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Abstract

The following article is about a seminar for teachers from all over the country, which was implemented in the years 2003 and 2004 by the Qualification Department of the National Administration of Public Education – ANEP for its name in Spanish-in the form of e-learning, using the Internet and taking into consideration the fact that Uruguay has one of the highest rates of Internet connection in the area.

It is a fact that the introduction of new technologies has changed some pedagogical conceptions, putting them under a new perspective of analysis and at the same time new learning environments have been created, more interactive and independently of time and space variables. The main idea of these new pedagogical sceneries is the interaction student-student, student-content, and student-tutor, which constitute what some authors have named “the trilogy of interaction”.

Even though the e-learning option for teaching training is still a not very used strategy, some of the results found in the implemented courses are presented in this article.

One of the most important conclusions is that this kind of teachers improvement reduce the cost of training (trips, lodgings, food, materials); favours learning communities among people from different parts of the country who do not know each other; respond to technological imperatives as well as promotes the use of these new technologies with their own students in order to accomplish more auto regulated levels of learning.
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The context and its actors

Uruguay has one of the highest rates of Internet connections in the region and a high rate of computers per inhabitants.  The proposals to be prepared for e-learning mode of training must take this aspect of accessibility into consideration, as well as the    use of the technology and the content involved because they are the bases of the learning on line     process.  For the specific   case of teaching training, the country has a total of      30 Initial Teaching Training Centres for Primary and Secondary teachers, equipped with appropriate technology and connected to the web.

Since the year 2003 the Qualification and Improvement Department with the collaboration of the ‘Programa de educación a distancia` (PREAD), both depending on the “Gerencia General de Planificaciòn y Gestiòn Educativa of CODICEN
’, began    to implement virtual seminars courses not only for the teaching training continuum but as a complement to the initial training offered by the ‘Centro Regional de Profesores’.(CERP).

One of these e-learning mode courses was ‘The Social Intelligence of the Institutions as a collective responsibility’, which was implemented twice, in the years 2003 and 2004,using the platform WEB-CT as the technological support.

The courses were organized as virtual seminars, meaning by that a series of workshops for a short period of time.  The first seminar, in 2003, lasted 3 weeks and the one in the year 2004 was prolonged to a month and a half according to what the previous experience had indicated.

During those virtual seminars the main purpose was that a group of people, whose number was no more than twenty in both cases, met on line, using computers as communication tools, with the help of a tutor and in an environment reserved just for them, discussed the ‘Social intelligence of the institutions ` in depth.

The course was addressed to teachers of the National administration of Public Education (ANEP), who had some experience on education centre management.  According to these requirements head teachers  and vice head teachers of secondary       education, inspectors and head teachers of primary education and teachers with supporting hours took part in them.

THE GOALS

The goal of this virtual seminar was to make an approach to the topic of the institutional analysis in the collective exchange  enabling new points of view in order to:

· Try to broaden and analyse the conceptual categories with which the institutional phenomena is seen and explained.

· Facilitate a better understanding of the participation among the institutional actors in the global functioning of the organization

· Grab the importance of the role played by the Educational Organization in the community.

The pedagogical model

The pedagogical model was specially based   on the idea that knowledge is a social construction, due to interaction among learners, which allows the individuals   to relate their own  knowledge to their owns and  to the others. According to this the main characteristic of the virtual seminar was to focus on a mediated communication by a tutorial system, which enabled the participant’s auto regulated learning.

What was specially sought was the interaction between different elements: i) interaction with the work material, ii) individual interaction with the teacher, iii)interaction with the other participants of the seminar, iv) group interaction with the teacher and  v) interaction with the interface.

The following picture shows the different interactions that occur in the new learning settings in order to build a learning community.
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The seminar tried to favour active and interactive pedagogical processes where knowledge became meaningful allowing a dialogue through the web, easy to access to in the time and space, sustained by new technologies.

The different interactions were in the following way:

i) Interaction with work material:

It was possible to interact connected to the web with material of different formats or unload material from the web in order to work without being connected.  It was hoped to have access to recommended bibliography available in libraries.

ii) Individual interaction with the teacher:
It was done by e-mail with an e-mail address available. The teacher                            answered their questions and offered personalized attention by the same medium.  The questions were always answered within 24 hours.

iii) Interaction with other fellow colleagues participating in the seminar:

They interacted with another participant or with a group of them by e-mail, having a list with the names of all of them and their e-mail addresses available.

iv) Group interaction with the teacher:

The non-synchronic textual forum is the basic tool for the group interaction and as such was where everybody met and where everybody started the necessary dialogue for a meaningful construction of common meanings.  It was the common place where everybody had access and took part ‘hanging’ their different comments, opinions, answers or written messages.

v) Interaction with the interface:

The seminar required basic competence in computer science and a new competence, which just started to develop, which was the interaction with a last generation e-educational platform: WebCT. As innovative experience, understanding it as  every experience that leads to a change in the usual practices,  the participants were  accompanied all the time, ’24 in 7
’, by a service of questions on line to help them during the process.

THE TECHNOLOGICAL SUPPORT

Within the taken pedagogical model, it is clear that the simple fact of choosing the technology doest assure per se neither a good teaching nor a real learning if it is not previously framed in explicit pedagogical assumptions.  Several aspects were taken into consideration that went beyond them, but that formed a controversial frame at the same time, a bunch of metaproblems such as accessibility, critical reading of the web, reliability, the informatics community among others.  This made clear the complex nature of the choices, which impede to consider the technologies as mere tools to improve teaching without the adequate pedagogical support.

The chosen platform allowed seeing the flow of the different participations and actions of the participants through a series of statistics.

THE DESIGN OF THE VIRTUAL SEMINAR

According to the latest literature, the seminar was designed based on the following modules:

a) Administration module:  with all the administrative information related to the                                                                                         course such as application requirements, conditions and characteristics of the certification, level of demand, profile required, evaluation model, among others.

b) Guide module:  which was used to facilitate the communication of the user.  A navigating map was available in order to make them able to locate the seminar at any moment of the course along with a calendar with the different activities.

c) Content module:  with details of the three exes of discussion.

d) Help module:  which is different from the Guide module because it was more addressed to solve problems with the navigation instead of problems with the learning process itself.

e) Communication module:  which foresaw formal communications ( to foster exchange with others) as well as informal ones ( to share facts, anecdotes, etc)

f) Virtual tutor module:  which was an essential part of the course because it was always present whenever  needed  to orientate the participants in all the elements of the course.

g) Security system:  which is usually used to restrict the access of the users.  A login (ID number)   and a password were given to everyone who participated in the seminar.

h) Evaluation of learning module:  special attention was given to self-evaluation related to pace and learning achievements.

i) Course evaluation module:  where the participants gave their opinion about the materials and the system in order to make corrections and know about the usability of them, the usage of the tools, the flexibility that the system offered.  As it was mentioned, it was extremely important to gather information from the participants, to know about those who dropped the course, the moment they did it and the reasons to do it as well as the statistics of the flow of communications among the students.

THE STRATEGIES.

The strategies used were:  I) the analysis based in three main topics discussed in three forums. ii)  the role of the tutor who introduced the general presentation,  presenting reading materials, resources on line and interaction guides.  iii)  the strategies of collaborative  and/or cooperative work with subgroups and a plenary session in the forum to meditate, discuss and debate. iv) e-mail.

This kind of communication was non-synchronic.  It had been planned a synchronic forum with and Spanish expert  which was not possible  due to technical problems.  A manual for the use of the platform was available in the same platform, which was elaborated by the Bachelor Gabriela Bernasconi.  The participants were able to clarify any doubt about its functioning.

There was also the cafeteria, which was a place for informal interaction and where humour was always welcome.

THE LINES OF DISCUSSION

In the first edition of the course, in the year 2003a whole week was dedicated to each one of the lines. During the practice it was realized that the time was not enough  because the socialization process  that took place in the first week, when every body introduced  themselves and talked about  their interests and expectations about the seminar took more than what it had been planned.  In the year 2004, each line took two weeks, lasting the complete seminar one month and a half.

The following are the three lines of discussion:

Line of discussion 1:

Introduction to the topic-Reading guide

Pictures of the institutions

The social intelligence of the institutions- Definition and range

The emotional intelligence

The social responsibility

The Institution strategies for social management

Activities 1 and 2

Line of discussion 2:

The competences

Relevance of the concept

Definition-examples

Social and personal competences

Activity 3

Line of discussion 3:

Cases research

Activity 4

Final conclusions and reflects

Besides, there were two other sections:  a glossary of the most used words and another section at the end of each line of reflection called To know more, where more information was added and websites about the topic could be found; at the same time the participants were required to elaborate their own webibliography

At the end of the seminar they were also asked to complete and e-survey about their opinion of the seminar and some information related to how to handle the new technologies.

TUTELAGE SYSTEM:

The role of the tutor required a permanent action to keep high the levels of discussion and participation of the students. At the same time the emergent issues treatment demanded a constant effort to keep the discussion within the desired frames. A telephone help line was established in order to assist the participants and to be able to stay in contact at any time.  At the same time the feedback was done as soon as possible so as to encourage their participation.

The tutor used several tools to fulfil their role. Among them they used:  a) e-mail  - which was the most used by the tutors.  The questions were answered in less than 24 hours.  B)  Discussion forums, used to send messages, clarify doubts of one or more participants.

It was planned to use  a section of Questions and answers more frequently , (FAQ) but it did not work out. Neither could be used the synchronic forum.

The heterogeneity of the participants regarding their styles of learning and personal characteristics was also taken into account, trying to keep an open mind and provide solutions when requested. Special attention was given to those students who found difficult to take part in the forums

On the other hand, trust, respect and humour, were specially taken care of because those aspects were considered very important to foster a good work climate and to facilitate processes and results.  To facilitate participation, a poster was given with the different rules and uses of Internet.  (Netcard)

The result of the survey evaluating the role of the tutor showed a 90% of conformity.

DIFFERENT SOURCES OF INFORMATION EVALUATED

Being a seminar where the importance is given to the thoroughly treatment of a specific topic as a collective construction, several sources of information were taken into account to evaluate it.  In first place, and because the platform allowed it, the web sites that the participants visited during the seminar. Then, the interesting articles and the webibliography given by the students. In third place, it was taken into account the number of activities completed as well as the contributions to the group tasks and the quality and number of their participations in the discussion groups. Last but not least, humour was also considered. All of these aspects were explicated in advance at the beginning of the seminar in the same platform.

CONCLUSION

It is a fact that the introduction of new technologies has changed some pedagogical conceptions, putting them under a new perspective of analysis and at the same time new learning environments have been created, more interactive and independently of time and space variables. The main idea of these new pedagogical sceneries is the interaction student-student, student-content, and student-tutor, which constitute what some authors have named “the trilogy of interaction” (Moore, 1998).  According to this, the success of an educational project will depend on the use to be done of the new technologies.

We can mention several findings made clear during these two seminars.  In first place, it was appreciated a high level of involvement of the participants in the resolution of the proposed activities in a collaborative way.  Even though, at the beginning the answer to the tasks was quite slow, maybe because of the little knowledge of the platform, at the start of the second line it could be seen a lot of activity in the different groups.  The accesses to the site were quite high during the week, being less during the weekends.

The evaluations referred to the level of satisfaction of the participants toward the organization of the seminar, contents, approach and applicability were 85% valued as very adequate.

It is important though to continue working on strategies to hold the participants´ attention, being a usual problem of the online seminars.  In these cases, it is essential the role of the tutor to keep the participant’s attention.

No doubt that this kind of teachers´ improvement reduce the cost of training (trips, lodgings, food, materials); favours learning communities among people from different parts of the country who do not know each other; respond to technological imperatives as well as promotes the use of these new technologies with their own students.

What is interesting about the use of these new technologies are the possibilities in terms of pace of learning.  Indeed, this new way implies a learning more focused in the student, where their times are taken into account and where the learners themselves are able to regulate their own learning process.  The most important change is probably the evaluation, as a permanent phase of control and tutoring.  In this model, not only the student is entitled to evaluation, but the contents, the tutors. Besides, it is possible to evaluate the impact these new technologies have in the education and even more in the changes they may be producing in the traditional classes.

The web has turned into a very valuable source of information, that in order to become knowledge, requires the work of the teacher as a tutor.  Today, the students can have access to a huge amount of information, even   bigger than the one they can get at any school.  It is a teacher’s job to help them to find the necessary and useful information to build their knowledge.

The teachers face another challenge in this historical stage.  The approach must be done not only   from a technological perspective but also conceptual, since the change is epistemological because the focus in this model is in the learner centeredness, transcending the physical presence in the pedagogical relation.

In other words, the technology must be adapted to the pedagogical model and not vice versa, as very well explains   Pit Hein (1995) in a suggesting pun:  “if technology is master, we shall reach disaster faster¨
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