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1 Executive Summary

Educational practice and research both readily acknowledge the challenge of getting
students, through dialogue, to think and think together in reasoned and intelligent, or
‘scholarly’, ways in online contexts. Achieving this has been a significant problem with the
gamut of communicative media - including conferencing, chat and social software. This is
the problem our Digital Dialogue Game (DDG) software – InterLoc – addresses. Our multi-
partner project for the e-learning strand of the JISC Capital Programme successfully
developed, implemented and evaluated a ‘state-of-the-art’ collaboration and specialised
social software tool (InterLoc) and its related learning activities (digital dialogue games).
Essentially, InterLoc stimulates and supports ‘reasoned’ learning and thinking on the net and
provides re-usable learner generated content – that is a textual representation of their
collaborative thinking (or Collaborative Thinking Text) that can be incorporated into related
learning activities and used in various ways.

The project built on previous pilot work to deliver authentic uses (or ‘exemplary
implementations’) across five HE institutions, involving over 350 students and over 10 tutors
(where these were in addition to the students and tutors who were more directly involved
with user-testing). The project ran for twenty eight months (October 2006 to February 2009),
during which we had to overcome a number of unanticipated challenges to realise the
project’s aims, which we addressed within the constraints of the project and realised
additional and valuable ‘lessons learned’ for the e-learning and HE community.

The InterLoc5 dialogue game tool resulted from this project, through evolutionary prototyping
and intense user involvement and feedback in line with JISC’s UIDM (User Innovation
Development Model). Most of the development was actually a progression in pedagogy.
Students needed to be attracted and engaged in a ways that were familiar, intuitive and
relevant to them, and tutors wanted to link to their existing pedagogical practices and be able
to manage InterLoc activities in an integrated and ‘easy as possible’ sort of way. So features
that realised these requirements were progressively introduced as we moved from Version
1E, through InterLoc Lite, and InterLoc2-4, where each version of InterLoc represented a
step-change in features that were required as result of user feedback, with the majority of
the development work aimed at improving the student experience, their level of ‘academic’
engagement and tutors management of the activities. Over the period of the project, we
have produced 5 versions of the InterLoc software and 28 public outputs, including 19
Articles and 9 Invited Talks/Demonstrations. More generally, we have contributed to the
field of learning design, through realising and publishing original notions of ‘ambient
pedagogy’ and ‘experience design’.

The evaluations of the implementations of the Digital Dialogue Game approach and InterLoc
software, that were performed in a rich and varied range of learning contexts, showed that: it
could be deployed in all technical contexts common to students, accepting that in some
institutional cases, certain technical barriers or restrictions had to be lifted or addressed; it
was easy and intuitive to use; it was popular with, and valued by, tutors and students, where
in all cases the tutors/institutions are keen to continue to use it; it, perhaps most notably,
succeeded in providing a unique way to stimulate critical and collaborative thinking amongst
students, that was evidenced through student and tutor appraisals and analyses of the
dialogues; and, the generated content, or Collaborative Thinking Texts (CTTs) were used in
varied, and sometimes unanticipated, ways by students and tutors. In brief, the DDGs
stimulated and supported learners to think critically on the web and linked this to learning
and pedagogical practices.
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2 Background
At the time of writing this final report there are grave concerns within the education
community about the lack of criticality on the web, and the likely or observed ‘dumbing down’
of intellect through increased plagiarism, distracting communication and the general
prevalence of ‘cut and paste’ practices amongst students. Basically, there is the fear that, in
cyberspace, many students are encouraged to originate less and think less. This is
combined with a relatively older and ongoing challenge of getting students, through dialogue,
to think and think together in reasoned and intelligent, or ‘scholarly’, ways in online contexts.
And research and practice have shown that achieving this has been a significant problem
with the gamut of relatively recent communicative media - including conferencing, chat and
social software (e.g. see Ravenscroft, 2009; Ravenscroft, 2007; and McAlister, Ravenscroft
and Scanlon, 2004a). It’s arguably fair to treat as a truism the notion that all stakeholders in
the education process want to raise the level of intellectual debate and criticality on the web,
but find it very difficult to do so. As the challenge of moving from superficial discourses to
deeper and more meaningful ‘learning dialogues’ is accepted as a key problem in every
sector of education. And similarly, linking these learning dialogues, where they do occur, to
related pedagogical practices, such as academic writing, is another significant problem.
These are the problems that the development of our Digital Dialogue Game (DDG) software
– InterLoc – addresses.

So we addressed these issues and problems through a multi-partner project for the e-
learning strand of the JISC Capital Programme that developed, implemented and evaluated
a ‘state-of-the-art’ collaboration and specialised social software tool (InterLoc) and its related
learning activities (Digital Dialogue Games). Essentially, InterLoc stimulates and supports
‘reasoned’ learning and thinking on the net and provides re-usable learner generated content
(called Collaborative Thinking Texts) – that are textual representation of their collaborative
thinking that can be incorporated into related learning activities and used in various ways. So
InterLoc stimulates and supports scholarly thinking and reasoning and links this to
pedagogical problems, activities and opportunities.

2.1 Building on previous e-tools projects through extending their reach and
appeal

The InterLoc and dialogue game approach had been well attested in terms of their
educational value (e.g. see Ravenscroft 2007 for a review) and had already been pilot-
tested, pedagogically evaluated and disseminated through numerous papers and invited
talks (see www.InterLoc.org). Taking this work to ‘the next level’ through making technical
modifications and adaptations that made it more easily deployable, attractive, flexible, and
configurable in addition to more widely implementing and evaluating the approach was
particularly timely. We have made InterLoc a more pervasive (in the sense of being easily
accessible from any web-enabled platform) and configurable learning technology that can
empower students (especially those typical of the widening participation agenda) to more
fully participate in academic practices that form the cornerstone of Higher Education and,
more generally, promote a participative approach to intellectual development.

2.2 The previous InterLoc Dialogue Game tool (version 1.0E)
The InterLoc tool supports synchronous dialogue games that foster reasoned discussion and
debate that leads to the development of higher-order conceptual skills (Ravenscroft &
McAlister, 2006a). A screenshot and some notes about the initial InterLoc tool (1.E) are
given below. Pilot studies had shown that motivation and engagement are fostered through
this game design which maximises each player’s involvement and fosters ‘conceptual flow’
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within the collaborative process, and especially through allowing the integration of
multimedia materials particularly relevant to the players (e.g. video and sound based
artefacts). Essentially, the approach allows players to perform and practice their critical
thinking and reasoning skills in a structured and risk-free environment, where the
interactions are governed by shared rules and contributions are made through shared
tactical options (see Figure 1) to promote high levels of social and cognitive engagement.
Note that unlike many other gaming approaches that have focussed on school learning, our
games and tool have been developed specifically for the HE sector and had been pilot-
tested across four HEIs in a smaller scale e-tools round 2 project.

Figure 1 InterLoc1.E Screenshot demonstrating the Critical Discussion and
Reasoning (CDR) game

These multimedia dialogue games are specified in terms of the goals of the interaction (e.g.
critical discussion and reasoning, exploratory dialogue, creative thinking), the roles of the
participants (e.g. learning manager, facilitator, player), the Intentions/Moves that may be
performed (e.g. Inform, Question, Challenge), the Locution Openers that actually express
the surface-level realisations of the Intentions (e.g. ‘My evidence…’, ‘Is it the case that…’, ‘I
disagree because…’) and the rules of interaction (e.g. about turn-taking and the legitimate
sequencing of moves). The dialogue game for critical discussion and reasoning has been
evaluated extensively in previous research with particularly positive results (e.g. McAlister,
Ravenscroft & Scanlon, 2004). The original InterLoc tool is described in detail in Ravenscroft
& McAlister (2006a, 2006b, 2005). The game design, generally, supports risk-free
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engagement leading to a greater confidence in participating in the academic forum of critical
debate. The dialogue game approach allows students to play with, practice and develop
their academic, dialogical and cognitive skills in an engaging and motivating way.

2.3 How InterLoc promotes reasoned discussion and thinking together
This brief excerpt in Figure 1 illustrates how students are engaged in coherent critical
discussion using the InterLoc Critical Discussion and Reasoning (CDR) game. Eloise
expresses her opinion about the topic (related to the debate about Turkey joining the EU)
using the Opener “I think…”, to explain why she thinks Turkey should be allowed to join the
EU, because it provides a (cultural) ‘bridge’. This is responded to by Saul who uses “Are you
saying that?…” to suggest an implication of Eloise’s position, that perhaps other countries,
such as Argentina, should also be considered as they are arguably more similar to European
culture than Turkey. These contributions stimulate Alex to use “Why is it?…” to question a
previously implicit assumption about membership to the EU, that it is based on geographical
proximity (rather than cultural similarities). And this question stimulates further elaboration
using an Informing move (bolded in the Reply Window) that is “Let me explain…” (that is
actually being constructed in the Reply Window).

Research has shown that the way that these players collaboratively and coherently express,
elaborate and question the ideas in play is ‘virtually impossible to achieve online without
using this structured (social) gaming approach’ (Ravenscroft & McAlister, 2006a).

2.4 Linking pedagogical, collaborative and personalised activities
Through using the activity setup mode of the InterLoc tool, the dialogue games are
coordinated within a broader activity model of sequenced exercises (e.g. preparation,
interaction and summary stages). So the interaction is ‘tuned’ by the the tutors to the context
in which it is performed. Additional features of InterLoc allow the production of a
personalised and editable textual summary of the performed dialogues that can be used as a
resource for other personalised learning and pedagogical activities (e.g. as an essay outline,
personal notes, form of assessment, representation for diagnosing students level of
understanding). These Collaborative Thinking Texts (CTTs) are a powerful feature as they
provide ‘substance’ to the dialogue activity and link the collaborative dialogues to related
personalised writing activities. Or another way of looking at it is that they convert (otherwise
transient) dialogues into reusable content and ‘knowledge’. The activities are by their nature,
highly personalised, as the ‘active doing’ relevant to the learning process is performed by the
students based on their knowledge and opinions, with the tutors simply setting up the activity
rather than directly ‘teaching’.

This project built on these original features considerably and InterLoc has been integrated
into the IT environments that are most commonly used by tutors and students. A brief
snapshot of the development work performed, that is expanded upon later, is given through
comparing Figure 1 and Figure 2.

Essentially we have taken the complex and configurable learning design and desktop
application (Figure 1) and re-engineered this into an easily deployable Web-enabled
technology (Figure 2) that realises the same design in a more ambient and experiential way
(Ravenscroft et al., 2008). Or we have ‘made the complex look and feel simple’, through
rendering the previous learning design into a more attractive ‘experience design’, that is
similar to popular dialogue and social software technologies that are familiar to students.
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Figure 2: InterLoc5 Screenshot demonstrating the Critical Discussion and Reasoning
(CDR) game

2.5 Rationale in the context of widening participation and inclusion

The dialogue game approach directly addresses problems of inclusion (Ravenscroft, 2007),
as it is particularly suited to improving both the confidence and academic thinking skills of
those students who are usually disadvantaged (e.g. through being non-native speakers of
English, having atypical educational backgrounds or having the burden of financially
supporting themselves and therefore being absent from campus). In summary, the dialogue
game approach helps to raise the level of confidence and intellectual performance of those
less privileged HE students, and helps to inculcate academic practices in the context of
widening participation.





DDG Final Report

page 7

A note on integration with institutional systems
Another factor that we needed to address in order to make InterLoc more easily usable,
involved tackling early on how to make the software easily deployable via University
networks. The project adopted a number of approaches to address this issue, taking into
account the prevalence of proprietary VLEs such as Blackboard and Open Source
approaches such as Moodle. Initially, the lead developer consulted with IT Services at
London Met to establish how to integrate InterLoc from a pragmatic perspective. Sun Web
Start technology was used to deploy InterLoc and allow it to be launched directly from a
simple Web-link in a Web browser. This Web-link can be embedded into any VLE or made
part of any student desktop (e.g. via an Internet shortcut, or IE Favorite).

InterLoc5: Attractive, inclusive and reusable learning dialogues
The result of all our intensely user-centric development is InterLoc5, which embodies the
need to reconcile learners’ developing digital literacies with the well-established
requirements for reasoned and purposeful dialogue, so it is attractive, intuitive and
pedagogically sound. Specifically, through incorporating the notions of ‘ambient pedagogy’
and ‘experience design’ (Ravenscroft, et al., 2008), we have provided a managed, yet
attractive and inclusive, learning context and experience that provides a structured,
collaborative and engaging learning practice. This practice, in turn, allows learners to
incorporate media and generate text and content that are relevant and valuable through
linking their digital dialogue to their thinking and the production of collaborative texts – that
can be used like any knowledge asset. So this practice links learners’ interest-driven, and
typically media-centric behaviours, to more learning-driven dialogue and textual practices.
There is also the incorporation of multimodal and multimedia aspects into learning
interactions to further enrich the learning experience.

In brief, InterLoc5 is web-enabled technology with low barriers to participation that is easily
used and deployed to address relatively generic learning problems and opportunities. So it
is pedagogically inclusive and technically pervasive1, whilst striving to overcome most
accessibility checks (see next Section 5.1). In the pedagogical sense, it is inclusive because
its ease of operation means that virtually any learner or tutor is capable of using it to support
digital learning dialogues and linking these to related learning and pedagogical practices. In
the technical sense, it is pervasive because it is easily deployed, is cross-platform, and is a
flexible and extensible tool and service. The way that these features are operationalised in
the InterLoc5 design and the practices it supports are given later, in the sections describing
the implementation of the project, along with noted limitations with current back-end
technology and how this, at the moment, makes management and administration less slick
and more labour intensive than would be ideal (see Section 9.1).

4.2 From the beginning: The development story
The project followed a number of design and development phases in conjunction with
intensive user-testing and field implementations to arrive at – the attractive, intuitive and
robust InterLoc5. The first version of InterLoc that was developed during this project,
InterLoc2, was very similar to InterLoc1.E, except it was deployed using the Web Start
technology, so this version could be easily deployed as a client-server technology (that did
not need to be downloaded to the desktop). However, initial implementations with 42
Software Engineering students during March 2007 under the direction of Dr Peter Oriogun
(of London Met and the RLO-CETL) demonstrated the necessity for a number of radical
changes based on the user feedback. This amounted to radically reducing and / or hiding the

1 Note that here we use the term ‘pervasive’ to give recognition to the fact that this
technology can be used on any web-enabled platform and from within institutional
infrastructures, which currently is not common for rich-internet application with InterLoc’s
level of complexity.
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complexity and curtailing extra features of the interface, so that users were constrained to
the functionality required for their role. This was the first point at which the design team
realised that in order to actually render the complex learning design (of dialogue games
linked to suitable contexts or activities) – they needed to ‘make the complex simple’ and
‘make the interaction design as transparent as possible’. In other words we needed to
completely re-engineer the interface and bring it more in line with related technologies that
are popular with students, instead of it seeming like an ‘imposed’ learning technology. This
was achieved through initially developing InterLoc Lite, which was the first attempt to re-
engineer the ‘look and feel’ of technologies like MSN or Skype.

The same user-testing and implementation methodology that was successful in previous
projects was reused here. This involved:

1. Testing the tool with the InterLoc team and other members of the LTRI;
2. Testing the tool with games developers, HCI experts and students at London Met

associated with the LTRI (e.g. those on secondment to Departments within the
Shoreditch building of London Met University);

3. Implementing the tool initially on specific courses within the Faculty of Computing at
London Met under the direction of two Course Leaders: Dr Peter Oriogun and Dr
Simon Schofield, prior to more widespread implementation at external partners sites.

However, during the development of InterLoc Lite over the summer of 2008 we uncovered a
serious back-end problem related to the way in which OpenFire ‘loses’ configuration data
when the server is rebooted. This meant that any data contained in the rooms was lost and
had to be set up again. The server technology was simply being ‘pushed’ in ways that had
not been anticipated its developers. This was clearly a severe problem for the continuous or
repeated use of InterLoc as a reliable service, and so a considerable amount of effort was
invested in addressing this through the development of an archiving plug-in, which then
became a key part of InterLoc3. And it was InterLoc Versions 3 - 5 that were deployed in the
majority of the implementations that were performed at partner sites.

4.3 Implementing dialogue games and InterLoc in authentic settings
InterLoc has been used across the five institutional sites represented by the partners in the
project. These sites performed what we called ‘exemplary implementations’ of the InterLoc
tool and dialogue game approach and evaluated their experiences. This involved liaising
with Computer and Student Services and Staff Development units to ensure that the
dialogue game exercises were technically and pedagogically integrated with students’
curricula and related semi-formal or informal learning. Technical staff at the LTRI were made
available to support the migration of the new tool and approach during the implementations.
Although previous work had shown that the (previous) tool was easily downloaded, setup
and used in institutional contexts – this situation had changed during this project. Two sites
in particular, Queen Mary and Exeter, experienced significant technical restrictions imposed
by their institutional IT systems during their earlier implementations, related to the adoption
of older versions of JAVA (that could not run InterLoc) and the closure of port 5222 (to which
InterLoc defaults) respectively. These points and how they were addressed along with work
performed at the implementation sites during the use of InterLoc are described in the
following section.
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4.4 The later stages of the project and dissemination
Although each institutional site experienced unanticipated technical or pedagogical problems
(see Section 5.2) – many not directly associated with the software, it was very satisfying that
all sites overcame these and are now making InterLoc available more widely and proactively
advocating its use across their institutions in a variety of ways. This amounts to each
Institution migrating and ‘handing over’ the InterLoc technology and related pedagogical
practices to their central and local academic services, or specialised e-learning services or
advocates, based on their implementation experiences in the exemplar contexts. Note that
this process varies based on the nature of each institution and the form that this embedding
is taking. London Met have experienced particular difficulties because all of the staff
involved in this process (David Andrew, Dr Peter Oriogun, Enzian Baur and Dr Simon
Schofield) have left the University during this project, making continuity and embedding more
difficult. Nevertheless, alternative routes were found that are described later. Although, note
that the method of implementation conducted at Queen Mary through the ‘Thinking Writing’
initiative is itself a form of institutional embedding.

In parallel with these internal institutional activities the project has performed more
widespread dissemination to the practitioner and researcher communities through:

1. Developing community components of the InterLoc web-site;
2. 28 Public Outputs (19 Journal/Conference papers and 9 Invited Talks);
3. Co-operating with JISC and other organisations (e.g. Various Subject Centres and

Working Groups, MATURE (a large FP7 funded EU project)) and at focussed e-
learning workshops and national and international symposia (see References and
Invited Talks).

4.5 Dissemination and support through the InterLoc and community web-
sites

A key element of the embedding and dissemination approach involved developing the
InterLoc website with the adjunct of a more active Web 2.0 technology (using a WetPaint
wiki: InterLoc.wetpaint.com) that supports the user community in a relatively autonomous
way. The website provides the external face to the world, whilst the wiki is for invited
individuals. The wiki provides a quick guide to using InterLoc and a Learning Manager’s
manual for new members. The management of different releases is handled in the wiki, with
technical pages for reporting problems, suggestions, changes per version and known bugs.
The members can describe their activities and post activity templates for others to use
(similarly with games). There is also a section for experienced members to offer Mentor
support to new members. Existing members can sign up new members to the wiki and also
to Learning Manager status in InterLoc. This now simplifies registration of users,
personalised sign-ins and provides features that promote the development of a community
that creates, shares and collaborates on Dialogue Game learning activities and content.
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5 Implementation
Implementation on the project can be considered in terms of InterLoc’s technical realisation
and its pedagogical application across the institutional contexts.

5.1 Implementation: Technical model and realisation
To address the design requirements (that emerged predominantly from user feedback) in the
context of a distributed and collaborative application, required a methodology of
development in three related layers:
1. Client-server architecture based on a flexible XML-based messaging protocol (XMPP) and
Open Source XMPP server (OpenFire) with plug-in archival tool;
2. JAVA application programming (for learning and interaction design) together with the
client deployed through Web-start technology (for flexible and robust deployment, and from
within institutional infrastructures);
3. HTML-based interface (for a familiar and attractive user-experience).

Adopting this development approach and methodology allowed us to develop a sophisticated
and structured Instant Messaging (IM) technology that is Web-enabled, easily deployed and
feels like a typical ‘Web experience’. The design was derived, ostensibly, from two different
and yet typical Internet experiences; the first being the use of the World Wide Web - such as
Web browsing, social networking etc., and the second based on the use of IM applications.
The way in which the interface design has taken into account the experience most Web
users have with IM applications is shown in Figures 2 and 3.

Users who are familiar with applications like MSN, Yahoo and Skype find using InterLoc
extremely easy since the interaction builds on these experiences. As an example, IM users
expect to be presented with a simple login page which requires the input of usernames and
passwords before gaining access and being presented with activities and content. While
logged in, users expect to view the status (online/offline) of their friends (other users) and to
be able to communicate informally with them (InterLoc provides an informal chat feature to
support this aspect). Also, the layout of the dialogue window (the main venue where the
communication between participants is taking place) has typical layout where an upper part
is used to present the communication that’s taking place (the actual contributions) and a
lower part allows the player to enter their contributions to the discussion. InterLoc3 was
designed to take into account this layout and design familiarity with ‘similar’ applications to
accommodate the realisation of its design. This allows new users to quickly learn the
‘interaction basics’ that allow them to increase the sophistication of their dialogue game
practices in a cumulative way.

After the development of InterLoc Lite, and before the development of InterLoc3, the
Accessibility Research Centre performed an Accessibility Audit of the Software (see
www.interloc.org), the outcomes and recommendations from which were mostly incorporated
into the design of InterLoc3 and later versions. However, note that the audit revealed that it
would be difficult, or not possible, for screen reader users or those who require keyboard
accessibility to use the application. These limitations are noted in the Manual with a suitable
statement. Similarly, some fonts that are preferred by most users, such as Times New
Roman are actually less readable by those with visual impairments, but the html interface
means these features can be changed with ease. There was a tension here in making
InterLoc both attractive and intuitive to the ‘most common’ users and also highly accessible,
so we have tried to achieve a balance and signal limitations where these are significant.
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The Archiving plug-in is an additional tier to the InterLoc architecture, that had to be
developed because OpenFire loses configuration data when it was rebooted. This meant
that dialogue game sessions could not be guaranteed to run in an extended way because a
standard server reboot lost all the data. This also proved troublesome from a user
perspective, because it meant that users of InterLoc had to work-around standard
maintenance procedures. So the plug-in was developed to provide backup support to the
InterLoc application whenever the server loses log data. This plug-in has been built as a
generic service and can be used by other Web-applications using HTTP protocol. From the
users point of view, this simply makes the InterLoc service more robust and dependable.

5.1.1 InterLoc5: Interface design for organising and playing the dialogue games
Through following the methodology above, InterLoc5, the final version, incorporates the
same proven pedagogy as previous Dialogue Game tools (e.g. InterLoc1, see Ravenscroft
and McAlister 2006b), but has re-engineered this into a web-enabled technology with a
design that offers an ambient pedagogy and experience, so it is more pervasive, intuitive
and attractive than previous versions that made their learning design more explicit. Put
simply, InterLoc5 makes its complex learning and interaction designs look and feel simple.

5.1.2 Roles and Setting the Learning Activity (or ‘context’)
Users of InterLoc are assigned one of three roles, namely Learning Manager, Facilitator or
Player. The Learning Manager, who is usually a tutor, takes the initiative to set the context
for the dialogue games through assigning the roles, selecting any preparatory materials,
deciding on a specific dialogue game and setting a question, or questions, that seed the
game. Once the users login - using the username and password that has been assigned to
them - they are presented with the interfaces that reflect the rights for their role and the
functionality that is specific to their role. So, for the players, logging in takes them to a
realisation of the context and learning design that has been set up for them. This is typically
a number of preparation materials and media along with the particular dialogue game that
has been selected or configured for them. This demonstrates how InterLoc provides the
means to realise flexible, open and yet configurable learning experiences.
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Figure 3: Player on the Activity page

A Player will see a screen somewhat like Figure 3 once they have logged in. This shows the
Player Srm looking at the Activity page of a discussion activity about setting up a National
DNA database. Each of the triangles will ‘unfold’ more information to display. Once the
Player has read the materials and followed the online links they can start the Dialogue Game
through the ‘Play Now’ button. There is also a Chat tab which allows them to communicate
informally with other Players before and after the game. A user with a Facilitator role sees
the same interfaces presented to players in addition to being able to broadcast a message to
all players to manage the synchronous game.

The above example shows how the contextual aspects of the ambient pedagogy are set
through linking the preparation tasks to a suitable dialogue game. This activity uses four
preparation tasks associated with the topic of DNA testing, but the Learning Manager could
use more or less depending on the preparation requirements. Most dialogue games require
such preparation, to give the learners sufficient prior knowledge and understanding, or
grounding, to perform an engaging and meaningful dialogue game. The second part of the
screen displays the actual question, which seeds this dialogue game. Typically players will
perform the preparation asynchronously, in advance of the scheduled game activity, in their
own time. The bottom windowpane displays the participant’s role and status.
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Figure 4: A Learning Manager viewing a Management screen

Figure 4 shows a Learning Manager (simonmac) viewing the Management screen after
login. With this screen and tabs the Learning Manager can: create and delete rooms; create,
delete and edit user properties; create and edit activities; create and edit Dialogue Games.

5.1.3 Playing the Dialogue Game
The interface in Figure 2 showed how each player performs the dialogue game, which was
taken from an exercise performed by PGCE students at the University of Exeter, who were
critically discussing the National Curriculum for Science. They can either contribute to the
current state of the developing dialogue through selecting “Contribute” or “Reply” to a
specific previous contribution. ‘Contributing’ to the dialogue places a message at the bottom
of the display while ‘Reply’ indents responses below the specific contribution that is replied
to - preserving a thread. This model contains affordances that achieve a balance of ‘keeping
the dialogue moving forward’ whilst allowing reflective asides and specific responses to
previous contributions. So players need to distinguish whether they are “Contributing” to the
developing dialogue (using the large reply bar at the bottom), typically responding to the
latest ‘state of the dialogue’, or replying to a specific previous contribution (by selecting
“Reply” next to each contribution). Also, all contributions or replies are made using the pre-
defined Move categories (Inform, Question, Challenge etc.) and the specific locution openers
(“I think…”, “I disagree because…”, “Let me elaborate…” etc.) that have to be used to
perform the dialogue. Similarly, rules about the legitimate and logical responding openers,
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based on the specific Openers that are replied to, are offered selectively. So in this example
(in Figure 2) the responding player (George) is presented with logically legitimate responses
to “I disagree because…”, such as “Is there another way of looking at it?”, “Why do you think
that?”. Although he is not restricted to this preferred response set, and can instead select
“More” to see the full range of Openers. So a structured and yet flexible form of scaffolding is
provided.

This interface (Figure 2 and 5) shows how the adoption of html, CSS and common design
colours and idioms (e.g. threading, menu operation and expansion boxes) ensures the
dialogue game experience is attractive and ‘feels like’ a typical and intuitive web experience.
Similarly, it supports a style of interaction that builds on students’ experiences with other
familiar technologies like MSN and Skype.

These Figures also show how the structuring and scaffolding works. It shows George
replying to a previous contribution by Emma – who has disagreed with a position offered by
john2. So George has responded to Emma’s disagreement with john2 through selecting a
response that is a qualifying Question “Is it the case that…” and is about to enter the content
of his response. The dialogue extract taken from Figures 2 and 5 is given below and then
summarised in terms of the argumentation and reasoning processes that occurred.

wilky
I think if the NC was not in place, and teachers could teach what they wanted, then a false impression of the
nature of science is a likely outcome.

george
I agree because there would be no standard, however the exam specifications would act as a good guide.

wilky
I disagree because the exam boards don't have any practical element

john2
Also i think a lot of people would just get left behind

george
I'm not so sure , there is a coursework element to the specification they give, which would be
a practical investigation.

emma
Isn't it the case that there is also a case study coursework too in which the pupils have
to research (independently) current issues in science and attempt to understand the
processes and methods behind related experiments too? Although, obviously, this isn't
a substitute for actually doing something, but it is another insight into process.

john2
Let me explain I believe the only coursework done in GCSE science now is done
in class, in the format of an experiment, which they then have to do a short exam
on

emma
I disagree because the school I worked in always had case study bits of
coursework too where the pupils had to do independent research.

george
Isn't it the case that that it probably depend on the exam board the
school uses.
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In this relatively brief interchange we can see how Interloc supported reasoned agreement,
reasoned disagreement and then the further elaboration and clarification of concepts (related
to the role or practical work in the National Curriculum). Summarising the conversation, wilky
initiates its using an Assertion Move, “I think”, to offer a position for the role of the NC, to
guide (or deliberately restrict) what can be taught about the Nature of Science. A position
that George agrees with, using “I agree because”. However wilky then Challenges george,
using “I disagree because” to point out that examination boards don’t actually have a
‘practical element’, and john2 points out, using “Also” to make a related point that otherwise
people would get left behind. This introduction of the notion of a ‘practical element’
stimulates george, using “I’m not sure” to point out that maybe there is a practical element in
the form of coursework. This then stimulates emma to offer a qualifying question in the form
of “Isn’t it the case that” to offer a more sophisticated position that includes notions of
independent study and how this relates to experimental work. This in turn, stimulates john2
to clarify his position using “Let me explain”. But emma then Challenges john2’s clarified
position, using “I disagree because” to offer a different relationship between coursework and
independent study. And finally, this excerpt ends with george about to offer a further
qualifying question through selecting “Isn’t is the case that”.

So even this brief excerpt, taken from one of the implementations, demonstrates:-
1. The sort of question (that is bolded at the top of screen) that seeds the dialogue

games;
2. How four participants all contribute to the dialogue, to co-construct a well-balanced

critical account;
3. A good range of Moves and Openers, including Assertions (I think, I agree because,

Also, Let me explain), Challenges (I disagree because) and a Question (Isn’t it the
case that) being used to perform the dialogue;

4. How the dialogue game allows the players to quite quickly identify, consider the
importance of, and then elaborate their understanding of a key concept – the role of
practical or experimental work; and,

5. How each participant, at this stage of the game, is articulating their own and different
understanding of how this concept (of practical or experimental work) relates to other
aspects of coursework and independent research.

This conversation then goes on to appreciate how the NC is actually open to interpretation in
these respects, and that coursework now has to consider issues such as plagiarism.

The project Evaluation Report (at www.interloc.org) and a number of previous papers
(McAlister, Ravenscroft and Scanlon, 2004a; Ravenscroft and McAlister, 2006a, 2006b) give
a considerable number of longer and more varied dialogue game interactions along with
their analysis and evaluation, including comparisons with equivalent Chat exercises. The
extract used here and referred to elsewhere is deliberately straightforward and illustrative for
the purposes of this report. But it still provides insights about what the Dialogue Game
approach gives us, as without InterLoc these sort of dialogues are likely to be: less well
balanced (with some individuals dominating); less deep and detailed; open to more
misunderstandings; and, generally more poorly reasoned and involve the simple ‘trading of
opinions’ instead of reasoned engagement.

5.1.4 Turn-taking and ‘Listening’
To ensure the dialogues remain coherent a turn-taking model is employed, (shown in Figure
5) which allows each player to ‘hold the floor’ whilst making a response, which is
automatically signalled to the other players, and ‘locks out’ other responses to the same
contribution. This allows the dialogue to be logically and coherently displayed and appear
more linear. This feature is a good exemplification of our principle of ‘Make the complex
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simple’, as without it we would have confusing dialogues and a confusing representation of
them. This also means that players don’t ‘rush’ to make their contributions, and instead
observe and ‘listen’ to the developing dialogue. If any player holds the turn for too long they
are prompted to Contribute or Cancel, and of course players can always attend to another
contribution if the specific one they wanted to reply to is in the process of being responded to
by another player.

So the turn-taking and awareness features ensure logically (i.e. reasoned) and sequentially
coherent dialogue is performed, and that sequential incoherence (which is experienced with
Chat-style dialogues) is avoided. This leads to a more considered, reflective and thoughtful
dialogue. Note that problems of sequential and semantic incoherence that are addressed by
the InterLoc design are significant problems in virtually all other tools that support
synchronous communication. In contrast this mechanism realises a balance between fairly
managed dialogue and a ‘pace of interaction’ that leads to thoughtful and yet ‘forward
moving’ dialogue. In Figure 5 we can see what george and the other players observe when
emma is making the response referred to in Figure 2 which ‘locks’ the Contribution input field
for the selected reply for all players of the game until he has finished.

Figure 5. Turn-taking and Listening

5.1.5 Saving, Replaying and Reusing the Dialogues
As the content of the dialogue games can be saved as an html file – they form a valuable
learning resource that contains a collaborative, structured and semi-formal textual argument,
or a Collaborative Thinking Text (CTT) as we call it. This may be used as: personal notes;
the pre-cursor to an essay or assessment exercise; content that could be posted to another
forum, a blog or a wiki; a form of assessment; and, a representation used by tutors to
‘diagnose’ students understanding. Also the html format can be replayed using a standard
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text to speech translator, such as the one freely available with the Opera browser
(http://www.opera.com/). This provides an accessible ‘replay’ facility that can be performed
after the dialogue games so that players can decide whether to further manipulate or edit the
generated content. Of course, this replay facility could be performed via a web-enabled
mobile phone. This flexibility, across platform, device and modality also makes the current
approach more powerful.

Figure 6. Modifying a Dialogue Game – 1) adding/removing openers
2) adding/removing Opener suggestions

5.1.6 Editing the Dialogue Games: Modifying games and creating new ones
An important feature of InterLoc5 is the inclusion of a Dialogue Game Editing tool (Figure 6).
This was specially designed to allow for easy editing of the Dialogue Games, i.e.: the Move
Categories; the specific Locution Openers; and, the rules about suggested next Openers.
Note that, to support this editing and amending all the textual contents contained in the
Menus that realise the dialogue games are stored and read in from xml files. So the Learning
Manager can choose to modify particular Move categories, alter the wording of the Openers
or alter some of the rules of the interaction in ways they think will fit their pedagogical
purposes. Figure 6 shows how a user can add/remove Openers and add/remove Suggested
Openers.
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5.2 Implementation: Cross-institutional implementation
The five participating institutions performed exemplary implementations using InterLoc
through either incorporating activities into courses or by holding additional activities for
volunteer students on course related topics. These were a rich and varied set of
implementations that covered: a range of types of learners (e.g. campus-based, distance
learners and adult learners); learning contexts (traditional Universities, ‘new’ Universities and
The Open University); and, specific pedagogical problems addressed (e.g. from practicing
the use of English by non-native speakers (NNS’s) to stimulating conceptual change through
dialogue). These implementations at each site are described below along with a summary of
their evaluation – the latter of which is covered in detail in the Evaluation Report that is
available at www.InterLoc.org, and they are summarised below for the purposes of this Final
Report. Note that similar evaluation methods were used at each site where possible, but
adjustments had to be made where these were sensible to address the particularities of
each context. So essentially, we have a set of related Case Studies of DDG and InterLoc
implementations.

5.2.1 London Metropolitan University
Implementation was centred on the Faculty of Computing because of LTRI’s strong links with
staff there, both through the LTRI itself and the RLO-CETL. InterLoc was implemented
across a number of courses with undergraduate Software Engineering and Computer
Games students, MSc Software Project Management students, Multimedia Technology and
Applications students, and final year undergraduate students on Interactive Systems Design.
In total, 120 students were involved.

Note that London Met realised it’s implementations despite reduced uptake on courses that
were scheduled to use InterLoc along with related problems of student ‘drop out’. And this
situation was further exacerbated when the key tutor champion, Dr Peter Oriogun, left the
University during the last year of the project.

The first implementation of an early version of InterLoc (InterLoc2) was in March 2007 with
42 (co-present) Software Engineering students. The purpose of this implementation was to
perform a benchmark of students use of the tool and to gather responses to new facilities
such as the ability to introduce new Resources into the discussion. They were asked to
discuss various topics for revision purposes. A number of problems were encountered, both
technically and in getting students to perform a dialogue game without being distracted. The
technical problems included rooms ‘disappearing’ for some students and accidental wiping of
room data (by the coordinator reusing the room before saving the data from the room). The
students were also insufficiently guided as to what to do and ran into various problems. The
login page which contained defaults for server address and port number had to be amended
in this implementation and the students found difficulty with this. When the students logged
in a number stayed in the Chat area and did not participate in the dialogue game. In brief, it
seemed very clear that the interface had evolved to a degree of complexity, ironically, in
response to user feedback, such that its previous ‘ease of use’ had been thwarted. These
results caused the design team to seriously rethink and redirect efforts to providing a simpler
interface (and exploit a more Web-based Look and Feel), that contained a more contingent
and narrative presentation of features, rather than adding more features to a ‘mode-less’
interface where all the functionality was exposed to all the user roles.

In November 2007 the radically improved InterLoc Lite was implemented with a similar
cohort of Software Engineering students from the same course (again involving 42 co-
present students, but from a different year). Although this was slick and the interface was
now very intuitive, on this occasion we identified pedagogical issues that needed to be taken
into account. The students used InterLoc in three one hour sessions on the topic of Formal
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Methods. The Course Director envisaged that the students would use the time as a revision
session on the link between formal methods and software requirements specification.
However, most students had not prepared by reading the (large) formal methods document
and the topic question did not lend itself to discussion. The attendance at the second
session was affected by a deadline in another course, and the transcripts were not saved by
those students who attended. These problems focussed attention on the human and non-
technical factors associated with implementing new technology and collaborative methods in
institutions. A key lesson learned was that talking through the implementation process with
tutors, providing recommendations for the process and a sounding-board for the desired
activity is always worthwhile and important. However, somewhat serendipitously, there was
a sense during these earliest implementations that ‘what could go wrong – did go wrong’,
which in hindsight, was an extremely useful and timely way to raise key issues, that we then
addressed in subsequent implementations.

With a further refined web-based interface and good pedagogical preparation and setup, two
further (co-present) implementations took place, the first in April 2008 with 20 third year
undergraduates on an Interaction design module, and the second in November 2008 with 16
first year undergraduates on a Computer Games/Multimedia course. In each case the
students were introduced to Dialogue Games in a practice session, with the tutor (and/or a
member of the project) giving a rationale for why they were using it, a description of what
they were expected to do and a short practice activity in order to explore the tool. They later
performed a Dialogue Game which was evaluated and they (and the tutor) gave feedback.
These two, more pedagogically successful implementations, formed the two Case Studies
from London Metropolitan University.

Note that, although significant and unanticipated problems emerged, and student numbers
were lower than anticipated on these courses, we still managed to marginally exceed the
targets that we set in the Project Plan.

Student feedback
Student feedback was collected from questionnaires on the earliest implementations (March
and November 2007) at London Metropolitan with InterLoc2 and Interloc Lite and helped
provide technical and pedagogic guidance to the developers. InterLoc2 provided new
features for the students of dragging new resources into a shared resource pool and of
individual student profiles. These were features that the software engineering students (who
were well versed in current social software / Web 2.0) positively liked, but they wanted more
functionality (e.g. to upload local resources and to automatically resize photos in the profile).
However, because they were distracted by these features they spent little time on the main
InterLoc function of a Dialogue Game (“Most of us were using chatting bar instead of
OPENERS”).

Feedback from students using the web-based InterLoc Lite and later versions (without the
previous distracting features) focussed on the Dialogue Game. They understood how to use
it but some students were not sure why they were using it (“What is the point of this!”).
Several students felt that the question set (on Formal Methods in Software Development) did
not motivate discussion and one student said that no-one else in his group had done any
preparation for the discussion.

In the final two London Metropolitan implementations (April and November 2008) 30 of 36
students completed a short questionnaire on their experience, asking about: ease of use;
usefulness; aspects liked; aspects not liked; and other comments. On both ease of use and
usefulness, 27 (90%) students found it easy to use and useful to them, 23 (77%) without any
reservation or qualification and 4 found it ‘ok’. The following reasons were cited for InterLoc
being useful: developing ideas collaboratively; it helped draw out and clarify ideas; and
provided insight or shed light on the topic area. Some verbatim comments by students are:
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“Very useful, helped me understand the thoughts of my group much better.”

“It was useful because you get to know other peoples opinions on subjects that you
wouldn’t normally talk about.”

“It was a good experience as everyone could get there point across without any
interruptions.”

“It was very useful to me because I got to see other people’s point of views in the
chat.”

“It feels that you are having a real conversation because it shows when the other
person is interacting, so you have to wait in order to type,.. in other words it is not a
messy conversation.”

The aspects the students liked most were the direct Reply feature (9) and the ‘buzz’ of
conversation with other students (5). Four students liked the openers best, and three liked
the turn-taking. Interestingly, just under half of these students said that they disliked the use
of openers (14), “…it tends to restrict the way I would like to put my words across.”. Three
students thought there were not enough openers, and six students were unhappy with the
turn-taking. This negative reaction to the use of Openers was unusual, and is probably a
result of the mismatch of the desired activity (of brainstorming) and the (critical) dialogue
game that was used, and emphasizes the need to harmonise the game features (e.g.
through editing the games) and the desired activity.

Ten students took part in two focus groups. Four students felt it was good to have the
recommended reading materials and to be given time to do the research as it appeared to
help everyone think together about the topic. The discussion was very focussed on the topic
and the ‘openers’ also helped to keep everyone focussed on the topic. It was felt that
everyone took the activity seriously because the transcripts were going to make up a
percentage of marks allocated to the students’ Logbooks and “…that was an incentive for
everybody to take it seriously”. One student said:

“Everybody obviously wanted to say something…”,

“…everybody in the whole group had something to say…”,

and another said:

“…you don’t actually get interrupted so you just stick to the point and everyone has
their say.”.

When asked how the discussions might be different from the students sitting face to face in a
group activity it was suggested “…in group discussions it’s quite easy for someone just to
say, ‘Well I’m just going to sit back and let everybody else talk!’”.

The turn taking feature was liked and appreciated:

“…it keeps the flow of a discussion smoothly going so you don’t get people jumping
[in] and discussing new areas off the topic that’s being discussed. I did really like
that about it”.

Obviously, turn-taking involves waiting for others to finish before you can contribute and
when asked if this was a problem one student replied:

“…I did and I didn’t mind waiting, you know it’s a two-way thing. It’s one thing to get
your point across but some people’s typing speed is not going to be that quick…But
as a whole it’s a group discussion so you have to allow others to voice their opinions.
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It’s not like if you sit around a table where you can say right you had enough, shut up
and stop talking – I want to voice my opinion now”.

Tutor feedback
The tutor for software engineering (in the two earliest implementations) felt that he needed
help setting a collaborative question of the type required in a Dialogue Game. Considering
the students, he thought:

“The students need help… we are thinking of other ways and other methods of
actually engaging students with learning, and tools like InterLoc and Squad will
actually help facilitate that. It just means we need to think of different teaching:
another teaching and learning methodology within the context of our University
setting”.

InterLoc needed to be contextualised to the students and to make them aware of the
benefits (which although fundamental and perhaps somewhat obvious, still benefit from
confirmation). On a practical level, students needed to be told initially, with respect to turn-
taking, that they should look around the discussion and read and reflect and maybe engage
with others, instead of simply waiting. Also, he wondered if students get overwhelmed by the
number of openers at first, perhaps there should be levels where there are less openers to
begin with… then as they get used to the idea introduce more. Thinking about how and
when to use InterLoc, perhaps it could be used as a talking shop to discuss the previous
week’s lecture “to see if they have captured the salient points of the lecture”. The tutor said
that:

“The main thing is that they are thinking while they are within InterLoc. The thinking
that they are doing is slightly different from their normal thinking. In as much as they
are thinking about other people within the group: everybody’s thinking about what
each other’s thinking, about what’s going on, which is very, very important.”

In the two later implementations (2008), for the Interaction Design module, InterLoc
addressed a significant problem – which was the difficulty of getting groups to engage at all
about design problems, either face-to-face or online. So it was particularly positive that the
tutor found InterLoc worked well by engaging the students for longer than expected and in a
more intense way. In this case the tutor felt students particularly tended to worry about
‘ownership’ of ideas (in brainstorming activities) and InterLoc changes this notion of
‘ownership’ as the transcripts provide evidence of their contribution to the group. One of the
rules around brainstorming is not to criticize other people’s contributions to the group and the
tutor felt the CDR game he used facilitated a more critical approach. While this was not a
major problem, it skewed the design process for the debate. Note that a more appropriate
‘brainstorming game’ could have been devised in advance, but this tutor was happy to ‘see
how this one went’ in the first instance.

For the Computer Games module the main goal for the tutor was to get students to focus in
on designing the narrative aspects of the game. He felt that students are “not original in their
thinking, they don’t seem to have the correct urges to be original either, they just want to
duplicate past games”.

The fact that the tutor had to find and present research materials (as part of the question
setting activity for the game) was “another good thing about InterLoc” as finding good and
relevant online resources (to a standard the tutor was happy with) can be quite challenging
and he was not sure students would have initially found such pertinent resources. The tutor
felt it is necessary to contextualize InterLoc to his students; introducing InterLoc, and
explaining why they were using InterLoc was very important. Finally, the tutor remarked that:
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“I think that they would benefit from its longer use more. I think it’s something where
the novelty would wear off and then they get into serious issues”.

Following the InterLoc activity, the Interaction Design students had to give a presentation
and the tutor was very impressed by the quality of ideas that were ‘pitched’ during the
presentation task, and felt that they would probably have not been of this quality without the
InterLoc exercise.

Summary of findings from further analysis
Further analyses of the transcripts looked for: knowledge building (where moves offer new
information and build on others' contributions); knowledge refining (modifying another's
contribution by restricting scope, introducing caveats or preconditions or otherwise
specialising the knowledge to be more accurate); and rebuttals (reasoned disagreement
usually requires a deeper than usual level of engagement between students, and
challenging another view can, potentially, lead to a change of view for at least one of the
participants). The transcripts show clear evidence of knowledge building and refinement in
the students' discussions, comprising more than 50% of the contributions. Disagreements,
in the form of rebuttals, are important in argumentation processes to stimulate reasoned
debate, and there were 11% of contributions in this category.

Dialogue move counts give an indication of both the type of interaction processes that took
place, and to what extent. Using dialogue move categories we see that the Interaction
Design groups performed more ‘brainstorming’ than ‘critiquing’, so there were few moves
that were Challenges or Reasoning but quite a lot of Informing and Agreeing. The Computer
Games groups were asked to discuss Computer Games using examples which gave rise to
more Informing and more Challenges – there were fewer Agreeing moves. It was noticeable
that the Computer Games groups used much more evidence (by way of examples) than the
Interaction Design group. This serves to confirm that the framing of the activity and the topic
question are very important in determining outcomes in terms of the interactions that took
place between students. Further evidence for this can be found in the less successful early
implementations where the activity and topic question failed, to some extent, to engage
Software Engineering students.

In the two later implementations evaluated here, the students were uniformly well focussed
on the topics and there were just a few off-topic messages from the hundreds sent. Dialogue
excerpts illustrate the range of types of interactions (knowledge building/refinement, use of
evidence, rebuttals, reasoning and agreement) that took place and the depth of engagement
of the students with the topic.

5.2.2 Queen Mary, University of London
Note that significant technical problems were encountered in setting up with the Queen Mary
IT System which prompted a scaling back of original intentions to embed Dialogue Games
into courses. The Java version (1.6) that InterLoc used clashed with that used by WebCT
and the preferences of IT Services, but it was not an option to drop back to Java 1.5. A
solution was eventually found by using ‘ThinInstall’ which allowed a virtualised Java 1.6 to be
used without disturbing the original setup. This temporary solution was only available in the
University’s Language Lab. Implementations developed within the Language and Learning
Unit with non-native speakers were fully embedded in courses taking place in the Language
Lab; however, a physics implementation was developed as collaboration between the
Thinking Writing initiative and the disciplinary teacher. Volunteer students had to come
especially to the Language Lab to take part. As QM IT Services have now moved to later
versions of Java (this year) this problem has ceased and InterLoc can run throughout the
institution. Most of these practical issues and barriers, along with suggestions for addressing
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them, have been articulated in a ‘Dialogue Game Adoption Strategy’ authored by QM and
LTRI and available from the project web-site (www.InterLoc.org).

Implementations took place at Queen Mary, University of London, from late July to
December 2008 involving 48 students. The first implementations were embedded on various
Non-Native Speaker (NNS) pre-sessional courses provided for International students by the
Language and Learning Unit at QM. A member of the teaching staff was released from other
duties to take an active research role which involved evaluating the implementation and
contributing to discussions in the larger research team. The other implementation was
associated with a first year Physics course and involved volunteer students collaborating
with the Thinking Writing initiative and the Head of the Physics department. Thinking Writing
is a curriculum and professional development initiative and commonly works in these ways.

The first implementation involved students drawn from a summer 2008 pre-sessional course
on English for Academic Purposes for Non-Native Speakers. Two sets of (co-present)
students participated. Each had a preliminary session in which the Dialogue Game was
explained, followed later by an evaluated session after which they gave feedback. The topics
for both sets were ‘Abolition of the British Monarchy’ and ‘Gun control’ and concise online
reading materials were provided within InterLoc to prepare them for discussion. The first set
of 12 students in two groups performed the Dialogue Game without further directions, but the
second set of 8 (younger) students were given role-cards. The students were then given a
questionnaire asking about ease of use, usefulness, and what they liked or disliked. A
comparison face-to-face discussion on ‘Gun control’ was also run with a different set of 9
students from the same course.

A final activity was conducted with a small group of four postgraduate, NNS students in early
December 2008. As students had covered themes such as Health, Law, and Politics, the
‘National DNA Database’ game was used. Students played for 40 minutes.

The second implementation involved students taking a first year Physics course ‘From
Einstein to Newton’ to understand the kinematics of moving bodies in Newtonian space and
time and how this is modified in a relativistic account. The 9 students were given an oral
introduction to Dialogue Games and then allowed to experiment with InterLoc before looking
at preparation materials and starting a Dialogue Game. The students were asked to discuss
a deceptively simple question for which different explanations were possible depending upon
the theory used, but where there is only one correct explanation. The question centred on
whether two monkeys spinning on a beam around a central axis and moving closer to the
centre would speed up, slow down or stay at the same speed. The online preparation links
showed what happens to ice-skaters spinning as they draw in their arms and legs. The
discussion lasted for approx. 25 minutes and then the students were invited to give
structured feedback. To evaluate the dialogues the tutor then looked over the transcripts and
commented on what the students had been thinking, providing insights to where students
were going wrong.

Student feedback
Feedback from the NNS students was largely positive. In terms of ease of use, most had
problems contributing and communicating in real time at the beginning of the session (as is
often the case for critical dialogues with groups who are face-to-face), but this became
easier as the dialogue progressed. InterLoc, most responded, seemed a useful medium in
which to communicate ideas on the topic area but respondents would have preferred more
interaction from the teacher and synchronous language correction, which would have been
difficult to manage. One area that all agreed on was it helped students to improve their
writing.
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Four student NNS postgraduates were given the InterLoc questionnaire asking about ease
of use, usefulness, and what they liked or disliked about it. They all reported that it was easy
to use and that it helped them to produce some useful language and generate ideas on the
topic. Two said that it would be better to write options (openers) rather than have them.
Another said that the exponents were useful in learning agreement/disagreement
expressions. Overall the reaction was positive and students reported that they would like to
use it again.

The nine physics students were given evaluation forms to fill in, and were then engaged in
an oral discussion of their experience of using InterLoc, and finally invited to write on their
forms again in the light of what had been said. Overall, they appeared to have enjoyed the
experience and found the software easy to engage with. Some felt the opportunity to engage
in dialogue had a link to learning/increased understanding in physics. One student appeared
to suggest that the dialogue motivated him/her to want to know the correct answer to the
problem. The students commented on the awkwardness of having to log in separately to
each game. They added in the oral discussion that they would like to be able to make their
own room or join to someone else’s if they were discussing something of interest (But
interestingly, this had actually been deliberately prohibited to maintain students focus within
their own groups, so they didn’t ‘duck out’ because it suited them personally and yet
adversely affected the group dynamic).

Tutor feedback
From the tutor’s perspective, it was obvious that the NNS students were engaged and
enthusiastic to participate in the discussion, and the transcripts were useful in that the
learners could extend their arguments further in later sessions, linking them with the given
texts. It also proved an invaluable medium in which to highlight language errors, given as a
homework task. As for ease of use for the tutor, some students had problems logging in,
which meant going around and assisting. It proved difficult juggling two different rooms and
trying to follow the threads synchronously. Despite the initial difficulties setting up the game
and managing the activity, the tutor felt that the DDG approach was an innovative and
practical way in which to get students to think and communicate.

The transcripts were used for error correction to get learners to consider points to extend
their arguments, linking them with the given texts, and they were useful for learners to use in
their first drafts of a short, discursive essay (1,000 words) on ‘Gun Control’, which required
them to consider both sides of the argument. Not only were the transcripts useful in
deliberating the issues but feedback on these essays showed that in most cases, students
were able to provide reasoned analysis in their responses, demonstrating a degree of critical
evaluation. When other (non-participating) tutors were asked about their own students’
responses, they were disappointed to see that in many cases students failed to include
effective evaluation or relevance to the topic, which raises questions about the benefit these
students got from their (face-to-face) seminars discussing the same issues.

Feedback from the second trial on ‘Gun Control’ with a young group of eight NNS who were
given role-cards was positive, in that it gave the learners an opportunity to engage in a topic
that they were interested in, and with the role-cards provided there was more debate and
reasoning without the threads being lost.

Informal oral feedback from the physics course leader on the ease of use of InterLoc was
that: he wanted an option to broadcast facilitator comments to all groups simultaneously; he
would have liked the facilitator ‘ shout box’ management remarks to be recorded, although
he accepted that this would be remedied if he simply participated as a player; there is
pressure on the facilitator to juggle between two screens; and that having to create different
users for each game would be a serious disincentive. As far as the student performance was
concerned, he did not feel that playing the game had moved them forward in their
understanding, as their reasoning didn’t appear much different from that used by students in
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orally discussing coursework, and they were unable to use diagrams or body language.
However, he liked the way he could assess the ‘state’ of students understanding and how
this could be ‘diagnosed’ through the transcripts.

The students’ transcripts were also analysed through a think-aloud interview with the physics
course leader. What he took of value from the experience was greater insight into his
students’ level of understanding and ability to reason on the basis of this understanding. The
non-linear nature of the game doesn’t, however, give the reader of the transcripts a clear
idea of how any single student’s reasoning progressed over time. The follow-up interview
stimulated reflection and the teacher began to think of alternative ways of helping students to
learn; for example, by modelling the correct reasoning for the students and then asking them
to reproduce it, or by giving the students the correct answer and asking them to develop a
correct explanation.

Summary of findings from further analysis
Some of the volunteer students in the physics study felt it had benefits for their
understanding, although the teacher actually did not feel that playing the game had moved
them forward in this respect. This is potentially a very interesting point. Maybe these
students had undergone a cognitive or learning ‘shift’ that was not directly reflected in their
externalizations, but perhaps made them more ‘ready’ to learn. And what the tutor did take
of value from the experience, was greater insight into his students’ level of understanding
and ability to reason and act on the basis of this interpretation. The experience stimulated
the tutor to reflect, and in the follow-up interview the teacher began to think of alternative
ways of helping students to learn: for example to model the correct reasoning for the
students and then ask them to reproduce it; or to give the students the correct answer and
ask them to develop a correct explanation.

For the NNS students it was seen that InterLoc could be integrated onto these courses at
Queen Mary and was a useful dynamic to promote critical thinking and getting students to
generate language in a context that they might not have done otherwise. Also, having the
transcripts and using these for further practice is useful for both tutor and students. These
were used on the course as notes for an extended essay on gun-control, which students
were able to refer to and go on to write reasonably well balanced discursive essays.

There is no doubt that InterLoc proved to be a useful dynamic where its activities could be
exploited on many levels. Not just with critical thinking and reasoning but also to generate
language and include all participants in the conversations. Brief analysis of the same lesson
delivered in a traditional seminar format tended to highlight the fact that not all students were
engaged nor were they able to take notes to follow up with their essays. This might not only
be due to individual difficulties with pronunciation and comprehension but also socio-
affective factors, and it was clear that the more confident speakers dominated the discussion
and InterLoc to some extent resolved these issues. So at this site, as long as it
accommodated in terms of the (minimal) technical requirements, without problems
previously encountered due to network limitations at this site, it is considered to be extremely
useful to any course that the Language and Learning Unit provides.

5.2.3 Teesside University
Three implementations were undertaken at Teesside University involving 40 students. The
first implementation (May 2008) was with the Accessibility Research Centre (ARC), a group
of MPhil/PhD research students from the UK, Bulgaria, Greece and France. It was not
embedded within a course, but would provide a ‘safe’ situation to highlight potential issues
prior to later implementation in the formal modules. The students’ backgrounds were in
Multimedia, Software Engineering, Computer Science and Artificial Intelligence. Five



DDG Final Report

page 26

students performed a practice session and then an evaluated session on the topic of a
’National DNA database’. A further session with eleven students, was aimed at French
students who were on a three month placement, and considered the issue of ‘Middlesbrough
as a place to study’. A free text response was requested to reflect on the InterLoc
experience.

Problems with these implementations were twofold, similar to some of the problems with
student uptake on designated courses that London Met experienced, which led to issues of
scheduling and availability of students. There were changes to the availability of modules
between the start of the project and the actual implementation period, and due to a downturn
in enrolments there were simply fewer students than had been anticipated. Secondly, there
were some technical problems setting up the activities, resolved with technical help from
LTRI, and also unanticipated limitations based on the perceived necessity to have a
facilitator role across synchronously active rooms.

The second implementation involved eleven final year students, studying ‘Courseware and
Learning Technologies’ (CLT) module as part of their Computing/Multimedia course. The
tutor has found that it is a particular challenge for students to consider and articulate their
conception of how learning takes place. The tutor hoped that Dialogue Games could help
and support students in exploring this issue in more depth. The sessions were led by the
School Learning and Teaching Coordinator, with the module leader observing and
supporting. The eleven students were split into a group of six and a group of five for both
sessions, the first being the topic of a ‘National DNA database’, and the second ‘How
learning takes place’. This was followed by verbal discussion to critically evaluate the
InterLoc experience and later a questionnaire.

The third implementation (October 2008) involved 13 University of Teesside students,
studying ‘Multimedia for Mobile Applications’ (MMA) module as part of a Masters course in
Computing. Those taking part comprised of five Indian students, three French, two Greek
and three British students. A rationale for using Dialogue Games was the large proportion of
overseas students from India, who have come from a very different educational background,
and the tutors were keen to encourage these students to interact and integrate with the rest
of the group. They were split into two groups of five and one group of three and first
performed an initial practice session with the issue of a ‘National DNA database’. Students
were given twenty minutes to review the reading materials before taking part in a forty
minute discussion activity. The question set for the later activity was on the topic of mobile
technology for older and disabled users. This was followed up with a feedback
questionnaire.

The courses were chosen on the basis of availability and accessibility to the main
implementer at Teesside during the period of implementation. They were also courses where
the content lent itself to discussion, and these were particularly those computing courses
involving aspects of design and user accessibility. Four other tutors were involved in the
implementation. One tutor was team-teaching with the main implementer, and was keen to
try out Dialogue Games with overseas students on the course. A second tutor took part
because it was related to her research into online dialogue. Two other tutors were
responsible for the courses in which implementation took place and participated as
observers.

Student feedback
The ARC research students had no problems and generally found the tool easy to use. The
students had no difficulty in using the software and the format used for introducing the
concept of InterLoc and the tool was found to be suitable. Their evaluation was generally
positive and they regarded InterLoc as a useful tool. The students were generally more
comfortable with InterLoc on the second occasion and they found the interface clear and
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usable. The visiting students particularly appreciated the ability to save the transcripts of the
discussions for later use. They also regarded InterLoc as a useful tool for supporting
students who may be reluctant to participate through the effects of a disability, limited
English language skills, cultural background or shyness.

A few critical comments were offered. Some students found it difficult to follow the structure
of the conversation given that one can reply to existing threads or begin a new thread with
an opener. The fact that the turn-taking meant that only one student could have control of
the discussion at any one time was appreciated in that it allowed reflection, but was also
frustrating and sometimes resulted in students responding to a thread (using Contribute
instead of Reply) simply in order to make a contribution. While most students appreciated
the concept of openers to structure and scaffold the discussion, they found some of them
restrictive and confusing.

The feedback from CLT students was that a number of students felt that InterLoc could be
useful as a distance-learning tool where students were not physically present in the same
room, but there was agreement that co-present students would prefer to have a face-to-face
discussion. A couple of students commented that the tool made them think more deeply
about a topic. Other individual comments made by students were that the tool helped the
momentum of the discussion, it forced you to be brief and concise, it provoked ideas, and
that it was interesting and enjoyable. Students found the ability to save the discussion useful
– they could imagine using the saved transcript to share discussions, analyse discussion
and reflect on discussions.

A number of students reported being frustrated by having to wait to reply. Some students
admitted to becoming disengaged with the application and becoming involved in other
activities on the computer while they were waiting for their turn. The most positive feature of
the turn-taking identified by the students was the slowing down of the discussion because it
allowed them time to read everyone’s contribution. The students did not locate the spell
checking facility within the interface – this was a particular problem for a dyslexic student
and acted as a barrier to them being able to contribute. Students also found the number of
characters allowed in the input box restrictive. Students liked the ability to control whether to
view the full thread or just the top level contributions, however, they found it difficult to follow
discussion threads and there was no indication if a new contribution had been made to a
thread that had been minimised. They also liked being able to have more than one
discussion strand and the ability to add a comment earlier in the discussion.

The MMA students had similar feedback, that InterLoc was easy to use and was a useful
platform for group discussion. They also reported some frustrations with turn-taking and
having to use openers. The students personal reflection of InterLoc was that it was a useful
and practical platform with which to initiate and summarise a group discussion or enhance
communication between team members.

Feedback from Teesside tutors and facilitators
Dialogue is used on the course to support students in their identification of specific target
audiences for their applications accurately and to consider the needs of different groups. So
students are encouraged to use critical analysis to support their choice of solutions, but they
find it difficult to consider alternative perspectives and solutions. The use of InterLoc worked
in so far as it provided a resource that helped students to begin to consider theoretical
issues related to their practical work. It was helpful as an introduction to and guidance on the
discussion and helped to focus and structure the discussion, and also in providing a record
of their discussion. It was useful for group assignments for the member of the group to
exchange and record their ideas and as an opportunity for students to be more reflective in
their thinking.
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The tutors using the tool have learned useful lessons both in practical and pedagogical
aspects for its effective use. The major pedagogical lessons they learned from using
InterLoc was in the selection of resources and the framing of the questions for discussion. It
was important to find resources that offered differing viewpoints to support argumentation
and that the students could get through in around twenty minutes. This material would be
additional to work previously covered and would provide the focus on which students can
build on their prior knowledge. They also found that due care needed to be taken in framing
the questions to provide sufficient balance, scope for discussion and challenge the students’
thinking.

There were no technical problems with deploying and running InterLoc in the three
laboratories used, with some pre-preparation performed to ensure that students could
access the tool. There were no firewall problems in our case, but a large institutional (or
School wide) implementation would require the technical support team to have
administration rights, or it might be better to use it as part of group work as an ‘out of class’
activity and have students access it remotely, with students using it as part of the
preparation for their assignment, as these tutors felt that it took too much time to set up to
easily hold a classroom discussion otherwise. These tutors also felt that the tool needed to
be more user friendly before encouraging wider uptake, which was precisely the focus of the
later development work, that has produced a more intuitive and ‘easy to use’ management
interface. However, given that regular users of InterLoc did not express these concerns, it is
likely that greater familiarity with the tool will also ameliorate this problem.

Summary of findings from further analysis
Dialogue move counts showed that the category of Informing moves was most popular
among the Teesside groups (33% of contributions), followed by Agreeing moves (30%).
Less frequently used were Questioning (16%) and Challenging (9%). There were some
noticeable differences, however, between the groups. The two ARC groups which consisted
largely of NNS new students had markedly less Challenges (4%) and more Agreeing moves
(41%) which indicated a more reserved and polite discussion without many disagreements,
and a focus on building consensus in the group. In contrast, the MMS groups showed
considerable variation when discussing a course-related topic, with one group an unusually
high amount of Challenging (24%) and no Agreeing moves.

Some of the research students also undertake some teaching support and their responses
included reflections on the use of InterLoc as a teaching tool. They thought that it is
particularly useful for group assignments and for small groups. They also regarded InterLoc
as a useful tool for supporting students who may be reluctant to participate through the
effects of a disability, limited English language skills, cultural background or shyness. The
positive student feedback coupled with the quality of the discussions resulting from the
second implementation gave Teesside confidence that InterLoc could be used successfully
in a classroom situation but that it is also useful for supporting discussion and debate within
a research group setting where students are pursuing individual projects.

5.2.4 Open University
The 25 participants in the four implementations of InterLoc at this site were adults typical of
the age-profile of distance learning students. They were mainly postgraduates taking
courses with the Institute of Educational Technology and Faculty of Science. In the first
implementation participants were postgraduate students of the course ‘Communicating
science’. Two sessions were organised with two different groups of students at different
dates (July and November 2008), and in each session there were five participants. The
activity for both groups was on the issue of a ‘National DNA database’.
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This implementation site found it particularly difficult to attract volunteers, despite significant
efforts in this respect. This had not been a problem with previous projects and there
appeared to be a ‘step-change’ in the behaviours and attitudes of potential users, who
seemed more time conscious and had less 'digital time' (these days) to participate in this sort
of ‘extra curricular’ activity.

The second implementation involved five postgraduate students studying the course
‘Implementing online, open and distance learning’, and used an activity on ‘The barriers to
peer assessment’ in June 2008. The third implementation used five Educational Technology
research students who are highly experienced in learning technologies and carry out
research in this area. They were given the topic of ‘Is E-learning 2.0 happening?’ to discuss
in their activity in December 2008. In these implementations students were asked to access
InterLoc in advance of the discussion and familiarise themselves with its workings and read
the activity materials. All the students worked remotely during the group sessions using
InterLoc version 3, except the December activity which used InterLoc 4. No major technical
problems were encountered, except that one user had a (home) firewall problem and was
unable to be present.

In the final implementation participants were family-support workers of a charity called
Family Action in Hackney Borough of London, and five participants took part in the online
activity in November 2008. The topic for discussion was ‘When should Social Services
intervene?’. These participants were co-present during the group session.

Student feedback
Feedback by email was obtained from 15 of the 25 participants in the implementations. None
of the participants had repeated group sessions and so used InterLoc without much
familiarity, as they had an asynchronous preparation session (in their own time) and then
went straight into the group synchronous session. In spite of this, usability was not a problem
as most of the participants said they found InterLoc easy to use. However, sentence openers
were found to be restrictive by many of them. Given that most of the participants were in the
age range ‘over 35’ this extends the range of student ages involved in other trials. One
student stated in her questionnaire:

“Quite easy and straightforward, no extra buttons so not much chance to make
mistakes.”

Another student struggled with sentence openers and decided to try to ignore them,
mentioning:

“I did not like the starters/openers because I could not easily find the right one to start
my argument or comment. This wasted my time until I decided to ignore them.”

However, this same student also commented at the end of her questionnaire that:

“I think the idea to have starters is not a bad one as they are excellent way of starting
a dialogue. What made them a challenge to use was that the range to choose from
was limited, probably not making them mandatory and giving some flexibility would
have been a good idea.”

Some students were in favour of the sentence openers:

“…I understood the discussion and the sentence openers actually helped my thinking
and I was able to reflect in what other people in the group were saying. In my opinion
sentence openers enabled us to engage in in-depth …”
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The experience of participants with other communication and social networking tools varied
from group to group. One of the most experienced was educational technology research
students and the least experienced were the family-support workers’ group. This seemed to
affect what students were focusing on in the discussion as the research students group got
distracted and started discussing the tool instead of the topic prepared for them.

The majority of the participants thought that interactions of the sort provided by InterLoc and
similar tools were very valuable and they welcomed more experiences in their learning and
training. When asked if they think it would be useful for them to participate regularly in
dialogues like they just had, many participants answered positively, particularly if it was a
new experience to them:

“At times I think it would be useful as you would feel less inhibited in what you say.”

“This was my first time doing anything like this. I enjoyed it very much, would love to
do it again.”

Tutor feedback
Feedback was obtained from five tutors who were involved in the courses where InterLoc
was implemented, but they did not facilitate any sessions or set up activities themselves.
Most OU courses are placing a great deal of emphasis on communication and interaction
and tutors felt that they would be interested in a tool that potentially provides this in their
courses:

“Tutoring a course on communication, and having an interest in new technologies I
was keen to try this with my students.”

Tutors also were very aware of the difficulty of bringing OU students together for a
synchronous activity:

“It does usually cost time and effort to familiarise oneself with [any innovation]. Most
of my students work full-time while studying and any additional task on top of those
scheduled tends to be difficult to accommodate. Good timing and a well thought
through activity that is also well-integrated into the course are essential to being able
to recruit volunteers. The best possible scenario for a trial would be to replace/adapt
an existing activity with one based on InterLoc. This would maximise participation.”

InterLoc was found to be easy to use by the tutors too:

“It was fairly self-explanatory although a basic manual would be useful. No formal
training would be needed I don’t think.”

However they found some aspects needed careful consideration and planning:

“The interface itself was quite busy when discussions started i.e. several
conversations were going on at once and this was difficult to follow.”

It seems that OU tutors are very willing to consider using new/different technologies in their
teaching, sometimes even with their own initiative. With appropriate staff development, it
was felt that the use of InterLoc could be facilitated very effectively.

Summary of findings from further analysis
Overall, the discussion sessions in case study one (on a national DNA database) are well-
considered discussions and good ideas are presented and discussed in depth. Even with the
same topic, the different directions followed by these two groups show that the group
dynamics and participants may be factors determining the effectiveness of online
interactions. The second implementation (on peer assessment) was an activity with lots of
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valuable well-argued contributions by the participants. It showed that a direct match between
course themes and the discussion topic is always useful for having a well attended and
quality discussion.

In implementation three (on e-Learning), for this group of students there was a need to
moderate the discussion more than the other groups and steer them in the right direction.
The participants were very well informed about the topic and maybe the topic was not as
interesting to them as performing the activity with the tool itself. This shows that the ICT
literacy level of users (low or high) needs to be considered when planning sessions.

Implementation four (on Social Services intervention) had one of the most effective
discussions in this study. The participants found InterLoc easy to use and the experience
enjoyable and useful. The transcript of the sessions shows an impressive quality of
discussion taking place with participants bringing in their experience and knowledge, sharing
ideas, and bringing in examples to back up their arguments.

5.2.5 Exeter University
Initial implementations of InterLoc were run in February to April 2008 in three courses.
Unfortunately, the earliest sessions were unable to take place due to a restrictive firewall
policy, of closing port 5222 (which InterLoc defaults to) which was not checked in advance.
Initially, an attempt was made to resolve the issue through opening the port for brief periods
to support scheduled sessions, but whilst this made things just about doable, it was clearly
inflexible. The OpenFire Server was eventually installed on the Exeter site behind the
firewall. However, this meant that the earliest sessions had to be rescheduled for smaller
sets of students and this missed the large number of students that was originally planned.

These initial implementations of InterLoc were performed on three courses and involved 75
students. The first activity involved 23 first year students on an ‘ICT and Learning’
(ECY1008/EDU1008) course in 5 groups of 4-5 students. They discussed the topic “Overall
is new information and communication technology a good or bad thing for the quality of
modern childhood?”. The second course involved 40 2nd year ‘ICT Futures’
(ECY2010/EDU2025) students in 10 groups. They discussed the same topic. The third
course involved 12 Post Graduate Certificate in Education (ICT) students in 3 groups. They
discussed the topic “Summative assessment is the key factor in securing improvements in
educational standards”. In these initial implementations the students had half an hour of
discussion time and could focus on a particular area or have a broad discussion. The topic
and the purpose of the discussion and use of tool were explained to the students prior to the
session and they were allowed to have a few minutes to ‘play’ with the tool.

The technical problems were solved prior to a second implementation phase and where no
work-arounds were required, because port 5222 was left open, which used InterLoc on a
PGCE Science course involving 69 students during October 2008. This was the start of the
academic year for the students and they were challenged to think about science within the
curriculum. They were organised as 9 groups of 6-8 students and discussed the topic “The
national curriculum for science as currently defined is totally inadequate to meet the
purposes of science education and gives a false impression of the nature of science”. The
use of InterLoc was embedded in a five day activity on the ‘Nature of Science’ which
involved pre-test questionnaires, lectures, face to face discussions and then two sessions
with InterLoc. The students were well prepared for the discussions that took place having
been given an introductory session and materials including opposing points of view. At this
site, despite experiencing significant and unanticipated technical restrictions in the first
instance, Exeter slightly exceeded the target that was set for numbers of students in the
Project Plan.
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Student feedback
Students’ feedback was gathered using different methods including an informal feedback
session, an online focus group discussion and select interviews based on critical event recall
from the transcripts. The feedback was collated under several themes as follows.

E-discussion and critical thinking
The responses directly relating to e-discussion and how InterLoc supports critical thinking
were provided by seventeen students. The comments made regarding this were as follows -
InterLoc was an ‘effective way of sharing knowledge’, for which students ‘get together and
discuss’ – and it ‘enabled everyone to write their thoughts’ (seven students). Three felt that
‘ideas were brainstormed’ and that ‘everyone made good points’. Two students further
clarified that e-discussion ‘allowed critical thinking - reflect and respond at later date’ along
with ‘multiple threads’ which provided both breadth and depth to discussion. This aspect of
depth was also pointed out by four students who explained that InterLoc ‘allowed to fully
explore the subject’, ‘get you thinking in more depth’, and ‘developed a good discussion’.

Five students identified that the number of participants in the discussion should be small, as
they felt seven to eight students in their groups had been too many, leading to too many
messages. The optimum group size of 4-6 is already an established recommendation for
InterLoc, so this confirms previous experiences with larger groups. Seventeen students
identified aspects which could be a hindrance to a deep e-discussion. Nine students
complained that they ‘could not keep up with discussion’ as they ‘spent more time getting to
grips with conversation’, because of ‘too many thread of conversations / muddling’ so feel
that ‘direct links into new messages would make following conversation easier’. This
impacted on their ability to think critically and was pointed out specifically by two students.

Supports challenging of ideas and new learning
Sixteen students explained that the discussion allowed them to be aware of ‘others views
and opinions’. Twelve students commented that it gave them a ‘broader and better
understanding of subject’ with seven being specific that InterLoc discussion ‘challenged you
to think critically / differently’. Five students thought the reading task to be completed into
their understanding of the topic also contributed to new learning – ‘reading before the
discussion allowed new learning’. Three students expanded on this saying that the depth of
discussion and learning ‘depended on prior knowledge’.

There were also different comments made by some students. Four students decided that
they ‘have not learnt new things because of this discussion’. Five students opined that it did
‘not really challenge my view as seeing others views’ as the ‘challenge was not factual’.

Ease of use
There were twenty two positive responses from the students, whereas there were seventeen
comments related to finding the tool hard to use. Six students felt the tool was easy to use
as it ‘allows for well structured discussions, is more controlled and keeps you on track’. Five
students expand on this point as InterLoc is a ‘good useful tool’ which ‘allows all to
contribute’ and ‘stops people dominating discussion’. Four students were of the opinion that
there is a ‘need to have hands on play time’ as it ‘gets easier with use’.

Negative responses were on the ‘limited message space’, ‘slow scroll time’ (probably a result
of network traffic) as well as ‘having to wait for others to contribute’. Three students
recognised the ‘need to reply to correct thread for continuity’ and one felt it would be nicer to
go directly to a new message than having to scroll.

Advantages and Disadvantages
Eighteen students provided comments specifying the advantages of the InterLoc system
over face to face or even other tools like WebCT and MSN. They felt the ‘format (was)



DDG Final Report

page 33

appropriate to challenging ideas and debate’. It was ‘effective for talking over problem and
getting ideas from others, verbal reasoning and rational responses’. It supports ‘multiple
discussions’ as well as ‘allows opinions to be expressed without someone dominating’,
leading to ‘scaffolding’ of learning. Four compared the ease of carrying on a discussion with
that in MSN, stating that ‘keeping to threads maintains flow of discussion (over MSN)’.
Seven students compared the use to that in WebCT stating InterLoc ‘helps to keep time and
contribute in real time, keeps focussed (over slow webct)’ and so is ‘motivating’. Seven
students clearly valued the tools ability to ‘keep record of discussion, to reflect later and use
as reference point’. Three students welcomed the aspect of remote discussion and a good
option to travelling to participate in face to face discussions. ‘Anonymity (of typing) helps to
confidently express opinions, organise thoughts and write clearly’ was an opinion expressed
by five students.

Disadvantages were more varied, for example, eight comments were regarding the lack of
non-verbal communication – ‘can get personal, and emoticons are not visible; no non-
verbals to observe; prefer face to face; easier to follow face to face (as in video
conferencing)’. Eleven students expanded on this by stating that continual scrolling which
was slow could make the discussion tedious. Contrary to the idea of InterLoc being
motivating, two students feel that ‘having to wait your turn can be de-motivating’. Two
students felt that, while it ‘makes you think before saying anything’ and it is ‘good to have a
record’, some might find that this becomes a barrier to changing opinion in the future. Six
students would ‘prefer asynchronous webct discussion’. Only two students stated that
openers were a disadvantage when using the tool.

The evidence from student feedback has been that the postgraduate student science
teachers were aware of the type of thinking together that was performed, and they explicitly
used such terms as: ‘sharing knowledge’; ‘critical thinking’; and ‘thinking in more depth’ in
their feedback. They appreciated that InterLoc use ‘challenged you to think critically /
differently’, and that they came away with a ‘broader and better understanding of [the]
subject’. The students also commented on the active use of concise reading resources,
supplied within the activity, before and during the discussion which helped lead them to new
learning.

Tutor feedback
The three facilitators agreed that InterLoc fits their purpose and, after a bit of time getting
used to the interface, it is easy to use. They thought it was a good tool for developing a
discussion, and useful to achieve collaborative learning in a group of students who are not
geographically in the same space. The openers are a good idea, but they wondered if they
were more useful for younger students who are less used to structuring debate than
graduate students, who found the restrictions of the openers quite frustrating at times.

The facilitators suggested InterLoc could be improved by having separate threads in
separate windows, visible at the same time. Also, they suggested the ability for moderators
to send a message to everybody in the facilitated groups at the same time, and for those
messages to be recorded in the transcripts.

Summary of findings from further analysis
The evidence from student feedback has been that the postgraduate student science
teachers were aware of the type of thinking together that was performed, and they explicitly
used such terms as: ‘sharing knowledge’; ‘critical thinking’; and ‘thinking in more depth’ in
their feedback. They appreciated that InterLoc use ‘challenged you to think critically /
differently’, and that they came away with a ‘broader and better understanding of [the]
subject’. The students also commented on the active use of concise reading resources,
supplied within the activity, before and during the discussion which helped lead them to new
learning.
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argumentation and that the students could get through in around twenty minutes. This
material would be additional to work previously covered and would provide the focus on
which students can build on their prior knowledge. They also found that great care needs to
be taken in framing the questions to provide sufficient balance, scope for discussion and
challenge the students’ thinking. This is an area in which they feel that other staff
implementing InterLoc will need most support.

The pedagogical support to tutors experimenting with InterLoc was an issue with the earlier
London Met studies. In most cases tutors will understand and adopt the new collaborative
context, adapting their interactions with students appropriately. However, this may not be
taken for granted – some ideas about collaboration may not work in a different context (e.g.
tutors sometimes suggest running the activity with 30 students in one room – an idea taken
from asynchronous forums), and so there is a case to be made for a mentor for tutors to act
as a ‘safety net’.

The (partial) anonymity of an e-discussion was welcomed by some students at Exeter. They
thought it was a good option (alternative) to travelling to participate in face to face
discussions. ‘Anonymity (of typing) helps to confidently express opinions, organise thoughts
and write clearly’ was an opinion expressed by some students. At Queen Mary the tasks
engaged all the students without the need to prompt, and their inclusivity made it easy for
those less able students to participate in a discussion without threatening or putting pressure
on them to contribute.

The experience of participants from the OU with other communication and social networking
tools varied from group to group. One of the most experienced was educational technology
research students and the least experienced were the family-support workers’ group.
Compared to this group, the research students group got distracted and started discussing
the tool instead of the topic prepared for them. The majority of the participants thought that
interactions of the sort provided by InterLoc and similar tools were very valuable and they
welcomed more experiences in their learning and training. When asked if they think it would
be useful for them to participate regularly in dialogues like they just had, many participants
answered positively:

“At times I think it would be useful as you would feel less inhibited in what you say.”

Teesside learned a lesson from the approach taken by the overseas students in Multimedia
for Mobile Systems. They had hoped that using InterLoc would be a way of getting the
students to enter into dialogue independently with members of the module group other than
their fellow Indian students. In fact, the students began to talk together in a group away from
the computer and decide between them what the response would be. It was realised that
they were expecting too much of InterLoc by trying to rely on this to change the students’
behaviour. On reflection, when InterLoc is used in future with overseas students, Teesside
will begin by placing them in pairs to improve their confidence both in the use of the tool and
in the concept of critical discourse. Another suggestion that would be interesting to trial is the
possibility of students generating and contributing their own resources.

In the London Met studies the tutor felt InterLoc worked well by engaging the students for
longer than expected and in a more intense way. The tutor was pleased with the way
students used InterLoc and how focussed they were, both during the study period and during
the discussions. It was suggested students tend to worry about ‘ownership’ of ideas (in
brainstorming activities) and InterLoc changes this notion of ‘ownership’ as the transcripts
provide evidence of their contribution to the group.

At Queen Mary transcripts from the sessions with NNS students were used for error
correction to get learners to consider points to extend their arguments, linking them with
given texts. All of these were useful for the learners to use in their first drafts of a short,
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discursive essay (1,000 words) on ‘Gun Control’, which required them to consider both sides
of the argument. Not only were the transcripts useful in deliberating the issues but feedback
to these essays showed that in most cases, students were able to provide reasoned analysis
in their responses, demonstrating a degree of critical evaluation.

One effect that was consistently noted across all the implementations involving students was
the better focus they had on discussion, compared with other forms of e-discussion. While
there was some humour and ‘messing around’ in a few studies there was comparatively little
or none in most. At Exeter students noted that the tool was easy to use as it ‘allows for well
structured discussions, is more controlled and keeps you on track’.

Issues and implications
The difficulties associated with moving from informal and superficial discourse to deeper and
more meaningful formal ‘learning dialogues’ are well accepted in education. This difficulty
has been found to be the case with online communicative media - including conferencing,
chat and social software. InterLoc is designed to scaffold users performing Dialogue Games
towards these deeper and more formal dialogue interactions. It is restrictive, in that it guides
students away from informal common usages of language which don’t make any real
contribution to the interaction, towards questions, assertions, reasoning and challenges that
stimulate thinking and encourage critical debate. It is not surprising therefore, that students
report problems with restrictive openers – it is only by being restrictive in some degree that
they will have a positive benefit for the student, by forcing them to reformulate intuitive,
reactive thoughts into a more well crafted and, hopefully, thoughtful contribution. Further
work is needed to devise new Dialogue Games and to subject them to as much testing and
honing as the Critical Discussion and Reasoning game which is the default in InterLoc.

A secondary problem has been linking learners’ thinking to their academic writing and
related learning activities. A simple transcript, in an easily readable form, has been
surprisingly well received among the many groups who used it – in particular the NNS
students at Queen Mary and Teesside. Further work is needed to see how useful this proves
when students undertake essays or other work using the transcripts as an input, but initial
findings at London Met and Queen Mary are promising. This could be particularly useful to
students, as an aide memoire, in the case of a delay of more than a week between the
occurrence of these discussions and ‘writing up’.

Most students appreciated the value of the Turn-taking in InterLoc, with only a few
suggesting it was de-motivating. Its rationale is to reduce clustering of replies saying similar
things, which helps linearise the discussion threads and at the same time encourage more
reflection. There is a minor issue with it which may need finessing, however. The turn-taking
at the beginning of a session before the first contribution has been posted can create a log
jam, in that everybody can only wait on one person to post. There may be a case for relaxing
the restriction until after the first posting has been made (which can take a few minutes –
including thinking time), because, as the OU have reported, students working remotely may
fear that their client is not in fact working properly.

Reactions to the Openers was interesting, as although most students accepted and valued
the opportunity to ‘think’ using InterLoc, they were sometimes critical of the Openers, which
ironically, are one of the key features that promote thinking. However it was noticeable that
students ‘disliked’ the Openers when the task was not well matched to the dialogue game
that was provided. So it seems that it is not the concept of Openers that is the problem, but
more a case of whether the most appropriate set of Openers are available for the activity
that is being performed. And the flexibility of InterLoc means that the Opener sets can be
adapted with ease to address this problem. Similarly, it is worth emphasizing the way in
which InterLoc is actually a social game, where ‘getting you thinking and thinking together’
as a higher priority than being concerned about the exact details and semantics of individual
contributions.
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Student perceptions of InterLoc are important to how they go on to use it. The introduction of
InterLoc, not as another IM Chat tool, but as a means to serious and focussed discussion is
required by the tutor, and this is mentioned by several sites that took care to introduce
InterLoc and explain to the students why they were using it. Once InterLoc moves outside
the confines of the DDG project we can’t be sure how it will be used, but this would be a key
point in any advice in setting up an InterLoc implementation. For the moment the DDG
community wiki may be used to capture users’ experience from the project.

Another pedagogical issue is with tutors’ abilities to adapt to strongly collaborative activities.
Not in all cases have tutors made the paradigm switch, from distributing information, to the
constructivist approach of setting up activities in which learning takes place. The style of
question, open to discussion, and the materials that are used within an activity are very
important determinants of success. The question can motivate students to discuss and
argue, and the materials should stimulate their thinking and provide concise information to
enable them to support arguments with evidence. To gain confidence of tutors, it is advisable
to have a working setup of InterLoc for some months before implementation, so that tutors
may use and experiment fully with the tool. This will also help with another issue, the
reluctance of new Learning Managers to master the process of setting up and running
activities. The first time setup can be a bit daunting and the availability of a mentor to advise
within the institution has been mentioned before. The community wiki has a section on this
aspect of mentors and it is to be hoped that Project staff will respond to requests within their
institution for guidance. Outside the Partner institutions it is hoped that early users will
champion the product to other potential users.

Finally, on practical and administrative issues, scaling the student uptake to larger courses
(above 50 students) does raise the problem of creating numerous users by the Learning
Manager. This is not particularly time-consuming but it is a chore that can be off-putting. Also
the management of users, moving them to another room etc., can be tiresome. A future
version of the tool should consider the alternative of registration of users (where they sign up
themselves), and an ‘Usher’ function to move students ‘en block’ between rooms / other
Learning Managers. This is discussed in 9.1.

5.2.7 Wider uptake and embedding
London Met have experienced particular difficulties related to the wider uptake and
embedding of InterLoc because all of the staff involved in championing this process (David
Andrew, Peter Oriogun, Enzian Baur and Simon Schofield) left the University during this
project, making continuity and embedding more difficult. Nevertheless, they have
successfully pursued other routes including: linking with and advocating through the CETL-
RLOs (through Prof Tom Boyle), London Met e-learning projects leader (Prof. John Cook)
and CETL-Write Now (through Dr. Kathy Harrington); providing workshops and talks in
suitable fora across the University (e.g. Staff Development workshop on group work,
Computing Science Graduate day, the London Met Teaching and Learning conference etc.);
liaising with the Centre for Academic and Professional Development (CAPD); and,
responding to interested parties (e.g. in Education and Computer Science). In brief, although
at London Met we kept losing our ‘champions’, the DDGs and InterLoc are now more widely
known throughout the University with a number of new staff keen to use it.

The role of Queen Mary on the project, which involved the ‘Thinking Writing’ initiative
proactively being involved in development and wider promotion of InterLoc was itself a form
of institutional embedding. For example, recently at Queen Mary, InterLoc5 was presented to
approximately 10 tutors in a dissemination workshop hosted by the ‘Thinking Writing’ team,
who are awaiting feedback from the participants, a number of whom seemed particularly
interested in taking the approach forward at Queen Mary. To disseminate the development
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work on InterLoc, Queen Mary have used existing fora for discussion and exchange: the E-
and Distance Learning forum ( Dec 8 2008) and the Thinking Writing Forum (Feb 6 2009).
These fora bring the work to the attention not just of disciplinary teaching staff but of staff
responsible for overseeing e-learning developments and the initial and continuing
professional development of staff in the university. It is these staff who will be in a position
over time to identify opportunities for InterLoc to meet a genuine and concrete teaching need
e.g. to get students interacting, and to generate ideas prior to writing. Further adoption may
be generated in cases where 1) the practitioner-adopter is given an allocation of time and a
role to take more of a research orientation, 2) the work accords with the larger agenda of the
department, and 3) there is a supported technical environment. In the case of the Language
and Learning Unit, there is a perceived need to explore applications in the Language Lab
and develop on-line teaching techniques.

The lead implementer (Dr Elaine Pearson) will continue to be the main advocate for InterLoc
and Dialogue Games at Teesside, supported by the School of Computing Learning and
Teaching Coordinator Dr Elisabeth Yaneske, who is also a University Teaching Fellow.
Together they will give a presentation on their experience of InterLoc at the next University
Learning and Teaching Conference and support anyone who wishes to incorporate InterLoc
into their own modules. They also both give occasional sessions on learning and teaching
practice for the University Post Graduate Certificate in Learning and Teaching in Higher
Education (PgCLTHE), which will afford opportunities to introduce InterLoc to new members
of staff.

In addition, Teesside staff who acted as observers in the implementations are now
interested in using InterLoc themselves in the next time academic year. The team teaching
approach used at Teesside lends itself well to supporting the introduction of InterLoc to other
tutors and at different levels and subjects. Teesside have focussed on using it to encourage
critical discussion and to support the integration of overseas students into a collaborative
approach to learning. They are continuing to use this approach and are planning a further
implementation of InterLoc within a first year module ‘Design for Usability’. The
implementation will be led by one of the tutors who has already been involved as an
observer and will in turn introduce it to their team teaching partner on the module. There are
approximately 40 students currently registered on this module. They will consider the
following question: “Does designing for usability stifle creativity?”

InterLoc was introduced recently at the annual meeting of course team chairs for Masters in
Education courses at the Faculty of Education and Language Studies (FELS) at the Open
University. This was a way of offering a new or alternative tool to these courses to enhance
their provision for student interaction and a rich environment for technology enhanced
learning. Many courses in this programme are interested in the use of new technologies in
their teaching and InterLoc was seen as one of the ways it can be provided as a flexible
alternative. One of the new courses in this programme is interested in using InterLoc as an
integrated part of course material, and the Open University project researcher is supporting
them in designing activities. At the time this course team explored InterLoc, (version 3) there
were a number of technical problems such as one tutor not being able to run it and they
thought its presentation could be improved. We are in the process of arranging a meeting to
introduce InterLoc version 5 to this course team. The communication with the course team
makes it clear why they are considering using InterLoc:

"...part of the course is about the role of dialogue in teaching and learning and about
the development of argumentation and thinking skills. We are drawing on classroom-
based research by Neil Mercer, Rupert Wegerif, and Robin Alexander etc. InterLoc,
therefore, supports three main aims: to develop the students' argumentations skills
and provide ALs & students with a tool that will help them to do this; to demonstrate
that training in dialogic thinking skills is as important for adult learners as it is for


