PROMOTING STUDENT PARTICIPATION IN AN ONLINE COURSE
THROUGH PROBLEM-BASED LEARNING **
Isabel Chagas, Dulce Mourato
Education Department and Education Research Centre
Faculty of Sciences, University of Lisbon, Portugal
Joéo Sousa
Amadora Science Centre, Portugal

The emergence of open source LMS platforms sudi@aslle (Dougiamas &
Taylor, 2002) have drastically expanded the scdpgelearning leading to a diversity of
situations adjusted to specific educational demarlsthese times of technology
innovation many questions arise regarding the paglagl principles underpinning the
development of consistent, reliable programs witbsijove effects in students’
performance and achievement. Dissemination andaggehof present experiences and
practices is a fruitful way to engage in discussaml knowledge building about e-
learning, its potentialities and limitations.

In this paper we describe and discuss the imptinaton students’ participation
of implementing a problem-based learning (PBL) apph in an online course
supported by Moodle.

Students’ participation is a major requirement fthhe generation of
collaborative, interactive and flexible online le@ug environments as described in the
literature (Harasim, 2002). However, in practideisi a difficult endeavour since, as
many sources comment, a considerable number oémstsidend to dropout or to remain
“silent” in online courses. We assume that adegpatiagogical approaches associated
to the technologies in use are needed in ordee&chr a positive attendance by all

students in different e-learning situations.
Course Development: A Retrospective

The course on school health promotion has beemeafftor three years as an
optional discipline in the context of a traditional-presence university graduate

program. Students enrolled have been mostly K-h2hers of a variety of subjects.
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Blended learning was the modality chosen with thsessions in presence: in the
beginning of the semester, after the first modalke] in the end for the presentation of
students’ work.

ODL QC standardswere used in order to ensure the quality of thersm
Interaction, collaboration, flexibility, in-contextarning (Figueiredo & Afonso, 2006),
and ICT-enhanced environments (Linn, Davis & Be&)04) were the former
pedagogical guidelines for students’ discoverycuksion, creation, invention, analysis
and critical thinking. Discussion fora, among tlesaurces available in the platform
were used with the purpose to facilitate both aonsive and social learning, enabling
higher order thinking skills (Jonassen, 2000).

The course first implementation (table 1) was sufgab by a LMS platform —
virtual classroom — produced and managed by a gratiigher education institution
(Trindade & Marques, 2004).

Table |

Main events involved in the course planning ancetigament

Year Events
1997/1999 Project H&S ODL - Education in European Teacheririing,
Socrates Program
2003/2004 Proposal submitted to the Education Research Centre
2004/2005 First version of the course (24 students)
2005/2006 Second version with Moodle (19 students). Learsingtegy: PBL
2006/2007 (18 students) Reinforcement of student collaboeativork: PBL

tutorial groups, teacher multiple roles.

In general students showed a positive attitude tdveath the platform and the
activities and produced relevant projects on schsalth promotion. Some of them
applied these projects in their schools. Howevenr participation in the discussion
fora was observed. Only a few students postedesntm a regular basis, many of them

were present but remained “silent” in general, arsdnall number never participated.
PBL as a Strategy to Promote Students’ Participatio

In order to overcome the situation PBL was appfl@dthe first time in the
second year in order to encourage all studentsatbcipate positively with effective

interventions in the activities, namely in the dission fora.
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PBL is a learning method that stimulates critidahking skills and creativity
through the use of knowledge in new situationsijlifates knowledge transfer, and
favours reflection and discussion among peers emhgrcollaborative work (Rendas.
Pinto e Gamboa, 1997). This student centred mebtasdbeen increasingly used in
higher education and has been proposed in therdesgignline programs (Jonassen,
Howland, Moore, & Marra, 2003).

In the second version of the course different mobkituations related to the
students’ professional experience were designedlieagaa meaningful context for
questioning and knowledge sharing. It was presemtgatoblem centred on health
promotion conditions in the schools where studevdse teaching. Students replicated
this problem in new questions intended to investighe school environment. At this
point students searched, discussed, and solveaddiffesulties with the theme and their
own personal point of view. In fact they learnedthwiheir own experience and
reflection using a variety of resources. It wasersd a widespread participation, and
positive attitudes toward the activities. Howevewy interactions were recorded among
students. Their interventions consisted mainlyelatively long texts discouraging any
comment while others contained questions that needaiinanswered.

In the third year, following PBL collaborative pexstures, tutorial groups were
created in the platform with the purpose to prontagher levels of participation and
interaction among students. Within each tutoriaugr formed by 6 students and the
tutor more focused discussions were possible lgaira deeper understanding of the
problem, the definition and distribution of taskasang the members in each group, and
students’ initiative. An attempt was made in ordierfollow the seven-jump model
described by van der Vleuten (2000) as a strudturéeading the discussions in each
tutorial group. This context-rich situation wagyweseful for the tutor who was able to
identify with precision students’ needs and adeguatys of guidance.

Interaction in discussion fora became the pathwe mstructions and encourage
enquiry. As time passed by interactions betweerortuind students became
differentiated. Tutors in this scenario performeiffedent role-plays: to conduct
synchronous and asynchronous discussions (tutbranage technological resources
(administrator), to make the bridge between stiglemtd the problems, materials,
resources, and tasks (mediator), to assess stugenfisrmance in tasks, and activities

(evaluator), and finally to facilitate technolodiead bureaucratic issues (facilitator).



Students’ participation and interaction improveddyrally throughout the third
version of the course. Showing an increasing autgnthey developed high quality
projects that they presented to the health teacb@msmunity in a conference they
organized with the tutors suppbriStudents have perceived the availability of this
online course in a traditional curriculum as a pesiissue since it increases flexibility
and the number of possibilities for them to organtheir studying program. The
institution perceived it as an interesting innowatithat is well integrated in the
program, positively evaluated by the students, t#uadl has the potential to become a

vehicle for new methods and change in more tratifisubjects.
Course Development: A Prospective

Pathways for a research plan were identified thinoug this three yearlong
experience that need clarification in the futuyeoireinforce PBL methodology through
the creation of new problems, and to support stisdéransfer of PBL methodology; ii)
to improve focused discussions in tutorial groupsabding students’ deeper
understanding of the problem, continuous feedbatqtification of students’ needs
and ways of guidance, and students’ increasing ampoent; iii) to refine evaluation
procedures with the use of different approachesgipe criteria definition, and giving
voice to the students, iv) to reinforce ICT enhahemvironments with continuous
updating of ICT use and portfolio improvement witleb 2.0 resources supporting a
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