Arguing for the sake of it: Using AcademicTalk, an innovative dialogue tool to support critical reasoning and discussion between peers.

Institute of Educational Technology, Open University, Milton Keynes, UK.
Background

AcademicTalk was designed to develop argumentation and reasoning skills in synchronous peer-to-peer discussion. Developed as part of a PhD project at the Institute of Educational Technology by a course tutor at The Open University, the tool was designed to mediate online student discussion within the course ‘You, your computer and the net’ (T171), which provides a half credit for open and distance learners at The Open University, Milton Keynes. Over 40 students, subdivided into groups of 4-5, volunteered to participate in the dialogue exercises. These students were of mixed abilities and academic backgrounds, some having no formal academic qualifications; their ages ranged from 25 – 45. 
Established practice

Increasingly integrated into course delivery, the use of conventional online computer-mediated communication tools is often as an ‘add-on’ or a tutor-moderated activity. In contrast, AcademicTalk was used in a formative peer environment and within a set of activities that aimed to develop higher order dialogical and reasoning skills.

The challenge

Chat and discussion boards have often proved inadequate for educational activities aimed at promoting ‘deep learning’. Dialogues through standard computer-mediated communication tools typically reflect a superficial discourse, often involving the simple ‘trading’ of ideas and opinions; such exercises are used primarily to support knowledge sharing and community building. The development of higher order dialogical and reasoning skills through online communication is less frequently achieved.

Pedagogical approach

The activities undertaken through AcademicTalk were designed to develop and support collaborative and dialogical skills within a broader ‘activity model’ design (i.e. preparation, interaction and summary exercises performed in sequence) for those students who were not able to take part in face-to-face activities. All students performed the activity at home using their own computers and following a pre-scheduled sequence of activities.

The design of the activities implemented a social constructivist approach to learning, based on the Vygotskyan principle that learning results from internalising socially acquired dialogical skills – in this case academic discourse practice. The process also drew on established models of collaborative working in an academic context. 
The intended outcome

The use of the tool aimed to:

· scaffold students’ argumentation and reasoning skills through structured discussion

· put their understanding of course content to the test

· embed ‘standard’ academic practices within peer-to-peer discussion, and support the key social and cognitive processes required for effective dialogue in an educational context.

The e-learning advantage

The approach employed a set of linked learning activities. In these activities the e-learning tool, AcademicTalk, was used to explicitly structure, guide and manage students’ discussion and argumentation. This was achieved through providing explicit support for questioning and challenging others’ positions, elaborating and justifying points of view, withdrawing or refining beliefs and ideas. The key features of the tool are illustrated in Figure 1. These are:

· sentence openers (opening phrases) for each message. These channel students’ thinking towards deeper and more academic modes of interaction e.g. ‘I think…’, ‘I disagree because…’, ‘Can you elaborate?…’, etc.

· messages offer explicit replies to earlier messages in order to promote engagement with the ideas of others

· suggested next ‘moves’ (openers) in each reply are highlighted to encourage students towards established patterns of argumentation

· discussion is presented as ‘threaded’ into argument strands to generate a coherent sequence of replies, supporting clearer understanding for readers and providing many of the advantages of asynchronous forums.

Figure 1: Screen image of AcademicTalk
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The benefits of this approach are that:

· students can engage in academic discussion and argumentation without being co-present

· they are provided with structure and guidance via a specially designed interface to support the development of reasoning skills

· they can develop both collaborative and individual dialogical and reasoning skills

· tutors can set up and review tutorial-style interactions without being explicitly involved 

· either the tutor or a student can perform the role of facilitator

· students, through the interface features and rules of interaction that structure the dialogue, can challenge the ideas in play rather than the individuals proposing them 

· activities can be easily integrated into any curriculum content and academic context 

· the tool encourages the development of a generic approach, suitable for different subjects and sectors.

When applied to the course, these activities effectively supported higher level academic argumentation and debate amongst mixed ability students, who had not previously met face-to-face and often lacked formal qualifications and confidence in their ideas. In student evaluations, the AcademicTalk-supported dialogues were found to encourage deeper, more extended and more varied discussion and argumentation. The students were more likely to stay ‘on topic’ in comparison to equivalent exercises using Chat and rated their experience as a highly valuable complement to other learning activities.

Key points for effective practice

· AcademicTalk exercises need to be carefully planned to fit into the broader activity model that is specified and linked to the curriculum. For example, the dialogue exercises should be co-ordinated by a learning manager or tutor who links these to pre-readings that are a relevant part of the course content, i.e. the tool, activity and context need to be co-ordinated. 

· Opportunities for developing synchronous argumentation skills need to be ‘seeded’ by selecting participants who hold different beliefs, perspectives and points of view on the topic.

· A facilitator role needs to be set up to manage the exercises. This could be taken by the tutor or, preferably, by a student-participant.

· Some training in using the interface is required prior to its use; in particular second language students need to be familiarised with the meaning and context of use of the sentence openers. 

· While this case study describes use of AcademicTalk with open and distance learners, the application is being developed further to provide a flexible pedagogical approach for a wide range of learners as a component in a suite of e-learning tools. However, the use of the approach would not be optimal if it was employed half-heartedly.

Additional information

This system and approach are presented in the following paper: McAlister, S., Ravenscroft, A & Scanlon, E. (2004). Combining interaction and context design to support collaborative argumentation using a tool for synchronous CMC, Journal of Computer Assisted Learning: Special Issue: Developing dialogue for learning, Vol. 20, No 3, pp. 194-204
An evaluation of the approach is presented in the following paper: McAlister, S., Ravenscroft, A & Scanlon, E. (2004). Designing to promote improved online educational argumentation: an evaluation study, in Networked Learning 2004, (eds.) Banks, Goodyear, Hodgson, Jones, Lally, McConnell & Steeples, Lancaster & Sheffield University, pp. 541-548.

The AcademicTalk tool is being developed further as part of the JISC Distributed e-Learning Tools Programme. Further information is available at

www.jisc.ac.uk/deletacademictalk.html
Talkback

For further information, contact Dr Andrew Ravenscroft: a.ravenscroft@londonmet.ac.uk. For practitioner guidance, contact:

Dr Simon McAlister s.mcalister@londonmet.ac.uk
