1300

Chapter 5.12

Students’ Attitudes toward
Process and Product Oriented
Online Collaborative Learning

Xinchun Wang
California State University, Fresno, USA

ABSTRACT

Although the pedagogical advantages of online
interactive learning are well known, much needs
to be done in instructional design of applicable
collaborative learning tasks that motivate sus-
tained student participation and interaction. In
a previous study based on a Web-based course
offered in 2004, Wang (2007) investigated the
factors that promote sustained online collabora-
tion for knowledge building. By providing new
data from the same Web-based course offered in
2006 and 2007, this study investigates students’
attitudes toward process- and product-oriented
online collaborative learning. The analysis of
93 post course survey questionnaire data show
that the overwhelming majority of students have
positive experience with online collaborative
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learning. Data also suggest that students are more
enthusiastic about process-oriented tasks and their
attitudes toward product-oriented collaborative
learning tasks are mixed.

INTRODUCTION

Thepedagogical advantages of student interaction
in collaborative construction of knowledge are
grounded in the social constructivist perspective
oflearning. From the social constructivist perspec-
tive, all learning is inherently social in nature.
Knowledge is discovered and constructed through
negotiation, or collective sense making (Duin &
Hansen, 1994; Kern, 1995; Wang & Teles, 1998;
Wu,2003). Pedagogically sound tasks inan online
learning environment should, therefore, reflect
social learning and facilitate interactive learning
and collaborative construction of knowledge.
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Interactive Learning and Factors
Influence Online Collaboration

From a student’s perspective, online interaction
in learning takes place at two different levels:
interaction with the contents, including interac-
tive computer software and multimedia system,
and interaction with instructors and between
peers (Evans & Gibbons, 2007; Gao & Lehman,
2003). There is evidence that pedagogically
well-designed interactive learning tasks actually
increase rather than decrease student access to
instructors; increase interactions between instruc-
tors and among students; and increase students
involvement of course content as well (Lavooy
& Newlin, 2003; Mouza, Kaplan, & Espinet;
2000; Wu, 2003). Interactive learning tasks also
promote greater equality of participation (Mouza,
Kaplan, & Espinet, 2000), more extensive opin-
ion giving and exchanges (Summer & Hostetler,
2002), empower shy students to participate, and
promote more student-centered learning (Kern,
1995; Wang & Teles, 1998)

Atthelevel of interaction with content, students
benefit more from producing explanations than
receiving explanations. Such proactive learning
engages students in a higher level of thinking than
thereactive type of learning (Gao & Lehman, 2003;
Wu, 2003). Additionally, students who reported
high levels of collaborative learning in an online
course tend to be highly satisfied with their learn-
ing and they also tend to perceive high levels of
social presence in the course (So & Brush, 2007).

Despite these advantages, research also
indicates that online interactive learning and
collaboration are not always sustainable and
students’ participation in Computer Mediated
Communication (CMC) tasks may wane after
the assessed tasks that require the postings are
completed (Macdonald, 2003). In a survey on
college student’s attitudes toward participation in
electronic discussions, Williams & Pury (2002,
p.1) found that “contrary to much literature on
electronic collaboration suggesting students

enjoy online collaboration, our students did not
enjoy online discussion regardless of whether the
discussion was optional or mandatory.” Like any
other form of learning, learning collaboratively
in an online course is also characterized by in-
dividual differences. Collaboration as a process
of participating to the knowledge communities
is not an equal process to all the members of the
community (Leinonen, Jarveld, & Lipponen,
2003). Much needs to be done to explore factors
that promote sustained student interest in online
interactive learning and collaboration.

One challenge for developing sustainable on-
line collaborative learning tasks lies in the nature
ofthe CMCsystemitself. Although CMC supports
interaction and collaborative learning, it also has
inherent shortcomings. Disadvantages include
the time it takes to exchange messages and the
increased difficulties in expressing ideas clearly
in a context reduced learning environment and
the difficulty in coordinating and clarifying ideas
(Sumner & Hostetler, 2002). The increased time
it takes to reach consensus and decisions (Kuhl,
2002; Sumner & Hostetler, 2002) and to produce
afinal product(Macdonald, 2003). Givenall these
difficulties students need to overcome in order
to collaborate effectively in interactive learning
environment, online instructors need to address
these obstacles with careful instructional design
and provide support for collaborative learning
with appropriate interactive learning tasks.

Research has also shown that computer me-
diated communicative tasks require more active
role of students than traditional instruction in the
face-to-face environment does (Wang & Teles,
1998). Students need to be willing to send a
formal written question rather than have a casual
conversation with peers or with the instructor in
order to have their questions answered (Kuhl,
2002). To communicate effectively with peers
and the instructor, students need to create the
context through written messages, which requires
the writing skills to identify their problems and
express them precisely in order to have the ques-
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