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Introduction to Online Learning Communities

Providing levels of support, training and access to the resources, experience, and expertise that are needed to develop and sustain high-quality technology services to students with diverse learning needs across the world is compromised by significant challenges. Distance, remote locations, isolated or overextended service providers, limited resources, and few sources of help and support are common in parts of most countries around the world. One of the most successful strategies used to lower these barriers is the formation of online learning communities (OLCs) in which people with differing perspectives and responsibilities related to technology in special education come together to pool their experiences, knowledge, skills, and ideas  to support each other whenever and wherever help is needed. 

When OLCs are successful, they bring together people who share common interests and purposes, respect diversity, build caring relationships and positive interdependence, and collaborate with caring, commitment, and concern. Research, the personal experiences of each presenter, and the experiences of countless others around the world demonstrate the benefits of OLCs. Online learning communities typically benefit participants by crossing time and distance to reduce isolation, connect with others who have information and ideas that may be of use in their own environments, and facilitate on-going collaborative learning. 

There are two primary ways that OLCs are organized and delivered: Web site-based systems in which communication takes place on a Web site, and email-based systems in which communication takes place primarily through email messages that are distributed to all participants.  In Web site-based communities, participants go to the Web site, register or sign-in, select forums to read and post messages, and access other resources that are available. In email-based systems, participants typically visit a Web site or send email to join an email list. Following registration, messages are exchanged through typical email messages that are distributed to all others on the list.  In addition to the general benefits of OLC participation, the use of each of these systems has distinct strengths and challenges. 

The strengths of a Web-based system include the ability to develop a robust, flexible Web site that is specifically tailored to the interests and needs of the members of the OLC. A participant in a well-designed Web-based OLC can find much of interest simply by visiting the Web site and exploring the conversation and resources that are available. Conversations and communications can be placed in focused strands so that participants are quickly able to find the particular discussions in which they wish to be involved and are able to ignore those discussions not of interest. However, one of the greatest strengths of this type of system–a flexible, well-arranged web presence–is also the cause of one of its great challenges.  In a Web-based system, all communication takes place on the Web site, thus, participants much come to the Web site in order to take part.  It has been found that even very interested participants often fail to make time in their busy lives to visit the Web site on a regular basis.  Hence, it can be difficult for facilitators to develop and sustain high-volume participation over time regardless of the number of participants.

The strengths of an Email-based system include simplicity of use and availability of messages.  Once participants are subscribed to the list, all messages sent to the list address are sent directly to the mailbox of each participant where they can be answered, deleted or otherwise dealt with in the same way as other email.  Because participants generally check email regularly, as a list increases membership and matures, communication is frequent, lively, and typically easy for facilitators to maintain. As with the Web-based system, however, one of the greatest strengths of the Email-based system is also one of its greatest challenges. The “in your face” delivery system that places messages directly into the mailboxes of participants also leads to large numbers of messages when topics currently being discussed inspire strong participation.  One way to deal with high volume is for participants to change their mail delivery option to a digest version in which groups of messages are sent together as attachments to a single message. The other way that participants frequently deal with high volume is to simply delete any messages that have titles that do not appear to be of interest. Unfortunately, this sometimes leads to missed messages of importance because, when participants change the subject that is being discussed in a message, they sometimes forget to change the title.

The remainder of this paper will be devoted to two examples of OLCs. Because we are very interested in strong participation among subscribers and ease of use, we elected to host the conversations that take place in each of the OLCs in the Email-based format. First, Chauncy Rucker will provide an overview of the STEP-I List, a international learning community that is in its first year. Then, Joy Zabala will provide an overview of the QIAT List (Quality Indicators for Assistive Technology), a mature community of over 1000 participants with several years of experience, growth, and development behind it.

Special Technology for Exceptional Persons International (STEP-I) List:

STEP International (Special Technology for Exceptional Persons) is an international discussion about the use of technology for individuals with disabilities and diverse learning needs. STEP-I is an activity of DISES the Division of International Special Education and Services of CEC (Council on Exceptional Children). DISES focuses on international activities having to do people with disabilities. Joy Zabala and I are co-chairs of the Worldwide Technology Desk of DISES and our first goal for the desk has been to establish this online discussion of technology for students throughout the world.
Background

I’d like to provide a brief background on how we got involved with DISES and the World Wide Technology Desk. In 1994 I was an officer of TAM, the Technology and Media Division of CEC and was invited to the annual meeting of the European Schools Project (ESP) in Amsterdam, the Netherlands. The ESP involves representatives from about 25 countries who meet each year in a European country. A major activity of these meetings consists of teachers establishing projects with teachers from other countries for various email activities.  In time I became the TAM liaison to the ESP and attended several ESP meetings.  In 2002 I persuaded Joy Zabala to attend ESP in Malmo, Sweden.  Fortunately Joy agreed to take over as liaison to ESP for TAM. Our interest in international special education led to our becoming active in DISES and the Worldwide Technology Desk. 

Why Join STEP International?

We urge you to join us on STEP-I. For information about STEP-I and directions for how to join the list, visit the website at http://www.connsensebulletin.com/stepi.
One reason to join the conversation on STEP-I is to be able to share technology expertise that has been gained with people in other counties.  Many countries– such as the United States, Canada, Western Europe, and Australia–have highly developed technological systems and have made much progress in the use of technology in the education of students with disabilities.  Much of the technology in the U.S. is available in other countries and technology devices from other countries are also used in the U.S. We have a great deal to learn from each other about effective use of available technology. So that’s one good reason to be involved with STEP International.

However, I’ve discovered other reasons for joining STEP International. Three years ago I attended a one day conference at Hampshire College, Amherst, MA, conducted by the Lemelson Assistive Technology Development Center. The topic that year was technology and developing nations. 

The key themes for the day included the growing need for assistive technology worldwide, initiatives to address those needs and harnessing creativity to improve human living conditions. We learned a lot about the comparative wealth of developing nations versus the U.S. 

Representatives from two international groups spoke at the conference: Ralf Hotchkiss of Whirlwind Wheelchairs International and David Werner, co-founder of  HealthWrights.

Whirlwind Wheelchairs International (http://www.whirlwindwheelchair.org) is located at San Francisco State University. Ralf and WWI staff have taught people throughout Africa, South and Central America and beyond how to build wheelchairs that are cheap, durable, lightweight, and built of local materials. The wheelchairs are tough enough to survive in rural Africa where there might not be any roads. The impact of this effort has affected tens of thousands of people. 

HealthWrights (http://www.healthwrights.org/) is a workgroup for people's health and rights.  One of the projects of HealthWrights, is the PROJIMO Rehabilitation Program in rural Mexico. This involves a remarkable village program where young persons with disabilities help each other to learn a variety of skills: everything from making wheelchairs and orthopedic braces to providing rehabilitation and advice to disabled children and their families. They also offer an intensive Spanish Emersion training program where the teachers are young spinal cord injured persons and other youth with disabilities who earn their living by teaching ($140 a week for board, room and tuition).

In this meeting we learned that many people in the world live on less than a dollar a day. The stark difference between wealth of some nations and the poverty of developing nations was impressive to everyone at the meeting. One woman was so moved by the presentations that she offered to donate a power wheelchair if someone could find a way to get it to Africa. This may have been a $20,000 power wheelchair. Someone in the audience offered a way to deliver it to Africa.
What do you imagine was the reaction from the people at Whirlwind Wheelchairs International? Mr. Hotchkiss pointed out that it wouldn’t be helpful, even if it didn’t cost anything to get it there. If you live on $1.00 a day, what would you do if you needed to replace a battery or a wheel. Replacing parts would not be possible, and besides, a standard U.S. built power wheelchair wouldn’t be able to survive in an area with no roads. So it was a wonderful gesture, but it just wouldn’t help.

This may have been the most powerful meeting I’ve ever attended and it made quite an impact on me. In the U.S. and other developed countries we have wonderful technology and laws to support its use, but many developing nations have neither the tools nor the laws and services to support their use. Under such conditions, our U.S. high technology probably would be of little help. Thus, another reason to join STEP-I will be the chance to learn how we can use our resources to find ways to help those in developing nations. If we’re lucky, people on the list from other countries will help us discover effective ways to be of help. Surely what we know of low tech solutions can be helpful.

As STEP International becomes more active we’re finding that people are very much interested in becoming involved in projects in developing nations. We’re beginning to develop a list of organizations like the - two above that are working on assisting people with disabilities in developing nations. Most of these organizations need volunteers to carry out their work.  

- A similar organization is the CiTTI Project (http://www.cittiproject.org/) which is now featured on the featured on the STEP-I Web site. Bridgett Perry is director of The CiTTI Project (Community Inclusion Through Technology International). The project  provides assistive technology training to professionals and families in other countries. Each year they select one community to receive this training and most recently the CITTI Project traveled to San Luis Potosi, Mexico. The CITTI Project also sponsors assistive technology study tours. In August of 2005 participants will travel to the mountain town of Ambato, Ecuador. For more information, please follow this link:

http://www.cittiproject.org/StudyTours.htm#bolivia
I’m now enrolled for my second beginning Spanish language course. Perhaps I could travel to Mexico for Spanish Emersion. Maybe I could travel with the CITTI Project to Ecuador or some other country. Maybe I could even be of some help to Whirlwind Wheelchairs in Africa, Mexico, or Central America. If this sounds like it might be interesting to you, it’s another reason to join STEP-I.

Quality Indicators for Assistive Technology Services (QIAT) List

The QIAT List is an electronic mailing list supported by Listserv ™ software and is facilitated by Joy Zabala. The QIAT List was started in 1997 to facilitate widespread engagement in collegial conversation about the quality indicators for assistive technology services in schools and topics related to their continued development. (The document containing Quality Indicators for Assistive Technology Services can be viewed and downloaded on the QIAT Web site located at http://www.qiat.org. The site also contains QIAT history and a multitude of resources.)

As QIAT work progressed, however, QIAT List discussions broadened to focus not only on the indicators, but also on a range of topics that pertain to quality assistive technology services. Discussions such as report writing, research, staff qualifications and certification, device specifics, state standards, and tools questions are common to the QIAT List, as is virtually any question or concern that any list participant cares to open to collegial conversation. 

The QIAT List started with two members, had grown to over 360 members by 2001, and currently has over 1000 participants from across the United States and in several other countries.  Information on joining the QIAT List or viewing the archives of the thousands and thousands of messages that have been sent since the inception of the QIAT List are available on the QIAT website located at http://www.qiat.org/ 

One of the most significant characteristics of the QIAT List is the positive attitudes of all participants and their incredible willingness to freely share their ideas, experiences, and tools that they have developed.  Participants are very aware that QIAT is an open list and that people involved have a broad range of perspectives from which they view assistive technology and vastly differing degrees of experience, knowledge, and skills related to assistive technology devices and services. It is the norm and expectation that all on the List will communicate in ways that invite conversation and provide everyone involved with opportunities to participate and grow through the interaction.  

Impact of the QIAT List

Perhaps the most eloquent way to demonstrate the impact that the QIAT List has had over the years is to have participants talk about it in their own words. What follows is a sample of the comments that were made when the question, “Has participation in the QIAT List had any impact on attitudes, understanding, and personal or professional practices?” was posted to the List.

Teachers and service providers write… 

· How can one address the impact of QIAT?  From a personal dream to an international forum, it is a group that has supported newcomers, challenged veterans and still keeps buzzing.  Diverse backgrounds that pursue a common interest result in a wealth of knowledge and a passion to improve outcomes for individuals with disabilities and their families.  Professionally, I have complete confidence in the QIAT resources and have used them many times to challenge a point, guide thinking, and set standards.  Personally, I am humbled by the respect and commitment of so many talented individuals.

· Aside from the wonderful resources that the members of QIAT provide,,. I am always amazed at the sense of community that QIAT provides via a simple listserv.  I look forward to the insights that the members provide and how welcoming everyone is--I often refer others who come to me with questions to pose it to QIAT for other opinions, knowing that on QIAT everyone is treated respectfully and there are no "stupid" questions. I am a member of other electronic learning communities, but QIAT is definitely the most connected group in the field that I have encountered--even though most of us have never met!
· When I joined QIAT it was first overwhelming to receive so many responses to one question. What that taught me was that there is no one right answer or that my thoughts were correct. QIAT  a powerful tool when you can sit back and read different thoughts on a matter as a consultant I can bring more than my opinion to the table for a student or adult.  QIAT taught me that no matter how good we may think we are... we still need to ask questions, ask for help and say I don't know. QIAT shows me everyday that people that I admire and respect still don't have all the answers but have learned to ask for help.
· QIAT is by far the best listserv I have ever been part of. There are so many wonderful, kind, and knowledgeable people on this list who are so willing to share info with each other.  I have been on this list for many years, I think since it started, and I have learned so much!

· QIAT has given me a tool to share with others things that have been created such as smart sheets, resource sheets of vendors, and a problem-solving forum. Goodness knows that technology can and will fail. But knowing that I have a group of peers that I can turn too and get feedback on problem solving is empowering. My students do not have to go long periods to get something repaired or something new. The answers are at my fingertips.

A parent and practitioner writes…The discussions on QIAT are consistently wide ranging, insightful, respectful and passionate.  I consider this collective think-tank as a key part of my professional "toolkit," knowing that if I face a tough issue, I can bring it to the list.  I joined QIAT as someone working in AT.  In recent years however, it has also had quite an impact on my personal life, as our family has entered the special ed system from "the other side of the table."  My older son has very challenging behavior and a probable diagnosis of Aspergers. His struggles have dealt me a humbling shift in perspective.  On several occasions, QIAT discussions and resources have hit so very close to home.  I feel I am a better parent, collaborator and advocate for my son as a result of the high standards the QIAT community has for understanding kids' needs and providing effective services.  I think the list helps all of us keep an open mind and generous spirit, not to mention avoiding many small mistakes and probably some big ones, too. My appreciation for the list comes from the heart.

A private practitioner writes…I do hope you're including in your session a mention of just how helpful this group can be to "peripheral" people like me who, as an "academic support" person, really benefits from having a place to read about and ask about the AT my students may be or should be using :-)

A university instructor writes…I am also one of those academic peripheral folk who has benefited tremendously from QIAT. Last summer, when I taught a graduate course on AT in secondary schools and workplace settings, I posted five case studies in our WebCT class discussion forum. These case studies were based on real problems from QIAT topics of last spring. The students (mostly special ed teachers) benefited from sharing their own ideas about these problems; and then they benefited more when I summarized for them what the “experts”—QIAT people--said about each topic after the assignment was over. 
Email-Based Learning Community Etiquette

Regardless of what OLC you choose to participate in or  may want to begin, there are a few basic “rules” that are most helpful for encouraging and sustaining meaningful, positive interactions. Here are eight that we have found helpful.

1) Participate actively, thoughtfully, and often!  

2) Remember that what you write may be read by anyone!  Most of the people who read your words will not know you personally. Express your thoughts as though the most sensitive or powerful person you know were reading them and choose your words according.

3) Avoid sarcasm and other word forms that may lead to misunderstanding and confusion. There is no way to include facial expressions and other non-verbal communications on the list so it is important to choose words carefully and write as clearly as possible. 

4) View every difference of opinion as an opportunity to learn and grow and to invite others to learn and grow.  Do this by thoughtfully sharing your position and, when possible, evidence to support it.

5) Change   the title (or subject line) of the message, if necessary, to be sure that it correctly reflects the content of the message.

6) Resist the urge to send messages such as “Thank you” to the list when someone has shared something.  Such messages should be sent directly to the sender, not to the whole list.

7) Be careful not to send messages meant for one person to the whole list! This can be embarrassing! Check the address before sending.

8) Enjoy yourself!

Conclusion

Online learning communities such as QIAT and STEP-I are available to people in all parts of the world.  The only thing needed is a computer, an internet connection, and a willingness to learn, grow, and share with others.  We cordially invite you to add your voice, thoughts, experiences, and unique perspectives to these conversations.  Please visit the QIAT Web site at http://www.qiat.org. and the STEP-I Website at http://www.connsensebulletin.com/stepi. You’ll be glad you came–and so will others around the world who will benefit from your presence in these online learning communities. 
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