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Abstract

Online learning (‘e-learning’) is a ‘hot topic’ (EANA, 2004) within Australian
higher education, yet remains under-researched and, therefore, not fully understood.
Existing research consistently associates low levels of student engagement with online
learning modes with, although not limited to, changes required in students’ learning
behaviour and that of their instructors. Responding to both sets of findings, this thesis
focuses on understanding the pedagogic properties and potentials of online learning
within higher education to guide both the practice of and deliberations about this hot

topic.

Sociocultural theories of learning provide a conceptual framework for studying
both individual and social levels of human practice and relations between them (Kuutti,
1996, Lewis, 1997, Wertsch, 1998), such as those afforded by online learning
arrangements. This thesis uses these theories, which posit the individual in a social
framework, to assist in addressing questions about “what is involved, when we say what
people are doing and why they are doing it?” (Burke, 1969). Burke proposes a
framework, the Pentad, which is a valuable methodological tool for understanding and
illuminating online learning environments. Using Burke’s framework, it is proposed
that these environments mediate learning through a complex relationship among five
factors: the act of interacting (i.e. act), the person interacting (i.e. agent), the purpose for
the interaction (i.e.purpose), the context in which the interaction takes place (i.e.agency)
and the location of the interaction (i.e. scene). While the mediation afforded by online
learning environments allows interaction between agents (e.g. students and teachers), a
greater emphasis on interactions, such as those between peers and between novices and
experts, arises. This thesis examines forms of interaction in the context of email

discussion lists. The research questions addressed here are:

e What are the pedagogic properties of email discussion lists that influence students’

learning in electronically mediated environments?

e What new understandings of pedagogic processes can be gained from using
“different angles of analysis” (Rogoff, 1990 p26) and a holistic analysis of email

discussion lists such as provided by Burke’s (1969) Pentadic schema?

Both qualitative and quantitative methods are deployed in a case study of one

university’s provision of online learning. Demographics of the student population are
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combined with content analysis of online conversations and reinforced by responses

from students to a survey. These are drawn from four email discussion lists.

The findings lead to the identification of key pedagogic principles for organising
online learning. Like Lave and Wenger (1991), this research questions “what kinds of
social engagements provide the proper context for learning to take place” (Hanks, 1991
pl4). It is proposed that for the learners, negotiating an online learning environment
through the use of email discussion lists requires understanding their own ways of
learning. The instructors in these online environments can shape the learning outcomes
through framing activities both before and during the course of study. Thus, the
influence of agents, both learners and instructors, is highlighted. This accounts for and
emphasises adults’ abilities and need to act agentically in facilitating their learning.
Further, the research confirms that participation in an email discussion list is predictive
of learning knowledge assessable through courses and substantiates the view that email
discussion lists are helpful equivalents to distance learning, because they facilitate
‘anywhere/anytime’ interactions. Thus, the principle of engagement for different
purposes at different times stands, but is extended to include individuals’ agency. The
findings suggest reconceptualising Vygotsky’s (1978) Zone of Proximal Development
into the Zone of Learning Capability, a more personally agentic view and promote

Burke’s Pentad as being useful for analysing learning environments.

In summary, the thesis identifies and elaborates a means by which the pedagogic
properties and potentials of online learning can be elucidated, and proposes practices for
both learners and instructors as means of enacting an effective online pedagogy. In
doing so conceptual premises of interaction between the individual and social

contributions to learning have been extended.
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