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Framework 
 
We are refining three instructional practices in online introductory-level graduate courses on 
Learning Theories at Indiana University.   The course serves a challenging mix of educators, 
designers, trainers, & researchers. Some are tech-savvy distance learners while others are 
residential students taking their first online course.  It is a required course for many MEd 
students and a first course for some doctoral students.  Despite varied backgrounds and goals, all 
are expected to gain enduring understanding of the major theories of learning and the primary 
processes in human cognition, as outlined in a popular graduate-level text.   

This particular section also included students enrolled in a certificate program that 
promised more advanced levels of professional social networking.  But many of the students 
were busy full-time teachers, and the course was taught by busy regular faculty.  As such it was 
crucial that the course be manageable for both students and faculty within the standards 12-hour 
per week commitment.  These techniques were gradually introduced and refined over several 
semesters.  Other could gradually incorporate the specific strategies in the context of a normal 
teaching load; preparing to implement all of the strategies from the start of an existing course 
would likely be as labor-intensive as designing an entirely new course. 
 
Making it Work 
 
Our efforts were guided by newer participatory theories of learning and new connectionist 
models of teaching.  These theories are used to refine wikis, wiki commenting, and other features 
in the open-source Sakai platform (and available in many commercial online course management 
systems).  The course is organized around weekly wikifolios where students consider and discuss 
the relative relevance of course readings to a personally relevant instructional problem.  First, 
assignment-specific online videos, course-specific FAQs, and a program-specific help page 
allow even novice online learners get their homepages and personal introductions up quickly 
(Figure 1). Second, students define a unique instructional problem (Figure 2).  These contexts 
anchors most course learning.  Third, the problems are used to organize students into 
professional networking groups (literacy, comprehension, writing, math, and science).  For the 
next eight weeks, students then post and discuss weekly wikifolios that correspond with one 
chapter from the text.  On each of these assignments, each student selects and defends at least 
three “most relevant” and one “least relevant” implications for education (Figure 3) and five 
most relevant specifics.  

During each week, students and the instructor comment within and across groups (Figure 
4).  Students are encouraged to begin projecting their professional identities by considering the 
consequences of the implications and specifics for their particular lesson, domain, and role. 
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Threaded discussions emerge in the comments.  These discussions can get quite extensive, and 
allow the instructor to strategically insert more advanced topics that would otherwise overwhelm 
the students.  These eight weeks include two assignments address course goals that previously 
were only accomplished in the more advanced course.  One has students reframe their 
instructional problem and the textbook implications using newer situative theories of learning; 
another has them learn to search out and evaluate scholarly references to a core reading using 
Google Scholar. 

During the last five weeks, each group uses a discussion forum and the relevant text 
chapter to create an expanded groupwiki (Figures 6 and 7).  These present (a) an exemplary 
lesson, (b) the entire set of chapter implications, (c) a lengthier set of specifics, (d) annotated 
links to relevant web resources, (e) the most relevant instructional debate, and (f) descriptions of 
relevant professional social networks based on initial participation.   

Even if time was available to strictly grade all of the posts and discussions, doing so 
would undermine participation.  Instead, students post brief reflections on how the wikifolio 
showed three types of engagement (Figures 8 and 9).  At weeks five, ten, and 15, students can 
get full points for each wikifolio for having a draft posted by the weekly deadline and including 
meaningful reflections.   

So far, the results are quite promising.  In the most recent classes, all of the students 
successfully completed all of the assignments, including two aforementioned challenging ones.  
In the most recent class, weekly wikifolios averaged 1,580 words. Sixteen students posted 1,047 
comments on average, while the instructor posted only 50.  The average student comment length 
was 120 words, ranging as long as 730 words.  In an anonymous course evaluation, every student 
who responded agreed or strongly agreed that the wikifolios and comments helped me better 
understand the relevance of course content to the educational issues I am dealing with. 

Accountability for broad coverage is accomplished using midterm and final exams in the 
OnCourse testing subsystem.  Multiple-choice and short answer items constructed or selected so 
that answers could not be readily looked up in a time-limited context.  This provided rigorous 
evidence prior engagement and additional motivation, without allowing this exam to drive 
instruction or undermine participation.  Evidence of broad coverage of course content is shown 
in the high midterm and exam scores across the two most recent courses The average scores 
across the four were 92, 96, 91, and 85 percent; the lowest scores across the four tests were 66, 
80, 72, and 79 percent.  In an anonymous evaluation, none of the students disagreed with the 
statements the content of the exams were appropriate and what I expected and the form of the 
exam was fair and what I expected. 
 
Future Implications 
 
One promising innovation we are currently experimenting is assigning “badges” for particularly 
noteworthy wikifolios, comments, or discussion threads. These currently consist of instructor-
awarded badges (e.g., early bird for posting first, provocateur for a particularly good comment), 
and are simply highlighted text in the comments.  We will shortly begin introducing peer- 
assigned badges. The ultimate goal is a crowdsourced system with multiple levels of peer-
assigned badges like the ones that are currently in use at Peer to Peer University and in 
discussion forums for programmers (e.g., Stackoverflow.com).. 
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Figure 1.  Example Homepage with Personal Introduction. 
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Figure 2.  Example Anchoring Instructional Problem. 
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Figure 3.  Weekly Wikifolio with Most Relevant and Least Relevant Implications. 
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Figure 4.  Typical Wiki Commenting by Week Three. 
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Figure 5.  Groupwiki Featuring Relevant External Resources. 
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Figure 6.  Reflection Prompt. 

 
 

 
Figure 7.  Typical Wikifolio Reflection. 


