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Abstract

Learners, particularly adult learners, make choices as individuals about the level of control imposed by others on their learning. Indeed, the choice to study through an institution and tutor on a classroom based course or the choice to study on a course mediated through technology, will mean a different level of control being imposed on the learning process by different actors and on different aspects of the learning itself. This paper draws from these ideas to explore the concept of an online educational ‘place’ and the impact this might have on the learning experience. In detail, it will engage with the concepts of Oldenburg’s ‘Third Place’ (i.e. a place where people can gather beyond the realms of home and work), and Fisher’s ‘Information Grounds’ where people exchange information while participating in a specific activity. The paper is interested in the concept of learner autonomy and will primarily examine whether the creation of an online ‘place’ can play a role in the building of a teaching and learning model where the learners increasingly take control and share information.  

The case study documented in this paper is from a two year online adult learning programme. The emphasis of the study has been directed towards the development of a ‘third place’ where students can build up their confidence to take full control of their own learning experience. To encourage this ownership of knowledge, web2.0 technologies such as wikis, blogs, podcasts and social book-marking have been implemented to give students the opportunities to connect their learning to their particular experiences and thus personalise the learning.  The focus has been on the development of a ‘place‘ where interactive and stimulating content is used to engage the student and encourage them to take control. To achieve this, close attention has been paid to the visual design of the virtual learning environment (VLE) as well as the strategic use of multimedia within the course material. Throughout the programme, collaborative activities have been emphasized to broker the development of a learning community. 

This paper will investigate the role of the tutor in developing autonomy in online learning and ask whether it is possible to turn a Virtual Learning Environment into an effective Third Place where students have the confidence to exchange information and build knowledge relating to the course.
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1. Introduction 
Much discussion has taken place about the impact of the introduction of virtual learning systems on education.  The changed position of educational institutions such as universities due to the altered sense of space, place and identity in a virtual learning environment has been lamented as a loss, as universities were seen as places where people came together, where minds met and where new ideas were conceived as nowhere else in society. Some academics have expressed reservations about the networked alternatives (Greener & Perriton, 2005) suggesting that VLEs have not managed to be convincing in areas such as communication and engaging students, nor are they an effective alternative to the actual class room.  However, proponents of the use of peer-to-peer technology in education have argued that tools such as wikis and blogs, the new Web2.0 technologies, can fulfil exactly this role. The openness of the media and the willingness of people to share in such experiences encourage the discussion of ideas and collaborative development of thoughts and knowledge that are traditionally related to a quality university experience. The added advantage of the online tools lies in their globally positioned communication forums, which provide immediate responses on a scale unimaginable in the traditional university with its huge lecture theatres and much slower publication rates.  

Moving from teaching and learning in a class room to an online space is a big step and can be a daunting experience.  To move away from a room bounded by doors and walls to an open and undefined virtual environment has major consequences for education.  Education has its roots in age-old cultural traditions that have developed over centuries. 

‘The education structure, which is expository teaching and receptive learning, created by the interplay between space, time, tradition and subjects acting in learning spaces has been in existence for thousands of years and is found all over the world.  It has in fact become a universal cultural model.’  (Peters, 1999, p10)
In traditional teaching there is usually a particular teaching room, and teaching takes place on a particular time, while in more formal education particular clothes are worn. Peters says that these are all reminders of rites with religious undertones, which link location, time and action. ‘Learning and teaching might be based on unconscious, but at the same time “deep-seated” patterns of behaviour, not only of students but also of the teachers.  Their ritualisation lends solidity and permanence to the actions taking place in the teaching space’.  It is only recently that attempts have been made to leave the traditional class room behind, initially in the 70s through the radical perspectives of Freire and Illich and just in the past decade, under the influence of developing technologies, that teachers and learners started to question the effectiveness  of the way in which we have been taught for generations (Peters, 1999, Illich, 1971, Freire, 1972). Freire advocated an approach that put the individual’s real life situation in the centre. Illich promoted a similar approach and saw institutionalised learning as problematic. He suggested that most people learn what they know and value outside school. Peters argued that the space in which we teach and learn defines our approaches to the teaching and learning process. He explained what characteristics are pertinent to particular places and argued that traditional teaching spaces are not value neutral: ‘each place in the experienced space has its meaning for the person. The space does not exist without the person experiencing it.’ ‘The people in the space are at different distances to one another’ and this has an effect on the quality of the interactions. ‘The learning environment interacts with the learners and tutor’. (Peters, 1999, p9)
The traditional learning experience is limited in time as it vanishes once the learning and teaching functions are completed; this is not the case with virtual learning spaces. 
Peters described some of the characteristics of the virtual learning space: the locations are not set, they are not surrounded by walls, but are open and infinite; people can access learning spaces all over the world and people all over the globe, while the amount of information is limitless; the distances between the people involved are unstable and varied, one moment people could be interacting with a stranger from another country, another moment it could be a close relative.  The distances do not have an effect on the interaction, and the spaces appear more value-neutral than in the traditional learning environment, and do not have a quality of experience comparable with real spaces. The familiar spatial patterns are missing: left, right, top, bottom cease to matter, it is the hyperlink that connects.  

2. From a space to a ‘place’
A place that ‘hosts the regular, voluntary, informal and happily anticipated gatherings of individuals beyond the realms of home and work’.  This is how Ray Oldenburg defined his concept of the Third Place in 1989.  Beyond the 1st and 2nd places of home and work, Oldenburg was referring with his 3rd place to physical spaces such as cafes, pubs, piazzas; informal public places where individuals meet up with others and interact.  The relationships forged in these environments, both close and casual, add richness to society.  Robert Putnam in his 2000 book “Bowling Alone” mourned the loss of many of these meeting places and demonstrated how as a society we have become increasingly disconnected from family, friends, neighbours, and warned that social capital, our connections with each other, had plummeted, impoverishing our lives and communities, partly due to the demise of the ‘Great Place’. 

Fast forward and with the explosion of web 2.0 social networking tools such as Facebook, Myspace etc, the physical spaces that Oldenburg described have now spread online.  As McLuhan stated, “Technology extends our bodies” but online education over the past decade has become more interested in delivering education as a commodity. Gur & Wiley (2007) discuss the concept of objectification in relation to online learning and conclude that ‘education is often reduced to the packaging and delivery of information, in which the process of teaching is reduced to the transmission of information and courses are transformed into courseware.’  The development of the VLE has assisted in this depersonalization of learning,  turning teaching into ‘delivery’ (McWilliam & Taylor 1998) and the process of teaching into a transaction consisting of the transmission of information. This process in turn has lead to the rising profile of the learning technologist to the detriment of the teacher.  However, our recent experiences in distance learning development have shown that interactional experiences, ie dialogue between teacher and learner and among learners is what leads to a richer and more engaging learning experience. This brings us to Gur & Wiley’s conclusion (op cit): ‘instructional designers need to create structures in which a caring relationship might be enhanced and a dialogue can take place.’ Critical educators such as Freire (Freire and Macedo,1999, p48) thought it to be essential that teachers have a directive role. In this capacity, teachers would enter into a dialogue ‘as a process of learning and knowing’ with learners, rather than the dialogue being a ‘conversation’ that would remain at the level of ‘the individual’s lived experience. ‘I engage in dialogue because I recognise the social and not merely the individualistic character of knowing.’ He felt that this capacity for critical engagement could not be present when educators were reduced to facilitators, which is the role of the tutor that has been widely accepted in e-learning (Salmon, 2004).
Teemu Arina (2007) has talked about serendipic learning, where learning occurs by chance in a learner centred environment in which participants are enabled to build and maintain their online presence.  This concept echoes the work of Karen Fisher who writes about the creation of information grounds – ie places where individuals meet informally for one purpose but ‘from whose behaviour emerges a social atmosphere that fosters the spontaneous and serendipitous sharing of information'  (Pettigrew 1999: 811).

In Fisher et al. (2004) the propositions of the information grounds framework are presented. Our premise is that aspects of this framework (i.e. the fact that different social groups play important roles in the information flow, that people engage in formal and informal information sharing, that people use information in alternative ways and that many sub-contexts exist within information grounds) can be present in a learner centred online environment if the concepts of personal and emotional presence are allowed to foster. At this point it is valuable to look at some definitions of place. Relph (1976) in his monograph “Place and Placelessness” identifies three broad dimensions which make ‘a place’: ‘…the static physical setting, the activities and the meanings – constitute the three basic elements of the identity of places.’ Tuan (1977) says ‘What begins as undifferentiated space becomes place as we get to know it better and endow it with value.’  According to Oldenburg (1989), a ‘Third Place’ has four key attributes: Sociability, Uses and Activities, Comfort and Image, and Access and Linkages.  In order to turn a VLE into a place it needs to become meaningful and social and for this to begin to happen there has to be some way of registering one’s presence within the virtual environment. The task for educationalists therefore is to move away from using a VLE primarily as a space which holds content and re-envisage it as a community; a place where dialogue can take place and all interactions and content can be easily seen, accessed, followed and engaged with. The key role of the tutor in such a place is to support and encourage learners in their journey towards self sufficiency and learner autonomy.
Learner autonomy

Bouchard (2003) and Dron (2007) both indicate that learner autonomy is not a particular quality or level of independence in learning that people have, but a relational interplay between contextual and personal factors.  Indeed, adult learners are constantly making choices about the level of control imposed by others on their learning. In fact, research by Bouchard shows that they will conduct a breakdown of costs and benefits of a particular learning option and then make choices accordingly.  Also, the choice to study through an institution and teacher, whether independently or mediated through technology will mean a different level of control being imposed on their learning process by different actors and on different aspects of the learning itself. As Dron (2007) emphasised it is about having a fine balance between the control of an institution and a teacher on the one hand, and the making of independent choices by the learner on the other. He referred to Knowles, Moore, Boud, Schwartz and Laurillard when he argued that the learning process breaks down if learners have more choice than they can handle, or likewise if the teacher imposes too much control on the learning process.  Clearly, an understanding of how people learn is imperative in order to create a good educational experience, and implicit in a sound teaching strategy.  This knowledge will allow teachers to relinquish control if and when appropriate and provide learners with additional choices, without them feeling overwhelmed by uncertainty about the new unknown that there is to be learned. 

Research Methods 

The next section will be a case study of a particular approach to creating a Third Place in an online educational context.  It is part of a larger Design Based Research Project that incorporates issues of Third Place and tutor presence.  For this part of the research we draw on semi-structured interviews with three of the tutors, two developers, and 9 students at different stages of the programme, together with analysis of the activities and interaction on the learning place, in particular in the personal online journals and video casts. Interviews were recorded, transcribed, coded and analysed using standard content analysis techniques.  The coding of data entailed grouping them into the following themes: community (place), tutor presence and learner autonomy.

3. The TRIO ‘place’

The TRIO project, Technology, Research and Innovation, is a programme for people who are ‘under-employed’ in Small Medium Enterprises, social enterprises and the voluntary sector in South Wales. It was initiated by the Department of Adult Continuing Education at Swansea University and is a HE level 1 course (i.e. the equivalent to two years at part-time undergraduate level) and is online to accommodate the students who could not feasibly follow the more traditional style class room based course. The aim of TRIO was to design and build an online ‘place’ where students could come together to share ideas and learn. To achieve this, the TRIO development team worked to design and build a TRIO VLE which was more than just a space to store lectures and word documents but instead, a ‘place’ that held meaning for the learners, a ‘place’ where they could meet, share, interact and build relationships. The TRIO course aims to facilitate independent learning while using the Internet,  and includes modules on  ‘Information Literacy and Critical Thinking’, ‘Reflection, Innovation and Creativity’, and ‘Understanding Action Research’.  By putting an emphasis on the design of the TRIO ‘place’ as opposed to simply providing an online space for storage, the project development team aimed to create an environment where students could easily come to share and create new knowledge about these subject areas. The ultimate goal was to create a place that would strengthen and harness the tutor’s online presence and in doing so encourage students to take control of their own learning and become autonomous learners.
Physical setting, activities and meanings are three components which have been noted to promote a sense of place (Relph, 1976). Aware of these from the onset of the project, the TRIO development team were very responsive to the concept of place and what it might add to the TRIO learning experience. However, it wasn’t until module 4 ‘Understanding Action Research’ that the seeds of their efforts started to flower. In fact, during the design of this module, more so than in the other modules, they made a conscious effort to cultivate the meanings, activities and physical objects which they felt would pull together to create a successful TRIO ‘place’. As mentioned previously, it is about creating a place that is social, relaxed, encouraging, and inspirational, a place where dialogue can take place and all interactions and content can be easily seen, accessed, followed and engaged with.  To achieve this, the development team proposed to integrate videos and visuals to generate new meanings; wikis, blogs, and discussion forums to endorse various activities; a chat room and a lounge area to enhance that sense of physicality. 
By designing a TRIO place that endows relevant meanings, activities and physical connotations an attempt was made to entice tutors into playing an active role in encouraging the students to be proactive and autonomous in their own learning. To investigate this, discussion forum entries, chat room entries, private journal entries and wiki entries of Module 4 ‘Understanding Action research’, have been analysed to identify whether engaging multi-sensual experiences and web2.0 technologies have helped to create a relaxed and inspiring place for tutors to be present and supportive to students.  Also the research has examined whether or not students felt at home and engaged in meaningful communication using the web 2.0 tools.
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Figure 1: The TRIO Project Interface
To instigate a sense of ‘place’ for these tutors and students, the module adopted the overall TRIO look (see fig 1), it was anticipated that the bright, happy and relaxed colours would work in conjunction with the web2.0 tools and engaging multimedia to attract and encourage a sense of ease, commitment and learning. The initial findings show that students like the TRIO experience; they are using words like good, motivating, engrossing, entertaining and interactive to describe the experience.
Building on this, video was used widely throughout the module to not only inform students but more importantly to help tutors to build a strong presence on the TRIO place. Video is a multi-sensory medium and offers a very engaging way of communicating ideas and concepts. For the purposes of this TRIO module, the use of video enabled the tutors to shape the TRIO place, to build up a visual and audio impression of themselves and their subject. As the postings from the private journal show, most of the students enjoyed the use of video, in fact, all students interviewed remarked that they ‘really enjoyed’ it.
· ‘what I liked about Tutor 1’s video was the fact that he sat down and just gave five ten minutes debrief on what he felt from the feedback, this is the  interactive sense of the video, in that he digested what we had given as feedback …he spat out his summary of it in a very good way.’ Participant 1
· ‘However, I must add that I enjoyed the style of the video - as it was done in an informal 'chat' style to each other… is was easier to watch and digest. I felt like a fly on the wall - Great!’  Participant 4

· ‘Tutor 1‘s video - How I wish this had been the first thing to see in the quality section. It has made it much easier to understand.’ Participant 3
The use of video has proved a great success in building up a sense of the TRIO place; it has offered a multi sensory approach to knowledge sharing, reflection and communication of ideas which in turn has enhanced the relationship between tutors and students. This is very evident in some of the discussion activities where some of the students on their own accord have replied to the tutor’s textual questions through the medium of video. In light of the previous TRIO modules, this has proved quite a breakthrough because for the very first time students have had the confidence to take control, have broken the monologue fashion of the previous modules and are interacting with tutors in ways that they think are more effective. In fact, within this TRIO place, some of the students are even gaining the confidence to question the use and application of some of the web 2 tools. In the extract below, participant 1 believes the wiki tool has not been used to its full potential.
‘The latest wiki in Section 2 of Action Research has unfortunately frustrated me, as once again, separate entries have been made.’

What is becoming clear is the fact that both students and tutors are becoming quite comfortable and confident in the TRIO place; they are happy to share information and question each other’s approaches, while at the same time working out emerging problems. In reference to this wiki issue, the response of the tutor was to further encourage participation in the wiki while reiterating its core principles to ensure students would engage collaboratively in producing a document. In doing so, tutors are actively supportive and students are further challenged in figuring things out for themselves. This experience differs from the previous modules as we are beginning to see a strong interactive element, the sharing of thoughts and feelings and the confidence to take them forward. We are seeing the building of relationships. 
This is also very evident in the chat room where, as tutor 1 described, the experience was ‘amazing’; the chat room is a ‘powerful arena’. During module 4, five chat sessions were arranged and from the recordings of these it is clear that they proved successful places for the tutors to be themselves while openly, honestly, critically and productively supporting their learners. As is clear from the following extract (see below), the students and tutors are very comfortable with one another in the chat room; the chat helps to support the affective relationships they built within the learning community. 
21:23 Tutor 2:                         Hi S_____ - hope you're well

21:23 Participant 1:               Not too bad thank you

21:23 Tutor 1:                        Great to have you back - we missed you

21:24 Participant 3:               hi S_____, wondered where you've been
Indeed, what we now find is a community of learners and tutors who at the start of the module did not know one another and by the end of the module are on nick name terms. What is interesting here, is how each tutor and student has developed their own voice, from this extract (see below) it is very easy to get a feel for each character.
19:29 Tutor 2:               Are you finding all that evaluating useful Participant 2? 

                                       What's been best method?... 
19:29 Tutor 1:               Thanks Participant 5 - yes - talking is really useful… 
19:30 Participant 1:      Tutor 1: my brain feels like the M25 at rush hour - this is  

                                        brilliant!...  
19:30 Tutor 2:                Participant 1 and Tutor 1 - critical thinking! Getting info

                                        from as many sources as possible… 
Likewise, the private journal also proved highly successful in creating a strong sense of tutor presence. For module 4, the learning technologist strongly emphasised the potential of the private journal in developing a one to one relationship with the students (i.e. tutors giving feedback to the student about their entries) as well as reflecting on their own experiences (i.e. each tutor had their own private journal). The findings show that the students are benefiting from the strong tutor presence and building up their understanding of the material and subject area.
· ‘Just wanted to say, journal that it is great that Tutor1s' feedback to the students is so comprehensive so far… helps me understand the subject so much more richly… Thanks for all your feedback - it helps a lot.’ Participant 1

· ‘Putting things down in a diary, can also help to clarify things and get you motivated.’ Participant 2

· ‘Tutor 1 - Thanks for the recent feedback. I'm really heartened by your comments… I'd like to say that I really enjoyed this module, your openness and positive support. Thanks/Diolch!’  Participant 3

The TRIO ‘place’ can play a fundamental role in boosting learner autonomy. The creation of a TRIO ‘place’ (i.e. the bringing together of different meanings, activities and physical objects) has, indeed, planted the seeds for learner autonomy. As seen, it was the creation of a social, inspiring and meaningful TRIO place that has enabled the tutors to build a strong sense of ‘presence’ 
‘the action research course has been the best one so far… you can feel the passion that they [tutors] both have for their subject and the encouragement that they give you has been really amazing… the feedback reflects that it has been very positive and very upbeat and I just think that they like you to contribute and that they encourage you really’ Participant 3
and in doing so has supported students to move from this…

‘I am struggling a bit with this module as I am reading too many different articles and neither are giving me a better understanding of visualising action research...’ Participant 5
to become more confident and motivated learners, able to make their own decisions and to take control of their own learning…

‘It was difficult to know which entries to choose to read in the links provided after McNiff‘s, as there were so many different reports and readings to choose from… I am using McNiff as the trunk of my current learning ‘tree’ and have read through the subsequent links too, in order to gain additional knowledge on the same subject, as they seem to form the same conclusions (I can learn little ‘extras’ from each one).’ Participant 1
From these extracts we can surmise a close correlation between ‘tutor presence’ and learner autonomy (Woodward et al., 2008); we can conclude that the concept of ‘place’ (i.e. its meanings, activities and physical objects) has a positive impact on building tutor presence and learner autonomy. 
4. Conclusion
The aim of this research was to investigate the role of the online tutor in developing learner autonomy and how to transform a VLE into an effective ‘third place’.  From the data collected to date it is possible to reach some conclusions. Achieving true online dialogue in a place where learners and tutors feel trusted and valued is at the centre of a quality and engaging learning experience.  Online communication while using technology is quite a different activity to face to face interaction. It is a fast connection between systems and networks, conveying messages produced by people; messages are one-way, the receiver might not know the sender, nor his intentions or if he can be trusted.  This lack of direct two-way contact can lead to a number of problems. Historically, VLEs have been used to deliver content and although attempts have been made to increase communication and interaction primarily through the use of discussion boards, tutor presence has generally been low. Web2.0 technology in a ‘Third Place’, offers the opportunity to have a more effective presence online and thereby create a more  meaningful dialogue than where the tutor is restricted to being simply the moderator of text based discussion : for example, an exchange on chat together with communication through videos and podcasts, private dialogue through a journal and collaborative working on a wiki provides an intimacy that is missing from a VLE repository with learning objects or other resources. 
With a high tutor presence in a dialogic ‘third place’, students can thrive in their learning, and in contrast to the more traditional delivery model, learner autonomy is fostered, as the tutor slowly releases control and hands it over to the learner. Using the new, more democratic web 2.0 tools in learning, it is possible to create a meaningful place where people feel at home, trusted, valued as human beings. ‘Learner motivation is higher if the learner is in charge and has a certain level of control over her own learning, rather than the institution, as apart from control over the content the learner would also be in charge of the purpose of the learning and of the process itself’ (Arina, cited in Kop, 2007, p.198). Adult learners make choices about the level of control imposed by others, and it is clear that in the Internet age with an ocean of information at every ones’ fingertips, the more independent the learners are, the better they will be able to negotiate and validate this mass of information.
Our research is showing that by investing in a high tutor presence within an engaging learning place, through the use of video, chat and personal dialogue in the journal a stimulating context is created that helps learners take control over their own learning. 
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