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INTRODUCTION

This article discusses the question of interaction in 

interaction in Moore’s model, explain the value of 
-

tions of using interactions, discuss the differences and 
similarities among learning through computers, learning 
from computers and learning with computers.

Interaction takes on distinctive meanings in differ-
ent contexts. Interaction is found in computer games, 
e-commerce sites, user-interface designs, online media, 
and education. Users have experienced interactions 

experiences create challenges for instructional design 

expectations regarding interactions that may not have 
direct transference to interactive online learning. 

BACKGROUND

According to Gilbert and Moore (1998), an accepted 

mediated instruction is a reciprocal exchange between 
the technology and the learner, a process they refer to 
as “feedback.” This reciprocal exchange can be cat-
egorized into three kinds of interactions: 

1. Learner-content interaction refers to the interac-
tion between the learner and the content being 
studied. The action in this type of interaction 
results from the learners having conversations 
with themselves regarding the content. The ma-
terial being studied triggers an internal dialog. 
Thus, learner-content interaction occurs when 

the material in order to analyze, synthesize, and 
evaluate it. 

2. Learner-instructor interaction refers to interaction 
in which the learner and the instructor have ex-
changes in which the instructor seeks to stimulate 
interest, clarify questions, guide, motivate, and 
dialog with the learner. This kind of interaction 
can take place in a class or in a one-on-one setting. 
The key difference between this and the learner-
content interaction is that the instructor can give 
feedback on the application of new knowledge 
and assess the learner’s understanding of the 
material.

3. Learner-learner interactionrefers to the interaction 
among students. Given the range of technology 
options available, learners can experience this type 
of interaction in real time or asynchronously—as 
part of a threaded discussion or in an exchange of 
e-mail with an instructor present or not present; 
and one-on-one or one-to-many. 

This model of interaction has its critics. It has been 
argued that there is a difference between “interaction” 
and “interactivity” (Wagner, 1994). Wagner points out 
“interaction is an interplay and exchange in which 

p. 20). She argues that because interaction requires 
a reciprocal exchange it is only possible to have this 
kind of relationship between people, that is, learner(s)-
learner(s), and learner(s)-instructor. In contrast, Wagner 
observes that “interactivity” seems to have emerged 
from “descriptions of technological capability for es-
tablishing connections from point-to-point . . . in real 
time” (p. 20). Thus, interaction focuses on people’s 
behaviors, while interactivity focuses on characteristics 
of the technology systems. 

Collins and Berge (1996) suggest there are two 
kinds of interaction in learning, the student individu-
ally interacting with content and the student engaged 
in social interaction about the content with others. In 
their view, “Interacting with content means actively 
processing and combining this content with prior 
knowledge.”
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Terry Anderson (2003) has developed a theory called 
the Equivalency of Interaction. His theory sidelines 
this debate by suggesting that: 

Deep and meaningful formal learning is supported 
as long as one of the three forms of interaction (stu-
dent-teacher; student-student; student-content) is at a 
high level. The other two may be offered at minimal 
levels, or even eliminated, without degrading the edu-
cational experience. High levels of more than one of 
these three modes will likely provide a more satisfy-
ing educational experience, though these experiences 
may not be as cost or time effective as less interactive 
learning sequences. 

This theorem implies that an instructional designer 
can substitute one type of interaction for one of the 
others (at the same level) with little loss in educational 
effectiveness—thus the label of an equivalency theory 
(Anderson, 2003).

MAIN FOCUS

Interaction and the Importance of its 
Usage

Interaction is a vital part of the learning process (Tu, 
2000), and the level of interaction has an impact on the 

Instructional designers should make learners ac-
tive participants, not passive spectators in the process. 
Active learning has been described as “providing op-
portunities for students to meaningfully talk and listen, 

a small mandate. Interaction shifts the instructional 
focus from the facilitator and materials to the learner, 
who must actively engage with peers, materials, and 
the instructor. 

A review of the literature reveals other reasons for 
using interactions. It has been shown that higher levels 
of interaction are associated with improved achieve-

1993; Althaus, 1997). 
Before we leave readers with the impression that 

interaction is a silver bullet for corporate e-learning, 

requires that students bring meta-cognitive skill to the 
task of learning. Many adult learners are accomplished 
in the role of passive learning, but the role of active 
learning is foreign and uncomfortable territory. There is 
also the issue of motivation. Simply designing interac-
tions does not ensure learners will engage in discussions, 

Interactions

-
tional interaction is essential for educators who are 
advising clients and developing programs. When clients 

being able to assess the value of using interaction is 
an essential skill. As Roderick Sims (1997) points 
out, understanding “interactivity is the one element 
which can distinguish what we produce as educational 
technologists [and instructional designers] from what 
other developers’ of-so called interactive products 
produce” (p. 159). 

The value of using interactions depends on your 
instructional goals, audience, and budget. Interactions 
are essential to the learning process and can lead to 
increased learner satisfaction when used well. This 

your program. 

Motivation

Interactions have a great deal of impact on learner 
motivation and learner success. In e-learning, as in any 
distance education, attrition can be high, so strategies 
need to be used that encourage completion. Research has 
shown that learner-instructor interaction is perceived 
as being most highly valued by students (Fredericksen, 

Practice and Increased Retention 

Interactions provide the learner with an opportunity 
to practice new skills in a safe and structured envi-
ronment. The value of interaction is that it prompts 
learners to retrieve information from memory, and 
it is this retrieval practice that prompts the learning 
improvements (Bjork, 1988). 
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