in China. 

2) A paradigmatic pctspcctivc to decide its relevance to the theoretical issues of my 

rcscarch. 

3) A dimensional perspective to establish a practical framework for my rcscarch. 

6.2.2 A contextual study or action research 

In this scction. I will rcvicw action mcarch in the contcxts of highcr cducation, 

English languagc cducation. distancc and onlinc cducation. It rcvcals that thcrc is a 

lack of both thcory and practice of action research in the above contexts in China. 

I. The entergence of siction rcsc2rch 

Tlicrc is no conscnsus on the origins of action rcscarch, though Kurt Lcwin, an 

American psychologist, is regarded by many to be the first to cxplicitly proposc 

action rescarch as a rcscarch mciliodology (Zubcr-Skerrit, 1992: 45; Kcmmis and 

McTaggan, 1992: 6. hfastas. 1995; McKcman, 1996: 8; O'Bricn, 1998: 6; McNiff, 

2002: 8). Ilicrc is evidence that before Lewin, action research practice was drivcn by 
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social workers seeking changes to social problems (McKernan, 1996: 8). Thus, action 

research claims to have a consistent theme in its "commitment to social justice and a 

fairer life experience for all" (McNiff et al. 2003: 2). 

2. Action research in higher education 

Action research as a research methodology has been applied to a variety of settings 

such as industrial, health, educational, and community behavioural (McKernan, 

1996: 3) and information systems (West, et al. 1995). 

Action research was introduced to the field of education in the late 1960s and early 

1970s by the "teacher-researcher" movement in the secondary education sector 

(Riding, et al. 1995; Masters, 1995). Or maybe even earlier, in late 1940s and early 

1950s in Corey's teacher-managed research projects at Columbia University, North 

America (Kemmis and McTaggart, 1992: 6), immediately after Lewin's attempt. it 

started to have great impact in Europe, North America, and Australia and further 

intemationally, in the field of education in the 1980s (Kemmis and McTarggart, 

1992: 6-7). It has been applied to curriculum development, professional development, 

school improvement programmes and systems planning and policy development 

(Kemmis and McTaggart, 1992: 5). Educational action research is claimed to be "the 

busiest area of action research publication" (Dick, 2006: 441, a later reference). 

3. Action research in English language education 

The introduction of action research to English language education took place when 

conventional English language teaching (ELT) methodologies failed to meet a 

fast-growing demand for effective language education in the 1970s, resulting in the 
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involvement of teachers in the reforms to promote its effectiveness (White, 2003: 12). 

Action research became a "buzzword7' in ELT in the 1990s (Crookes, 1993: 130; 

Rainey, 2000: 65) appearing in works such as Nunan (1990,1992a), McDonough and 

McDonough (1997), Wallace (1998), Gierlinger (1998), and Bums (1999). However, 

these publications mainly draw on the literature, recommending action research as an 

alternative research methodology for ELT research for professional development. 

Few focus on action research practice in this ELT context. Furthennore, these 

publications are applicable more widely than the ELT community, as few 

justifications are raised that explain what makes it is ideally applicable to ELT. Bums 

(1999: 13) proposes two arguments: one is that in a profession where women 

predominate, collaborative action research allows a feminist orientation of 

knowledge construction that is supportive and contextualized, and the other is that it 

could contribute to status enhancement in a situation where "second and foreign 

language teaching suffers from low status in broader educational settings" (Bums, 

1999: 48). Rainey (2000: 67) identifies two major views of action research in an ELT 

context: action research for teacher's professional self-development and 

collaborative action research that brings about changes in the immediate classroom 

cases as well as the wider community through critical reflection. Her survey of ELT 

teachers in 10 countries reveals that 75.5% respondents have little knowledge of 

action research (ibid, 2000: 72). 

Higher education ELT in China explicitly embraced action research in 2000 in 

Wang's work (2000). This is still the only book addressing action research in this 
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context. The lack of action research as a research methodology is apparent from an 

analysis of publications in the four core ELT journals in China. I categorize these 

papers under "introduction" and "project reports" headings, with the former mainly a 

literature review, and the latter a report of a project using action research. 

Table 6.6 Number of papers with "action research" as key words published in four 

core ELT j ournals in China 

Title Since Style No. of 
papers 

I Language Teaching and Research 1957 Introduction 2 

(bimonthly, 15 papers/issue) Project reports 1 

2 Foreign Language World (bimonthly, 18 1994 Introduction 4 

papers/issue) 
I Project reports 1 

3 Modem Foreign Languages (quarterly, 15 1978 Introduction 0 

papers/issue) Project reports 0 

4 Computer-assisted Foreign Language 1979 Introduction I 

Education (bimonthly, 15 papers/issue) I 
I Project reports 2 

4. Action research in distance and online education 

There was a lack of the literature on action research in distance and adult education 

until it engaged in modem educational technology innovation and for this reason this 

section covers the literature related to action research in distance, and adult 

education in an online context. 

The literature review revealed three types of circumstances in which action research 

was employed. 

1) Using Internet technology in action research 

O'Brien (1998: 15) recognized the growing convergence of action research and 

information technology which allows action research to be conducted with 

"larger-sized groups, more reflexivity, greater geographic reach, and for a longer 
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period of sustained interaction. " He cited two cases (Comstock and Fox, 1995; 

Lau and Hayward, 1997) that used Internet-based communication to build a 

collaborative group community of action researchers. IT here is used as an 

enhancement vehicle for communication, resource survey (Wallace, 1998: 254)3, 

and data process and analysis. 

2) Developing an online course on action research (as in Taylor, 2003) 

3) Using action research to conduct research in a modem-technology-mediated 

learning context 

My research falls in the third of these circumstances. In this context, the literature is 

surprisingly scarce and it is recognized that there is a lack of action research 

frameworks or models specifically applied to online learning (Ellis and Phelps, 

2000: 3). Since 2000, only one paper (Donche and Petegem, 2004) in Educational 

Action Research, the key international journal in this field, was set in distance 

education background. Furthermore, until early 2004 when I started my research, no 

single paper in this journal was set in an online education context. 

A similar situation is to be found in China. Action research papers in distance and 

adult education started to appear in 2000 as shown in Table 6.7. 

3 "There is every indication that these developments in on-the-job training will befacilitated by the development 
ofelectronic communication through the Internet. Not only will communication between trainers and trainees 
themselves, as well as among trainersltrainees, become easier but also the whole issue ofaccess to library 
sources will be simplified. "(TVallace, 1998: 254) 
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Table 6.7 Number of papers with "action research" as key words published in two 

core distance and adult education j ournals in China 

Title Since Style No. of 
papers 

TO-umal of China Distance Education 1981 Introduction 6 
(monthly, 15 papers/issue) Project reports 0 

2 China Educational Technology (monthly, 1994 Introduction 8 
18 papers/issue) roject reports 6 

This lack of literature is in sharp contrast to either the long history of well-researched 

distance and adult education, or the rapid growth of the utilization of modem 

technology in education. Is it because action research is inappropriate for the 

context? 

According to Ellis and Phelps (2000: 3), action research and online education share 

some important themes as summarized below. 

1) Change: Online teaching and learning is evolving rapidly with the fast advances 

of technology, so there can be hardly a strong body of theory or practice models 

that are readily applicable to individual situations. 

2) Team approach: Online delivery involves people of different disciplines: 

instructional designers, subject experts, technicians, administrators. The 

situation calls for a research approach that addresses teamwork rather than 

isolated practice. 

3) Context/case-based: There is a lack of application of theory and generalisable 

research in this field and relevant research is heavily based on cases of specific 

contexts. 

Goodyear (1999), in his report of a large-scale European Uniods Socrates Open and 
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Distance Learning (ODL) programme with a particular focus on the exploration of 

the use of technology, reported that almost all sub-projects adopted methods that had 

the characteristics of action research. He implies that action research is a most 

responsive research methodology when ODL as an educational innovation lacks 

tbeoretical. framework, involves the essential activities of solving real problems, 

reflection and self-evaluation, and collective leaming. 

All these apply to my situation. Through a procedural focusing of the status quo of 

action research from the most general context to the most specific context against 

which my research is set, I can identify two gaps: 

1) Though action research has been established as a legitimate research 

methodology in education more generally, it is largely neglected in an online 

education context nationally and globally. 

2) While action research enjoys a well-documented literature, there is a lack of the 

literature related to its use in projects in an online education context nationally 

and globally. 

5. Action research at the Institute 

The first gap mentioned above is, however, not the case at the Institute. On the 

contrary, action research was a highly recommended research methodology 

promoted through the following activities. 

1) The "Three new's movement" (New Technology, New Concept, New Roles) of 

all tutors (Gu, 2005b: 73) to fulfil paradigm shifts from campus-based teaching to 

web-based education. 
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2) Action research as the only methodology among all to be presented and 

discussed in the Institute annual tutor training workshops. 

An emphasis on embedding the research process in work process. 

Nevertheless, there seemed to be a gap between recognizing action research as 

important and actually applying it to real working situations. My research, then, is 

taking the mission of bridging this gap. 

6.2.3 A paradigmatic study of action research 

This section will review the main schools of theories of action research in an effort 

to establish my research paradigm. It reveals that I was ambiguous about my 

paradigmatic belief towards action research at this stage. 

1. From methodology to paradigm 

The literature review of action research revealed a wide variety of possibilities from 

which I could select my action research approach and I needed to adopt an effective 

procedure to support my selection. I could not arrive at a decision until I discovered 

Dick's three-level illustration of the relationships among research paradigms, 

research methodologies and research methods as shown in Figure 6.1. 

Figure 6.1 Dick's three-level illustration (1993) 

Dick's illustration provides an approach to examining different schools of action 

research under paradigmatic categorization, and even more important, a guidance to 
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the identification of my research paradigm and further my action research approach 

to form my standpoint. Using this approach, I firstly reviewed the different schools 

of theories (research paradigms) of action research in both general and educational 

contexts. Then I examined my paradigmatic beliefs. 

2. An examination of the schools of theories of action research 

Kemmis (1993) recognizes that "what is action research" has remained a debate 

since it emerged, and different schools of theories have been developed as a result of 

the "climate" of times - cultural, political, or historical conditions. 

in the general context, theories of action research can be classified into three major 

schools. The positivist paradigm used to dominate in the early stage of action 

research practice. This was characterized by a scientific method of problem solving 

(McKernan 1992: 16), in which the researchers identify the problem and apply 

interventions, and the practitioners are involved in the implementation process 

(Holter and Schwartz-Barcott, 1993: 301, cited in Masters, 1995). 

The interpretive paradigm lays emphasis on the involvement of practitioners as 

researchers who aim at improving their understanding and practice via a 

process-oriented transformation to achieve professional development (Zuber-Skerritt, 

1996a: 4; McKeman, 1996: 20-23). In contrast to the positivist perspective, an 

interpretivist caffies a belief in social construction, and subjectively based reality 

(O'Brien, 1998: 5), focuses on immediate problems in practice fused with research, 

and a procedural deliberation (McKeman, 1996: 20/22). 

Parcipatory/Emancipatory action research is described as being influenced by the 
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Frankfurt School of Critical Theory (Dick, 1993). Cyclical, participatory, critical and 

emancipatory is the essence of this approach. 

Kemmis and McTaggart's definition of action research, said to be the standard 

definition of action research (Webb, 1996: 147), falls in this paradigm (emboldened 

text is my emphasis). 

"Action research is a form of collective seV-reflective enquiry undertaken by 

participants in social situations in order to improve the rationality andjustice of 

their own social or educational practices, as well as their understanding of these 

practices and the situations in which these practices are carried out. " (Kemmis 

and McTaggart, 1992: 5) 

Zuber-Skeffitt (1996a: 3) terms this approach emancipatory action research defined 

as below (emboldened text is my emphasis). 

"It is collaborative, critical and setf-critical inquiry by practitioners (e. g. 

teachers, managers) into a major problem or issue or concern in their own 

practice. They own the problem andjeel responsible and accountablefor solving it 

through teamwork and through a cyclical process. " (Zuber-Skerritt, 1996a: 3) 

This approach emphasizes, apart ftom. collaborative, critical and self-critical nature, 

equality and empowerment of the individuals (Zuber-Skerritt, 1996a: 3-5). 

In the educational settings, two major theories employ a particular perspective of 

action research. Whitehead (1989) proposes a living educational theory to base 

action research on in contrast to a traditional view of theory and the propositional 

form of theory. This theory believes that there is no one correct way of either doing 
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research or thinking. A living educational theory addresses a belief that theory is 

living as part of practitioners' thinking in the process of the change and improvement 

of their practice (McNiff et al. 2003: 164). It embodies some key disciplines of action 

research, such as the action/reflection cycle of enquiry and professional development 

initiatives of a person. 

McKernan (1996: 16-30), after examining three types of theoretical models of action 

research (the scientific-technical view of problem solving, practical-deliberative 

action research and critical-emancipatory action research), classifies his as a fourth 

type: rational-interactive dynamic action research in which he believes that "theories 

are not validated independently of practice and then applied to curriculum; rather 

they are validated through practice". His approach emphasizes the formation process 

of the theory. He defines action research as below (emboldened text is my emphasis). 

"Action research is the reflective process whereby in a given problem area, where 

one wishes to improve practice or personal understanding, inquiry is carried out 

by the practitioner -first, to clearly define the problem; secondly, to specify a plan 

of action - including the testing of hypotheses by application of action to the 

problem. Evaluation is then undertaken to monitor and establish the effectiveness 

of the action taken. Finally, participants reflect upon, explain developments, and 

communicate these results to the community of action researchers. Action research 

is systematic setf-reflective scientific inquiry by practitioners to improve 

practice. " (McKeman, 1996: 5) 

McKernan claims two emphases in his approach. One is that action research is 
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rigorous, systematic inquiry through scientific procedures; the other is that 

participants have critical-reflective ownership of the process and results. 

3. An examination of my research paradigm 

There had not been the necessity to articulate my research paradigm until this stage 

of my research. I realized that any ambiguity would see me lost in different schools 

of action research. According to Dick's three-level illustration of research paradigms, 

methodologies and methods (Dick, 1993), my research paradigm will determine my 

action research approach. 

O'Brien (1998: 5-6) suggests three types of research paradigms based on their degree 

of tolerance towards the subjectivity of the research. 

Table 6.8 A summary of O'Brien's three types of research paradigms (1998: 5-6) 

Research Degree of tolerance Degree of responsiveness to my 
paradigm towards subjectivity situation 

It emphasizes objective Not responsive. (In my preliminary 
reality and quantitative attempt, qualitative data naturally 

Positivist research methods. occurred; in further exploration, 
paradigm qualitative methods were desired for 

an in-depth interpretation of 
quantitative data. ) 

It carries a belief in social Partially responsive (The idea of 
construction, and construction and reality supported my 

Interpretive subjectively-based reality; situation; however, in my case, 

paradigm 
however, its researchers researchers were participants. They 
should remain objective could hardly stand objectively and 
and passive of the passively of the context. ) 
researched context. 
It deals with the Partially responsive (The idea of 
disciplines and activities subjectivity may reflect my situation, 

Paradigm predominant in the ethical but I am not yet sure if my research 

of Praxis and political lives of deals with the issues defined in the 
people; Subjectivity will description. ) 
not be intentionally 

avoided. 
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O'Brien's description defines that I was not likely to hold a positivist paradigm, but 

it was still difficult for me to locate myself exactly in either of the other two types. 

Might it be the case that my situation was too complex to correspond to existing 

paradigms? Or was it because that I had not yet established a research paradigm? I 

chose to leave such ambiguity to be resolved as I progressed with my research 

(12.2.2 in Chapter 12 will revisit this issue to establish my research paradigm). 

Based on the above paradigmatic review of action research, I can conclude that 

action research possesses the essential characteristics justified as a research 

methodology, but meanwhile it contains the following unique attributes. 

It combines action and research, theory and practice. 

2) It aims to bring about understanding, changes and improvement. 

3) It takes place in real work situations; 

4) It involves practitioners in the research; 

5) It follows a cyclical process. 

Different research and educational paradigms lead to different perspectives and thus, 

interpretations of action research. Still indecisive of my own category, I sought to 

explore these unique attributes, from a dimensional perspective, that may feedback 

to a less ambiguous paradigmatic perspective. 

6.2.4 A dimensional study of action research 

This section will attempt a dimensional approach to understanding action research at 

an operational level as to its initiative, focus, context, process, participant and 

method. It aims to form a practical guide to my action research. 
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1. Dimensions at the emergence of action research 

Action research, in Lewin's view, emerges as an effective approach to tackling social 

problems in post-war period (1940s) (Masters, 1995; McKeman, 1996: 10). 

According to Lewin, action research is "a spiral of steps, each of which is composed 

of planning, action and the evaluation of the result of action" (Kemmis and 

McTaggart, 1992: 8). Lewin points out the importance of the inclusion of 

"practitioners from the real social world in all phases of inquiry" (McKernan, 

1996: 10). He also emphasizes the idea of "group decision and commitment to 

improvernenf' (Kernmis and McTaggart, 1992: 6). The above discussions shape the 

dimensions of action research in its early stage based on dimensional analysis 

technique (Wikipedia) as shown in Table 6.9.1 found later in Zuber-Skerrit & 

Fletcher's work (2007: 42) an exact approach to aspects of action research. 

Table 6.9 Dimensions of action research at its emergence 

Dimensions Labels Lewin's views 
Why Initiative social changes 

2 What Focus problem-solving 
3 Where Context real social world 
4 When Process spiral; plan-action-evaluation 
5 Who Participant researchers; involvement of practitioners, in group 
6 How Method inquiry 

These dimensions have been the major themes in the advances of action research 

theory and practice, though they have been refined, enriched, specified, or elaborated 

with time. The following sections will further explore their meanings. 

2. Initiative dimension 

As action research was initially adopted to promote social changes, the "change" 

theme remains in almost all action research definitions. Such change is embedded 
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within the process of research, not just as a result of the research (Wadsworth, 1998). 

Therefore, change is not an added value, but an integral part of action research. A 

further frequently addressed initiative is to "understand7' and/or to "improve 

understanding", so as to improve, reform, innovate or develop (Kernmis and 

McTaggart, 1992: 21-22; Riding, et al. 1995; ZuberSkerritt, 1996b: 83; Cohen et al. 

2003: 226; McNiff et al. 2003: 15). These initiatives justify action research as a most 

appropriate methodology for change- and improvement-oriented research since many 

other forms of research set out to describe or to understand the situation being 

studied, yet seek little effort to bring cbanges to the situation (Lomax, 2002: 123). 

Such changes may happen to individuals as in interpretive-oriented action research 

(Zuber-Skerritt, 1996a: 4) and to groups, and even further to society in emancipatory 

action research. Kemmis & McTaggart's (1992: 15-19) three-register framework 

seems to have a full coverage of the changes action research can bring about from 

theory to practice, from individuals to groups (emboldened text is my emphasis). 

" ... change in the use of language and discourses - the actual ways that people 

identify and describe their world and work, changes in activities and practices - 

what people are actually doing in their work and learning, and changes in social 

relationships and organizations - the ways people interrelate in the process of 

education, and the ways their relationship are Structured and organized in 

educational institutions to achieve consistency between the principles and 

practices of educational administration and teaching and learning. " 
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Focus dimension 

The focus of action research, or "thematic concern" in Lewin's term (Kemmis 

McTaggart, 1992: 9), can have the following interpretations. 

1) To study a problem and to look for solutions and desirable outcomes (Wallace, 

1998: 15; Cohen et al. 2003: 226). 

2) To pose a problem (Kemmis & McTaggart, 1992: 21; McNiff, 2002: 15) 

3) To examine an issue of concern or even interest (Zuber-Skerritt, 1996a: 3). 

Though it is seldom the case that action research starts with a clearly identified focus 

(Kemmis & McTaggart, 1992: 91), Winter (1996: 15) emphasizes a full recognition of 

the problem of interest, arguing that a failure to do this would "affect decisions as to 

how we should interpret and evaluate various events brought to light" by the 

research. However, he does not offer a clear guide as to the ways to reach such 

recognition. 

Kemmis & McTaggart (1992: 9) define that such a focus should be a group decision, 

though they admit that the core person needs to have some idea in mind before 

everyone else so that a research group can be reasonably formed. 

4. Context dimension 

The "real social situation" context of action research has not been challenged since 

its proposal. Instead, it is recognized as a major attribute that differentiates action 

research from conventional research (O'Brien, 1998: 5). Such a situation usually 

requires "responsiveness and flexibility and action" (Dick, 1993). Flexibility 

determines the authentic (Cohen et al. 2003: 241; Lomax, 2002: 135), situational 
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(Cohen, et al. 2003: 241), and relevant to professional practice (Wallace, 1998: 21) 

nature of action research. 

In addition, unlike traditional methodologies, its context-based and context-bound 

nature positions action research as being less concerned with what is universally true, 

or at least generalisable to other contexts (Wallace, 1998: 16). This lack of 

generalisability, or external validity, is one of the common criticisms of action 

research (Heller, 1986, cited in Dick, 1993). Whitehead (1989: 8), however, argues 

for a new concept of generalisability in his living educational theory. He points out 

that the "general" "refers to 'all' but instead of being represented in a linguistic 

concept, 'all' refers to the shared form of life between the individuals constituting the 

theory". 

5. Process dimension 

Action research is process-oriented, and almost all writers recognize such a process 

as cyclic/spiral (Kernmis and McTaggart, 1992: 2; McKernan 1992: 17; Masters, 1995; 

Zuber-Skerritt, 1996a: 3; Wallace, 1998: 12; O'Brien, 1998; Lomax, 2002: 122). 

However, a study of the phases within each cycle of the process produce confusions 

as writers either use different terms to describe similar phases, or similar terms to 

describe different activities. I decided not to struggle with the terminology but to 

focus on the descriptions of the activities in each phase. Table 6.10 provides a 

summary. 
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Table 6.10 A summary of activities within each cycle of action research 

P an Act Analyze Reflect 

1) Kemmis and McT aggart (1992: 54-90) 
initially reflect on Enact the plan and observe Reflect on the thematic 

the situation in the how it works by undertaking concern, the plan, the action 
light of the two major tasks: monitor the and observation, drawing on 
thematic concern process, and analyse the the achievements and 
(reconnaissance); data. limitations, consider 
in groups, decide consequences; draw 

"what is to be done implications for the new 

about what, by cycle, propose the rationale 

whom, where, for improvement. 

when and how" 
details. 
2) Zuber-Skerritt (I 96a: 3) 
Plan strategically. Implement Evaluate and Reflect critically and 

the plan; self-evaluate self-critically; make decisions 

observe. for the next cycle of action 
research. 

3) McKeman (1996: 220) 
Define problem, Implement Evaluate Decide on a new plan. 
needs assessment, the plan. plan in 
hypotheses, action. 
develop plan of 
action. 
4) McNiff (2002: 12) 
Identify an area of Implement Evaluate the solution; change practice in 
practice to be the solution. light of the evaluation 
investigated; 
imaizine a solution. 

Table 6.10 sees a merger of some phases, and differences in some activities, but a 

consensus in coverage of four phases. The cyclical nature is another consensus. It is 

viewed as crucial in action research determined by the following factors. 

1) Determined by the initiatives. 

Participants have a chance to learn and improve in this process (Kemmis and 

McTaggart, 1992: 8) 
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2) Determined by the context. 

It seems to be impossible to deal with everything given the complexity of an action 

research context at one go (Kemmis and McTaggart, 1992: 8). 

3) Determined by the rigour of research. 

"Cyclic" increases the quality of the research data and interpretation (Dick, 1993). 

Dick argues that conventional research will start with a precise research question, 

whereas action research usually does not. The cyclical nature allows fuzzy 

questions, fuzzy methods and fuzzy answers to become less fuzzy as they go 

through each cycle. 

The process, however, is not as neat as suggested for phases will overlap, and initial 

plans can become obsolete or altered in the light of learning from experience 

(McNiff, 2002: 12). 

Kemmis & McTaggart (1992: 22) suggest two beginning approaches: one is to 

"collect some initial data in an area of general interest (a reconnaissance), then to 

reflect, and then to make a plan for changed action"; the other is to make a change 

first, collect data, reflect and then start again with a refined plan. My research cycle 0 

is part of the first approach, though I bad not consciously adopted an action research 

approach at the start of my research. 

6. Participant dimension 

The participatory nature of action research has been established since Lewin's time 

(McKernan, 1992: 10) and has remained as one of the most acclaimed features that 

distinguish action research from many other research methodologies (Kemmis & 
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McTaggart, 1992: 22; McNiff et al. 2003: 12; Davis, 2004). 

In this dimension, I mainly explored the following three questions. 

Who are the participants? 

2) Why is participation important? 

3) How do people participate? 

Kemmis and McTaggart (1992: 51) categorise the participants in three groups: "you, 

others you work with in the particular activities you are studying, and/or others 

affected by the activities you are studying". Wallace (1998: 207) suggested an 

extensive range of possible participants, from students to colleagues, from colleagues 

in the same institute to colleagues of other countries in other disciplines. 

Whoever the participants, the literature has identified two major participant roles in 

action research: practitioners and researchers. A dominant view about their 

relationship is that practitioners are researchers (Riding, et al. 1995; O'Brien, 1998: 2; 

McNiff et al., 2003: 12; Cohen et al. 2003: 239), though some argue that participants 

can be either researchers or practitioners or both (Dick, 1993). 

There is a strong argument for practitioners as researchers in that such participatory 

research can ensure that the researchers possess certain qualities otherwise absent 

(Dick, 1993; Wintcr, 1996: 14; Davis, 2004) as summarind bdow. 

1) They know well not just the reality of the practices, but also why the reality is as 

what it is. 

2) They have the power to change practices. 

3) They have genuine and instinctive concern about the consequences of the 
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changes since they are the ones that have to live with the changes. 

Baldwin (2001: 289) further emphasizes that a separation of the researcher from the 

researched would "invalidate knowledge created, because it would not construct a 

reality that has meaning for the subjects of the research". 

There is recognition of the ownership and responsibility as a result of the 

participatory principle. It is believed that this can enhance the involvement and 

commitment of the participants on the one hand, and their caution and rigour on the 

other (McNiff et al. 2003: 15). 

Collaborative group work is regarded as an encouraged participatory pattern 

(Masters, 1995; O'Brien, 1998), or a deterininate factor to justify action research as 

true action research (Kernmis & McTaggart, 1992; Zuber-Skerritt, 1996a). 

Collaboration is viewed as an enhancement to depth and coverage, validity and 

reliability, and motivation (Wallace, 1998: 209-210). It also "implies a commitment 

to equality and co-inquiry" (Kyle and McCutcheon, 1984: 174 cited in McKernan, 

1996: 230). Thus, ways to build and maintain such commitment are crucial. 

This privileging of the group over the individual view is severely questioned by 

Webb (1996: 149-154) who raised three major concerns as summarized below. 

1) The preference for the solidarity and conformity of group research is 

"patronising and gives one group the power to ignore the views of another"; 

2) There are potential tensions between an individual and the group; 

3) There are potential tensions between the individuals of a group (e. g. power 

imbalance between teachers and students; or staff developers and staff members) 
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Based on the above argument, Webb proposes that the emphasis on group work, 

consensus (rationality, his term), and power equality of the group members, which 

may be regarded as being disempowering and anti-emancipatory, should not become 

the predetennining factors for action research (Webb, 1994: 154). 

Whitehead (1989) also presents his view that action research could be applied to an 

individual conducting research though he remains open to both group and individual 

work. 

This participatory requirement, on the one hand, justifies that action researchers, 

unlike other research methodologists, make no attempt to remain objective, but 

openly acknowledge their bias to the other participants (OBrien, 1998); on the other 

hand, it receives criticism due to this lack of objectivity often required of rigorous 

research (McKay and Marshall, 2001: 46). 

7. Method dimension 

Inquiry as a primary method for action research has raised few challenges as action 

research has developed (Kernmis and McTaggart, 1988: 5; Wallace, 1998: 10). Inquiry 

by definition suggests the process of asking about or investigating something in 

order to find out more about it (Collins Cobuild, 199 1). Therefore, "the act or 

process of seeking the answer to a question" (Wallace, 199 8: 10) is what inquiry is all 

about. 

This is a dimension that requires major attention for the reason that if action research, 

or any other research, is challenged, it is usually the methods that are most 

vulnerable to attacks. 
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Action research is concerned with providing "tools for reflection" (Wallace, 

1998: 13), particularly self-reflection in a self-critical way (Elliott, 1991: 49, cited in 

Cohen, et al. 2003: 227; Kernmis and McTaggart, 1992: 21-22; Wallace, 1998: 12; 

McNiff, 2002: 6). This is viewed as crucial in action research, and as one of the major 

distinctions from conventional research where researchers examine others whereas in 

action research, researchers examine themselves (McNiff, 2002: 6). 

There are quite a few descriptions of how such reflection and criticism should be 

made, for example, deliberate and conscious (Dick, 1993), scientific (O'Brien, 1998), 

systematic (Kemmis and McTaggart, 1992: 21-22), controlled (Zuber-Skerritt, 

1982: 15 in Riding, et al. 1995), and structured (Wallace, 1998: 15), which all express 

the view that inquiries are by no means random. Such emphasis may well answer the 

criticism that action research is "little more than consultancy" (McKay and Marshall, 

2001: 46), and distinguish it from practitioners' everyday practice to improve a 

situation (O'Brien, 1998: 2). 

McNiff et al (2003: 14) introduce a "high order questioning" technique of three levels 

that enable inquiries to go beyond the face value of an issue, which I found 

beneficial. Table 6.11 outlines this technique and shows an example of my using this 

technique to explore this method dimension. 
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Table 6.11 McNiff et al. (2003: 14) high order questioning 

Order Explanation My example 
First order leaming To learn about the situation. What methods are used 

in action research? 
Second order To learn to question what has been How should these 
leaming learned. methods be used? 
Third order To learn to ask why the situation is Why are these methods 
leaming as it is, and why one might need to used in this way? 

change the way one thinks about it. . 
Another strength of action research concerning its methods is that it adopts a holistic 

approach, allowing a wide choice of methods (Wallace, 1998: 28; O'Brien, 1998: 8), 

or to be more specific, insisting on the inclusion of a variety of methods termed 

"triangulation"' (McKeman, 1996: 184; Winter, 1996: 16; Wallace, 1998: 36; McNiff et 

al. 2003: 69; Silverman, 2005: 121). It is believed that triangulation can increase the 

quality of the research data and interpretation (Dick, 1993: 19), thus its validity 

(Bums, 1999: 163; McNiff et al. 2003: 69) and reliability (Wallace, 1998: 36). 

McKeman (1996: 184) cites several interpretations of triangulation. I have 

summarized them into four types. 

1) a combination of different methodological perspectives 

2) a combination of different methods 

3) a combination of different participant perspectives 

4) a combination of diffcrcnt thcoretical pcrspcctivcs 

The context-bound and participatory nature of action research makes it "impossible" 

and "undesirable" to seek for a high degree of reliability (Wallace, 1998: 36) and 

validity (Bums, 1999: 161), and action researchers make no effort to stay neutral 

(O'Brien, 1998: 6). However, this does not mean that rigour required for all research 
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can be absent from action research. Triangulation, therefore, is a way to minimize the 

risk. Wallace (1998: 36) considers that reliability can be achieved through an explicit 

description about the nature of the original data. Bums (1999: 161-162) suggests five 

criteria (democratic validity, outcome validity, process validity, catalytic validity, and 

dialogic validity). 4 McNiff et at. (2003: 28-31) offer three levels of validation, i. e. 

self-validation, peer-validation and wider-public-validation. 

Action research is believed to be more suited to qualitative methods (Nunan 1992a; 

McKernan, 1996). Dick (1993) gives two reasons for this. One is that qualitative 

methods "can be more responsive to the situation7' since researchers can avoid 

having to time-consumingly modify the metric for quantitative data each time 

changes take place; the other is that communications will not be hampered by 

numbers or technical language unfamiliar to practitioners. 

The literature provides an abundance of methods from which to choose. For example, 

McKeman (1996) categorizes 48 action research methods in four groups: 

observational and narrative; non-observational, survey and self-reports; discourse 

analysis and problem-solving; critical-reflective and evaluative. His discussion of 

each method is impressive and comprehensive, covering the techniques, principles, 

procedures, examples, and cautions. 

This section has attempted a literature review of action research from three 

4 Democratic validity refers to the extent of the inclusion of all the stakeholders of the issues 
being researched. Outcome validity refers to the extent to which what is intended matches what 
is achieved of a research. Process validity refers to the extent to which the research approach 
addresses the problem. Dialogic validity refers to the extent to which the practitioner-researchers 
participate in the critical and reflective dialogues among each other. 
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perspectives - contexts, paradigms, and dimensions. Through this review, I have 

identified a lack of both theory and practice of action research in the online 

education context in China. In relation to theory, the literature notes that action 

research is developed from a variety of theoretical schools; however, this has not 

helped in supporting my choice of research paradigm (to be further explored in 

12.2.2 of Chapter 12). In practice, action research can be approached from six 

dimensions, i. e. initiative, focus, context, process, participant and method. The next 

section will explore a research plan in the light of the literature review in both 

instructional design and action research. 

6.3 A Modified Research Plan 

Guided by the findings of research cycle 0 and the literature review of instructional 

design and action research, I will propose a plan for the new research cycle in this 

section. 

6.3.1 A research plan informed by three sources 

Though this chapter is entitled "plan", planning for the new research cycle actually 

started after I modified my research needs based on the findings of research cycle 0 

as reported in Chapter 5. This modification was further informed by the literature 

review of instructional design and action research in the early sections of this chapter. 

For case of reference, I summarize below the new approaches adopted as a result of 

the above for the new research cycle. 

1) Findings of research cycle 0 

I identified a dual-commitment research need with a preference for group work and 
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a multi-perspective, multi-phase, and multi-cycle approach. One commitment 

concerns the subject matter: the improvement in the product (beyond content) and 

the process of the design and development of the orientation module; the other 

concerns methodology: the identification of a methodology and the refinement of 

methods for data planning, collection, analysis and reflection. 

2) The literature review of the subject matter 

I replaced the concept "course design and developmenf' with "instructional 

design" which is guided by instructional theories in the light of learning theories. It 

is viewed as both a process and a product. Process wise, it follows an ADDIE 

model (analysis, design, development, implementation and evaluation), with 

additional considerations of the methods (how), the development of the phases 

(when) and participants (who). Product wise, it targets the construction of a 

leaming system/environment beyond the course content, with the ends, the means 

and the assessment as essential components. 

3) The literature review of the methodology issue 

I decided to adopt action research as my research methodology. My research 

paradigm remains fuzzy, as approaches to action research grow from a variety of 

theoretical beliefs. At an operational level, action research involves considerations 

of the initiative (why), focus (what), context (where), process (when), participant 

(who) and method (how), following a cyclical, reflective and critical approach. 

In contrast to the rather hasty intuitive approach to research cycle 0 as a preliminary 

attempt, the next research cycle will be a much more informed exploration of using 
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action research within instructional design, thus, labelled as research cycle 1. 

I attempted to follow closely ONE framework from the literature to conduct the 

planning (e. g. Kernmis and McTaggart, 1992: 54-58; Wallace, 1998: 20-34; Bums, 

1999: 45-76; McNiff at al. 2003: 75-81), only to find that having a checklist that 

applied to my situation was unrealistic, especially when this cycle is actually built 

upon an initial trial. I was consoled by McNiff et al. 's remark that action researchers 

usually find that their project does not fall into neat sections as presented on printed 

pages, and overlaps, retracing of steps, review, redirection and refocusing will 

accompany the process (McNiff et al. 2003: 75). 1 then decided to formulate my plan 

mainly against the six dimensions of action research discussed in 6.2.4, since this 

approach is how I built up my understanding of action research in my literature 

review. 

In the following, I contrast this plan with the practice of research cycle 0, in order to 

demonstrate the changes and improvements the new plan makes. 

Most importantly, this plan had to bc developcd to form part of an ovcrarching plan 

of several cycles, research cycle 0 in spring 2004, research cycle I to take place in 

spring 2005, and maybe further cycles in the future. 

6.3.2 A dimensional approach to research cycle 1 plan 

This section aims to build up a framework for the rescarch cycle I plan based on the 

six dimensions of action research. 

1. Initiative 

A single real-situation concern of adapting the orientation module that initiated 
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research cycle 0 had developed to dual commitments: to improve my understanding 

and practice of the instructional design process and product of the orientation module, 

and to explore the responsiveness of action research as a research methodology to 

my context. These initiatives were more than a change in number for the following 

reasons. 

They were informed by research findings and literature review, instead of an 

intuitive response to a situation; 

2) They started to consider the theoretical aspects as well as the practical issues; 

3) They took a holistic perspective in addition to aspectual considerations; 

4) They adopted a living cbange view via cyclical processes instead of a one-go 

solution-seeking approach. 

The following discussions will all be presented twofold in line with the 

dual-commitment initiative. 

2. Focus 

Like the initiatives, my research focuses, or the thematic concerns, were formulated 

by the three sources. They were tentative at this stage since they would be negotiated 

later with my research group and further validated by the research. I would pay 

particular attention to discover contcxt-specific: issues at both conceptual and 

operational levels to examine the extent the existing theories and practices responded 

or failed to respond to my situation and the reasons. The focuses were thus formed as 

follows. I used "I" and "my" in all the statements. This did not mean that I excluded 

the possibilities of change and improvement in these aspects among a wider group of 
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people concerned. It indicated my uncertainty, or maybe modesty of the extent of 

impact this research cycle would have on other people. It remained to be seen, 

though I was certain at this stage that the new cycle must seek to be collaborative 

and involve a variety of stakeholders. 

1) Conceming the subject matter: 

a) How do I improve my understanding and practice in relation to instructional 

knowledge? (e. g. What guidelines do I use to make instructional decisions? 

Why do I use them? ) 

b) How do I improve my understanding and practice of the instructional design 

process of the orientation module? (e. g. What is the process? What are the 

considerations such as what, who, when, how, etc. within the process and 

why? ) 

c) How do I improve my understanding and practice of the instructional design 

product of the orientation module? (e. g. What is the product? What are the 

considerations of the product and why? ) 

2) Conceming the research methodology: 

a) How do I improve my understanding of action research as a research 

paradigm? (e. g. What is my research paradigm? How does it impact my 

research practice? ) 

b) How do I improve my understanding and practice of action research? (e. g. 

What applies and what does not of theories and practices of action research 

guided by the literature? What are the reasons? What are the possible 
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adaptive strategies? ) 

Context 

The research would take place in my workplace, as in research cycle 0. It had not 

physically changed in this new research cycle, but conceptually, I found a simple 

claim of its authenticity and uniqueness far from enough for two reasons. One was 

that I must be explicit about the claim to uniqueness in order to examine its role in 

my research; the other was that I must adopt a broader view of context to anticipate 

the possible strengths and constraints it has. I therefore listed some features of the 

context that were believed to have potential impact on my research. 

Conccming the subject matter 

a) Globally, instructional design has become a contested area as open and 

distance learning, and later modem-technology-mediated learning started to 

boom (Murphy, 2003: 280). This provokes the exploration of why and how 

technology plays its role. 

b) Nationally, instructional design in online education is not an established 

discipline despite the fact that its practice is prominent in the field of higher 

education. This calls for a justification of the professional identity of 

instructional design. 

c) Institutionally, a need for a new framework to replace the existing one of 

course design and development has been expressed. 

2) Conceming the research methodology: 

a) Both globally and nationally, action research has not been fully explored as 
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a legitimate research methodology in online education. 

b) At the Institute, action research is encouraged through a management ideal, 

i. e. the concept of a combination of the research process with the work 

process is expressed as being desirable, though no practice has been 

undertaken. 

4. Process 

In my research cycle 0, though not clearly articulated nor explicitly understood as a 

key feature of my research process, the "cyclic" idea emerged as an important 

decision, for without any follow-up work, my research would be unlikely to have 

any influence. This idea was then well established by action research literature 

review. My research planned to take at least three cycles. Cycle 0 was a preliminary 

attempt driven by my situation; cycle I was an initial exploration informed by the 

literature; and cycle 2 would be a further examination enriched by my research 

practice. These cycles should apply to both the instructional design and action 

research processes. 

My research cycle 0 went through similar stages and activities of action research as 

described in the literature. Table 6.12 has the details. 

Table 6.12 Phases of research cycle 0 

Phase Time Activities 
I Plan Feb. 2004 Identified my concerns by examining my situation, 

transferred the concerns into research questions, and 
made a plan. 

2 Act Mar. 2004 Implemented the plan and collected data. 
3 Analyze Apr. -Sept. Analyzed and reflected on the data to draw solutions 

and 2004 to my research questions, discovered new needs and 
reflect raised new concerns, leading to a revised plan. 
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As the literature uses different terms to describe similar phases, or similar terms to 

describe different activities (discussed in 6.2.4), 1 decided to follow the above 

three-phase approach as it corresponded well to the pre-, during- and post-module 

timeline in my research. I deliberately chose action verbs to label these phases to 

emphasize the actions of action research. 

My plan for the phases of the current cycle was complicated by the effort of 

interweaving two processes (instructional design and action research), a situation not 

well addressed by the literature. I decided to embed the instructional design process 

in the action research process since the research plan was always one step ahead of 

the design plan. Table 6.13, a variation of an action research planner by McNiff et al. 

(2003: 75), demonstrates the ways this was to be achieved. 

Table 6.13 Research cycle I process plan 

Time Action Research Instructional Design 
1) Plan 
Accomplished An initial research plan. Guideline to the instructional 

design of the orientation module. 
Dec. 2 nd week Form tutor-researcher group. 
2004 Yd week Finalize the plan. Analyze the needs. 

4 Ih 
week Develop research tools. Design the orientation module. 

Jan. - Feb. 2001 Develop the orientation module. 
2) Act 
Feb. - Mar. 2005 Form learner-researcher group. 

Implement the research. I Implement the orientation module. 
3) Analyze and refl ect 

- Mar. - May 2005 Analyze the data. _ TEvaluate the orientation module. 
June -- Sep. 2005 Reflect on the research and design processes to draw 

solutions to my research questions, to discover new needs 
and raise new concerns, leading to a new cycle. 

4) Plan a new cycle 
Sep. 2005 on Plan for the new cycle action research and the instructional 

design of the orientation module. 
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5. Participant 

The literature on both instructional design and action research expresses a preference 

for multi-perspective participation in the process, though instructional design 

emphasizes the multi-disciplinary nature of a staff group whereas action research 

stresses practitioners (stakeholders of the issue being researched) as researchers. 

My research cycle 0 was conducted solely by myself Therefore, I was not in a 

position to comment on the impact of group participation. However, in my reflection 

of research cycle 0,1 made a strong proposal for the inclusion of all stakeholders in 

the next research cycle, not as a result of being convinced by the literature, rather as 

a decision informed by my reflections of the process. 

When the notion of multi-perspectives became desirable for my research, it was the 

decision of exactly whose perspectives to involve that challenged me. I followed 

Kemmis and McTaggart's (1992: 51) three-group proposal to construct my list of 

stakeholders. 

Table 6.14 Proposed stakeholder list of research cycle I 

Categories Specifications 
1) 1 1 
2) Others I work with in the 0 Staff from Course Design and Development 

particular activities (in my Centre 
case, the design and 0 Staff from Multi-media Resource 
development of the Development Centre 
orientation module) I am 0 Staff from Courseware Development 
studying. Centre 

3) Others affected by the 0 Learners 
activities (in my case, the 0 Staff from Learner Support Centre 
delivery of the orientation 9 Staff from Tutor Support Centre 
module) I am studying. 0 Local tutors 

10 Local administrators 

The list appeared to be more overwhelming than helpftil. The dual-commitments 
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further confused the matter. The term "activities" by Kemmis and McTaggart had 

two interpretations in my situation: one was action research activities and the other 

was instructional design activities. Were the stakeholders of these two types of 

activities separate, overlapping or merged? The answer was they must be completely 

merged as one group since instructional design and action research were dependent 

on each other in my research. Thus, I redirected my approach using core and 

peripheral categorizations. Those in the core group would have an intentional 

involvement in both instructional design and action research processes as decisions 

makers and actors; those in the peripheral group would have an unintentional 

involvement in both processes as instructional design practitioners and research data 

sources. Each group would then have its sub-groups as explained in Table 6.15. 

Table 6.15 Core and peripheral participant list of research cycle I 

Core Group Peripheral Group 
1) Tutor-researcher group: 1) Peripheral learner group: All 

01 (Director of the Resource Sector) newly-enrolled learners on the 
*Tutor A (Assistant Director of the orientation module. 

Course Design and Development 2) Peripheral tutor group: All local 
Centre) tutors. 

0 Tutor B (the chair tutor) 3) Peripheral staff group: Those 
" Tutor C (Director of Beijing headquarters staff from Learner 

learning centre) Support and Tutor Support Centres 
" Unknown5 (a local tutor at Beijing responsible to support learners and 

learning centre) tutors on the orientation module. 
2) Learner-researcher group: 

A sampled group of learners? 

I question-marked the learner-researcher group out of one determination and two 

concerns. The determination was that I must include the learners' perspective in this 

'The invitation of a local tutor to the core group could only be administered a month before the 
orientation module was delivered, since only until then the list of local tutors could be decided. 
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research cycle. However, I was not sure how this group could be selected and how it 

could be turned into a group of intentional instructional designers AND action 

researchers. I left the issue to a tutor-researcher group discussion. 

6. Method 

The literature concerning the method dimension emphasizes systemic inquiries, 

(self-) reflection and (self-) criticism via a wide range of methods. My research cycle 

followed a convenient approach of collecting naturally-occurring data with a 

mono-perspective which left many conclusions assumptions and many issues still 

questions. As argued in 6.2.4, availability of methods was rarely a problem - the 

challenge lay in the selection of the methods and the justification. In this new cycle, 

instead of moving to a decision of the exact methods, I first worked on essential 

principles enlightened by lessons learned from research cycle 0 and the literature 

review. 

1) Perspective-related principle 

Methods should be able to collect data that reflect a variety of perspectives of 

both core and peripheral groups. 

2) Process-related principle 

In addition to data-collection methods, other method types were needed for 

different phases of the process. 

a) Plan phase: methods to decide whose data, what data, why, how and when to 

collect the data; 

b) Act phase: methods to collect the data; 
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c) Analyze and reflect phase: methods to analyze and reflect the data. 

3) Focus-related principle 

Methods should reflect the dual-commitment focuses of the research. 

4) Quality-related principle 

Methods should be valid and reliable by achieving the following. 

a) Well-sourced and well-informed; 

b) Triangulation by different perspectives, different methods, different time, 

etc.; 

c) Awareness of the possible bias or limitations, and effort to minimize them. 

5) Feasibility-related principles 

Methods should be accessible to target groups physically and conceptually. They 

must be manageable within the ability, time, budget, etc. of the situation. 

made up a tentative plan for research methods, or data collection methods to be 

exact, based on the above principles. They were tentative in three senses. One was 

that I would leave the confirmation to my core group discussion. Second was that the 

plan was open for adjustments during the research process. Third was that these 

methods were mere nominations. The designs (e. g. questionnaire items, interview 

questions, journal templates, seminar structures, etc. ) and the methods for 

administrating, analyzing and evaluating them were yet to be considered. Table 6.16 

presents the plan in the format of addressing whose, when, what, why and how the 

data would be collected. I based the terms and their meanings on McKernan's (1996) 

comprehensive list of possible methods for action research. 
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Table 6.16 Plan for data collection methods of research cycle I 

When to I What to collect? I Why collect? I How to collect? 
collect 

Tutor-researchers 
Through Activities and Process record Journal 

outthe reflections 
module 

Their profile To construct research Personnel 

situations. management 
database 

Their existing Audio-recorded 
Pre- 

perceptions and interview 
module 

practices 
Their decisions and Process record Journal 
decision-making 

processes 
During- Their fonnative Process record Journal 

module , reflections 
Post- Their summative Processrccord Audio-recorded 

module reflections interview 

Learner-researchers 
Their profile To construct research Questionnaire 
Their existing situations. Audio-taped 

Pre- 
perceptions of the interview 

d l mo u e 
orientation module and Video-taped 
the research seminar 
Their learning process, To record their learning Journal 

During- and their formative process; and their 
reflections instructional and 

module Their formative research process. Video-taped 

reflections seminar 
Post- Their summative Audio-recorded 

module reflections Interview 
Peripheral learners 

Their profile TO construct Questionnaire 
instructional situations. 

Pre- (Reigeluth, 1999: 8) 
module Print textbook purchase To examine their e-platform 

rate possible leaming database 
media. 

During- 
Number of posts, To examine learners' e-platform 

module 
emails and calls utilization of the database from 

1 support services forum, call centre, 
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Their concerns To examine the extent forum, call centre, 
the orientation module etc. 

Evaluation (the course, fulfils or fails to fulfil Questionnaire 

self-reported the intended goals; to 
achievements and surface learners' needs. 

Post- problems/difficulties, 
module etc. ) 

Assignment submission To examine the e-platform data 
rate learners' utilization of base 

the assessment system. 
Peripheral tutors 

Their perceptions of To examine tutors' Audio-recorded 
Pre- and the course and learners' perspective of the interview 

post- learning orientation module and 
module problems/difficulties of the learners' 

- 1 . performances. 
Peripheral staff group 
Through Activities assisting Process record Work report 
outthe instructional design or 
module action research 

would leave much detailed design work to a joint effort of the core research group, 

but I needed to initiate a detailed plan for the tutor-researchers at the start. This 

included the following tasks. In obtaining the guidance to these tasks, I mainly 

focused on the works of McKernan (1996), Wallace (1998), Bums (2001) and 

McNiff et al. (2003) for the reason that they offer a detailed description of a wide 

range of research methods under the framework of action research (Wallace and 

Bums in particular English language education context). 

1) Planning ethical issues. 

a) Drafting a letter of permission 

I based the document on McNiff et al. 's framework (2003: 50-54), eliciting 

the aim and plan of the research, duration, expected commitments and tasks, 

confidentiality issues, perceived benefits, working language, etc. 
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b) Administrating the document 

i. Media of presentation. I planned to present the document in print in a 

face-to-face project orientation meeting. The meeting agenda would 

cover much of the issues raised in the document. I perceived that a 

face-to-face presentation with a printed document was essential to 

establish faith and clarity at the initial stage, and to clarify or add any 

issues missing out of the written document. 

ii. Media of collection: I would then send the document by email to 

tutor-researchers to allow them time to read it in detail, and to suggest 

adaptations when necessary. I would ask them to hand in a print 

document with their signature if they agreed upon participation. 

iii. Time allowed. I stated in the document that a response within a week 

would be appreciated. 

2) Planningjoumals 

a) Type of joumals 

Of all the terms (diary, journal, logs, personal accounts, etc. ) and types 

(intimate journal, memoir, log, etc. ) of journals suggested in the literature, 

McNiff ct al. (2003: 115) emphasizes the importance of a clear identification 

of the purpose (how journal data will be used for research) and types of 

entries. I decided to focus on these two issues, keeping to the tenn 
66, 

joumal". 

b) Purpose, use and a template 
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I planned to use the journal as a record of both the instructional design and 

action research processes (when, who and what activities) and of the 

reflections (feelings, thoughts, comments) on these processes. 

c) Administration of journals 

Journals would be kept in Excel document format (accessible to all 

tutor-researchers). I considered establishing a journal exchange mechanism 

using group emails on a weekly basis. 

Planning interviews 

a) Type of the interview 

I planned to adopt semi-structured interview (McKernan, 1996: 129; Wallace, 

1998: 147; Bums, 2001: 120) to capture the existing perceptions and practices 

of instructional design and action research of this group at the pre-module 

stage and the reflections on these issues at the post-module stage. 

b) Time of the interview and the sequence 

I initially wished to conduct pre-module interviews before everything else for 

I anticipated that by reading the letter of permission, and attending the project 

orientation meeting, tutor-researchers would have been provoked to ponder 

the issues raised. However, both the literature and the research regulations of 

the University of Nottingham warned that this conflicted with ethical 

procedures. I finally chose to do the interview after they signed the document. 

Post-module interviews would be conducted at the end of the orientation 

module. I did not view sequence as an issue. Therefore, I would arrange the 
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interview according to the time availability of tutor-researchers. 

c) Documentation of the interview 

would audio-record the interview, accompanied by a written interview 

report sheet for the interviewer to fill out basic information such as the date, 

the time, the place, the names of the interviewer and the interviewee. 

d) Interview questions 

The interview questions were divided into two themes, with one addressing 

the research methodological issues, and the other dealing with the 

instructional design issues of the orientation module. 

4) Planning seminars 

a) Role of seminars 

Seminar is not a commonly discussed research method in the action research 

literature. However, McKernan (1996: 160-162) has a good argument for its 

role in action research with the following features (my summary). 

i. It is an ideal method for inquiry/reflective mode of learning; 

ii. It is best utilized in areas where there is lack of first-hand models or 

research literature; 

iii. It focuses on a group-directed collective sharing of knowledge and 

ideas; 

iv. It is organized around problems. 

These features fit my situation well. In addition, a seminar is an accessible 

approach for tutor-researchers - these are part of their normal practice. 
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b) Frequency of seminars 

In the pre-module period, frequency would depend on the progression of tasks 

required for preparation work. In during-module period, I planned to have it 

weekly. 

c) Agendas for seminars 

Agendas would be geared to the tasks at different times. They should include a 

report based on journal information from each tutor-researcher, and a 

collective and interchangeable reflection on the issues raised. 

d) Documentation of seminars 

planned to keep agendas and minutes, in company with participants' 

post-seminarjournals as documents. 

Chapter summary 

This chapter has explored the literature on instructional design and action research 

so as to obtain guidance for a plan for a new research cycle. The plan has taken 

shape under a dimensional approach with specifications of the research initiative, 

jocusq context., process, participant and method. Methods for data collection of 

tutor-researchers have been discussed in detail, whereas methods for other groups 

are leftfor a core group decision. Though this is a much informed and improvedplan 

in comparison with that of research cycle 0, it is still an initial exploration open to 

adjustment in the process and ready for critical reflection at the end of this cycle. 

The next chapter will describe the action processes of instructional design and 

action research guided by this plan. 
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Chapter 7: Act - Managing Four-group Data 

Chapter abstract 

This chapterfirst reports the process offorming a tutor-researcher group and its joint effort in 

undertaking the analysis and design of the orientation module and in improving the research 

plan. From then on, I turn to use "we" instead of "I" to refer to the tutor-researchers including 

myself since decisions and actions have become a team effort. Actions will be presented 

according to the pre-, during- and post-stages of the orientation module. The presentation will 

see an interwoven procedure of instructional design actions with those of action research. 

7.1 Actions Towards an Improved Plan 

This section provides a report on the formation of the tutor-researcher group and a team effort in 

designing the orientation module and improving the research plan I made in the "plan" phase. 

7.1.1 Forming the tutor-researcher group 

I hesitated about which chapter I should put Section 7.1. This section is about "act" 

in that I would start to take actions to set up the tutor-researcher group according to 

my plan proposed in Chapter 6. However, it is still about "plan" since this group 

would be first working on the improvement of the research plan to guide our further 

actions. Therefore, this section in fact described an action phase based on an initial 

plan, yet it is still a plan phase in the overall process of action research. However, the 
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move from individual to group research from this point on made the process so 

different that I decided to report it as an "acf' phase activity rather than a "plan" 

phase one. 

The set-up of the tutor-researcher group was the most immediate action to take since 

many undecided issues in the research plan waited to be dealt with by the wider 

group. According to my plan, tutor-researchers included Tutor A (Assistant Director 

of the Course Design and Development Centre), Tutor B (the chair tutor of the 

orientation module), Tutor C (Director of the Beijing learning centre), a local tutor at 

Beijing Icarning centre (to be decided) and me. I invited my target tutor-researchers 

to a project orientation meeting in which I introduced my research cycle 0 and my 

plan for the new research cycle. I also prepared a letter of invitation (Appendix 2.3) 

in print for each of them, expecting them to read it and respond within a week. They 

all signed it on the spot, which meant that we could start to work immediately as a 

group. Appendix 1.2 outlines their profiles in name, gender, marital status, age, 

education and major, years at the Institute, and previous work experience. 

This profile shows that all group members had a strong campus-based teaching 

background, yet at least two year's working experience at the Institute. Below is a 

brief summary of their work responsibilities that proved to be essential information 

to understand their perspectives and views in this research. 

1) Tutor A was responsible for the managerial issues concerning all course design 

and development tasks (e. g. budget, personnel, contracts, coordination across 

centres, etc. ) 
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2) Tutor B was responsible for the maintenance and adaptation of online resources 

of the orientation module, the decisions concerning assessment, and the design 

and provision of online support services to the learners and tutors of this module. 

She was also the moderator of the forum. 

3) Tutor C was mainly responsible for administrative management of Beijing 

learning centre. Her centre was expected to provide mainly face-to-face mediated 

learner support services (e. g. tutorials) at a local level as part of the learner 

support service system administered by the headquarters of the Institute. 

4) A local tutor (yet to be decided) was responsible for the provision of regular 

face-to-face tutorials, and the marking of tutor-marked-assignments. 

I conducted pre-module interviews after the group was set up, and immediately 

attempted a preliminary analysis of the data from the interview, since I needed such 

information to evaluate the readiness of the group for action research and to plan for 

support if needed. The initial findings are presented in Table 7.1. 

Table 7.1 Research perceptions and practices of 2005 tutor-researchers 

Themes Tutor A Tutor BT -Tut-or C 
Research in eneral 

Attitude Positive Positive Positive Positive 
Research Task design Research Instructional 

Interested process in methods design, and 
areas instructional action 

design research 
A research A research Assistant role A few 
project in project for in two research research 
process for MA thesis of projects projects of 

Experience MA thesis of a a study of concerning materials 
contrastive using email tutor-support development 
study in to teach services at the 
oversea English 

J Institute 
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student reading and 
enrollment writing. 
strategies 
between China 
and Australia 

Familiar Document Questionnair Questionnaire, Questionnair 

methods surveys e, case study interview e, interview 

None one 2 papers as the 6 papers as 
Publications second writer independent 

or first writer 
Action research 

Little Little Some Knowledge 

Knowledge knowledge knowledge knowledge based on the, 
(claimed)6 literature 

Practice None None Yes (claimed)7 None 

At tI Attiltuýde to Positive Positive (a Positive, but Positive 
r 

t Is his (interested, new 
18 skeptica 

al pro ct approach p a I motivated) experience) 
_ Positive Positive Positive Positive 

(sharing views, (sharing (sharing (informed by 

solving views, working load, the literature 

problems on a gaining increasing and previous 
Attitude to joint effort) multi-perspec confidence) research 
group work Negative -tives) findings) 

(different 
views, weak 
members, 
time-costly) 

The data led to two observations: this group was highly motivated to participate in 

this research, and was positive towards group work, yet it lacked both research 

knowledge and experience. To tackle the issue, I shared a booklist and papers 

addressing action research. Further, I delivered a presentation on action research 

based on my literature review. 

'I& I Analysis of the answers to these two questions revealed that Tutor C confused action 
research with the traditional hypothesis-driven research approach. 

'Tutor C's skepticism lay in that she doubted whether this could be an action research when 
participants (like her) did not know much about action research. 
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7.1.2 Analyzing and designing the orientation module 

The agenda of the first seminar of tutor-researchers was to discuss and finalize the 

research plan. The discussion resulted in the prioritization of subject matter issues 

instead of methodological concerns. The argument was that we could not proceed to 

the decisions such as items of questionnaires, questions of interviews, entries of the 

journals, agendas of the seminars if we were not precise about the data we needed for 

the instructional design of the orientation module. This then meant that we should 

start the instructional design process to generate issues that needed to be supported, 

explained, or confinned by research data. 

7.1.2.1 Listing initial tasks 

We decided to start by formulating the objectives of the orientation module. Process 

wise, this had been identified as a task in the analysis stage of ADDIE model; 

product wise, most instructional design models address objectives as a major 

consideration (argued in 6.1.2). 

Many current practices of instructional design adopt Mager's three-element approach 

(1962 cited in Reiser, 2001b: 59) to describing learning objectives: a description of 

desired learner behaviours; the conditions under which the behaviours are to be . 

performed; and the standards (criteria) by which the behaviours are to be judged. 

Reigeluth (1999a) recognizes three domains of learning (cognitive, affect and 

psychornotor) instructional design should address, and further instructional 

taxonomies of the cognitive domain (Reigeluth and Moore, 1999: 54), an affective 

development model of the affect domain (Martin and Reigcluth, 1999: 493) and 
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instructional strategies of the psychomotor domain (Romiszowski, 1999: 468). 

However, all this literature deals with the descriptions or analysis of the learning 

objectives, yet offers few clues as to the methods to generate them. 

We made a checklist of resources that could inform us to formulate the objectives of 

the module. The research methods we planned to use are indicated in the brackets. 

1) The objectives of the existing orientation module (document survey); 

2) The objectives we (tutor-researchers) intend to achieve (interview); 

3) The needs of learners (findings in research cycle 0). 

The following sections are the reports of our research results which guided our final 

decision as to not only the learning objectives, but also the overall design of the 

module. In the process of our exchanges and discussions of the research results, we 

took two major actions described as follows. 

1) The analysis and design phases of the instructional design process fused into one 

stage. When we undertook the above three research tasks, we found the process 

and the findings always led us to a chain of inquiries beyond the learning 

objectives to the instructional design of the overall module. Issues such as the 

resources and support needed to fulfill the objectives, the media for the 

presentation and delivery of these resources and supports, and means of 

assessment, etc. were raised as well. Therefore, the following sections of the 

research reports will discuss the findings related to instructional design instead 

of mere objectives. 

2) We attempted to establish our own category systems to analyze the data and to 
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label our findings conceming the learning objectives and dimensions of a 

learning environment of instructional design. We started with the frameworks 

from relevant literature, but always found them inadequate for our situation. The 

development of the category systems at this stage was only guided by our 

experience and intuition. However, as we had to deal with more data from 

different sources and of different nature later at the "analyze" phase, we 

explored data analysis methods. The category system development process will 

be reported in detail in Chapter 8. To aid comprehension, the following reports 

are presented using the codes of category systems that the group established later. 

The original codes did not differ greatly from the later ones, which were more 

comprehensive. 

Our reflections upon these research findings will be presented in 7.1.2.3, while 

7.1.2.2 will be a mere report of the findings with little discussion. 

7.1.2.2 Report of the findings 

1. A study of the objectives of the existing module 

This study was conducted by reviewing the objectives stated at the beginning of both 

the print textbook and courseware of the orientation module. The objectives were 

identified as follows. 

1) Autonomous learning layer: to develop distance learning strategies (e. g. adaptive 

learning, self-management, planning); 

2) Language learning layer: to develop English language learning strategies on 

specific skills (e. g. listening, reading, writing, vocabulary); 
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3) Affect layer: to develop self-confidence, persistence, and detennination; 

4) System layer: to know the three-year course, rules and regulations (e. g. modules, 

assessment, time requirement, etc. ). 

2. A study of our own views 

This study was based on the data from pre-module interviews at the start of the 

research when tutor-researchers gave instinctive or experience-based responses 

rather than research-supported considerations. Though our views had been changing 

since then, they presented the preliminary visions we used to hold to indicate where 

we started and how we changed. The interview data identified four dimensions in the 

course design as shown in Table 7.2. 

Table 7.2 2005 tutor-researchers' views of the design of the orientation module (via 

pre-research interview) 

Category Views 
System layer: to acquire information of rules and regulations 
(Tutor A and Tutor Q, leaming path (Tutor A), support 
services (Tutor A and Tutor B), and resources (Tutors A& C) 

Objectives 0 Learrier autonomy layer: adaptive learning (Tutor A), 
resource-seeking and selecting (Tutor C); 

" Affect layer: interpersonal skills (Tutors A&Q 
" Technology layer: computer and Internet skills (Tutor A) 
" System component: introduction to the learning system (rules 

and regulations, resources, support services) 
Content 0 Autonomous learning component: adaptive learning 

" Affect component: interpersonal skills 
" Technology component: computer and Internet skills 
Blended delivery mode, with face-to-face contacts to start with 

Media , 
and a gradual transition from face-to-face mode domination to 
online mode domination (Tutors A, B&Q. 
0 Time to start: immediately after formal registration (Tutors A 

Time , B& C); 
consideration 0 Time to last: no more than three weeks (Tutor Q; several 

weeks (Tutor B); 2-3 months (Tutor A) 
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3. A study of learners' needs 

The study of learners' needs at this stage was mainly based on research cycle 0 data. 

Though that research did not directly collect learners' expressed needs, these could 

be inferred from the findings. Table 7.3 attempts a translation of these findings to 

instructional considerations. 

Table 7.3 Implications of research cycle 0 findings to instructional strategies of the 

orientation module 

Research findings II Design I Instructional strategies 
category 

Leamers' diversity in age, Generic design An open system that allows 

education background and principle learners to have choices. 

occupations (Appendix 1.1) 
Learners' print-book purchase Media of Provision of print textbooks. 

rate delivery 
(resources) 

Leamers' high tutorial Media of Provision of face-to-face 

attendance rate delivery contacts. 
(support) 

Leamers, reported Objectives and Instructions concerning the 

concems/difficulties/ content learning system; language 

problems via forum and call learning strategies; 
centre autonomous learning 
Leamers' low utilization of strategies and technical 
leamer support services skills 
Leamers' assignment Assessment Instructions concerning 
submission rate technical skills 
Tutors'high marks for the Purpose and administration of 
assignments the assessment 

7.1.2.3 Shaping the instructiona l design of the orientation module 

Though our research findings did not provide a ready framework for the instructional 

design of the orientation module, they raised awareness of a variety of issues which 

we made decisions about in our daily work, albeit fragmentally and from our own 

intuitional roles. We now started to consider them based on our research findings 
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from the view of a learning environment. Appendix 8.1 shows the details of our 

design plan addressing these issues in the forin. of specific decisions about the 

learning objectives, activities and assessment of the orientation module. Appendix 

8.2 shows the study plan (termed "orientation study plan") presented to learners. The 

rationale, or the design principles, infonned by the above research studies, is 

discussed as follows under the headings of terminology, components of the learning 

environment, a leaming- and leamer-focused approach and dimensions of the 

instructional methods. 

1) Terminology 

In our seminar discussions, and later in the presentation of our decisions, we saw 

the need of a shared understanding of the following terms in our design language. 

a) Resource: This refers to static resources of activities pre-prepared for the 

module that do not change within one cycle of delivery. It deals with the 

interaction between the learners and the content. 

b) Support: This refers to dynamic activities/services to support learners' 

learning that take place during module delivery. It deals with the interaction 

between the learners and the tutors, and among the learners. 

c) Assessment: This refers to both accredited (assessment whose result will 

become part of the final module score) and non-accredited assessment 

(assessment whose result will not be counted as part of the final module 

score). It again deals with the interaction between the learners and the 

content. 
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d) Media: This borrows Reiser's (2001a: 55) definition that media is the 

physical means via which instruction is presented to learners. The 

adaptation is that Reiser excludes the teacher, chalkboard, and textbook, a 

so-called "three primary means of instruction prior to the 20th century", but 

we decided to include the textbooks and face-to-face contacts between the 

learners and the tutors in our definition to reflect the fact that they are still in 

demand in an online education environment. 

2) A creation of a leaming environment that addresses the ends, the means and the 

assessment 

We aimed at constructing a learning environment instead of mere courseware. 

We did not follow any specific models reviewed in 6.1.3. Instead, we based the 

design of our learning environment on the three essential issues emerging in 

these models, namely, the ends, the means and the assessment. The ends were our 

objectives; the means were the activities we designed to obtain these objectives; 

the assessment was the methods we used to monitor and evaluate the 

achievement of the objectives. 

3) A learning- and leamer-focused approach 

We viewed this principle as an important concretization of learning-focused. 

instructional paradigm (Reigeluth, 1999a: 19). It guided us to make the following 

decisions. 

a) Negotiation of the learning objectives 

We planned to seek learners' views about the objectives during the delivery 
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stage of the orientation module. We would design the module as such that 

learners could decide their own focus, pace, sequence, and extent within a 

general framework. 

b) Availability and accessibility of a variety of learning media 

Resource wise, we made resources accessible via print, CD-ROM and online 

versions; support wise, we made face-to-face, telephone, emails and online 

interaction available. 

c) A gradual transition to the online learning mode 

This aimed to provide learners with well-supported adaptation to the new 

online learning mode. Resource wise, such a transition was undertaken by the 

provision of a print orientation study plan as a guide to the study of the module 

via print, CD-ROM and e-platform; support wise, this transition was 

undertaken by the provision of a face-to-face orientation first that followed by 

online support services with weekly face-to-face tutorials. 

d) A default-leamer study plan 

We created a default learner study plan (Appendix 8.2) to provide a 

day-to-day study guide as to the objectives, activities, expected study time, 

resource and their access to learners. 

e) A learning-process-support assessment 

Assessment design was one of the most time-consuming tasks among all our 

design work. We aimed at an assessment approach that was both pedagogically 

valid and administratively feasible. It aimed to help evaluate learners' 
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attainment of the learning objectives, monitor their learning process, increase 

their probability of reaching the intended achievements (Reigeluth, 1999a: 11), 

and at the same time exert neither unnecessary anxiety on the learners, nor 

huge marking workload on the tutors. The final design was an intuitive 

decision, but later we found support for this in both data and the literature (to 

be discussed in 8.3.3 of Chapter 8 and 9.2.4 of Chapter 9). 

f) An authentic situation preparing learners for authentic situations 

Instructions should support learners to transfer knowledge and skills to 

authentic post-instructional contexts (Gustafson & Branch, 2002). After the 

orientation module, the remaining 14 modules of the post-diploma BA course 

adopted a similar weekly learning routine. To prepare our learners for such a 

routine, we extended the orientation module to a three-week study instead of 

one-week work. Starting from the second week, learners actually began their 

study of the proceeding module "English in Daily Life", yet still under the 

guidance of the orientation study plan. Our intention was to fully support 

leamers, through two typical leaming weeks to prepare them for the study of 

the remaining modules. 

A virtual leaming community 

Though we were not confident in claiming a specific learning theory approach, 

we were influenced by the literature (Jonassen, 1999: 218; Bielaczyc and 

Collins, 1999: 273-277; Moallum, 2003: 87) that a learning community was 

desirable for cffectivc Icaming. Given the distance leaming situation, we 

143 



focused on the means of constructing a virtual community. We maintained the 

forum as an interaction channel between the chair tutor and the learners, and 

among learners. Meanwhile, we built in a weekly 2-hour synchronous 

programme (termed "Meeting Professor Guide9" using a chatting system called 

VOB'O embedded in our e-platform) that allowed such an interaction to 

become real time voice communication. 

4) A multi-dimensional approach to instructional methods 

Reigeluth (1999a: 22-23 cited Olson, Dorsey and Reigeluth, 1988 and Molenda, 

1995) suggests a comprehensive list of instructional methods. How were we to 

make this choice? We needed a framework to cover all possible aspects in our 

decision to choose one particular method (or "activity" in our term). We 

elaborated on Reigeluth and Moore's framework of comparing instructional 

strategies (1999: 56). Though they propose it for a different purpose, they 

provide a useful dimensional perspective of considering instructional methods. 

Table 7.4 illustrates such a framework with a task as an example to demonstrate how 

this framework was used (Adaptations are indicated by italics. ). The task is to 

support learners to learn to use the forum. It is a task out of Day One activities in the 

orientation study plan. 

9 Ile existing orientation module adopts a tutor-embcdded approach that presents a virtual professor figure, 
Professor Guide, as the instructor of the module. We decided to apply this figuration to the chair tutor of this 
module in order to keep the association between the resource and support. 
10 VOB is the abbreviation for Voice of BeiwaiOnline. It is a chatting system that allows synchronous text + 
voice interaction. 

144 



Table 7.4 Framework for designing an instructional method 

Catego 0 g Descriptions Our decision 

a) o nalt ins tructi Ct Approach es to implement Demonstration 

method instructions 
b) Type of Cognitive domain; psychomotor Psychomotor domain 

learning domain or affect domain 

C) Control of Teacher-controlled to Medium 
learning learner-controlled 

d) Focus of Interdisciplinary, topic-oriented, Domain specific 
learning problem-oriented, domain specific (psychomotor domain) 

e) Grouping for Individual to pairs to teams (3-6) Individual 
le'am ing 1 "" r to groups (7+) 

f) s Inter ctions raci n nte tio (Learner-teacher; Human Mainly 

g or ear l or I 

r 

ff or learning leamer-learners, others); learner-information and 
Non-human (leamer-tools, learner-tools 
leamer-information, 
leamer-environment/manipulative 
leamer-other non-human 

g) Media for Face-to-jace, print, cassette, CD-RONVe-platforin 
learning CD-ROM, telephone, email, 

e-plaýfbrm 
h) Resource fo r Texts, audiolvideo documents, Step-to-step flash 

learning flash documents, etc. demonstration of using 

I the forum 
i) Support for Cognitive support, emotional Psychomotor support 

learning support 
j) Assessment of Item types such as multi-choice Demonstration (learners 

learning questions, essay questions, are asked to paste a post 
reflections, etc. they sent in the forum 

in their assignment. ) 

7.1.3 Improving the research plan 

We fclt more ready to work on an improved research plan after we had outlined the 

instructional design of the orientation module, since both the design process and 

product helped us develop a more focused need for the research data. This section 

will first outline the changes made to my original plan and the rationale. It will then 

introduce the instructional design plan and action research plan. Finally, it will 

discuss the sampling principles for Icamer-rescarchers and the development of 
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research instruments. 

1. Changes and the rationale 

We made several changes to the original research plan (presented in 6.3.2). The 

major changes and the rationale are listed below. 

Focus-oriented 

The previous research plan categorized the research methods under each research 

group. In this new plan, research methods are categorized under different focuses 

of the research. This will provide a clear guidance of what each research method 

(e. g. questionnaires, interviews, journals and seminar) aims to find out. 

2) An emphasis on triangulation 

The new plan aimed to demonstrate the multi-perspective, multi-temporal, 

multi-method nature of the research on each research focus. Meanwhile, we wanted 

to distinguish the core data (data from tutor-researchers and leamer-researchers) 

and the peripheral data (data from peripheral learners and peripheral tutors). Core 

data aimed to achieve the extensiveness and intensiveness of the research whereas 

peripheral data aimed to outline a general situation. 

3) A dual-plan presentation 

An action research-driven plan subordinated the instructional design focus. in fact, 

each planned research action would generate data for both commitments, but it 

needed to be planned separately to ensure an attention to both of them. 

2. An improved research plan for instructional design 

Table 7.5 presents an improved research plan for instructional design. 
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Table 7.5 An improved plan for research cycle I concerning instructional design 

Focus Par- 
tici- 

pants 

Methods ime 

Conceptual level 
Perceptions towards TRs Interview Pre- and post-module 
instructional design LRs Interview 
Operational level 

Instructional design 
TRs Journal, seminar, 

interview 
Pre-, during- and- 
post-module 

process LRs Journal, seminar, 
interview 

During- and' 
post-module 

Us Questionnaire Pre- and post-module 

. 
TPs Interview 

ectivc. Course ob j Us Interview 
TRs Interview Pre- and post-module 

Learning LPs Questionnaires Pre- and post-module 
process 

Study time Us Journals During-module 

Resource 
Us Print-book purchase 

rate 
Pre-module 

mcdia Questionnaires 
_Pre- 

and post-module 
LRs Journals During-module 

Support 
mcdia 

Us Tutorial attendance 
rate, forum posts, call 
ccntrc messages, VOB 
attendance 

During-module 

Questionnaire Pre- and post-module 
LRs Journal During-module 

Study LPs Questionnaire Post-module 
placc LRs Journal During-module 

h d S 
Questionnaire Post-module 

y pat tu Journal During-module 
Learning Us Questionnaire Pre- and post-module 

difficulties 

prob; cms, 

Forum posts, call 
ccntrc messages, VOB 
programmes 

During-module 

and TPs Intcrvicw 
. _During-module conccrns LRs Journal, seminar Durin -module 

Interview Pre- and ost-module 
I TRs Interview Pre- and post module 

To save space. I used the following abbreviations in Tables 7.5 and 7.6: TRs---tutor-rcscarchcrs; 
LRs-Icamcr-rcscarchcrs. LPs-pcriphcral Icamcrs; TPs-pcriphcral tutors 
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Journal During-module 
Us Questionnaire, Post-module 

assignment 
submission rate, 
retention rate 12 

Achievements LRs Journal, seminar During-module 
terview Post-module 

TRs ourrial, seminar During-module 
Interview Post-module 

Background information 
Demographic features, 

previous learning 

experience, computer Us Questionnaire Pre-module 
and Internet skills, 
attitude towards 
online leaming. 

3. An Improved research plan for action research 

Table 7.6 presents an improved research plan for action research 

Table 7.6 An improved plan for research cycle I concerning action research 

Focus I Partici- 
pants 

Methods Time 

Conceptual level 
Perceptions towards action 
research 

TRs 

i I Pre- and 
LRs ew nterv 

post-module Attitude towards participation TRs 
Achievement satisfaction of LRs Interview, During- and 
action research TRs seminar, journal post-module 
Operational level 
Rcflcctions on dimensions of TRs Journal, seminar, During- and 
action research Us interview post-module 
Background information 

i 
TRs Interview Pre-module 

ence Research exper LRs 

I 

12 According to the Institute's registration regulation, if learners apply for a registration withdrawal within 21 
days ftom the start of the semester, they can have a full refund. Any application after this date cannot claim any 
refund. Learners who decide not to continue their study often choose to make the application within 21 days. This 
is exactly the period of the delivery of the orientation module. Retention rate at this stage can to some extent 
imply the effectiveness of the module. This period is referred to as the -refundable period" in this thesis. 
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4. Sampling principles for the core research groups 

We decided to select learner-researchers first upon cluster sampling, then systematic 

sampling. We targeted the learner group at Beijing learning centre (geographical 

consideration mainly out of feasibility concerns since the research involved 

face-to-face seminars) and a group size of 4 learners from each class of 

approximately 60 learners, though the exact number could not be decided until the 

total enrollment was confirmed. An ethical statement letter (Appendix 2.8) was 

drafted based on the version of tutor-researchers'. We had concerns about this 

group's commitment to the research since it demanded time from them additional to 

their studies. We planned to give out two dictionaries as a gesture of our appreciation 

and a campus meal card credited with 50-yuan (RMB) lunch allowances as they had 

to stay for afternoon seminars for three weekends while others could leave after the 

morning tutorials. Only then did we realize the budget issue for this research. I 

decided to self-support it. 

We also decided to choose a local tutor from Beijing learning centre to join the 

tutor-researcher group for geographical convenience. Usually there would be no 

more than 5 tutors for this module at the centre (including the chair tutor who usually 

headed one class). We would select a tutor on voluntary base. 

5. Instrument development 

Instrument development proved to be a time-consuming and uncertainty-loaded task 

as no established tools were available to suit this dual-commitment research. Thus, 

the focus of each research method specified in the two research plans became a key 

149 



guide. The final versions of the following instruments are presented in Appendix 2. 

1) Tutor-researchers 

a) Pre-module interview (Appendix 2.4) 

b) During-modulc seminar agendas (Appendix 2.5) 

c) Post-module interview (Appendix 2.6) 

d) Journal template (Appendix 2.7) 

2) Leamer-researchers 

a) Pre-module interview (Appendix 2.9) 

b) During-module seminar agendas (Appendix 2.10) 

c) Post-module interview (Appendix 2.11) 

d) Journal template (Appendix 2.12) 

3) Peripheral learners 

a) Pre-module questionnaire (Appendix 2.1) 

b) Post-module questionnaire (Appendix 2.2) 

4) Peripheral tutors 

a) During-module interview (Appendix 2.13) 13 

After settling two research plans, sampling principles and research tools, we were 

ready to proceed to a real "acf 'phase of the research. A proposal was made by Tutor 

A of changing the term "group" to "teanf' for the core groups, because the former 

implied a physical state of being together, whereas the latter suggested an intentional 

joint effort. 

13 According to the original plan (Table 7.5), there should be both pre- and post-module interviews for the 
peripheral tutor group. As the research went, only a during-module interview was conducted. This will be 
explained in 7.2.3 in this chapter. 
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7.2 Pre-module Action 

This section describes the process of developing the orientation module and 

preparing for both the core team and peripheral group research. 

7.2.1 Developing the orientation module 

Tutor-researchers split instructional design jobs as follows. I would mainly manage 

resource and assessment development with Tutor A as coordinator and Tutor B as 

consultant; and Tutor B was responsible for support provision preparation for both 

learners and tutors with Tutor C as supporter. No seminars were conducted for the 

research purposes during this period as we busily engaged ourselves organizing 

working meetings, monitoring the development process, and dealing with problems. 

Data for this period mainly came from journals. I proposed to include an additional 

entry to the journal template ("staff involved") since we found a significant growth 

in the size of the development team. The module development ended up with the 

following achievements with their painstaking processes yet to be elaborated by 

journal data in Chapter 8. 

1) Resources and their delivery plans 

a) A print orientation study plan to be dispatched as a free package to learners 

upon their fonnal registration; 

b) A print textbook to be purchased via the onlinc bookstore; 

c) A CD-ROM-version of the orientation courseware to be provided free at the 

first tutorial of the orientation module; 

d) Orientation courseware to be released on the e-platform, accessible via 
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usemame and password provided immediately after the formal registration. 

2) Support provision preparation 

a) A forum on e-platform, moderated by Professor Guide; 

b) A channel labeled "meeting Professor Guide" in VOB programme list; 

3) Assessment development and its delivery plan 

a) An assignment and its answer sheet to be uploaded to the e-platform; 

b) An answer key and marking criteria guide to local tutors to be uploaded to 

the tutor e-platfonn; 

c) Assignment release date, submission deadline, and score release date to be 

uploaded to c-platform. 

We originally planned to revise the existing print textbooks based on our new design 

and release an updated version, so that the print, the CD-ROM and the courseware 

were in agreement. However, this plan did not work due to three reasons. One was a 

time issue. Our university press required at least balf a year for publication updating 

which obviously could not meet our time schedule. The second was a financial 

consideration. With still many old version copies in stock, and an estimated sale 

volume of the updated version of less than 10,000 copies annually (the minimum 

textbook sale volume requirement by the press for an endorsement of publication), 

the press refused to consider our proposal for a reprint. The third was the copyright 

issue. The Institute possessed the e-version copyright according to our contract with 

the author of the print textbook, but not the print-version copyright, which meant the 

Institute could not themselves make any decisions made to the print publication. 
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Finally, we had to give up our reprint plan, but we could not abandon the print 

textbooks entirely since research cycle 0 showed that half of the learners still 

purchased the print book for their study. Our design plan had to cope with the 

situation by carefully guiding the learners with the orientation study plan to select 

among the three media of resources of which CD-ROM and online versions had a 

full covcrage of the contcnt, whcreas the print vcrsion had incompletc coveragc and, 

with even some faulty information in particular units (explained in 3.1 of Chapter 3). 

7.2.2 Preparing for the core teams' research 

1. Forming the learner-researcher team 

We had to wait until a week before the beginning of the semester to start this process, 

since a large learner population chose to confirm their registration 14 as late as then. 

Out of a total of 222 learners enrolled in post-diploma BA course at Beijing learning 

centre, the first one of every 15 learners (usually one class size is 60 learners) in 

ascending order of their admission numbers was selected. We contacted them by 

phone immediately after we sent the ethical statement letter (Appendix 2.8) to each 

of their email addresses. Nine declined to participate, so we repeated the process to 

the second one in each of the groups these nine belonged to. Only one learner 

declined this time, so we contacted the third one in that group. Finally, a team of 15 

leamer-researchers was formed. Their profile is presented in Appendix 1.3, including 

their demographic infonnation, their previous learning experience, their attitude 

towards online education, and their computer and Internet skills. 

14 Registration is confirmed when the Institute receives the tuition. 
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We had a project orientation meeting on the first day of the semester. A research 

resource package was dispatched including a printed ethical statement letter, two 

dictionaries, a campus lunch meat card, and a print journal template. All of the 

leamer-researchers signed the letter on the spot. 

Tutor-researchers conducted the pre-module interviews of learner-researchers. 13 

intcrvicws werc conductcd via phonc, and 2 in facc-to-facc scttings. 

2. No local tutor in tutor-researcher team 

The list of the three local tutors was ready even later than that of the learners. I sent 

the letter of invitation (Appendix 2.3) to their email boxes, and a phone contact that 

immediately followed. No local tutor wanted to take part in this research. One of 

them agreed to a face-to-face communication to acquire more information, but 

declined his participation after the meeting. All the three local tutors were full-time 

campus-based instructors from the English Department of the University who took 

tutoring at the Institute as their part-time job. Among them, only one was new to this 

job. In the end, we had to give up the effort of the inclusion of a local tutor in our 

team (This issue is revisited and reflected upon in 8.4.2 of Chapter 8). 

7.2.3 Preparing for the peripheral groups' research 

1. Administering pre-module questionnaires to peripheral learners 

The administration of questionnaires was totally ignored in our planning stage, but 

proved to be an important issue at the time when we were about to distribute the 

questionnaires. We had three major concerns. 

1) The methods used to ensure learners' accessibility to the questionnaire; 
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2) The methods used to ensure a timely completion (pre-module questionnaires 

were designed to be completed before learners started their orientation module); 

3) The methods used to ensure a high returning rate, but at the same time, not 

raising unnecessary anxiety about such an obligation on the learners. 

We decided to upload the questionnaire to the bulletin board of the e-platform for 

learners to download, and proposed it as a pre-module task on the print-version 

orientation study plan. We wanted our learners to return their completed 

questionnaires via email to Professor Guide before a specified date. 

2. Administering pre-module interview to peripheral tutors 

The pre-module interview to peripheral tutors did not go as planned. The invitation, 

confirmation, appointment arrangement with all the 10 local tutors lasted until the 

second week of the start of the orientation module. Two tutors declined the interview, 

while the other eight said they were too busy to do the interview. We decided to 

combine the pre- and post-module interviews into one to tackle the situation. 

7.3 During-module Action 

This section reports the delivery of the orientation module, and the data collection 

process during this period. 

7.3.1 Delivering the orientation module 

All the activities went as scheduled except that we experienced an e-platform 

breakdown during our VOB programme on the first weekend of the orientation 

module when at least 200 learners (record-breaking number since VOB was 

launched in 2003) tried to log into the system. The subsequent three weeks' 
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programme went well as a result of adjusting the intake volume of the system and a 

decrease in the number of learner participants. 

7.3.2 Collecting core teams' research data 

1. Collecting tutor-researchers' data 

With the start of the new term when daily work began to become demanding, journal 

keeping started to suffer from a serious lack of time. Team members suggested that 

they record time-consuming jobs only, and save their reflections upon seminars. So 

we decided to have regular weekly seminars during the orientation period and 

videotape them for documentary purposes. 

2. Collecting learner-researchers' data 

The three scheduled seminars became eight though all kept to the agendas. Table 7.7 

shows the details. 

Table 7.7 Seminar details of 2005 learner-researchers 

-,, Time. - Atte 'dance n Remarks 
I` weekend morning 7 out of 7 We split since some of the 

2 1 "weekend afternoon 8 out of 8 leamer-researchers had their 
face-to-face tutorials in the morning 
while others had them in the 
afternoon. 

31 2 nd weekend morning (1) 5 out of 5 We decided to have smaller groups so 
4 2 nd weekend morning (2) 2 out of 2 that more information could be 
5 2 nd weekend afternoon (3) 5 out of 5 obtained from each 
6 2 nd weekend afternoon (4) 1 out of 3 leamer-researcher. 

7 1P weekend morning 4 out of 7 We changed back to two big group 
8 Yd weekend afternoon 5 out of 8 routine since learner-researchers 

expressed their preference of having 
1 bigger groups. 

According to the research plan, leamer-researchers, should keep journals throughout 

21-day orientation module. Table 7.8 shows the number of journal entries each 
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leamer-researcher made. 

Table 7.8 Number of journals 2005 learner-researchers kept (in descending order 

according to the number of journals) 

No. No. of Journal entries No. No. of Journal entries 
S15 21 S6 17 
S5 21 sio 17 
Sil 21 S14 16 
S4 21 S8 16 
S12 20 S13 10 
S7 19 si 5 
S9 19 S3 5 
S2 18 

7.3.3 Collecting peripheral groups' data 

The following data were collected as scheduled. 

1) Pre-module questionnaire from peripheral learners: The total enrollment of 

learners on post-diploma BA course in spring 2005 was 407 (N=407). 218 

questionnaires were collectcd via email at a response rate of 53.56%, among 

which 206 were complete. 

2) Forum posts: 911 posts among which 160 posts were from Professor Guide and 

751 from the leamers. 

3) Call centre messages: Call centre database collected 20 phone calls and 39 email 

messages. 

4) VOB programmes: Four VOB programmes were automatically recorded by the 

system, with the first one half-an hour long with an attendance of at least 210 

learners (the system broke down when participants reached this number), and the 

other three 2-hour long each with an attendance of 128,98 and 85 learners 
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respectively (high peak record). 

5) Face-to-face tutorial attendance: Tutorial attendance records were collected from 

local administrators after the orientation module. Though records return rate 

improved in comparison to that of spring 2004, some centres still failed to report 

them. 

6) Print-book purchase rate: 198 copies of print textbooks were sold, a purchase rate 

of 48.65%. 

Interviews of peripheral tutors: We interviewed 8 local tutors out of 10 during the 

orientation module period. All interviews were conducted via phone. Appendix 

1.4 outlines the profile of the eight tutors being interviewed. 

7.4 Post-module Action 

This section records the data collection process after the orientation module. 

7.4.1 Collecting core teams' research data 

Post-module interview of tutor-researchers was conducted as scheduled. Table 7.9 

shows the number of journal and activity entries" kept by the four tutor-researchers 

from the launch of the research project to April 30,2005 when the research was 

temporarily suspended for six months for personal reasons. 

Table 7.9 Number of journal and activity entries of 2005 tutor-researchers 

I jutor A"' TutorB:. "Tuto'rC 
No. of journal entries 68 50 33 22 
No. of activity entries 89 58 38 27 

Leamer-researchers all participated in the post-module interviews with 5 face-to-face 

and 10 via phone. The plan did not include them in the analysis and reflection phases 

13 The number ofjournal entries was counted according to the number of dates in the journals. Sometimes, more 
than one activities were recorded on the same day, thus more than one activity entries was counted. 
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to avoid too much intrusion in their study, though they all agreed to join the process 

when needed. 

7.4.2 Collecting peripheral groups' data 

The post-module questionnaire was administered the same way as the pre-module 

questionnaire. But we made an important change after we received 53.56% return 

rate of the pre-module questionnaire. In fear that the return rate of the post-module 

questionnaire might be even lower, yet we desperately needed learners' feedback on 

certain issues, we transferred its three open-ended questions (addressing their major 

achievements, their difficulties and problems, and their evaluation of the orientation 

module) to the assignment as an additional part after we consulted our 

leamer-researcbers for appropriateness. It turned out that 128 learners (N=407) 

completed their post-module questionnaire, a 31.45% return rate (more than 20% 

lower than that of pre-module questionnaire) among which 118 were valid, in 

contrast to 95.82% (n=390) submission rate of the assignments. The retention rate 

within the refundable period was 97.79%, with 9 learners quitting their study. 

Chapter summary 

This chapter described the activities within the "act" phase of the instructional 

design and action research processes which produced rich data to be analyzed in the 

next chapter 
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Chapter 8: Analyze and Reflect -- Emerging Confirmations 

and Tensions 

Chapter abstract 

This chapter starts with an introduction to the data analysis and reflection process 

of this research cycle, with special attention to the content analysis technique of 

qualitative data. It then discusses thefindings in both instructional design and action 

research processes with afocus on emerging tensions. In the light of this, it proposes 

two major issues to befurther examined in the next research cycle. 

8.1 The Acting and Thinking at the Analysis Phase 

This section explains the principles and processes for data analysis. It argues that 

action research lacks data analysis methods, and then introduces the methods, 

processes and tools for the qualitative data analysis. 

8.1.1 Data analysis as an issue 

The literature has recognized that action research lacks a sufficient methodology for 

data analysis (McKeman, 1996: 219; Bums, 1999: 152). But this cannot be an excuse 

to sidestep the reliability and validity of the analysis process (Cohen, et al. 2003: 241) 

that I will describe in detail in 8.1.2 and 8.1.3. Tutor-researchers made several 

inquiries during such a process. They are listed below with the strategies we adopted 

to tackle the issues. 
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What were we looking for? 

With the enormous amount of data, we found ourselves vulnerable to be disoriented. 

We focused on discovering tensions of three types. The first was the tension of 

neglect - issues we failed to recognize. The second was the tension between the 

reality and our assumptions informed by either the literature or our experience. The 

third was the tension aroused by the reality as a result of the diversity in groups, 

methods, or time of data collection. 

Meanwhile, we recognized that action research data was labeled as "restricted data" 

(Winter, 1982, cite in Cohen, et al. 2003: 241) that could make no claim to be 

generally representative even to our design of other modules, not to say in more 

peripheral circumstances. Therefore, we valued the significance of this data analysis 

process more in how the data was interpreted than what the data interpreted. We 

hoped to develop an informative and duplicable process to guide our future work. 

2) Were we doing this as a team or individually? 

Initially, I split analysis jobs among tutor-researchers only to find a uniform analysis 

was hard to achieve in this working pattern. In addition, unlike that I was interested 

in all data, other tutor-researchers were more concerned with the data relating to their 

jobs. Tutor C and Tutor B developed an interest in discovering the role of 

face-to-face tutorials in newly enrolled online learners' learning process, and Tutor B 

the role of the forum as well. We finally followed a mixed individual and team 

working pattern by mainly working on our own on the data of our own interests, and 
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relying on the team to resolve our uncertainties, to triangulate the analysis and to 

co-reflect on the results. 

Leamer-researchers, were excluded from this process. A primary reason was that we 

decided that such a process would be more intrusive and less beneficial to 

leamer-researchers' study than their during-module research tasks. Additionally, their 

lack of relevant background and experience to do this job was another reason. We 

planned to involve them again at the stage when we needed to make decisions for the 

new research cycle. 

3) Which data did we work on first? 

We had data from different groups (learner-researchers, peripheral learners, 

tutor-researchers, and peripheral tutors), via different methods (platform database, 

questionnaires, interviews, journals, seminars, assignments), at different times (pre-, 

during- and post-module), and on different aspects of activities (time, place, media, 

etc. ). We decided to use leamer-researchers' and tutor-researchers' data as the core to 

discover tensions, and peripheral learners' and tutors' data to confirm or refute our 

findings. 

4) When did we reflect? 

Reflection occurred naturally when we made inquiries about the data and explored 

answers to these inquiries. Such a reflection was initially fragmental because it took 

place with each individually-sourced data. It sometimes also proved to be a "waste" 

because a later discovery would offer a ready explanation. However, it functioned 
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like jigsaw pieces that led us to our final holistic vision (I term this "a jigsaw 

approach" later in this chapter). I decided to loyally present this reality with our 

immediate reflection after each type of data presentation, and my summative 

reflection at the end of this chapter. 

Table 8.1 shows a summary of the data collected within the pre-, during- and 

post-module stages. 

Table 8.1 A summary of the collected data of research cycle I 

Data - T-Collection Descriptions Focus of analysis 

Learner-researchers (LRs=15) 

Research experience, Pre-module Phone-or attitude towards 
interview face-to-face participation 

interviews All LRs took the 
conducted by interview. Reflections on the 

Post-module tutor-researchers "gains" and "Pains" of 
interview (audio-taped) participating in the 

research project 
8 sessions of 

Weekly seminars at three LRs'reflections on 
During-module face-to-face weekends with their learning process, 

seminars seminars varied attendance the module design and 
(video-taped) (see Table 7.7), the research design 

transcribed. 

A21-dayjoumal LRs'record of their 
Journals using from each LR that learning process (time, 

the journal recorded their media, path, etc. ); 
During-module template (Excel learning and reflections on the 

journals document research process of "gains" and "pains" of 
collected via the orientation their study, on the 

email) module (see Table module design, and on 
1 7.8) L the research design 

Tutor-researchers (TRs=4) 
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TRs' research 
experience, attitude 

towards participation, 
Pre-module 

Face-to-face knowledge of action 
interview 

interviews research, suggested 

conducted by 
All 4 TRs took the design of the 

interview. orientation module me 
(audio-taped) Reflections on the 

Post-module Dst_moý O 

Fl 
G'gains" and "pains" of 

inter intervie 
t 

participating in the 
research project 

Journals using A journal recording ` the journal TRs' instructional 
design and TRs 

Journals template (Excel design and action 
research activities and 

document 
research activities 

their reflections on the 
collected via (see Table 7.9) 

"gains" and "pains". 
email) I 

Face-to-face TRs'reflections on 
seminars during 4 sessions of 

their tutoring 
the delivery of experience, learners' 

Seminars 
the orientation 

seminars, learner experience, the 
module 

transcribed. design and research 
(video-taped) activities 

Peripheral learners (LPs=407) 

LPs' general 
218 copies of information, previous 
questionnaires learning experience, Pre-module 

collected, among computer and Internet 
questionnaire Questionnaires which 206 were skills and attitude 

delivered via complete. towards online 
the e-platform. education 
and collected 

via e-mail 128 copies of LPs'learning routines 
questionnaires of the orientation Post-module 

collected, among module and their 
questionnaire which 118 were evaluation of the 

complete. module 
16 

.I 

16 The post-module questionnaire originally contained 3 questions concerning LPs"'gains" and "paine'of the 
module and their comment on the design. These questions were later transferred to the assignment to ensure high 
response rate. 
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911 posts among 
Forum posts which 160 posts 

collected from were from 
Forum posts e-platform Professor Guide 

database and 751 from the 
learners. 

Messages sent 20 phone messages 
to the call Call centre centre collected 

LPs'learning 
messages via e-platform 

39 email messages difficulties, problems 
' database and concerns; LPs 

utilization of support 
VOB media 

programmes 4 VOB programnes 
VOB I attendance rate high peak 

attendance collected from attendance record 
chair tutor's (see 7.3.3) 

record 
4 VOB 

VOB e-platform 
programmes database programmes 

voice+text records 

Tutorial Tutorial attendance 
Tutorial attendance record of 9 local LPs' utilization of 

attendance 
recorded by 

centres (Appendix support media local 4.16) 
administrators 

Print-book 
Online 198 copies of print LPs' utilization of 

purchase 
bookstore 
database textbooks were sold resource media 

Assignment e-platform 
390 learners LPs'utilization of 

submission database submitted their online assessment 
assignment. device 

All learners who 
submitted the 

Assignment e-platform assignment scored Us' completion of the 
score database above 60 (a pass orientation module 

score) (Appendix 
4.18) 

Peripheral tutors (TPs=10) 

During-module Phone 8 tutors from local TPs' views on the interview interview learning centres importance and the 
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conducted by took the interview. design of the 
tutor-researcher orientation module; 
s (audio taped) their knowledge of 

learners' difficulties, 
problems and concerns 

The structure of this chapter will follow a research-theme-focused approach, with 

instructional design and action research as two main categories, and their 

sub-categories corresponding to each of the research focus within them. To keep both 

my readers and myself focused on the key issues of our reflections, I will present a 

summary at both the beginning and the end of each section to highlight the major 

findings. 

8.1.2 Analyzing quantitative data 

Quantitative data mainly came from pre- and post-module questionnaires to 

peripheral learner group, for example, their age, number of years they have studied 

English, number of years they have used the computer and the Internet, number of 

hours per week they have spent on the courses, etc. (See Appendix 2.1 and 2.2). This 

type of data was analyzed using SPSS 11.5 to obtain the results with the maximum, 

minimum, means and standard deviations in order to establish a profile of this group 

of learners. Three factors made the analysis process less stressful and time-efficient 

than that of the qualitative data. One was the straightforward data and a 

well-established processing systern. Second was the supporting rather than 

dominating nature of the data. Third was that no teamwork was required in the 

process. However, the findings suffered by surfacing "whats" without "whys", a 

weakness widely recognized by the literature on quantitative data (Silverman, 
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2005: 8). 

8.1.3 Analyzing qualitative data 

1. Methods, processes and tools 

Qualitative data was analyzed using a content analysis method identified as 

appropriate for making inquiries in order to discover "hidden themes, concepts and 

indicators of the message contenf' of action research (McKernan, 1996: 145). The 

analysis process followed McKeman's proposed procedure (1996: 147-148) with my 

adaptations as described below. 

Editing the data. 

Transcribe the data and key it in Excel documents. 

2) Establishing a code. 

a) Select or synthesize existing category systems (a trial code). If no such a 

system was found, tutor-researchers would work on a selected sample to 

develop our own categories, then put them to a group review until a 

consensus category system was formulated. 

b) Select a sample and filter it through the trial code. 

c) Identify odd-out items and adapt the trial code until all items can be 

categorized. 

d) Establish a finalized code with clear nominations, definitions, criteria (word 

signifiers), procedure and examples for the codes. 
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3) Analyzing the data. 

Apply the code to data analysis, seeking a group decision upon uncertainties or 

newly emerged ill-fitting items. Upgrade the code if new entries are added. 

4) Triangulating the coded data. 

Select samples of coded data for crosschecking among tutor-researchers. 

Quantifying frequencies. 

Count the frequencies of recurring issues and calculate their proportions. 

6) Presenting the results. 

Send the findings to the tutor-researchers and invite their reflections. 

Table 8.2 shows an example of coding the data of the learners' feedback to the 

orientation module collected via their assignments. 

Table 8.2 A sample of the coding process 

Step 1: Identify and 
highlight the word 

signifiers 

Step 2: Step 3: Identify 
Identify 1"t layer 
the main sub-category 

Step 4: Identify 2 nd 
layer sub-category 

catep-oi 
"You should invite Learncr Content-related Learning experience 
senior learners to share support Peoplc-relatcd Senior learners 
their learning Media-related Synchronous voice + 
experience in VOB text interactive media 
programmes in order to (VOB programmes) 
help new learners build Objectives Affect layer Confidence 
confidence and set Learner Goal-setting 
goals. " I , autonomy layer I 

In the end, four category systems (codes) have been developed (see Appendix 3). 

The rationale these systems were based on is specified in the following sections. 
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2. Code of learners' achievements ("gains") (Appendix 3.1) and their learning 

difficulties/problems/concerns ("pains") (Appendix 3.2) 

This code was developed first, so it experienced more cycles of refinement than the 

rest of the codes. Meanwhile, it contributed most to the standardization of the 

analysis process, the establishment of a coding approach and the formation of a code 

template. Therefore, I will describe the development of this code in detail as it 

mirrors the rest. 

I started with those established categories against an instructional design context 

which I believed would be relevant to my situation. These are as follows. 

Codes for the main category: Reigeluth's cognitive, affect and psychomotor 

domains (1999); 

2) Codes for the sub-category of the cognitive domain: the instructional taxonomies 

(memorize information, understand relationship, apply skills and apply generic 

skills) (Reigeluth and Moore, 1999: 54) 

3) Codes for the sub-category of the affect domain: emotional, moral, social, 

spiritual, aesthetic, and motivational development believed to have potential to 

influence learners' behaviour (Martin and Reigeluth, 1999: 493) 

4) Codes for the sub-category of the psychomotor domain: receptive or automated 

skills (e. g. typewriting, changing gear, running fast) and strategy or planning 

skills (e. g. painting, defensive driving, playing football) (Romiszowski, 

1999: 463) 
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soon discovered difficulties with this approach since much of the data was closely 

bounded to the Institute's context-specific features such as a degree-bearing course, 

English language learning as the subject and web-based delivery. I raised this 

concern to my tutor-researchers and sent them a cluster of randomly selected data 

from learners' report on their concerns via their assignments. I asked them to code 

the data according to whatever category they found appropriate. Their responses 

covered the following grouping possibilities. 

1) Tutor A based her coding on the five objectives of the orientation module, 

proposing a corresponding reflection of learners' concerns in the objectives. 

2) Tutor B based her coding on taxonomies of language learning strategies 

(O'Malley, ct al. 1985; Rubin, 1987; Oxford, 1990), proposing a dominant 

importance of those strategies in learners' three-year study. 

3) Tutor C based her coding on the four sub-systems of learner support of the 

Institute (Gu, 2005b: 73) and the ten "whole-person" qualities 17 the Institute 

expected its learners to develop (Gu, 2005b: 73), proposing that these have been 

contextually developed so that they could reach a full coverage of the data. 

Each of the above coding system had a strong rationale for use viewing the data from 

different perspectives. But they all needed to recognize the purpose of developing 

17 The Institute's four sub-systems of learner support and ten "wbote-person" qualities were proposed by Gu as 
early as 2000, though they appeared in papers at a much later time. These are compulsory knowledge for all the 
staff, especially those engaging in learner support provision. The four sub-systems are language skills layer, 
technical skills layer, autonomous learning skills layer and affect layer. The ten "whole-person" qualities are 1) 
Able to learn independently as well as collaboratively; 2) Capable of self-discipline, self-managemcrit and 
self-monitoring; 3) Capable of resource-seeking and resource-selecting; 4) Capable of solving the conflict 
between study and other commitments; 5) Capable of initiative-taking; 6) Capable of applying interpersonal 
skills; 7) Capable of help-seeking; 8) Confident and persevering; 9) Capable of developing personal learning 
style and strategies; 10) Able to lead and control. 
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such a code: to inform the instructional design of the orientation module. Finally, I 

synthesized these approaches to form a tentative code using the five layers (learner 

autonomy, language learning, affect, technology and system) of the objectives of the 

orientation module as an essential framework, and other suggestions as guidance to 

sub-categories. This code was further developed by two types of triangulation. One 

was to apply it to data addressing the same theme yet from different sources, for 

example, forum posts, call centre messages, journal entries, etc. The other was to 

discover disagreement by inviting other tutor-researchers to work on coded samples. 

3. Code of instructional design as a process (Appendix 3.3) 

This code is based on the ADDIE model (Analyze, Design, Develop, Implement and 

Evaluate). Emphasis is given to the identification of specific activities taken within 

each phase and the staff involved. Activities are further categorized into academic, 

organizational and technological categories; and staff are further categorized into 

academics, administrators, managers, technicians, lawyers, financers, audio and 

video engineers and art designers. 

4. Code of instructional design as a product (Appendix 3.4) 

The starting point of this code was the framework design of the orientation module, 

namely, objectives, resource, support, and assessment each of which had 

sub-categorics. 

5. Code of action research process (Appendix 3.5) 

This code falls into three major categories: phases (plan, act, analyze and reflect), 
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activity types (academic, organizational and technological) and dimensions 

(initiative, focus, context, participant, process and method). 

8.2 Learner Profile 

The literature suggested that the nature of learners (e. g. prior knowledge, learning 

strategies, and motivation) constitutes one of the instructional conditions (Reigeluth, 

1999a: 8) for instructional design. Data about the nature of our target learners was 

elicited via a four-section pre-module questionnaire on their demographic 

information - this covered their previous learning experience, their computer and 

Internet experience and skills and their attitude towards online education. 

1. General information 

Leamers'general information is summarized in Table 8.3. 

Table 8.3 General information of 2005 peripheral learners 

Questions Max. Min. Mean SD 
Age 49 19 29.1 5.647 

Questions Choices % (N=407/n=206) 

Gender 
Male 30.10% 

Female 69.90% 

Marital status Single 50.90% 
Married 49.10% 
Diploma 69.40% 

Education BA 21.40% 
background MA and above 6.30% 

Full-time university student 2.90% 
Full-time employed 86.90% 

Employment Part-time employed 4.90% 
Full-time university students 2.90% 

Unemployed 5.30% 
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Table 8.3 revealed a profile of a typical learner of the Institute as a single or married 

diploma-holder who is an in-service adult female. 

2. Previous learning experience 

We aimed to discover learners' readiness for their learning situation by finding out 

their previous learning experiences. Table 8.4 shows a summary. 

Table 8.4 Learning experience of 2005 peripheral learners 

Questions Max. Min. Mean SD 

Number of years since their formal education 24 0 5.53 4.854 

Number of years of their English study in formal 
education 

20 0 7.13 4.273 

Number of years of their self-taught English study 16 0 1.93 2.837 

Questions No Yes 

Experience of online learning 87.9 1 

We made the following reflection on the data. Learners need an induction to: a 

formal learning situation (a mean suspension of 5.53 years), autonomous learning 

skills (a mean of 1.93 years' experience of self-taught English study) and online 

learning (87.9% learners have had no experience). We had recognized this issue in 

our design but we needed to examine its effect. 

3. Computer and Internet skills 

We aimed to discover learners' readiness for technology as summarized in Table 8.5. 
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Table 8.5 Computer and Internet skills of 2005peripheral learners 

Questions I% 
HH aa vi nn gg cc, mputer which has a CD-ROM player and o 77.2% 

I 

as ccess to the Internet. cc s to 
Equipment vi Having computer which has a CD-ROM player, yet no 7.8% 

li availability cc ss to, access to the Internet. 
Having computer which has access to the Internet, yet 12.1% 
no CD-ROM player. 
via broad-band 80.1% 

Means of via narrow-band 11.7% 
Internet - I have access to the Internet, but I don't know the 7.8% 

access means. 
I have never accessed the Internet. 0.5% 
Every day of the week 42.2% 

Weekly Two to four days of the week 24.8% 
frequency I Live to six aays ot ine weeK 1 

Ct of Interrie L ess than once per week 8.7% 

access One day of theweek 4.4% 
I have never accessed the Internet. 0.5% 

Attitude I learn and use it with ease. I am fully confident. 69.9% 

toward I am not very skillful, but I am willing to learn. 25.7% 
leaming 

new 

I am not very confident in learning it well, but I will 
learn anyway. 

2.49/o 

technology Ihe phobia. I won't learn it if I can help. 0% 
skills Other descriptions. 1.9% 

Questions Max Min Mean SD 

Years of using computer 20 0 7.58 3.621 

Years of using the Internet 15 0 5.18 
1 

2.365 

Average weekly hours on the Internet 100 0 16.08 18.615 

Table 8.5 revealed a generally favourable situation with regard to learners' ICT 

experience (a mean of 7.58 years of computer experience, 5.18 years of Internet 

experience, and 16.08 hours weekly Internet use), accessibility (100% computer 

access, 92.2% Internet access, 80.1% broad-band Internet access), and attitude 

towards the use of the Internet as a major media for study. We needed to find out 

from our research to what extent learners studied the module via the Intemet, and if 
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they encountered technical problems. 

4. Attitudes towards online education 

We aimed to examine learners' motivation in their choice of online other than other 

types of leaming modes and their attitude towards such a choice. Table 8.6 has a 

summary of the data. 

Table 8.6 Attitudes towards online education of 2005pcriphcral learners 

Reasons to choose this online course (in descending order) 
" Online education offers flexibility in time. 84.4% 
" I can work while studying. 72.8% 
" I have convenient access to the Internet. 32.5% 

I want to try this new form of education. 27.1% 
Online education has a low entrance policy. 8.7% 
1 have had online leaming experience, finding myself quite 
adapted to this form of education. 

8.2% 

Online education demands comparatively lower cost than other 
fon-ns of education. 

2.9% 

I do it for no particular reasons. 2.9% 
1 am denied of other forms of education due to physical, 
geographical or qualification reasons. 

2.4% 

Otherreasons 3.3% 
Attitude towards online education 
0 1 won't choose otherwise even if I have other choices. 68.4% 
0 1 made this choice because I can't choose otherwise. 31.6% 

Table 8.6 shows that the top two reasons for them to choose online learning were 

time-related (84.4% on "online education offers flexibility in time" and 72.8% on I 

can work while studying"). 

This section sketched a profile of our target learners. It revealed that learner diversity 

was the essential feature. 
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8.3 Examining Instructional Design Issues 

This section will focus on the examination of the instructional design issues in three 

aspects: instructional design as a discipline, as a process and as a product. These 

issues have been surfaced by research cycle 0 (argued in 5.3.2), reviewed against the 

literature (discussed in 6.1) and translated into the instructional design practice of the 

orientation module (presented in 7.1.2). 

8.3.1 Instructional design as a discipline 

This research cycle started with our understanding that instructional design was both 

a process and a product in the creation of a learning system following a leaming- and 

leamer-focused design approach. Such a belief was reinforced and refined in the 

research process as follows. 

A translation of a learning- and Icamer-focuscd approach to instructional design 

In the creation of a learning system, tutor-researchers established this approach 

by designing and presenting the module in an authentic situation in line with the 

following principles: availability and accessibility of a variety of media for 

resources and support services; a gradual transit of learning modes; a 

default-leamer study plan, a learning-process-support assessment design and a 

learning community (presented in 7.1.2). Such an approach was informed by 

Reigeluth's new learning-focused instructional design paradigm (Reigeluth, 

1999a: 19), and also inspired by research cycle 0 findings, tutor-researchers' 

previous work experience and the inclusion of leamer-researchers, in the process. 

The effectiveness of these designs will be examined 8.3.3. 
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2) An instructional design process dealing with phases, activities and people in a 

team approach 

8.3.2 will discuss this in detail. 

3) An instructional design product of the ends (the learning objectives), means 

(activities to support learners to achieve the learning objectives), and assessment 

(methods to monitor and evaluate the achievements of the learning objectives) 

8.3.3 will discuss this in detail. 

In addition, issues beyond a pedagogical vision of instructional design had been 

raised by the data from the tutor-researchers' post-module interview. They are as 

follows. 

1) Instructional design as professional development 

Tutor-researchers, in their response to the post-module interview question "Do you 

think you have benefited from this research project? if yes, what are the major 

benefits? ", expressed their better understanding of their current job as a major 

achievement as cited below. 

"... it helped me see clearly how I should do myjob. We do not have an established 

instructional design process with rules and principles. What we have now are 

fragmental, not systematic... " (Tutor A) 

"I think there is a need to redefine the responsibilities of the chair tutor... This 

project is successful in that it adopts a holistic design approach to the objectives, 

resource, support and assessment. Eachiob is defined within aframework, noijust 

ajob, as it is... A chair tutor should recognize such responsibilities of making the 
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design, and coordinating and monitoring the implementation process, from the very 

beginning to the end... " (Tutor B) 

"I think the most important gain is that I know my role as the Director of a 

learning centre... I kept asking myself throughout this research that given that the 

services provided by the headquarters were good enough, what jobs are left to 

local learning centres? This project helped me have a clear understanding of those 

jobs that can only be conducted at a local level, and that are crucial to learners' 

successful learning... "(Tutor 

"This research has transferred my long-holding intuition of how instructional 

design should be conducted to data-supported sound decisions... " (I) 

Tutor A also proposed the use of such an instructional design system for new staff 

training. 

"Every time we have new staff (tojoin our course development projects), I need to 

explain to them the development process verbally. This is painstaking and is not 

likely to cover all issues. Better that we have a system to tell thejobsfor each step, 

with templates andprinciples. " 

2) Instructional design as power 

Tutor B, after her suggestion of redefining the responsibilities of the chair tutor in 

her post-module interview, stated that the current role definition of the chair tutor 

"leaves me no power at all to coordinate jobs across different centres of the Institute. 

We need a mechanism to ensure this powee'. Tutor A also recognized the difficulty 

of job coordination across the centres by pointing out that it was a much easier job in 
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this project than many others because I headed it. "Everybody has to listen to what a 

deputy dean says after all. " was her remark. 

This project was indeed a rare case at the Institute in many senses. It was conducted 

in the form of a research by a staff team across centres throughout the whole ADDIE 

process systematically and holistically. But did I want to consider changing the 

infrastructure of the Institute in order to establish a mechanism for a convenient 

duplication of such a process to all instructional design projects? I reflected in my 

journal at that time that I did not think that a single research cycle with an 

involvement of only four staff of the Institute on one module was sufficient to justify 

such a change at either the theoretical or practical level. Though my literature review 

on action research visited opinions on social relationships and organizational change 

(Kemmis & McTaggart, 1992: 15-19) as a targeted outcome, I did not intentionally 

set out with this aim in my research. This issue will be further explored in 8.4.2 on 

action research initiatives. 

8.3.2 Instructional design as a process 

1. A process dealing with phases, activities and people 

Tutor-researchers'joumals provided the main source of data to reveal the process of 

the instructional design of the orientation module. I focused on the examination of 

the phases in this process by labeling the activities reported in the journals using the 

ADDIE model, and discovered that the data reflected three major issues: phases, 

activities and people. These will be dealt with under each of the following 

sub-headings. Table 8.7 presents a summary of our practice and improved 
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understanding of instructional design as a process in contrast to our assumptions. 

Table 8.7 A summary of 2005 tutor-researchers' practice and improved 

understanding of instructional design as a process 

Our improved 
Issues Our assumptions Our practice understanding 

A five-phase A four-phase model of "Reflection" is an 
ADDIE model of analysis and design, important 

analysis, design, development, component of the 
development, implementation, model. There should 

Phases implementation evaluation and also be an emphasis 
and evaluation reflection in a cyclical on the cyclical 

process. process of this 
model. 

Dealing with Dealing with Instructional design 
academic technological and takes place in a 

Activities decisions. organizational issues multi-faceted 
in addition to academic context. 
considerations. 

A A multi-disciplinary This reinforces the 
multi-disciplinary team of different multi-faceted 

People team educational context reality 
backgrounds, where organizational 
administrative sections, issues have to be 
and disciplines. 

I 
dealt with. 

2. Examining phase issues 

In labeling the activity entries of tutor-researchers'joumals to the five instructional 

design phases suggested by the ADDIE model, I identified a variation version with 

the major differences in the combination of the "analysis" and "design" phases as 

explained in 7.1.2 and an emphasis on the "reflection" activities in the "evaluation" 

phase. This was because our activities at the "evaluation" phase were not only 

evaluative work. We examined the data we collected in a reflective and critical view 

rather than with a conclusion-drawing purpose. We took this phase as a lead-in to 
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another cycle of instructional design where we would be allowed to make 

improvements informed by our reflections. Thus, I termed this pbase "evaluation and 

reflection" to emphasize the reflective work involved. Furthermore, it emphasized 

the cyclical nature of this model. Table 8.8 explains the activities of each phase. 

Table 8.8 Phases of instructional design in research cycle I 

Phases Activities 

1) Analysis and Formulated instructional objectives and the design for 
design resource, support and assessment based on the analysis of 

previous research findings, the literature review, current 
situation, instructors' expectations and learners' needs. 

2) Development Established a learning system for learners to study the 
module by developing the resources, support services and 
assessment. 

3) Implementation Delivered the module as designed. 
4) Evaluation and Evaluated the module and reflected on the findings to 

reflection inform the improvements desired in a new cycle of 

I 
instructional design. 

Table 8.8 shows the number of activities each tutor-researcher recorded within each 

of these phases until April 3 Uh 
, 2005 (tutor-researchers kept no journal records after 

this. ). 

Table 8.9 Number of activities within each phase of the instructional design of 

research cycle 1 

Phases Tutor A Tutor B Tutor C I Total 
1) Analysis and design 56 2 5 18 
2) Development 27 7 3 33 70 
3) 1 Implementation 8 10 9 11 38 
4) 1 Evaluation and reflection 22 2 3 9 
Total 16 25 52 42 135 

Table 8.9 shows that despite our different roles in the instructional design process, 

which detennined our different levels of activity at different phases, we were 

involved in the activities of all the four phases. 
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3. Examining activity issues 

decided not to list all the activities within each phase, since they were too 

case-specific to be useful to the instructional design of other modules. Instead, I 

approached these activities by categorizing them into academic, organizational and 

technological themes to emphasize the multi-faceted context of the instructional 

design process. The definitions of these themes and their examples are presented in 

Table 8.10. 

Table 8.10 Definitions and examples of types of 2005 instructional design activities 

Work types Descriptions Examples 
Work that deals with Complete the outlines of four VOB 
pedagogical programmes (Tutor B, Jan. II'h 2005). 

Academic considerations and Tell Zhong that Professor Guide should 
decisions be a female image instead of a male 

image (I, Jan. Ilth 2005) 
Work that controls or Complete the courseware development 
organizes the actions agenda and sent it to Zhong (I, Jan. 8 th 
and work that carries 2005) 

Organizational 
out academic Contact the press for the price of 
decisions. printing the orientation study plan 

(TutorA, Jan. 51h 2005). 
Work that deals with Confirm with the Courseware Centre 

Technological technology-related and the Multi-media Centre an 
considerations and appropriate voice format (Tutor A, Jan. 
decisions 

I 
2e 2005) 

Table 8.11 shows the number of different types of activities in each phase. 

Table 8.11 Types of activities within each phase of 2005 instructional design 

Phases Academic Organizational Technological 
1) Analysis and design 14 4 0 
2) Devclopment 25 36 10 
3) 

. 
Implementation 0 34 6 

4) Evaluation and reflection 7 1 0 
Total 46 73 16 
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As shown in Table 8.11, each phase involved different types of activities, with 

academic activities predominating the first phase, and organizational activities the 

second and the third phases. Tutor-researcbers, seemed to be more ready to deal with 

academic issues than with technological and organizational decisions. This 

multi-faceted context seemed to arouse our concerns in the following aspects. 

1) A concern of ignorance 

In her journal entry of the event of the first VOB programme's system collapse as a 

result of a low pre-set volume capacity (presented in 7.3.1), Tutor B reflected, "I 

never considered volume capacity an issue or my responsibility as a chair tutor to 

remind the platform person of this. But anyway, I don't think he could be counted 

on to anticipate this. I should be the person who warned him of a possible high 

participation ratc. " (Tutor B, Fcb. 21" 2005). 

2) A concem of compromise 

Our reflections revealed our frustration over the compromises we had to make due 

to technological limitations, financial policies, time tightness, publication laws, etc. 

For example, in my journal entry after the talk with the press, I wrote, "I should 

have predicted this CThis" refers to that the press refused the reprint of the 

orientation module textbook with time and finance reasons). Now we have to live 

with it and plan accordingly. " (I, Dec. 21" 2004) 

3) A concem of power 

Tutor A recorded her anger about the event when the Finance Office first told her 
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there was no budget planned for posting the orientation study plans and the 

CD-ROMs to the learning centres, but later endorsed her application when I wrote 

an email to the office, "They must support the expense anyway. Why do they have 

to wait for a dean's notice? "(Tutor A, Feb. 12'h 2005). 

4) A concern of a lack of work mechanism 

Tutor A showed that she was proud of working out a flow chart to coordinate 

courseware design and development work between Course Design and 

Development Centre and Courseware Development Centre, "I am glad that my 

flow chart made both centres happy. When I have time, I should develop a 

document series of the principles, template and process guidance for all the 

activities. " (Tutor A, Jan. 22 nd 2005) 

The above concerns over a multi-faceted context reality in the instructional design 

process exposed the tension of overlooking the organizational and technological 

considerations at the beginning of our research. 

4. Examining people issues 

The journal data confirmed that instructional design for an online learning system 

followed a multi-disciplinary team approach. The journal data also outlined the 

disciplines and the number of personnel involved in different phases. These only 

included the Institute's staff the research team had direct contact with. It was 

possible that more staff, both inside and outside the Institute, had been involved in 

carrying out the jobs. 

184 



Table 8.12 Staff involved in the instructional design process that had direct contact 

with 2005 tutor-researchers (excluding tutor-researchers and leamer-researchers) 

Personnel type Analysis Develop I mplement Evaluation 
and design -ment -ation and 

reflection 
ranal enal staff (e. g. project managerl g 0 5 3 0 

, --ntre directors) 

cademic staff (chair tutors, academic 0 1 0 0 

om mmittee staff, English editors) S 
omputer and Internet technicians puter 0 2 2 0 

programmers, e-platform, engineers) I 
udio and video technicians (audi I 0 3 0 0 

nd video directors, cameraman, soun 

I 

ngineers) I I lArt designers 0 1 0 0 
Legal counselors 0 2 0 0 

Administrators 0 5 8 0 

Financial staff 0 1 0 0 

Total 0 20 13 0 

Table 8.12 reveals at least two key points. One is the extensiveness of human 

resource investment in such a process. Staff came from different educational levels 

(from high-school graduates to Ph. D. holders), different administrative sections (All 

centres of the Institute got involved), and different disciplines (from English 

language education to technology to finance). The other is the intensiveness of 

human resource investment for the design and development of an online module. 

Such a team construction made the tutor-researchers' reflections about their 

organizational concerns stand to reason. 

This section has gathered the data and our reflections upon the instructional design 

process leading to an adaptation of the ADDIE model, with four phases of analysis 

and design, development, implementation and evaluation and reflection. We have 
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included "reflection" in the ADDIE model, and viewed an inclusion of this crucial to 

our research purpose for the improvement in a new cycle design. We have also 

emphasized the cyclical nature of the model. 

The data has confirmed our assumption that the instructional design process follows 

a multi-disciplinary team approach. It has also surfaced the tension caused by our 

lack of recognition of the multi-faceted context of the instructional design process 

where technological and organizational considerations are likely to be ignored. 

8.3.3 Instructional design as a product 

Product-related data represents the richest source of data. It covers issues concerning 

the objectives, the learning process (study time, place, and path, the utilization of 

resources and support media), "gains" (achievements), "pains" (learners' learning 

difficulties/problems/concems) and evaluations. From this we have identified four 

major tensions repeatedly signaled by the data. They are time-related, media-related, 

assessment-related and interaction-related tensions as discussed in the following. 

8.3.3.1 Time-related tensions 

Online education appeals to adult learners with "multi-roles and multi-life 

commitments" primarily because it offers time flexibility and convenience 

(DuCharme-Hcnsen and Dupin-Bryant, 2004: 8). This is confirmed by peripheral 

learners' choice of their reasons to choose the Institute in their pre-module 

questionnaire (discussed in 8.2). We recognized time as an issue when we designed 

our module, and we built in strategies to tackle it, e. g. orientation study plan to 

support learners' time planning and management. However, the data shows that our 
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efforts did not respond well to the reality. Time is recognized as the top concern from 

different groups. It is reported in learner-researchers'journals (26.44%, N=87/n=23) 

and seminars (50%, N=40/n--20) (Appendix 6-4); by peripheral learners in their 

post-module questionnaire (built in their assignment) (23-59%, N=390/n=92) 

(Appendix 6.3) and by peripheral tutors in their during-module interview (14.89%, 

N=47/n=7) (Appendix 6.6). It became a constant theme of discussion at 

tutor-researchers' seminars. This section will explore this tension from the learners' 

seven learning realities as summarized in Table 8.13. 

Table 8.13 A summary of time-related tensions of 2005 learners 

Category Our design/assumptions Learners' reality 

1. Weekly study 
Learners should spend an Few learners could afford the 
average of 15-17 hours expected time, and their time time 
weekly. affordability varies greatly. 

2. Weekend and Learners spend more Learners spent more time on 
weekday time time on weekends than weekdays than on weekends. 
distribution pattern on weekdays. 
3. Day distribution Learners study every day. Learners did not study everyday 
pattern for a variety of reasons. 

4. Day time 
Learners study more in Learners did use evening time 

distribution pattern 
the evenings than at other slots more often than other time 
times. slots of the day. 

5. Time-segment Most activities take a Learners mainly adopted below 
pattern consecutive 120 minutes. 60-minute segment patterns. 

We indicated in the Learners viewed the time 
6. Activity time orientation study plan the indication as more 
design expected time for each anxiety-raising than helpful. 

activity. 

We expected our learners Learners started with the plan, 
7. Study path 

to follow the orientation yet changed to their own plans 
study plan as their study due to different circumstances. 
path. Ii 
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1. Weekly stu y time 

Table 8.14 shows both the weekly study hours of the leamer-researchers based on 

their journal data and that of peripheral learners based on their post-module 

questionnaire data. The designed hours are also listed for reference. 

Table 8.14 Weekly study hours of 2005 leamers 

Groups Designed Min. Max. Mean SD 
(hr. ) (hr. ) (hr. ) (hr. ) 

Leamer-researchers 2 21.36 10.65 6.0600 
. Peripheral leamers -17 15 

2 1 5:: 

] 

1.15 12.16 12.076 

From Table 8.14, we observed that neither group reached the time expectation of the 

module. In addition, learners' time affordability greatly varies. 

2. Weekend and weekday time distribution pattern 

In our design, we allocated 3 study hours a day on weekends and 2 hours on 

weekdays, assuming that learners may have more time for their study on weekends 

than on weekdays. Table 8.15 shows the weekend and weekday time distribution 

pattern of leamer-rescarchers based on their journal data. 

Table 8.15 Weekend and weekday time distribution pattern of 2005 

leamer-researchers 

Category Designed 
(hr. )_ 

Min. 
(hr. ) 

Max. 
(hr. ) 

Mean 
(hr. ) 

SD 

Avcrage hrs. on weekdays (5 days) 10 1.39 18.19 7.96 4.9001 
Average hrs. on weekends (2 days) 6 0 8 2.69 1.9368 

Table 8.15 shows that leamer-researchers, actually spent more daily study hours on 

weekdays than weekends (1.59 daily hours on weekdays, 1.35 hours daily on 

weekends). 
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DaN, distribution pattern 

Our design expected our learners to study everyday of the week during the 21-day 

orientation module period. Table 8.16 shows the number of days learner-researchers 

studied during that period (they were expected to have 21 -day journals). 

Table S. 16 Number of study days of 2005 learrier-researchers (in descending order) 

earner-researcherý No. of days studied % (N=21) 
S5 

r i 

21 
100% 

S15 21 
S4 19 90.48% 
Sil is 85.71% 
S2 16 
S6 16 76.19% 
S12 16 
ss 15 
S9 15 71.43% 
S14 15 
slo 14 66.67% 
S13 9 42.86% 
S7 7 33.33% 
sl 4 
S3 4 

19.05% 

Average 14 66.67% 

The above study days were coded from Monday to Sunday. Then these days were 

totaled and a proportion of each day was calculated. Figure 8.1 shows the detail. 

11.14% 

16.00% 15.24% 

14.00% 13.3 3' . 
13,61% 

12.00% 

10.00% 

8 0ou/I 

600% 

4 00',.. 

2 00'y 

0001/1 

11 

Mon. TLIC Wed. ThUr. ri. Sit. SLin. 

Figure S. I Study days of the week of 2005 team er-re searchers 
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Table 8.17 has a summary of the reasons I earn er-re searchers stated in their Journals 

for not studying. 

Table 8.17 Reasons for not studying reported by 2005 learner-researchers 

Category No. of journal entries % 
I Work-related reasons 20 19.0ý11 1) 
2) Leisure-related reasons 6 5.71% 
3) Ilealth-related reasons 3 2.86% 
4) Farmly-related reasons 2 1.90% 
5) Study-related reasons Is 1 0.95% 
6) Affect-related reasons 1 0.95% 
7) Tcchnology-related reasons 1 0.95% 
8) No record 71 62.62% 

Total 105 

All learners reported (either at the serninar or via email) that they did not study oil 

these no-record days, except S3 (4 joumal entries) who reported that tic studied on 

those days but lie carelessly replaced his new record with tile previous one by using 

the sanic document template. 

We could observe the following facts from the above data. 

a) 13.33%0 (2 out of' 15) 1 earner-researc hers studied every day of the week for three 

consecutive wccks. 

b) On average, learncr-rcsearchers achieved 66-67% of the expected study days, 

witlia maximum ot'100% and a minimurn of 19.05%. 

c) When learner-researchers did study, they studied every day of the week with a 

slight preference for Monday (17.14%), Tuesday (15-71%) and Thursdays 

(I5.24(VO). 

d) Learner-researchers did not study for a variety of reasons with their work 

" "Study" relers to other non- I nstitute-related study commitments. 
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commitments ranking the top (19.05%), though the percentage could possibly be 

higher if those non-record days were also considered to be the result of the same 

reason. 

The findings again confirmed the tension of learners' study time commitment against 

the module expectation as a result of the conflicts with other commitments. Given 

that all learner-researchers, passed the module, we started to wonder if learners had 

particular strategies to complete the module with minimum time commitment. 

4. Day time distribution pattern 

In our design, chair tutor-moderated VOB programmes were arranged between 7-9 

pm on weekends, face-to-face tutorials were arranged between 9 am to 12 prn and I 

pm to 4 pm on weekends, and a call centre phone service was made available from 9 

am to 5 pm every day. We wanted to discover when learners studied during a day. 

We first coded the time entries from learrier-researchers'journals into weekend and 

weekday category, then coded them into 24 time Slots (from 0: 00-1: 00 until 

23: 00-0: 00). We totaled these slots and calculated their proportions. Figure 8.2 

shows the findings. 
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Figure 8.2 Study time of the day of 2005 leamer-researchers 

We observed that learners did not study at all elther on weekdays or weekends 

between 0: 00-5: 00. For the rest of the time, the top three time slots On descending 

ordcr) "'crc 20: 00-21: 00 (14.870), 21: 00-22: 00 (10.80(),, ()) and 19: 00-20: 00 (10.09%) 

on weckdays and 21: 00-2100 ( 15.64"o), 19: 00-20: 00 and 20: 00-21: 00 (11.17%), and 

22: 00-23: 00 (8 94"o) on xeckends. Breakfast time (6: 00-8: 00) and dinner time 

( 17.00- 19: 00) was flot Oftell tised for study. This iiidicated that 19: 00-2 1: 00 was a 

good time , I()t I'M lcarncrs to participatc in synchronous activi III slot can itics. This time 

also bc uscd to %%arn LIS Of 11111111taining a maximum volume capacity of the 

c-platf'Orm. Importantly, our call centrc service time did not correspond well to 

learners' study tinic. Tliis might he an explanation ofour findings later in the media 

mision scolon ahout learnas' low litilization ofthe telephone service. 

ifile Segment patterns 

In our (Icsign, resouice-hascd activitics ranged from 10-minute to 2.5-hour 

rcquirements, supporl actjý ties %%, ere 90 minutes for VOB programmes, and 180 
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minutes for NN eck-crid facc-to-face tutorials, assessment activities were 10 minutes for 

self-assessment and approximately 120 rnmutes for the assignment. 

We first categorized time entries from I eamer- research e rs' jourrials by their activity 

types (resource. support and assessment). then we coded data within each type of 

activities into 9 time segment patterns (below 15 minutes, 15-30 min, 30-45 min, 

45-60 nim, 60-90 min. 90-120 min, 120-150 min, 150-180 min. and 180 min. above). 

Then ý, ve totaled these patterns and calculated their proportions. Figure 8.3 has the 

resu Its. 
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In 'I able 8.1 X. 
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Table 8.18 Top three time segment patterns in three types of activities of 2005 

leamer-researchers 

Activities Design Top 1 Top 2 Top 3 

Resource 120 min. 45-60 15-30 below 15 

Support Forum, telephone & email: open 
VOB: 90 min. 

15-30 45-60 150-190 

Assessment Self-assessment: 15 min. 
Assignment: 120 min. 

15-30 below 15 45-60 I 

Apart from 150-180 pattern for learners' support activities, which reflect their 

participation of weekend three-hour face-to-face tutorials, we found that learners 

mainly adopted 15-30,45-60 and below 15- minute patterns in all three types of 

activities. This exposed the tension between our dominant 120-minute activity 

design and the learners' 60-minute or less pattern. Was it possible that learners 

learned more cffcctivcly than we supposed? Or was it because that they could not 

afford a big chunk of 120 minutes to study? Maybe we needed to consider an 

instructional strategy of breaking down the activities into smaller units to 

accommodate lcamcrs'timc patterns. This small-chunk learning might support them 

to dcal with thcir timc constraints. 

6. Activity time design 

In our orientation study plan, we indicated the expected time amount for each 

activity, hoping that this could support learners to plan their time well for the 

activities. I lowcvcr, the lcamcr-rcscarchcrs' seminar and journal data showed that 

this strategy did not work. Lcamcr-rcscarchers reported that this design was more 

anxiety-raising than helpful with their example reflections at seminar on Feb. 26h 

2005 bclow. 
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"I always used up more time than what is required That made me feel I am a 

slow learner "(SII) 

"It said that I needed 60 minutes to complete the task. When Ifinished it within 

25 minutes, I became doubtful ifI missed something important. " (S. 11) 

"You should define the goal of the activity instead of the time requirement. If we 

can reach the goal, why shouldyou care about how much time we use? " (S3) 

The above reflections revealed that specifying the objectives or expected learning 

outcomes of the activities might be more important than indicating the expected time 

to do these activities. 

7. Study paths 

We considered our orientation study plan a key resource to guide learners' study path. 

However, an examination of day-to-day activity entries of learner-researcbers 

revealed that they all started their first three-day study by following the orientation 

study plan, but they then turned to their own approaches as follows. 

a) An assessment-guided approach 

Learner-researchers used the assignment questions to guide their study. They read 

the questions, and selectively studied those resources that they assumed held the 

answers to these questions. They adopted this approach to "save time" and "increase 

efficiency" (S4 and S7 reported at seminar on March 5h 2005), to "have a focus" 

(S 10 reported at seminar on March 5th 2005; and S2 reported at seminar on March 

12'h 2005), and to "evaluate achievements" (S9 reported at seminar on March 12th 
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2005). This approach might explain why learners could pass the module by spending 

much less time than required. 

b) A tutorial-guided approach 

Leamer-researchers used the tutorial plan (available on the e-platform) as a guide to 

do those activities that were selected to be reviewed at tutorials. "I believe these 

must be the key activities of the unit. " (S II reported at seminar on March 12'h 2005. ) 

c) An interest-guided approach 

Learner-researchers chose to learn what was appealing to them. "I think the 

orientation study plan is made for those who do not know what to do. I did not 

follow the plan. I selected to learn those resources that appeal to me. " (S2 reported at 

seminar on Feb. 26 th 2005. ) 

d) A weekly-goal-guided approach 

Leamer-researchers recognized the weekly progress requirement specified in the 

orientation study plan. They counted the number of tasks they had to accomplish 

within the week and distributed equal amount to each day. (S5 reported at seminar on 

March 12'h 2005. ) 

e) An adaptive approach to the orientation study plan 

When leamer-researchers fell behind the orientation study plan, they tried to stick to 

it by using squeezing (spending less time than the module allocated), skipping or 

postponing methods. 

Data also showed that no leamer-researchers followed the orientation study plan on a 

day-to-day basis, though they paced their study by adhering to the weekly 
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accomplishment required. They adopted a mixture of a) to e) approaches. 

Our findings confirmed the usefulness of the orientation study plan to start off the 

learners' study, and to pace their learning on a weekly basis. We discovered that an 

increasing number of learner-researchers followed their own study paths after the 

beginning period. 

The above discussion confronted us with a sheer reality that in an adult distance 

learning system, time-related design was among the priority instructional strategies 

of all aspects of a module. "We chose your Institute because we have no time to 

attend conventional on-campus courses. If time requirement is as rigid, what ý the 

point of this choice? " S3 remarked at seminar on March 5"' 2005. 

8.3.3.2 Media-related tensions 

An examination of learners' choice of media in both their study of resources and 

their use of support services made my argument in 6.1.3. that focused on the 

technology-mcdiated pedagogical enhancement almost meaningless. We came to 

realize that "online", though a most acclaimcd learning feature of the Institute, and 

the attention of our time, effort and cost in our instructional design, was appreciated 

by our learners on a pragmatic decision rather than at a pedagogical level. The data 

showed that a variety of circumstances (e. g. place of study, time of study, computer 

and Internet accessibility, financial considerations, conventional learning habits, 

courseware design, etc. ) contributed to learners' media choice. It challenged some of 

the assumptions we held and confirmed the importance of a provision of a variety of 

media for resource and support access. Table 8.19 summarizes the findings. 
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Table 9.19 A summary of 2005 media-related tensions 

Our design/assumptions 
_I 

Learners' reality 
1) Learriers' utilization of resource media 
We providcd a print orientation Leamers did show an increased 
study plan to support learners in a orientation to CD-ROM or online learning 

gradual transfer to CD-ROM or modes. They tended to use a mixture of 
online learning modes. media due to different circumstances. 
2) Learners' utilization of support media 
We provided both online (e, L,. VOB Leamers chose to use different media at 
prograrnmes. forurn, and ennail) and different times and for different purposes. 
offline (e. g. face-to-face tutorials, Their face-to-face tutorial attendance was 
telephone) niediato support learners. higher than for VOB programmes. 

1. Learners' utilization of'resource media 

The design of' the orientation module allovved the leamers to decide upon their 

choice of inedia, i. e. print (accompanied by cassettes), CD-ROM and online 

(e-plattbrin) resource. Figure 8.4 shows I earn er- research crs' selection of resource 

media. 

50.000/1. 
45.00% 

40.00% 
35.00% 

30.00% 
25.00% 
20-00% 

15.00% 

10.00% 
5,00% 
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43 83% 

31.17% 

6.17% 6.17% 5.84"/. 

0 e; 

x 

3.9 0', /u 2.92% 

I-IgUrc 8.4 Utilization ofresource niedia of 2005 1e arner- researchers 

The findings rcý, calcd that leanicr-rescarchers niaInly chose to study the module via 

e-platforin (43.83()/o) and print (3 1.17(',, ). Leamer-researchers also used a 

combination of media (print 4 cassette and print + e-platform), and their PCs (with 
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downloaded resources from the e-platform or study notes) for their study. 

One learner (S 10) followed a mono-media (online) approach, while the rest adopted 

a mixture-media approach among whom six (SI, S3, S6, S9, S4, and S14) had no 

record of using CD-ROM, six (S 1, S3, S7, S9, S 10 and S 14) had no record of using 

cassette and one (S8) had no record of using the e-platform. 

Table 8.20 shows peripheral learners media choice as reported in their post-module 

questionnaire. 

Table 8.20 Resource media selection of 2005 peripheral learners 

Media % (N=118) 
I didn't leam the module 2.5% 
Print-based'9 10.2% 
CD-ROM-based 30.80% 
Online-based 56.50% 

A 48.65% print textbook purchase rate suggested that nearly half the learners used 

print as either a main (10.2%) or supplementary media of learning. 

Was leamcrs' scicction of mcdia random or dclibcratc? Learner-rescarchers'journal 

and seminar data offered some clues to the reasons as follows. 

a) Place of study. 

Leamer-researchers turned to cassette or print textbooks when they studied at 

unconventional places (e. g. S6 had I journal entry on using the print textbook when 

she was accompanying her boy at his swimming lesson; S 15 had 2 journal entries of 

using a cassette on her trip to work. ). Both S4 and S 15 suggested in the seminar the 

provision of audio downloadable files to MP3 so that they could listen to the texts 

on their trips. 

19 Ile meaning "-based- was explained in the questionnaire as the medium used for more than half of the study time. 
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b) Computer accessibility. 

At times learner-researchers did not have access to a computer (e. g. SIS had 4 

journal entries of using print textbook when her computer was stricken by a virus; 

S6 had 2 journal entries of using the print textbook when she had to leave the 

computer to her husband for his work. ). 

c) Intcmet accessibility. 

Leamer-researchers were denied access to the Internet (e. g. S14 had 8 journal 

entries of using the print textbook when he had just moved to a new house with no 

intemet access. ). 

d) Financial concerns. 

Leamer-researchers chose not to use certain media to save cost (e. g. S3 at seminar 

on Feb. 26 th 2005 said that he chose to use the CD-ROM instead of online 

courseware because it was "cost-free". He did not have to pay the Internet fee. ). 

e) Conventional approach. 

Leamer-researchers stuck to their conventional or habitual media for learning (e. g. 

S8 who did not use the e-platform at all said at the seminar on March 2e 2005 that 

she always read in bed so that she felt more comfortable with the print textbook; S4 

who studied mainly online for the first week and then transferred to print-based 

Icaming explained at the March 21" seminar that she did so by an initial feeling of 

obligation of being an online learner, but later found herself more at ease with print 

cassette mode which she had been following in her previous English study. ). 

f) Design of the courseware. 
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Learner-researchers used the pnnt textbook because they could not annotate the 

courseware (e. g. S7 turned to print when she found that "I could not add notes to the 

courseware. Neither could I highlight the key information by bold, colour or 

underline", she remarked at the seminar Feb. 2& 2005. ). 

The above findings challenged our design assumptions. We assumed that learners 

chose not to use online resources because they had not adapted to online learning. 

The findings revealed that learners' media choice was not necessarily related to the 

adaptive issue. Neither did offline-leaming hamper their leaming progress. The 

findings also highlighted the importance of a multi-media accessibility to resources 

instead of a single-mcdia dominant delivery to avoid disadvantaging learners who 

adopted either a single-media learning mode or moved from one media to another at 

different timcs, or with diffcrcnt resources, as a result of a variety of circumstances. 

2. Learners' utilization of support media 

Our support services wcrc designed to be provided at two levels: at headquarters and 

leaming centres. At the headquarters level, service provision venues were the forum, 

VOB programmes, call ccntrc telephone and cmail. At the learning centre level, 

support provision vcnues wcrc wcckly on-campus tutorials (facc-to-face) and local 

ccntre tclcphonc and cmail. Wc examined the learners' selection of these support 

media from three aspects: the media they used, the time they used these media and 

the types of inquiries they made via these support media. 

a) The support media lcamcrs used 

Appendix 4.12 - 4.16 present data on leamer-rcsearchcrs' and peripheral learners' 
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utilization of support media, namely, their use of forum, call centre telephone and 

email, their VOB and face-to-face tutorial attendance. From these tables and figure, 

we observed that learners made use of all of our support services. This confirmed our 

effort in making support accessible by a variety of media. We noticed our neglect of 

the support service data from the learning centres when we reflected on the small 

number of calls and emails to the call centre (only 20 phone calls and 39 email 

messages). Tutor C explained that learners may prefer to calls and emails to learning 

centres who also provided support services via these two media. She herself was 

dealing with them all her time. We realized that we totally missed out the data at the 

learning centre level that might be a primary venue for learners to seek support, 

especially those off-put by the Intemet support services. 

b) Learners' selection of support media at different times 

Both tutor-modcratcd VOB progmmmcs and facc-to-facc tutorials wcrc dclivcred at 

fixed times, so we only examined learners' time to send their forum posts and emails, 

and to make their phone calls. Figure 8.5 has the details. 
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Figure 8.5 TIIIIC OfUSe Ot''SUpport services of 2005 peripheral learners 

Figurc 8.5 showcd that the forum and call centrc cniad shared the sarne peak time 

(20: 00-21: 00 and 21: 00-22: 00), and call centre had its most call-Ins betwecii 

12-00-13-00 Ounch 11nic) and 17: 00-18: 00 (time right after work). We also found that 

tile forum ýNas used by learners in more tinic slots than the other two. 

Wc thereforc i(Ictinfied the nec(I I'Or both synchronous media access (e. g. telephone, 

VOB and facc-to-facc tutorials) and asynchronous media access (e. g. email and 

forum) to catcr t'()r Icarners' availability to use these services. 
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c) Leamers' selection of media for different types of inquiries 

We collected the inquiries learners made via the support provision media and 

categorized them. Table 8.21 summarizes the findings. 

Table 8.21 Inquiry categories via support provision media of 2005 peripheral 

leamers 

Forum2o Emails 
(N=351) (340 VOB Telephones (N=39) (39 

Category inquiry posts, (N=227) (N=20) messages, 41 
351 entries) entries) 
No. % No % No % No 

Leamer 10 YO 2.850 37 15.21% 0 0% 0 0% 
autonomy laye 

age Language 19 5.41% 42 18.88% 0 0% 0 0% 
Icaming layer 
Affect layer 11 3.13% 16 6.54% 0 0% 0 0% 

Technology la 108 30.77% 92 34.97% 11 55% 22 56.41% 

System layer 168 47.86% 1 36 21.08% 7 35% 18 
_46.15% Others 35 9.97% 14 3.33% 2 10%_ 1 
, 

2.56% 

Table 8.21 showed that learners tended to use telephone and email for system- and 

tcchnology-rclated inquiries only, whereas they made use of the forum and VOB 

programmes to seek advice over all the five layers, though the largest inquiries were 

still on system- and technology-related issues. 

To summarize media-related tensions, on the one hand, we felt justified in our effort 

of making a variety of media available to leamers so that they were not 

disadvantaged when they were denied certain media access; on the other hand, we 

were challenged in our "the-more-online-the-better" belief. In my literature review 

of the role of technology in instructional design in 6.1.3,1 was persuaded by the 

20 Data from these two sources (forum and VOB programmes) are not all inquiries. N refers only 
to the number of entries that make inquiries. 
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technology-enhancement argument. The data collected indicated that I needed to 

further examine its role to support my reality-based media decisions. 

8.3.3.3 Assessment-related tensions 

Tutor-researchers were initially upset at the discovery of the learners' 

assessment-guided approach to their module. We adopted the design of making our 

assignment questions match the day-to-day learning objectives of the module on a 

learning-process-support principle, not a short-cut strategy. At our seminar on Feb. 

28"' 2005, when I shared the finding with the other tutor-researchers to find out if 

they had noticed this type of strategy, Tutor B made the following remark. 

"... I caught them exchange answers to their assignments via the forum. They 

may argue for a 0.5 point miscalculation in their seýflassessment for ages. 

Passing the module is their priority... We can't help learners' attention to 

assessment. We need to design good assessment strategy that guides and 

supports learners'learning. I think our design idea is good. Even if learners 

exchange answers in theforum, that is also a way of learning. It is why and 

how we design assessment that matters. " 

I was impressed by her argument that we should not bother about changing the 

Icamcrs' asscssment-orientcd approach; instead, we should adopt appropriate 

assessment strategies to support learners to learn via assessment. This 

assessment-guided approach, as an effective timesaving strategy of learners, thus 

demanded our cffort in assessment design to reach a balance between learners' 

pragmatic learning strategy and our instructional ideals. 
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8.3.3.4 Interaction-related tension 

Lack of interaction was recognized as an aspect for improvement in the design of the 

orientation module proposed by peripheral learners in their assignment (20.59% as 

shown in Table 11.4). This concern was unexpected since we had deliberately 

designed parts of the module to encourage interaction. We had allocated four 

particular days entitled "Community Day" and "Communication Day"' with the 

following activities. 

a) Four face-to-face tutorials at the local centres on weekends, with average 

attendance rates of 96.67%, 80.4%, 70.67%, and 68% (Appendix 4.16). 

b) Four tutor-moderated VOB programmes on weekends, with 51.60% (210 

learners), 31.45% (128 learners), 24.08% (98 learners) and 20.88% (85 learners) 

(high peak record) attendance rate (Appendix 4.15). Learners also had access to 

learner-initiated and -moderated VOB programmes 24 hours daily. 

c) Forum, with 751 posts from the learners, among which 155 posts (38.08%) were 

self-introductions aiming to make friends with other fellow learners. 

The data showed a good involvement of learners in, the above activities. However, 

these activities did not seem to satisfy the learners' need for interaction. We started to 

question what we had missed in supporting our learners in interactive activities. 

Learner-researchers offered some clues in their journals and seminar discussions of 

VOB programmcs and tutorials. 

a) The grouping-rclated issue 

"Class size is too big. " (S6 reported in her journal on Feb. 26th 2005) 
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" VOB has too many people. I did not have a chance to have the mic throughout 

the whole programme. " (S 15 reported in her j ournal on Mar. 4th 2005. ) 

"I hope to have a fixed partner Every time I met someone in VOB, I had to 

repeat my setf-introduction lines and to lookfor topics. It took a long time before 

we started to practice English. " (S7 reported at seminar on Mar. 5h2OO5. ) 

"You should label different VOB channels according to learners' levels of 

English proficiency... Ifound it hard to talk with someone whose English was far 

belowfluent than mine. " (S3 reported at seminar on Feb 26 th 2005. ) 

b) The theme-related issue 

"VOB is good, but Ifound it hard to get into real talk with myfellow learners. It 

is always like that after we have exchanged our personal information, we do not 

know what else to talk about. " (S 15 reported at seminar Mar. 5a' 2005. ) 

c) The pcople-rclatcd issue 

"I don ý think it an organized activity. There is no moderator A said something, 

then A then CI listenedfor while -I did not even know why I was here. This is 

my onlyfeeling about VOB. " (S7 reported at seminar Feb. 26h 2005. ) 

"I was the only one in VOB. What a shame! " (S3 reported in his journal on Feb. 

21" 2005. ) 

"I am not sure ifyou have attended a learner-moderated VOB. I think the core of 

VOB is to have a tutor there. Without a tutor, VOB is meaningless. " (S3 reported 

at seminar on Mar 5h 2005) 
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Learner-researchers' remarks exposed our fallacy that making available and 

accessible a variety of venues for interaction could lead to good interaction. In reality, 

interaction did take place via these venues; however, it was not recognized by 

learners as sufficient and effective in supporting them in their study due to their lack 

of grouping, themes, organization, etc. 

In contrast, we observed an unexpected ("unexpecteX' from the perspective that this 

was not intended in our research objectives) role of research activities in fostering 

learner-researchers' interaction for their study purpose. Some typical journal entries 

are cited in Table 8.22. 

Table 8.22 Journal entries of 2005 leamer-researchers reporting their gains in their 

study as a result of research activities 

Skills I Reflection Research Data 
developed activitn source 

Gains in the learner autonomy layer 
Plan-making A week has passed. 1 kept journals Keeping S15 on 
and every day. "en I read them again, I journals Feb. 
implementing found that they helped me a lot in 25h 

planning my everyday study. 2005 
Self-discipline I have to do some study today, even Keeping S2 on 

though I feel tired. I must have journals Feb. 
something to write in thejournal. 23d 

2005 
Gains in the lang uage-leaming layer 
English (She practiced oral English with After the SI on 
speaking skills another leamer-researcher after their weekend Feb. 

weekend seminar. ) It seems that I seminar. 26ý4 
have revived the experience at my 2005 
school years when I practiced English 
with my classmates. If we persist, I 
am sure we can improve our oral 
English. 
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English learning I learned a lot of good English Attending S2 on 

s ills igr 
Ih 

eral learning methods from them (refer to the seminar Mar. kills in gene al lea 5 Mg 

lI eamer-researchers). 2005 ea 

I P-. 2; nc ; in t'h, - nffent Inver I 

Motivational t They all expressed that persistence Attending the S6 on 
factor iýsthe most challenging task of all. seminar Mar. 5h 

= 

But Butt as we all persist until today, 1 2005 
I thin hink we can persist on. 

Emotional I read othersjournals and found Sharing S8 on 
factor everybody is working really hard. I journals March 

don'tfeel lonely. 3 Td 

2005 
Social factor I am impressed by tutor-researchers' Impressed by S3 on 

commitment to this module. This tutor-research Feb. 

enhances my confidence in success. ers' 26h 
commitment 2005 

Gains in the technology layer: none 
Gains in the syste layer 
System in (He visited the homepage and the Committing S5 on 
general platform. ) I know more about your to joining Feb. 

Institute. I think Id better prepare the project 2 I't 

ahead to know as much as possible in 2005 
order to do well in the project. I I 

The above data showed that by committing to this research project and by 

undertaking research activities, leamer-researchers recognized their development in 

four layers (except the technology layer) of the module objectives. More evidence 

will be brought out in our review of leamer-researchers' research-related data in 8.4. 

By comparing this analysis with that of the concerns reported by peripheral learners 

on interaction inadequacy, we started to realize that we needed to employ strategies 

beyond a provision of a variety of interaction venues to make fulfilling interaction 

take place. These strategies could potentially be the research-orientated activities 

such as team approach, journal keeping, regular seminars, shared mission and felt 

attention from the tutor-researchers by the learners. This issue will continue to be 
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explored in 8.4 in the discussion of research-related findings. 

8.3.3.5 A summative reflection 

Section 8.3.3 has analyzed and reflected on the data of both the core and peripheral 

research groups. The main purpose of this process was twofold. One was to surface 

key principles in the design; the other was to construct a dimensional framework for 

the design of a learning system in my situation guided by these principles, so as to 

improve the next design cycle of the orientation module and further to guide the 

instructional design of other modules. To achieve this purpose, we reflected 

intensively on the emerging key issues to identify tensions between our 

design/assumption and the reality. 

We were initially overwhelmed by all sorts of emerging tensions implied by the data. 

The data appeared to surface four separate major tensions, but when we viewed these 

tensions holistically, we recognized that these tensions were rooted in our struggle to 

achieve a balance between ensuring that our intended objectives were achieved with 

learners showing full understanding and accommodating learners'learning needs and 

contexts. It was a tension between existing instructional and learning perspectives. 

This was context-bound to a degree-bearing course in English language education 

via online delivery (the instructional perspective), and Chinese adult distance 

learners with diverse backgrounds, needs and situations whose primary aim is course 

success (the learner perspective). What were the strategies to address our leaming- 

and learner-focused design paradigm in this tension? 

Extensively, we confirmed that instructional design was not a mere product of course 
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materials/courseware. It was a system composed of the design of the learning 

objectives, the resources, the support services and the assessment. Major issues 

identified among these designs are as follows. 

1) Time-related strategies as to the expected hours of study, their distribution on a 

week and day basis, appropriate time segment and time indication techniques for 

the activities. 

2) Media-related strategies as to multi-media access to resources to cater for 

learners' different learning circumstances and multi-media provision of support 

services for learners different time and purpose needs; 

3) Assessment-related strategies that guide, monitor and evaluate learners' 

leaming. 

Interaction-related strategies that promote interaction in the forrn of an 

organized group activity towards purposeful achievements. 

In addition, all the above designs needed to take into consideration the diversity and 

uniqueness of the learners. Our next research cycle would explore these issues with 

reference to the literature and search for strategies to relieve or minimize the 

tensions. 

8.4 Examining Action Research Issues 

This section will examine the action research process in two aspects. One is 

tutor-researchers' and leamer-researchers' perception towards this research 

methodology; the other is my improved understanding and practice of action 
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research concerning its six dimensions. 

8.4.1 The value of action research 

Table 7.1 has outlined the research background of tutor-researchers revealing that 

they were novices in action research. This section will examine the improvements in 

their understanding of action research from a perspective of the ways they 

recognized the significance of this research approach. It raises two major arguments. 

One is the high appreciation of the team approach by tutor-researchers and 

leamer-researchers and the double-edge effect of such an approach. The other is the 

unexpected extensiveness and intensiveness (from tutor-researchers' research design 

perspective) of this research in motivating, supporting and monitoring researchers' 

work/study. This implies the possibility of expanding research-oriented interventions 

to a wider audience of staff and learners to obtain similar effects, but it should be 

guided by a further examination of the exact factors and the rationale that leads to 

such an effect. 

1. Tutor-researchers' contributions to the team approach 

As discussed in 8.3, through this research, tutor-researchers recognized the 

enbanccment in their understanding and practice of professionalism in instructional 

design. When they came to reflect upon their major methodological improvements in 

their post-module interview, they all emphasized that the team approach brought 

about the most benefits with extracts cited below. 

"In contrast to the previous research, the workload increased a lot as a result of 
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this team approach ... Ifelt an increased responsibility that reminded me all the 

time to workfor the best. I was relieved to know that all of us recognized that we 

benefitedfrom this project. I came to realize that in the past we talked too much. 

But we did not act. Maybe this was because we did not know a best way for 

research and professional development without sacrificing everyday work that 

must be done. This action research approach allows us to research what we do as 

routines. Though it demands more time, it enhances motivation, sustainability 

and quality ofour work This cannot be achieved by individual work. It is worth 

the effort. " (I) 

"I think team approach makes action research different from the research 

methods I am familiar with. I have always known that I need to improve my 

research skills, but I don ý know how. Read books? I don Y know which books to 

read and even if I do read them, so what? But when we work together on a 

project closely related to our work, we learn from each other and we also 

monitor each other. Ifeel much directed. (I., But other research methods also 

allow team approach. ) Yes, but I don ý think they consider it an issue like action 

research does ... I was also impressed by the inclusion of learners as part of the 

research team ... Staff at Course Design and Development Centre seldom has 

direct contact with learners. This project opens a learner perspective in me ... " 

(Tutor A) 

"Many research projects lead to unrealistic results or false reflection of the 

reality. Action research avoids this by involving both the researchers and the 
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researchees in an intentional participation of the research. " (Tutor B) 

"The team approach ... it is different from my previous research projects which 

were also conducted in a team. In those projects, jobs were clearly split. I was in 

an assistant role only responsible to collect data and analyze data according to 

instructions. But in this project, we discuss and make joint decisions. I feel I 

have learned a lot more. Meanwhile, Ifeel proud that my ideas are shared by 

the team. " (Tutor 

The above remarks left me to wonder what it was within the "team approach" of 

action research that was different from the team approach adopted by almost all the 

jobs at the Institute, and the possibility in duplicating the team approach effect to 

these jobs. I will discuss this in the later part of this section in combination with my 

reflection on leamer-researchers' data that raised a similar issue. 

2. A possible dilemma in tutor-researchers' team approach 

However, the team approach was not without constraints. Tutor A reported in her 

post-module interview that she felt pressure. "I am not like the others. Tutor B has 

been professionally trained (my note: This refers to the fact that Tutor B has an MA 

degree already. ) and Tutor C has experience (my note: This refers to the fact that 

Tutor C had been involved in other research projects before this project. ). " 

A long-term effect of this research could be reviewed against the situation six 

months after it as listed in Table 8.23. 
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Table 8.23 2005 tutor-researchers' situation six months after the research 

Tutor- Achievements 

researchers 

Tutor A Resigned to take up a market sales job at a toy company. 

0 Had her paper "Developing online learners' learner autonomy 
through tutorial provision" published in Gu (2005 ed. ) 

Tutor B 0 Had a presentation at Online English Language Education 
Symposium China 2005 on "The role of forum to 
newly-enrolled online learners". 

0 Promoted to Director of Learner Support Centre in charge of 
learning support provision to learners of all centres. 

Tutor C 0 Had a presentation at Online English Language Education 
Symposium China 2005 on "A research report on the effect of 
tutorial frequencies to newly-enrolled online learners". 

Table 8.23 showed that both Tutor B and Tutor C demonstrated their professional 

development either in the form of their academic publications or symposium 

presentations, or of their administrative promotion in their jobs. However, Tutor Ns 

resignation was of concern. The reason she gave me was that she wanted a 

better-paid job. A market sales job meant that she changed her career completely. I 

suspected, based on her "pressure" remark, that one of the reasons for her decision 

might be that the participation in this research project "zoomed" (her original word 

to describe the effect of journal keeping in her post-module interview) the gap 

between what she was competent of and what the position as Assistant Director of 

the Course Development and Design Centre required. 

The stories of these tutor-researchers showed a dilemma in the team approach: action 

research might help some in their professional development, but it may scare others 

away from their profession as they realize the gap between their current level of 
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competence and job requirement. 

3. Identification of "Hawthorne effect" of learn er-researchers 

As early as the first week when leamer-researchers' involved in the research projec- 

Tutor B reflected in her journal after she observed the active perfonnances c 

learner-researchers in the forum and at VOB programmes. 

am skeptical of the reliability of this research. The intensive involvement i 

learner-researchers in the research may result in subjectivity. Since they know t) 

purpose of the research, they might, intentionally or unintentionally, 

javourably to our expectations. I don't think in the end their performance 

representative of the peripheral group ... they know they are selected, and th 

are being observed and cared about. So they might be more motivated than th 

actually are. In addition, they have more opportunities for interaction w 

tutor-researchers and other learner-researchers than other learners, which is 

added input or support to them ... So they are no longer representative. Thot 

we may see changes and improvement in them, this does not mean we can see 

same changes and improvement in the rest of the learners. " (Tutor B) 

I later found that this kind of phenomenon was described as Hawthorne effec- 

research when the researchees, knowing that they are being studied, may cha 

their behaviour (Anderson and Taylor, 2005: 32). When we vis 

leamer-researchers' data, this effect could be identified even at the first orienta 

meeting. 9 leamer-researchers described their being selected as "lucky' 

leamer-researchers reported an immediate attitude change to their study. 



"I registered in this course for a very simple purpose: to obtain a degree. I 

imagined that learning at the Institute was that I studied alone at home via the 

Internet. At that time, I really had little confidence in my study... But now, I have 

been deeply impressed by the commitment to learners of the tutor-researchers. I 

have begun to have very much confidence. I hope I can make friends with you, 

and we study together to upgrade our English. "(S9). 

Three of them even compared this to winning a lottery. "I think I am very lucky to be 

selected to join this research team. I have never won a lottery of any kind in my 

whole life. And this is it. " (S4). 

In their post-modulc interview, 13 leamer-researchers recognized that their 

participation in this research made them act differently towards their study in relating 

to their achievements with examples as follows. 

Learner autonomy layer. "I started to like keepingjournals. It helps me plan my 

study and record my progress. " (S4 journal entry on March 1" 2005) 

2) Language learning layer. "I and Dushilan (SI5) became oral partners. We 

practise English over MSN regularly. " (S I at seminar on March 120' 2005) 

3) Affcct laycr. "If it is notfor this project, I don ý think I can get to know so many 

friends. I don ? think I have a chance to exchange ideas like that (my note: she 

may refer to the seminars) with them. " (S9 in her post-module interview) 

4) System layer. '7 karned a lot by attending those seminars. I think I know your 

Institute better than many other learners because of this. " (S15 in her 

post-module interview) 
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8.4.2 has more examples to show learner-researchers' attribution of their 

achievements to their participation in this project. Though we predicted this to 

happen (as stated in our letter of invitation to leamer-researchers about the possible 

benefits), we did not expect it to have such a major impact. We then directed 

ourselves to discover the reasons. We identified three factors that may contribute to 

this, which may also be true in tutor-researchers' situation. 

1) The commitment to a shared mission 

By committing to joining the research, learner-researchers developed a sense of 

responsibility that motivated them to do more than they planned to do. "I read Ms. 

Caoý email about joining the research project. I think I should make some 

preparation for that. So I visited the Institute ý homepage to know more about it. " 

(S4 journal entry on Feb. 21,2005). "1 feel very lucky to be chosen as a 

learner-researcher, because it makes me feel I have more responsibilities than the 

others. That is really a good promotion for me. " (S6 journal entry on March 8h 2005, 

message original in English) 

Because of this commitment, they felt regretful when they thought they did not do as 

well as expected (S8, S13 and S14 reported this in their post-module interview). 

2) Journals and seminars 

Journals and seminars, which were intended by tutor-researchers to be pure research 

tools, were valued by leamcr-researchers as interventions to support their study in 

many ways. S 15 reported at the seminar on March 5'ý' 2005. "Starlingfrom this week, 

I have begun to feel if one day I do not study, that day is no longer complete. (I. - Why 
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is that? ) I have to write something in myjournal, I can't leave it empty. And when I 

come to the seminar, when you ask 'what are your major achievements this week?, I 

can't say that I have none because I did not study at all. " More examples are 

presented in the method reflection section later in this chapter. 

3) The team approach 

"Simultanously, I'm very happy to meet you all. The three weeks'orientation training 

is going to he over soon, afresh feeling suddenly come into being, that is, I feel 

reluctant to leave our reseach groups, either the teacher reseach group or the 

learner group. Ms. Cao and your collegue, such as Tutors A, B and C, etc., have 

impressed me deeply. You are all very dedicated to YOur professional. I'm truly 

movedfrom the bottom of my heart. The learner research group, my onlinemates, 

we'll share the learning life in the next three years! Just as a unit title in the 

orientation module tell us, Let us befriends! That is what I want to say too! " (S6 on 

March 8h, 2005, message original in English ). S6's remark is a good summary of 

the attachment learner-researchers paid to the relationships both among each other, 

and with tutor-researchers. "I found myself very close to this group. I may have 

developed a group of this kind anyway, but it won't be as soon and as close. " (S 15 

in her post-module interview). 

Leamer-researchers also reflected strongly on their observation of tutor-researchers 

working together with them. Upon responding to the post-module interview question 

"Did you find anything impressive about this research? If yes, what is it? ", 8 

learrier-researchers reported that they were impressed by tutor-researchers' 
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commitment to the project as unexpected. S15 stated, "At the beginning, I thought 

you did this for a show. Then write a report on it and that ý all. But then Ifound out 

that you were really doing things. You shared yourfindings with us at seminars. You 

thought hard. So I cannot letyou down. " 

S4 had five entries of reflection in his journal that tutor-researchers' committed 

participation helped him develop his confidence and commitment to his study. 

was deeply impressed by the Institute ý tutors commitment and diligence. This 

has strengthened my confidence in success. " (S4 j oumal entry on Feb. 250' 2005) 

"When I went to the seminar, I saw they were all at work on weekend. I could see 

how hard working they were. So I must study as hard. "(S5journal entry on March 

5'h 2005) 

Similar remarks could be found in journals of S3, S4 and S15. 

4. Reflections on the "Hawthorne effect" of learner-researchers 

Tutor-researchers were aware of the "Hawthorne effect" of this research on 

leamer-researchers. They reported in journals and at seminars their observation of 

learner-researchers' performance at tutorials, forum and VOB programmes. 

"S, 15 is not the monitor of the class. But as it seems that she knows more about 

the Institute than others, other learners tend to turn to her for help during the 

tutorials. " (Tutor 

"S6 responded to quite afew inquiry Posts before I had time to do so. " (Tutor B). 
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"S12 always seems to be the first to ask for the mic at my VOB programmes. " 

(Tutor B) 

When Tutor B brought her representativeness argument to the tutor-researchers' 

seminar on March 26h 2005, we had a heated discussion that lead to a bold proposal. 

If we finally proved the positive effect of research participation to learners' learning 

achievements, we may forget about methodological issues such as bias or 

subjectivity and think about the possibility of duplicating the research situation to the 

peripheral learner group in order to obtain a similar effect. Though we had identified 

three possible reasons as discussed in 3, we realized that we needed further work to 

pinpoint the exact factor(s) that exerted the positive effect and the reasons for this. 

Leamer-researchers also reported some negative effects of their research 

participation, though evidence was minimal. Working in groups gave them a chance 

to know exactly what others' achievements were. They could not help checking 

themselves against other members. 

"I read theirjournals. They all seemed to use less time than I didfor the activities. 

Am Ia slow learner? " (S4 j ournal entry on Feb. 27h 2005) 

"It seems that they all spoke better English than I did. I became very worried. " 

(S 14 j ournal entry after his attendance of the seminar on March S'h 2005) 

"There are too many ideas (proposed at seminars). I don't know which ones to 

follow. " (SIO in his post-module interview) 

This section has focused on the examination of tutor-researchers' and 
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leamer-researchers' recognition of the value of action research in their work and 

study, raising two major issues. The team approach was recognized by both groups 

as significant in this research methodology, yet it appears to be a double-edge issue 

in that there are positive and negative effects. The positive effect of research 

participation on the learner-researchers may take away their representativeness as 

peripheral learners, yet this Hawthorne effect might mean that certain factors of the 

research can be used as tools to promote learning in addition to supporting research. 

8.4.2 Improvements in the understanding and practice of action research 

This section aims to examine the effect of action research in this research cycle. My 

reflections will follow the six-dimension perspective to reveal major improvements 

in my understanding and practice as summarized in Table 8.24. 

Table 8.24 Summary of the major improvements in my understanding and practice of 

action research in research cycle I 

Dimens- Improvements in my understanding and practice 
ions 

Initiative 0 My action research has been driven by the initiatives for changes 
and improvements in what Kemmis and McTaggart (1992: 15-19) 
define as first (change in the use of language and discourse) 
and second (change in activities and practices) registers, but is 
cautious about those in the third register (changes in social 
relationships and organizations) 

Focus 0 Consensus-oriented "thematic concern" should be interpreted as a 
shared umbrella theme under which participants enjoy their 
liberty of developing sub-focuses of their interests or concerns. 

Context 0 The real situation is multi-faceted and contextualized in 
methodological, organizational and technological issues. 

Process 0 My action research values the cyclical nature as essential in my 
I unique situation, and provides a redefinition of the phases and 
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0 

their activities appropriate to my situation. 

The process has identified the subject matter and the 

methodological issues dependent of each other. 

Partici- 0 My action research has identified a need for guidelines for 

pants stakeholders to clarify roles and responsibilities so that an 

effort of all-stakeholder participation can be realistically directed. 

0 Participants play different roles in different areas at different 

phases, which requires an according expectations of their 
involvement as practitioners and researchers. 

0 The team approach must not be rigidly interpreted as a group 
participation in all activities throughout the whole process. 

Methods 0 Methods need an extensive interpretation of those for data 

planning, collection, analysis and reflection. 

0 Reflection and criticism did take place despite an unfavourable 
perception from the literature that Chinese culture is not a critical 
community. 

0 Journals and seminars, employed by tutor-researchers as tools 
for research purposes, are recognized by both tutor-researchers 
and learner-researchers as effective interventions to motivate, 
support and monitor their work/study. 

My action research proposes a living view of reliability and 
validity in a particular context at a particular time by a particular 
person. 

1. Reflections on the initiatives 

The "change" and "improvement" initiatives recognized by the action research 

literature (argued in 6.3.2) was the primary driving force of my research cycle 0 and 

had been developed to aim at dual-commitments of instructional design and action 

research methodology in my research cycle 1. However, this was not the only 

difference witnessed within this research cycle. 

For one, it brought out changes and improvements as a result of a team work and led 

to the result of a team change of tutor-researchers. Learner-researchers also 

recognized their changes and improvements in their study as discussed in 8.4.1. 
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Secondly, it brought about changes and improvements at both practical and 

theoretical levels. Thirdly, tutor-researchers' post-module interview data further 

suggested that accompanying such changes and improvements was professional 

development, recognized by the literature as a close-linked initiative with action 

research in higher education in particular (McKernan, 1996: 11-12; McNiff, 2002: 8), 

though not intended as an initiative at the beginning of this research. This implied 

that professional development would be an embedded outcome of action research. 

Fourthly, there had been a dedicated effort for further changes and improvements in 

yet another research cycle reflected in our analysis and reflection phase. 

With the above initiatives in mind, I revisited Kemmis & McTaggart (1992: 15-19) 

three-register framework of the changes action research can bring about. I identified 

a match in the first ("change in the use of language and discourses"), and the second 

("changes in activities and practices"), but I hesitated at the third ("changes in social 

relationships and organizations"). It was in fact proposed by tutor-researchers (see 

8.3.1 of Tutor A and Tutor B's post-module interview remarks on a need for 

organizational reconstruction to ensure that this new approach and their roles in it 

had a recongised status in the Institute's instructional design process), but I 

dismissed the idea with an argument that this small scale project could not 

sufficiently justify the changes at that level -I was cautious about initiating social 

and organizational changes. This research revealed that instructional design-related 

jobs were administratively managed in different sectors of the Institute headed by 

different deans and our partner IT company. I was either unwilling or powerless to 
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get into their territory of management to make such a change. 

2. Reflections on the focus of the research 

I recognized at the beginning of this research cycle that my proposed focus was 

general and I relied on this research to crystallize this more precisely. The research 

process allowed us to obtain a full understanding of the issue being examined, and at 

the same time to identify major tensions that became potential issues on which to 

focus in our next research cycle. We employed a jigsaw approach (explained in 8.1.1) 

to the reflection process that was important for a procedural formulation of the most 

demanding issues. 

There is a strong implication in the literature that "the thematic concern" of action 

research should be formed and shared by the group (Kemmis & McTaggart, 1992: 9). 

This research cycle involved different groups of research participants and under this 

umbrella theme, the data revealed a multi-focused phenomenon. 

This was "multi-focused" across groups. If we revisit the proportion of reflections 

tutor-researchers and learner-researchers made under self, course and research 

categories (Appendix 7.1 and 7.2), we can see that leamer-researchers' attention paid 

to research was much less than that of tutor-researchers. 

It was "multi-focused" within a group. Tutor-researchers expressed their different 

research interests in their pre-module interview (Table 7.1), and though they did not 

object to my proposed research focus, they developed their own areas of focus with 

the general focus (Tutor A in the instructional design process; Tutor B in the role of 
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tutorials and forums in learner support; Tutor C in local centre's role in learner 

support), and this development could be seen in the different level of attention paid 

in their journals, seminars and publications between their focused issue and other 

issues that arose. 

This contradicted the consensus-orientated emancipatory action research model. 

Weiskopf and Laske (1996), in their research where both workers and scientists are 

involved in solving a severe economic crisis of an organization, identify an 

asymmetrical relationship between the workers (being researched) and scientists 

(researchers) since they held different interests. They propose a fusion model of 

emancipatory action research (Weiskopf and Laske, 1996: 13 1). This model suggests 

that the researchers and the participants (workers being researched) may not share 

the same interest, yet they can still arrive at a "cooperation pacf' (an agreement) 

because of their overlapping interest. In their view, it is the "cooperation pact" that 

provides a more productive basis, not the search for consensus. Though the roles of 

the participants in their project are different from mine, their challenge to the 

consensus idea fits my context. 

A similar argument is raised by Webb (1996) who described that the researchers and 

the researched with common interests, common abilities and a common desire to 

participate in action research is a "fiction". Instead, a discovery of commonalities 

and a development of empathy for each other is more realistic (Webb, 1996: 148). 

My research supported this argument. 
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3. Reflections on the context 

The context-bound and context-based feature of action research seemed well suited 

to my situation, i. e. the design, development and delivery of a degree-bearing course 

in English language education for Chinese adult distance learners with diverse 

backgrounds, needs and situations. It was mainly this uniqueness that caused 

tensions between our literature-informed assumptions and the reality. 

Moreover, this research cycle revealed a multi-faceted contextual feature of 

academic, organizational and technological issues (argued in 8.3.1). The withdrawal 

of the local tutors as tutor-researchers, the difficulty in obtaining local tutors' 

participation in the interviews, the lack of budget for the research were all 

organizational issues. Tutor A reflected in her post-module interview to the question 

"If there is another action research project, would you like to join in? " "There lacks 

a mechanism to encourage and reward us for doing so. Joining a project like this 

costs effort and time. Though I gainedfrom it, I did sacrifice a lot of my own time 

since I could not put aside my routine work. One project is alright. But ifyou ask me 

to work like this all the time, I really cannot afford it. (I. "at mechanism do you 

have in mind? ) For example, you can claim some jobs off if you join a research 

project, or you can have a salary raise or subsidiesfor doing that. " Tutor B echoed 

the time concern in her response. 

Technological issues also appeared. Both Tutor Ks and my journal entries recorded 

our frustration when dealing with the dispatch and collection of peripheral learners 

questionnaires via the e-platform. 
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4. Reflections on the process 

The cyclic-natured action research process suited this context for two reasons. One 

was that this research followed on from previous module evaluation/research 

activities that formed part of the institution's natural cycle of module improvement 

activities; the other was that it provided targets for yet another cycle for further 

improvements. The value of this cycle idea has been well explored in the literature 

(argued in 6.2.4). Through these two cycles of research, I recognize its additional 

value in my situation where theory in relation to issues with practice was only just 

beginning to be considered and where circumstances were context-bound, and where 

participants were novice researchers. 

Concerning the phases within this cycle, our practice seemed to reflect McNiff's 

(2002: 12) three-phase framework with the activities described in Table 8.25. 

Table 8.25 Phases and activities of research cycle I 

Phase Activities 
Decided the research focus informed by a previous research cycle, the 

Plan literature review, and group interaction, and translated them into a 
research plan. 

Act 
- 

Implemented the plan and collected data. 
Analyze Analyzed and reflected on the data to surface issues that demand 

and reflect 1 attention in a new research cycle. 

The major change concerning the phase issue within this research cycle is the 

merging of the subject matter with methodological issues. At the beginning of the 

research, we made separate research plans for instructional design and action 

research. However, in our practice at act and analyze and reflect phases, we found it 

hard to clearly distinguish the two types of activities. They were embedded in each 
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other leading to a dual-commitment research mission that aims to explore both 

instructional design and action research. 

5. Reflections on the participants and their participation 

This research cycle had core groups of participants of tutor-researchers and 

leamer-researchcrs, and peripheral groups of learners, local tutors and the Institute's 

staff. An examination of their participation surfaced problems within the three 

participant-related issues identified in my literature review, namely who participated, 

what roles they played and how they participated, which will be dealt with under the 

following sub-headings. 

1) Who participated? 

The literature seems to favour an all-stakeholder participation. Stakeholders in their 

definition are all those affected by the research study (Kernmis and McTaggart, 

1992: 5 1). We identified a need for more specific guidelines for selecting the 

participants. Our practice followed McKernan's (1996: 23 1) suggested core working 

group idea instead of an including-all approach, and even this approach was 

challenged by our unsuccessful attempt of having a local tutor as a tutor-researcher. 

Furthermore, our compromise of merging pre- and post-module interviews in a one 

during-module interview of all the local tutors as a result of the difficulty in having 

their commitment to the interview, and our repeated failure (in research cycles 0 and 

1) in obtaining a full record of tutorial attendance from learning centres also signaled 

a necessity to clarify stakeholders into two types. The first type (termed "immediate 
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stakeholders") were those whose engagement in the activities being studied was of 

their primary concern either in their work or study, and who were administratively 

bound to the organization who managed the research. The second type (termed 

66remote stakeholders") were those whose engagement was a side choice and who 

were not administratively related to the organization (Tutoring or administering at 

the Institute was a part-time job to all local tutors and administrators. They were 

employees of our partner universities. ). The former were more likely to commit to 

research participation than the latter. 

2) What were the roles of the participants? 

The literature proposes two roles of the participants as practitioners and researchers 

(argued in 6.2.4). This research cycle saw a need to make a distinction of different 

types of practitioners and researchers so as to ensure an appropriate expectation of 

them. As far as the core group was concerned, when tutor-. researchers were 

producing the module, and learner-researchers were using the module, they were in 

fact practitioners of different areas. This was reflected in their data contribution 

where tutor-researchers' were more informative about process, and 

leamer-researchers' more about product. In the research aspect, tutor-researchers 

involved in all phases of the research as plan makers, data administrators, 

contributors, collectors, analysts and reflectors. Learner-researchers, who mainly 

engaged in the "act" phase of the research, acted more as data-contributors than the 

rest of the roles. An expectation of them to undertake all the roles within the research 

was unrealistic given their limited research background and competence and their 
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primary aim of module completion. 

3) How did participants participate? 

The literature revealed strong arguments on group or individual participation (argued 

in 6.2.4). This research cycle decided to follow a group approach guided by both the 

literature and reflections on research cycle 0. 

Both tutor-researchers and leamer-researchers showed their high appreciation of 

such an approach as important to their achievements (argued in 8.4.1). There were 

two major effects of the group approach. One was that it ensured a multi-perspective 

believed to be important to the validity and reliability of the findings (Wallace, 

1998: 209-210); the other was that it motivated, supported and monitored 

participants' engagement in either their research commitment or their study/work 

commitment to ensure achievements. 

This research indicates that there should not be a rigid adherence to the group 

approach where members of the group work and share in all the activities throughout 

the whole action research process. At times this was not necessary, and at other times 

this was hampered by different circumstances. For example, learner-researchers, were 

only intensively involved in the "act" phase and their level of participation varied in 

that 2 out of 15 had full journal records of 21 days, and 7 had full attendance of the 

three seminars. Tutor-researchers followed a mixture of individual and group 

working patterns in all phases. When I resumed my research after my suspension, 

Tutor A resigned from her post and Tutor B started her maternity leave. So the 
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remaining work was mainly conducted by me with occasions when I had exchanges 

with Tutor C. These circumstances indicated that a pragmatic view of a group 

approach was more realistic, though the effort to obtain and keep to this approach 

was rewarding and should be encouraged. 

6. Reflections on the methods 

"Methods" in this section has an extensive meaning as to methods for data planning, 

data collection, data analysis and reflection, and data presentation. 

The following provides an examination of methods in its extensive meaning; the 

generic method of inquiry and reflection; the major data collection methods of the 

core groups and the peripheral groups; and the reliability and validity of the methods. 

1) Methods should take an extensive interpretation. 

In the plan phase of this research cycle, informed by cycle 0 practice, I identified a 

process-related issue of the methods (argued in 5.3.3 and 6.2.4). Namely, there was a 

need for guidance on the methods for data planning, data collection, data analysis 

and data reflection. The method for data presentation was added later when I tried to 

synthesize the multi-cycle research reports. This research cycle witnessed our effort 

to explore these methods. 

In the data planning stage, I proposed five principles: perspective, process, focus, 

quality and feasibility to outline a group-oriented research plan containing decisions 

about who, when, what, why and how (discussed in 6.3.2). Tutor-researchers later 

adapted this plan with a research focus-oriented approach. 

In the data collection stage, while we found this plan useful, we realized our 
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ignorance of the administrative and technological aspects in collecting data, 

especially in our situation when our learners and tutors were geographically 

separated, and we depended largely on e-media (e. g. email and the e-platform) to 

introduce the research, dispatch the instrument, and collect responses. 

In the data analysis and reflection stage, we established a code-formulation process 

for the analysis of the qualitative data, based on McKernan's content analysis 

method (McKernan, 1996) (discussed in 8.1-3). 1 will discuss the reflection method 

in the next section. 

In the data presentation stage, the unexpected issue of an appropriate method to 

present my multi-cycle research surfaced. I finally decided to follow a narrative 

approach with its argument presented at the beginning of the thesis. 

Through this process, I observed that the action research literature did not only lack 

data analysis methods (McKernan, 1999: 219). It needed a full-range of methods for 

each of its phases and recognition of different roles they play. This would increase 

the quality of the process so as to enhance the data credibility. 

2) Reflectivity and criticality took place. 

Critical inquiry and reflection is recognized as a major distinction between action 

research and traditional research (argued in 6.2.4). Informed by the literature that a 

critical community works in specific cultural conditions such as the Western 

European and North American contexts (Lomax, 2002: 123), 1 was concerned about 

the extent of rcflcctions participants could achieve. I examined the data to discover 

the reality. 
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a) Did we reflect at all? 

The answer was positive. Reflections took place either individually (as in journals) 

or collectively (as in seminars). Seminar data showed that all that participated 

contributed to the discussion. As to the journals, Table 8.26 presents a summary of 

the days with reflection entries in comparison with th e days with journal entries. 

Table 8.26 Days with reflection entries in 2005 tutor-researchers' and 

leamer-researchers'joumals 

Maximum* Minimum* Mean* SD 
tutor-researchers 48.53% 36.36% 42.59% 0.0544 
leamer-researchers 100% 28.57% 88.27% 0.1835 

*: O/o=n (number of days with reflection entries)/N(number of days with journal 

entries) 

The data shows that in journals, all reflected on their activities, with 

leamer-researchers more active than tutor-researchers in frequencies, and 

tutor-researchers more balanced among contributions. 

b) Why did we reflect? 

As far as the tutor-researchers were concerned, reflection was driven by our 

commitment to further changes and improvements and it drove us to further 

changes and improvements. As to learner-researcbers, at first, they reflected out of 

their commitment to research, but later they reported a genuine likeness towards 

the reflection when they found it beneficial to their study of the module (Three 

entries reported this in their post-module interview. ). 

c) When did we reflect? 

Reflections occurred at different times. At the "act" phase when tutor-researchers 
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and leamer-researchers reflected on the on-going activities; at the "analyze and 

reflect" phase when tutor-researchers reflected on the data; at the "presentation" 

phase when I reflected on the reflections. 

d) What did we reflect on? 

Generally, we reflected on three types of tensions we discovered in the data (argued 

in 8.1.1). Specifically, our reflections were categorized under different themes as 

summarized in Appendix 7.1 for tutor-researchers' data and Appendix 7.2 for 

leamer-researchers' data. I observed that reflections of both groups centred around 

the research focus on instructional design and action research. Tutor-researchers' 

reflections covered a larger range of issues than learner-researchers'. Both 

tutor-researchers and leamer-researchers reflected more on themselves or their own 

work/study than others in their journals. 

e) How did we reflect? 

Were the reflections on our own practice, or on that of others? Were the reflections 

positive or negative? Appendix 7.1 and 7.2 provides a summary. 

In general, tutor-researchers and learner-researchers tended to do more 

self-reflections on themselves or their own study/work, and these reflections tended 

to be criticisms (except in leamer-researchers'journal data where they made more 

self-praises). The circumstances where praises surpassed criticisms were: 

leamer-researchers' reflections on research-related issues in both their journals and 

seminars, their reflections on themselves in journals, and tutor-researchers' 

reflections on others in their journals. The above observations indicated that during 
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the research process, self-reflection and self-criticism took place among both groups. 

3) Examining journals as a core group data-collection method 

This research cycle used journals to collect data from tutor-researchers and 

learner-researchers. Tutor-researchers'joumals ranged from Dec. 21s' 2004 to April 

30'h2OO5, with number of days with journal entries shown in Table 8.27. 

Table 8.27 Journal entries of 2005 tutor-researcbers 

I Tutor A Tutor B Tutor C 
No. of days with joumal entriesi 68 

1 
50 33 22 

Learner-researchers' journal ranged from February 21" to March 130' 2005 with 

number of days with journal entries shown in Table 8.28. 

Table 8.28 Journal entries of 2005 leamer-researchers (in descending order) 

ýearner-researchers No. of journal entries % (N=21) 
S5 21 
S15 21 
S4 21 100% 
S14 21 
S7 21 
Sil 20 95.24% 
S12 19 90.48% 
S6 18 85.71% 
S2 17 

80 95% 
S9 17 . 
Sio 16 76.19% 
S8 15 71.43% 
S13 9 42.86% 
Si 4 

1 
S3 4 9.05% 

Mean 16.25 77.46% 

Our intention of having Icamcr-researchcrs keep journals was to collcct data that 

reflected their day-to-day reality. The discussions in 8.2.1 proved that journals served 

this purpose well. However, beyond our intention was leamer-researchers' 
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recognition of journals as an intervention to support their study in their development 

mainly at the learner autonomy and affect layers as explained below with examples. 

a) At the learner autonomy layer 

i. Self-monitoring and self-discipline skills (three entries in post-module 

interview, seven entries at seminars, and six entries in journals). "I have to 

do some study today, even though I feel tired I must have something to 

write in thejournaL "(S2 journal entry on Feb. 23d 2005) 

ii. Plan-making skills (two entries in journals). "A week has passed. I kept 

journals every day. When I read them again, Ifound that they helped me a 

lot in planning my everyday study. (S 15 journal entry on Feb. 25'h 2005. ) "1 

became more organized in my study since I had to keep journals. " (S2 

journal entry on March P 2005) 

iii. Sclf-reflection (two entries in post-module interview, one entry in journals). 

"By keeping journals I started to question mysetf what methods I should 

use, or what was the effective way to learn. " (S7 at post-module interview). 

b) At affect layer: 

i. Motivational development (six entries in journals). "I have persistedfor a 

week. I think if Igo on like this, I will persist till the end. " (S5 journal entry 

on March 1" 2005 in his reflection to his activity entry of completing that 

day'sjoumal) 

ii. Emotional development (three entries in journals). "I started to like keeping 

journals. It makes mefeelfulfilled every day. " (S5 journal entry on March 
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1" 2005) 

The influence seemed to be so strong that S5 reported "I even developed a habit that 

whenever I started learning, I must place my watch in front of me, since I need to 

entre my study time in myjournaL " (S5 at seminar on March 12'h 2005) 

Such recognition was also reported by tutor-researchers . ..... especially thejournals, 

usually ajob is done then it is done, but when I have to write it down, I usually think 

twice about it, especially when sometimes I also need to put down my reflection. It 

zooms everything, whether it is something I have never noticed, or something I have 

noticed, hut never given it a thought. Good things become better, and bad things 

become worse. (I., Do you like this then? ) I don't have a strongfeeling about liking it 

or not, but true, it helps me realize how I should do my job. " (Tutor A in her 

post-module interview) 

Tutor-researchers and learner-researchers, also reported some drawbacks of journal 

keeping as summarized below. 

a) It was time-consuming (S9 and Tutor A in their post-module interview). 

b) It was a one-way interaction (S7, I, Tutor C and Tutor B in their post-module 

interview). 

"I thinkjournals should be made useful. That ý why later in the project, I chose 

to send my journals by email to tutor-researchers instead of keeping them to 

mysetf. " (1) 

"Journals are one-way communication, and it is non-real-time. Even if I send 

them to the group, I don't know whether others will read them or not ... The best 
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way is to share, and real time communication. " (Tutor B) 

c) It sometimes made them feel obliged to write something, so what they write is 

for the sake of writing (S 8 and S 12, and Tutor C in post-module interview). 

"... I think the reflections Iput down in myjournals are somewhat artificial, as 

if I did so because I would like to show it to you ... It is at the seminars that I 

produce on-the-spotfeelings and lhoughts. " (Tutor Q "It is part of the research, 

so I need to do it. " (Tutor A) 

d) It was confusing. "Sometimes my jobs are bits and pieces. I don't know which 

ones to go into thejournals and which ones should not And this project lasted 

a very long time. " (Tutor A in her post-module interview) 

e) It had a "honeymoon" effect (S3, SII and S2 at seminars. ) "At the beginning, I 

found it useful to regulate my study. But now I am on the right track, Ifound my 

enthusiasm about itfading. " (S3) 

4) Examining seminars as a core group data-collection method 

Tutor-researchers had a full attendance of all the II seminars throughout the project. 

Seven leamer-researchers had a full attendance of all the 3 seminars, seven had 

attended two of them and I attended one of them. 

Seminars seemed to be more welcomed than j ournals (recognized by S 1, S2, S5, S6, 

S7, S8, S9, Sll, S12, S13, S14, S15, and all four tutor-researchers in their 

post-module interview) due to the following reported reasons. 

a) It allowed them to learn from each other (10 entries of learner-researchers, and I 

entry of tutor-researchers). "I learned a lot by attending those seminars. I think 
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I know the Institute better than many other learners because of this. " (S IS) 

"My reflection became more active in seminars than in journals. I was inspired 

by the ideas ofolher group members. " (Tutor C) 

b) It convcycd non-vcrbal communication (4 cntrics of Icamer-researchers). "I can 

see their body language". (S 1) 

c) It had a positive affect influence (I entry of tutor-researchers, 5 entries of 

leamer-researchers). "(L We have meetings all the time. Why do you find these 

seminars different? ) Those meetings are to havejobs done. No one cares about 

how you feel about it. But at these seminars, we care about each other and we 

care about how we solve the problems together. " (Tutor A) 

d) It allowed real-time interaction (2 entries of tutor-researchers). "The group got 

into real discussions of issues. Not like journals, questions remained as 

questions there. " (1) "Seminars have real-time sharing of ideas. You have 

feedbackfrom colleagues on the spot " (Tutor B) 

In our "plan" phase, we considered the need to have seminars as well as the 

learner-researchers' journals. In fact, we did find that much of the information 

leamer-researchers reported at seminars was in fact repeating what they had already 

recorded in their journals. But when these seminars seemed to turn out to be more 

helpful to their study than to our research, they made us realize their value beyond a 

mere methodological strategy. Seminar attendance data (presented in Table 7.6 in 

7.3.2) showed that when we changed our grouping pattern in the second week from 

two big groups to four small groups as a result of the consideration that each person 
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could have more time to contribute to the discussion, most learner-researchers' 

reaction was negative (except S8 and SIO) for the reason that big groups exposed 

them to more information from all the fellow leamers so that they could leam more. 

So we decided to change back to the big group pattern in the third week seminar. 

A reflection on the above argument linked back to the interaction-related issue 

constantly raised in 8.3.3. We realized that it was not sufficient to just provide 

venues for interaction. It was the way the venues were organized and conducted that 

determined the quality of the interaction, and hence how they were perceived. The 

seminars we adopted as a research method instead of an instructional design 

intervention unexpectedly achieved this. They went beyond a mere provision of 

interaction venues in the following ways. 

a) Interaction was intentional. Members of both groups did not happen to be 

together for the seminar. We were organized and assigned responsibilities, and 

we were fully aware of what was expected of us and agreed to commit to it. 

b) Interaction was organized. The seminars had agendas, fixed dates and places, and 

organizers (I played this role throughout the research process). 

c) Interaction was documented. The seminars were videoed and transcribed. They 

led to a physical form of presentation to serve a clearly identified purpose. 

As reported earlier, these features were however absent in our support services to the 

peripheral learners. This could be a possible explanation why peripheral learners 

showed their extensive involvement in using all the available interaction venues in 
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our support design, but still reported a feeling of a lack of interaction (argued in 

8.3.3). 

An examination of data-collection methods of the peripheral groups 

Administration concerns seemed to dominate all the possible concerns of 

interventional methods due to the geographical separation of tutor-researchers, 

leamer-researchers, peripheral tutors and learners. I recorded in my journal our 

frustration over the issues of how we could inform our learners of the questionnaires, 

how we could dispatch and collect them. Our fears of a low return rate made us even 

decide to transfer some key post-module questions to learners' assignments from the 

questionnaires. We also found ourselves seeking help from our IT company to 

implement an e-platform, adaptation to tackle the issue. Our compromise of merging 

pre- and post-module interviews into one during-module interview was also a result 

of our difficulty in getting hold of the peripheral tutors. We also identified that 

though these methods achieved a good scope of subjects, the depth of information 

they could reveal was far below those of core groups. They surfaced issues, but did 

not reveal the reasons. 

Naturally-occurring data can bc difficult to acccss (Silvcrman, 2005: 119). Howevcr, 

our situation, which was thought to deprive us of the opportunities of observing and 

recording the learning process in contrast to on-campus leaming, offered a 

convenience in collecting an alternative kind of data more difficult to obtain in an 

on-campus learning environment, which was the learners' naturally reported 

inquiries, concerns, and support needs in the form of forum posts, telephone and 
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email messages, etc. 

6) An examination of reliability and validity of the methods 

Reliability and validity is an important issue, and often a criticism leveled at action 

research as argued in 6.2.4. This research used a triangulation strategy to tackle the 

issue by collecting data ftorn different groups, at different times and with different 

methods, and by analyzing data in a team approach. Though the effort contributed to 

a cumulative view of the reality and reflections, the research still witnessed my 

frustration over the following issues. 

a) The inclusiveness. For example, peripheral learners' questionnaire return rate, 

tutor-researchers' and learner-researchers' absence of journals and seminars, 

failure in having a local tutor as a tutor-researcher, difficulty in obtaining 

peripheral tutors' commitment to the interview. 

b) The credibility. For example, I had concerns about having a critical community 

possibly jeopardized by Chinese cultures, or supcrvisor-staff and tutor-leamer 

hierarchy relationships, though the research team felt that the trustworthiness of 

the data was not compromised by this. 

c) The development. My understanding and interpretation of the issues is changing 

even at the very moment I am writing this thesis. So are the tutor-researchers 

and the Institute. The literature is also updating. Opinions that were true then 

may be no longer true now, or interpreted otherwise. 

The literature suggests an alternative interpretation of validity in action research. For 

example, Bums (1999: 161) argues that it is "more to do with using the knowledge 
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gained from the research in specific practical contexts than with creating knowledge 

or generating theories in order to disseminate them to a wider academic research 

community. " I preferred a living reliability and validity view in that its value was 

living in a particular context at a particular time by a particular person. Even if some 

kind of reliability and validity problems were discovered, the discovery itself and an 

understanding of the reasons for this would also be of research value. 

This section discusses my improved understanding and practices of action research 

in its six dimensions. While this action research cycle was mainly guided by a 

general literature review, the next research cycle will be more substantially informed 

by the practice of this cycle and a more focused further literature review on emerging 

issues. As my understanding and practice of action research will continue to improve 

with the new research cycle, it is the process of achieving such improvements instead 

of the achievements themselves that is mostly valued. 

8.5 Emerging Issues for a New Research Cycle 

Research cycle I in 2005 had explored a dual-commitment approach by combining 

the subject matter field (instructional design) and methodological field (action 

research) in a multi-phased process. It had witnessed my changes and improvements 

as well as other tutor-researchers' and leamer-researchers' in our understanding and 

practice in the two fields. We confinned that instructional design went beyond a 

process of design and the production of courseware. It was a profession aiming to 

create a leaming system of objectives, resources, support services and assessment. It 

followed a four-phase cyclical process of analysis and design, development, 
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implementation, and evaluation and reflection guided by learner- and 

leaming-focused design paradigm. We also explored the responsiveness of the action 

research approach to our situation and identified context-based issues in its six 

dimensions to be appreciated or guarded against for ffiture research. 

When I attempted a holistic view of all the tensions uncovered by this research cycle, 

I identified two major issues that required attention in the new research cycle as 

follows. 

A dilemma of an instructional design paradigm between learning-focused and 

leamcr-focused in my context. Here, "learning" referred to what instructional 

designers (tutor-researchers) believed about learning and their according 

translation to instructional design; "learners" (leamer-researchers and peripheral 

learners) referred to the reality of learners' diversity in their conceptual and 

physical circumstances. The tension was intensified by our mistaken 

understanding that a leaming-focus WAS a leamer-focus. In fact, learning and 

learner represented two perspectives in our instructional design practice. What 

were the strategies to deal with the situation? 

2) Recognition of the value of action research approach for both staff professional 

development and for the learners' achievements. Was it possible to apply this 

approach to a wider audience to obtain similar effects? 
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Chapter summary 

This chapter has reported a data-based discovery of the tensions of instructional 

design and action research processes. It has identified some morefocused needs for 

further exploration in the new research cycle. In the next chapter, I will explore the 

literature in relation to these needs, and in the light of that, formulate a new research 

plan. 
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Part IV 

A Further Examination 

(Chapters 9=1 1) 

247 



Chapter 9: Plan - Designing a Tri-commitment Research 

Chapter abstract 

This chapter reports a more targeted literature review of the two major issues that 

emerged from research cycle 1, searching for both theoretical interpretations and 

practical strategies to tackle the issues. It aims to establish an improved 

understanding of my research paradigmatically, and to formulate a tri-commitment 

research plan for a new research cycle informed by both my reflections of previous 

research practices andfurther literature review. 

9.1 Constructing the Plan 

Research cycle 1, guided by the literature and conducted in a team approach with 

multi-perspectives, brought about improved understanding and practice in both 

instructional design and action research. The research surfaced two major issues that 

demanded further exploration. One was the instructional strategy to deal with the 

tensions between the instructional design of the orientation module and the learners' 

reality. Among them, decisions about the time, media, assessment and interaction 

demanded attention. The other was action research as an approach to tutors' 

professional development and learners' satisfaction and achievements. 

When the time came for my research to proceed to a new cycle, I found it difficult to 

maintain my original tutor-researchers. Tutor A resigned and Tutor B had started her 

four-month maternity leave. Tutor C had been promoted as Director of Learner 

Support Centre and became much busier. 
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I also found it difficult to keep the original learner-researchers. Only three of them 

(S2, S3 and S15) attended the seminar for a report on the research findings and a 

discussion of a new design for the orientation module. 

Maybe it was inevitable that a longitudinal multi-cycle action research would suffer 

from participant mobility, though I found no warning about it in the literature. I did 

not hastily set up new teams. Instead, I decided to repeat the cycle I process by 

starting with a literature review on those identified issues to obtain a focused 

direction for my next step. My literature review in the previous cycle aimed at 

establishing general concepts. This new cycle, with my improved understanding and 

practice in instructional design and action research, would search for arguments 

bound to similar contexts as mine and a better understanding of theoretical 

principles. 

9.2 Instructional Strategies, Tensions, and Learning 

9.2.1 Making inquiries 

As argued in Chapter 8, research cycle I exposed the tension between the 

instructional perspective of learning and the learners' reality. Learners' time 

affordability, media cboice, and assessment orientation relied on a pragmatic 

approach due to a variety of non-academic circumstances. This sidestepped the 

tutor-researchers' instructional design built on pedagogical beliefs. 

As early as the 1970s, Snelbecker proposes the dilemma between learning theories 

and teaching/instructional theories. 

"The ideal learning theory must be comprehensive as to why learning changes 
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occur, but may be incomplete as to practical implications for educators. The ideal 

instructional theory must be comprehensive as to practical principles but may be 

incomplete as to why such procedures are effective. " (Snelbecker, 1974: 17) 

I also found an echoing opinion about the tension in Rogers' (2002: 59) who proposes 

that, in an adult education context, teaching has "inherent tension" between "the 

discipline that education is and the freedom that it seeks to promote. There is no right 

solution to the problem. We all have to live with both sides of the equation. " 

The following sections will explore the literature in relation to time, media, 

assessment and interaction issues, and possible instructional strategies to tackle them. 

I use the following as an inquiry framework for this review. 

1) Does the literature recognize the issue in similar contexts? 

2) Does the literature provide theoretical argument for it? 

3) Does the literature offer possible instructional strategies? 

9.2.2 Time, learning and instructional strategies 

The time issue is recognized in the literature as the most important factor affecting 

retention in distance education (Kotter, 2001: 337). DuCharme-Hansen. and 

Dupin-Bryant (2004: 8) state that adult learners with their diverse social engagements 

have a need for learning options of time efficiency and flexibility. They argue that 

successful web-based distance education should be "centred on being responsive" to 

such needs. 

Time pressure is not only aroused by adult learners' conflicting demands of their 

different roles, but also by increasing number of media (White, 2003: 72). It may 
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increase time in two ways. One is due to the need to find the most useful resources 

within the different media and the need to make decisions about selection. The other 

is that further resources may distract some learners to learn more than necessary 

(Thorpe, 2001: 128-129, cited in White, 2003: 72). 

Time pressure is especially intensified at the beginning of the programme/course 

when learners need to familiarize themselves with the system (White, 2003: 27). 

The literature suggests a variety of design methods to deal with the time issue. 

Among these, designing activities that are related to assessment as a strategy for 

time-poor learners (Jones and Tait, 2005: 148) seem to be too straightforward from a 

pedagogical perspective, but exactly reality-responsive from a practical perspective. 

9.2.3 Media, learning and instructional strategies 

In my literature review of media issues, I found a need for a clearer and further 

(compared to the definition in 7.1.2) contextual definition of "media". It refers to the 

physical means through which instruction is delivered, including innovative vehicles 

such as the Internet, MP3, or CD-ROM (usually termed "technology" in the 

literature) and conventional channels such as textbook and face-to-face contacts. 

There is also a distinction between the media through which resources are presented 

and delivered, such as print-based or web-based materials, text, audio or video, and 

media through which support services are provided, such as face-to-face, telephone, 

online forum, etc. The former establisbes learner-content interaction, and the latter 

leamer-tutor and leamcr-learner interaction. This distinction was identified through 

our instructional design process, when we needed to make separate decisions about 
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which media to use to present the resources, and to provide learner support; and also 

through our data analysis process, when leamer-researchers reported in separation 

the media they used when they studied the course materials, and when they 

participated in leamer support activities. 

The findings of research cycle I about learners' media choices in relation to 

resources and support services and their reasons for these challenged the 

tutor-researchers' perception that a benchmark for a successful online instructional 

design was to ensure everything and everyone was online, as well as the efforts in 

achieving this. I started to notice alternative voices in the literature about the roles of 

technology in online education, then criteria for media choice, and finally integrated 

media strategy, which is further explained in the following. 

1. Technology matters, but 

Technology should be considered as a "means to an end and not an end in itself' 

(Jones and Tait, 2005: 147). There arc pedagogical arguments for technology use. 

Green (1999: 13) argues that technology does "transform" ways of teaching and 

learning, yet there is no consistent evidence to show that it enhances academic 

achievement and learning outcomes. Bothel (2002: 101) proposes that technology 

minimizes face-to-face interaction and social bonds that are believed to be crucial in 

education. 

There are organizational arguments. A golden rule is that "If there is a choice to be 

made between print and screen, go for print! " (Hulsmann cited in Simpson, 2002: 118) 

to achieve cost-effectiveness. Technology requires tutors to play technical, 
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managerial, pedagogical, and social roles, yet tutors from on-campus backgrounds 

are not sufficiently trained in these skills (Bothel, 2002: 101-102). 

There are political arguments. It is believed that technology has given rise to a 

"digital divide" that disadvantages certain groups of learners who are denied access 

(Bothel, 2002: 101-102; Gourley, 2005: 171). 

"Of the many lessons we can learn by reviewing the history of instructional media, 

perhaps one of the most important involves a comparison between the anticipated 

and actual effects of media on instructional practices ... " (Reiser, 2001a: 62). Based 

on his review of history of instructional medium and their minimal impact on 

practice, Reiser (2001a: 61-62) states that though the Internet and other digital 

technologies will bring great changes to education, changes will come slowly and 

less extensively than people anticipate. 

White (2003: 2) argues that technology is not as important as other factors such as 

"leamer motivation, an understanding of the distance language learning context and 

of the demands it places on participants, the responsiveness of the teacher, the 

accessibility of learning context, and the overall context of delivery". 

2. Criteria for media choice 

Simpson (2002: 116) assumes it a difficult task to decide what media work best for 

particular institutes and for particular students. He emphasizes several types of 

awareness in media decisions as summarized as follows (ibid. 2002: 116-119). The 

awareness that: 

1) What appears technologically attractive to the institute may not do so to the 

253 



leamers; 

2) Different learners have different preferences towards media; 

3) Leamers select different media at different stages of learning. 

Simpson (2002: 117-118) emphasizes learner-perspective media decisions are 

affected by: accessibility (with respect to cost and time), study value (with respect to 

the progress and particularly to the assessment), and congruence (adaptation to new 

media, or preference for familiar media). Bates (2005: 210) proposes 

instructional-perspective ACTIONS criteria, namely, access, costs, teaching and 

learning, interactivity and user-friendliness, organizational issues, novelty and speed. 

Jones and Tait (2005: 147) suggest that media should match the message, and the 

choice should consider levels of learning - media choice for beginning and 

experienced learners are very different. 

3. Integrated media strategy 

The above argument supports an integrated media strategy. This should go beyond 

"blended learning" (Graham, 2004) that explores learning through the combination 

of online and face-to-face modes. Bates (2005: 222) suggests making "all five media 

available" (face-to-face, print, audio, video, digital multimedia) to accommodate 

learners' diversity. However, there is also a warning of "too many media" (Simpson, 

2002: 117-118; White, 2003: 72) that may result in a learners' time concern in their 

searching, familiarizing and selecting resources (White, 2003: 72). 

Many decisions made about instructional design in my context were media-related. 

In the literature review of the plan stage of research cycle 1,1 focused on the 

254 



examination of the roles of the Internet as THE preferred media in instructional 

design. Nevertheless, my research revealed that such a focus was limited. Intensively, 

"media" choice was not a simple decision as to what, but included the following 

sequence of seven aspects for considering their use (in sequence). 

Concerning enhancement: Is there added value in comparison with conventional 

print resources or face-to-face interaction? If yes, what is it? 

2) Concerning institutional accessibility: Is it accessible to the institute? Does it 

demand extra effort, time and cost? If yes, does the intended learning outcome 

out-value the effort, time and cost? 

Conccming Icamers' accessibility: Is it accessible to all leamers? Does it exert 

extra effort, time, cost and equipment requirement? If yes, are there supportive 

strategies? 

4) Concerning time: When and/or how long should it be made available? 

5) Conceming purpose: What leaming aspects does it target to address (leamer 

autonomy, language learning, affect, technology or system)? 

6) Concerning interaction: Does it support synchronous or asynchronous interaction? 

Does it foster interaction with the tutor or among learners? Does it encourage 

one-to-one or one-to-many interaction? 

7) Concerning management and administration: How can it be made clear to the 

learncrs with a range of media choices how to avoid possible confusion? 

Extensively, the Internet, CD-ROM, telephone, cassette, face-to-face and print all 

played roles in the learning process depending upon their different circumstances. 
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Learner-researchers' data also proposed an inclusion of mobile phones (for alert type 

of messages) and MP3 (for audio input) in their media list. 

9.2.4 Assessment, learning and instructional strategies 

In research cycle 1, tutor-researchers designed a learning-process-oriented 

assessment scheme that included c-platform-auto-marked self-assessments and a 

tutor-marked summative assignment. The items in both self-assessment and 

assignment corresponded to the day-to-day activities of the orientation module. 

Tutor-researchers hoped that this design would help SUPPORT the learning process. 

We discovered from the leamer-researchers' joumals that they actually used the 

assessment to GUIDE their learning process. This led us to an inquiry into the role of 

assessment in learning and our assessment design strategies as discussed below. 

Assessment determines reality of learning 

Assessment-guided learning is identified as strategic leaming (Kneale, 1997). 

Assessment determines the learners' focus (Brown and Knight, 1994), their time 

commitment (Brown and Knight, 1994; Gibbs and Simpson, 2005: 20), their affect 

development as in personal accomplishment, their feelings of self-worth, and their 

willingness to engage in the academic work of schools; value attached to education 

(Earl, 2003: 43), and their motivation (Jaques and Salmon, 2000: 2). 

Assessment is considered to be such an important factor in instructional design that it 

is described as the 'de facto curriculu& (Rowntree, 1987). An even stronger 

argument is proposed by Gibbs and Simpson (2004-05: 22): "There is more leverage 

to improve teaching through changing assessment than there is in changing anything 

256 



else. " In distance education, where learner-tutor face-to-face contacts are removed, 

learning outcome and assessment of the outcome are crucial and this must be 

designed at the beginning of the development process instead of the end (Jones and 

Tait, 2005: 138). 

2. Assessment presumes and informs learning theory 

Speck (2002: 6) argues that assessment must be a part of the whole learning 

enterprise, and assessment theory presumes and informs a theory of leaming. Earl 

(2003) identifies three approaches of assessment: assessment of learning, assessment 

for learning and assessment as learning, with the last two as a preferred future. 

Assessment of learning is summative with a purpose to certify learning and to report 

to people concerned; assessment for learning is formative aiming to diagnose 

learning to serve the next stage of learning; assessment as learning involves learners 

in the assessment as learning activities (Earl, 2003: 20-25). 

3. Assessment design strategies 

Jones and Harmon (2002: 21-28) propose three roles assessment plays in the learning 

process. Assessment to monitor learners' progress at some defined points, both 

computer-marked or tutor-marked; assessment to aid learning with timely feedback 

with synchronous and asynchronous communication as an assessment tool; and 

assessment to evaluate course effectiveness using the data to improve future courses. 

Nicolay (2002: 47-5 1) proposes five principles for group assessment: thoroughly 

structure the project (clear statement of the assignment, group leaders, dates, and 

writing expectations), construct the groups and match membership (group size, time 
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for group work, member selection policy), monitor and communicate effectively, 

evaluate consistently, and evaluate the many as one (score the group's performance 

instead of giving marks to individuals). Issues conceming feedback provision (Gibbs 

and Simpson, 2005), cheating and plagiarism (Jones and Harmon, 2002: 22-23; 

Bothel, 2002: 100) are also a concem of the literature. 

Research cycle I practice and this further literature review fonnulated two 

dimensions for assessment decisions. 

1) Theoretical dimension: Should assessment be of learning, for learning or as 

leaming? 

2) Operational dimension: 

a) Type: formative and/or summative; closed- or open-book assessment; 

b) Grouping: individual or group; 

c) Time: frequency; release, submission and feedback dates; 

d) Content: item types; amount; 

e) Scoring: type (100-point scale or other scales; accredited in the score or not; 

computer- or tutor-marked; instant or delayed); proportion; make-up policy; 

0 Feedback: single-score or other approaches; instant or delayed; computer- 

or tutor provision; 

g) Media: media for presentation, for delivery, for submission and for 

feedback. 

Guiding all the decisions, there should be an awareness that learners were likely to 

adopt an assessment-based learning approach that implied the need for a deliberate 

258 



inclusion in the assessment of the key elements the module intended to achieve. 

9.2.5 Interaction, learning and instructional strategies 

Interaction-related issues had been raised in two contexts in research cycle 1. One 

was the instructional design context where both leamer-researchers and peripheral 

learners recognized either a lack of or insufficient interaction (argued in 8.3.3 

interaction section). The other was the methodological context where 

learner-researchers paid tribute to action research (argued in 8.4.1 methods section) 

as an effective approach to their satisfaction and achievements. The findings exposed 

two tensions. One was that a provision of a variety of media for interaction was not 

sufficient for interaction to really take place. The other was that even when 

interaction took place, if it was not intentional and organized, it was still not 

sufficient as an interaction. With this argument, I focused my literature review on 

interaction within an intentional group organization and on the instructional 

strategies to promote it. I used "group approach" to umbrella a variety of 

terminology in the literature to describe the situation when learning took place in the 

form of an intentional group organization. The decision needed to be mindful of the 

fact that a three-week orientation module might be limited in terms of the quality of 

any group dynamics (e. g. collaboration, community or cooperation) as it is argued 

that in an online environment, these take longer time to develop than they do in 

face-to-face situations (Jaques and Salmon, 2000: 20; Tu. and McIssac, 2002: 132). 

Therefore, establishing the rudiments (that is to form a group) was an attainable goal 

of the orientation module and the group working skills to be further developed in a 
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later stage of the course. 

1. The role of group approach in two contexts 

My research cycle I provided evidence that a group approach played a role not only 

as an action research method, but also unexpectedly as a motivational instructional 

strategy to support learners' achievements. As argued in 8.4, the following action 

research strategies were recognized by leamer-researchers to contribute to their 

leaming. 

A team approach including both tutors and learners; 

2) Commitment to a shared mission; 

3) Intentional, organized and documented reflections as individuals and in groups. 

initially, I tried to rationalize the group approach issue from the action research 

perspective, as I was impressed by the above findings. However, action research 

literature (particular those from critical and emancipation theory schools) views 

group approach (usually termed "collaboration") mainly as an essential component 

to fulfill the initiative of social and organizational change (Kernmis and McTaggart, 

1988: 5; Bums, 1999: 13). It is also viewed as a triangulation strategy to achieve 

methodological reliability and validity (Wallace, 1998: 209-210). These views barely 

explain the association between group approach and learning achievements. McNiff 

(2002: 9), a living educational theory activist in action research, recognizes that new 

knowledge can most effectively be generated through dialogue with others who are 

equally interested in the process of learning. Based on this argument, it is the 

knowledge generation through which a group approach gains an influence in an 
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action research process. Still, I did not find this an adequate justification of my 

findings. 

In contrast, when I turned to the educational context, I found group approach an 

attractive theme and was finally convinced that it was ultimately the learning in the 

form of a group that joined the two contexts of action research and instructional 

design. "Human knowledge power is not what we know and what we possess; it is 

what we share with others about what we know" (Tu, 2004). 

Group approach is well documented in the literature as positive or even crucial in a 

variety of contexts similar to or the same as mine. 

1) In the online learning context 

Simpson (2003: 129-130) remarks that though much is to be explored about online 

course design, "building in the equivalent of student-student and student-institution 

interaction from the start" is "critically importanf' and is "one key to retention". 

Similar views are echoed by Tu (2004: 19). 

2) In adult learning context 

McKeman (1996: 166) argues "studies have shown that in adult life a person is at 

least three times more likely to exchange meaningful information with others by 

speaking than by writing. " Rogers (2002: 167-168) points out that much of the 

teaching of adults is done in groups for four reasons. First is the habitual schooling 

structure; secondly is the economic utilization of teacher resources; third is the 

preference of adult learners to group approach; fourth is the effectiveness of group 

approach as contrast to individual approach. He points out "the importance of 
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Gcommunities of learners' in adult learning is increasingly recognized" (Rogers, 

2002: 175). The advantages lie in that they provide a supportive environment for 

leaming; they provide a constant change for the learner; they provide resources to 

build richer and more complex structures for learning and they have a life of their 

own, which can assist the Icaming (ibid. 2002: 176-177). Group approach is also 

believed to highlight adult learning principles such as collaboration and shared 

responsibilities (DuCharme-Hansen and Dupin-Bryant, 2004: 57). 

3) In the language education context 

In classroom-based language education, collaborative learning (learners work 

together rather than with a teacher to achieve common learning goals) is recognized 

to have a positive effect on language learning (Nunan, 1992b: 3; Macaro, 1997: 134). 

White (2003) argues that while traditional distance language education contexts are 

more characterized by independent learning, the emerging online context is marked 

by its focus for "communication, interaction and collaboration among participants" 

(White, 2003: 25). 

4) In the female learning context 

Women value relationships and mutuality above rights and autonomy (Gilligan, 1982 

cited in Jarvis, et al. 2003: 79), and correspondingly their way of knowing lays more 

emphasis on the role of relationships, intimacy, and communicative talk than men's 

(Belenky, ct al. 1986, cited in Jarvis, et al. 2003: 84). Though these arguments are not 

without challenges (Jarvis, et al. 2003: 84), it is important to recognize that women 

may learn differently from men. Women constitute a large proportion of the research 
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population in both learner and tutor groups (69.9% for 2005 peripheral Icamcrs, 

73.33% for 2005 Icamcr-rcsearchcrs and 100% for 2005 tutor-rcscarchcrs) in my 

situation. A strategy that emphasizes the establishment, development, and 

maintenance of relationships either in their learning or professional development 

may be highly valued. 

In the Chinese learning context 

Jarvis ct al. (2003: 85-88) present an overview of research on learners, especially 

Chinese learners from "Confucian-Heritage Cultures" (CHCs), who learn differently 

from Western learners. Among all the strategies is their strong identity with family, 

social and work groups. Though they may appear to be reluctant in classroom 

teacher-leamer interactions, they are observed to be more active than Western 

learners in one-to-one teacher-learner and between-leamer communication after I 

class. 

"Group approach" can be traced in a variety of alternatively named types of leaming. 

For example, learning community (Gabelnick et al., 1990), communities of practice 

(Wenger, 1998), inquiry-based learning (Edelson et al., 1999), problem-based 

learning (Savin-Baden, 2000), peer-assisted learning (Topping and Ehly, 2001), 

cooperative learning (Jaques and Salmon, 2000: 2), collaborative learning (Tu, 

2004: 12), and networked learning (Goodyear, et al. 2004). These types of learning 

claim a contextual-based perspective of learning (Rogers, 2002: 103-105) as one of 

their theoretical bases, for example, social-constructive theory, social cultural theory, 

and social learning theory which emphasize that learning, or effective learning, takes 
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place in a social context where learners learn by sharing with others. 

When these theories are associated with instructional design, group approach again 

becomes one of the basic desirables (Driscoll, 2000 cited in Reiser, 2001b: 63; 

Moallum, 2003: 86; Louw and Sonnekus, 2005: 202). 

2. Instructional strategies for group approach 

Forming groups and running them effectively may receive resistance from new 

learners for physical (e. g. geographical distance) or social (e. g. ignorance exposure, 

attitude, etc. ) reasons (Simpson, 2003: 62). Therefore, a simple release of contact 

information is of little effect (ibid. ). "We should copy the example of the marriage 

bureau and set up systems for linking educational companions" (Young, 2001, cited 

in Simpson, 2003: 63). A group is more than a collection of people (Jaques and 

Salmon, 2000: 6; DuCharme-Hansen and Dupin-Bryant, 2004: 50). The literature 

proposes a variety of strategies for group approach. I summarize these into the 

following four aspects. 

1) Activities 

Moallum (2003: 98-101) proposes several principles for group approach activity 

design. 

a) Task structure and organization influence the nature and quality of student 

interaction. A focus, timeline, clear expectations, and well-defined roles for 

each participant, and a clear evaluation format are all expected. 

b) Collaborative learning tasks should be carefully designed and developed if 

they are to promote construction of knowledge through discussion and 
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conversation. 

The nature and type of collaborative task influences the content of students' 

interaction and the concept of shared knowledge construction. A 

problem-solving task is most appropriate. 

d) Augmenting group activities with individual assignments seem to improve 

the quality of interactions and to encourage student participation. 

Rogers (2002: 179) suggests the following steps to form groups. 

a) Informing: see a common goal, need and willingness to interact, a common 

bond; 

b) Storming: explore to an agreed goal; discover other bound they may share 

(common interests, concerns or acquaintances); 

c) Norming: structure groups, adopt roles; 

d) Perfon-ning: becoming a team dedicated to the achievement of commonly 

agreed goals. 

DuCharme-Ilansen and Dupin-Bryant (2004: 74) emphasize the necessity of opening 

multiple communication pathways to cater for different learning styles, to decrease 

learners' sense of isolation and to increase interaction. 

2) People 

Group approach concems both leamers and tutors. As to the learners, it is proposed 

that an effective working group for efficient interaction should be members between 

10 to 30 (Rogers, 2002: 171-172). An explicit description of the responsibilities of 

the group members and identification of a group leader (Moallum, 2003: 91) is 
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considered to be important to establish social norms and guarantee a smooth 

collaboration. 

As to the tutors, DuCharme-Hansen and Dupin-Bryant (2004: 92-101) propose the 

idea of "instructor immediacy". It is based on a theory of affective learning that 

refers to instructor's verbal and non-verbal behaviours. It is found to be positively 

related to learners' attitudes and learning outcomes. They argue that in web-based 

environment, when face-to-face contact is limited, instructor immediacy can be 

achieved through recognition (name, background), intimacy (mutual trust) and 

feedback (timely and informative) strategies. This argument is illuminating in 

explaining the role of tutor-researchers recognized by leamer-researchers, to their 

learning achievements in research cycle 1. 

3) Media 

Media consideration is important for group approach in online education 

characterized by physical separation of tutors and learners. In research cycle 1, 

tutor-researchers' and learner-researchers' interaction as a group was mainly fulfilled 

via face-to-face contacts. Absence occurred from the second week on, suggesting 

that even a face-to-face meeting was insufficient to promote attendance, due to a 

variety of circumstances such as time-related factors. Therefore, it remained a 

question whether this fon-n of group was sustainable for a larger population of 

learners. Though group-leaming-supportive technologies were not rare at this time, 

the e-platform of the Institute did not include an intentional device for online group 

interaction, though forum and VOB programmes could be used for this purpose in a 
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less distinctive way. These tools could not provide specific and identified zones for 

particular groups. 

4) Assessment 

Moallum. (2003: 91) identifies a selection of a group assessment tool for evaluation of 

its work to be an important factor. A group approach is related to assessment in three 

ways. First is the importance of establishing an assessment system that supports and 

rewards learning that take place in the form of a group (McConnell, 2006: 13 as later 

reference). The second is the grading technique. Decisions must be made as to 

whether grades are given to individuals or the whole group (Tu, 2004: 21). Third is 

group approach as an assessment method. Tu (2004: 24) suggests a collaboration of 

self-assessment, peer-assessment and instructor-assessment that is believed to 

engage learners' in another collaborative learning process to further develop their 

collaborative leaming skills. 

As a summary to the above discussion, a group approach in a variety of educational 

contexts and based on a social perspective of learning is considered to enhance 

learning outcomes. The instructional strategies to ensure its efficiency include 

decisions concerning the activities, people, media and assessment. 

9.2.6 Modifying the Instructional design of the orientation module 

Table 9.1 outlines the major changes in the instructional design of the orientation 

module for spring 2006 newly intakes (Appendix 8.3-8.4 present the design details). 

These changes were made in the light of research cycle I findings discussed in 8.3.3 

and the above further literature review on the four identified tensions. The left-hand 
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column specifies the tension each change targets. 

Table 9.1 An outline of major changes in the instructional design of 2006 orientation 

module 

Category 
I 2005 2006 I Targeted 

tension 
Objective design 

An equal emphasis 
of all the Three-phased objectives with 

Approach objectives; different emphasis for Week 1, Assessment, 
objectives isolated Week 2 and the rest of the time 
from the following semester 

modules 

The objectives 
The objectives are clearly 
stated on daily, weekly and 

Presentation were not phase basis in the orientation 
Time, 

specifically stated study plan and in the section assessment 
in the module. titles of the assessment 

Resource design 
Resources Resources available after available after 

registration 
Time 

admission 

Specified dates and 
Use of "Day 1" to "Day N" 

Time hours for the 
instead of the exact date; 

Time 
activities suggested dates/hours for the 

activities 
A dominance of 

120-minute Most activities designed to be 
Time 

activities completed within 60 minutes 

Star-marked activities to 
indicate level of importance; 

A fixed sequence instruction to indicate that Sequence 
of the activities learners could re-order the 

Time 

activities according to their 
personal needs 

Content A checklist of important events Time 
and their dates 

A three-phase study plan (each 
A weekly-based phase has general goals and 

study plan specific objectives 
Time 

corresp nding to the activities) 
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An optional technology section 
including keyboard skills, 

software download package Media 

and step-by-step e-platform 
demo 

Optional resources concerning 
online etiquette, stories from 

senior learners, videoed Interaction 
speeches from the President 

and the Deans to learners 
Key information in 

emboldened texts (for all text Time 
documents) i 

Separate packaging 
of the orientation CD-ROM attached to the print Media 
study plan and the orientation study plan Presentation CD-ROM 
Orientation study Orientation study plan in a Time, 
plan in a 4-page 48-page handbook media leaflet 

I MP3 downloadable audio Time, 
documents media 

Support design 
Opening Compulsory, with a specific 
ceremony Not a compulsory guide to administrators stating Interaction 
(face-to- tasks to be completed 

face contact 
to introduce No attendance Attendance requirement of the 

the requirement of the tutors and a specific guide Interaction 
orientation tutors stating tasks to be completed 
module) 

Planned themes corresponding 

No planned 
to the goals of the orientation 

specific themes module (mainly addressing Interaction 
autonomous learning 

VOB strategies) 
Hosted by the chair Hosted by the chair tutor and 

tutor senior star learners Interaction 

Playback made available for 
learners who may miss the 

Time, 

synchronous programmes 
interaction 

A group work guide; 
Group work compulsory group work to Interaction 

complete a section in the 
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assignment 

Mobile Sending alerts to learners prior Media 
phone to important events 

reminder 
Assessment design 

Assessment 
appeared on the Explicit instruction on Day Time, 

Generic last day of Week I One orientation study plan assessment 
orientation study about assessment information. 

plan 
Computer-marked 

Computer-marked multiple-choice questions in 

] 

multiple-choice sections entitled with and Assessment 

questions corresponding to daily learning 
Formative goals 
assessment Right or wrong report with 

Right or wrong feedback specifying the Assessment 
report activities that address the 

questions 
An additional Part IV on an 
evaluation of the orientation Interaction, 
module to be completed by assessment 

group work 

Summative Sectioned with 
Sectioned with the learning 
objectives in addition to the Assessment 

assessment numbers numbers 
Guide to tutors' feedback for Assessment 

assignments 
Assignment feedback to be Assessment, 
uploaded to the platform interaction 

Among all the above interventional. changes, "group approach" is highly featured. 

This demonstrated my intention to duplicate the group effect brought about by action 

research strategies for 2005 leamer-researchers (argued in 8.4.1) to a larger learner 

population in order to tackle the interaction tension. 

The design followed the four aspects (activity, people, media and assessment) of 

group approach strategies (presented in 9.2.5) as shown in Table 9.2. 
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Table 9.2 Group approach design of 2006 orientation module 

Aspects Descriptions 
Leamers were asked to participate in the instructional design of the 

Activity orientation module through group discussions of its strengths and 

weaknesses. The minimum requirement was one group meeting for 

this activity during the module study. 
Learners were asked to form a group of 6-10 with the help of local 

People administrators and tutors at the beginning of the semester. Such help 

would continue upon request during the module. 

Media 
Leamers could choose the media (face-to-face, VOB, MSN, etc) 
negotiated among their groups. 

A ssm 
Leamers were required to report the process and outcome of their 

ssessment group discussion as part of their assignments (Appendix 2.16). 

The design tried to include the elements such as shared commitment to a goal, 

interaction through organized seminars, critical reflection, etc. of 2005 

leamer-researchers' action research approach. It aimed to foster effective interaction 

in the form of a learning group on the one hand, and on the other hand, to involve 

learners' collective effort to the improvement of the orientation module. I abandoned 

my original plan of involving all learners in keeping a reflective journal during the 

orientation module period and providing learners with tutors' feedback to these 

journals. Tutor C, upon her feedback to my design, proposed that it would be 

difficult to add yet another task to our contracted tutors to review these journals and 

provide feedback without there being extra budget. In addition, three 

learner-researchers who attended the seminar of the new design argued that learners 

would experience difficulty in distinguishing if this was a compulsory task thus 

increasing their anxiety and pressure on their time. Since in research cycle 1, journal 

data provided the richest information about the learning process, I did not want to 

give up the idea entirely. Tutor C and I finally decided to adopt an alternative 
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approach of inviting learners at Beijing learning centre to keep journals on a 

voluntary basis for a major research purpose. We built in some self-reflective 

questions in the assignment to compensate for the absence of journal keeping for 

peripheral learners and required local tutors to provide specific feedback to learners' 

answers instead of a single-mark approach. 

To ensure a smooth group work operation, I included instructions as to the goal, 

assessment, group formation, organization, possible interaction media, meeting 

frequency, etc. in the orientation module. Tutors would also have a group work 

activity guide to ensure that their support was both timely and focused. 

Section 9.2 explored the literature to decide upon strategies and their rationale to 

resolve the four identified tensions of instructional design in research cycle 1. it 

revealed that each of these tensions problematised the Icaming leading to deeper 

undcrstanding which could bc translatcd into instructional dcsign. It has dcscribed 

the proposed improved instructional design of the orientation module in the light of 

both research cycle I findings and the above-mentioned literature review, with major 

changes targeting the four tensions. Among them, group approach (in this case for a 

research/cvaluation purpose) was recognized to be a primary intervention. 

9.3 Action Research, Professional Development and Learning 

9.3.1 Action research as professional development 

My revisit of the action research literature reveals that action research in an 

educational context is closely linked with the initiative for professional development 

(McKeman, 1996: 11-12; McNiff, 2002: 8). 
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A philosophical examination of such a phenomenon leads to an understanding of 

what defines a teacher, or even further, what teaching is. According to McKernan 

(1996: 35-43), "the teacher as researcher and professional" are viewed as crucial for 

professional development. He argues that research justifies teaching as a profession, 

and teachers, as practitioners of teaching, should be directly involved in research for 

curriculum development and knowledge other than being researched by external 

researchers. Teachers are no longer seen as mere distributors of knowledge; they are 

producers of knowledge. McKernan (1996: 43) makes clear that the tool for a 

transformation is "research". 

Action research seems to be well suited for fulfilling the transformation (Cohen, et al. 

2003: 234) in comparison to other research methodologies for the following reasons. 

1) A demand of joining theory and practice 

Zuber-Skerritt (1997: 3-4) identified a huge gap between educational theory and 

practice who notes that most teachers in higher education have not had any 

professional preparation or training for teaching. Further, their primary concern is 

doing research rather than improving their teaching due to both internal incentives to 

enhance expertise in their own disciplines, and externally through the ways the 

promotion system rewards this. 

However, there is a pressing demand for a balanced development in both areas. 

According to such an argument, action research as the potential to gain its ground in 

the higher education context because it can cater for both the research interest of the 

teachers and for the expected teaching improvement. 
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2) A demand for joining action and research 

Education used to make a strong distinction between research and practice, putting 

off teaching practitioners who assumed they lacked knowledge and skill to do 

research (Bums, 1999: 14). 

Wallace (1998: 4-18) argues for the value of action research for language teachers in 

particular in that it bridges the gap between professional development and 

conventional research, turning the process into an "empowering procedure instead of 

yet an additional burden". 

3) A consensus in desirable methods 

McKernan (1996: 38-44) proposes that autonomy of inquiry, keen observation of 

one's own practice, community of discourse and self-reflection are desired in 

transforming teachers to professionals. Action research emphasizes these features 

more than other research methodologies. 

The above arguments clearly state that research transforms teaching practitioners 

into teaching professionals, and action research methodology responds well to 

achievc such a transformation. 

This statement is clearly evidenced by the findings of my research cycle I where 

tutor-rcscarchcrs recognized their professional development in both the subject 

matter and research competence. My focus now turns to specific cases where action 

research is used as a tool for professional development in a context similar to mine to 

identify the key features that makes action research effective. A few cases emerged 

though none had been found in Chinese context (emboldened text is my emphasis). 
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Ellis and Phelps (2000) from School of Social and Workplace Development at 

Southern Cross University of Australia report the early phases of a systems change 

approach being implemented where a collaborative team-based action learning 

model is explored. Six academic staff involved in the development of five online 

units take part in the process. They conduct twice weekly team meetings and 

training sessions and a series of semi-structured interviews at various stages. They 

identify that "enthusiasm, collaboration and a sense of ownership" are major 

factors driving the change process. 

Taylor (2003) reports a case of using a situated model to manage staff development 

for online education. She argues that personal barriers are the most critical barriers to 

educational changes (Taylor, 2003: 76). Thus, in online education where change is the 

major theme, staff development must be included in the change process. An 

appropriate strategy is situated learning which means that staff learn in the social and 

physical context within which their learning will be used (ibid. 2003: 76). Though the 

approach used does not claim to be an action research approach, real situations, 

authentic activities, collaboration and reflection as some of the key features of 

this leaming proccss rescmble those of action research. 

The above cases may vary in their emphasis on different aspects of action research in 

professional development, but they address a team approach as being one of the key 

principles. This corresponds well to my research cycle I findings where the team 

approach was highly valued by tutor-researchers in supporting their improvements. 

Action research in an educational context is ultimately to develop understanding and 
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practicing in relation to learning (Dick, 1993; McNiff, et al. 2003: 12). McNiff 

(2002: 9) further explains that it differs from professional training traditions in that it 

encourages the inquiry "How do I improve my work? " instead of relying on experts' 

advice. It assumes that professionals already possess good professional knowledge 

and learning capacity. What they need is to generate new knowledge most effectively 

through dialogue with others who share and value each other's learning interests. 

This argument relates to both the literature and research cycle I findings in the 

recognition of "group approach" as being an effective way of learning. 

Professional development is related to transformative learning for adult educators 

(Cranton, 1996). Transformative development theory aims to challenge traditional 

development strategies (e. g. how-to materials, workshops, retreats, training 

programmes, and evaluations and performance appraisals) that emphasize the 

acquisition of knowledge and separate learning from practice (ibid. 1996: 26-49), and 

encourage self-directcd learning through a critical reflection process to achieve 

transformation of their epistemic (knowledge about teaching and learning and 

methods of gaining it), sociolinguistic (understanding of social, cultural and 

language influence), and psychological (understanding of themselves) perspectives 

(ibid. 1996: 116). Action research is identified as one of the strategies for 

transfonnative leaming (ibid. 1996: 188-19 1). 

9.3.2 Professionalism and strategies in my context 

Blackwell and Blackmore (2003: 3) argue that it is difficult to define professionalism 

without a context since it has local meanings - there is a need to address institutional 
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key concerns. I found this argument related to my situation where professionalism 

defined by MoE or even my University is too general to be useful as guidance. A 

local and contextual definition of professionalism has been interpreted in the three 

46new"s: new technology, new concept, and new roles (Gu, 2005b: 73). Namely, our 

staff, with campus-based background, was expected to adopt pedagogical use of 

modern technology, establish a new understanding of teaching and leaming, and 

adapt to their new roles in the online education setting. The Institute had been 

following what was described as traditional development strategies such as staff 

manuals, workshops, training programmes, and evaluations and performance 

appraisals (Cranton, 1996: 26-46) to achieve the above defined professionalism. They 

were criticized for their sole emphasis on the acquisition of knowledge and the 

separation of learning from practice (ibid. 1996: 48). In addition, they tended to be 

product-drivcn. For example, staff promotion depended largely on the quantity of 

papers published or presented at conferences at my University. They also seemed to 

be random in that they were characterized by self-initiated research projects. 

Organized team projects on clearly defined institutional concerns were rare. Finally, 

the strategies ignored professional development as a targeted consequence of the 

research projects. 

If I examined my action research cycles as a professional development strategy, I 

could immediately articulate some of its strengths in contrast to the above-mentioned 

existing strategies. First, it aimed at generating improvements in the understanding 

and practice of and through real-situation tasks. Second, it emphasized the process of 
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exploration to achieve a quality product. Third, it was conducted through an 

organized and rigorous team approach. Though professional development was not 

initially defined as a focus of research cycle 1, it was recognized as a natural 

outcome in two ways. One was the improvements in our (tutor-researchers) 

understanding and practice in instructional design. The other was the improvements 

in our understanding and practice of action research through the experience of 

carrying out action research and reflecting on this. Professionalism could not be 

achieved without either. I considered the research-while-working nature and the low 

external training cost two other attractions of action research to my context. The 

Institute could hardly support its staff to pursue formal off-work further education or 

training for several reasons. As a young Institute, it suffered from staff shortages. As 

an Institute pioneering a field full of innovation, it found neither experts nor 

education/training programmes that could appropriately address staff's professional 

needs. As a financially self-supported Institute, it had a limited budget at its 

development stage to encourage costly research projects or education/training 

programmes. The Institute required a professional development approach that could 

support its staff to undertake work-based learning around real-situation tasks at low 

cost. Action research was an appropriate research methodology to meet this 

requirement. 

9.3.3 Proposing a professional development plan 

Inspired by research cycle I achievements and the above literature review, I decided 

to explicitly centre professional development as an intended focus in the new 
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research cycle. As few of my 2005 tutor-researchers remained, and I had developed 

an ambition of having more staff from more disciplines to benefit from the research, 

I proposed to the HR Department of the Institute to invite all newly-joined staff to 

become participants (to distinguish this group of staff from 2005 tutor-researchers, I 

would use "new staff" to describe this group). Staniforth and Harland (2003) 

undertook a collaborative action research for new academics at a UK and a New 

Zealand university. They emphasized collaboration and reflection through meetings, 

forums, emails, and interviews to tackle the issues about identity, and disaffection 

and injustice - the typical issues facing new academic staff. Hardre (2005) from 

University of Oklahoma, the United States introduced an approach of using an 

iterative process model of instructional design as a professional development tool for 

training teaching assistants to become teaching professionals. These cases further 

confirmed that an action research approach that involved new staff in my 

instructional design process could support their professional development. 

planned to work with these new staff in a team to go through this research cycle 

playing multi-roles as follows. 

1) To learn as a learner: they would study the orientation module as a learner; 

2) To work as an instructional designer: they would participate in decision-making 

in the instructional design process; 

3) To research as an action researcher: they would participate in the above activities 

following an action research approach. 

The purpose was to support new staff in the process of their development towards 
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professionalism which aimed at conceptual and practical enhancement in 

undertaking their current posts in a holistic twofold perspective of learners' learning 

system and instructors' design system using an action research approach. To be more 

specific, new staff sbould be able to answer the question "How can I improve my 

understanding and practice of my current post in view of its role in instructional 

design and the learners' experience of leaming9". 

This differed from 2005 tutor-researchers' mission in two ways. One was 

establishing professional development as an intentional goal of the research; the 

other was using instructional design and action research as a generic approach to 

support development in their current posts in a variety of subject areasi. 

Such a process would continue to adopt effective strategies recognized by 2005 

tutor-researchers. Namely, a team approach with seminars and journals to support 

collective and individual critical reflections. 

9.4 A Tri-commitment Research Plan 

Section 9.2 discussed an improved design plan for the spring 2006 orientation 

module aiming to relieve or minimize the four tensions (time, media, assessment and 

interaction) that emerged in research cycle 1. Section 9.3 has proposed professional 

development as a newly identified mission for action research. These arguments 

formed a tri-commitment research plan for spring 2006 research cycle. 

The two sections demonstrated both a link and a shift between research cycles I and 

2. They were linked in the fact that the latter would be informed by the findings of 

1 New staff may vary greatly in their subject areas as they come from posts such as learner support, tutor support, 
multi-mcdia resource design and development, administrative or managerial support, etc. 

280 



the former in addition to literature guidance. There was a shift in the improvements 

at both theoretical and practical levels. Theoretically, an understanding of learning 

was recognized as an overarching paradigm to interpret and guide issues in 

instructional design, action research and professional development. Practically, the 

plan/design, implementation and reflection of the interventions targeted the 

context-bound tensions replaced the process of the establishment of a general 

framework - the original intention. 

In the following I present the research cycle 2 plan again using six-dimension 

approach in a contrastive fonnat highlighting the major differences. The aim is to 

clarify the differences between the original dual and the new tri-commitment 

approaches. Table 9.3 offers a summary of these changes (emboldened text 

represents my emphasis). 
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Table 9.3 Highlights of the research plan of cycle 2 in contrast to that of cycle I 

Dimensions 
Cycle 1 (discussed in 6.3.2 Cycle 2 

and 7.1.3) 

Initiative 
A dual-commitment A tri-commitment research 

research 
Mono-focus for Multi-focus for different 

Focus tutor-researchers only participants 

An understanding of the 
Recognition of a paradigmatic 
context (learning) in addition to 

Context context as a sole academic academic, organizational and 
concept technological contexts 

An integration of 
An integration of cyclical processes 

Process instructional design and 
of instructional design, action 

research and professional 
action research processes. development 
Core research groups of 4 Tutor-researchers extended to all tutor-researchers and 15 

new staff of different subject areas; Participant learner-researchers learner-researchers extended to all 
sampling from Beijing 

newly-enrolled learners 
learning centre 

Recognition of five general Recognition of a team approach 
disciplines for method and reflection as the key features of 

Method se1cction (perspective, the methods; improved techniques 
process, focus, quality, and in planning, collecting, analyzing 

feasibility). and reflecting data 

1. Initiative 

Professional development in both the subject matter and methodology was identified 

as an additional intended initiative, thus making it a tri-commitment research into 

seeking improvement and changes in instructional design, action research and 

professional development. These three themes arose within research cycle 1. 

2. Focus 

Research cycle I identified that different stakeholders may develop different areas of 

focus in the research process. Therefore, instead of defining a unified research focus 

for all participants, I planned the following areas of focus for different participants. 
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1) Conceming paradigm: What is my understanding of learning? How do I improve 

my understanding and how does it affect my practice? (1) 

2) Concerning professional development: How is my current post related to 

instructional design and learners' learning processes? How can I improve my 

understanding and practice of my role? (new staff and 1) 

3) Concerning instructional design: How effective are the interventional designs? 

Are there newly emerging issues? (spring 2006 peripheral learners, new staff and 

I) 

4) Concerning action research: What is action research and how can it help me in 

my work? (new stafl) How effective are the interventional designs? Are there 

newly emerging issues? (new staff and 1) 

3. Context 

Research cycle I revealed a multi-faceted context reality. I saw a continuous 

extension of this context concept in my formation of the new research cycle plan. 

There was a paradigmatic context in addition to academic, organizational and 

technological contexts that guided and interpreted the research. The context was 

limited to instructional design and action research in research cycle 1. It was 

enhanced to an understanding of learning as an overarching vision of all concerned 

areas in research cycle 2. 

4. Process 

An emphasis on the cyclical feature remained. Research cycle I started with two 

parallel processes of instructional design and action research, only to find their 
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dependence on each other and an interwoven professional development process. 

Therefore, research cycle 2 would explore with more attention the integration of the 

processes of instructional design, action research and professional development. 

Participant 

The core research group of the new research cycle was based mainly on the 

immediate stakeholders (argued in 8.4.2), namely, the Institute's full-time staff and 

its learners. I was ambitious and wanted to have more staff and more learners benefit 

from research cycle 2 as much as the 4 tutor-researchers and 15 learner-researchers 

in research cycle 1. Therefore, tutor-researchers extended to all new staff of the 

Institute from centres of different subject areas and learner-researchers extended to 

all learners newly enrolled in spring 2006. The team approach was strengthened by 

including a report on its process and outcome as part of the assessment of the spring 

2006 peripheral learners. However, I had different role expectations for different 

groups. New staff were expected to be learners, instructional designers and 

researchers. Spring 2006 learners would be involved in the research process in two 

ways. One was their individual reflection on their learning and the other was their 

collective reflection on the orientation module, both of which were designed as their 

assessment tasks. In addition, two sampled groups would be selected. One was the 

learner group of Beijing learning centre who would be invited to keep journals 

during the orientation module period on a voluntary basis to provide day-to-day data 

of their learning process (termed "Beijing learner group"). The other was a group 

member (the one with the lowest registration number among all group members 
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within a group, termed "sampled group members") from each learning group for an 

interview to further explore their concept and practice of group approach. 

6. Method 

Research cycle I established five general principles for method selection 

(perspective, process, focus, quality, and feasibility) and standardized the processes 

and techniques for planning, collecting, analyzing and reflecting on data. It identified 

a team approach and reflection as central principles. Therefore, this new cycle would 

continue to make intentional effort to use these methods to undertake the research. 

Table 9.4 matches the research focuses with their specific data collection methods. 

Table 9.4 A plan for data collection methods of research cycle 2 

Research question I Data Collection Partici- Time 
Methods pants 

Overarching paradigm 
What is my understanding of Journal Pre-, during- 
learning? How do I improve and 
my understanding and how post-module 
does it affect my practice? 
Professional development thro gh action research 
How is my current post related Interview New Post-module 
to instructional design and staff 
learners" learning processes? Journal Daily 
How do I improve my during-module 
understanding and practice of Seminar Weekly 
my role? I I during-module 
Instructional des gn through action research 
How effective e-platform database data of forum, LPs 2 During-module 
are the VOB, emails and phone calls to 
interventional both the call centre and learning 
designs to centres 

LPs=pcriphcral lcamcrs 
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address learners' Journals New During-module 

time staff and 

constraints? Beijing 
leamer 
group f 

Assignment (reports on learning LPs Post-module 

problems, difficulties and 
concerns) 
e-platform database data from LPs During-module 
forum, VOB, emails and phone 

How do learners 
calls to both the call centre and 

choose and use learning centres 
media for their 

e-platforin data-base data of During-module 
resources and print-book purchased rate 
support e-platform. data-base data of V013 During-module 
services? programme attendance 

Questionnaire Post-module 

c-platform. database data of LPs Post-module 
assignment submission rate and 
scores 

Does assessment Journal New During-module 
help? How and staff and 
how cffective is Beijing 
it? learner 

group 
Seminar New I During-module 

staff 
Assignment (reports on both the Us Post-module 
process and outcome of group 

Does group work) 
work happen? Interview Sampled Post-module 
How and how group 
effective is it? members 

Interview Local Post-module 
tutors 

Are there newly All of the above methods New Pre-, during- 
emerging staff and 
issues? post-module 
Background information 
Demographic features 
Previous leaming experience 
Computer and Internet skills Questionnaire LPs Pre-module 

t7titu e towards online ti 
g leaming 
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Major changes between cycle I and cycle 2 plans and their rationale are discussed 

below. 

Data conceming group work 

The team approach was one of the important interventions to both instructional 

design and action research in this new cycle. Based on cycle I experience, I had 

confidence in new staff being able to work successfully as a team, yet I was 

uncertain about its suitability for peripheral learners who were in large numbers, 

geographically separated, and new to the system. Peripheral learners' reports on their 

group work process and outcome in their assignments (Appendix 2.16) would be 

used as a major data source to evaluate the operation of this approach. Post-module 

interviews with sampled group members should help me explore learners' 

perspectives towards group approach. Post-module interviews with local tutors 

should offer a different perspective towards the same issue. 

2) Reflection data 

New staff's journals and seminars were major venues for them to utter their 

reflections. Peripheral learners' reflections were mainly collected from their 

assignments which included self-reflective questions on their own learning and 

collective reflection reports on the orientation module. Their reflections on group 

work would be collected via post-module interviews of sampled group members. 

3) Messages sent to learning centres via email or phone 

Research cycle I found learners' low utilization of the call centre service. Tutor C 

proposed that learners were likely to seek support through learning centre email, 
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telephone, or even face-to-face services. Messages to these channels could not be 

ignored since they might come from the most vulnerable group of learners who 

lacked the ability of using online support services. In the new research cycle, I asked 

administrators of Beijing, Shanghai and Shenzhen learning centres (these three 

centres constituted 70% learner population) to collect messages learners sent through 

local channels of email, telephone and face-to-face contacts. 

Questionnaire administration 

Research cycle I obtained a 53.56% return rate and 94.5% completion rate for 

pre-module questionnaire, and a 31.45% return rate and 92.19% completion rate for 

post-module questionnaire. To enhance both the return rate and completion rate, I 

proposed an e-platform built-in e-questionnaire system that could dispatch and 

collect questionnaires, monitor completion and transfer data to SPSS. I had to leave 

this to the decision of the Institute partner IT company. 

Chapter summary: 

Section 9.4 has outlined a tri-commitment research plan for research cycle 2 in the 

light of research cycle I findings discussed in Chapter 8 andfurther literature review 

in Section 9.2 on tensions and strategies of instructional design and Section 9.3 on 

professional development as an action research initiative. This chapter used a 

contrastive approach to highlight the changes brought about by the previous action 

research cycle andfurther literature review. The next chapter will report how these 

changes operated in the "act " phase of research cycle 2. 
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Chapter 10: Act - Implementing the Plan 

Chapter abstract 

This chapter describes the actions of research cycle 2 within its three-commitment 

framework, focusing mainly on a report of unexpected incidents during the "act" 

process. In the development of the orientation module, the organizational and 

technological contexts again raised constraints on the realization of the academic 

design. This chapter also reports that with my unexpected six-month absence from 

post, the implementation of the orientation module and the research followed the 

plan with the exception of the intended new staff 'research activities. 

10.1 Pre-module Actions 

10.1.1 Developing the orientation module 

The development of the orientation module went exactly and smoothly as planned 

though the team was mostly composed of those who newly joined this project. I 

assumed that two reasons contributed to this. One was that I was much more 

experienced in managing this process, such as pre-training, supporting and 

monitoring. The other was that the procedure was much more guided and 

standardized by the work documents from the previous research cycle. 

Two incidents stood out among my reflections. One was the constraint of the 

e-platform to the extent of the fulfillment of the intended instructional interventions. 

For example, it could not support group work. No function had been designed to 

administer grouping, to support and monitor interaction in the group form, and to 
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assess group work. This meant that the above jobs depended largely on offline work 

by local administrators and tutors. In addition, the intake volume of VOB was still a 

problem. Claimed to support 500 users synchronously, VOB would suffer from voice 

quality after 100 users. Our technicians advised me to use a more text-based 

interaction than audio in the actual delivery and to keep the number under 200. 

The other was the publication of the CD-ROM-version orientation module. 

According to the newly released national electronic product publication policy with a 

firmer control over the content and the technology standards, it can take the press as 

long as three months to process the publication. Since I could not afford this much 

time, I finally chose to produce the CD-ROM in a non-sale mode 3- This meant that 

the product would not be recognized as an official publication, thus making all the 

work of my development team a non-claimable credit in any official occasions. 

These two cases again confirmed to me that instructional design was never a mere 

academic activity. Academic decisions sometimes had to be a compromise to 

technological and organizational constraints. 

10.1.2 Forming the new-staff-researcher team 

The new staff team consisted of 12 new staW from different centres of the Institute 

(Appendix 1.5 has their profile). They were all in their 20s, and all single females 

except Mr. Wu. Among them, 6 were from the Resource Sector (course design and 

development, multi-media resource design and development, assessment), 4 from the 

Teaching Sector (tutor support and learner support) and 2 from the Managerial 

3A non-sale mode CD-ROM product does not have an ISBN code, nor can be it commercially sold. It is 
roduced for internal use only. This type of mode does not have to follow the national policy. 
New staff is dcf incd as those who have joined the Institute for no more than six months. 
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Sector (domestic and international cooperation). 10 of them were BA holders, and 2 

MA holders. 9 majored in English applied linguistics, with the other 3 in English 

translation, multi-media resource production and business management respectively. 

This team had a wider range of similarities and differences. 

Twelve staff attended an orientation meeting where the history of the project, their 

roles and tasks were introduced. As their knowledge and experience of either the 

orientation module or the newly enrolled learners was limited, I made their entrance 

point to the project as a learner of the orientation module. They were expected to 

study this module exactly like those newly enrolled learners, with an additional 

mission of reflecting on the module and their current post in relation to both the 

instructional design and the learning processes by keeping journals and attending 

weekly seminars. 

10.1.3 Preparing for data collection 

The method section of 9.4 discussed four major changes concerning the data 

collection methods: group approach, reflection, local venues and questionnaire 

administration. 

All instruments (Appendix 2.14-2.19) were developed based on those of research 

cycle I except the one for the reflections of group approach which was a new theme 

in this research cycle. Interview questions for spring 2006 peripheral learners and 

tutors concerning group approach aimed at examining both conceptual and 

operational issues. At the conceptual level, I planned to collect their views of the 

importance of and the roles group approach played in online education; at the 
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operational level, I designed questions on the grouping rules, time, media and 

frequency for the activities, difficulties, etc. A checklist of instruments is presented 

below with their details in the appendix. 

1) New staff 

a) During-module seminar agendas (Appendix 2.14) 

b) Journal template (Appendix 2.15) 

2) Spring 2006 peripheral learners 

a) Pre-module questionnaire (Appendix 2.1) 

b) Post-module questionnaire (Appendix 2.2) 

Group work report (as a part of the assignment) (Appendix 2.16) 

3) Spring 2006 sampled group members 

a) Post-module interview (Appendix 2.17) 

4) Spring 2006 peripheral tutors 

a) Post-module interview (Appendix 2.18) 

5) Spring 2006 Beijing learner group 

a) Journal template (Appendix 2.19) 

10.2 During- and Post-module Actions 

Three weeks before the delivery of the orientation module, I started an unexpected 

six-month absence from my post due to personal reasons. I had just enough time to 

assign Tutor D to coordinate both the implementation of the orientation module and 

the research. Her post at that time was the project manager of the Course Design and 

Development Centre. As the action was planned solidly upon the outcomes of 
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research cycle I and well prepared in the "plan" phase, I had confidence in a smooth 

'fiact" phase even without my presence. 

Upon my return to post, I received a report from Tutor D that the orientation module 

was delivered as planned, and all relevant data had been collected as planned as well. 

The only incident was that Tutor D turned out to be the only new staff who 

participated in the research. Below is a participant-based checklist of the data 

collected during and after the orientation module. 

1. New staff 

Among 12 new staff, only Tutor D kept a research journal and one written research 

report. Another staff (Shen from Multi-media Resource Design and Development 

Centre) had a journal record with as few as four-day entries. The rest had no record 

at all, nor actions. Thus, neither during-module seminars nor post-module interviews 

of new staff were conducted as planned. 

2. Learners" groups 

The total enrollment of learners on the post-diploma BA course in spring 2006 was 

359 (N=359). Table 10.1 shows the data information in the form of a comparison 

with that of spring 2005. 
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Table 10.1 Peripheral learners' data of 2006 in comparison with that ot'2005 

Data type Items 

Pre-modul e Total intake (N) I No. collected (n) Return rate 

2006 0 359 307 8 5.5 2% 
::::::: 2ý: 00ý0055: 

4 
407 218 5 3.5 6') 0 

m posts Forum posts No. of topics Posts from 
Professor Guide 

Posts from learners 

2006 115 78 527 
2005 911 160 751 

all centre Mail Phone 

2006 103 31 
2005 39 20 

VOB attendance 
(high peak record) 

Opening day Week I programme Week 2 programme 

2006 117 64 50 
2005 210 128 98 

Post-moduiýe 

auestionnaire 

Total intakes 
(N) 

No. collected (n) Return rate 

2006 359 192 54.48% 
2005 407 129 3 1.4 5 0'() 

AI ssiýnment 
submission rate 

'Total intakes 
(N) 

No. submitted Submission rate 

2 OU OU 60 , j j 359 1 340 94.71% 
2 0 O 5 407 39 95.92% 

Among 59 groups, 40 had a member interviewed. Among 212 learners from Bekling 

learning ccritre, 81 voluntarily submitted a full record of 14-day" journals of the 

orientation module. 

3. Peripheral tutors 

Among 9 tutors from 7 centres, 7 were interviewed. All interviews were conducted 

via phone. Appendix 1.6 outlines their profiles. 

' As a commercial strategy to increase the intake, print textbooks for the Year I module were 
provided free to all newly-enrolled learners in spring 2006. Therefore. there was no record of the 
print textbook purchase rate. 
" According to 2006 orientation study plan (Appendix 8.4), the orientation module is divided into three phases, 
with the first two phases for two weeks ( 14 days), and the third phase for the rest of the semester. Beijing learrier 
group was asked to keep a joumal of the first two weeks' study of the module. 
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Chapter summary 

This chapter has described the activities within the "act" phase of research cycle 2, 

reporting some particular incidents that would have implications for the data 

analysis and reflection in the "analyze and reflect " phase, which will be reported in 

the next chapter 
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Chapter 11: Analyze and Reflect - Learning from "Successes" 

and "Failures" 

Chapter ahstract 

This chapter focuses on the reflections of the effects of interventions in both 

instructional design and action research in research cycle 2. It starts with an 

argument of my re-conceptualization of the "successes" and 'failures" of action 

research both of which have helped me improve my understanding and practice. 

Then it discusses the findings concerning the instructional strategies to tackle the 

time, media, interaction and assessment tensions, exploring the reasons for their 

effectiveness or ineffectiveness. It further examines the research processes of new 11 

staff (who withdrewfrom the research) and Tutor D (who persisted with her research) 

to surface those factors overlooked by research cycle 1, in order to reinforce the 

argument that the multi-faceted context of action research requires attention to 

non-methodological issues such as organizational and technologicalfactors. 

11.1 Learning from "Successes" and "Failures" 

I originally planned to tenninate research cycle 2 at its "acf' phase and started afresh 

with another cycle the following year because I viewed new staff's lack of 

involvement and my absence as a research failure. But when I could not help 

wondering about the reasons why new staff failed to follow the plan while Tutor D 

persisted, I started to realize that this naturally led me to the "analyze and reflecf' 

phase of the research. I finally learned to appreciate new staff's "failure" of keeping 
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to the plan as a data source to expose key principles for future successful actions. In 

addition, I found reward in the smooth delivery of the orientation module without 

my presence, whose reasons I was equally anxious to explore. 

A further examination of the data revealed more than just new staff's failure to 

participate. Though the group work, assessment and media interventions resulted in 

encouraging outcomes, the time intervention proved to be ineffective. 

McNiff et al. (2003: 22) state that "asking questions with a view to improvement can 

reveal the hidden complexities of a situation and allow important dilemmas to be 

surfaced and addressed, and help us to learn how to find a way through, or to live 

with them. " The rest of the sections in this chapter will describe those "successes" 

and "failures". I put these two words in quotes to indicate that they represent my 

original view about research. Reflection enabled me to challenge this view and to 

become honest about my research reality. Most importantly, I will demonstrate how 

such honesty has helped me learn. 

will approach this by examining the effects of the major interventions in 

instructional design that aimed to address the time-, media-, assessment- and 

interaction-related tensions identified in research cycle 1, and by discussing newly 

emerged issues. Then, I will reflect on the interventions of professional development 

with a focus on discovering the reasons for new staff's withdrawal and Tutor D's 

persistence. 
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11.2 Examining the Effects of Interventional Strategies of Instructional 

Design 

11.2.1 "Gains" and "pains" of the orientation module 

The spring 2006 orientation module adopted improvements that mainly dealt with 

the four major tensions identified in research cycle 1. Before I reflected on the 

effects of these improvements specifically, I examined the learners' performances in 

general by studying their performance, their reported "gains" (achievements) and 

f6pains" (difficulties / problems / concerns) and their feedback to the orientation 

module via their assignments. 

1. Learners' performance 

The following data showed that a majority of learners followed and completed the 

module with success. 

1) 98.05% retention rate within the refundable period (7 learners applied to quit the 

programme) (97.79% in spring 2005). 

2) 94.71% assignment submission rate (95.82% in spring 2005). 

3) An average assignment score of 93.61 points (92.82 in spring 2005) with a 

maximum of 100 points (the same as in spring 2005) and a minimum of 84 

points (85 in spring 2005). 

2. Learners' reported "gains" and "pains" 

Leamers' reported "gains" were analyzed in comparison with those in spring 2005. 

Data showed an increased recognition of gains at all layers as shown in Table 11.1. 
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Table 11.12006 peripheral learners' report of their "gains" (via assignment) 

20 05 
Main category No. of 

entries 

% 
(N=390) 

No. of 
entries 

% 
(N=340) 

Learner autonomy layer 301 77.18% 415 122.06% 

Language leaming layer 21 5.38% 115 33.82% 

Affect layer 138 35.38% 336 98.82% 

Technology layer 23 5.90% 41 12.06% 

System layer 54 13.85% 122 35.88% 

Others 3 0.77% 7 2.06% 

Leamers' reported "pains" were also examined. Table 11.2 presents a summary. 

Table 11.2 2006 peripheral learners' report of their "pains" (via assignment) 

. 2005 2006 
Main category No. of 

entries 

% 
(N=390) 

No. of 
entries (N=340) 

Leamer autonomy layer 173 44.36% 223 65.59% 

Language learning layer 191 48.97% 76 22.35% 

Affect layer 176 45.13% 146 42.94% 

Technology layer 22 5.64% 19 5.59% 
System layer 11 2.82% 7 2.06% 
Others 75 19.23% 46 13.53% 

The data showed that learners reported an increased recognition of "pains" only in 

the learner autonomy layer (an increase of 21-23%), while the other layers all 

experienced a decreased recognition. 

I attributed learners' increased recognition of their "gains" in all layers mainly to the 

deliberate effort of presenting to the learners the relationship between the objectives, 

the activities and the assessment in the orientation study plan, and also in each 

section of the assessment (see Table 9.1). 

3. Learners' feedback on the orientation module 

Table 11.3 summarizes the learners' general comments on the helpfulness of the 

orientation module elicited through the post-module questionnaires. 
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Table 11.3 Summary of 2006 peripheral leamers' evaluation on the orientation 

module 
ý, 2006 

Choices % (N=307) 
1) Very helpful. 16.2% 
2) Quite helpful. 59.2% 
3) Average 22.5% 
4) Not very helpful 1% 
5) ot helpful at all. 1% r 
6) 

j 
No opinions. 0 

The table shows that 75.4% learners recognized the helpfulness (including "very 

helpful" and "quite helpful") of the orientation module. Learners' specific comments 

were collected via their assignments in the form of a report for group discussion on 

the strengths and weaknesses of orientation module. Among 1258 entries, 781 were 

positive comments and 477 were negative comments or suggestions for 

improvements. They were coded in five main categories: module generics, objective 

design, resource design, support design and assessment design. Table 11.4 shows the 

data summary. 
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Comparison of the data with that of 2005 revealed the following. 

Learners contributed more comments (1258 entries from 340 learners in 2006 vs. 

567 entries from 390 learners in 2005). 

Learners had an increased recognition of the strengths of the orientation module 

(229.7 1%7 in 2006 vs. 78.21% in 2005) as well the weaknesses (140.29%8 in 

2006 vs. 67.18% in 2005), though the increase in the fonner was greater than 

that in the latter. 

3) Learners' had increased positive comments in all categories among which the 

resource design (an increase of 61.21%), the objective design (an increase of 

33.97%) and the support design (an increase of 21.57%) were the top three. 

4) The sub-categories that received the most positive comments in the above main 

categories were as follows: content-related issues of the resource design (198 

entries, 58.24%); the learner autonomy-related themes of the objective (118 

entries, 34.71%), and media-related issues of the support design (83 entries, 

24.41%). 

5) Learners provided more negative comments about resource design (an increase 

of 18.03%), support design (an increase of 20.12%), assessment design (an 

increase of 2.71%) and objectives (an increase of 3%). 

6) The sub-categories that received the most negative comments were as follows: 

interaction-related issues (70 entries, 20.59%) and media-related issues (69 

7 340 learners reported 781 entries of comments on the strengths of the orientation module. Percentage = n/N 
(n=number of strengths entfies; N=number of learners). 
8 340 learners contributed 477 entries of comments on the weaknesses of the orientation module. Percentage 
n/N (n=numbcr of weaknesses entries; N=number of learners), 
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entries, 20.29%) of support design and time-related issues (68 entries, 20%) of 

the module generics category. 

The above results implied that 2006 peripheral learners were more actively involved 

in providing their feedback to the orientation module. This could be the result of 

"group approach" - they were required to discuss and report their group opinions 

instead of individual views. A greater increase in the recognition of the strengths than 

the weaknesses suggested learners' enhanced perception and reception of the 

orientation module. Learners were positively impressed by the activity design, 

learning-autonomy-related objectives and support media, while they were not 

satisfied with the design for interaction, support media and time. 

This section has examined learners' general achievements in the orientation module 

from their performance, their reported "gains" and "pains", and their feedback to the 

orientation module in comparison with the data of spring 2005. Issues concerning 

time, group approach, interaction and media, the four major tensions identified in 

research cycle 1, continue to play a role in affecting the learner experience. The 

following sections will explore the effects of instructional interventions for these 

four major tensions separately. 

11.2.2 Gaining a better understanding of group approach 

The literature from different contexts recognizes group approach as an important 

factor in the enhancement of learning outcomes (argued in 9.2.5). It deserves special 

attention in an online education context due to two conflicting beliefs. Some argue 

that the separation of time and space between learners and tutors and among learners 
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is an obstacle to effective interaction (Bothel, 2002: 101), while others assert that 

modem technology promotes interaction by breaking down the physical boundaries 

(Siemens, 2002; Reiser, 2001a: 61; Murphy, 2003: 292). 1 will explore these in my 

situation using the following to frame the inquiry. 

1) Did group work happen? If yes, how was it organized? 

2) How did learners and tutors perceive it? 

3) What benefit did it bring to learners? 

4) What were the difficulties? 

What is my reflection? 

1. Group work happened. 

Among 340 assignments submitted out of a 359 total intake, 336 learners (91%) 

reported that they joined group activities. There were altogether 59 groups with their 

sizes ranging ftom 2 to 12. Table 11.5 has a summary of their activity venues. 

Table 11.5 Venues for group activities of 2006 peripheral learners (in descending 

order) 

Activity venues No. of entries % (N=59) 
1) Leaming centres 34 57.63% 
2) Extemal synchronous systems (e. g. MSN, QQ) 12 20.34% 
3) IV B 9 15.25% 
4) 1 Public places (e. g. fast-food outlets, bars) 4 6.78% 

Table 11.5 shows that 64.41% learners chose face-to-face mode to undertake their 

group activities, either at their leaming centres, or at a public place, while the rest 

used internal or external online synchronous systems. 

Among the four learners who reported not joining group activities, one was for 

personal reasons. The other three reported that they could not find themselves groups. 
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According to the group work guide in the orientation study plan, learners could form 

groups in two ways. One was organized by local staff. The other was self-organized 

within a centre or even across centres. These three learners did not succeed in either 

way. Given the fact that they came from the same learning centre, I made a further 

inquiry and found that the local administrator was new in her post as was the tutor. 

Furthermore, out of the total intake of 12 learners at that centre, only the above three 

submitted their assignments. The local tutor in her post-module interview reported. 

"I only got to know this (my note: group work) at the end of myfirst tutorial. I did 

not see any announcement in the e-platform about it.. I had a short notice to take 

up this class. The department just told me what to teach at the tutorial, nothing 

else. " 

It seems that the local staff did little group organization work to help form the 

groups. 

This revealed neglect in my design for administrator and tutor support arrangements, 

especially in the support and monitoring scheme for group activities whose 

organization largely depended on local staff. According to the post-module interview 

of 7 tutors, group work at their centres was conducted by administrators rather than 

the tutors themselves. This meant that administrators had a vital role in the 

implementation of this group approach intervention. While my support design 

mainly targeted learners, with some consideration of the tutors' role, it ignored 

support for administrators. And such ignorance made learners suffer. This affected 

the learner experience negatively. 
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Would group work take place if it were not required in the assessment? 29 out of 40 

sampled group members in their post-module interview gave a positive reply, but 

they also pointed out that if so, grouping would take a longer time (21 entries), in 

smaller sizes (15 entries) and in a less organized manner (11 entries). Peripheral 

tutors thought otherwise. Among 7 interviewees, 6 confirmed the role of assessment 

in the group work design. 2 reported that they used to make attempt to organize 

study groups but because the study group performance was not directly related to 

learners' scores, only those highly motivated learners participated. A strong indicator 

to support the tutors' argument was that all 59 groups provided a record of only one 

group leaming activity in their assignments (they were asked to enter as many as 

they actually undertook). Therefore, it was possible that they did it for the main 

purpose of satisfying the requirement of the assessment. 

Would group work take place without local staff's help with grouping? 32 out of 40 

sampled group members gave a negative reply. They offered two major explanations. 

One was that they needed teachers to start off when they did not know each other at 

all (13 entries). The other was that learners' differing needs, motivation, personality 

may prevent them from taking initiatives in forming groups (11 entries). One learner 

suggested that the commitment of the group leader was equally important. Below are 

some typical remarks. 

"We did not know each other. It is unrealistic to expect us to lookfor each other 

to set up groups. " (A leamer from Shenzhen leaming centre) 

"It depends. Maybe some very initiative-taking learners could. Some learners 
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only care aboutpassing exams. " (A learner from Nanjing learning centre) 

"Adults are different. Not like those college students of the same age and similar 

interest, and they stay together on campus. Chinese people are also shy. " (A 

learner from Beijing learning centre) 

Peripheral tutors' responses to this question were quite similar to those of learners. 

They had much to say about this since all of them were experienced in organizing 

group activities in campus-based teaching, if not in an online situation. A typical 

argument is cited below. 

"It is difficult to get those sitting next to each other into group work in a 

classroom, let alone these learners who meet only occasionally and live at 

different places of the city. " (Tutor from Shanghai learning centre) 

In summary, 91% learners participated in group activities. Learners did not agree 

that assessing group work tasks was the motive for their participation, though tutors 

confirmed its importance. Both learners and tutors recognized the role of local staff 

in organizing group work, strengthening the argument raised at the beginning of this 

section that support for local staff must be included in the support design. 

2. Learners' and tutors' perception of group approach. 

Both learners' and tutors' perception of group approach was collected from the 

post-module interview of sampled group members, and peripheral tutors. Table 11.6 

has a summary of their responses. 
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Table 11.6 Perception of group approach of 2006 sampled group members and 

peripheral tutors 

Perception Sampled grou members Peripheral tutors 
No. of entries % (N=40) No. of entries % (N=7) 

1) Important 34 85% 5 71.43% 

2) - Important, but ... 
3 7.5% 2 28.57% 

3) Not important 3 7.5% 0 0% 

Table 11.6 shows that a majority of learners (85%) and tutors (71-43%) positively 

perceived the role of group approach. Nevertheless, 3 leamers and 2 tutors raised 

their concerns about its feasibility. Typical remarks are cited below. 

"I know interaction is importantfor English learning. But I think group approach 

is more suitable for those who have a lot of time. "(A learner from Beijing 

leaming centre) 

"Theoretically it is important, but to put it into practice is a different issue. It 

demands staffs time and effort, as well as learners' time, effort, attitude, etc. 

Staff has to consider if their work can be paid-off financially. " (Tutor from 

Shanghai learning centre) 

3 learners reported that they found group approach not important. They gave the 

following reasons. 

"I don't think it is important. I have my own arrangementsforfamily and work. It 

is too much trouble to get in touch with everyone. " (A leamer from Shenzhen 

leaming centre) 

"Not important. I like to work on my own. I think this is a difference in one's 

learning habit. " (A learner from Beijing learning centre) 

"It is not that important. Everyone is busy. We only met once in order to complete 
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the assignment. Not an in-depth discussion at alL " (A leamer from Xia'men 

leaming centre) 

Though small in number, the above statements surfaced a pragmatic argument 

against group approach: the affordability of time and effort of both learners and 

tutors. This echoed the tension between instructional intentions and leamers' reality, 

and in addition, tutors' work reality. 

3. "Gains" of group approach 

In their post-modulc interview, sampled group members recognized that a group 

approach could bring them benefits in three aspects: learner autonomy, affect, and 

English language. Table 11.7 summarizes their views. 

Table 11.7 Benefits of group approach reported by 2006 sampled group members 

No. of % Top three entries No. of % 
entries (N=95) entries (N=95) 

Monitor and discipline. 18 18.95% 
Learner 52 55% Help each other. 1 16 16.84% 

autonomy Solve problems. I1 11.58% 
Don't feel lonely. 14 7 14.74%; '00 

Affect 35 37% Feel motivated. 12 12.63% 1 10 ý O Gain confidence. 6 . - 6.32% 
English Practice oral English. 8 8.42% 

8 8% 
language 

_ Total - ý ý95 
-- 

The above data surprised me. According to the design of the orientation module, the 

only task assigned to the group work was to discuss the strengths and weaknesses of 

the orientation module and to include a report of the discussion in the assignment. 

However, learners also recognized the benefits of this activity to their learning in 

addition to their evaluation of the module. 
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When I compared this situation with that of 2005 leamer-researchers'(described in 

8.4 on the "Hawthorne effecf' and leamer-researchers' reported gains by 

participating in the research), I found evidence that group approach had achieved a 

similar effect, though this new group of learners was unaware of the research 

mission, did not keep journals, nor was there any tutor immediacy. 

Meanwhile, learners' reported benefits revealed some context-bound value of group 

approach. For example, "practice oral English" was meaningful only in the English 

language education course. Two learners mentioned that group work was especially 

useful at the beginning of the course when they were challenged by the transition 

from conventional campus-based learning to online learning. 

The post-module interview of peripheral tutors revealed that they had little 

involvement in the group activities so they had little information about the learners' 

benefits from it. Table 11.8 shows a summary of their views. 

Table 11.8 Perceived benefits of group approach by 2006 peripheral tutors 

No. of entries % (N=17) 
Leamer autonomy 3 17.65% 
Language leaming 4 23.53% 
Affect 10 58.82% 
Total 17 

Table 11.8 shows that tutors' perceived benefits repeated the three aspects recognized 

by the leamers, though they seemed to emphasize the affect value (58.82%) more 

than the learner autonomy achievements. 

4. "Pains" of group approach 

Did learners encounter any difficulties in group activities? In their post-module 

interview, 4 out of 40 sampled group members stated that they encountered none. 
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The rest reported the following difficulties. 

1) Time-related (19 entries) 

Learners reported that they did not have sufficient time for group activities or they 

could hardly find common time among group members to do them. "It is dijfIcult to 

agree on a face-to-face meeting time when everybody can be available. Even an 

online meeting will have the same problem to have everybody online at the same 

time. " 

2) People-related (12 entries) 

Leamcrs rcportcd that it was difficult to havc a full attcndance. "This time there are 

3 of us. Next time you will have some newfaces. It is difficult to communicate ifyou 

have new faces every time. " "Sometimes only 2 turned up. This influenced the 

effectiveness. " Some reported that it could not be done without a responsible group 

leader or a teacher. "Our group leader did not show at all. We had to lookfor him. " 

"We must have a teacher present as an organizer Otherwise, things will lose 

conlroL " 

3) Communication-related (6 entries) 

Leamers reported that they found it difficult and time-consuming to reach or keep in 

contact with other group members. "Sending emails and making phone calls to 

everybody took me a lot of time. " "Don't know a best way to keep everybody in 

touch. Someone isjust hard to reach. " 

4) Plagiarism (I entry) 

A leamer from Beijing leaming centre reported, "I believe that I am a responsible 
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group leader But other members keep asking me to send them answers to the 

assignment questions. I understand that they are busy, and I did send them what they 

wanted. But I don Y feel good about this. I hope that we can really get together to 

learn. " Her remark made me wonder: did group approach make plagiarism more 

likely than the situation when everybody did not know each other as closely as group 

members? 

In their post-course interview, 3 peripheral tutors reported that they had no 

information of learners' difficulties as they were not involved at all in their group 

activities. 2 said they had not identified any difficulties. The remaining 2 echoed 

learners' views about the difficulty of keeping in contact with all the group members 

and having a full attendance. 

5. My summative reflection 

This section has examined group approach as a major instructional intervention of 

the orientation module. Data showed that at both the conceptual and operational 

levels, a group approach received positive responses from a majority of learners and 

tutors. Among the four components in the group approach design (activity, people, 

media and assessment presented in Table 9.2), there was a lack of support for local 

staff whose role in group organization was recognized by both learners and tutors as 

crucial. This was especially important, as the e-platform was not designed to support 

group work, resulting in much offline work. 

The time issue also deserved attention. Learners' reported difficulties indicated that 

group work which required synchronous communication among more than one 
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person made time affordability more demanding than individual work. Meanwhile, 

learners' geographical separation increased the organizational work thus also costing 

time, especially for face-to-face meetings. Though learners' reported benefits 

brought by group work were desirable not only in the orientation module, but 

throughout their whole learning process, if learners' time commitment to group work 

was not directly paid-off in their course achievement, it would be difficult for them 

to persist with this form of learning. 

Was there an alternative that supported group work that would achieve similar 

effects but demanded none or less synchronous communication or face-to-face 

contact? The e-platform must have an important role to play. However, its absence of 

group work design features led to the adoption of an offline mode, thus intensifying 

the time and space constraints as well as adding to local staff workload. This 

technological constraint was recognized in the design phase, and confirmed in the 

implementation stage. 

Reviewing the group approach data from a research perspective revealed that a group 

approach enhanced infonnation density and quality. In spring 2005, learners were 

required in their assignment to individually comment on the orientation module. 390 

learners made 567 comments with an average of 1.45 entries per person. 27 learners 

left the answer blank while 30 stated "no comments". This research cycle asked 

learners to do this as a group activity. 340 learners contributed 1258 comments with 

an average of 3.7 entries per person. All learners provided comments. This showed to 

some extent that group work supported learners in making more thoughtful 
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responses. 

To conclude, the group approach intervention gained encouraging achievements, but 

at the same time, reconfirmed that organizational and technological issues, together 

with academic considerations, constituted a macro context of instructional design, 

and time again should become a top concern in the instructional strategies for this 

context. 

11.2.3 Time remained an issue 

Strategies were used to support learners to tackle their time issue in their study of the 

orientation module (discussed in 9.2.5). Data concerning learners' time commitment 

was collected mainly from during-module journals (n=81), together with 

post-module questionnaires (n=192), and their assignments (n=340). 

Many observations in this section were derived from Beijing learner group's journal 

data. I was fully aware that sampling on a voluntary basis (instead of stratified 

sampling in research cycle 1) indicated that this group who submitted the journals 

would be among those who took more initiative in learning than those who did not 

(81 out of 212 submitted joumals). The reality of these 212 leamers or leamers from 

other centres would likely to be not as good as that reported in the journals. However, 

it still made sense to collect and compare the data of this voluntary group of learners 

with that of learner-researchers in research cycle I who also made their contribution 

voluntarily. 

1. An increase In study hours 

The data showed that there was an increase in learners' weekly study time in both 
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Beijing learner group journals and peripheral learners' questionnaire responses 

(Appendix 4.1 and 4.2). A close study suggested some possible explanations for this 

as specified below. 

1) More weekend daily hours than weekdays' 

Unlike spring 2005 when learner-researchers reported that they spent more daily 

study time on weekdays (1.59 hours) than on weekends (1.35 hours), spring 2006 

Beijing learner group spent more daily time on weekends (1.87 hours) than on 

weekdays (1.54 hours) (Appendix 4.1). Though the time for the resource, support 

and assessment all had an increase on weekends, the increase was mainly in support 

(a 0.39 hours increase) when group activities were added to tutorials and VOB 

programmes (Appendix 4.3). 

2) A better achievement in the number of days of learning 

13.58% (11 out of 81) Beijing learner group studied every day of the week for two 

consecutive weeks. This percentage was near that of spring 2005 leamer-researchers 

(13.33%, 2 out of 15). On average, Beijing learner group achieved 78.57% of the 

expected study days, with a maximum of 100% and a minimum of 42.86%, while in 

2005, it was 66.67% with a maximum of 100% and a minimum of 19.05%. This 

might be a result that the orientation study plan specified the objectives on a daily 

basis and the attainment of these objectives were assessed in the same sequence in 

the sections of the assignment. Learners were likely to follow either the study plan or 

the assignment sections to undertake the study tasks day by day. 
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3) More weekend daytime distribution 

Unlike spring 2005 leamer-researchers, spring 2006 Beijing learner group distributed 

more time on weekend momings (28.22% between 8: 00-10: 00) (11.17% in 2005) 

than evenings (25.49% between 19: 00-22: 00) (37.99% in 2005) (Appendix 4.4-4.5). 

This corresponded to the increase in weekend study time for group activities in the 

daytime. 

4) Sunday featured in the top three preferred study day 

Like spring 2005 leamer-researchers, spring 2006 Beijing learner group had a slight 

preference to Monday (14.94%) (17.14% in 2005) and Tuesday (15.62%) (15.7 1% in 

2005), but Sunday (14.49%) (11.43% in 2005) replaced Thursdays (13.82%) 

(15.24% in 2005) to rank third (Appendix 4.7). Again, this responded to the increase 

in weekend study time for group activities. 

2. Time remained as a recognized problem 

The data also revealed that time remained as the top concern of the learners. 

1) Both the Beijing learner group's and peripheral learners' weekly study hours 

(Appendix 4.1 and 4.2) were below the expected time requirement of the module. 

Beijing learner group did not study for a variety of reasons with their work 

commitments again ranking highest (38.11%) (19-05% in 2005) (Appendix 4.8). 

2) In the learners' report of their difficulties in their assignment (Appendix 6.3), 

time-related concems topped the sub-categories of the five layers (37.65%). 

There was even an increase of 14.06% for this concern in comparison with spring 

2005 peripheral learners' assignment report on their learning 
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difficulties/problems/concems. 

3) In the learners' report on their desired improvements on the design of the 

orientation module in their assignment, time-related design of the orientation 

module received one of the most criticisms among all the sub-categories (20%) 

(Table 11.4). 

4) In the Beijing learner group's during-module journals (Appendix 6.5), 

time-related concems topped their reported concems (29.38%). 

In summary, time-related intervention strategies worked to a limited extent. However, 

though it appeared that a majority of learners did not satisfy the time requirement of 

the orientation module, this did not affect their successful completion of the module. 

This repeated dilemma in two research cycles demanded further literature review for 

enlightenment. 

11.2.4 Learning via multi-media 

Learners' media utilization was examined in two categories: resource media and 

support media. Data came from e-platform database, learners' during-module 

journals, and post-module questionnaire. This research cycle was designed to include 

a new source of data from three largest learning centres (Beijing, Shanghai and 

Shenzhen) on learners' utilization of their telephones, emails and face-to-face 

services. However, only Beijing learning centre collected their data. Appendix 

4.10-4.16 present relevant data analysis results in comparison with that of spring 

2005.1 will summarize the findings under the following two headings. 
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1. Learners' utilization of resource media 

Beijing learner group's data (Appendix 4.10) confirmed that though the e-platform 

was still the most popular media for study by the learners (49.28% from 

during-module journals), print (31.39%) and CD-ROM (6.74%) were the second and 

third most popular, and cassette and a combination of media were also in use. MP3 

(0.67%) emerged as a new media. 

Peripheral learners' questionnaire data (Appendix 4.11) confirmed that found from 

the Beijing learner group's report, in which 53.65% chose online-based learning, 

with the rest choosing CD-ROM (41.15%) and print (5.21%). 

2. Learners' utilization of support media 

Both Beijing learner group's and peripheral learners' data confirmed that they used a 

variety of media for support (Appendix 4.12-4.16). Mobile phone contact, which was 

newly introduced to alert learners to important events, was mentioned in peripheral 

learners' positive comments on the design of the orientation module (6 entries in 

media-related sub-category of the support design layer). 

Inquiries made to the Beijing learning centre (Appendix 6.9) via telephone (275 

calls), email (153 messages) or face-to-face contacts (84 messages) surpassed the 

number of inquiries made to the call centre (103 emails and 31 telephone calls). 

These inquiries raised similar concerns at system and technology layers. Though data 

from other learning centres was absent, I could assume that they experienced a 

similar situation as their Beijing learning centre especially in their phone service9. 

9 In China, the local charge of telephone service is lower than that made to other provinces. 
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This again reinforced the importance of the role of local administrators within the 

whole support system. 

According to Beijing learner group's record of media use in their during-module 

journals, none followed a single choice of media throughout the module in either 

their study of resources or their use of support services. In summary, it was important 

to provide a variety of media for learners to correspond to their mixed choice of 

media. In addition, the role of MP3 and mobile phones as two new media for study 

was yet to be fully explored. 

11.2.5 Assessment and learning objectives 

The assessment design for the spring 2006 orientation module had to be aware of the 

learners preferred "leaming as assessmenf' approach (Earl, 2003) (see Table 9.1 

assessment design). The orientation module designed study activities for 12 days 

with each day targeting a learning objective of the module. The assignment was 

therefore divided into sections to assess the attainment of these objectives. These 

sections were named after their corresponding objectives. Questions within each 

section aimed to help learners evaluate their fulfillment of the objectives. Learners 

could follow the assignment section by section as they progressed in their study. 

Did learners follow the assessment-orientated approach to their learning? Among 81 

journals collected, no learner claimed this to be the case in their reflections. Since the 

assignment sections matched the day-to-day activities of the orientation study plan, it 

was hard to tell from the analysis of the activities whether the learners were 

following the study plan or the assignment sections to do their tasks. One indicator 
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was their record of conducting assessment activities. Of 26 learners who had 

assessment activity entries, 5 made all their entries on weekends, while the rest (21) 

made them from Mondays to Sundays. It should be noticed that the journal data 

showed that 55 learners did not have any record of assessment activities. Given a 

94.7 1% assignment submission rate, it was possible that these learners forgot to keep 

a record rather than forgot to do the assessment. 

Did assessment help learners learn? The "gains" analysis in 11.2.1 presents a good 

argument, a 100% pass rate and high scores (Appendix 4.18) showed that leamers 

achieved the essential objectives. However, the newly introduced ftinction of the 

e-platform that required tutors to upload their marked assignments online exposed a 

serious problem. According to the design, tutors were expected to provide feedback 

in addition to a score. A guide to this feedback was released together with the 

assignment answers to tutors. But Tutor D's report showed that 3 tutors among 7 still 

followed a single-mark approach. 3 failed to upload the marked assignments and 

scores on timelo - two excused themselves as being busy with their full-time work, 

and the other did not know how to do the upload. It seemed that a guide document 

was not adequate as a support for tutors. This revealed again the need for more 

appropriate tutor support as part of instructional design. 

11.2.6 A summary of persisting and emerging issues 

This section focused on the evaluation and reflection of the instructional design of 

the orientation module, particularly the effects of the intervention strategies to tackle 

10 Eplatform set a deadline for the uploading of the marked assignments and scores. If tutors were behind the 
deadline, they could only send the assignments and scores to headquarters staff to complete the operation through 
the technicians. 

321 



the four major tensions identified in research cycle 1. It reconfirmed that the 

introduction of a group approach, the provision of multi-media access to resources 

and support services, and the integration of assessment with the learning process 

gained encouraging outcomes for both learning and research purposes. However, 

time remained a concern of learners and designers. 

The online context is jointly bound by organizational and technological feasibilities 

in addition to academic considerations, a more complex situation than a lecturer 

delivering a course face-to-face where interventions are primarily the act of the 

individual. This is especially problematic in my situation, where the technology was 

entrusted to a commercial partner IT company, and instruction delivery involved 

learning centres whose staff had loose geographical, administrative and financial 

connection with the Institute. This multi-faceted context made the situation a 

demanding one. The dependence on a simple support strategy of sending a guide 

document appeared to put at risk the smooth implementation of the key instructional 

design interventions. 

11.3 Examining the Effects of the Interventional Strategies of 

Professional Development 

As described in 10.2, the professional development intervention for new staff met 

with low participation. Tutor D was the only person who kept a research journal. The 

scbeduled during-module seminars and post-module interviews were not conducted 

at all. I used to consider this intervention a failure until I started to reflect on the 

reasons for Tutor D's survival and the others' withdrawal. As a result, I found that I 
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learned about action research as much, if not more than, as I did in research cycle 1. 

The failure revealed some important strengths of action research that had been 

maskcd by the success of the previous research cycle. This section will focus on my 

reflections of these strengths and demonstrate how these reflections helped me 

further improve my understanding and practice of action research. I will approach 

this by discussing the new staff case, Tutor D's case and my progress. 

11.3.1 Examining new staff case 

To explore the reasons for new staff absence of the research (except Tutor D), I 

started by comparing the background, the research design and process of research 

cycle 2 with that of research cycle 1.1 found five major differences that helped 

explain the differences in participation. 

1. Lack of ownership of the research. 

Zuber-Skerritt (1996b: 88) argues that "action research only works successfully if all 

members of a team own the problem and are interested in solving it; if they work on 

the project collaboratively and voluntarily, rather than being co-opted, manipulated 

or forced to be part of the team by a sponsor or superior; and if they are open for 

change, critical review, reflection and self-evaluation. " 

When I reflected on my research design, I found that several factors may have 

worked against new staff development of their ownership of the research. First of all, 

unlike spring 2005 tutor-researchers whose jobs were closely related to the 

instructional design of the orientation module or supporting newly-enrolled learners, 

most new staff was not directly involved in these jobs nor would they be in the near 
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future. Staniforth and Harland (2003: 88) observe that new academics are more 

motivated to deal with immediate concerns than with theoretical and methodological 

issues. Thus, the research question "How can I improve my understanding and 

practice of my current post (as a tutor) from the perspective of my role in the 

instructional design and the learning process? " may seem to be remote to their 

immediate needs. 

Secondly, though the letter of invitation stated that participation was voluntary and 

they would be free to withdraw anytime, the fact that it came from a supervisor may 

leave new staff little option but to be involved. 

Thirdly, unlike spring 2005 leamer-researchers who all held relatively senior 

positions either academically or administratively, new staff was all junior members 

who may well have had a different view of developing professionalism via action 

research. Cohen et al. (2003: 241) cite a case of Moyra Evans, a deputy headteacher 

of a large comprehensive school, who wanted to improve staff development via 

action research. She finally realized that the ways she had seen as most appropriate 

for developing teachers' practice came from her own concerns as deputy headteacher. 

She provided a hierarchical learning situation in which her staff felt no ownership. 

There existed a gap between the headteachers' and teachers' attitudes to the 

possibility of change as a result of action research. 

2. Lack of process support and monitoring 

Monitoring is another important issue concerning the action research process 

(Kemmis & McTaggart, 1992: 78). My absence from the research left new staff on 

324 



their own. Wang (2000: 28) proposes that resource and research techniques are one of 

the obstacles to ELT teachers undertaking action research in the Chinese context. 

New staff had no experience in either online education or research. On reflection, the 

invitation letter, a brief training workshop and a reading list must be far from 

sufficient preparation for the research. Furthermore, there was no seminars, no 

feedback to their journals, no interviews. This lack of process support and 

monitoring made the situation worse. 

3. Lack of a sense of team 

Zuber-Skerritt (2002: 147) proposes that inadequate methods for the participants to 

develop a sense of belonging in community/culture are one of the reasons for 

unsuccessful conduct" of action research. Three incidents may cause this to happen 

in new staff case. For one, since seminars did not take place at all, the only method 

that could be used to maintain a sense of community during the research process was 

the journals. However, as argued in 8.4.2 where 2005 leamer-researchers preferred 

seminars to journals, the one-way communication nature of journals was not 

sufficient to establish a sense of a team. Secondly, a team needed an organizer. My 

absence left this position empty, thus no one was there to keep new staff together and 

to organize team activities. Thirdly, unlike 2005 learner-researchers, who kept a close 

contact for routine work both before and during the research, some new staff did not 

even know each other. This situation actually required more effort in team building, 

yet this cffort was absent. 

11 Unsuccessful is dcf ined as -participants fail to learn and develop" (Zuber-Skerfitt, 2002: 147). 
325 



4. Unrealistic scale 

Only 4 staff participated in research cycle I as the core group. Their achievements 

encouraged my ambition of having all staff benefit from similar experiences. 

However, as the aim of action research is to work with a relatively small group of 

people in depth as "participants" in the research (Zuber-Skerrit & Fletcher, 

2007: 423), 12 new staff with diverse backgrounds appeared to be too unrealistic to 

manage under a unified research goal. 

5. Lack of organizational culture 

As argued in 9.3.3, action research as a staff development strategy was an innovation 

at the Institute. No mechanism bad yet been established to encourage this form of 

development. New staff felt no obligation to participate or to make the research a 

success, since it had little relevance to their appraisal, salary, promotion, etc. The HR 

Department was not involved in this process at all, nor did it consider the research as 

part of the staff development scheme. A lack of conceptual and operational 

framework at the organizational level towards this type of professional development 

made its success largely dependent on the particular person who initiated and 

organized it. However, when that person (It was me in this case) was absent, the 

project became vulnerable. It demonstrated the importance of establishing at least an 

operational framework for a project that involved staff for a variety of areas in the 

organization, for example, the human resource manager and directors of the relevant 

centres. 

In summary, the roles of ownership, process support and monitoring, sense of team, 
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scale and organizational culture all interplay within action research and need to be 

paid attention to if interventions are to be successful. When these factors came 

together naturally in the small-scale research cycle 1, their importance was masked. 

The scaling up within research cycle 2 exposed the tensions when these factors were 

not dealt with adequately. These tensions could only be addressed from the 

organizational perspective to develop an understanding of the benefits of action 

research. 

At the same time, this process taught me to learn to appreciate action research from a 

different perspective - it revealed that both "successes" and "failures" are equally 

important as data sources for further development. Problematising a "failure" to fully 

complete the intended research plan can reveal important lessons and it is interesting 

that this seems not to have signaled in the literature - as there are few reports of 

unsuccessful cases of action research that explore these "risk" factors. My reflection 

on this "failure" case proved to be of value in improving my understanding and 

practice of action research. 

11.3.2 Examining Tutor D's case 

Despite all the factors that disabled new staff from following the research plan, Tutor 

D persisted to accomplish a series of tasks. As the coordinator of the delivery of the 

orientation module, she ensured that each job was attended to as planned. As the 

coordinator of the research, she conducted the interviews of sampled group members 

and peripheral tutors, collected Beijing learner group's journals, and peripheral 

learners' data via pre- and post-module questionnaires and during-module e-platform, 
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database. As a researcher herself, she loyally followed the orientation module as a 

learner and recorded all her learning and research activities in her 77-day journal. 

She also wrote a research report which was unexpected. Her case was in sharp 

contrast to that of new staff performance, though she herself was part of that team. 

The only work she did not attend to was organizing new staff research activities. I do 

not raise this issue as a criticism. It was my inquiry into what, why and how she 

accomplished or failed to accomplish that continued my further discoveries of the 

value of action research. I approached this by considering her background and her 

research data, and reflecting on the reasons for her actions. 

Clues in Tutor D's background 

Was Tutor D in any way different from the rest of new stafP A 28-year-old single 

female with a BA in English applied linguistics, Tutor D had a background similar to 

the others (Appendix 1.5 for new staff profile). A determining difference was that, as 

a project manager of the Course Design and Development Centre, her routine work 

was coordinating course design, development, and delivery, and as a result, her work 

was highly relevant to the instructional design context of the research. Another factor 

that might contribute to her achievements (which I learned from her research report) 

was her plan of applying for an MA study opportunity, which worked in favour of 

the research project in two ways. One was that she had obtained some knowledge of 

educational research in her preparation for the entrance exams. The other was that 

she knew the research experience was desirable and valuable for her future MA study. 

To conclude, her current post and her personal future plan fitted well with an 
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involvement in the research; therefore, she was better prepared than others in the 

subject matter and methodological issues. 

Her project manager position gave her the authority to approach her "subjects" -- 

peripheral learners, Beijing learner group, sampled group members and peripheral 

tutors - to collect data, but left her powerless to organize new staff activities across 

centres. I could see her withdraw from this work as she did not "chase after" her 

colleagues for data as she did to the other "subjects". She later explained in her 

report, "I regretted that I did not do this job welL I'm part of them. I am as confused 

as them to know what is right and what is wrong. I can't give orders. " Her 

contextual role made her choose differently of her research tasks to different people. 

Of course, this is my perspective. From her perspective, this was more to do with not 

fully understanding what to do and so not being knowledgeable enough to do this. 

Not being in the position of authority was another reason. 

Clues in Tutor D's research data 

Tutor D made 77-daily journal entries, of which 10 recorded her preparation for the 

delivery of the orientation module, 12 her study of the module, and 55 her 

post-module research activities. However, she left the column of reflections empty 

except for a surnmative comment at the end of the 12-day study of the orientation 

module ("The module is well-designed, but it offers too much information -- Ifeel 

time shortage throughout the module. '). She also left the time record column empty 

for most of her post-module research activities. Her record of "place" showed that 

she had only 14 entries of "office" (14.140/o), I entry of "classrooný' (0.010/o), and 
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the rest 84 entries were all "home" (85-85%). This suggested that she conducted 

most of the activities during off-work hours that corresponded to her comment on the 

time tightness due to the "work while research" situation in her research report. 

Her journals with so few reflections offered no clues to the reasons for her 

persistence. I actually found evidences in her research report that functioned as a 

summative reflection of her work. As mentioned previously, this report was not part 

of the research plan. Her purpose was mainly to report to me the factual difficulties 

she encountered during the research process. She mentioned little about her gains in 

either instructional design or action research. Instead, she described in detail three 

groups of people who kept her going despite the difficulties. 

The first group was sampled group members. She wrote, "Those who took my 

interviews actually spared time for this from their tight work schedule, or during 

their meal times, or on their business trips. One even had it when she was waiting 

for her treatment in a hospital. Those interviewees did not know me at all. I can well 

understand those who refused my interview. But more learners were extremely 

cooperative. ... (She mentioned two learners who impressed her greatly in their 

effort of making timefor the interview). I could not help respecting them, aniffelt 

that my work has been well rewarded. " 

The second group was peripheral tutors. She recalled, "The tutor from Shanghai 

learning centrefirst declined my interview saying that he had no time. I did not want 

to give up easily. I called him again a couple ofdays later, explaining the importance 

of the interview to our research project and relating it to his work. To my surprise, he 
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took the interview immediately and his answers to my interview questions were 

among the longest and most thoughtful ofall. I learned a lotfrom his responses. " 

The third influence was me. I was her immediate supervisor. Since the first day she 

reported to post, she worked with me. This allowed her to know me better than the 

rest of the new staff. She ended her report with these words, "Finally, I would like to 

thank Ms. Cao for her trust in me. Though I have encountered a lot of difficulties, I 

told myselfnot to give up. This is my return to your trust. " 

From the above data I could conclude that without the research team being 

established and the lack of reflection activities, Tutor D's professional development 

did not take the path that was planned. The difficulties intensified by the research 

solitude overshadowed the original intention. However, in spite of these missing 

elements, an affective element, i. e. feelings towards sampled group members, 

peripheral tutors and me that developed through interactions, encouraged her to 

persist. 

Though I believed that she could accomplish more if I reflected together with her on 

her research process and the data she collected, I did not get the chance. She resigned 

soon after my return to take up a CEO post of a small-scale English training 

company. She had gained the experience of coping with changes and taking new 

challenges through the research and this would have been good preparation for this 

new position. 

11.3.3 A multi-faceted context of action research 

In 11.3.1 and 11.3.2,1 focused my discussion on exploring the reasons for new staff 
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withdrawal and Tutor D's persistence. When I turned to analyze Tutor D's report on 

her difficulties in data collection, I found the following four factors working against 

a smooth operation of the task. 

1) Organizational constraints 

Tutor D reported her difficulty of obtaining precise contact information of peripheral 

tutors for two reasons. One was that the information held by the Institute was out of 

date. The other was that learning centres gave last-minute or even no notice to the 

Institute of any changes in their arrangements for tutors. 

2) Technological constraints 

Deficiency in e-platform design wasted a great deal of time in questionnaire key-in. 

in addition, as it failed to support ready data transference to SPSS system, Tutor D 

had to enter the data one by one from one system to the other, making the process 

time-consuming with the added risk of keying errors. Furthermore, due to an 

unknown system reason, it took her 6-10 minutes to download a single completed 

questionnaire - she had to download 499 in total (307 pre-module questionnaires and 

192 post-module questionnaires)! Though my intention of developing an 

e-platform-administered questionnaire system to increase the return rate was fulfilled, 

the follow-up work proved to be no less time-saving than that of research cycle 1. 

The fact that the e-platform. could not manage group work also caused problems. 

Tutor D had to rely on local administrators to send her the grouping list. As some of 

them were not as cooperative, she had to search for clues from learners' assignments. 
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3) The learners' reality 

Tutor D first used email to book interviews with learners. She got few replies. When 

she turned to telephone contact, she succeeded in getting members from 40 groups 

(67.8%, N=59), but the remaining 19 groups refused her proposal of which 18 

explained that they had no time, and one even doubted her identity as a tutor. 

4) Tutors' work reality 

Two tutors' declined the interview, stating that they had no time. 

A review of these factors together with those in new staff case (methodological and 

organizational factors) and Tutor D's case (background and affect factors) 

reconfirmed the multi-faceted context of action research (an issue discussed in 8.4.2 

based on research cycle I findings). In the previous methodological literature review, 

I focused on the examination of the educational values of action research. However, 

both research cycles I and 2 demonstrated that organizational and technological 

factors also played important roles. To some extent, these factors appeared to be 

more disruptive for two reasons. One was that researchers were likely to ignore them 

in their plans, so that they did not have strategies to deal with any issues that 

occurred. The other was that it was usually beyond the research team's power to deal 

with them. 

This current research indicated that in an online educational setting, action research 

involves methodological, organizational and technological considerations. In this 

context, "professionalisrW' means an overarching skill to recognize and deal with all 

of the above issues. 
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Chapter summary 

This chapter has analyzed and reflected on research cycle 2 findings, leading to my 

improved understanding of instructional design and action research, thus my 

professional development. Though some interventional strategies did not work as 

planned, I equally learned from these unsuccessful incidents by reflecting on the 

possible reasons for this. The scaling up of the previous dual-commitment research 

approach to include more learners and more staff in the instructional design process 

via a tri-commilment action research approach that included professional 

development was problematic. This magnified the multi-faceted context of my 

research setting. It became a more demandingjob to plan, act and improve in such a 

context than in the previous research cycles where the need for commitment was 

more predictable. In the next chapter, I construct a model to accommodate such 

complexityforfulure research in my context and wider 
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Future Prospects 

(Chapter 12) 
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Chapter 12: Establishing a Model - Multimodal Learning 

System Design 

Chapter abstract 

This chapter describes a model as an outcome of three action research cycles: 

multimodal learning system design (MLSD). It demonstrates how MLSD 

contributes to knowledge in my situation and in a wider context from three major 

aspects: MLSD as a paradigm, a process and a product Finally, it analyzes the 

strengths and limitations of MLSD using its paradigmaticframework. 

12.1 Planning a Model 

Many changes had taken place at personal, institutional, national and global levels 

alongside my three research cycles. These changes will be reviewed in the following 

sections in this chapter, justifying the contribution of multimodal learning system 

design, a model that integrates the paradigm, the process and the product of the 

design and development work in online education, to my Institute and to online 

education in China. 

12.1.1 From instructional system design to learning system design 

My research was initiated by a need for a framework for course design and 

development in 2004. This framework gradually took shape via my three research 

cycles. In research cycle 1,1 replaced "course design and developmenf' with 

"instructional system desigif' (argued in 6.1.1). At this stage, I have decided to 

replace "instructional system design" with "learning system design". The following 
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section will mainly explain its contextual definition and then I will indicate how this 

term is a useful one. 

As my research shifted from a mono-perspective of an instructional designer to a 

multi-perspective of all stakeholders, the word "instructional" (from a teaching 

perspective) has become inappropriate. "LEARNING system design" emerged as an 

alternative. Though the term came into being naturally as a result of my research, I 

have surprisingly found echoing opinions in the current literature. 

Some still use the old term, yet emphasizing a role shift. For example, Hoyle 

(2005: 26) argues that instructional design at its emergence expressed itself well as 

military training basically needed detailed instruction to rules and regulations, 

whereas in e-leaming, an instructional designer's job is to create an environment in 

which learning can take place. There should be a focus shift from the instruction to 

the learners. Miller (2007) proposes instructional designers as new education 

professionals with emergent specialties. He points out that instructional designers 

conventionally have a rich set of concepts to work on the individual components of 

an onlinc course. They need to obtain a good understanding of the learning process, 

thus, the ability to assemble different course components into a framework (Miller, 

2007: 491). 

Some propose the new term "learning design". Stating that learning design emerged 

from instructional design, Beetham and Sharpe (2007: 8) assume that the former 

focuses more on leaming activities as the central concern of the design process. I am 

impressed by their proposal that learning design has become a "paradigmatic 
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discipline" that is concerned with "the design process and its outcomes" (Beetharn 

and Sharpe, 2007: 8). Their remark can be interpreted in two ways. One is that 

learning design claims to be pragmatically different from instructional design; the 

otber is that it is viewed both as a process and a product. 

There are also opposing voices. Some scholars argue that people can only design 

instruction. They cannot design learning (Wikipedia). For example, "automotive 

engineers can design a car that, under specific conditions, will achieve 50 miles per 

gallon. These engineers cannot guarantee that drivers of the cars they design will (or 

have the capability to) operate these vehicles according to the specific conditions 

prescribed. The former (automotive engineers' design) is the metaphor for 

instructional design. The latter (drivers' capability) is the metaphor for learning 

design" (Wikipedia). 

The above examples show an academic concern about the misleading message the 

term "instructional system design" can convey in the current learning- and 

leamer-centred educational era. I will describe my view about this in 12.2.2. 

12.1.2 From online to multimodal 

Up to now, I have been using "online" to describe the teaching and learning context 

in which I work. At the start of research cycle 1, my research team and I held a 

"the-more-online-the-bettee' belief in our instructional design. However, this belief 

was challenged by our research findings. Learners' choice of media in both their 

study of resources and their use of support services was a pragmatic decision rather 

than a pedagogical consideration. The data showed that a variety of circumstances 
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(e. g. place of study, time of study, computer and Internet accessibility, financial 

considerations, conventional learning habits, courseware design, etc. ) contributed to 

learners' media choice (argued in 8.3.3.2). It revealed the importance of a provision 

of a variety of media for resource and support access. The findings in research cycle 

2 further confirmed this. 

Based on the above discussion, I propose that the term "multimodal" is more 

appropriate to describe my context than "online". It is different from "multimedia". 

According to Mayer (2005: 3), multimedia focuses on the presentation of words and 

pictures as the instruction to promote learners construction of knowledge. It is also 

different from "multimodal" as defined in the current literature. For example, Low 

and Swell (2005) and Gu (2007) use this term to describe the mode of presentation 

(e. g. text, audio, video, graph, flash, etc. ) of an online product. 

The concept of "multimodal" can be traced in "blended leaming7' (learning through 

the combination of online and face-to-face modes) to enhance learning effectiveness 

(Graham, 2004), and "five media leaming" (face-to-face, print, audio, video, digital 

multimedia) to accommodate leamers' diversity (Bates, 2005: 222). 

My definition of "multimodal" is twofold. At the conceptual level, it represents an 

ecological paradigm guiding media decisions (to be argued in 12.2.2). At the 

operational level, it refers to the provision of a variety of media for resources and 

support services for learners that accommodates their diverse media preference, and 

optimizing the pedagogical, organizational and technological value of different 

media. 
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With the above contextual definition of MLSD (multimodal learning system design), 

will attempt a model that reflects my improved understanding and practice of the 

three major themes I have been pursuing (instructional design, action research and 

professional development). 

Zuber-Skerritt (2002: 143) considers model building to be "a process of establishing 

patterns and relationships; it is a simple representation of a theory or message in the 

form of a concept map or diagram; thus, it is 'miniessence', that is the essence of a 

message or theory in minimum form - whether in language and/or graphics". Such a 

model should build on data and present a concept or system in a multi-dimensional 

way that reveals patterns and relationships. 

I will elaborate the meaning of MLSD by presenting the following discussion. I have 

included the role of each in brackets. 

1) MLSD as a paradigm (theory to research and practice) 

2) MLSD as a process (means for research and practice) 

3) MLSD as a product (ends of research and practice) 

4) MLSD as an integration of the paradigm, the process and the product 

Each discussion will address only one aspect of the final model and a complete 

model will take shape by the end. I intentionally adopt this approach to reflect the 

procedural improvements in my understanding and practice of MLSD through my 

reflections on the three research cycles. 
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12.2 MLSD as a Paradigm 

12.2.1 Reviewing my paradigm 

My three research cycles have witnessed my improvements in the understanding and 

practice of both the subject and research areas: from course design and development 

(cycle 0), to instructional design (cycles I& 2), and finally to MLSD; from 

method-focused (cycle 0), to dual- (cycle 1) and tri-commitment (cycle 2) action 

research cycles. 

They have also witnessed my struggles: a struggle within a multi-faceted context of 

academic, organizational and technological issues; a struggle between the 

instructional intentions and the learners' reality. 

These improvements or struggles were either initiated or interpreted by my 

paradigmatic beliefs. Initially, the subject and research paradigms were considered 

separately (as presented in Chapter 6). However, as my research progressed, I started 

to realize that an understanding of learning was the fundamental issue. Table 12.1 

provides a summary of my paradigmatic changes throughout the three research 

cycles. 

Table 12.1 My paradigmatic changes in research cycles 0-2. 

Cycles My paradigmatic beliefs 
Cycle 0 No paradigmatic considerations. 

Claimed "leaming- and leamer-focused" paradigm in instructional 
Cycle I design. Confused paradigm between interpretive paradigm and paradigm 

I of praxis (argued in 6.2.3) in research. 
An awareness of the tension between "learning-focus" (from 
instructional designers' perspective) and "leamer-focus" (from the 

Cycle 2 learners' reality). An awareness of action research as professional 
development in both the subject matter and research methodology, 
guided by an understa 
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The three cycles constantly brought me back to the fundamental inquiry of what 

learning was. I responded by locating myself in an existing theoretical framework. 

However, I have not yet established a consistent view of learning that can address 

both the harmonies and tensions of my tri-commitment research. 

12.2.2 Establishing my paradigm 

As my tri-commitment research is a combination of the subject matter, the research 

methodology, and professional development, it seems that no single existing theory 

can encompass this complexity. I will approach the issue by defining my 

paradigmatic view of MLSD in the following four aspects: a design view, a learning 

view, a multimodal view and an ecological view. 

1. A design view 

At the ccntre of MLSD is design. But the word "design" goes beyond its literary 

meaning of "making a plaif' (Cambridge Advanced Learner's Dictionary). It stands 

for a paradigm shift from a conventional view of learning and research. 

Reigeluth (1999: 13) defines learning theories as descriptive theories that offer little 

help to education practitioners applying them to their practice. He later (2003) 

proposes a distinction between descriptive theories and design theories, and argues 

that building knowledge of using the Internet in education falls into the design theory 

category and that this raises three questions. For ease of comparison, the discussion 

of the first two questions is summarized in Table 12.2. 
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Table 12.2 Distinction between descriptive theories and design theories (Reigeluth, 

2003: 341-343) 

Descriptive theories Design theories 

01: What kind of knowledge is needed? 
TFii e 

: Idý:: Natural science 
. 
Social science 

Focus: Identification of cause-effect Identification of the best means to 

relationships or natural accomplish the goal 
processes I 

Result of. I Conclusion-oriented inquiry I Decision-oriented inquiry 

Q2: What kind of research methods is needed (to generate the knowledge)? 

Purpose: To compare to prove To compare first for the purpose to 
improve 

Focus: What's best among what we How we can improve on what we 

I already know how to do know how to do 

Concerns: Validity or truthfulness of the Preferability or usefulness 
description 

Methods: Comparison methods Developmental research methods, 
grounded theory development 

] 

methods, design experiments , 
formative research methods 

The third question, "what is the role of technology in knowledge building? " is not 

just about integration, but transformation, as history shows that new technology is 

always initially used in a traditional context, but finally leads to fundamental 

changes in that context because it can greatly improve in the ability to meet the 

needs of educators (Reigeluth, 2003: 344). Design theories are responsive to my 

situation in two ways. One is their comprehensiveness in addressing a similar 

context with mine that includes learning, teaching, technology, and research; the 

other is that many of their descriptions match the circumstances of my 

tri-commitment research. 

Inspired by Reigeluth' notion of design theories, and based on my research findings, 

I outline a design view of my research with the following features. 
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It concerns both "what" and "how". 

My professionalism in MLSD is not just about what it is, but also about how it is 

achieved and improved. 

It concems both research and practice. 

MLSD is a process and a product to deal with real-situation tasks through 

research-based practice. 

3) It concerns improvements. 

It aims not at proving how correct an existing practice is, but rather at Icarning from 

both the "successes" and "failures" in the current practice for future improvements. 

4) It concerns responsiveness. 

It seeks the most responsive by taking into consideration context-bound intentions 

and constraints of the instructors and leamers. The validity and reliability is 

determined by its preferability or usefulness to the stakeholders involved at that time 

and in that context. 

5) It concerns technology. 

My institutional context determines that all MLSD decisions have to consider 

technology factors. However, those decisions should not be based only on 

technological enhancement to meet the academic needs. They should also take into 

consideration the organizational and technological circumstances of the instructors 

and the learners' reality (to be further argued in 3). 

2. A learning view 

A design view can interpret a single cycle of my research, yet it does not address the 

344 



changing nature through a cyclical process of learning in groups via inquiries and 

reflections, as practiced in my research. "Change", "cyclical", "group/team 

approach" and "inquiry and reflection" are four key components of the learning 

view. 

Firstly, change has proved to be the major initiative and intended outcome of 

instructional design, action research (argued in 6.2.3 and 6.2.4) and professional 

development (argued in 9.3.2) in my research. 

Secondly, the cyclical nature links an understanding of change with the practice of 

change. "Cyclical" is especially appreciated in a context where there lacks an 

established theoretical and practical framework and where researcher-practitioners 

are novices in both the subject matter and research methodology, as in my situation. 

"Cyclical" is also a necessary mechanism to support the design view of 

improvements. 

Thirdly, group/team approach reflects the social feature of learning. It has proved to 

be a crucial factor, in the instructional design, action research and professional 

development processes in research cycle I (argued in 8.3.3 and 8.4.1). This view has 

been further strengthened in the "successes" (discussed in 11.2.2) and "failures" 

(discussed in 11.3.1) of research cycle 2.1 used "group" to describe the peripheral 

groups of learners and tutors, and "teatW' to describe the core groups of tutor- and 

leamer-researchers. The current literature has a tendency to favour "community" 

instead of "group". Community is "more complex than merely the collection of 

individuals that compose that group" (DuCharme-Hansen and Dupin-Bryant, 
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2004: 50). It has been defined in many different ways. In the online learning context, 

Barab et al. (2004) argue that by keying in a user name and a password does not 

equal entering a virtual community. They define a community with these 

characteristics: a common practice and/or mutual enterprise; opportunities for 

interactions and participations; meaningful relationships; and respect for diverse 

perspectives and minority views. In action research, Stringer (2007: 187-204) 

proposes community-based action research as the next generation. This approach 

features a purpose to "build collaboratively constructed descriptions and 

interpretations of events that enable groups of people to formulate mutually 

acceptable solutions to their problems. " In professional development, Wenger's 

(1998) "community of practice" has a sustaining influence in the field, and it has 

been advanced to a "learning community" idea in educational settings that provide 

both learners and staff a "renewed sense of meaning and purpose to their work7 

(Norris, et al., 2002). It is my intention in my future research to go beyond a single 

case of the orientation module and the single group of tutors and learners associated 

with this. I plan to develop my group and team concept to that of a community with 

the contextualized meaning based on the findings of my previous research. This 

community would involve all the major stakeholders, particularly MLSD designers 

and its end-users, with those in the core playing the role of practitioners as 

researchers. It would be intentionally organized for the purpose of learning for 

improvements and changes by members' commitment to a shared mission through 

individual and collective inquiries and reflections. 
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Fourthly, inquiry and reflection are widely recognized methods for action research 

( 'discussed in 6.2.4), and proved to be effective in research cycles I and 2 for 

promoting improvements in my own and the teams' understanding and practice. 

3. A multimodal view 

There has been a long standing debate about having technologized human or 

humanized technology in education (Snelbecker, 1999b: 671). Technology is valued 

in its enhancement of "the interaction and the representations of the subject matter 

that is inaccessible to those learners if without technology" (Mayes and Freitas, 

2007: 13). It should bridge the social and digital divides instead of building them 

(Gourley, 2005: 182). In my situation, technology decisions should not disadvantage 

learners who seek interaction via different media at different times, in different 

places, and for different needs. 

The technology needs to be subordinate to learning. "Technology is not the issue ... 

The issue is how and what we as teachers want our learners to learn, namely the 

design of the learning experience not the testing of the technology" (Bates, 

2005: 223). "From all the media comparison research, we have learned that it's not 

the delivery medium, but rather the instructional methods that cause leaming. When 

the instructional methods remain essentially the same, so does the learning, no matter 

how the instruction is delivered. " (Clark and Mayer, 2008: 21). Wang (2007: 49) 

argues that the choice of resource presentation and delivery should not be evaluated 

on its advancement in technology-employment, rather on its appropriateness. 

The technology is subject to a multi-faceted instructional context (defined as 
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"instructional ecology" in 4). As revealed in my research, it is not a mere academic 

decision, rather, a decision that must address the organizational and technological 

environment as well (discussed in 8.3.2 and 11.2.6). 

The technology is subject to the learners' reality (defined as "learning ecology" in 4). 

As found in my research, learners' choice of media for resources and support 

services is detennined by a variety of conceptual, physical, and financial 

circumstances (discussed in 8.3.3.2). 

I started my research by proudly labeling myself as one who was engaging in an 

innovative field characterized by the utilization of modem technology in education, 

and firmly believed that it was this innovation that made my situation unique and 

maybe privileged. My three-cycle research gradually led me to realize that 

technology, or media, has been a focus of attention only because my research 

through the focus on the technology usefully exposed the assumptions I was making 

about learning and the learners, and brings about intentional effort to improve my 

undustanding and practice of Icaming. In addition, I have become aware that the 

effectiveness of learning is not determined by the number or advancement of the 

technologies being employed. 

Therefore, I have decided to use multimodal instead of online -- I want to signal my 

paradigm shift in relation to the way I view technology. Multimodal is not just a term 

to describe a variety of the physical means for learning. Neither is it just a 

pedagogical consideration. It is a paradigm that views media as a means to learning 

that accommodates a multi-faceted instructional context and learners' diversities. 
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4. An ecological view 

The three views discussed above are not totally new paradigms as they started to take 

shape from research cycle 1. They can be described as reinforced contextualizcd 

paradigms. However, the ecological view is a completely new concept - it came into 

being as a result of my struggle with my existing beliefs. 

The three research cycles constantly confronted me with a multi-faceted context in 

which academic, organizational and technological circumstances interplayed in the 

instructional design and action research processes. They also persistently presented 

tensions between the instructional intentions and the learners' reality. MLSD is not a 

mere academic issue from a mono-perspective of an instructor. 

The literature echoes similar observations. Some observations are made from an 

instructional design perspective. McKenney et al. (2006: 67) identify a 

"thrcc-pcrspcctivc influence". They arc a social-political perspective (people and 

organization), a technical-professional perspective (methods and process) and a 

substantive perspective (learning aims and content). Instructional decisions thus 

should have three major orientations as to learners, society and knowledge. Gu 

(2007: 38-39) introduces "pedagogical dimension" and "policy dimension" to 

distinguish academic considerations from non-academic ones in courseware design. 

Some observations are viewed from a learners' reality perspective. Watts (2000: 15) 

argues that a growing market philosophy of higher education that prioritizes 

learners' needs in line with the most acclaimed learner-centredness paradigm arouses 

two challenges. One deals with the learners: who are the clients and do they know 
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what they need'? The other deals with the designers: what are their responsibility and 

obligations to respond to the needs ofthe wider society as well as to the Individual 

clients'? Ding (2008: 336-337) states that the four advantages of online education in 

contrast to campus-based education (an increase in interaction between learners and 

tutors and among learners, in flexibility of learning, in accessibility of resources and 

learner-centredness) are totally off-set by the reality of the Chinese learners' 

dependence on their tutors, and their instrumental motivation for obtaining a degree. 

This situation tums the advantages into disadvantages and affects the con-ipetivelless 

of online in relation to campus-based education. 

Is there an overarching concept that recognizes the above tensions and guides 

practice'? Gu (2006) proposes an ecological model (Figure 12.1) of e-learning in the 

Chinese context ("online education" in my ten-n). 
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Figure 12.1 An ecological model of e-learning (Gu, 2006: 116) 
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This model presents two key concepts. One is that the e-learners' learning 

environment constitutes three eco-environment systems (administrative, academic 

and physical) which e-leaming design must holistically consider. The other is the 

framing and enabling ftinctions of the eco-environment that demands learners' 

adaptive and active learning abilities. 

Gu (2006: 116-117) argues that tensions rise when the three eco-environment systems 

are not viewed under one general framework. This model attempts a holistic view 

towards "a harmonious and well-balanced e-learning eco-environment" that 

promotes cffective Icaming (Gu, 2006: 118). When I associated this argument with 

my situation, I realized that the tcnsion between the instructional intentions and the 

Icamcrs'rcality could be usefully interpreted by this ecological model. 

The ecological view is a recently emergent concept in the relevant fields. Clover 

(2002: 170) describes it in an adult education context (environmental adult education) 

with an integration of human-carth relationship with cultural, political, social, and 

cconornic aspccts of cducation. Gravcmeijcr and Cobb (2006: 48) dcfincs a "Icaming 

ecology" with the following components: the belief of the teacher, the ability of the 

teacher, the classroom culture, and social practices, the design of the instructional 

sequence, the characteristics of the instructional tasks, the pedagogical-didactic skills 

of the tcaching in making this whole system work, etc. When McNiff et al. (2003: 22) 

state that action research is not just about "finding a way through" dilemmas, but 

also "to live with them", they arc displaying a similar ecological attitude towards 

tcnsions. 
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The concept of ecology is both historic and timely in the Chinese context. An 

eco-awareness tradition can be traced back to Confucius time (551-479 BC) up to the 

present (Ye and Zhu, 2008: 34) when "build a harmonious society" has become a key 

mission of the Chinese government for 2020 (Xinhua News Report, 2006). 

While an ecological view is appreciated, I have identified one inadequacy of Gu's 

model to represent my situation. As my research cycles included both instructors' 

and learners' perspectives in an MLSD process, they actually dealt with two types of 

ecology: instructors' instructional ecology and learners' learning ecology. Shearer 

recognizes this in his remark though he does not pinpoint it. 

"... we have, in many ways, several criticalfactors that need to be reviewedprior 

to even considering how the course will be presented andfunction. These include 1) 

the audience characteristics, 2) geographic dispersion of the audience, 3) the 

technologies available to the audience, 4) the goals of the learners, 5) the goals 

and missions of the learning organization, 6) the costs that must be recovered, the 

costs of delivery, 7) the political environment at the time for the learning 

organization, 8) the faculty compensation, and 9) the market competition. All of 

these factors come into play in designing a course at a distance before we even 

look at the learning goals and objectives of the actual course. (Shearer, 2003: 275 

cited in Gu, 2007: 38, numbering as my reference) 

In the above remark, 1) to 4) are factors of learners' learning ecology, whereas 5) to 

9) are factors of instructors' instructional ecology. 

Based on my research findings, the two ecologies and their relationship are 
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interpreted in the following headings. 

I) instructional ecology 

The instructional ecology can be illustrated in three domains (academic, 

organizational and technological) each at three levels (macro, meso, and micro) of 

two aspects (conceptual and practical) as illustrated in Figure 12.2. 

II22 \ii intr1tct(r IntruLtIonaI CCOIO1\' 

Hic meanings ofthe ternis in Figure 12.2 are defined in Table 12.3. 

'j'j, blc 12.1 Oct-initions oftlic terms in instructional ecology 

Categories Descriptions 
ACA(IC1111c Pedagogical understanding and practice 

Organizational 
Policy, market, administration, management, finance, 

cic. at different levels 
Physical mcans through which instruction is delivered, 

Domains 
including innovative vehicles such as the Internet, 

Technological MP3, or UD-ROM (usually tertned as "technology" in 
the literature) and conventional channels such as 
textbook and face-to-face contacts 

.. 10 iic ro Global or national 
Levels 

- 
meso University or institute 
Micro Immediate stakeholders 

Aspccts 
Conccptual Theoretical understanding of the target issues 
Practical Practice of the target issues 
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2) Leaming ecolog) 

The leamers' leaming ecology contains five domains (academic, affect, technology, 

system and demography) each of two types of effects (framing and enabling) 

corresponding to two types of learning abilities (adaptive and active) as illustrated in 

Figure 12.3. 

I-Igurc 12.3 A Icanicrs' Icaming ecology 

The meanings ofthe terms in Figure 12.3 are defined in Table 12.4. 

Table 12.4 Det-Initions ofthe ternis in leaming ecology 

Cat egories Descriptions 
Learners' perception and practice of learner autonorny Academic 
and language learning. 

Affect 
Learners' possession and development of motivational, 
emotional and social affect. 
Learners' perception and mastery of technology for their 

Domains 
Technology 

study. 

System 
National, university and institutional administrative 

' policies and I earners k nowl edge of them. 
Learners' age, gender, family, education, occupation, 

Deniography study place, distance from the learning centres, time 
availability, etc. 
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Framing 12 Constraints or limits the environment imposes on the 
leamer's behaviour (Gu, 2006: 113). 

Effects Opportunities the environment offers to the learner, who 
Enabling can seize them to achieve what shelhe wants (Gu, 

2006: 113). 

Adaptive 
Learners' learning strategies responding to framing 

Learning effects. 
ability Active 

Learners' learning strategies responding to enabling I 

effects. 

3) An ecology of MLSD 

An ecological view of MLSD is to achieve a good balance between the instructional 

ecology and the learning ecology. 

From "instructional system design7' to "MLSD" implies a fundamental paradigm 

shift. But this does not mean a shift to the learners' perspective wholly dominating 

the design, rather a redefined relationship of teaching and learning from "leaming 

embedded in teaching" to "teaching embedded in learning" (Gu, 2005b: 70). 

Section 12.2 has outlined four key paradigmatic beliefs as an outcome of my three 

researeh eyeles. These are a design view, a learning view, a multimodal view and an 

ecological view. These views arise from reflecting on the previous research 

described in this thesis and inspired by the literature. Section 12.6 will elaborate the 

practical value of these views. 

12.3 MLSD as a Process 

Guided by the paradigmatic beliefs, I will first examine the practice of learning 

system design as a process, then as a product. This section presents a procedural 

establishment of my process model of MLSD. 

12 The literature uses "affordances" and "constraints" to convey similar message. "Affordances" refers to "a 
potential or perceived capacity of an object to enable the assertive will of the actor" (Ryder and Wilson 1996 
cited in Murphy and Coff in, 2003: 237). 
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12.3.1 Process models of my three research cycles 

My leaming system design model as a process has evolved with my three research 

cycles. In the following, I shape this model in accordance with the improvements of 

my understanding and practice of the processes it represents. 

Research cycle 0- an assembly-line model 

In research cycle 0, the orientation module went through an "assembly-line" model 

as shown in Figure 12.4. 

Phase 1: Designed Phase 2: Developed Phase 3: 

by print-textbook by courseware and Delivered by 

writers e-platform engineers chair tutors 

Figure 12.4 An assembly-line model of research cycle 0 

This model is characterized by a linear process conducted fragmentally by different 

groups of staff. The research concluded in a dual-concem of this process, and an 

extension of this process to a cyclical pattern. 

2. Research cycle 1-a dual-commitment model 

In research cycle 1,1 experimented with a dual-commitment model as shown in 

Figure 12.5. 
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Tutor-researchers & 
learner-researchers 

Team approach 

Inquiry & reflection 

Figure 12.5 A dual-commitment model of research cycle I 

This model incorporates the dual-process of instructional design and action research 

undertaken by a core tutor-researcher and leamcr-research team. Key principles such 

as cycle, team approach and inquiry and reflection in such a process were confirmed. 

Professional development emerged as a natural outcome. 

3. Research cycle 2-a tri-commitment model 

In research cycle 2,1 consciously applied a tri-commitment model as shown in 

Figure 12.6. 

Professional 

Now staff researchers 
hmner researchers 
Team approach 
Inquiry & reflection 

Figure 12.6 A tri-commitment model of research cycle 2 
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This model integrated the cyclical processes of instructional design, action research 

and professional development. This research reconfirmed cycles, team approach, 

inquiry and reflection as key principles of the process through the analysis of both 

the 'successes' and 'failures'. 

12.3.2 Process model of MLSD 

MLSD aims to integrate the three processes towards the accomplishment of the 

tri-commitments. 

This integration is imperative in two senses. One is that the process is not only the 

practice of action research, but also an action research about action research practice. 

Kemmis & McTaggart (1992: 24) mention "two parallel sets of learning" to be 

recorded in a personal journal as "our learnings about the practices we are studying 

(how our practices are developing) and our leamings about the process (the practice) 

of studying them (how our action research project is going)". In my case, I have been 

using an action research approach to examine my action research approach. 

The other is that action research cannot stand alone. It must be embedded in the 

research of some subject matter. McKay and Marshall (2001: 57) propose the dual 

imperatives of action research, arguing that action research should be conceptualized 

at the very least as "two separate but interconnected and interacting cycles: one cycle 

representing and focused on the problem solving interest in action research, and the 

other cycle representing and focused upon the research interest in action research" 

as illustrated in Figure 12.7. 
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Im 

Problem Solving Interest 
Research Interest 

Figure 12.7 A dual-cycle process of action research (McKay & Marshall, 2001: 52) 

In my case, the "problem-solving interest" refers to my subject matter, and the 

"research interest" refers to action research. 

The role of professionalism in the dual imperative process is well demonstrated by 

my research findings that it became a natural part of the process and a natural 

outcome of the process. 

This process involves the participation of all the major stakeholders as a 

community of practice - designers, learners, tutors and administrators. They work 

in the core or/and peripheral groups as practitioner-researchers who pursue 

improvements via collective inquiry and reflection. My previous research has 

confinned the need of including all these four groups in MLSD. How does my future 

research assemble all of them with diverse backgrounds, needs, and administrative 

identities? How does my research prevent the kind of "failure" in research cycle 2? 

Wenger's (1998) "communities of practice" offers useful strategies. According to 

Wenger, these communities define themselves in three dimensions: 'joint enterprise 

as understood and continually renegotiated by its members; the relationships of 

mutual engagement that bind members together into a social entity; the shared 
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repertoire of communal resources that members have developed over time" (italics 

original). They are within an organization but can "span institutional structures and 

hierarchies". They have their own identities and exist because they produce 6'a 

shared practice as members engage in a collective process of learning. " 

This process takes place in the instructional and learning ecologies where a variety 

of non-academic issues need to be holistically considered. 

Based on the above four arguments, I have visualized a process model for MLSD as 

illustrated in Figure 12.8. 

protessionai 
6e-velOPm-e 

AM stakeholders 
(designers, learners, 
tutors, and administrators) 
Community of practice 
Collective Inquiry & reflection OR -0 

'CO 
4 

MMMý 

Instructonal 
ecology 

Leaming 
ecology 

Figure 12.8 Process model of MLSD 

Section 12.3 has described the development of MLSD process through the three 

research cycles. It emphasizes that the process model of MLSD is an imperative 

integration of the three processes of the tri-commitment research (the subject matter, 

action research and professionalism) with the participation of all the major 

stakeholders in the instructional and learning ecologies. 
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12.4 MLSD as a Product 

started my research thinking that course design and development was all about the 

production of content and courseware. By now, my perspective has changed into one 

that involves the creation of a learning system with the process being modeled by 

MLSD. This section will describe a procedural structure of my product model 

through three research cycles. Again, I use bold letters to indicate key ideas. 

12.4.1 Product models of my three research cycles 

This section will demonstrate how the "product" concept developed from 

66courseware" to "systenf 'through three research cycles. 

1. Research cycle 0- an e-book product 

The research was initiated by the real work-based task of upgrading the orientation 

module to include online learning components in its content. It was therefore an 

6'e-book transference model" that considered only the content of courseware. 

2. Research cycle 1-a learning environment 

This model was guided by the instructional design literature in which the means 

(learning activities), the ends (learning objectives) and the assessment were 

considered within a framework of a learning environment. When contextualized, the 

model distinguished resource (static activity) and support (dynamic activity) as two 

sub-designs of the learning activities, and included media decisions about the 

learning activities and assessment (argued 7.1.2). Figure 12.9 shows the model. 
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Figure 12.9 Product model of research cycle I 

3. Research cycle 2- an improved learning environment 

Research cycle 2 continued with the leaming environment model, yet with 

interventions to address time, media, assessment and interaction issues. It sought to 

relieve the tensions between instructional intcritions and the leamers' reality. The 

model also gained a niore comprehensive coverage of the sub-components. For 

example, support can be further divided into leamer support, tutor support and 

administrator support. 

12.4.2 Product model of MLSD 

MLSD amis to establish a product model that features tile following 

concepts/components. 

I) It is a system. 

The word "system" has several implications. Firstly, the product is the result of a 

standardized and rigorous design and development process. Secondly, it consists of 

multi-dimensional components. Thirdly, these components interact with each other. 
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Fourthly, it works and improves in a dynamical way. 

2) It is informed by the learning process. 

The design is the creation of a system that is compatible with the realities of the 

learning process, from the point the learners enter the course through to the point 

they complete it. Objectives, resource, support and assessment are embedded in such 

a process, instead of dominating it. 

It is multimodal. 

The design employs a variety of media for learners to access resources, support 

services and assessment. 

4) It is composed of generic, objective, resource, support and assessment 

designs. 

These components are related in two ways. One is that they are dependent on each 

other. The other is that they are bound to each other throughout the whole learning 

process. For example, assessment, though it is always the last in my list, does not 

appear just at the end of the learning process. The concept of "assessment as 

learning"' (argued in 9.2.4) means making the learning process an assessment 

process. 

5) It involves all the major stakeholders. 

The major stakeholders are designers, learners, tutors and administrators. They 

interact with the components of the system and among themselves. 

6) It addresses five-layers of skills. 

The design can aim at the development of learners' skills in these five layers: 
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learner autonomy, language learning, affect, system and technology utilization. 

7) It is set in the instructional and learning ecologies. 

Like the process, product decisions have to consider the two ecologies. On the one 

hand, it must recognize the tension between the instructional Intention and thc 

learners' reality. On the other hand, it must consider acadernic, organizational and 

technological environment. 

Figure 12.10 visualizes the above ideas. 
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Figure 12.10 Product model of M LSD 

Section 12.4 reviewed the evolution of the product models through my three research 

cycles. It finally proposed a product model of MLSD that features seven key 

concepts/components that built up through my research. 

12.5 An Integration Model of MLSD 

In 6.1.2,1 proposed a possibility of the combination of the three worlds of 
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instructional design in my context by using the design methods (World of Work) 

with a leamer's perspective of the process (World of Leaming) to achieve the 

outcomes (World of Knowledge). Sections 12.2-12.5 outlined a process and a 

product model for MLSD that was shaped by my paradigmatic beliefs. In the 

following I seek to combine these to establish a complete model for my new research 

cycle. 

use "establish" instead of "shape" in the heading for this section to indicate that the 

integration model had not been formulated until this stage of research. Therefore, I 

do not present a cycle-based review of this model as I did with the previous two 

sections. Instead, I will base this model on all of the preceding discussions of MLSD 

as a paradigm, a process and a product. This model serves to fulfill the function of 

integration in the following aspects. 

An integration of theory and practice. 

The model integrates my paradigmatic beliefs (a design view, a learning view, a 

multimodal view and an ecological view) with my real-situation activities. 

2) An integration of research and action. 

The model integrates my research process with my routine work process. My 

research improves and is improved by my work, and vice versa. 

3) An integration of researchers and practitioners. 

The model includes all the major stakeholders and integrates the role of researchers 

and that of practitioners as one. 
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4) An integration of learning and teaching. 

The model integrates the instructional ecology and the learning ecology to establish 

what is the most responsive. 

5) An integration of process and product. 

The model integrates the means to the ends and the ends. It believes that tile process 

deals with the "how" issue, whereas the product tackles the "what" issue. 

6) An integration of three commitments. 

The model integrates MLSD through a focus on the subject matter, a research 

approach and professional development. 

Figure 12.11 displays the integration model. 
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Figure 12.11 An integration Model of MLSD 

A learning view 

An ecological view 
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Section 12.5 has established a complete model of MLSD. This model is an 

integration of the three models concerning paradigm, process and product shaped in 

the previous sections. 

12.6 A Paradigmatic Analysis of the Model: Innovations and Limitations 

MLSD is responsive to my situation as it was constructed as a result of reflections on 

the gains and pains of my three research cycles. This section will use the 

paradigmatic framework of MLSD to analyze its innovations and limitations, namely, 

a design view for its responsiveness, a learning view for its desired improvements, a 

multimodal view for its technology enhancements and an ecological view for its 

potential constraints. 

12.6.1 A design view: responsiveness 

A descriptive view is concerned with the validity and truthfulness of the model, 

whereas a design view cares about preferability or usefulness (Table 12.2). MLSD is 

a contextualized model responsive to my situation of an English language online 

education institute of a Chinese university. Its responsiveness is valued in three 

aspects: the subject matter, the research methodology and professional development. 

1. Responsive to subject advances in the online education context 

The idea of MLSD has helped my Institute to standardize its instructional design 

process since 2006.1 headed the Resource Sector to set up an intranet-based 

instructional design process management system (ID system) according to the 

generic process framework of MLSD. The system is used to support and monitor all 

the design and development projects of my Institute by requiring designers to report 
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their project progress to the system following the 

design-develop-implement-evaluate-reflect process. It demonstrated the practical 

value of MLSD to my routine work. 

In 2007,1 obtained University research funding to undertake a project that aimed at 

examining the instructional design process of web-based courses. Five full-time staff 

joined the project with their real-situation instructional design tasks as cases. The 

report was published in Distance Education in China (Cao, 2008). 

In 2008, my team and I received funding for a multi-language e-learning system 

design project. This is one of the projects within my University package for "211 

Project (Phase 111)-)913 . The idea is to design a leaming system that can support 

Chinese learners to learn a target foreign language and a person from a target foreign 

language country to learn Chinese via the Internet or mobile phone. 

In a wider context, online course development, design and delivery has expanded 

rapidly in China, even since I started my research in 2004, yet the area is still not 

adequately informed by theory (discussed in 1.4). Inadequate research in theory, a 

separation of theory from practice, practice without theory is still a prevailing 

phenomenon (Ding, 2008: 334). MLSD has the potential to become a responsive 

approach to improving this situation with its three strengths. Firstly, it is a model not 

just for practice, but also for paradigm shift. Secondly, it closely joins research 

with practice. Thirdly, it is a rigorous research guided activity. 

11 "211 PrOject"was, launched in 1993 by the China State Department. The aim then was to 
develop 100 key universities in China that possess international competiveness. It has been 
carried on until present to become a high status state-sponsored project scheme for key 
universities. 
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Furthermore, MLSD can contribute to a greater mission. Distance education has 

been viewed as inferior to campus-based education in China (Ding, 2005: 23 1) for a 

variety of reasons. Among them, distance education has not formed its own schools 

of theory. There is a move in Chinese academia to establish it as an independent 

discipline (Chen, 2008). MSLD, with its comprehensive coverage of a paradigm, a 

process and a product for a major activity in the field, can upgrade the profile of 

online education at both theoretical and practical levels. 

The model itself may not be readily responsive to a context other than my situation. 

However, the process of building such a model and the integration idea of the 

paradigm, the process and the product may bear value to not only online education in 

China, but also other types of education (e. g. campus-based) in a wider context. 

2. Responsive to research advances in the online education context 

Action research as a research methodology continues to be neglected in the online 

education context. From 2004 until 2008, no research papers in the two core distance 

and adult education journals in China reported the use of action research. In Dick 

"Action research literature 2004-2006: themes and trends" (Dick, 2006), among 

some 140 books, journals and papers he reviewed; only one publication is set against 

the context of modem-technology-mediated education. From 2004 to 2008, only one 

paper (Lamaster and Knop, 2004) in the Journal of Educational Action Research 

proposes a strong case for using action research in the online education context. 

McPherson and Nunes' "Developing Innovation in Online Learning: An Action 

Research Framework" (2004) is the only book I could locate that makes an attempt 
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to provide a framework and model for action research in a similar context. 

Meanwhile, a need for appropriate research approaches in the field is increasing. 

Latchern (2007) proposes that planning and practice in open and distance learning in 

Asia is not sufficiently informed by rigorous and sustained research and evaluation. 

Even where it exists, it is undertaken within the theoretical framework of western 

scholars, is dominated by descriptive and quantitative research approaches and 

lacking empirical qualitative research approaches. 

In their report in the Forum of Research Methodology in China Modem Distance 

Education, Hao and Zhang (2008) summarize Chinese scholars' views as follows: 

this field lacks research; it lacks attention to research process and methodology; it 

lacks research in close relation to practice (Hao and Zhang, 2008: 8). 1 would like to 

argue that this field does not lack research. In fact, it lacks quality research with 

responsive research methodology. Research in online education in China is mainly 

built upon document analysis and researchers' own reflection rather than empirical 

research evidence (Zhang, 2005a: 300). Only 5% of research papers in relevant 

joumals are reports of case-based research (Zhang, 2008: 316-318). 

Chinese scholars propose three principles to the establishment of the research 

methodologies for modem distance education with Chinese characteristics (Hao, and 

Zhang, 2008: 6). It should be based on the research methodology of social science; it 

should address the uniqueness of modem distance education; it should be based on 

the research of modem distance education. Below is a summary of the "uniqueness" 

(Hao and Zhang; 2008). 1 will examine how MLSD addresses these issues (key 
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responsive components are emboldened in the text). 

1) Distance education has only 20 years of history in China, and less than 8 years 

for online education (Hao and Zhang, 2008: 6). 

This implies that the research should adopt an exploratory nature (a design 

view) that allows cyclical experiments (a learning view) with the existing 

models in real situations to build up its own improvements. 

2) Online education lacks researchers (Hao and Zhang, 2008: 6). 

This implies a desire for a research approach that enables practitioners to turn 

into researchers. 

3) Online education lacks financial resources to support research. 

This indicates that the desired research approach should not demand a huge 

amount of budget. An approach that embeds the research process in the 

routine work process can meet such a demand. 

4) Online education is viewed as a peripheral form of education in contrast to 

campus-based education as "mainstream education" (Hao and Zhang, 2008: 6). 

Online education needs to establish itself as a theoretically sound discipline. A 

systematic and rigorous research approach can contribute to this. 

5) Online education must have different techniques for subject sampling, places of 

the research and data collection methods, etc. as it takes place in a virtual 

environment. 

It needs a research approach that emphasizes qualitative methods, makes full 

use of the naturally-occurring data, covers methods for data planning, data 
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collection, data analysis and reflection. 

6) Online education continually presents new and unexpected challenges. 

It needs a research approach that does not aim to prove but rather to improve (a 

design view) through cyclical processes; and an approach that perceives 

problem posing as equally desirable as problem solving. 

If I compare the current situation with that of four years ago when I started my 

research, I am amazed by the emerging concern of the research methodology issue in 

online education in China. MLSD is timely. 

3. Responsive to professional development in the online education context 

9.3.2 has examined the responsiveness of the action research approach to 

professional development at the Institute. The argument can also apply to MLSD 

since it can support my staff to undertake an intentional work-based learning of 

and through real-situation tasks at a low cost. 

In a wider context, a systematic research approach to teacher education and 

development has only started in higher education ELT in China (Wu, 2008: xii). This 

approach questions the dominant lecture-type training programmes as the only 

professional development strategy and explores a work-based type as an alternative. 

Models such as RICH (research-based learning, integrated curriculum, collaborative 

learning and humanistic outcomes) that combines the improvement of 

classroom-based teaching and professional development have emerged (Wu, 

2008: 182). However, as Hu, a renowned ELT scholar in China, points out in the 

preface of Wu's works, there is a neglect in the examination of the role of modern 
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technology in the professional development of this group of professionals (Wu, 

2008: iii). 

Despite the recognition of the need for a work-based type research approach to 

professional development, there exists a conceptual fallacy of research and 

practice. Recent research covering ELT staff from 49 universities in China (Wu, 

2008: 74-75) reveals that this group of staff is de-motivated in research for several 

reasons: a low recognition of the promotional effect of research compared to 

teaching practice; heavy teaching load and insufficient research resource support; 

low research need in teaching practice. The authors argue that the first reason even 

leads to a stereotyped view that research and practice are conflicting rather than 

complimenting (those who are active in research cannot teach well, and vice versa). 

In the online education context, the need for professional development was largely 

ignored, let alone the establishment of responsive strategies (Chen, 2008: 366). Two 

sub-projects of the eChina-UK eLearning programme (eELT training in Phase I 

2003-2005 and eEducator in Phase 2 2005-2007) explored this area. However, this 

high profile cooperation (between MoE and HEFCE 14), million pounds funding, 

research-based initiative, and intercultural focus meant that lessons learnt about 

course design, development and delivery seem remote from daily practice. 

In summary, professional development following a systematic non-conventional 

approach is gaining attention, but it lacks a conceptual establishment and a link with 

practice. It also needs financial support. MLSD can accommodate these by 

14 HEFCE: the Higher Education Funding Council for England 
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introducing a work-based research model with a limited budget requirement. 

Furthermore, MLSD can contribute to the establishment of a new professional 

identity in the field: multimodal learning system designers. The emergence of such a 

new profession has been discussed in Louw and Sonnekus (2005: 200), who use the 

term learning designer, and Miller (2007), who uses the old term "instructional 

designer" but emphasizes new specialties. Professional identity is a key benchmark 

for the establishment of online education as a discipline (Chen, 2008: 361). 

12.6.2 A learning view: desired improvements 

A learning view emphasizes continuous improvements in understanding and practice 

of MLSD. My three research cycles worked on a single module (the orientation 

module) to a single group of learners (post-diploma BA course) of a single subject 

(English language education) in an online-based mode with a limited number of the 

Institute staff. 

Since 2007, the Institute has been undertaking projects designing, developing and 

delivering courses in the following new circumstances. 

1) A variety of learner groups (e. g. adult learners, young learners, corporate trainees, 

ministers and provincial leaders of the government); 

2) A variety of subjects (e. g. English language education, English for specific 

purpose, French, German, Japanese and other foreign languages, Chinese); 

3) A variety of study modes (e. g. face-to-face tutorials supported by online study, 

online study supported by face-to-face tutorials, completely online study, 

completely face-to-face learning; telephone tutorials, mobile phone delivery); 
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4) A variety of courses (e. g. degree-bearing courses, short training courses, 

one-to-one courses) 

5) An involvement of more staff in these projects, and the employment of new staff 

to support the projects. 

6) The University has invested 28 million RMB to hold 100% share of the 

Institute's partner IT company' 5. 

All these changes and trends have provided opportunities to examine the 

responsiveness of MLSD in a wider and more diverse context and seek 

improvements. The multi-faceted nature of this context, academically, 

organizationally and technologically, has become more complex than it was before. I 

will discuss my desired improvements according to the three commitments of the 

subject matter, action research and professionalism. But among all the issues, it is the 

paradigm shift that will receive the most attention. 

1. Desired improvements in the subject matter 

MLSD is a generic framework to guide design activities, but its weakness is its 

inability to address the sub-categories. For example, MLSD addresses only the main 

categories of the design as a product. However, in the resource design (a main 

category) alone, learners' data (see Table 11.4) has addressed the following 

sub-categories: content, media, administration, quality, language and courseware 

design. Each sub-category can be further categorized. For example, media can be 

categorized into print, cassette, CD-ROM, and e-platform resources. The future 

15 This means that the University owns its authority over both my Institute and the IT company, making it 
possible that these two organizations can work more closely with each other than they were before. 
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improvements should aim to explore in-depth the sub-categories within each main 

category. 

2. Desired improvements in the research activity 

Research cycle 2 experienced "failures" in achieving new staff professional 

development using the action research approach. Five reasons were thought to be 

responsible for this (ownership, process support and monitoring, community, scale, 

organizational culture - discussed in 11.3.1). The future improvement should aim to 

establish a favourable Institutional mechanism to support this kind of research in 

relation to policy, resources, time, and budget. 

3. Desired improvements in professional development 

Professional development in MLSD is no longer a general term. It refers to the 

professional development of the core stakeholders as multimodal learning system 

designers. There is a need for a clear definition of the qualities and responsibilities of 

the designers and an Institutional recognition of this post with corresponding 

appraisal system and salary scheme. This post will be responsible for the whole 

MLSD process. It is project-based rather than centre-based. This means that the 

designer can make decisions and manage staff (who participate the project) across 

centres. 

Future research should adopt multi-focuses based on the needs and circumstances of 

different stakeholders. For novices (for example, staff who lack either the work or 

research experience), the focus will be on the awareness raising of MLSD in relation 

to their current jobs. For the experienced (for example, myself), the focus will be on 
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a further exploration of the strengths and limitations of MLSD when applied to a 

wider context. 

12.63 A multimodal view: technology enhancements 

Nationally and globally, recent years have witnessed the emergent of terms such as 

m-learning (mobile learning) and u-learning (ubiquitous-leaming) in addition to 

c-learning. M-Icarning "has much in common with othcr typcs of e-Icarning on 

desktop computers, but with the advantages and drawbacks of more varied and 

changing locations, more immediate interaction, and smaller, often wireless devices" 

(Kukulska-Hulme, 2005: 2). Within Chinese modem distance education academia, 

some argue that m-learning 16 should become a trend because it is "environmental 

feasible, individualized, collaborative and sustainable" (Yu, 2008). Zhang, R. 

(2008: 3) states that u-leaming is a most appropriate mode for online education in the 

Chinese context. U-1eaming in his definition is that leamers can have a choice of 

their time, place, media and resources for their learning. 

The multimodal concept needs to expand to an exploration the appropriateness of the 

above practices, introducing new educational tools (e. g. web 2.0) and wireless 

devices (e. g. mobile phone, MP5, PDA) to the learners' contexts, and upgrading the 

e-platform to support new learning designs. 

Furthennore, technology can join the leaming, design and research processes. 

Dulaney (2008) reports a case of a "collaborative syllabus" in which students help 

determine the specifics of a course using "Moodie". By actively participating in the 

16 His definition is learning via those wireless equipments whose size is small enough to be held by a single hand. 
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creation of the syllabus, students are able to signal what they want to learn and how 

they want to learn it and then set the standard by which they will be accountable. By 

combining the design, research and learning in one process with technology, this 

approach can overcome the drawbacks in my research: delayed application of 

research findings to course improvements; restricted number of people; information 

exchange among a small number of people. 

12.6.4 An ecological view: potential constraints 

An ecological view has enabled me to examine both the instructional and learning 

ecologies at the macro, meso, and micro levels in the academic, organization and 

technological aspects. The more ambitious my research becomes, the more 

dependent it is on the two ecologies. 

1. Learning ecology 

According to the report of China Internet Information Centre (CNNIC) (CNNIC, 

2008), the whole population of Internet users has become younger (68.6% below 30 

years old), spent more time on the Internet (an average 19 hours a week), and mainly 

use broad-band (84.7%). Online learners (those who use the Internet for education 

purposes) has reached a record of 46.69 million people, an increase of 10 million 

within a short period of six months. This information indicates that the number and 

speed of the increase of online learners will bring more diversity to their learning 

ecology. 

2. Instructional ecology 

Many of my desired improvements are no longer personal issues. I have realized that 
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changes must take place above the personal level if my future research aims are to 

have a more impact. As a Deputy Dean, I am confident in bringing about immediate 

changes to the Institutional level. However, I am aware of the challenges beyond the 

Institutional context. I focus my discussion on those at the national level in the 

academic category, for they have a more direct impact on MLSD than that at other 

levels and in other categories. 

1) Concerning the subject matter: Campus-based education has long been 

perceived as "THE model" for distance education in China (Gu, 2006: 104). This 

means that the quality of distance education is always measured against that of 

campus-based education. Online course design is of no exception. The criteria 

for CNPEC (for online education) is built completely upon that of CNPEC (for 

campus-based education), with a moderate consideration of online elements. If 

winning a CNPEC (for online education) prize becomes a high-ranking 

academic honour of all the online institutes (including mine), MLSD will 

become useless, as online course design will be geared to one set of static 

criteria. This is real and current concern and indicates a need to "educate" those 

who have political control over the system. 

2) Concerning the research methodology: The academia of online education in 

China still holds a strong belief in conventional research methodologies. When 

commenting on the poor quality of research in online education research in 

China, scholars propose that the following issues are to blame: small sampling 

size, lack of control over external variables, the small number of researchers 
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involved, research validity undennined by researchers' and researchees' affect 

factors (Hao and Zhang, 2008: 6). All these issues seem in direct conflict with 

the essential principles of MLSD. 

3) Concerning professional development: The appraisal and promotion system for 

academics at my University, which reflects the practice at many other 

universities in China, does not give credit to e-learning designers (not to say 

multimodal learning system designers, an even more alien term). This will 

discourage my staff to spare time and effort on their professional development 

of and through MLSD. 

The above analysis outlines and prepares me with the challenges and threats I have 

to face in my future research. 

This chapter has explored MLSD as a paradigm, a process and a product. MLSD is a 

paradigm with a design, learning, multimodal and ecological view. It is a cyclical 

process engaging all the major stakeholders as a learning community who pursue 

improvements via collective inquiries and reflections. It is a product of a 

leaming-process-based system with objective, resource, support and assessment 

designs to fulfill learners' development in their learner autonomy, language learning, 

affect, and system and technology utilization. 

It bas also examined the innovations and limitations of MLSD. It adopts a design 

view to emphasize the responsiveness of MLSD to the development of the subject 

matter, methodology and professionalism in my situation and beyond; a learning 

view to pursue improvements of MLSD in the future research; a multimodal view to 
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seek technology enhancements of MLSD; and an ecological view to consider 

organizational and technological constraints of MLSD. 

Chapter analysis 

This chapter has established multimodal learning system design as a paradigm, a 

process and a product, and explored its contribution of knowledge to my situation 

and to online education in general. It has analyzed the innovations and limitations of 

IESD.. The next chapter, entitled "Epilogue" which corresponds to the beginning 

chapter "Prologue", will end the thesis with my ambition of continuing my research 

at afresh level of understanding andpractice within my chosen profession. 
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Epilogue: How Will the "Story" Continue? 

This chapter will bring my thesis to an end, but not my research. I believe that my 

future research, like this one, will reward me with further improvements, and 

confront me with new challenges. I also believe that it will be different in many ways. 

My transformation from an online course designer to a multimodal. leaming system 

designer will lead the story to further develop with improved understanding and 

practice in the following aspects. 

1. From "online course design and development" to "multimodal learning 

system design" 

My research started with the concept of online course design and development (cycle 

0), and developed to instructional design (cycles I and 2) and finally multimodal 

leaming system design. As argued in Chapter 12, this transformation is by no means 

literary. It symbolizes the establishment of a paradigm responsive to my situation; a 

cyclic process integrating three commitments, and a product of a learning system. 

2. From "practice" to "research-based theory-practice dynamics" 

My research was initiated by a real-situation task. It grew from a mere practical 

purpose with a cluster of research methods (cycle 0) to a literature-guided practice in 

an intentional action research approach (cycle 1), then a practice-informed research 

(cycle 2). Many of my earlier design decisions were driven by my understanding of 

the literature and my projected understanding of learning as I had not effectively 

established the role of theory or practice in design. With the establishment of MLSD, 
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my practice will be informed by sound theoretical arguments responsive to my 

situation, and later, will inform and contribute to the theory through reflection and 

future publication. 

From "one commitment" to "tri-commitments" 

My research began with a sole focus of course design and development (cycle 0), 

then shifted to a dual-commitment process (cycle 1), then to a tri-commitment 

process (cycle 2). MLSD emphasizes the concept that emerged from the above 

development: that subject matter, research methodology and professional 

development are bound to each other in an integrated tri-commitment process. 

4. From "one-go" to "cyclic process" 

My original approach to course review used to aim for a solutional design of the 

orientation module as a result of a one-go process, only to find that the search for 

such a solution turned into a cyclic process when issues became more complex and 

needed a more holistic perspective so as to consider the alternatives. This cyclic 

process is defined by a learning perspective that enables changes and improvements 

to be able to meet learners' needs and be institutionally sustainable. My experience 

confirmed that this "cyclic process" was crucial. 

5. From "content" to "system" 

My starting point within the research originally perceived course content and 

courseware as being the whole course (cycle 0). 1 then moved on to understand the 

course as a product of the means, ends and assessment (cycles I and 2). My current 

understanding through the action research approach reveals it as a learning system, 
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with the means, ends and assessment contextualized in the instructional and learning 

ecologies. The system idea implies that such a product is process-based, 

multi-dimensional, interactive, and dynamic (argued in 12.4.2). 

6. From "online" to "multimodal" 

I once held the fallacy that successftil online education was characterized 

quantitatively, i. e. by providing as many resources and services as possible to 

support as many learners as possible on the Internet. My research showed that the 

designers' selection of media and learners' choice of media was going to be affected 

by a diverse set of circumstances. MLSD introduces a multimodal approach to 

represent an ecological view of media provision and utilization in that there is no 

best media, only the most appropriate and the approach to determining these needs to 

be flexible and agile as it is likely to change with new cohorts. 

7. From 11 best" to "most responsive" 

My research made me abandon my pursuit of a ONE best theory approach or method 

to suit my situation. The context-bound ecology determines that the best is going to 

be the most responsive. "Responsiveness" has already been used to analyze the value 

of MLSD (argued in 12.6.1), and it will be major criteria to judge the reliability and 

validity of the new research cycle. 

8. From "individual" to "community" 

My research started as a sole individual effort (cycle 0), and benefited from a team 

approach (cycle 1), then experienced a setback (cycle 2). It has identified a group 

approach to learning as a crucial factor. MLSD develops the "group" and "tean: P 
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idea into the notion of a "community of practice" (argued in 12.2.2). This 

community involves all the major stakeholders of MLSD, with those in the core 

playing the role of practitioners as researchers. It is intentionally organized; it aims at 

learning for improvements and changes; and it is constructed by members' 

commitment to a shared mission through individual and collective inquiry and 

reflection. 

9. From "personal" to "beyond personal" 

In the previous research cycles, I aimed at the improvements of the individuals. Even 

when I included several staff, I intended the process to be a personal rather than an 

Institutional one. Though Institutional changes did take place as a result of my effort, 

they were not a deliberate intention of my research. In fact, I was trying to escape 

such an intention for two reasons. One was that I had modest intentions of my 

research and I did not think that it would have the potential for change at a higher 

level within the Institute. The other was that I did not want to "invade" other Deputy 

Deans' responsibilities. 

Kemmis (1993) points out that action research is inevitably connected with social 

changes. It is not a methodological term in any way. I came to understand the 

truthfulness of his remark in my planning of the desired improvements for future 

research (presented in 12.6.2) which targets Institutional changes in addition to 

personal improvements. However, the Institutional level may be the furthest context 

I can have impact on, though changes at university and national levels are equally 

desired. During my research period, I have published 9 papers and had 9 paper 
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presentations on relevant themes of my research at national or international 

symposiums. I will continue the activity so that the research outcomes can be shared 

and reflected by the academic circle in online education in China. 

When I reflected upon my experience, I must say that it was action research that chose me, not I 

who chose action research. My situation made it the most appropriate research methodology. 

Zuber-Skerrit & Fletcher (2007: 414) state that many people may assume that action research is 

easier than conventional research, but actually it is more "complex and problematic", because: 

"Action researchers need to meet traditional research requirements of high standards, quality 

and an original contribution to knowledge in the field. But as well, they need to demonstrate 

the requirements of AR (action research), such as explaining and justifying the action 

research paradigm (plural ways ofknowing), appropriate methodologies, their choice and use 

of qualitative research methods, different standards of ethics and values, and evidence of 

learning, reflection and a contribution to knowledge in both theory andpractice. " 

I have been through all the challenges, but the rewards made them worthwhile. My 

story has now come to a new beginning from an old ending. A story from the 

orientation module, a module that loyally accompanied my research, must be a most 

appropriate choice to signal this transition. 

"John and Jack did not know how to ride a bicycle and both wanted to learn. John 

got on a bike and startedpeddling it, with plenty offalls of course. Jack, believing 

that he could outwit John, bought a manual and memorized all the details, without 

afall or bruise, of course. In the end, John went everywhere on his bike, whereas 

Jack knew all the theory about how to ride a bike: he knew why a bicycle is as it is, 
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and why it is easier to keep balance at speed than at a standstill, although he 

could hardly keep balance on his hike. (Gu, 1999: 58. The story is used in the 

module to describe two language learning strategies) 

Am I John or Jack? I am a combination of both as a practitioner and a researcher. 
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