
Copyright is owned by the Author of the thesis.  Permission is given for 
a copy to be downloaded by an individual for the purpose of research and 
private study only.  The thesis may not be reproduced elsewhere without 
the permission of the Author. 
 



A TEACHER'S RESEARC H  JOURNEY INTO E-LEARN ING:  

ALIGNING TECHNOLOGY, PEDAGOGY AND CONTEXT 

A thesis presented in ful filment of the requirements for the degree of 

Doctor of Philosophy in Education 

Massey University, Auckland, N ew Zealand 

Mandia Mentis 

2008 



DECLARATION 

I declare that this thesis represents my own work except where due acknowledgement is 

made and that this material has not been inc luded in a thesis or report submitted to 

Massey University or any other university for a degree or other qual ification . 

Mandia Mentis 

Candidate for PhD 



ABSTRACT 

e-Learning has the potential to radically change the way we teach and learn in h igher 

educat ion, but there i s  ongoing debate as to what constitutes effective e-Iearning 

environments. This study explores the interrelated areas of e-Iearning technology and 

pedagogy within the context of a postgraduate special education and educational 

psychology programme. The study is  framed in a scholarship of teaching and learning 

approach and covers three sllccessive phases of overlapping activities of teaching,  

learning and research. 

The first phase of the research focuses on the design of a community of practice 

approach to e- Iearning. The aim is to enable students to develop their identity as  

members of the  professional community by bridging the gap between university-based 

learning and its real-world appl ication. In the second phase of the research, alternative 

technology is used to investigate a better al ignment of e-Iearning technology and 

pedagogy. The findings here show that a community of practice pedagogy is  better 

aligned with a social constructionist e-Iearn ing technology. In  the third phase of the 

research an e-Iearning al ignment guide is developed to analyse the changes in e-Iearning 

in re lation to the interrelated areas of technology, pedagogy and context. The guide i s  

appl ied to the e-Iearning case studies i n  Phases 1 and 2 o f  this study. The profiles o f  

al ignment from these case studies i l lustrate the complexities and tensions i n  e-Iearning 

and the potential of l inking advanced technologies with effective teaching practi ces to 

change the way we teach and l earn. 

The key finding of this study is that careful  al ignment of technology, pedagogy and 

context is needed to actualise the potential of e- I earning in h igher education. The e­

learning al ignment guide developed in this  study enables analysis of e-Iearning 

environments to provide al ignment profiles. Al igning innovative technologies with 

appropriate pedagogies in different contexts i s  essential for e- Iearning to meet the needs 

of l earners in the digital age. The enormous and rapid development of new educationa l  

technol ogies has seriollsly challenged traditional forms of pedagogy. Th i s  study shows 

that both a scholarship of teaching and learning approach and the use of the e-Iearning 

align ment guide can make a positive contribution to designing effective e-Iearning 

environments. 

ii 



ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 

There were many guides on my journey through the changing e-Iearn ing terrain and I 

am grateful to al l those who contributed to my research, teach ing and learning. 

In  terms of my research, I would like to thank both my supervisors. My journey would 

never have begun without Ken Ryba' s  shared enthusiasm for e- Iearning and ongoing 

interest and support in using innovative learning technologies. My j ourney would never 

have ended without John O'Nei l l ' s  calm counsel ,  care, humour and constructive 

guidance in the writing up of this thesis .  

In  tern1S o f  my teaching, I would l ike to  thank m y  colleagues a t  Massey University and 

the students in the SEEP programme. The wi l l ingness of Jean Annan, Ken Ryba, Jo 

Bowler and Terence Edwards to use the new tools and e-Iearning environments made 

the phases of research possible. The positive contributions and feedback from students 

provided the incentive to improve practice with each iteration of the e-Iearning 

environment. 

In tern1S of my learning I would like to thank the guides and mentors who signposted 

the changing e-Iearning terrain. I would l ike to acknowledge Etienne Wenger who 

provided the inspiration both in formal workshops and informal conversations to 

explore a community of practice approach in my work. I would l ike to acknowledge 

col leagues whose col laboration on both national and international proj ects informed my 

practice. And to those in the e-Iearning b logosphere, my thanks for enabl ing me to learn 

through lurking. 

The most valued support came from my fami ly who created a home context that 

sustained this study. My love and grat itude to my parents, whose generosity has 

nurtured my l i fe-long learning j ourney. To my daughters, who keep me al igned with the 

net generat ion - thanks Jess for all the variations of ' golden eggs' and Kate for your 

accompaniment ' moodling '. Finally to my partner Stan, thank you for ' hubcapp ing' and 

for making the journey the destination. 

iii 



T ABLE OF CONTENTS 

DECLARATION ............................................................................................................................................... I 

ABSTRACT ...................................................................................................................................................... 11 
ACKNOWLEDG EM ENTS .......................................................................................................................... 111 
LIST OF TABLES ......................................................................................................................................... VI 

LIST OF FIGURES ...................................................................................................................................... VII 

CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION AND OVERVIEW ......................................................................... 1 
1.1 I NTRODUCT I O  ............................................................................................................................... 1 
1.2 BACKGROUN D  ................................................................................................................................. 2 

1.2.1 Vignettes ....................................................................................................................................... 3 
1.3 RAT I O NALE FOR THE STUDy ...................................................................................................... 6 
1.4 OVERVIEW OF THE THESiS .......................................................................................................... 7 

1.5 CHAPTER SU M M ARY ................................................................................................................... 11 

CHAPTER TWO: THE RESEARCH JOURNEY .................................................................................... 13 
2.1 INTRODUCTION AND CHAPTER OVERVIEW ........................................................................ 13 
2.2 RESEARCH QUESTIO S AND I S SUES ...................................................................................... 14 
2.3 QUALITATIVE RESEA RCH .......................................................................................................... 16 
2.4 SCHOLAR SH I P  OF TEACHING A N D  LEARNING A P PROACH ............................................ 17 

2.4.1 Epistemology - Constructionism ............................................................................................. 22 
2.4.2 Reflective Practice .............. . . . ................................................ .................. . ................................. 25 
2.4.3 Practitioner Research ................................................................................................................ 27 
2.4.4 Case Study ......................................................................................................... ........................ 30 
2.4.5 Ethical Considerations ........ ... . . . . . . . . ..... ... ... ................................................................................ 34 

2.5 THREE PHASES OF THE STUDY ................................................................................................ 3 6  
2.5.1 Phase I ............................................... ..... .... ............................................................................... 37 
2.5.2 Phase 2 ....................................................................................................................................... 39 
2.5.3 Phase 3 ....................................................................................................................................... 41 

2.6 CHA PTER SU M MARY ................................................................................................................... 4 3  

CHAPTER THREE: THE THEORETICAL TERRAIN ........................................................................ 4 5  
3.1 INTRO DUCTI O N  AND CHAPTER OVERVIEW ....................................................................... .45 
3.2 OVERV IEW OF THEORY IN E-LEARNI G .............................................................................. .47 
3.3 THE COMPASS ................................................................................................................................ 5 1  

3.3.1 Key Research Areas in e-Learning ... .............. .......................................................................... 53 
3.3.2 Technology Quadrant ................................................................................................................ 58 
3.3.3 Pedagogy Quadrant .......................................................... ......................................................... 64 
3.3.4 Context Quadrant ...................................................................................................................... 7 J 
3.3.5 Critiques Quadrant .................................................................................................................... 74 

3.4 CHAPTER SU MMARY ................................................................................................................... 76 

CHAPTER FOUR: PHASE I OF THE E-LEARNING JOURNEY ...................................................... 78 
4.1 I NTRODUCTIO N  AND CHAPTER OVERV IEW ........................................................................ 78 
4.2 PHASE I :  LEARNING ACTIVITIE S A N D  OUTCOMES ........................................................... 80 

4.2.1 Learning Activities in Phase J .................................................................................................. 80 
4.2.2 Learning Outcomes in Phase 1 ................................................................................................. 82 

4.3 PHASE I :  TEACHING ACTIVITIE S A N D  OUTCOMES ........................................................... 93 
4.3.1 Teaching Activity - Case Study J ............................................................................................ 93 
4.3.2 Teaching Outcomes - Case Study J Evaluation .. . ............ . . .................... .......... . .................... 95 

4.4 PHASE I: RESEARCH ACT IVITIES A N D  OUTCOMES ........................................................ 106 

4.5 CHAPTER SUMM ARY ................................................................................................................. 108 

CHAPTER FIVE: PHASE 2 OF THE E-LEARNING JOURNEY ...................................................... IIO 
5.1 I NTRODUCTION AND CHAPTER OVERVIE W ...................................................................... 110 

5.2 PHASE 2: LEARNING ACTIVITIE S A N D  OUTCOMES .................. . ...................................... 112 
5.2.1 Learning Activities in Phase 2 ................................................................................................ 1 J 3 

iv 



5.2.2 Learning Outcomes in Phase 2 ......................... . .................................................................... 115 
5.3 PHASE 2: TEACH I NG ACTIVIT I ES AND OUTCOMES ........................................................ 128 

5.3.1 Teaching Activity - Case Study 2 ......................................................................................... 128 
5.3.2 Teaching Outcomes - Case Study 2 Evaluation .................................................................. 131 

5.4 PHASE 2: RESEARCH ACTIVI T I ES A ND OUTCOMES ........................................................ 147 
5.5 CHAPTER SUMMARy ................................................................................................................. 150 

CHAPTER SIX: PHASE 3 OF THE E-LEARNING JOURNEy ........................................................ 151 
6.1 I TRODUCT ION AND CHAPTER OV ERVI EW ..................................................................... 151 
6.2 PHASE 3: LEARNING ACTIVI T I ES A ND OUTCOMES ........................................................ 153 

6.2.1 Learning Activities in Phase 3 ................................................................................................ 154 
6.2.2 Learning Outcomes in Phase 3 .............................................................................................. 155 

6.3 PHASE 3: TEACHI G ACTIVITIES A D OUTCOMES ........................................................ 159 
6.3.1 Teaching Activity - Developing an Alignment Guide for e-Learning ................................ 160 
6.3.2 Teaching Outcomes - The e-Learning Alignment Guide (eLAG) ...................................... 165 

6.4 PHASE 3: R ES EARCH ACT IV I TI ES A ND OUTCOMES ........................................................ 191 
6.5 CHAP TER SUMMARy ................................................................................................................. 194 

CHAPTER SEVEN: THE JOURNEY REVISITED .............................................................................. 196 
7.1 INTRODUCT ION A D CHAPTER OV ERV I EW ..................................................................... 196 
7.2 CO CLUS I ONS AND IMPLICATI O NS .................................................................................... 196 

7.2.1 Applying the eLAG to Case Study 1 in Phase 1 .................................................................... 200 
7.2.2 Applying the eLAG to Case Study 2 in Phase 2 . ................................................................... 204 

7.3 CONTR l BUT IO S TO E-LEARNING TEACHING A ND R ES EARCH ................................ 209 
7.3.1 Locating the Vignettes on the eLAG ................................... .............. ..... .......... . .............. ....... 211 

7.4 L IM ITATIONS OF THE STUDY ................................................................................................. 216 
7.4.1 Limitations Relating to the SoTL Approach ......................... .......... .............. ......................... 21 6 
7.4.2 Limitations Relating to e-Learning Research ...................................................................... .. 221 

7.5 FUTURE E-LEAR N I NG JOURN EYS ......................................................................................... 223 
7.5.1 Future Research Relating to the Technology Zone ............................................................... 223 
7.5.2 Future Research Relating to the Pedagogy Zone .................................................................. 224 
7.5.3 Future Research Relating to the Context Zone ..................................................................... 227 

7.6 CHAPTER SUMMARy ................................................................................................................. 228 

REFERENCES ............................................................................................................................................. 231 
APPENDICES ............................................................................................................................................... 244 

APPENDIX A: GLOSSARY OF E-LEARNING TERMS AS USED IN THIS STUDy ....................................... 244 
APP ENDlX B: MASSEY UNIVERSITY HUMAN ETHICS COMMITTEE- ETHICAL APPROVAL.. ............. 246 
APPENDIX C: PARTICIPANT INFORMA TION SHEET .............................................................................. 247 
APPENDIX D: PARTICIPANT COl SENT FORM ....................................................................................... 249 
APPEND IX E: COMPETENCY DOMAIJ S IN THE SEEP PROGRAMME.. .................................................. 250 
APPE DIX F: STUDENT QUESTIOl AIRE ............................................................................................. 252 
APP ENDIX G: STAFF QUESTIONl AIRE .................................................................................................. 257 

v 



Table 4.1 

Table 4.2 

Table 4.3 

Table 4.4 

Table 5.1 

Table 5.2 

Table 5.3 

Table 5.4 

Table 6.1 

Table 6.2 

Table 6.3 

Table 6.4 

Table 6.5 

Table 6.6 

LIST OF TABLES 

Students' Perceptions of the Value of WebCT tool s  (n  = 54) . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  96 
Students' Perceptions of e-Learn ing in Case Study 1 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  98 
Students' Perceptions of a CoP Approach in Case S tudy 1 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  99 
Analysis of Discussion Postings by Phase and Type .. .... . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  1 00 
Students' Experiences of e-Leaming in Case Study 2 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  1 32 
Students' Perception of the Effectiveness of the Moodle Tools  . . . . . . . . . .. 1 35 
Students' Perceptions of a CoP A pproach in Case S tudy 2 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  1 39 
Online Activity for the Community S i te and Course Related S ites . . . . .. 1 42 
Guide for Navigating the Techno logy Zone in e-Leaming Design . . . . . . .  1 75 
Guide for Navigating the Pedagogy Zone in e-Leaming Design . .. . . . . . . .  1 85 
Guide for Navigating the Context Zone in e-Leaming Design . . . . . . . . . . . . .  1 9 1  
Locating Case Study I on the eLAG . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  204 
Locat ing Case Study 2 on the eLAG . . . . . . . . . . .. . ... . . . . . . . . . . . ... . . .. .. . . . . .. . . . . . . . . .  208 
Locating the three vignettes of e-Iearning on the eLAG . . . .. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  2 1 5  

vi 



LIST OF FIGURES 

F igure 2- 1 :  The three activities of learning, teaching and research . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  1 8  
F igure 2-2 :  The epistemology of  constructionism . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  22  
Figure 2-3 : Reflective practice . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  25 
F igure 2-4: Practitioner research . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  27 
Figure 2-5 : Case study . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  30 
Figure 2-6: The three phases of the study . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  36 
Figure 2-7: Phase 1 of the study . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  38 
F igure 2-8 : Phase 2 of the study . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  40 
F igure 2-9:  Phase 3 of the study . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  42 
F igure 3- 1 :  The four quadrants of the e-Iearning ' compass ' . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  46 
Figure 4- 1 :  Phase I of the study . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  79 
F igure 4-2 : The learning act ivities and outcomes of Phase 1 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  80 
Figure 4-3 : The CoP dimensions of domain, communi ty and practice . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  85 
Figure 4-4: The CoP dimensions l inked to WebCT tools . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  88 
Figure 4-5 :  The CoP dimensions, WebCT tools and SEEP Programme . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  9 1  
Figure 4-6 : WebCT home page . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  92 
Figure 4-7: The teaching activities and outcomes of Phase I . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  93 
Figure 4-8: Time triangles . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  1 0 1  
Figure 4-9: The research activities and outcomes of Phase 1 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  1 07 
Figure 5- 1 :  Phase 2 of the study . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  1 1 1  
F igure 5-2 : The learning activities and outcomes of Phase 2 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  1 1 2 
Figure 5-3 : The Moodfe homepage for the SEEP e-l earning environment . .  . . . . . . . . .  1 2 1  
Figure 5-4: The course page for the special education paper . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  1 27 
F igure 5-5 : The teaching activ ities and outcomes of Phase 2 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  1 28 
Figure 5-6 :  The research activit ies and outcomes of P hase 2 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  1 48 
F igure 6- 1 :  Phase 3 of the study . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  1 53 
F igure 6-2: The learning activities and outcomes of Phase 3 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  1 54 
F igure 6 . 3 :  The teaching activit ies and outcomes of  P hase 3 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  1 60 
Figure 6-4: The technology zone of the eLAG. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  1 67 
F igure 6-5 : The pedagogy zone of the eLAG . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  1 76 
F igure 6-6: The context zone of the eLAG . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  1 86 
F igure 6-7:  The research activities and outcomes of Phase 3 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  1 92 
F igure 7- 1 :  Locating Case Study 1 technology on the eLAG . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  200 
F igure 7-2 : Locating Case S tudy I pedagogy on the eLAG . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  20 1 
Figure 7-3 : Locating Case Study I context on the eLAG . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  202 
Figure 7-4: Locating Case Study 2 technology on the eLAG . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  205 
F igure 7-5 :  Locating Case S tudy 2 pedagogy on the eLAG . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  206 
F igure 7-3 : Locating Case Study 2 context on the eLAG . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  207 

vii 




