

A research process unveiled
9

Investigating Facilitated Online Learning: A research process unveiled!

A Research Critique by Richard Giroday of
Facilitated Online Learning: A descriptive study in Distance Education 2001, 
Vol 22, No.2 written by Patricia Youngblood, Franziska Trede and Sophie Di Corpo
MDDE 602, Assignment 4
Student ID #2245597

Investigating Facilitated Online Learning: A research process unveiled!
Introduction
Significant and dramatic changes have taken place in the means and delivery of distance education over the last twenty years (Keegan, 2001), with technological developments central to many of these changes (Bates, 1997; Garrison, 2000).  Along with the impact of changes in instruction, through the implementation of physical technology, have come dramatic changes in instructional design methodologies with a resulting paradigm shift to constructivism (Cooper, 1993).   The result of these changes and shift is a new view of distance education as education at a distance with a focus on the dialectic exchange between learners, and the learner and teacher (Shale, 1988).  Brindley (1995, p.107) refers to this evolved state as “a more learner-centered approach”. 
 Technology has provided interactivity on a scale never thought possible before.  Many writers in distance education literature “have emphasized interaction and communication as central to any concept of distance education” (Keegan, 2001, p.89).  As Kearsley (1995, p.83) states, “One of the most important instructional elements of contemporary distance education is interaction.  It is widely held that a high level of interaction is desirable and positively affects the effectiveness of any distance education course.”  Today distance education provides a rich and extensive learning experience using facilitated online asynchronous computer-mediated communications (FOA-CMC).  
Youngblood, Trede, and Di Corpo (2001,) attempt to bridge the gap created by a dearth of research on this important interactive, learner-centered teaching method.  Their research paper draws the reader on first reading, into their conclusions.  However, a closer critical analysis of their research process in its entirety – The Question, Goal, Literature Review, Methodology, Data Collection, Analysis, Conclusions, Validity, Reliability, Significance, and Presentation, unveils various strengths and weaknesses in their research.  Readers must view with care, amidst their own contextual situations, Youngblood et al.’s conclusive suggestion of “an initial set of guidelines for facilitating online learning”.  
The Research Process Unveiled
The Question and Goal
Youngblood et al. do not articulate a specific research question in their paper.  Their goal is an exploratory study “to clarify the role of the facilitator and to identify other factors that support or inhibit online learning” (p.264) and “to better understand the ways that lecturers can facilitate learning in the online environment, given the constraints of asynchronous, computer-mediated communications” (p.266).   They consistently identify the purpose of their research study throughout the paper.    
The research of Youngblood et al. has practical application should one accept their suggested “guidelines for facilitating online learning” (p.278), and it can easily be misconstrued as applied research.  However, the goal of Youngblood et al’s research is to explore, understand, and clarify the role of facilitators in FOA-CMC.  This goal matches the definition posed by Neuman (2003) for ‘basic research’ as “Research that advances knowledge of the fundamentals of how the social world works…” (p.530) and that by Kerlinger (1977, p.283) as “research done…to study relationships among phenomena in order to understand the phenomena” and still accepted by researchers (Hayes, 1991).  Youngblood et al.’s research sits under the latter umbrella of basic research.
Literature Review
In keeping with “the most common reason for writing a literature review…creating links to a developing body of knowledge” (Neuman, 2003, p.97), the authors provide an excellent broad based review of the literature and thread it well as they articulate the major themes from the literature.  They examine the importance of FOA-CMC in today’s technologically revolutionized online learning environments; the dearth of information about what teachers and students do online; the need for teachers to acquire new competencies and learn from each other; what educational designers are recommending for practitioners; and the challenges of asynchronous communications.  Their literature review demonstrates their familiarity with the body of knowledge related to their study, establishes their credibility, and lays the foundation for the significance of their work.  Their literature review and reasoning leaves little doubt in the readers mind that the research is important.  Additionally, it leads the reader into the summary of the methodology used in their research design. 
Methodology

The research design used by Youngblood et al. is a four-phase iterative evaluation process using “research principles of triangulation and systematic gathering of perceptions” (p.267), with the data from each phase used to inform the next step in the process.  The unit of analysis for the research design is the individual – students and facilitators.  The authors gathered both quantitative and qualitative data for analysis.  There is no time dimension for the research mentioned in the paper but a consideration of the publication date and the end of class dates for the courses considered, provides an estimated time frame of approximately 6-8 months.  

In phase one, the authors who all use online teaching tools, used their experiences and a search of the current literature that contains recommendations for effective online teaching, to choose 12 specific tasks of an online teacher who acts as a facilitator.  Herein lies a caveat in their research – was there any personal bias in the choice of tasks?  What other choice of tasks were available?  Did they exhaust the literature reviewed for selecting the tasks?  One can only assume bias is not an issue, and no mention is made of the latter.  Strengths of this process is the integration of additional sources of literature directly related to FAO-CMC for the reader and a means to focus the research.  In the second phase students were surveyed about the identified tasks and additional input about their online experiences obtained.  The complete population of the study received the survey.  The student survey consisted of three parts: identification whether the student participated online or not; Likert Scale questions pertaining to each of the 12 tasks; and open ended questions to elicit factors that helped or hindered student online learning. Third phase was interviews with students.  The fourth phase was interviews with facilitators.  

This four-phase approach was most appropriate for the undertaking as it provided a multifaceted, examination of FAO-CMC from all aspects and all participants, to better understand the way educators can facilitate learning in the online environment.  A closer analysis of the actual data collection reveals some weaknesses in their research design.
Data Collection

A close examination of Youngblood et al.’s data collection techniques and tools reveals further research issues: survey response; additional task solicitation; a stretched claim; the selection of interviewees in both phase three and four; the Likert portion of the survey; and the limited amount of the student population that was interviewed.   A weak student response to the survey occurred, with only 34% (89 out of 262) of the students responding.  The researchers neglected to address this lack of response in any detail.  Was the weak response reflective of student lassitude or did the researchers poorly design their survey collection technique?  They have stated the facts but not provided any insights into how this problem might have occurred nor addressed it anywhere within their research paper.  The researchers clearly state the low response rate prevents any generalization to the entire student sample, but do claim the results are indicative of student sentiment.  That claim is a stretch.  A better statement would be, “the results are indicative of some student sentiment” as by their own claim there is insufficient evidence to broaden the brush of evidence.
Pre-identification of the twelve tasks provided a focused study, but their methodology did not allow adequately for students or facilitators to reveal tasks they too saw as important beyond the original twelve.  For students, question thirteen of the survey was an attempt to elicit student input into what they thought “are the 3 most important things that your facilitator can do to help you learn online?” (p.284).  However, its placement, after the survey questions regarding the twelve pre-determined tasks, raises a question – were students influenced in their answers to question thirteen by exposure to the twelve pre-determined tasks in the preceding twelve questions?  Did the authors miss the elicitation from the students of other tasks equally important outside the twelve original tasks?  This is unfortunate as the purpose of the survey was to determine if the students also believed the twelve tasks were important.  Additionally, the researchers did not refer to opportunities within the interviewing of facilitators to expand upon the twelve tasks.
The researchers did not identify the selection process for interviewing students in phase three.  At no time does Youngblood et al. provide any evidence that the sampling process for selecting interviewees in both phase three and phase four was random, only that it occurred.  There is no evidence to guarantee the elimination of bias in the selection process.  It is possible the researchers were using purposive sampling (Neuman, 2001), but no mention is made and it is left to the reader to read between the lines.  The researchers interviewed students in “semi-structured telephone interviews” (p.272).  There is no explanation regarding the meaning of semi-structured.  The researchers did not provide nor address any of the probing questions used in the interviews.  Nor did they identify if the interviewer was the same for all telephone interviews.  One wonders what, how, and who undertook the interviews.  Additionally, with regard to the interviewing of facilitators, the researchers interviewed six facilitators but did not identify the size of the population that they were drawing from.  The word random is missing from their report with regard to interviewing.  
A strength of the survey is the Likert scale questionnaire that allowed for the cumulative analysis of strength of feelings towards the twelve tasks the researchers considered. However, the survey scored all items identically in the same order on all questions.  Although the questionnaire is comparably short, some randomness should have been included in the scoring configuration for the Likert scales on each question to prevent any concern of response bias (Neuman, 2001)
In the semi-structured interviews with students, the researchers interviewed only twelve students.  There is richness to the qualitative data and analysis the researchers provide us based on these interviews.  In spite of that richness, the qualitative student interview data is a result of only those 12 students or 4.5% of the population, a very low number.  This is not readily evident in reading the paper and easily overlooked

Data, Analysis, and Findings
Youngblood et al. provide an excellent summary of the survey data in numerical form in their report and in the graphs that accompany the text.  Although there was limited access to the population under study, Youngblood et al. provide an excellent window into the interviewees’ experiences with the presentation of their findings.  Their report provides a richness of evidence and a revealing picture for the twelve students and six facilitators interviewed.  The researchers provide a candid portrayal of the student and facilitator experiences with a “fair, honest, and balanced account” (Neuman 2003, p.185) of those experiences – a genuine authenticity to the interview data presented.  
Conclusion, Suggestions, Indications

Though Youngblood et al. do not draw any conclusions from their research; they do stress results indicated by their study.  They refrain from using the word conclude, and instead use two key words, ‘indicate’ and ‘suggest’.  They recognize there is insufficient evidence to draw conclusions, but enough evidence to suggest and indicate some guidelines.  Their indicated critical factors for successful online learning extend logically from the qualitative data they have gathered and analyzed.  Their suggested guidelines for facilitating online learning are an evolution of a subset of the original twelve tasks identified.  That evolution is evident throughout the analysis in their paper.  For example, the students rated through the survey, one of the original twelve tasks as most important: “Clarify expectations for contributing online...” (p.268). A further review of the survey answers and student interviews revealed the following: “certain facilitator behaviors were inhibiting – especially unclear instructions” (p.271); “negative experiences…unclear instructions from the facilitator” (p.273); “Unclear instructions from facilitators led to poor quality discussions…” (p.273); and “…giving clear instructions on accessing the online component…” (p. 273).  The resulting, evolved, suggested guideline is “Provide clear guidelines for student participation in the online component, including what constitutes acceptable and unacceptable contributions” (p.278).  The researchers have done an admirable job of analyzing the quantitative and qualitative data and though no conclusions could be drawn, they have articulated substantiated suggestions and indications for best practices, from their data, with a prior caveat that the results cannot be generalized.
Validity, Reliability, & Significance


It follows from the discussions above regarding small internal errors to the design of the project that the overall internal validity of the project is in question.  The results are not generalizable to many situation and many groups of people so there is no external validity.  There is a high level of authenticity for the student and facilitator interview data presented in the findings but little for the whole student population as the researchers interviewed only 4.5% of the student population.  There is a high level of significance to the research as evidenced by the literature review and the introduction of this paper, and though the study has some validity and reliability issues, it nevertheless contributes significantly to the understanding of the role of the facilitator in FAO-CMC. 
Presentation


Youngblood et al. provide a well-written and presented research paper that requires only minor adjustments for additional improvement.  The title is well chose and states the subject matter of the research paper. The researchers chose headings appropriately.  The abstract accurately summarizes the article.  A re-sequencing of the order of the first three sections of the paper would improve its flow.  The current third section “Synchronous vs asynchronous learning” should follow immediately after the ‘Introduction’.  This arrangement is better as both these sections form the literature review.  The current second section “Background” which provides an overview of the institution, courses, students and facilitators used in the study should follow next providing a better lead in and transition to the fourth section “Methodology”.  


The authors have provided a good systematic analysis of the data, with well-positioned and articulated graphs summarizing the discussion where appropriate.  The graph titles and legends accurately describe the content that is a visual representation of the summative numerical findings drawn from the survey data. There are no discrepancies between written results and the graphs.  The researchers articulate in textual form the same results presented in graphs.  However, in this case both are acceptable.  The text provides discussion of the analysis and the graphs allow for easy visual comparisons among the results.  
Conclusion
Youngblood et al.’s research into understanding facilitated asynchronous online computer mediated communication has demonstrated that even experienced researchers struggle to “capture the complexity of human behavior and social situations” (Hayes, 1991; p.35)   Attempting to clarify the role of the facilitator, they have created a ‘first step’ towards best practice guidelines for facilitating online learning.  The results of their research unfortunately are not generalizable to any population outside the study, let alone the population of the study.  They have explored and described the role of facilitator and provided insights into what may be the most important roles the facilitator undertakes in FAO-CMC.  Their research paper at first glance draws the reader through to their conclusive suggestions, but their research design warrants a closer examination.  Upon further investigation, some weaknesses in the research design are notable.  The greatest is the lack of numbers from the population to provide a degree of validity.  Further research using this study as a foundation, with a design to ensure a sufficient amount of the population is surveyed and interviewed will increase the validity of results..  Further triangulation by other researchers will also provide increased validity to their work.  Additional research on a large scale will also further clarify, validate, and improve reliability of results.  Youngblood et al.’s paper is a good example of why we need to unveil the research design as we read research articles.  Unveiled, with weaknesses exposed, Youngblood et al.’s research still places us on a path to understanding this “teaching mode of the future” (p.264).  
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