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ABSTRACT

Background: Group dynamics of online medical faculty development programs have not been analyzed and reported in literature.
Knowledge of the types of content of posted messages will help to understand group dynamics and promote participation in an
asynchronous learning environment. This paper assesses group dynamics and social interactivity in an online learning environment
for medical teachers in the South Asian context.

Methods: Participants of a medical education fellowship program conducted by the Foundation for Advancement of International
Medical Education and Research (FAIMER) Regional Institute at Christian Medical College, Ludhiana (CMCL) in India interact
on a listserv called the Mentoring-Learning Web (ML-Web). Monthly topics for online discussion are chosen by fellows through a
standard tool called “multi-voting”. Fellows volunteer to moderate sessions and direct the pace of the discussion. We analyzed the
content and process of the discussion of one particular month. The emails were categorized as those that reflected cognitive

presence (dealing with construction and exploration of knowledge), teacher presence (dealing with instructional material and
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learning resources), and social presence, or were administrative in nature. Social emails were further classified as: affective,
cohesive and interactive.

Results: Social emails constituted one-third of the total emails. Another one-quarter of the emails dealt with sharing of resources
and teacher presence, while cognitive emails comprised 36.2% of the total. More than half of the social emails were affective,
while a little less than one-third were cohesive.

Conclusion: Social posts are an inevitable part of online learning. These posts promote bonding between learners and contribute
to better interaction and collaboration in online learning. Moderators should be aware of their presence and use them as tools to

promote interactivity.

Keywords: Online learning, distance learning, social interactions, faculty development, South Asia, medical education

Introduction

The internet subscriber base in India in the year 2007 stood at 9.27 million'. However, online learning has not been sufficiently
exploited in India and other South Asian countries and is a relatively new medium for providing continuing education for health

professionals.

In order for learning to be effective, dialogue and interactivity between teachers and learners, and between learners are required’.
Harasim® describes peer interaction amongst students as a critical variable in learning. In order to 'come to know', learners need to
construct their knowledge by acting upon it, reformulating it, making their own interpretation of it, sharing it with others and
building upon these ideas and concepts through the reactions and responses of their peers. Classroom teaching in India is often
didactic and hierarchical, so Indian learners hesitate to interact freely with their instructors. This hesitation spills over into their

behavior in online discussions.

The goal of a learning community is to foster a culture of learning where students share each other’s efforts to gain a deeper
understanding of the subject by forming their own perspectives®. Learning in a group has positive effects on learners in both the
traditional classroom and online settings’. ‘Social presence’, or the degree to which participants in online communication feel

affectively connected to one another, is important for student satisfaction and success in online courses’.

The Foundation for Advancement of International Medical Education and Research (FAIMER) runs a two-year fellowship
program at its Regional Institute at the Christian Medical College, Ludhiana (CMCL) in India. The program targets health
professions educators from a number of countries who have the potential to play a key role in improving health professions
education at their schools’. Online learning has been used as a faculty development tool for medical teachers at the CMCL-
FAIMER Regional Institute (FRI) since 2006. The present paper evaluates the dynamics of group learning in the CMCL-FRI

listserv and explores methods to encourage interactivity in online learning groups.

The Fellowship Program

The CMCL-FAIMER fellowship program seeks to impart leadership and management skills along with pedagogical training. The

two-year fellowship program includes two residential sessions and two online distance-learning sessions. The online session, called
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the ‘Mentoring and Learning Web’ (ML Web) lasts 11 months (Table 1). The process followed in the fellowship program has been

described in detail in a previous paper®.

Table 1: Structure of fellowship program

participants

for batches 1 and 2 to

participants. Batch 1

Timeline Jan 2006 Feb -Dec 2006 Jan 2007 Feb-Dec 2007 Jan 2008
Attending Fellows of Fellows of Group A | Fellows of Group A | Fellows of Group A and Fellows of Group B
Class Group A and B B and C
Duration of One week 11 months One week 11 months One week
session

Description of Residential Online session with Residential session Online session with Residential session with
session session Batch 1 as primary with overlap of 2 days | Batch 2 as primary overlap of 2 days for

batches 2 and 3 to

interact and develop co-
mentoring partnerships

interact and develop
co-mentoring
partnerships.

fellows provide
mentoring support. They
receive fellowships at the
end of this session

(Modified from Anshu et al.®)

In 2007, 15 individuals were selected into the fellowship from 12 medical schools in five different states of India. Their ages when
selected were between 27 and 49 years, with a median of 33 years. Their academic ranks ranged from lecturers with one to two
years experience in teaching to professors with over two decades of experience. To ensure that the participants had the basic

computer literacy skills to benefit from the program, the application process had been made online.

Methods

This paper analyzes the group dynamics across the CMCL-FAIMER listserv during the ML Web sessions. Fellows select the topics
for discussion in the monthly ML Web sessions by multi-voting. Multi-voting is a standard tool to arrange and order a list of ideas
by importance. It is a group effort where every member of the group is allowed to give a number ranking the importance to each
suggested topic. Those topics receiving highest rankings from the group get further attention. The fellows then volunteer to

moderate sessions on topics of their interest.

To illustrate the process, we have randomly selected the online interactions of one month’s ML Web session, on the topic “Web-

based Learning’. We analyzed the number and content of emails exchanged during the month.

Emails were categorized as those that reflected cognitive presence, teacher presence, social presence and administrative emails
using a modification of the Community of Inquiry model’ which defines cognitive presence as the exploration, construction,
resolution and confirmation of understanding through collaboration and reflection in a community of inquiry. Teacher presence
included emails with direct instruction to learners and learning resources. Resources included references to relevant journal
articles, internet resources and other information exchanged across the listserv. Administrative emails were those that specified
deadlines for responses and emails sent by the moderators and faculty to streamline the discussion when it drifted off-track. Social
presence is described as the ability to project one’s self and establish personal and purposeful relationships. We also identified
three main aspects of social presence within emails: effective communication, open communication and group cohesion’. We
further categorized social responses into affective (dealing with values, beliefs, feelings, and emotions), cohesive (dealing with
10

group presence and commitment) and interactive (building up social bonds) according to Rourke et al. categorization. The
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emails were classified into the above categories by two authors (A and TS) independently, and a consensus was arrived at in cases

of discrepancy. A retroactive exemption was granted by the CMCL Institutional Ethics Committee to analyze the data.
Results

A total of 392 emails were exchanged during the month, of which 297 emails (76%) strictly pertained to the topic of discussion,
i.e., web-based learning. Table 2 shows the analysis of participation during the month. Fourteen fellows and two senior fellows

contributed 359 emails, while 8 faculty members contributed 33 emails. On average, 12 emails were exchanged each day.

Table 2: Analysis of number of emails and participants during the month

Variables Range Average
Emails per day 1-50 12.6
Participants per day 1-9 4.82
Fellows emails per day 0-23 11.5
Faculty emails per day 0-8 1.06

Fig. 1 shows the distribution of emails according to content. Emails that reflected cognitive presence comprised 36.2%
(142 emails). A total of 25.5% (100 emails) reflected teacher presence and shared resources. Social presence was reflected in 131

(33.4%) emails. Nineteen (4.8%) emails were administrative in nature.

Analysis of content of social mails:

The 131 social emails were analyzed for content. Seventy-five (57.2%) were affective in nature. Most of these affirmed a fellow’s

belief or expressed an opinion on the ongoing discussion.

“To me web-based learning was more about utilizing the web for viewing the large load of information. Thanks to the links

posted, I now know that web-based courses can be created.”

In the first week of this particular month, responses were low and the moderators tried to unravel the reasons behind this. Personal
phone calls, text messages and emails revealed that many learners were awed by technical jargon. Moderators then decided to
change the direction of the discussion into one that was more relevant to the needs of the learners. When learners were asked to

respond to the reasons why web-based technology was not popular, one participant responded:

“People are scared to look silly and ask questions. It is one of the biggest mental blocks with use of online learning. Even

on this ML web discussion, people aren't responding as much because they are hesitant to ask questions and remove their
doubts.”
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Social presence,
(131, 33.4%)
Cohesive, (31,
23.7%)

Administrative,
(19, 4.8%)

Teacher Presence,
(100, 25.5%)

Interactive, (25,

Cognitive presence, 19.1%)

(142, 36.2%)

(Affective, 75, 57.2%)

Social presence emails

Figure 1: Distribution of emails according to content (n= 392)

After initial hesitation, most learners found it easy to voice their difficulty in understanding and to ask for clarifications or help.

“Is our traditional classroom teaching not good enough that we need to introduce this new technology, just because it is
there? What is the need for web based learning in medical education?”

“Is there good, feasible, cost effective software for library management and student attendance which you are aware of?”

On a number of occasions learners felt free to reveal their weaknesses and emotional sides.

“I was concerned about how technical it would get, but I'm really glad you started with something in such a easy language
which I can understand”.

“One problem which I'm worried about is access to computers. Not more than 25% of my students have access to
computers. I feel it would be unfair to the rest if I included only the 25% in this exercise.”

Group support, encouragement and advice helped learners overcome resistance in their work settings when they tried to implement
their curriculum innovations.
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“I can help you understand the nuances of using MS Access software in creating a question bank of multiple choice
questions.”

“Try using E-granthalaya software from NIC for Library Management and Insproplus for Medical College management

including student attendance.”

“Don't be a bull in a china shop. You will lose outside support from your colleagues faster than you realize it. Involve
people as much as possible, though it will mean a lot of meetings which go nowhere, it will save a lot of headaches later.”

The affective category also included compliments and congratulations for the previous months’ compilation of web discussions in

the form of a website.

“You all made learning fun and stimulated us to google more and find more resources.”

The listserv also served as a sounding board to share successes and failures.

“We have managed to include a course on computers in the syllabus of our university. This course is mandatory for all
medical, dental and nursing students. This course aims to provide baseline knowledge of computers.”

Cohesive emails (31, 23.6%) included posts by previous months’ moderators thanking the group for their involvement, words of
encouragement to other participants on their academic and personal successes, and positive remarks to otherwise quiet learners for

their participation to get them involved in the discussion.

“I'm glad you asked this question on Moodle. Especially when it comes to e-technology, it is almost impossible to keep up. |

always feel ignorant.”

Twenty-five (19%) emails were interactive in nature and included light banter and playful exchanges between learners.

“My only worry is that when people are not moderating they forget to respond equally feverishly!”

Learners used emoticons that are available free on most online email services to express affect. These icons and cartoons helped to

display emotions like anger, frustration, dislike, happiness, boredom, awe, joy etc.

“I find it strange that introverts like you turn into extroverts online. ;-)”

Participants felt free to disclose personal likes and dislikes. When asked for suggestions to improve utilization of web-based

technologies in their classroom, one member responded:
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“So while lesser mortals like me resort to giving handouts and material on CDs or floppies and term it Web Based Learning

(!), wizards like you form e groups.”

Discussion

There are a number of similarities between classroom teaching and online learning. Like in conventional classroom teaching, social

bonding can occur between online learners, and this facilitates a greater exchange of views and resources between participants.

Early in the online exchange, we found that the quality of participation was uneven and learners who were not familiar with the
medium initially sent only social responses. This social interaction was not discouraged as it meant even the shy learners were
reading the emails and gaining information. Eventually, the peer pressure to perform well ensured that all fellows read relevant
literature and responded to the discussion. The average of almost 88 mails a week exchanged between learners is testimony to the

ample, to and fro exchanges between them.

During the course of our online discussions, we found that affect was expressed in a number of ways, including through the use of
emoticons, humor, and self-disclosure. Humorous banter, teasing, and joking allowed decreased friction and differences between
group members and increased the cohesiveness of the group. At times when there was a surge in social emails that diverted the
group’s attention from the topic that was to be discussed, an email from the moderators or faculty asking a provocative or

debatable question about the topic usually brought the group back on-track.

We found that multi-directional conversations enhanced the quality of discussion especially because learners were no longer
passive recipients. Fellows were able to discuss their tentative understanding, search the literature and reflect in order to develop
concepts. It was not enough when the moderators or faculty simply provided information or gave learners access to it. The key to
successful moderation was to guide the group towards various kinds of inputs relevant to the topic under discussion, rather than for

faculty or moderators to directly provide material.

Like Bagherian and Thorngate'' we found that motivation and drive were lacking when the interactions or emails exchanged were
purely academic. Evidence that one’s comments are being read is a critical feature in meaningful interaction. Responses and
rejoinders indicate interpersonal support, encouragement and acceptance of the learner by peers''. Cohesive responses build and
sustain a group commitment'?. The online medium has the capacity to support highly affective interpersonal interactions even
without the opportunity for non-verbal cues such as facial expression and eye contact". Cutler explains that “the more one
discloses personal information, the more others will reciprocate, and the more individuals know about each other, the more likely

they are to establish trust, seek support, and thus find satisfaction”"*.

Knowledge is constructed through the active participation of the learner in trying to arrive at and articulate their own
understandings of new ideas and concepts'>'®. In order to 'come to know', learners need to come to their own interpretation of
information and build upon ideas and concepts through the reactions and responses of their peers. Nichani'’ outlined three factors
important to making an online community successful: the leader, the purpose of the group and the social interactions. The
moderators’ role is organizational and moderators set up the agenda for the discussion and manage interactions. They also have a
social role of creating a friendly learning environment and an intellectual role of enhancing learning by asking pertinent questions

and clarifying points. The main jelling factor is the social interactions between the people within the group.
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Too many purely social mails can end up discouraging learners from reading their emails. Studies have shown that students
indicate that they value social expression that is embedded in discussions of content, but believe that purely social messages should
be delegated to alternative forums'®. We believe that social emails are inevitable on an online discussion forum. However, the art
of effective moderation must be learnt so that the online learning activity can be streamlined into discussing relevant issues and

does not become an inconsequential chat group.

Moderators should not dissuade learners from bonding online. Moderators need to know when to intervene, how to provoke
learners into responding and when to diffuse tensions. Social messages help moderators understand the needs of learners and then
suitably alter the course content to meet their varying needs and interests. We believe that social interactivity helps in sustaining
the group. It enhances the quality of discussions and the interest of the participants. Moderators must accept social interactions as

inevitable and use them to enhance the quality of their courses.

References

1. Telecom Regulatory Authority of India. Annual Report 2006-07. Retrieved November 20, 2009 from http://www.trai.gov.in/ annualreport/
AReport2006-07English.pdf

2. Chickering AW, Gamson ZF. Seven principles for good practice in undergraduate education American Association of Higher Education

Bulletin. 1987, 3-7.

3. Harasim L. Teaching and learning online: Issues in designing computer-mediated graduate courses. Canadian Journal of Educational

Communications. 1987;16(2): 117-135.

4. Collins A, Bielaczyc K. Learning communities in classrooms: A reconceptualization of educational practice. In CM Reigeluth (Ed),

Instructional design theories and models (Vol 11I). Mahwah NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates; 2000.

5. Johnson DW, Johnson RT. An overview of cooperative learning. In JS. Thousand, RA Villa & Al Nevin (Eds.), Creativity and collaborative
learning: A practical guide to empowering students and teachers (pp 31-44). Baltimore, MD: Brookes; 1994.

6.Swan K, Shih LF. On the Nature and Development of Social Presence in Online course Discussions. Journal of Asynchronous Learning

Networks. 2005; 9(3):115-136.

7. Burdick WP, Morahan PS, Norcini JJ. Capacity building in medical education and health outcomes in developing countries: the missing link.
Education for Health. 2007; 20(3):65. Retrieved November 20, 2009 from http://www.educationforhealth.net/publishedarticles/ article_print_
65.pdf

8. Anshu, Bansal PK, Mennin S, Burdick W, Singh T. Online faculty development for medical educators: experience of a South Asian
programme. Education for Health. 2008; 21(3):175. Retrieved November 20, 2009 from http://www.educationforhealth.net/publishedarticles/
article_print_175.pdf

© Anshu, M Sharma, WP Burdick, T Singh, 2010. A licence to publish this material has been given to Education for Health:
http://www.educationforhealth.net/ 8



EDUCATION ror HEALTH B3 Naas. %

Change in Learning 2 Practice, Open Access e-Journal indexed on Madline -

9. Garrison DR. Online Community of Inquiry Review: Social, Cognitive, and Teaching Presence Issues. n.d. Retrieved November 20, 2009 from

http://www.ucalgary.ca/~nvaughan/coiissues.pdf

10. Rourke L, Anderson T, Garrison DR, Archer W. Assessing social presence in asynchronous text-based computer conferencing. Journal of
Distance Education. 1999; 4(21):50-71.

11. Bagherian F, Thorngate W. Horses to Water: Student use of course Newsgroups. First Monday. 2000; 5(8). Retrieved November 20, 2009,
from http://firstmonday.org/htbin/cgiwrap/bin/ojs/index.php/fm/article/view/779/688

12. Eggins S, Slade D. Analyzing casual conversation. Washington, DC: Cassell; 1997.

13. Angeli C, Bonk C, Hara N. (1998). Content analysis of online discussion in an applied educational psychology course Online. CRLT
Technical Report No. 2-98; 1998. Retrieved November 20, 2009, from http://crlt.indiana.edu/publications/crlt98-2.pdf.

14. Cutler R. (1995) Distributed presence and community in Cyberspace. Interpersonal Computing and Technology: An Electronic Journal for
the 21st Century. 1995; 3(2):12-32.

15. Jonassen DH, Duffy TM, Lowyck J. (eds) Designing environments for constructive learning. NATO ASI Series, Series F: Computer and
Systems Sciences, Vol 105. Heidelberg, Germany: Springer-Verlag; 1993.

16. Laurillard D. Rethinking university teaching: A framework for the effective use of educational technology. London: Routledge; 1993.

17. Nichani MR. Learning through social interactions (Online communities). Elearningpost.com. 2000. Retrieved November 20, 2009, from

http://www.elearningpost.com/images/uploads/comm.pdf

18. Rourke L, Anderson T. (2002). Exploring social interaction in computer conferencing. Journal of Interactive Learning Research. 2002;
13(3):257-273.

© Anshu, M Sharma, WP Burdick, T Singh, 2010. A licence to publish this material has been given to Education for Health:
http://www.educationforhealth.net/ 9



