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Social construction of understanding has long been a significant underlying principle of learning and 
teaching and while there are many models for the design of online activities to promote this there are 
considerably fewer models for the facilitation of such dialogue. This paper examines some of these 
facilitation models from the point of view of a university lecturer seeking to encourage social 
construction of understanding through online dialogue and proposes an alternative which extends the 
principles of Community of Inquiry theory. It unpacks conceptions of knowledge and dialogue in 
order to aid learning and teaching through online dialogue. Further, it provides principles for the 
active encouragement of participation in that dialogue. 
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If we declare that we value different perspectives, as a commitment to dialogic literacy will lead us to 
do, perspectives of those new to a discipline or to academia, perspectives different from ours 
culturally, then we must develop practices which also value these differences. Such practices in turn 
commit us to a dialogic theory of learning that sees knowledge not only as the product of disciplined 
inquiry, where well-established conventions allow the accumulation of co-ordinated data,  but also as 
the product on ongoing discourse, where different perspectives draw on the power of the negative to 
lead to a higher integration of understandings. Practices that value difference and a dialogic approach 
to language and learning are not easy to formulate or to employ in our academic environment  
(Cooper, 1998, p. 82). 

 
The proliferation of social software tools has brought with it an escalation of informal learning through online 
dialogue among mainly young people, many of whom are also university students. Downes (2004, para. 35), among 
others, has for some time referred to the Internet as a meeting place where dialogue is replacing information 
publishing and retrieval. Paradoxically however, students are often resistant to attempts to integrate such dialogue 
into their formal learning. Dirkx and Smith (2004) in a study of graduate students in a fully online course found that, 
while their students embraced the principle of learning through working in groups, they found it extremely difficult 
in practice to achieve consensus, perhaps partly because of their competitive approach to assessment. The focus of 
this paper is on the dialogue itself in a university learning environment, and on the development of facilitation 
techniques which will encourage it to flourish, rather than on the affordances of the technological tools available. 
 
 
Dialogue and learning 
 
Learning through dialogue with others has a long history. Plato learned from Socrates through dialogue and 
argumentation. Dewey (1910/1991) argued that learning is most effective when it is situated in an authentic real-
world context and that this context is social as well as physical. Vygotsky’s (1986) zone of proximal development 
theory has been interpreted (by Lave & Wenger, 1991, among others) to mean that students learn better 
collaboratively because it is dialogue with others which pushes them into this “societal” space between the everyday 
behaviour of the individual and societal practice (p. 48). This space is dynamic in that it is itself changing, and 
influenced by the individuals in it, through “the negotiated character of meaning” (p. 33). Piaget, too (1962, 1972), 
has been influential in the development of socially constructivist pedagogy, although his stages of development may 
be too rigid for application in all cultures. The educational philosophies of these three, Dewey, Vygotsky and Piaget, 
underpin many pedagogical theories of online learning. Swan and Shea (2005) identify three main themes of 
learning theory which are distinctively social. These are that cognition is situated in particular social contexts 
(Brown, Collins, & Duguid, 1989; Lave & Wenger, 1991); that knowing is distributed across groups (Cole, 1991; 
Perkins, 1993); and that learning takes place in communities (Lipman, 2003; Scardemalia & Bereiter, 1996; Wenger, 
1998). 
 



These themes underpin many of the prevailing theories of online pedagogy such that these approaches require 
students to engage with their course content through discussion with their peers. This has proved difficult to achieve 
online (Kreijns, Kirschener, & Jochems, 2003; Pawan, Paulus, Yalcin, & Chang, 2003; Swan, 2004). There is no 
lack of models for the design of learning and collaborative activities (see e.g. Palloff & Pratt, 2005; Reigeluth, 1999) 
and a great deal has also been published in the form of research and case studies on the facilitation of social and 
collaborative learning online. However most of this is techne (knowing that) rather than phronesis (knowing how) 
(Dunne, 1993). As Reeves writes, “Educational research is usually published in refereed journals that are unread by 
the vast majority of practitioners” (2006, p. 58). There is a need for a practical approach which is readily usable by 
online tutors and this paper provides a literature review of the alternatives and a suggested new approach. 
 
 
Why do we need a new approach? 
 
Salmon (2000, 2002) provides perhaps the only model which is specifically designed to help tutors to facilitate 
discussions online and many have found it extremely effective as a starting-point. However, Stages 1 and 2, learning 
to use the technology and online socialisation, are both in practice revisited repeatedly throughout the life of an 
online discussion (Swann & Sevelj, 2005). The dialogue often stalls at Stage 3, information sharing or “cumulative 
dialogue”; the true collaboration of Stage 4 has proved more elusive (see e.g. Chai & Myint, 2006). From a tutor’s 
perspective, many of the issues of facilitating learning dialogue online are much the same even when different tools 
are used (Elgort, Smith, & Toland, 2008; Forte & Bruckman, 2007; Fountain, 2005; Guzdial, Ludovice, Realff, 
Morley, & Carroll, 2002; Notari, 2006). A non-linear model may be more realistic. 
 
Baker, Jensen and Kolb’s (2002) conversational model focuses on “a space where conversation can occur” (p. 64). 
They propose five dialectical dimensions of this space which need to be engaged simultaneously in order for 
learning to occur. These are : 

• the integration of concrete experience and abstract thought;  
• the integration of reflection and action;  
• the spiral nature of these two;  
• the relationship between separate and connected knowing; and  
• the balance between collaboration and leadership.  

 
However, on closer examination it appears that this is another way of looking at Kolb’s familiar experiential 
learning cycle (Kolb, 1984). It could be argued that the first two of these dimensions restate this learning cycle and 
there are category differences which cause a poor fit with the others. For example, dialectic dimension three could 
be seen as a description of an ideal relationship between dimensions one and two, while dimension four might be a 
different way of categorising dimensions one and two.  
 
Kolb’s experiential learning cycle has been in regular use for over 20 years and it has proved an effective basis for 
some types of learning, e.g. skills-based workshops. However, there has been criticism of its theoretical 
underpinnings. Oxendine, Robinson and Willson (2004, para. 30) argue that “the concepts outlined by Kolb are too 
ill-defined and open to various interpretations and that the ideas he presents are an eclectic blend of ideas from 
various theorists that do not fit logically”. There are difficulties too with the notion of concrete experience, since it 
does not really include the social aspects of experience. Also in practice university students often “experience” 
something by reading about it; this is two levels of abstraction (speech and text) away from the concrete (Laurillard, 
2002b). Further, Kolb cites Dewey (1910/1991) in support of his reflection/action dimension of learning whereas in 
fact Dewey believed that we do not generally reflect on our experience unless it has produced a noticeable 
contradiction (Oxendine et al., 2004, para. 24).  
 
Laurillard (1993, 2002a) has proposed a conversational model of learning based on a phenomenographic approach 
on the grounds that this is more democratic. Democratic is used to mean “giving full representation to students’ as 
well as tutors’ conceptions … The learning process must be constituted as a dialogue between tutor and student” 
(1993, p. 94). Laurillard’s conversational model is criticised on the grounds that the community of practice concept 
of progression from novice to expert which it entails is extended too far (Wise & Quealy, 2006). While it is 
appropriate for fostering research communities it is less helpful as a model for university teaching and learning. 
Wenger’s (1998) Community of Practice model is based on his work with large industrial firms and in this 



environment communities grow, mature and die over a period of years. Membership of a community is voluntary 
and changes during the community’s life cycle as the original core moves on and peripheral members gain expertise 
and move towards the centre. In a modular university system a one-semester course does not allow sufficient time 
for such a community to form, let alone mature, and students are not generally given the option of not participating 
(Carusi, 2006; Wilson, Ludwig-Hardman, & Thornam, 2004). 
 
There has been some confusion in online learning research literature between Community of Practice and 
Community of Inquiry theory. The Community of Inquiry model is based not on the Community of Practice model 
but, at least in part, on Lipman’s work with children (2003) in which “tutor and children collaborate with each other 
to grow in understanding, not only of the material world, but also of the personal and ethical world around them” 
(Wegerif, 2007, p. 139). Garrison, Anderson and Archer developed Lipman’s model, and their own research into 
online learning in the 1990s, into their Community of Inquiry model (Garrison, 1997; Garrison, Anderson, & 
Archer, 1999). This is often shown as a Venn diagram in which the sets of cognitive presence, social presence and 
tutor presence overlap to create the educational experience.  
 
A significant amount of research has been done on the various aspects and implications of this model for online 
learning. There has been research on teaching presence, particularly teacher immediacy in design and setup (e.g. 
Melrose & Bergeron, 2007), and also on ways of supporting social presence (Tu, 2002; Weaver & Albion, 2005). 
Research has been done on social identity (Merchant, 2006), group work (Weterman, 2004), teamwork (Davis, 
2002; Meeuwsen & Pederson, 2006), collaboration and co-operation (Allen & Lawless, 2003; Cameron & 
Anderson, 2005), participation (Chai & Myint, 2006; Williams, 2003), and peripheral participation (Hung, Chen, & 
Koh, 2006). In the area of cognitive presence, there has been work on reflection (Stefani, 2004), schemata (Grossera 
& Lombard, 2008), cognitive load (Hron & Friedrich, 2003), also on teaching thinking skills (Duron, Limbach, & 
Waugh, 2006; MacKnight, 2000). A review of 252 reports from 2000-2008 which referenced Garrison, Anderson 
and Archer’s community of inquiry framework (Rourke & Kanuka, 2009) indicated “that it is unlikely that deep and 
meaningful learning arises in CoI” (p. 19). There was a rapid response to this from Garrison and others (Aykol et al., 
2009), however it is interesting to note that this fundamental criticism came from two members of the group who 
originated this model. Another point of interest is that while the focus of the Garrison, Anderson and Archer model 
is the people having the dialogue, that of Lipman’s model is the dialogue of itself. 
 
 
A dialogic focus 
 
Wegerif (2007) suggests a dialogic model which is also based on Lipman’s (2003) Community of Inquiry work. 
Working with children on projects to teach them thinking skills and, unsatisfied with his original conclusions, he re-
analysed and re-interpreted his data in a search for a better explanation of “the mystery of how people actually 
solved the problems together” (p. 56). In a series of experiments to test the approaches taken by groups of 8-11 year-
olds to solving spatial problems, students were tested on sets of problems and then retested on the same sets after 
class work designed to open up space for reflective dialogue. Their dialogue was recorded and compared in order to 
find out which aspects of the dialogue helped them to solve the problems successfully. Group members suggested 
ideas and solutions, sometimes struggling to express them in words, but they also explored a number of different 
perspectives in an inclusive way, encouraging and supporting the dialogue, before reaching a consensus. In addition, 
some students changed their minds as the dialogue proceeded. Following arguments that language and thought are 
closely intertwined (M. M. Bakhtin, 1981; Buber, 1947; 1998; Vygotsky, 1986), Wegerif derived a model from 
Lipman’s which brings dialogue to the fore. It can be represented as follows. 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 1: Three dimensions of dialogue, adapted by Wegerif (2007) from Lipman (2003) 
 
 
Although reflective dialogue has strong connections with Lipman’s notion of multidimensional thinking, in that 
reflection allows synthesis, there may be difficulties with the use of this term as it has been used elsewhere with 
different connotations (Brookfield, 1995; Schon, 1983). 
 
Critical thinking has become embedded in our culture and in most of our theories of education and it is the kind of 
thinking which is often assessed at university level. Fundamental to it is the Socratic idea that two things cannot 
occupy the same place at the same time and this causes it to be competitive as cases are made for alternative 
hypotheses. This approach has served us well for more than 2000 years and it is vital to a Western legal system. Yet 
students often find this kind of thinking difficult to express when they are learning something new, perhaps because 
emerging ideas are very vulnerable to criticism. People are generally unwilling to say something which they are not 
sure of to people they cannot see and hardly know; trust is an important factor (Coppola, Hilz, & Rotter, 2004; Hurst 
& Thomas, 2004; Wilson et al., 2004). Following Lipman, Wegerif argues that it is beneficial for learning for 
emerging ideas to be able to flourish in a dialogic space, in tension with other perspectives, without having to make 
and justify a case at the outset. 
 
Instead of trying to build trust in the competitive environment of a Socratic dialogue, the dialogic space is broadened 
to include other types of dialogue which contribute to the development of understanding yet which are easier for 
students to express. Creative dialogue opens up a reflective space in which issues can be explored with 
encouragement and trust. One of the skills to be learned here is that of asking intellectually fruitful questions. 
Another technique is “thought shower” – similar to but perhaps less intense than brainstorming – in which even 
implicit judgement is suspended. Creative thinking, or dialogue, is not the same as creativity, which is often 
associated with art and design, yet it appears to have an important role in discovery. Koestler (1969) documents the 
work of a number of scientists, among them Maxwell, Pasteur and Einstein, whose discoveries were often the result 
of creative leaps of intuition followed, rather than preceded, by logical reasoning. Cutting-edge scientific discovery 
is different from learning that which is already known to others; in Popper’s terms (Bereiter, 2002; Popper, 1972) 
the former is in World 3, the world of ideas, whereas the latter is in World 2, the subjective or mental world. Yet the 
process may be seen as similar, “For man cannot inherit the past, he has to recreate it” (Koestler, 1969, p. 268). 
Koestler also describes the concept of “ripeness” for discovery, in which a researcher is so steeped in the relevant 
knowledge that there is ample fuel for the creative spark. Perhaps in the same way student discussion which has 
been cumulative in nature may provide fuel for an intuitive spark of understanding. Indeed Wegerif and his 
colleagues have found some evidence that this can occur (de Laat, Chamrada, & Wegerif, 2008).  
 
A third aspect of this reflective space is caring dialogue, which is also not critical in any way. It aims not only to 
allow, but actively to draw out the distinctiveness of others’ arguments and ideas with respect and humility. Buber 
calls this intersubjectivity (1947, Section II), “each of the participants really has in mind the other or others in their 
present and particular being, and turns to them with the intention of establishing a living mutual relation between 
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himself and them. This is very important in the multicultural classes of today. The focus is on listening and 
understanding (M. Bakhtin, 1986), or reading and understanding in an asynchronous online environment. Caring 
thinking also includes caring about the topic or subject (Lipman, 2003, p. 262), which Sharp (2004) calls pedagogic 
caring, as much as about the other participants in the dialogue. These are not separate thinking skills, nor are they 
hierarchical, but dimensions of reflective dialogue (Wegerif, 2007, pp. 152-155). This is a dialogic model and as 
such the process is at least as important, if not more so, than the product. Knowledge is not stable. It continuously 
changes, develops and, sometimes, contradicts itself. Therefore the notion that students’ “naive” perspectives are 
impediments to learning is rejected. These perspectives re encouraged as productive sources of learning (Cooper, 
1998). 
 
Lipman has tested his model empirically, originally in the 1970s in the Philosophy for Children project (Lipman, 
2003), but it has been in virtually continuous use since then (see e.g. http://www.p4c.com/). The conviction that a 
Community of Inquiry approach can bring about “deep and meaningful learning” (Rourke & Kanuka, 2009, p. 19) 
underpins a project in which reflective dialogue and its supporting structures was put into practice in a face-to-face 
environment with children (Dawes, Mercer, & Wegerif, 2006). It also underpins part of the research in the 
ARGUNAUT Project, a collaboration of seven European universities and research centres, whose goal is to provide 
an approach and software tools to help tutors to support online synchronous discussion among small groups of 
students (Asterhan et al., 2008; de Laat & Wegerif, 2007). Support for the dialogic process involved the use of 
“argument scripts” (Dillenbourg & Jermann, 2006) of two types, micro-scripts and macro-scripts. Micro-scripts 
often take the form of sentence stems or buttons which are used to guide students as they construct arguments. In the 
ARGUNAUT Project a software application called Digalo was used. Digalo provided a set of shapes from which 
students could choose to signal the type of contribution they were making – question, claim, counterclaim, reason 
etc. Macro-scripts model an approach to a group’s collaborative process. Interestingly, Wegerif suggests in one of 
the final ARGUNAUT Project reports that the latter are far more effective (Wegerif et al., 2008). Examples of 
macro-scripts include the Belbin approach to team make-up, SWOT analyses for decision-making, appreciative 
inquiry or de Bono’s six thinking hats. There are many such models, especially in the field of business, most of 
which are designed to produce a decision or solution.  
 
Although they have been developed quite separately, there is an overlap between the theories of Community of 
Inquiry and Inquiry-Based Learning which might prove fruitful for the development of a workable approach. While 
an inquiry may not reach a definite conclusion it must, in order to sustain the interest of the participants, make 
progress towards something of substance, e.g. truth (Gardner, 1995). Without this, the dialogue has no direction. An 
Inquiry Based Learning project at the University of Sheffield in the UK has produced a matrix containing four 
modes of student inquiry:  

• Identifying (information responsive): Students explore the knowledge base of the discipline in response 
to questions or lines of inquiry framed by teachers (“What is the existing answer to, or current state of 
knowledge on, this question?”) 

• Pursuing (information active): Students explore a knowledge base by pursuing their own questions and 
lines of inquiry (“What is the existing answer to, or current state of knowledge on, my question?”) 

• Producing (discovery responsive): Students pursue open questions or lines of inquiry, framed by tutors or 
clients, in interaction with a knowledge base (“How can I answer this open question?”) 

• Authoring (discovery active): Students pursue their own open questions and lines of inquiry, in interaction 
with a knowledge base (“How can I answer my open question?”) (Levy, 2009) 

 
Again, this is techne, rather than phronesis. However this could provide the foundation for a macroscript, or set of 
macroscripts to support the facilitation of online dialogue. 
 
 
Researching a dialogic approach 
 
A research project is under way to develop and iteratively test a professional development intervention which will 
support tutors of post-graduate courses in facilitating asynchronous reflective dialogue online through an inquiry 
approach which is dialogic in nature. Initially this intervention is face-to-face but it is hoped that an online version 
can be developed which could be shared more freely.  
 

http://www.p4c.com/


Design-based research (DBR) is a relatively new approach and as such it is controversial. Wang and Hannafin 
define DBR as “a systematic but flexible methodology aimed to improve educational practices through iterative 
analysis, design, development and implementation, based on collaboration among researchers and practitioners in 
real-world settings” (2005, p. 5). There are a number of variants of this approach and this research project takes van 
den Akker’s (1999) development research approach, whose methods include: 

• Literature review and expert consultation; 
• Working with research participants to develop and refine the intervention; 
• Systematically documenting, analysing and reflecting on both the process and the outcomes; 
• Testing interventions empirically; and 
• Generating principles as heuristics. 

 
The intervention, or artefact as it is often called in the DBR literature, currently takes the form of professional 
development training for academic staff. Although an online version of this is planned, it is very different from the 
technology-based learning and instruction systems often associated with this form of research and as such is 
intended to avoid the “under conceptualised and over-methodologized” critique often levelled at it (see e.g. Dede, 
2004). This intervention is based on a Community of Inquiry approach which has been extensively researched (see 
above) in a face-to-face environment with younger students and also in a synchronous online environment with 
university students. Therefore the present research will focus on the development of ways of operationalizing it for 
university tutors facilitating dialogue in an asynchronous online environment. 
 
Another criticism of DBR is that far more data is routinely gathered, through repeated interviews, surveys and 
video-recordings, than is justified by the conclusions drawn from their analyses. However, as Dede (2004) points out 
this is not intrinsic to DBR. Certainly this research attempts to find “elegant collection and analysis strategies” 
(Dede, 2004, p. 108). For example, discourse analysis will be used rather than the content analysis often applied to 
discussion forum postings in order to provide a richer picture of the inter-posting and inter-participant cohesion and 
coherence of text as well as intersubjective elements of the dialogue. A further issue is the definition of conditions 
for success. In this project these involve not only measures of student learning and sense of community but also 
teacher perceptions of the artefact’s usefulness and usability. There are other criticisms of DBR; many of these 
reflect the issues of quantitative versus qualitative research and will not be addressed here. 
 
The research involves three iterations, each informing the revision of the intervention for the next. The first of these, 
conducted in 2009, was with tutors and students engaged in a fully online, distance professional Masters program in 
adult literacy and numeracy education. Perceptions of both tutors and students were that there was a strong sense of 
community within the group. However, as every teacher knows, sometimes this owes more to the synergies among 
the personalities within the student group than to anything the teacher did. The adult literacy and numeracy 
community in New Zealand is relatively small and close-knit so there is a good chance that many of the students 
knew, or knew of, each other before they joined the program. The second iteration will involve a much less cohesive 
group of students in the field of health care. Student feedback on last year’s offer of that program indicated that 
many of the students expected their learning to be teacher-centred and to consist of “facts and skills”. This should 
provide a much more challenging test of this aspect of the approach.  
 
Discourse analysis of some of the discussion postings was based on categories developed in the ARGUNAUT 
project (Wegerif et al., 2008): critical reasoning, creative or dialogic reasoning, dialogic engagement and moderation 
(which could be done by either the tutor or a student). A preliminary analysis showed a high incidence of dialogic 
engagement, perhaps for the reasons suggested above, and a low incidence of critical reasoning. Since the discussion 
was of a set of readings on a particular issue, it is possible that critical reasoning would be found mainly in the 
readings themselves and that students would hesitate to question such assertions. The Sheffield University inquiry-
based learning framework could help in the unpacking of this, as it distinguishes clearly between teacher-led and 
student-led inquiry. 
 
 
Conclusion 
 
This paper has provided a review of the literature in the facilitation of online learning dialogue in a search for a 
means of supporting university lecturers and tutors who use online communication tools such as discussion forums, 



blogs and wikis in their teaching. It has also described the early stages of a research project to develop and test a 
professional development artefact which will achieve this. A dialogic, inquiry-based approach has been outlined and 
the development based research method described. A DBR process may be considered too long for a PhD project, 
but Herrington, McKenney, Reeves and Oliver (2007) have argued that it is possible. The research is likely to 
continue beyond the degree program and so this should be regarded as a work in progress. At this stage, student and 
tutor response to the approach is positive. Further research will indicate whether or not this optimism is justified. 
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