Creating a sense of a learning community

· post a resume and photo of yourself and any other teaching or support staff 

· ask learners to submit a postcard of themselves to help create a sense of a group 

· develop an email list of all participants 

· set up an online cafe for informal discussions

Information sharing
· information on course readings 

· links to useful URLs 

· databases · library catalogues, electronic databases.

Teachers have been using simulations, roleplays, games and debates for a long time to allow learners to test and apply knowledge to new situations. Computer conferencing systems can facilitate and in some ways enhance these strategies. The teacher moderating the conference board can: 

· set-up hypothetical situations which learners respond to 

· encourage learners/groups of learners to research their positions before submitting to the conference board 

· give learners roles, action options, and context information to guide their responses to the ongoing situation 

· give learners positions which they have to defend and asking them to critique other learner's positions. 

· set timelines and word limits for responses 

· keep identities secret if desired 

· involve other classes in debates or roleplays-or even involve other groups from around the world 

· schedule the events or outcomes of the simulation to occur at certain times. 

Conference boards can facilitate collaborative work between learner groups. Groups of learners can use a private space on the conference board to:

· discuss problems or topics 

· prepare their presentation for a project 

· post drafts of work 

· present work, papers, assignments. 

The teacher as manager of the conference board can allocate a separate, private area to each group. You can also choose whether to allow access of each conference to only the small group members or whether to allow open access to all class members. 

You can set up a section of your conference board to address the issues that many learners will have such as: 

· course meeting dates and times 

· class reading and URLs 

· reminding students of deadlines for assignments 

· frequently asked questions (FAQs)- to cut down on the time spent repeating info to each individual learner 

· posting handouts for learners to review (Word files, Powerpoint demos) 

· information on excursions, site visits etc. 

 

One of the most useful ways of using a conference board is to link content delivery to discussions of key issues and questions which arise from the learning materials. The teacher can set up a number of conferences or streams which address some of these issues. The teacher managing the group discussion may need to:

· make links between the content and the discussion 

· reiterate or emphasis certain aspects of the content 

· draw together discussion threads 

· encourage learners to reinterpret, explain, justify, evaluate or reframe their understanding of key issues 

· build in self-reflective questions such as "Does this reflect your experience? 

· offer "expert " solutions" to problems 

· summarise the discussion at key points 

· throw in fresh perspectives when the discussion gets stale 

· allow learners to initiate new conferences or streams

· allow a sense of collaborative learning to develop which is not entirely dependant on teacher input 

