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ABSTRACT:
The Educational Technology Division, Yuhua Primary School and Woodgrove Primary School collaborated through action research to explore the impact of telecollaborative activities on 2 classes of Primary Four pupils’ creative writing. The team explored how teachers could use activity structures, specifically sequential creation, to help pupils work collaboratively to generate creative content.

The team collected data through a survey and pupils’ writing. Supplementary data was gathered from teachers’ and pupils’ reflection journals and pupil interviews. The team examined pupils’ writing before and after the project implementation. The whole process consisted of a 2-month preparation phase and a 6-week implementation phase. The team began their preparation phase with the examination of their current teaching practice of writing which led to group decisions to define our research question. Together we designed telecollaborative activities which were implemented. Despite time constraints, the team observed that using telecollaboration increased pupils’ motivation to write and come up with new ideas.  Through the project, the team gained better insight into the use of telecollaboration and action research.
1. INTRODUCTION: WHY TELECOLLABORATION?
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Under the Masterplan for IT in Education, an initiative launched by the Singapore Ministry of Education, the Educational Technology Division’s (ETD) English Cluster has been working with teachers to explore new ways to engage pupils in language learning and develop them to become fluent speakers and competent writers of English. To achieve this, we are always on the lookout to use IT to provide different environments and contexts for pupils to respond creatively to problems. 
One such different use of IT is the idea of using “activity structures” as suggested by Judy Harris (1998) in her article, “Curriculum-Based Telecollaboration: Using Activity Structures to Design Student Projects”. According to Harris, “activity structures are design tools. Teachers can use them to help their students “telecollaboratively” use the internet to accomplish curriculum-related learning goals”. By this she means that teachers can use structures such as interpersonal exchanges or problem solving to design learning activities that promote active and collaborative learning using online platforms.

Research has shown that there are many benefits to working collaboratively in a classroom. Chan (1996) stated that in the classroom, collaborative writing can increase pupil participation, facilitate discussions of readings and enhance critical thinking. Pupils learn about teamwork and writing quality may improve because the strengths of the group are pooled. Weaknesses in an individual’s writing can also be reduced because of revision, and group work often motivates pupils (Hernandez, et al.2001) Computers can enhance the benefits of collaborative work because of the potential they possess as communicative tools. By using telecollaboration, classroom instruction, curriculum objectives and technology can be blended in a meaningful way. 

Harris suggests that the traditional approach to technology and the Internet in education has been about tools, the kinds of software that can help our pupils learn faster or better. However, good educators know that it is not merely tools that help pupils learn but what is done with those tools that will make the difference in teaching and learning.

The English Cluster decided to carry out a project to explore how the use of an activity structure together with communication technology could impact language learning. We decided to conduct a small-scale project with two Singapore schools. 

In this action research paper, we will describe the methodology of our project and some of the findings.

2. PURPOSE OF THE STUDY
The aim of the study was to examine the impact of telecollaboration on pupils’ language learning. Together, after negotiation with the teachers, we decided to focus on how telecollaboration, specifically sequential creation, could impact pupils’ writing.

Our study addressed the following research questions:
Main question: 
a. How can we use telecollaborative activities, specifically sequential 
creation, to help our pupils generate more creative content in writing?  
Other questions:
b. What are the benefits of pupils using telecollaboration in their writing 
(E.g., motivate my pupils to write more?)

c. What are some issues that could arise from the use of telecollaborative 
activities in the language classroom?

3. THE PARTNERS
In this action research, there were 3 major partners: ETD’s English Cluster officers, Yuhua Primary School and Woodgrove Primary School. The project lasted from September to December 2003 and it involved two Primary Four classes (40 pupils from Yuhua Primary and 38 pupils from Woodgrove Primary) and their teachers from each of the volunteer schools. They tried one of Judi Harris’ activity structures, sequential creation, using an online collaborative platform, ePALS. The ETD officers were involved in the project as facilitators and co-researchers. 

Both classes participating in the project comprised 10-year-old male and female pupils of average to high ability in terms of their language skills. 

4. METHODOLOGY 

4.1 Collaborative Action Research Framework 
Over the years, various models and different interpretations of collaborative action research have emerged. The team implemented the project using the Collaborative Action Research model proposed by Dr David Tripp, an Associate Professor from the School of Education, Murdoch University, Perth.
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The diagram below outlines his concept of collaborative action research as a double cycle that is connected at two points, data production and data analysis and evaluation: 

In his diagram, he uses two connected cycles comprising the teacher’s and the 

researcher’s cycles. The teacher’s cycle, similar to that of Lewin (1946), consists of “initial observation of current practice, analysis of the observational data, planned changed practice, implementation, and observation of the new practice…etc.” The researcher’s cycle consists of “using analytic procedures and knowledge of theory in the interpretation of the data, documentation of the whole teacher’s cycle, and then accumulation and verification towards the development of grounded theory.” (Tripp, 1993:149)

The strength in this form of collaboration allows the researcher and the teacher to work to their own strengths. In analysing data, the researcher will provide insights based on his expert knowledge of existing theories and research methods while the teacher will contribute to the collaboration by drawing upon his classroom experiences.
The other phases are more “co-operative than collaborative". Each member does not have an equal say in making the final decision. For instance, in the planning stage, the teacher will decide the design and implementation of the activities. The researcher will act as a critical friend to give their inputs and provide guidance. In producing the final report, the researcher will take on a leadership role and assume the main responsibility in culminating the research findings and writing the research study. Continuity is provided by open and regular communication between the two members throughout the phases.

4.2
Negotiating Boundaries and Roles 
Tripp came up with 5 criteria for effective collaboration:

· A shared commitment to the necessity of the research

· A research agenda consisting of topics of mutual concern

· Equally shared control over the research processes 

· Outcomes that are of equal value to all participants in professional terms

· Using ‘fairness’ to inform matters of justice amongst the participants

(Tripp, 1993:148)

These criteria served as the underlying premises and parameters of this collaborative action research project. 

At the start of the project, the team met and agreed on their roles in the project. The ETD officers would conduct training workshops on telecollaborative activities and action research, source for the email platform, handhold teachers in the activity design and project implementation and facilitate throughout the action research process. The teachers would design the telecollaborative activities after examining their classroom practices, implement the telecollaborative activities and document their learning experiences using the action research process. Both parties shared the role of defining the research question, designing the instruments to collect data, and analysing the data.

4.3 The Research Process 

4.3.1
Reconnaissance: Examining Current Practice
Before the design and implementation of the telecollaborative activities, the ETD officers shared the action research methodology with the teachers and facilitated the reflection process. The teachers examined their current classroom practice in essay writing and the improvement they would like to make. 

Both teachers teaching the 2 Primary 4 classes felt that their pupils were generally good in their writing. They could use a fairly wide range of vocabulary words and phrases. However, they seemed to have a problem coming up with creative ideas when writing. Only a handful of pupils could provide creative ideas when writing compositions in class. As a result, most of the pupils did not fare well in composition writing during examinations, especially in the aspect of content. 

The teachers felt that they could do more to help their pupils generate more creative content in their writing. They wanted to see an improvement in what Torrance called “fluency (the ability to produce a large number of ideas), flexibility (the ability to produce a variety of ideas or use a variety of approaches), originality (the ability to produce ideas that are off the beaten track), elaboration (the ability to fill in the details) and redefinition (the ability to define or perceive in a way different from the usual, established or intended way).” (1977)

The pupils already had some experience working collaboratively with their classmates. The teachers felt that telecollaboration, where the pupils had to work with others from another class and school, and sequential creation could provide their pupils with different perspectives as the pupils would be working with unfamiliar partners and a different way of collaboration. Hopefully, the new stimulus would lead to more original, more creative ideas. 

This reflection led to the group decision on the research questions for the project. 

4.3.2 Design and Implementation of Telecollaborative Activities

The team designed two telecollaborative activities using the activity structure, Sequential Creation.  For each activity, pupils worked together to create a piece of writing. The first person in each group would write at least a paragraph introducing the story and then send the story to the next person. Each successive person would be responsible for correcting any mistakes in the text and adding at least one more paragraph before sending the text. Each person in the group would try to come up with creative ideas based on the preceding paragraphs.

4.3.3
Composition of Group Members
The pupils from the two classes were placed randomly into 19 groups with 17 groups of 4 and 2 groups of 5. In each group, there were 2 to 3 pupils from each class. They stayed with the same group throughout the whole project. 

4.3.3
The Action Research Cycles

The design and implementation of the telecollaborative activities were carried out with 2 spiral cycles based on Kemmis' model of ‘Plan-Act-Observe-Reflect’ over a period of 6 weeks (11 Oct  – 21 Nov 2003).

Activities and main learning points at each phase of the 2 cycles are summarized in the 2 diagrams below:
	(i)
· ETD officers designed the collaborative writing task with inputs from teachers. 

· Pupils’ email accounts were created and pupils were placed into groups of 4, with 2 pupils from each class. 

· Team planned to collect data through pupils’ writings and teachers’ and pupils’ reflection journals throughout the project.

[image: image1]
	(ii)

· Teachers briefed pupils on email platform and collaborative writing task. 

· Introductory activity: Pupils introduced themselves to their group members by sending eCards to one another.

· Telecollaborative activity was carried out over a 2-week period.

· Teachers monitored the exchanges of email closely and collected the planned data. 
· Data of pupils' individual writing was collected


	Plan
	First Cycle

(11 Oct – 1 Nov) 
	Act

	Reflect
	
	Observe

	(iv)
· Pupils needed more time and scaffolding as they were grappling with new writing task and ePals.

· There was a need to build in time for pupils to negotiate the writing context.

[image: image6.png]



	(iii)
· Pupils were excited to know their new friends. 

· Process was delayed as the sending of e-card did not work.

· Some pupils needed assistance with ePals and the writing task.

· The pupils collectively wrote the story.




	(v)
· Teachers created a chat room to negotiate story content and came up with a guide to scaffold pupils in their learning.

· Team planned to collect data through a questionnaire. 

[image: image7.png]



	(vi)

· Pupils used chat room to discuss story characters and the beginning of their stories.

· Activity was carried out over a 2-week period.

· Team monitored pupils’ exchanges and collected the planned data. 


	Plan
	Second Cycle

(2 Nov -21 Nov)

	Act

	Reflect
	
	Observe

	(viii)

· Pupils were more confident to carry out the writing task with the scaffolding provided.

· There was an attempt by pupils to collaborate and come up with creative endings.

· Pupils enjoyed the 2nd cycle better as they were more comfortable using ePals and the idea of sharing the ownership of a piece of writing.


	(vii)

· Discussions held in chat rooms helped in the shaping of the stories. 

· Activity took longer than expected.




5.  DATA COLLECTION AND ANALYSIS 
The team used triangulation to strengthen the rigour of the action research.  We collected the following sources of data to gain a richer and less subjective picture of the situation being studied.

5.1 Questionnaire 

A teacher-prepared online questionnaire was conducted for all pupils from the 2 participating classes at the end of the whole project. This was done to find out if collaborative writing using telecollaboration was useful to the pupils as well as the issues they had faced. The questionnaire was used to assess the motivational level of the pupils towards writing, their opinions on whether this project had helped them generate more creative content and the appropriateness of the email platform. The online tool used to create the questionnaire captured the data and facilitated the analysis of data. Both structured items with a variety of possible responses and open-ended questions/comments were included.

5.2
Pupil Interviews 
6 pupils were selected to be interviewed and were asked to elaborate on the comments made in the questionnaire on the project. Notes were taken during the pupils’ interviews.

5.3 Pupils’ reflection journal
Pupils wrote their reflections in journals after each telecollaborative activity. These journals provided a ‘window’ into the pupils’ thought processes, feelings and the learning that had taken place. Guiding questions were also given to scaffold pupils’ reflections. 

5.4 Teacher’s reflection journal
The teacher participants and ETD researchers reflected throughout the whole project, beginning with the identification of problem to the report writing. The journal contained reflective comments and queries from the pupils, observations made over the 2 action research cycles and significant developments and events, which revealed pupils’ motivation towards writing. Learning points from the project and the impact of the whole process on the teachers’ classroom practice, belief system and teaching methodology were also recorded.
5.5 Pupils’ writings
The team planned to examine pupils’ writings at 3 Stages – at the start of the project (S1) and at the end of each of the 2 cycles (S2 & S3). At Stage 1, pupils wrote a story individually. At Stage 2, the pupils collaborated with pupils from the other class on the writing, using sequential creation. At Stage 3, the same group of pupils collaborated on the writing, using sequential creation again, but a chat session was instituted before writing began. A creative writing rubric was adapted (see Appendix A) and employed to score pupils’ completed writings at each stage. The teachers and ETD officers scored the completed writings. To further increase objectivity, the team also invited 5 ‘blind’ markers, who were experienced English teachers, to score each of the completed writings. The markers were given the writing without knowing at which stage the stories were written.

As there were 2 different markers for each writing product, the overall score was averaged to obtain the final score for each piece of writing for the 3 stages. 
One major difficulty faced by the team was the problem of collecting the full data of pupils’ writings. At the end of the 2 cycles, the team could only examine 3 complete sets of group writings throughout the 3 stages as  one of the teachers who had most of the pupils’ data had to leave the country due to pressing personal reasons. 

As there were other existing data captured from the questionnaire, the teachers’ and pupils’ reflection journals and the interviews, the team decided to go ahead with the data analysis. They examined the 18 stories written by the 3 groups of pupils (12 pupils) at the 3 stages in detail. They looked at the individual scores for each domain criteria to analyse which aspect of creativity had improved over the 3 stages. They also looked at the reasons given by the marker for each individual score to give a richer picture of how the writing had improved. 
6. OBSERVATIONS & DISCUSSIONS
6.1
Observations

6.1.1 
Telecollaboration and Generating Creative Content 
The table below shows the domain scores of 3 groups of pupils at the 3 stages of the project:
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Domain

Project Stages
	Creativity
	Story Structure
	Descriptive Language
	Score

	S1
	A1
	4
	9
	9
	22

	
	A2
	4
	9
	11
	24

	
	A3
	2
	7
	7
	16

	
	A4
	6
	8
	10
	23

	S2
	Group A
	4
	10
	9
	23

	S3
	Group A
	7
	11
	11
	29

	S1
	B1
	3
	10
	10
	23

	
	B2
	3
	7
	7
	17

	
	B3
	6
	9
	11
	26

	
	B4
	3
	7
	6
	16

	S2
	Group B
	4
	8
	10
	22

	S3
	Group B
	5
	9
	9
	23

	S1
	C1
	2
	8
	6
	16

	
	C2
	5
	8
	13
	26

	
	C3
	3
	7
	6
	16

	
	C4
	5
	8
	8
	21

	S2
	Group C
	4
	9
	9
	22

	S3
	Group C
	3.5
	5.5
	7
	16


Legend

S1/2/3: Stage 1/2//3

A/B/C/1- A /B/C 4: Individual pupil in Group A/B/C

The scores revealed that the group which had 3 strong writers and 1 weaker writer (Group A) improved in more areas than the other 2 groups (Groups B and C). Groups B and C, which had an equal number of strong and average writers, did not reveal as much change. There were significant findings in the areas of Plot Development, Character Development and Story Structure.

a. Plot

The most significant improvement that took place in the groups, except Group C, was in terms of developing a creative Plot (see Graph 1)
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Graph 1 – Pupils’ Scores in Plot

At Stage 2 only the weakest writers benefited as their scores doubled.  Across the board, the scores for the strongest writers dipped. However, from Stage 2 to Stage 3, all group scores except Group C improved. This could be because at Stage 3, there was an opportunity to interact in the chat room, before writing began. Groups which discussed the kinds of context, characters and setting for their stories got better scores overall. When interviewed, the members of Group C revealed that they were chatting about other things in the chat room and therefore did not discuss the writing task at all. 

b. Character Development

[image: image10.png]


Graph 2 shows the domain scores of the pupils in the area of character development. 
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Graph 2 – Pupils’ Scores in Character Development

In terms of creating interesting or unique characters, Group A was the only group which showed an improvement in group scores through the Stages. At Stage 2, where none of the other groups improved, the group A could incorporate unique characters into the narrative. This could be due to the fact that although the weakest writer in the group began the story, the number of strong writers outweighed the weak and they were able to compensate for any individual weakness (Hernandez et al, 2001). This idea of grouping and writing ability will be further discussed later.

At this point in time, it is sufficient to note that in the other 2 groups, there was no discernible improvement in character development in Stages 2 and 3. Pupils were expected to develop the characters in their stories using dialogue, descriptions of behaviour, appearance, situation and so forth. Whether this was done appears to have been dependent on individual pupil’s writing ability and the length of paragraphs written. As one pupil from Yuhua said, “our friends from Woodgrove are always writing short paragraphs and we need to write a lot to complete the story”. Therefore if there was insufficient paragraph development and description, the amount of character development would be correspondingly low.

c. Story Structure

[image: image11.png]


Graph 3 shows the domain scores of the pupils in the area of story structure.
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Graph 3 – Pupils’ Scores in Story Structure

Story Structure was the aspect of the rubric which considered whether the stories had an appropriate sequence and flow. For Group A, there was an improvement for almost all the members from Stage 1 to Stage 2 and Stage 3 (See Graph 3). For Group B, there was no significant improvement in terms of story structure and in Group C, there was a deterioration in every aspect of story structure.

The drop in Group C’s scores from Stage 2 to Stage 3 suggested that there might have been some problems with the writing or the process of collaboration. This theory was confirmed through pupil interviews with the group members.  Although the group communicated well in the chat room session, their communication was unrelated to their writing task. Thus when it was time to write, there was no consensus about the setting or context of their story. The end result was that there were 2 separate, disjointed sets of writing from the group at this Stage. 

6.1.2 
Benefits of pupils using telecollaboration in their writing

Analysis from the online questionnaire, interviews and pupils’ journals have helped to shed some light on pupils’ perception of the benefits of telecollaboration in their writing. 

We have grouped these benefits into 3 main themes: 

· Idea Exchange /Discussion

· Motivation
· Different Perspectives: Learning from others

a. Idea Exchange /Discussion
In collaborative learning, “knowledge is not something that is delivered to students… but something that emerges from active dialogue among those who seek to understand and apply concepts and techniques.”  (Burgstahler, S. & Swift, C. 1996). In a survey conducted, 66.1% of the pupils indicated that the project had given them opportunities to exchange ideas and 74.5% of pupils indicated that working with students from the other school had helped them think of new ideas.

The pupils felt that telecollaboration increased not only the number of ideas they generated but also the kinds and quality of ideas. The reflections that the pupils made on the entire writing process revealed that they felt collaborating with pupils from another class helped them develop more creative ideas.  As one pupil from Yuhua reflected,
“I really like the idea of writing a story in this manner…It is totally different from what we usually do in the classroom…we are using a computer and also instead of writing a story ourselves we are writing it with pupils we have never met before…We have to continue from what we have and we have to think of a paragraph that will suit well.”

O’ Looney et al (1989) pointed out that beginning or younger writers often encounter difficulties finding sufficient information on their own to begin and sustain a piece of writing. One way to overcome this would be to adopt strategies such as collective brainstorming or writing. In this instance, pupils felt that working with others in a group helped them elaborate on their original ideas. Some were surprised at how differently their writing turned out, “I could think of many more ideas than I expected” (female, Yuhua Primary) or how much more creative they could be after using the group members’ ideas as a springboard,  “I can think of even better ideas after seeing other pupils work” (male, Woodgrove Primary). In a survey conducted after the project, 74.2% of the pupils indicated that the project had helped them to write more creatively and 72.8% of pupils indicated that working with students from the other school had helped them think of better ideas. 

The notion of being able to communicate and discuss ideas with a real audience that had a real interest in what was being written was also a great motivation for many of them. As one pupil put it, “I like chatting in the chat room to discuss our ideas the most”.

The pupils also saw telecollaboration as a means of improving their work. For instance, they felt peer-editing, as the other pupils reviewed their paragraphs, improved the quality of their writing. The Yuhua pupils found this especially helpful as the Woodgrove pupils turned out to be slightly better writers. This corresponds with Riel’s idea that as pupils write for a real audience with a real interest, they take an authentic interest in their writing and make efforts to use correct grammar. Studies by Stuhlmann (1998) showed that spelling, capitalization, punctuation, as well as sentence structure improved when students knew that others were reading and responding to their work.  This is underscored as the survey results showed that 69.5% of the pupils indicated that the project motivated them to write better.

b. Motivation

The pupils also enjoyed the opportunity to “meet” other pupils who would normally not visit their classroom. All the pupils indicated that they looked forward to receiving email from the students from the other schools. Telecollaboration connected the classroom to the real world in a new and exciting way. The pupils felt that they not only had the opportunity to have a real audience but at the same time, learning and writing became a fun experience. 67.7% of pupils indicated that it was more fun writing with students from the other school compared to writing on their own. This fun interaction was important as it laid the foundation for the co-operative processes of negotiation that occurred during collaboration. Groups that communicated well with one another tended to perform better. As one pupil from Group A put it, “I liked the chatting part where we worked as a team even though we faced some problems”.

c. Different perspectives: Learning from others
Pupils found that working telecollaboratively offered them a chance to learn from others. They were quick to recognize the value of alternative perspectives and to evaluate their own ideas against those of others. For instance after the telecollaboration, one pupil admitted, “I think that other pupils’ ideas are better than mine”. 88.1% of the pupils indicated that the project had given them the opportunity to learn from one another. As group members contributed to the interaction, pupils were able to obtain assistance in weak areas and provide help in their areas of strength. Pupils reported that “when I am in doubt, the other pupils from the other school help me to think up some ideas”. 

6.2 Discussion
Through the project we recognized that there are several important issues to be considered when using telecollaborative activities. Multiple aspects come into play when pupils collaborate. When technology is added to the equation, there is a level of complexity that can at times complicate or hinder the process if not anticipated and prepared for.
6.2.1 Grouping
The first issue is pupil grouping. Kumar cites Kuhn (1972) who found that a small difference in cognitive level between collaborating peers was more conducive to cognitive growth than a larger difference. He stated that a collaborative learning environment should possess mechanisms to identify the appropriateness of peers as there was a possibility that skilled peers tended to dominate the decision making in collaborative tasks. Therefore if the main purpose of telecollaboration is peer-mentoring, or peer editing, then teachers might want to group stronger pupils with weaker pupils. 

However, if the main purpose of the telecollaboration is not peer-mentoring, then perhaps a homogeneous group might do better. In Group C, the Woodgrove Primary writers were slightly better than the ones from Yuhua Primary. When it was the turn of the weaker writers to take the lead, the stronger writers refused to follow. The end result was two choppy, disjointed sets of paragraphs instead of one coherent story. This suggests that a group with pupils of approximately the same level of ability might be more successful at generating creative content than one with pupils of differing ability. 

The complexity of grouping for collaborative work is inflated in telecollaboration as the pupils are unable to meet to negotiate or resolve conflicts face-to-face. Using asynchronous communication tools such as email may create a time lag that exacerbates frustration on the part of young writers who may already be experiencing difficulties expressing themselves through writing.

6.2.1 Leadership and co-operation
The second issue is that of leadership and co-operation within the group. Verharen (1995) observed that,

 “The task of collaborative writing when using online communication technology is complicated manifold. The writers must express their ideas and thoughts, share and discuss their views, the group must establish a common ground, a shared understanding of the task. Only then can they move forward”. 
Collaborative writing on its own is already difficult to induce and support. When telecollaboration is introduced, it becomes imperative that there is enough guidance and scaffolding so that groups learn to respect each other’s perspectives. 
From pupil reflections, we ascertained that Group A had a leader who emerged to lead the discussion in the chat room and steer members toward a consensus. Taking advantage of the synchronous communication session, the group established common ground and a shared understanding of the task because they enjoyed clear leadership and co-operative members. As one member put it, "I have benefited a lot from this project... such as working as a team to prevent argument. I also learnt to convince a person". (Amritha) 

Unlike Group A, Group C’s pupils revealed in pupil interviews that at Stage 3, there were actually disputes among them regarding the writing content. At Stage 2, Woodgrove Primary began the process of Sequential Creation. There was no negotiation of content at this stage and the Yuhua Primary pupils were forced to write under the constraints of the preceding paragaphs. This led to at times a feeling of helplessness as the pupils reflected, “they get to write the first paragraph so they get to choose the story they want which we may not want” (female, Yuhua). At Stage 3, the pupils could negotiate the context, setting of the shared writing, in the chatroom. However, instead of planning their writing, the group was chatting about other topics. As a result, when it was time to begin writing, Yuhua decided on the topic and began Stage 3 of the project. However, when they sent the Woodgrove group members the first paragraph, their partners in Woodgrove refused to continue the story. They wanted to write on another topic. Accordingly they sent the Yuhua members a paragraph that was wholly unrelated to Yuhua’s. Yuhua, upset that that their partners were not following their lead, decided to continue with their first paragraph on their own. Woodgrove, finding that Yuhua was not changing tack, also came up with their version of the story. As a result, there were 2 disjointed versions that were fairly incomplete and the scores for this Group deteriorated at Stage 3.

The differences between Group A and C reveal that the lack of face-to-face communication complicates the planning, communication and negotiation process of collaborative writing. Verharen (1995) pointed out that in telecollaborative writing, the processes of collaborative writing – planning, drafting and reviewing as defined by Flower and Hayes (1981) - are complicated by the presence of technology which mediates communication.  He warned that “in the planning and revision phases … (the most communicatively intense phases of the project) the negative aspects of computer-mediated communication on task performance are expected to be most dramatic”.

6.2.2 Frustrated Expectation and Individualism
Perhaps because our Singapore education paradigm has strongly endorsed a model of solitary authorship, some pupils seemed to have difficulty accepting collaborative writing. They could have a much higher opinion of their own writing "ability" than their classmates’. For instance, in the pupil reflections, there were comments such as “I do not like using other people’s ideas”. Pupils also found that their expectations were sometimes frustrated as they co-wrote the stories because “what I have expected is not what I get”. One pupil bemoaned how “they use their ideas and keep sticking to it. Even though I ask them to use some of their ideas and some of ours, they just don’t want it”. Hernandez (2001) pointed out that this is one negative aspect that may arise during collaborative writing as pupils are frustrated with their partners yet feel inhibited about expressing their true feelings because they do not want to appear impolite or controversial. In telecollaboration, this frustration may be intensified because the pupils are unable to express their true feelings clearly through writing and the electronic medium. Moreover, the use of asynchronous communication means decisions often cannot be made immediately by the group and this can compound the sense of impotency.

Aggravating the situation is a sense of individualism which extends to, at times, a judgmental attitude and even a sense of competition with the other pupils in the group. About 51.9% or approximately half of the pupils were uncomfortable with having others build on their ideas. Other than giving reasons such as “they (did) not writ(e) the story which we expected from them”, the pupils’ main contention was that “their ideas are not good” so “when they continue the story , it doesn’t flow well at all”. Some of them felt that it was better to write on their own as “it will take a shorter time to be done” and “I can write… my own ideas without anyone to stop me”.

6.2.3 Teacher role
It is common for teachers to be busy troubleshooting technical problems during telecollaborative activities. However we realize that teacher intervention and moderation are necessary for the processes of telecollaboration to be effective. The teacher‘s role cannot merely be that of a technical advisor. 

Guerrero et al (2003) point out that Dillenburg (1992) has stated that in collaborative learning environments 

“particular forms of interactions are needed to trigger the desired learning mechanisms. There is however, no guarantee that those interactions will occur. Hence the idea is to develop mechanisms to increase the probability that they will happen”. (1)  
The teacher is the key in telecollaboration and he/she has to develop measures to ensure that the desired interactions for learning will occur. Other than creating the learning environment, one important role of the teacher in telecollaboration is anticipating and preparing the pupils for the processes of collaboration mediated by technology.

According to Ferdig (2003), “successful telecollaboration means communication between others…Thus breaking down the digital walls could mean opening yourself up to new neighbours and consequently new viewpoints and perspectives”. This process of opening oneself up could be viewed as threatening if pupils are unprepared for their contributions to be revised, critiqued or even rejected. Therefore the teacher must prepare pupils for the possibility of having their work changed or revised. This will help moderate expectations that the pupils have of themselves, each other, the writing and telecollaboration process.

Apart from carefully designing the collaborative learning scenario, Vanderhoof (n.d.) proposes that teachers who embark on collaborative writing should keep the following guidelines in mind:

1. Take time at the start of the project to build group cohesion and establish good interpersonal relations among members.

2. Establish an agenda and agree on roles.

3. Establish a co-operative atmosphere

4. Be willing to compromise and change. Remember that the final product is everyone’s goal.

These guidelines are particularly useful when we consider the added implications of using technology with collaborative writing. 

6.2.4 Technical issues
One of the biggest issues in the project was the technical hitches encountered by the pupils when using the online platform. We used ePALS, an online platform that had the potential for synchronous (chatroom) and asynchronous (email, e-cards) communication. It also had the added advantage of monitored email, where the email that pupils sent could be filtered via the teacher’s account. This meant that the teacher could ensure that the pupils were not sending out inappropriate material. On the other hand, it also meant that the pupil emails could be backlogged if the teacher forgot to approve them and send them on.

The initial get-to-know-you activity between the group members that the teachers instituted was also foiled because the e-cards that were sent out failed to reach their addressees. Upon troubleshooting, the team realized that the problem lay with the platform rather than wrong email addresses and so forth. In the end, there was no other introductory activity due to time constraints. The lack of this activity meant that the pupils did not have an opportunity to develop good working interpersonal relationships before the writing commenced. This made it more difficult for some groups to agree and work together.

Whenever problems arose with the platform, or the computers hung, it caused a sense of frustration on the part of the pupils. Some of them also resented having to wait a long time for the other group members to reply. The pupils felt that having adequate technical support such as someone to help them troubleshoot was a necessary step for the success of the project.
However despite the hiccups, 86.4% of the pupils still indicated that they would like to take part in such a project again in the future.

7. REFLECTIONS 
Some key lessons and insights gleaned from the implementation of the collaboration action research project can be translated into practice:

7.1 Ensure that sufficient time is built in for relationship building and the unexpected
As this collaborative action research project involves more than one party and the use of communication technologies with many circulations of email over the internet, sufficient time is needed for the team to define a researchable question, build relationship, establish norms, trial-test the email platform and carry out the various stages of the cycles. 

In the implementation of the project, the team faced several delays in the schedule due to the technical hitches in the email platform and unanticipated school events. Pupils will also need time to be comfortable with the technologies and their new-found friends to be able to negotiate and collaborate in authoring a piece of writing. We had to ‘double’ our efforts in resolving the technical problems and designing and implementing the two telecollaborative activities over the 6-week period.

7.2 Importance of having Shared goals and ownership
It is vital that teachers and researchers share goals and ownership of the action research project.  Though their roles or input might not be equal at all times, the team needs to work together at all project stages towards common goals. Key decisions need to be made and owned by both parties. 

At the start of the project, the ETD officers engaged the teachers in reflection and provided an overall framework of telecollaborative activities without defining the specific area of concern to work on. Upon the teachers’ reflection, the team reached a consensus on the research question which addresses the teachers’ concerns.  The team mutually planned, designed the telecollaborative activity, collected and analysed the data. This joint collaboration capitalised on the knowledge and skills of each member to move the project forward. 

7.3 The power of team reflection
Each of the members was given a reflection journal to document their learning experiences as they moved along the different stages of the project. At the end of each cycle, the team gathered to reflect on the teaching and learning processes and the action research process. 

This notion of the team reviewing and reflecting on the project stages helped them to set aside time to be more reflective and think of deeper issues in education in the midst of their busy work schedule. The scaffolding provided in the journal kept the team focused on the task and they were more systematic in reflecting and exploring a solution together.

8 FINAL THOUGHTS
By using telecollaboration, classroom instruction, curriculum objectives and technology can be blended in a meaningful way. Implementing telecollaboration in the writing classroom carries a mixed bag of blessings. The problems encountered will range from technical issues to breakdowns in human communication.  However, when telecollaboration is successfully implemented in a pedagogically sound learning context with genuine interaction between participants, it can lead to a very fruitful journey.

Telecollaboration enabled the pupils in our project to write better as they exchanged ideas and thought of new ones together. They managed to improve and elaborate on their ideas because of the different perspectives arising from the telecollaborative effort. The telecollaboration had also injected “fun” into a routine classroom task. 

With these points in mind, future research on telecollaboration might want to consider the following questions:
· How will the collaboration impact the individual writing of weaker writers in 

the future? 
· How can the teachers’ role affect the effectiveness of telecollaboration?
9 CONCLUSION
Riel (1999) said, “Technology is shared minds made visible.” If teachers believe that the process of telecollaboration can produce exciting cognitive and affective outcomes, they will always find ways to work around the difficulties. Judi Harris (2002) said that “if superior educational benefits for telecollaborative learning activities are perceived clearly by teachers making instructional choices on behalf of or with their students, telecollaborations will flourish.” Only when technology is harnessed to allow pupils to work together to arrive at common understandings, will the computer truly become a space for making shared minds visible. That is the whole point of telecollaboration.
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Appendix A

Creative Writing Rubric 

	Criteria
	Level 1

Needs

Improvement
	Level 2

Satisfactory


	Level 3

Good


	Level 4

Excellent



	CREATIVITY/ORIGINALITY

PLOT: "What" and "Why"

Plot development

-using original ideas and fresh circumstances not

found in other stories (or similar stories with a new

twist)

CHARACTERS: "Who" described by behavior, appearance, personality, and character traits

-Character

development


	Plot line demonstrated no original or creative

elements

The characters all behaved and/or spoke same way


	Plot line demonstrated some original and creative

elements

The characters demonstrated some unique and interesting

behaviors and/or dialogue


	Plot line demonstrated

several original and creative elements
The characters demonstrated

unique qualities through their

behaviors and/or dialogue
	Plot line demonstrated many original and creative elements that consistently

surprised and delighted the reader
Characters demonstrated

original and creative

characteristics that developed throughout the story and characters

responded to each other in unique and exciting ways



	STORY

STRUCTURE
Sequence and flow

Climax

Effective opening

Effective resolution


	Plot structure was not logical or sequential

No identifiable climax or peak to the story

Opening of the story needed

descriptive words to develop imagery, pace and/or mood

Story needed a logical ending or resolve of the

problems posed in the plot


	Plot structure flowed logically and sequentially

Story implied a peak moment

Opening of the story demonstrated an element of

enticement

Story demonstrated

an ending 


	Plot flowed logically and

incorporated some action and plot twists

Story demonstrated a peak or climax

Opening of the story demonstrated some elements that enticed the reader

Story demonstrated a logical ending and resolved some of

the plot twists and character

development


	Plot flowed logically and

incorporated a high level of action, plot twists and

character development

Story built to a strong emotional (exciting and/or

tragic and /or humorous) climax

Opening of the story demonstrated an effective and enticing elements that drew in the reader using

imagery, pace and/or mood

Story demonstrated

an effective and logical resolution that satisfied the reader by tying together plot twists and characters'

problems 



	DESCRIPTIVE

LANGUAGE

Adjectives and

Adverbs
Sentence structures (compound, simple,

dialogue,exclamatory and/or interrogative)

Imagery

Humor and/or pathos and/or

adventure


	No use of adjectives or adverbs
Only one type of sentence was used

The story needed

descriptive words and phrases to create images for

the reader.

Story needed words/ sentences that evoked

feelings in the reader
	Some use of adjectives and

Adverbs
-Some variety of

sentence type was used

At least one descriptive passage was used to assist

the reader with creating an image of the story

An attempt was

made to an create

emotional attachment of the

reader to the characters and their circumstances


	Several adverbs and

adjectives were used

A variety of sentence types were used

Some descriptive words and/or phrases were used to create images for the reader

Story demonstrated elements of humor and/or pathos and/or excitement that

enticed the reader to

read on


	Well selected and varied use of adjectives and adverbs to develop the descriptive

imagery and/or pace

Effective combination of

sentences was used

Many descriptive words/ phrases and/or passages

were used to effectively create imagery for the

reader

- characters and plot

created humor which made the reader laugh

And / or

characters and plot created pathos which made the

reader sad

And /or

characters and plot created adventure which made the reader excited and enticed the reader to read on





Will this use of the Internet enable students


to do something that they COULDN’T do before?


Will this use of the Internet enable students to


do something that they COULD do before, but better?





- Judy Harris








IMPROVED 


Research KNOWLEDGE


(Generalised cycle)
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A MODEL FOR COLLABORATIVE ACTION RESEARCH











Tripp, D. (1998)


(Based on Tripp, D. (1993) Critical Incidents in teaching


London and New York: Routledge)
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