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ABSTRACT

This articlebrings together the resultsof a self-studyconductedby two instructorsof the same
course for mathematics teacher leaders in a synchronous online learning environment using the
videoconferencingtoolBlackboardCollaborate.Thecombinedself-studyfocusedontheauthors’
instructional decision-making and on their use of scaffolded discourse to create a collaborative
learningenvironmentforteacherleadersinmathematicseducation.Findingsindicatethattwospecific
interactionswereemphasizedtohighlightstudentengagementwithin thecourse:student-student
interactionsandstudent-content interactions.Resultschallenge theperceptionofparticipationas
engagementandsuggestthevalueofcreatingpurposefullyplannedlearningopportunitiestoengage
studentsinonlinesynchronouslearning.
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INTRoDUCTIoN

Onlineandblendedcoursesareinincreasingdemandasanoptionforteachingandlearninginhigher
education (Allen & Seaman, 2008; Yamagata-Lynch, 2014; Young, 2011). For teachers seeking
advanceddegreesoradditionallicensureendorsements,onlineoptionsrepresentaviablemeansfor
balancingschool,work,andfamilyobligations.Duetothisincreasingdemandandrequestsfrom
interestedteachers,collegesofeducationhaverespondedwithmoreonlinecourseofferings(Young,
2011).However,withinonlineandblendedlearningresearch,therearealimitednumberofstudies
onsynchronousonlineteachingsettings(Yamagata-Lynch,2014).Withlimitedresearchavailableon
synchronousonlinelearning,weaimtoexplorehowuniversityfacultycantransformonlinecourses
tocreatemoremeaningful,collaborativeexperiencesforstudents.

Thispaperbringstogethertheresultsofaself-studyconductedbytwoinstructorsofthesame
courseformathematicsteacherleadersinasynchronousonlinelearningenvironment.Theauthors
eachtaughtthecourseindifferentsemestersandexploredfindingsandcommonalitiesacrosstheir
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sections.Thisstudyrespondedtothefollowingresearchquestion:Howcananinstructorfosterand
supportmeaningfulcollaborationinasynchronousonlinelearningenvironment?Inconsideringthis
question,wefocusedonourowndecision-makingasinstructorsandthemethodsweattemptedto
usetocreateacollaborativelearningenvironmentforteacherleaders.Inthispaper,weexaminethe
useofbreakoutroomsandothercollaborationtoolsavailableinsynchronouslearningenvironments.

SyNCHRoNoUS oNLINE TEACHING & BLENDED LEARNING

Muchoftheonlinelearningresearchliteraturefocusesonasynchronousformsofinteractionsuch
asdiscussionboards,blogsorothertoolsthatallowfordiscussiontooccur,butwhicharetypically
text-based(e.g.,Barab,MaKinster,&Scheckler,2004;Dede,2006;Tuapawa,2016;Wang,2007).In
termsofnon-text-basedinteractions,researchusingasynchronousvideofordiscussionisemerging
andindicatesthatitsupportsstudents’learningandengagement(Borup,West,&Graham,2012).
While the technology for synchronous online teaching is becoming widely available, there are
limited research studies about teaching and learning in the environment (Starling & Lee, 2015;
Yamagata-Lynch,2014).Synchronousonlineteachingcanincludetheuseoftoolssuchasvideo,
audio,text-basedchatfeatures,breakoutroomsandvirtualwhiteboardswhileusingplatformssuch
asBlackboardCollaborate,AdobeConnectorWIMBA(Shi&Morrow,2006;Skylar,2009).We
definesynchronousonlineteachingandlearningtomeanalearningenvironmentinwhichstudents
andteacherscaninteractinmultiplemodessimultaneouslyincludingaudio,video,visual,andtext-
basedmodesofcommunication,interactionandrepresentation.SimilartoLaurillard’sdiscussionof
collaborativetechnologies,weask“Howdoweensurethatpedagogyexploitsthetechnology,and
notviceversa?”(p.6).

AnERICsearchfor“synchronousonline”found113resultsofwhich92werepeer-reviewed
articles(searchinspring2016).Eachofthe92articleswascodedforboththestudentpopulation
addressedandtheinclusionofweb-basedvideoconferencingtoolsforteaching.Thirty-fiveofthese
studiesincludedvideoconferencinginadditiontoaudioortexttoolsforinteractioninaclasssetting
thatmirroredmoretraditionalface-to-faceclasses.Ourreviewoftheliteraturefocusesspecificallyon
11ofthose35studiesthatexaminetheuseofsuchtoolsforteachereducationanddevelopmentfor
bothin-serviceandpre-serviceteachers,andemphasizethemesfoundinourteaching:strategiesfor
teachingwithweb-basedvideoconferencingtools,communitydevelopmentandstudentcollaboration,
and student perceptions of the synchronous online environment. In these studies referenced and
reviewedbelow,the“students”maybeeitherK-12teachersorpre-serviceteachersenrolledina
course.However,wehaveused“students”todifferentiatethelearnerfromtheinstructororteacher
oftheonlinecourseitself.

Acriticalcomponentofsynchronousonlineinstructionistheabilityforstudentstocollaborate
witheachotherandinteractinrealtimewiththeinstructorusingaudioorvideo.Asaresult,our
contexthasmoreincommonwithblendedlearningsettingsthatincorporateonlineandface-to-face
teachingthanstudiesofsynchronousonlinelearning,andwesituateourstudywithinframeworksfor
blendedlearninginwhichmodesoflearningincludeface-to-faceandonlinecomponentstosupport
collaborationandcommunitydevelopment (Garrison&Vaughan,2008).Forexample,“blended
learningprovidesameanstorethinktheeducationalexperiencefromtheperspectiveofbuilding
learningcommunitiesthatwillsupportcollaborativethinkingandlearningeffectively,efficiently
andconveniently”(Garrison,2015,p.45).Blendedorhybridlearningenvironmentscaninclude
opportunitiesforstudentstousesynchronousweb-basedvideoconferencingaspartofdeveloping
communityandencouraginginteraction(Skylar,2009;Smith,Wilson,Banks,Zhu,&Varma-Nelson,
2014;Vu&Fadde,2013).Thissenseofbuildinglearningcommunitiesviathethoughtfuluseof
technologyisacentralcomponenttoourworkandotherstudiesofsynchronousonlineteachingand
learningforteacherdevelopmentandeducation(Francis&Jacobsen,2013;Hodges&Cady,2013;
Keamy&Selkrig,2013).
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