
Lessons learned from the case studies 
 
Case study 1 
Goals and context: 
In the first case study (see D. 4.2.), the focus was on collaboration. 
Students and facilitators from different countries were involved to the case as part of 
their Research methodology courses in different universities. 
 
Roles: 
This intervention case involved students, facilitators, local site coordinators, technical 
support team from iCamp and pedagogical support team from iCamp. These 
participants took various roles in the course of the case study eg. planning the course, 
supporting technically, teaching how to use the novel tools, facilitating groups, 
collaborating, evaluating. However, it was evident that in future real-life cross-
institutional settings these roles must be divided between lesser number of 
counterparts, involving mainly students from different countries and the local 
facilitators. 
Secondly, the roles of students and facilitators in the collaborative setting apperared to 
be similar - students performed peer-monitoring, evaluation and facilitated the 
learning and regulation processes in teams similarly to the facilitator. It was clear that 
this students' increased responsibility to personal and group's learning is characteristic 
to new learning settings and must be internally accepted also by the facilitators. The 
facilitators need to pay attention that their inobtrusive facilitation strategies were not 
authoritive and overriding the students' similar regulative activities in the groups. 
Case 1 analysis revealed that to find appropratie balance and good strategies of 
supporting collaborative work, and promoting simultaneoulsy self-direction 
competences of students may need more investigations. 
 
Planning the course: 
The teaching period was preceded with comparatively long planning period (6 
months), during which the counterparts of the case discussed teaching and guidance 
approaches, evaluation strategies, group formation procedures, the technical 
infrastructures composed from social tools applicable among the participant 
universities and scheduling of the case. All these issues needed negotiation. The 
meetings were held using the synchronous discussions in Flashmeeting and 
asynchronous messages were distributed in Nextspace. 



The schedulling of the joint activities at different participant universities needed a lot 
of effort because the courses started and ended at different times and planning the 
overlapping period of cooperative work between groups was needed. Because of 
involving administrative components and negotiations at the course scheduling level 
at each university, shedulling needs to be decided at considerable time before the 
courses start. 
The facilitators developed a common task for the groups. However, students were 
provided freedom to organise how to reach the common goals. They were provided 
with freedom to specify their objectives in the frames of the common task, and 
develop different types of outcomes. By this it was intended to increase students 
motivation and facilitate self-directed learning. This practice appeared to be 
effectively implemented. However, it must be noticed that the evaluation of different 
outcomes might bring forth the need for negotiations between the 
facilitatorsabout what are the components of the outcome that should be evaluated. It 
is suggestable, that these components were discussed and clearly outlined before the 
course task was assigned to the students. 
Finding the common ground between the facilitators from different universities about 
the issue of course evaluation methods was critical. When deciding evaluation 
methods, facilitators need to take into account not only the regulations of their 
university, and their own course evaluation preferences, but also the evaluation 
practices that support self-direction (eg. self-evaluation), and strategies which are in 
line with collaborative work (eg. peer-evaluation, evaluating collaborative outcome) 
must be used as well. Facilitators must internally accept the change in evaluation 
practices, and they need knowledge and experences how to conduct these evaluations 
in the new social software environments effectively and the least time-consuming 
way. 
The group formation rules were devoloped in joint meetings before the activity. It was 
considered that students' motivation to work with the self-chosen study partners might 
be higher. Therefore, each group was composed on the voluntary basis but the 
participation of students from different universities was required. It appeared that in 
general this practice was applicable, only some groups were formed by facilitator 
intervention when the natural group formation process failed. 
One of the important aspects was finding the course tools. In the cross-institutional 
settings, where students would be allowed to use their PLEs, the variery of course 
tools might be too big. Thus, it may be suggestable to provide students with the list of 
favoured tools (or tool types) at this course. The interoperability between separate 



tools in this toolset is one criterium for choosing this toolset. The simplicity to use the 
tools and the previous practice of using the tools both from students' and facilitators' 
sides may constrain the toolset choice. The facilitators need to be prepared that in the 
implementation phase of the course the continuous learning and reshaping of the 
course environment according to the learners' needs may be needed.  
In case 1 the tool support help was provided centrally by iCamp technical team and 
locally by the local coordinators. However, this practice required too many human 
resoursces and would not be applicable out of the project settings. Therefore it was 
decided that the technical support might be provided also using online tool-use 
tutorials. Secondly, it was evident that the roles of technical supporter and team 
facilitator cannot be separated - the facilitators and the peer-students continuously 
helped other learners to solve the technical issues. 
It appeared from the analysis that the facilitators were more concerned of the task 
issues and the social, regulative and technical aspects were  considered less important 
in their planning meetings. The nature of the problems that emerged during the 
implementation of the course indicated that for running the courses in highly 
challenging settings the regulation and technical issues must be payed more attention. 
The planning of the course, and the deviations from initial plans during the 
implementation revealed that there is a need to: 
1) emphasise in the intervention model certain aspects that must be considered in the 
planning phase negotiations, and 
2) provide a list of tested facilitation strategies how to proceed in different situations 
if the initial planning appeared not to be working. 
It is important that facilitators from different countries also had online meetings 
during the implementation phase, to learn from the process and keep the coherence of 
the course setting. 
 
Implementation of the course: 
The central facilitation blog was used in Case 1 to coordinate the activities of the 
facilitators. However, the facilitators of different groups had only to follow the 
suggestions given centrally by iCamp facilitators. It was suggestable, however, that in 
the future settings, to maintain the coherence among the facilitators, all the facilitators 
from different groups should have a possibility to make postings. Using the central 
blog for coordinating facilitation might in one hand be a good practice, but on the 
other hand, if the facilitators were simultaneously using their own facilitation weblogs 
to communicate with their students at equal basis, the central facilitation weblog 



might appear to be redundant. It might be less effortful to mash the feeds from 
different facilitators' weblogs for monitoring how they facilitate their groups, and held 
regular synchronous meetings to discuss the urgent isssues between facilitators. 
Another critical aspect of faclitation appeared from the analysis of sociograms in 
different teams - in cross-institutional settings the local and the online facilitator may 
at some cases simultaneously give support to the students. The interviews indicated 
that sometimes students tended to turn to the local facilitators rather than find help 
from their online group facilitator. This increases the load of local facilitators and 
may cause some confusion if the local and online group facilitator give contraversial 
directions. The facilitators need to find coherence in what they suggest for the teams, 
in order to avoid any disturbing impact. On the other hand, it appered to be more 
effective to trigger inactive students locally, the influence of the online facilitator to 
contact the student appeared to have low impact. 
The students' expectations from this type of courses are not limited only to learning 
the topic area. Very important are also social aspects to communicate with the peers 
from other countries, learning language and getting proficiency in using new sets of 
tools. On students' opinion Case 1 appeared to support their tool-use proficiency and 
was enjoyable because they could find new peers. The variety of language-
proficiency and tool-using skills sets new tasks to the facilitators - they have to model 
new practices of using tools, and being able to give technical guidance in the language 
that is usually not the mother tongue of the students and the facilitators. 
One of the main principles in the intervention mode is that students and facilitators 
need to get experience in learning at ambivalent situations with a variety of tools and 
different members. Case 1 provided this setting. The facilitator's intervention was 
moderate and the students had a lot of freedom in planning and realizing their plans. 
However, it appeared that many students perceived this as a negative aspect of the 
course and expected more structured environment and more guidance. One of the role 
of the facilitator must therefore be introducing students with the idea why learning in 
challenging settings would in longer terms benefit to their competence development 
and giving guidance how to handle these situations in the actual course. 
Working in the groups in which language- and tool-usage proficiency differs, may 
cause tensions in the group, because students with lower competences may be either 
inactive or annoyingly asking questions that would hinder the other activities in 
groups. Another issue is finding a common workstyle in groups. Some groups in Case 
1 selected a leader who coordinated their actions, while other teams recruited various 
tasks in teams. In some groups several people tried to take leadership and this caused 



tension among the learners. Facilitator and students need to monitor if such tensions 
appear in groups and involve peers in solving the issues among the group-members. 
Although students and facilitators were instructed to initiate PLEs in Case 1, the PLE 
use was not supported by any official course assignments. The main observations 
from the Case study 1 indicated that the students did not use their PLEs if the PLE use 
had not been internalized. It appeared that in the collaborative setting students did not 
use self-reflection practices in PLEs without the direct instructions to perform this 
task.The PLEs were neglected for the sake of visiting and working in the 
collaborative space (Pata & Väljataga, 2007). The findings from interviews indicated 
that students perceived nevertheless the development of their self-directed learing 
competences, gained more autonomy and increased self-confidence. 
The main central collaborative space in Case 1 was a shared weblog, but this 
environment was occasionally extended with other tools for social publishing, 
aggregating information, communicating synchronously. In groups students did not 
have initially similar understanding of where and how to perform different tasks: 
regulating their team activities, monitoring and providing peer-help; discussing the 
topics related to the task; composing the shared artifact; and regulating the social 
atmosphere. This similar understanding of the commonly used affordances of their 
shared environment developed in some, but not in all groups during the joint activity. 
Often, regulating the group activity was hindered because people did not have similar 
understanding, where to do solve planning and regulation issues, where the team 
composes knowledge, and where they develop the final course outcome. 
Another observation indicated that in case of tension in the group, the tasks were 
overtly conducted in one central environment of the group – in the shared weblog. 
However, if the group had bigger coherence in objectives, task- and role-
management, they used various tools and divided the actions between the tools – for 
example planning was done in the Skype or Flashmeeting tool, and simultaneously a 
summary of discussed issues was composed in the Google.docs environment.  
Time-management and scheduling events in groups is difficult in distributed settings 
if learners are situated in different time-zones. Yet, face-to-face meetings should be 
prompted using synchronous tools.  
 
The following conclusions about the use of PLEs and distributed environments 
in the course were inferred, that must be considered in the intervention model:  
 Teams gradually develop the in-depth common understanding of the affordances of 

the learning environment; 



 Teams may not use the affordances of the learning environment effectively; 
 Teams need some feedback during their activities to perceive whether they use their 

learning environment effectively. 
It was suggested that the teams need to take time-out in the different stages of their 
collaboration to review their learning patterns and the tool landscapes of their group. 
The facilitators' role in this revision would be to indicate, which practices might be 
too effortful, and suggesting some new ways how to take action in the current group 
environment. 
The results of the case study 1 are presented in more detail in D 1.2. and 4.2. of the 
project.  
 
Case study 2 
Aims and context: 
The second case study (see D. 4.3) was dedicated to self-direction and collaboration. 
The cross-institutional course was composed of students participating locally at the 
"Project-based learning " courses of their universities. 
 
Roles: 
The counterparts of the case were iCamp research team, online project team 
facilitators, local facilitators for dealing technical and organizatory issues, and 
students. The technical help in this case was not centrally provided by humans, but 
the iCamp Help Center was developed. In the Help Center students could familiarize 
themselves with the iCamp project tools. 
 
Planning: 
The planning period of the Case study 2 was comparatively long (7 months) and 
involved the counterparts in face-to-face and online synchronous meetings with the 
Flashmeeting tool, and in the asynchronous meetings in Nextspace. The main issues 
under negociation were the course landscape and possible activity patterns (this was 
discussed mainly by the iCamp research team), the topics of the projects (these were 
suggested by facilitators), assessment and the application of the support elements for 
enhancing self-directed learning competences (this was discussed by iCamp research 
team and facilitators). The facilitators received some conceptual training of the 
purpose and possibilities of promoting self-direction at the collabrative project 
situations. 
The schedulling of the course was time-consuming and the final launching of the case 



was delayed from the original plan. 
The project topics were collected from the facilitators of different universities using 
the bottom-up method. The facilitators had to propose the general project topics they 
would like to supervise in the frames of their courses, and give a short summary of the 
project objectives. The project topics were discussed using the e-mail, asynchronous 
Nextspace, Fashmeeting and face-to-face contacts. The facilitators could use XO 
Wiki to write the project topic summaries. The project topics provided students with 
the general idea what was expected to be developed in the frames of the project. 
Students were given freedom to focus on different aspects of the project, since it was 
expected that the project teams would involve students with different competences 
and knowledge (eg. technical, content area etc.). Each project was initially opened as 
a page in wiki. This wiki page was later used for group formation processes and for 
expanding the project pages.  
The group formation procedure was planned to take place in the voluntary basis. 
Students had to find a project topic they were interested in, and write their contact 
information (email, blog address) to this page for assigning to the project. The only 
rule was that the teams were expected to be cross-institutional, also, the group size of 
4-5 students was determined. 
Learning landscape: Central iCamp trial weblog - a Central hub - was launched to 
disseminate information. The right to submit information was on the iCamp research 
team, facilitators and students could monitor and comment the postings. Central hub 
contained links to Help Center that provided technical support materials, the access to 
the course tools, and the links to students' and facilitators' blogs. Some materials in 
the Central hub were static (eg. the principles of the course, access to the resources), 
the blogroll was used to update the relevant information dynamically. 
One important aspect considered in the planning of the distributed group 
environments was to avoid that students would neglect the PLEs for the sake of the 
collaborative work. Therefore the distributed collaborative area concept and 
technology was developed. iCamp technical team developed the “feed-reader plug-in” 
for personal weblogs. This enabled to subscribe to the group members’ feeds, to the 
feeds from the iCamp Trial2 Weblog, as well as, from their project facilitator. Two 
methods were in use: requesting and offering feed subscriptions from blogs. 
Technically this plug-in enabled each user to develop a mashed feed from various 
postings, monitor the postings of different group members in timeline, sort the 
postings in mashed feed with different tags, and reply to the postings not in the 
participants' weblog comments, but in ones' own weblog in which a dedicated reply-



posts could be written. 
It was intended that students keep using the PLEs during the learning process 
actively, self-directing their collaborative work that they do in the collaborative 
XOwiki environment with the shared project. The usage of PLEs was supported by 
the task of self-reflection, using the conversational learning contract method. The 
students had to plan, monitor and evaluate their work progress using the contract 
elements in their weblog, or alternatively using the special tool iLogue. Facilitators, 
were ought to comment self-reflections, supporting the self-directed work. 
The wiki-based software tool called iLogue was developed , which aimed to scaffold 
the learners in managing (drafting, monitoring and evaluating) their conversational 
learning contracts online. Users could register and create their personal learning 
contracts. They could access and update their contracts at any time. All changes were 
recorded and could be esily tracked back. The evolution of the contract could be 
visualised. The information as an evidence of activities could be pulled from personal 
blogs to the iLogue contract. 
Another useful procedure for technologically aiding self-directing and reflecting 
learning in Case 2 was using conversational learning contracts in Weblog. Scaffolding 
elements to support self-reflection were used in a similar way as in learning contracts, 
and the commenting possibility enabled the facilitator and peers to point to and 
contribute to interesting aspects the author had described in his self-reflective weblog 
entries. Such conversational diaries could be used together with personal learning 
contracts, where the contract was the more static part that defined the goals, strategy, 
outcomes and review, while the diary was used for reflective writing and 
documenting the dynamicity of the learning process. The diary writing was supposed 
to influence and trigger an adaptation and revision of the personal learning contract.  
 
Implementation:  
The duration of the course was 3 months. Big differencies occurred between the 
planned learning landscape and procedures, and the actual implementation at the 
course in Case 2. 
Ambiguous and self-controlled situation with tools and tasks was confusing for the 
students. Students found that working in the initially unstructured learning 
environment was difficult and they expected guidance especially in the early stages of 
the course of how to compose this environment and organise their work. One finding 
was that an unstructured open environment might scare off a number of students, who 
are so used to traditional guided learning. Several students dropped out of the course 



in the beginning phase. 
 
Group formation processes were in general successful in wiki and could be followed 
like they were initially planned. However in some groups some resuffling of students 
between projects was necessary, and this might have decreased students' motivation in 
projectwork. The negative drawback from initial plan was that the students of one 
university withdraw their participation from international project teams and formed a 
local project team in which various project topics were selected. Thus, it must be 
payed attention that in the intervention model the cross-cultural team formation is one 
of the critical aspects and this may be hindered because of language issues. The slow 
group formation may also delay the launching of the course. 
Group environment: The collaborative work environment was a wiki for each group. 
Several other tools for finding and organizing relevant information and events eg. a 
search engine Objectspot, feed-on-feed aggregator, Scuttle social bookmarking tool, 
and event planning tool Doodle were used. Similarly like in Case 1, grounding for 
tool affordances in the group landscapes was an important element in the formation of 
collaborative work areas. 
The issue of scheduling group activities appeared to be a problem. Students used the 
Doodle environment for planning events and evaluated it very positively.The 
interviews also showed that many students appreciated Doodle for its simplicity and 
effectiveness in arranging meetings. 
Distributed collaborative space idea was not implemented effectively, but many 
students and facilitators tested this possibility. Activating the Wordpress feed-reader 
plug-in, and sending, requesting and accepting subscription offers and requests were 
constraints in making active use of the distributed space. Students mashed and 
monitored mainly facilitators' blogs, reply posts in their own weblog were not 
frequent. Thus, it may be concluded that this blog plugin method was not very 
effective in forming the distributed collaborative area for the groups. Simply, the 
students and facilitators did not perceive the distributed collaborative space and use 
its possibilities. Those students who used the feeding mechanism more actively, found 
it useful. 
Weblog appeared to be one of the main tools in individual PLEs. However, the 
students did not perceive their own weblogs as discussion forums where they can 
present and discuss collaborative work issues publicly, besides to their own 
contributions to teamwork. Rather, they used blogs for recording mainly their own 
reflections. The blog postings and comments were not very frequent. Therefore, it 



may be assumed that the binding of PLEs and collaborative area, and tying the 
collaboration and self-reflection activities is not an easy task, and needs to be solved 
both at technical and learning strategy level. 
Students integrated various other tools to their PLEs and distributed collaborative 
group landscapes. Most students explored Objectspot, Video-Wiki, Feed-on-feeds, 
xLite, Scuttle and Flickr, but they did not use them for their work, as revealed in the 
interviews. They explained it by the relatively low complexity of the project tasks, 
which involved primarily information search and consolidation on a very specific 
topic. The short duration of the trial (3-month) rendered these tools irrelevant or even 
distracting. While many tools were not actively used in the course, students were 
certain that they will start using some of these tools (eg. calendar, Weblog, Wiki, 
Doodle) in their future learning. 
General activity levels of all the seven groups were unexpectedly low, as indicated by 
the total count of blog messages. Students tended to fall back on email-use.The 
sociograms demonstrated that the use of email within groups increased. Email was 
used for the interaction between students, however, the strongest interaction appeared 
between facilitator and individual students. Thus, facilitators in general did not try to 
implement new practices with weblog communication nor trigger peer-discussions 
beyond traditional student-facilitator communication. Synchronous communications 
in groups proved to be most effective in generating the momentum in the group to 
collaborate. 
Students were annoyed that there were too many registrations to different tools. This 
suggests promoting and open-id as a solution. 
The second case study revealed that the students tended to neglect the collaborative 
wiki and work individually with the subtasks of the joint project in their PLEs. They 
summed up their personal work mainly by gluing parts of the individually composed 
artifacts together. The work-style of most of students was cooperative rather than 
collaborative, i.e., the project was simply divided into independent parts to be 
accomplished by different members, and then these parts were glued together, with or 
without an appropriate interface between parts. It is important, however to promote 
collaborative workstyle and recruiting various roles and tasks in teams. This enables 
to develop various skills and increases the coherence among the team-members: they 
would perceive their joint learning landscape affordances more similarly and would 
be able to realize their objectives and plan the tasks as a team. The results revealed 
that there is a competition between individual work, self-reflection and the 
collaborative work. The main proposition from the results of this case was the need to 



integrate self-reflection tasks into the group tasks and facilitate the self-reflection 
more actively, providing various templates and commenting students’ efforts 
consistently. 
The implementation of learning contracts for promoting self-reflection practices and 
enhancing self-directed work was not totally successful.  Most of students developed 
contracts only towards the end of the course, and no revision of contracts was possible 
or meaningful. It appeared that students lacked knowledge of the benefits of using the 
contracts, and facilitators failed to provide sufficient information and motivate 
learners to use this personal reflection procedure. This indicates that initial training of 
facilitators in the planning phase of the course about the implementation of learning 
contracts as self-reflection tools was not successful. Obviously, the mainly 
knowledge-based training failed to introduce the self-directed learning principles and 
the possible ways of supporting self-direction with conversational contracts. It is 
suggested that for creating an ownership of new methods, and for changing 
facilitators' dispositions, the practical training and experiences must be accompanied 
with the theoretical lectures. At the course two methods were equally suggested for 
writing the contracts - wiki based iLogue tool and personal weblog. The interviews 
demonstrated that while students did not have a negative opinion of iLogue, their 
acceptance of this tool was not high and lowered during the course. Students 
explained, that they preferred to work with lesser number of tools and keep most of 
their postings in one place rather than pulling them from different environments with 
feeds. Weblog was perceived as more useful and flexible tool for writing and revising 
the contracts. Using weblog for contracting assumed that students would copy certain 
elements of the contract (i.e. goals, actions, resources and self-evaluation criteria) to 
their blog posting. The versioning of weblog contracts was complicated and students 
tended to make changes in the old posting losing the continuous versioning view. It 
was evident that learners would typically need some initial guidance from the 
facilitator to make a good use of the conversational contract as a learning resource. 
There were cases when students copied each others' contracts and modified them, 
also, they tended to copy the proposed assesment scheme of the project and adopt it 
into their evaluation criteria rather than thinking of their personal compenetnce 
development. Many facilitators failed to correct or suggest changes in students' 
contracts. The missing guidance from the facilitators in some cases might have 
contributed to this low involvement in the learning contract activities. Some students 
agreed that contract procedures helped them to be more self-directed in the 
collaborative work, however, several students did not believe that the contract 



provided a signifficant scaffold to their self-direction in the group. 
Students came to the course with the expectation to make new friends and learn new 
skills and acquire new experience. Students valued their participation in the course. 
As a result of learning they perceived their increase in the knowledge of the project 
topic and of new tools, their social interaction and communication skills, English 
proficiency, and ability to evaluate themselves as well as peers. It was important to 
notice that students want to work on something which is interesting to them, which is 
connected with their fields of study, but also that is something really modern which 
they can work on. 
Most students had the traditional mindset of being led instead of taking the lead 
themselves, direct guidance was expected from the facilitator, who, however, 
assumed that the students should have been able to assume the ownership and 
responsibilities of the project tasks. Concerning the facilitating style, most of the 
interviewees were generally satisfied with the solicited help and guidance they 
obtained from their facilitators. However, the students experienced a difficult start 
when they were unsure whether and how they should take the initiative to contact 
their facilitators. Some students expected more proactive interventions from their 
facilitators. 
 
Empirical experiences of Trial2 lead to several implications: 
1. Some structured and direct guidance and instructions are necessary in the beginning 
phase of the course for generating the momentum for the groups to kick-off their 
work. It must be expressed more that developing self-directing competence is more 
effective through the process of scaffolding. Both learners and facilitators need to 
obtain a partial understanding of each other's objectives through continouos and 
mutual reflections using social media possibilities, and the facilitator has to gradually 
shade off from students' activities rather than that the learners were initially left on 
their own. 
2. Intensive training of the facilitators on both pedagogical and technical tools for 
supporting teaching and learning according to the self-directed learning paradigm, 
might improve the students understanding of self-directing, using conversational 
learning contracts and planning effective activity patterns and tool landscapes. 
However, for changing the facilitators' disposition towards self-directed learning 
model, the actual participation in teaching in novel settings and learning in the course 
of action might be more effective than theoretical training.This highlights one of the 
major critical aspects of intervention model application:to teach effectively in new 



settings, facilitators' open mindset and readiness to face challenges during the 
teaching, as well as, their readiness to adopt and change their previous support 
strategies might be needed. However, it is not possible to train this competence 
mainly before the courses but this competence emerges in the course of action. Thus, 
the newcomers to this type of teaching would be inevitably only partially prepared for 
the teaching situations they must facilitate. 
3. Peer induction should even be a more effective incentive than course grades to 
sustain the students’ motivation for the collaborative work. 
4. Topics must be interesting and challenging for the students. 
5.'Binding of PLEs and collaborative area, and tying the collaboration and self-
reflection activities needs to be solved both at technical and learning strategy level. 
 
 
Case study 3 
 
Aim and context: 
The third case study (D. 4.4?) was dedicated to self-direction, collaboration and social 
networking. 
Students from different universities were enrolled to the international course of 
eLearning dedicated to teach the principles of planning an elearning course in the 
distributed settings. The task of the student groups was to learn about planning e-
learning courses and develop jointly a prototype of their e-learning course.  
 
Roles: 
Similarly to Case 2 the main participants of the course involved iCamp research team, 
local facilitators and students from different countries. Initially 86 BA, MA and PhD 
students from 10 universities were involved, however, the majority of them were 
master students. The two team facilitators from Estonia were selected amongst the 
members of the iCamp research team (they also acted as main coordinators of the 
facilitation activities and were active in planning the course), seven facilitators were 
involved from the universities in Spain, Poland, Croatia, Lithuania and Finland. This 
role-coordination among the facilitators emerged due to the context of Case 3 - the 
international eLearning master course setting of an EMIM (European Master of 
Interactive Media) course, originally coordinated by Tallinn University, was 
expanded to integrate more interested counterparts from the other universities who 
were not originally participating in EMIM. The technical facilitation was organized 



with the online Help-center, without providing human scaffolding. 
 
Planning: 
The planning period was comparatively short (3 months) compared with Cases 1 and 
2 - the interested universities and facilitators were identified using personal social 
networks among iCamp project team. The facilitators were invited to the face-to-face 
meeting of the iCamp project. They were introduced with the course outline, toolset 
and the challenges of the course: self-directing in collaborative and networking 
settings. The facilitators were invited to make suggestions in the course outline. An 
intensive session of planning the evaluation strategies of the course was conducted. 
This was important for harmonizing the actual requirements at different universities 
and ensuring that all facilitators would obtain similar disposition to facilitating self-
direction, as well as, supporting collaboration in the distributed social settings. After 
initial meeting some other training sessions for discussion conceptual issues of the 
course were held in the synchronous Flashmeeting environment. It is obvious, that the 
face-to-face meeting enhanced the coherent understanding among the facilitators 
about the course. Yet, it was clear that in natural settings face-to-face meetings might 
be economically not possible and must be replaced with synchronous and 
asynchronous collaboration during the preparation period of the joint course. 
In Case study 3 it was considered to give students and facilitators some experience of 
planning and dynamically changing their distributed learning environments, which is 
a task of high ambiguity and involves potential tensions. 
Secondly it was planned to interrelate self-reflecting tasks in PLE with the 
collaborative tasks in the distributed group environments. This was to promote sef-
direction within collaborative activities. It was presumed that the interrelated tasks 
will enable students to contribute both in the PLEs and in their collaborative 
environments. The evaluation and grading of students was partially based on their 
active self-reflection tasks in PLEs and partially the collaborative outcome of the 
group (developed e-learning course prototype) was evaluated. 
It was assumed that social-networking competence would develop during the long 
time period, and this course can only give some experience how difficult it would be 
to find, get connected and stay collaborating with various people. 
Compared with the earlier Cases 1 and 2, the learning setting in Case 3 was more 
structured due to the requirements of the EMIM concortium. It was required that the 
students were registered to the course in the Moodle environment. This institutional 
environment was to be used for presenting centrally the learning tasks and the 



learning materials. This initial EMIM course setting was expanded with the variety of 
social software tools, and the actual coursework activities were planned in the 
personal and group environments composed of social software. This enabled to 
compose an expanded learning landscape, which provided a possibility to test one of 
the iCamp project aims: how could teaching and learning be organised in the settings 
that go beyond the institutional landscapes. 
The course materials and links to the web-based materials were embedded to Moodle, 
but alternatively, students could use a Scuttle social bookmarking tool where 
materials were organized with tags. A set of possible social software tools was 
suggested for students. 
One of the central environments for actual facilitation was a course blog. The access 
to make postings to this blog was at course organizers - the two facilitators from 
iCamp project. The other facilitators and students could leave comments to this blog. 
This blog served also as an alternative central space where course participants and 
facilitators' blog links were centrally collected. The blog offered links to other course 
materials - social bookmarking site with the tag-cloud with various course materials 
and to the Help-center providing technical information about tools. The links to the 
joint group prototypes were to be added to the blog in the course of action. 
The group formation process was decided at the joint facilitator meeting. Each 
faciliator and each student was required to keep a personal weblog. The addresses of 
facilitators' personal weblogs were announced in the Moodle wiki page. The students 
were asked to select a preferred facilitator and join with one of the groups, leaving 
their blog addresses and contacts to this wiki page. The only constraint in group 
formation rules was that students could not form work-groups merely national-based 
but in each team participants from different universities were required. The initially 
planned group size was 8 people. After receiving contacts and blog addresses from 
the students, each facilitator organized his or her facilitator blog and added the links 
and feeds of students' blogs to their page. The facilitators had to monitor also the 
central course blog and to accommodate the centrally provided course information for 
the needs of their group. 
The learning tasks of the students supported both individual development through 
obtaining self-directing competences, as well as, the competences of collaboration 
and networking when working with the joint aims. The students had to make weekly 
postings in their personal weblog about their progress in this week. A scaffolding 
framework for these self-reflection postings was provided containing the following 
elements: 



1. What was the most important thing you learned this week? 
2. What was particularly interesting/boring in this week? 
3. Was there something you did not quite understand and want to know more about it? 
4. What kind of questions/ideas/experiences this week's activities raised for you? 
5. Which tools did you use this week, explain what was the purpose of using these 
tools (eg. social talk, to regulate my team activities, to work on my documents)? 
6. With whom did you communicate during this week, how many times, with which 
tools, and for what purposes? 
It was intended to weekly raise students' awareness of their learning process, 
achievements and problems. This reflection enabled students to monitor the 
development of their own and their group-mates PLEs and the joint PLE and become 
more aware of the affordances each student perceived in relation to used social 
software. Similarly, it was also possible to monitor the invisible social contacts 
among the team-members.This is especially important as the group members do not 
work in the shared learning environment only, but their environment consist of PLEs 
with various elements and the awareness of what kind of communications go on in 
this distributed environment is necessary.The reflection postings provided the 
facilitators a monitoring tool to view and trigger students' self-directed learning 
progress. It was required that facilitators would comment these weekly reflection 
postings. However, the method of commenting was left open to decide for each 
facilitator. 
In Case 3 the option of forming the distributed collaborative space using the feed-on-
feed Wordpress plugin was available. This enabled to create the mashed team feed to 
monitor blog postings and comments. This enabled also to reply to students' postings 
not in students' personal blog, but to reply in the facilitators' blog, making all team-
members aware of the responses to individual students. Secondly, it was possible to 
reply also in students' blogs, commenting directly their reflection postings. 
Besides structured reflection postings, students were weekly asked to read some 
materials and reflect on some questions. These individual tasks were changed to 
collaborative actions related with the preparation of their prototype that were required 
in the second half of the course. 
Second optional activity at the course was to keep the personal conversational 
learning contract, filling it in at least three in the beginning, in the middle and in the 
end of the course. Two options were provided: students could use their weblog 
applying the scaffolding elements of the contract, or alternatively an iLogue tool with 
same scaffolding elements could be used: 



1. My objectives: Why i wish to learn/do something? What is meaningful for me/for 
my group? What i am responsible for as part of group-work? 
2. What resources i will need: What software and resources i am going to use? 
Resources can be people, artifacts, tools. 
3. How will i do it: What is my strategy to achieve my objectives? What is the order 
of my actions? How will i use different resources in my actions? 
4. How i must be evaluated: How do i know i was successful? develop measurable 
criteria to evaluate your activities in respect of your objectives. 
5. Self-reflection: Did i achieve my objectives? Use the criteria what you developed 
to evaluate how well you worked. Reflect, what worked and what did not. 
Facilitator and peer students had to comment personal learning contracts.This was 
supposed to aid self-reflection but alsocreate more coherent understanding within the 
group about the task performance and the hindering factors. 
The collaborative task was generally defined by the course requirements. Each team 
had to develop a prototype of an e-learning course. This task could be modified - each 
team decided the topic, the proposed and the learning environment of their course. It 
was recommended to try out course distributed social software-based settings for 
developing these prototypes.Second challenge of students was to find a suitable 
collaborative space for coordinating their group-work. It was not centrally 
coordinated if the student group would initiate a joint blog, wiki or use some other 
distributed environments to work in asynchronous and synchronous mode. However, 
the students' and facilitators attempts to use Moodle forums for their group-work were 
not encouraged. This was due to make participants try out authentic settings where 
institutional learning management systems might not be available after they leave 
university and start their work and wish to participate in various team works. 
Collaboratively developed prototypes were to be marketed among other groups and 
the students had to collect assessment for formatively evaluating their elearning 
prototypes. The peer- and facilitator-evaluation of joint group outcomes formed part 
of the grading. 
 
Implementation: 
The course lasted 3 months. The course was run in the integrated tool landscape.  One 
part of it consisted of the institutional Moodle for keeping learning materials, offering 
some central support, enabling the students to register to the course and receive the 
assessments in private mode. 
It appeared that the former experiences using the centralized institutional system 



influenced facilitators' and students' initial expectation of how to organize work at the 
course. Instead of trying to construct the specific and individualized group 
collaboration space, the groups wished to use the ready-to-use Moodle forums for 
their communication. This indicates that the previous e-learning culture may have a 
strong influence on learners' expectations to work. If the learners after graduation 
would not find similar institutional learning environment, they may have difficulties 
in composing their own collaborative space of tools that might provide for them 
needed affordances for joint work. Thus, experiences in working in the environments, 
where personal role in composing and managing the environment is bigger, should be 
provided to the students. 
The main activities in Case 3 took place in the distributed learning environment, 
consisting of various students’ and facilitator’s PLEs, where they worked individually 
doing self-reflections, and of the distributed collaborative spaces that were used for 
doing collaborative assignments. Students were able to construct and gradually 
modify individual and group environments. However, they also expressed high 
anxiety in the initial stage of the course. The students had previously had no 
possibility of composing and managing their own learning spaces, selecting tools, and 
learning how to use them. Students perceived that to select tools is difficult and they 
were initially worried, that they must try to use all the offered set of tools during the 
course. Gradually they became accustomed with the tools and they were able to select 
the main tools for PLEs and for group-work. The initial set of tools in PLEs was 
small, consisting of mainly the weblog, Skype account, email, and various accounts to 
use collaborative spaces.  
A set of tools developed at iCamp project was provided, but students were not 
restricted to use these tools, but could find and integrate other social software tools to 
their PLEs and distributed group environments. 
While all the groups initially had the same starting-configuration of offered and 
required tools, gradually the group members and the facilitator started to adjust the 
group landscape for their specific needs. Big differences in the different facilitators' 
and groups' collaborative environments could be found soon after the start of the 
course. This is an important aspect in the interventional learning design - the course 
settings is not similar to all students and various monitoring tools must be used to pull 
together information coming from different students and groups. Nevertheless, 
working in such personalized setting enables students to use effectively person-
specific affordances than working in the unified settings. 
The facilitators' had previously different experiences with social tools. Thus, it 



appeared to be very useful to have regular synchrounous Flashmeetings between 
facilitators to discuss how they have changed the course environments and what had 
proved to be effective tool landscape in their group context. It was also possible to 
monitor different facilitators' weblogs to understand how they organised their work. 
Many facilitators used this possibility and asked help or recommendations from each 
other. 
It appeared that the facilitator's influence in organizing his/her weblog and PLE had a 
strong impact on the composition principles of the students' PLEs this facilitator was 
supervising. For example, in teams where facilitator was using widgets to monitor 
students' feeds in her blog, the students copied same style for monitoring each other. 
If the facilitator attempted to use the feed-on-feed plugin for creating mashed group 
feed and replied to students' postings using this feed, several students copied this 
behaviour. In general, the feed-on-feed plugin was applicable only in the cases if 
students used the same blog provider in the group. However, this was not the case in 
many groups. It was not possible to mash the feeds of those group members who used 
bogs at other providers, so the usefulness of the feed-on-feed plugin decreased, as not 
all the group members' postings could be mashed. Some students found the mashed 
distributed feed useful, but it did not start to function as it was originally planned - no 
distributed collaborative group area could be formed. 
In general the PLEs of group members appeared to be different - some students pulled 
and monitored the comment feeds or posting-feeds of some students of their group, 
but interesting was the fact that they did not always start to monitor all the group 
members, and some students even monitored some other students from different 
groups. Students' communication within group was only partially observable for the 
whole group and for the facilitator.There were spontaneous meetings and discussions 
using various channels (eg. IRC, Skype, email, comments in weblog and the 
comments in the shared collaborative spaces). It also appeared, that not all the 
students in the groups were aware of all the possible information channels that their 
groups used eg. to monitor facilitator blog. This incoherence in the groups indicated 
that there is a need for discussing regularly the state of art of the group's common tool 
landscape. 
Most groups organised several synchronous meetings using Skype or Fashmeeting. 
The active role in organising these synchronous meetings was on the facilitator. These 
meetings were mostly held using the chat more without video support. It was 
mentioned that students felt themselves more secure in chat because of their lower 
level language skills. The meetings enabled to raise coherence in team and helped to 



pull inactive group-members to work jointly. 
In general, peer students in the groups did not comment reflection postings of their 
peers. This diminished the possibility that team members might have dynamically 
developed a coherent understanding of what other team-members are actually doing, 
with whom they are communicating and what type of problems they are issuing.Some 
students expressed in their reflections that they expected more social communications 
with the peers and the whole course setting was too highly task-oriented and lacked of 
community dimensions. 
One of the main challenges the groups faced was composing a joint collaboration 
area. Some groups selected the centralised approach, initiating a shared weblog or 
starting to use a common wiki. Other groups worked using the distributed approaches 
eg. Google.groups or Ning social network environment were tested. However the 
distributed group environments were perceived in general more messy and less useful 
and in some groups the shared group environment was changed in the middle of the 
course for more centralised one (eg. wiki). 
Student groups tended to develop their prototypes of e-learning courses in the same 
environments where they worked collaboratively. Few groups developed a course 
prototype in the more institutional system. 
The main finding from third study was supporting the observations from the second 
case about the tension and competition between individual and collaborative 
activities. In many cases students perceived that the individual reflection was more 
important in the beginning face of the course and it was difficult to initiate joint 
collaborative activities. However, as soon as the groupwork was secured, most of 
students started to post less in their PLE and the role of self-reflection gradually 
diminished. It was assumed that although some self-reflecting and self-directing tasks 
were planned as an integrated part of the collaborative activity, the self-reflection 
activities still tended to inhibit collaboration and other-directed reflective discourse or 
vice versa, especially if the students had to work under strict time limits. 
One of the difficulties both the students and some facilitators' faced was initiating 
self-reflection.In the regular Flashmeetings between facilitators it was reflected, how 
the students progressed and what difficulties appeared in triggering self-reflection. It 
was suggested by several facilitators that their role in the initial phase of the course 
must be very active to trigger students work.However this facilitator-activeness 
should be decreasing if the students show more self-reflection competences. The 
problem of minimal self-directed work and students' expectation to get direct 
instructions, what to do, was evident among the students from the countries where 



self-directed activities are seldom promoted in teaching practice. However, if the 
students had had more experience of self-directed learning the groups were very 
actively organizing their work from the start of the course and the facilitator's role 
was smaller.''''  Many students found it difficult to understand the concept of personal 
learning contract. They mentioned, that when they know little about what their role is 
in the teamwork, it is difficult to plan their self-directed work. These difficulties 
became evident in the different versions of students contracts. From the observation 
of students‘ practices of writing personal learning contracts we have identified three 
different addressees the contract is directed to: 
 towards the self 
 towards the self in the group 
 towards the group 
This also determines the way of reflective writing a student performs. In most cases 
all three types can be found as part of a student’s contract. In the beginning of the 
learning activities the self-directed contract type prevails. 
For example, some of the students stated as an initial learning goal in their contract:  
...I want to deepen my knowledge about elearning. Meaningful is my experience 
about elearning. I think that in future I’ll be able to create, organize and administrate 
online courses. I think it will be appreciated and privileged job.  … I want to find out 
fundamental key issues on eLearning course design and how to handle these in 
practice. It is good experience and it will be very useful to me in future, because one 
of my occupation is to be a teacher.  …I’m doing my best and I found motivation to 
myself why to work here.  However, such self-directed aims are usually very general 
at the beginning of a course and the students face difficulties in explicitly 
distinguishing how they will plan to gain new knowledge and competences, which 
resources they plan to use, and how they are going to evaluate their own learning 
attempts.  When students start working collaboratively, they start to make more 
precise changes in their contracts and associate it to their group work.Students relate 
their personal contracts to the group context and even seem to feel some group 
pressure:  
...It was little strange to write my own contract because things in it should be 
accomplished and some factors inside are out of my hand, i have to be more careful 
and active in my group role to accomplish parts of my contract.  The self-reflection 
evidences can be grouped around two main arguments: the first set of entries relates 
to how the individual can contribute to the group, while the second one refers to how 
the group can contribute to the individual’s learning. 



„Me for the group” reflections can be found in statements such as “maybe the courses 
I have done give something to this team too”. The “Group for me” reflections, which 
we have noted more frequently, are manifested by entries such as “I most definitely 
need my team! The team will give feedback…For me international teamwork and 
cooperation is also high motivation factor in participating...I will deepen and broaden 
my knowledge and views through conversations with other group 
members…Reflection on my own knowledge is based on the feedback from other 
group members and group facilitator on weekly reflections…One of main motivating 
factors are you - group members.”  These and further examples from students‘ 
reflections in weblogs and collaborative environments indicate that group tasks and 
personal reflections are highly competitive: I must say that I'm really frustrated. We 
just have to try and do our contributions to each task as early as possible and move on 
to the next – this means that it's really hard to have the time to have proper 
conversations to gain full consensus in the group. I'd really like to have more talk with 
the group members and I especially grave comments from people…I became more 
like a "lonely ranger" even thou I'm part of a team in my everyday work.  The 
competitive nature of the two tasks – personal vs. group reflection – may even 
decrease the motivation for individual work, especially when problems arise that are 
related to the group work: I had huge frustration of the passiveness that’s taken the 
group - I didn’t really have any motivation to doing this weeks individual reflection 
activities.  Self-reflections of group mates may also hinder the learners‘ creativity: I 
shouldn’t have read those two postings, because now I’m worried that I’ll mirror them 
too much in my own writings. 
Some students, however, succeed in combining the different views and see 
collaborative tasks and reflections as interrelated. Good perception of things in a 
group can rapidly increase individual’s participation in our course. Some positive 
mutual influence of group activities on the individual learning process were observed 
in Case 3, however, more instances of perceived disruption than of cross-fertilization 
were encountered.  Overall, these examples from students‘ reflections demonstrate 
how the collaborative reflective activities, and working for a common goal that is 
shared within a group of learners might be hindering the individual reflective 
activities and vice versa. The facilitators have an important role in providing the 
students in guidance during the learning process in such settings. 
In the intervention model defining strategies to scaffold and facilitate the co-evolution 
of individual and group reflection processes is of utmost importance. It is important to 
relate the individual self-reflections to the group activities and create awareness about 



the social system in which the individual learning in embedded.  New distributed 
social tools and services (eg. pushing feeds for the group, mashing and filtering group 
feeds) that enable to interact from PLE environment in the group space, would be 
scaffolding such learning process. 
The drop-out rate of students was very high. The facilitators discussed the student 
dropout at the synchronous meetings, identifying some strategies that are more 
effective than others to motivate students to continue.For example, spamming student 
with emails was not effective, while the peer-students from the same university could 
influence dropout students to continue. Local facilitators could meet with these 
students and find solutions how they might be able at continuing the course eg. in 
some cases the student needed to change the study group to be supervised by local 
facilitator.  
Some issues were identified that local facilitators need to consider when supervising 
mixed cross-institutional groups. In case of difficulties the students may turn for help 
to the local facilitator of the local course. In this case it is important for the local 
facilitator to stay coherent with the demands of the real group facilitators' suggestions. 
This suggests that facilitators would develop some rules how they tackle the issue of 
joint facilitation. 
 
Lessons learned from Case 3: 
1. Providing freedom of using PLEs and different group environments for self-
directed and collaborative work creates the situation where the learning environment 
of the course would have different loosely related subparts, and is would be necessary 
to pull together information from these subparts for monitoring. 
2. The learners in the distributed settings would always work with the partial 
awareness of what type of interactions are taking place in their group, of what 
components their shared learning environment consists of, and where the focus of 
information flow stands in the current moment.Thus, it is necessary to organize 
discussions to clarify these issues, and if possible, to use technical support systems to 
monitor each other. 
3. The case setting was yet limited to provide sufficiantly integrated collaborative and 
individual tasks - in the end of the course the students tended to stop self-reflections 
for the sake of collaborative work. 
4. The students and the facilitators did not use the learning contracts sufficiently as 
tools for reflective conversations and scaffolding. It is needed to technically bring 
together into the learning contract the feeds from the reflective postings related to 



collaborative work and self-direction as evidences of the students' performance. 
5. One of the findings of the course was that in the initial phase students were 
overloaded and confused due to having many domain-related tasks simultaneously 
with the tasks of learning new tools and composing their PLEs and joing learning 
environments. It is important to reduce this domain-related overload and distribute it 
so that more conceptual materials were presented in the second half of the course 
when students have already accommodated with their learning environments. 
6. Important aspect was that in cross-institutional courses the facilitators would have 
the need for online-meetings'to stay informed of the learning at other groups, to learn 
how different groups developed their tool landscapes and reuse the effective learnig 
patterns developed in one group with the students of other groups.' 
 
 Important stages in the activity patterns of interventional course design were 
following: 
 Cross-institutional planning of the course: tools and systems, interoperability, 

content, problem-based project topics, facilitation, assessment 
 Establishing readiness for intervention among facilitators: motivation, learning 

competences in ambiguous situations, dynamically evolving course environment, 
self-directed students, conversational scaffolding at learning contracts 

 Assembling the learning environment – diversity of personal environments and 
group environments, learning to use the systems, discussing dynamically the 
learning environment affordances, pulling together various feeds and accepting 
that there is always a 'blind area' in the learning landscape that cannot be 
monitored. 

 Forming the groups: topic-based selection, peer-selection, facilitator-selection, 
selecting by facilitator 

 Individual assignments: self-reflection, conversational learning contracts, 
personally motivating, binding together self-reflection tasks and collaborative 
tasks, integrating individual and collaborative reflections with the learning 
contract 

 Collaborative assignments: regulating the balance between domain learning and 
learning environment management, focusing on team-level regulation and 
grounding the learning environments, resuffling tasks and roles in groups, 
emphasizing the importance of learning from the process 

 Facilitation and peer-support: Monitoring and regulating, motivating, coping with 
stress situations, accepting the partial awareness of team-members' doings 



 Regulating cross-institutional facilitation: learning from facilitator experiences 
 Assessment: self-evaluation, peer-evaluation, project-based-evaluation, assessment 

of individual- and group-work, coherent cross-institutional grading 
 
Challenges in the interventional learning design model 
 Analysis of the exploratory iCamp cases revealed several aspects what the facilitators 
and learners need to focus when entering into the new learning situations: 
• Dealing with the institutional restrictions when planning for integrated courses 

between institutions or beyond higher institutional border: difficulties in 
integrating systems, planning domain tasks, integrating assessment criteria. 

• Coping with the facilitators’ and learners’ stress that originates from starting 
learning in the initially unstructured system that is evolving in the course of 
action. 

• Being prepared to reorganize the facilitation responsibilities beyond institutional 
borders: monitoring, scaffolding, providing technical help, organizing assessment, 
motivating students. 

• Reorganizing domain learning into problem-based, integrating problems from 
various learners’ work contexts. 

• Coping with the facilitators’ and students’ stress that initially learning environment 
cannot be filled with teacher-defined contents but the contents would be evolving 
as part of the activities and are learner-defined. 

• Overcoming the suspicions related with open social publishing, dealing with 
copyright issues and fear about the quality of learning materials. 

• Making amendments to the domain learning for the sake of developing self-
directing competences in an entwined way in order to increase the possibility that 
the learners could use these skills later in similar contexts. 

• Accepting that self-directing, if not internalized will be hindering domain learning, 
and coping with the subsequent stress learners would feel. 

• Originating grounding events for planning the shared tool landscape and shared 
objectives. 

• Being aware of and coping with the tension and stress that students perceive when 
self-directing in collaborative and social networking situations. 

• Integrating individual and collaborative assignments to deal with the competition 
between individual self-reflection and group level reflection and activities at both 
levels. 


