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Abstract

In recent years several educators have organized opurses where participants reflect on
their personal blogs. With a large number of pgréints it becomes a challenge to follow all
the course discussions. In this paper we presentEttuFeedr system that is specifically
designed for following and supporting student ati&s in blog-based courses.
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Introduction

The open education movement has been largely fdaus¢he openly available educational
content. This work has resulted in several Opens§®iare initiatives and open educational
resource repositories. However, learning is a $pcacess and open content is not the only way to
change the educational system towards openneaddition to open content we need open learning
environments and teaching practices.

In recent years several educators have made theises available with an open enroliment.
One of the first examples was Introduction to Ofelucation course that was organized by David
Wiley in fall 2007 (OpenContent Wiki, 2007). Coursgllabus and weekly assignments were
published on a wiki page. The participants wereeetgd to write blog posts based on the weekly
readings and assignments. Anybody was able totf@ncourse simply by editing the course wiki
and adding their name and blog address. This coweseived positive feedback from the
participants (Fini et al, 2008) and acted as a mimiddater open courses.

In spring term 2008 the author of this paper was-facilitator on a similar course in University of
Art and Design Helsinki. On that course the faaitits used a course blog in addition to wiki pages
in Wikiversity (Leinonen et al, 2009). Wiki servad a course outline while more detailed
guidelines about weekly assignments were postéitetoourse blog. Following all the participants
and managing the learning environment was quitea#lenge since more than 70 people signed up
for the course. Simple tasks like setting up a tdb@gnd subscribing the RSS feeds required aflot o
manual work. Also the participants found it comatid to follow a large number of blogs. In later
courses the author has used online feed readgrd@geflakes, Netvibes) to create shared pages
that contain blog posts and comments from all pigdint blogs. However, these solutions do not
scale well with a large number of participants.

A number of people who enroll to the course maygrapidly if the course receives attention in
the blogosphere. One of the most well known openrsas, Connectivism and Connective
Knowledge 2008, attracted about 2200 participadtsanes, 2010). The participants of the course
started to call the course massive open onlineseo{MOOC) (Siemens, 2008).

In this paper we present the EduFeedr system shapécifically designed for following and
supporting student activities in blog-based courdeduFeedr, 2010). This article will start by
presenting the challenges that we are facing wiggnegating course activities from learner blogs.
The paper will continue by outlining some of théated works. The fourth section is about the
design methodology that was used in the projecte Tifth section describes the current
implementation of EduFeedr. Finally we will discub® planned evaluation of the system and
future work.
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1. Design challenges

There are several aspects that make it difficulbiow student activities in massive open online
courses. The number of participants is not onlgdasut it is also constantly changing. People
continue to join the course after it has startedl many participants do not complete the course.
Therefore it is complicated to have an up-to-disteof active participants.

It is common, that course activities take place ooy in blogs but also in other Web 2.0
environments (Twitter, Delicious, etc.). Learningsources may be also published in several
locations depending on the type of resource (ptatiens in SlideShare, videos in YouTube, etc).
This information could be aggregated if particiganave agreed on the course tag that they will use
in other systems.

Feed readers display only updates from active usera course setting it is also important to
notice, when some participants haven't posted amygtfor a while. Getting comments and feedback
may motivate them to continue with the course. éurfeed readers do not take into use the social
network data that comes from links and commentaéxn the blogs.

There is no centralized way to see all the commiratisa person has made in other blogs. It is
common that commenting other participants’ blogtpas one of the assessment criteria in the
courses where learners use blogs. Also it mightdifiécult to identify who has written the
comment, because people do not have to log in ite somments.

Finally, the information in this kind of learningnégronment may disappear quickly. We have
learned that some people make their blogs privitée they have completed the course. In order to
aggregate the blog posts they should be availalileei RSS feed. These feeds contain only most
recent blog posts. In a similar way Twitter show$yanost recent tweets when they are searched
by a hashtag.

In EduFeedr project we are trying to address tlusdlenges by developing an online feed
reader that could be used for enrolling to the sewand following the course activities that take
place in a distributed learning environment.

2. Related works

The use of technological tools in massive opementiourses has been studied by Fini (2008). He
analyzed learners’ attitudes towards the toolswhae used in the Connectivism and Connective
Knowledge 2008 course. This course had a quitasiviearning environment where Moodle,
Google Groups, Twitter and several other tools wsedl in addition to blogs. According to this
study a shared feed reader Pageflakes was corgitheréeast useful tool.

Stephen Downes has developed a gRSShopper newstetfisvare that is used in the
Connectivism and Connective Knowledge course aadtiier open courses (Downes, 2010). The
participants have to submit addresses of theirsblogl the system will aggregate all the blog posts
that contain the course tag. The facilitator wilhd out a daily newsletter that contains summaries
of selected blog posts and Twitter tweets withdberse hashtag.
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There have been attempts to add blog aggregatimstitutional learning management systems
(LMS’s). One of these is BAM that is integrated wiebfuse LMS (Jones, 2009). A newer version
named BIM is a blog aggregation module for Moodiengs, 2010).

P2PU has customized Drupal content managementnsygieprovide open courses on a
centralized platform (P2PU, 2010). However, thedurses have typically a limited number of
participants and they do not have to deal with hedsl of people in a same course.

3. Design methodology

The design process of EduFeedr is based on tharobsbased design methodology (Leinonen et
al., 2008). We have used this methodology in eapliejects (Leinonen et al. 2010) and it has
proven to be a flexible and lightweight methodolo@kie research-based design process is divided
into four iterative stages, which may take placelp#n parallel: (1) contextual inquiry, (2)
participatory design, (3) product design, and @fjveare prototype as hypothesis.

The aim of contextual inquiry phase is to define tlontext and preliminary design challenges.
In the case of EduFeedr the context is open omlingses where all participants use their personal
blogs. The design challenge is to present the ilegractivities that take place in blogs and other
Web 2.0 environments in a compendious and usareiyeway. In the contextual inquiry phase the
authors of EduFeedr organized 4 blog-based cowkese they used various online feed readers to
aggregate blog posts. The main limitations of mutrfeed readers came out during these courses.

The second phase of research-based design is wmigsdry design. Participatory design
approach emphasizes the importance of involvinghallstakeholders from the early phases of the
design process. The main method that we used $nptiise was scenario-based design (Carroll,
2000). The designers wrote six scenarios that testrhow teachers and students used an
educationally enhanced feed reader named EduFEkdse scenarios included (1) first experience
with EduFeedr, (2) posting a response to the assgh on the student blog, (3) exploring the
connections between student blogs, (4) setting aprse feeds, (5) archiving course posts and
comments, and (6) using the offline client.

These scenarios were initially presented in therOpducation course organized by Mozilla
Foundation, ccLearn and Peer 2 Peer University.eAo questions was prepared about each
scenario and it was possible to comment the saenami a wiki. Later two participatory design
sessions were organized with people who have beaching in blog-based courses. In these
sessions the participants read the scenarios andhadea structured discussion based on the
guestions about each scenario. The participanesedgwith most of the scenarios but they were
quite critical about some details. For exampleaaine out that they do not expect that most of their
students will start adding tags to their blog posts

Currently we are between the third and the fouttase of research-based design. The aim of a
product design phase is to define the use casedasid interaction with the system. Two main
methods that we have used in this phase are usdesst(Cohn, 2004) and paper prototyping
(Snyder, 2003). Each user stories describes orerée@ar requirement in two or three simple
sentences. User stories are published in the saftdavelopment environment Trac where it is
possible to discuss and revise them.
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The final phase of research-based design is sadtwestotype as hypothesis. Our hypothesis
with EduFeedr is that distributed learning envir@emts need a central component that will collect,
combine and present the learning activities thdte tgplace in learners’ personal learning
environments. Early prototypes were tested intéynading data from old courses. The first public
prototype of EduFeedr was made available in Sepe@®10.

4. Description of EduFeedr

Currently we have implemented the basic featurdsdafFeedr that include setting up the course,
enrolling to the course, aggregating blog postsa@mments, and visualizing the progress and
social network.

EduFeedr is designed so that only facilitator needser account in the system to set up the
course. Anybody can view the aggregated blog pasts comments without logging in. When
setting up the course it is important to specifg tbcation of the course blog where all the
assignments will be published.

Participants can enroll to the course by fillingaipimple form with their name, e-mail and blog
address. In the current implementation we suppdit lblogs that run on Blogger or WordPress. We
have this limitation because the system must attectl the location of the comments feed. It is
possible to specify a deadline for the enroliméter that time only the facilitator can add people
to the course.

Each course is divided into six sections: (1) ceueed, (2) course info, (3) participants, (4)
assignments, (5) progress, and (6) social netvildik. first section is a Course feed that displays 10
most recent blog posts and comments from the cdaeseFigure 1). The facilitator can hide those
posts and comments that are not related with theseo

In the participants page it is possible to seataoli participants who have enrolled to the course.
If people prefer to use their own feed reader @lofving the course they can download OPML
files that contain all the blog post feeds and th# comment feeds. The facilitator can also
download a vCard file with e-mails of all particiga. This file can be imported to the address book.
EduFeedr provides also an HTML code that contalogrbll with all the participants. This can be
copied to a widget in the blog sidebar.

In the assignments page the facilitator has toip#uwese blog posts in the course blog that
contain assignments. When participants write thesponses to the assignments their blog posts
should contain a link to the assignment in the sewlog. Based on these links we can display a
progress diagram that shows how many assignmeatpdtticipants have completed. An example
progress diagram is on Figure 2. From the progieggam it is possible to access individual blog
posts. It means that it is possible to read thessohlogs without leaving EduFeedr. Only comments
have to be written in participants’ blogs.

The last section has a social network diagramghatvs connections between the participants.
A connection is made when one links or commentshamgarticipants’ blog post. The comments
are connected with the course participants baseth@tRL that was submitted in the comment
metadata. The social network data can be also dadel in tab separated format. This can be used
in external visualization services such as ManytyeiBBM.
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Technically EduFeedr is built as a plug-in for Ekggrial networking engine. We decided to use
Elgg because we have previous experience withldteopm (Sillaots & Laanpere, 2009). EduFeedr
works as a frontend, that displays aggregated eadamta from local database. Aggregating the blog
posts and comments is handled by a separate welceseomponent named EduSuckr. We have
also used various open source libraries such apl&iie, JSViz and NuSOAP. The source code of
EduFeedr is available under the GNU General Pilitiense v2.

5. Conclusions and future work

This paper described a work that is still in pragtéNe have recently launched the public beta
version of EduFeedr. In autumn term 2010 EduFedtibevevaluated in several courses in Tallinn
University and Estonian Wikiversity. The first oobthese courses has already started. The aim of
this evaluation is to find out how learners use lEsdr and which problems occur. In addition to
these courses we are planning to organize usat@kting with a small group of users using think
aloud protocol.

Our current courses have typically only 20-30 paoéints. In the development phase we used
data from the course that started with 70 partitipaTesting EduFeedr on a truly massive open
course would be an interesting challenge.

We are going to continue the development of nevufea after fixing the found defects and
analyzing the user feedback from the first courSesne plans for future developments include (1)
aggregating recent content from various Web 2.@ices that are used in courses (Twitter,
Delicious, SlideShare, etc.), (2) providing vismation widgets that could be embedded in external
web sites and (3) archiving the course posts anthwents.
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Figures

Composing free and open online educational
resources

The course readings and the assignments in this course will
familiarize participants with the main concepts related to open
education resources and to the historical and philosophical ideas
behind them.

Blog posts

June 11, 2008

Last Post
11.06.2008 D&6:18 by Barbara Braun

So this was my course blog for a great course - what is going to
happen to it? | was struggling thinking | might take it offline as it is not
continued and cyberwaste - well | certainly won't do this now i.e. Hans
or Teemu are thinking writing about a paper.

read more

Enroliment for this course ended on
March 9, 2008.

In case of questions, please contact
the facilitator.

Comments

May 08, 2008

As | went through the OER course |
kept a check on 7 or 8 blogs of other
participants but unfortunately (for me)
this wasn't one of them! Well, now |
have found it and |'ve really enjoyed
reading your thoughts and ideas.

read more

Figure 1. Course feed displays recent blog posts an ~ d comments
Cours ed Cou ni articipan A r it Progress social network
Tood allikatega, viitamine ja viidete haldamine e-oppes
Tatjana Amerhanova -
Kristiina Baumeister
Eveliis Jeedas
Piret Joalaid -- --
Marge Korvits
Maibritt Kuuskmae --
Signe Lensment
Luule Lipp
Tiia Niggulis --
Astrid Sildnik [ |
Kailit Taliaru - ---
Evi Tarro
Figure 2. Progress page displays participants’ prog ress
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