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Abstract

The Learning Landscape project described hereds/kras RedGloo and has several objectives;
among others it aims to help students to makedggoontacts and join communities based on
interests and competencies. RedGloo provides asplaere students can support each other
with personal, academic and career developmentnghiasights gained from extracurricular
activities as well as their degree programmesast$hown tendencies of becoming a learning
community with several communities of practice.

1. Introduction

The current version of RedGloo [1] is developedamof the open source project Elgg [2]. It is
aimed at members of the School of Systems Engmgevithin the University of Reading. The
School includes the following disciplines: Compueience, Cybernetics, Electronic
Engineering and Information Systems. RedGloo haddtowing objectives:

» To actively engage them in the important activitgelf reflection early on in their time
at university;

* To encourage them to make friends and interact tuigir peers and to try to facilitate
mutually beneficial eRelationships;

» To participate in an online learning community ihigh they can proactively share
enthusiasm for academic, social and career reiaterests;

The Learning Landscape was developed over the sumitiea small team of developers
enhancing Elgg to meet our requirements, and &ian@up of students trialling the
functionality. RedGloo was launched in early Octod@06, to coincide with the arrival of the
new first year students (Freshers). The new stsdeate given an opportunity during their
induction week to use RedGloo. During this timeythade a number of initial posts, created
profiles and established a number of communitidterAhis initial activity some have not yet re-
visited RedGloo. However others have continuedittribute, students from other years
(undergraduate and postgraduate) have joined, alithgstaff members. The activities that take
place are analysed here.

2. Communities

The first communities created were often "test" pamities and never really developed an

existence. These included; "The first communit@ebrge Forman Appreciation Society" and
"Barbeque League", all of which where created aechaw moribund. Others were created as
links to existing web sites, for example "Readifg\, "Staff Student Liaison Committee" and



"Photography”. Other communities that were esthblisearly did thrive: ".NET", "Cake Lovers"
and "Web Comics". While as later on new communitiese added to meet a need, for example
when the first year students were set a piecemfgwork several groups created communities.

Focus groups were established to provide feedbadlegaluation on RedGloo. The focus
groups have shown that users have had problemsdeithifying what a community within
RedGloo is, and hence do not know when to use théims.is mainly due to the fact that the
functionality of a community is limited to a bla§.newer version of Elgg has implemented
forums and this might solve this problem when wgragde our server.

3. Blogs

The content of personal blogs is varied. When itts¢ year students were participating in the
induction, they blogged about their home life amel tnove to university. Later when they were
actively encouraged to use their blogs for reftagtimany showed that they did not know how to
reflect, after that when students undertook refbecton their own initiative, they showed great
insight. In general the topics blogged on were wenyed. Entries ranged from deep
technological discussion on Operating Systemsutiitgprogramming languages, to food and
drink. There are also some spin off activities thaw exist beyond RedGloo, these include
student led classes (prosumption [3] in education) a robot building group.

...The progress of the course v
a bit relentless, a practical and
tutorial submission every week

As | reread these old blogs
writing about the silly things |
didn't know, like format
specifiers, | realize how much
| have learned. | started out
having never programmed
before, and today | was

...I think the best way to deve
programming skills is to actua
do exercises, programming is
more a way of thinking, break
things down, than it is just

certainly kept my focus on
programming, to anxtent that |
sometimes resented since |
wanted to be able to focus in a
different area...

learning syntax. ...

impressing my physics lab
partner by showing him all the
cool programs that | have
written this term ...

...Seriously though, the
course has been quite cool,

... 1 found all of the course a

went to university, nor did |
imagine that | would become
addicted to the subject ...

I'd never imagined that I'd be
studying programming when |

great building block for what
going to come in the future.

could have been explained

to have gone through, like

pointers, char manipulations
and structs...

Some of the basics i thought

better, or have had more time

being a first time programmer
(unless you count visual basic
in excel in AS) I've learnt a lot,
and sometimes even had fun,
most difficult | think was
structs, and pointers were a
bit funky at first too. ...

's

Figure 1: Reflections

All first years in the School (some 200 students)raquired to take a module in Programming.
As part of the student learning experience theyevedfered the opportunity to keep a reflective
blog. Less than 10% of the class kept a regulasiatoof their progress on RedGloo. Part of the



problem encountered by the students was that tlaeyes to include the code that they had
produced as part of that week's work; howeverulas discouraged where the work was to be
submitted for credit. The system within our univigrallows students who are unwell to be
granted extensions beyond the deadline, and sdyaréflective post cannot be shared until some
two weeks after the deadline, by which time it kesd its purpose.

Towards the end of the first term a piece of wodswet for all first year Programming students.
This had a small mark (less than 1% of the workfierwhole module) this required the students
to reflect on what they had learnt in the Prograngmhodule during the first term and to make a
post or their RedGloo blog. Figure 1 shows sonthefreflective blogs that the students posted.
The quality of response was very high and much mahgable than the traditional evaluation
forms given out in class at the end of the firstntef the course.

4. L earning Community and Community of Practice

The latest development of RedGloo is that the userstarting to act like prosumers, in the
sense that they are starting to create learningnahfor each other, so RedGloo is starting to
become a learning community. Figure 2 features @kasof prosumption. The posts on the left
indicating a need for more material, and the postthe right providing it.

Some people have commented here that they
didn't quite understand some of the more
complicated features.

So here we go - I'm going to try explaining each
feature mentioned in the lecture in a little more
detail:

...Function overloading: Overloading a function
means making more than one function with the

Found this weeks practic

challenging, but not beyond my
capabilities, didn't do the Alpha
Sting, which I'm a little annoyed
at myself about, but need to dofa
bit more reading up...

same name ...
Seems the learning
curve has gone Ok, Quite a few people are managing to create #wtors by
somewnhat terribly blindly following the lecture notes rather than enstanding

steep. Went over
vectors somewhat
quickly ...

why what their writing works. This is bad!! for thgurpose,
hopefully the following should be useful for thed® want to
know why whats happening is happening.

Vectors...

Think of them as self-aware arrays in a very basigse. both
have start and end points, both have elementsrsgeat inde»
0, and both are LIFO structures. The differencesemo less
end here. ...

Figure 2: Prosumption

The prosumption shows that the users are stadiagttlike a community, where they are
helping each other in each others learning. Thigdcbe the first steps of communities of
practice (CoP). Etienne Wenger identifies that Gafnsist of a domain, a community and some



practices, i.e. the development of a shared reiperd resources: experiences, stories, tools and
ways of addressing recurring problems [4]. He fertbays that “It is the combination of these
three elements that constitutes a community oftjm&cAnd it is by developing these three
elements in parallel that one cultivates such angonity.” [5]

It is our assessment after evaluation the blogesnémd through our focus groups that the
domain and the community elements are alreadygbdine RedGloo community. The domains
are well defined by the needs and interests obtudents, e.g. a need for learning programming,
the need for baking cakes in their spare time @iiiterests in developing compilers and games.
Likewise the users are attracted to these comnagrtitbth in RedGloo but also when talking to
each other face to face, and several users hatedstaith trying to build practices in RedGloo
(see figure 3 and 4). But herein lies the probldahmes current tools supporting communities are in
the version of Elgg that is used by RedGloo meadije store and a blog, this has been
identified by our focus groups as insufficient asdone focus group member claimed: “Users
don’t know when to make a community or not!” Thiglicates that for RedGloo to become a
place with CoP’s of students there would be a rieedreating more supportive tools for
creation of practices.

I've just spent somewhere in the region of 9 hours
with Rob coding a parser for a subset of the C
language which mostly came about because quite a
few second years are doing this at the moment, Rob
had never written one himself, and | am fascinated by
compiler design...

v CIAWINDOWS\system32\cind .exe

comments, #defines and #includes
which could be done within the

overall compiling process, .... So, a
file is read in, stuff is removed, anc
fl|e iS OUtpUt Wlth jUSt the COde ~s\Desktop“CCompiler>type testfile.c

int a. b. c. tmpl, tmp2;

a = 4;

h=2;

tmpl = 4 + 23

tmp2 = a = tmpl ~/ 2;

c = {tmpl * tmp2 + h) * (tmpl*tmp2+hd;

out<cl;
H
C:\Users\philipstears\DesktopsCConpiler>hin\DebugiCConpiler.exe testfile.c

C:\Userssphilipstears\Desktop\CCompiler>testfile

...A lot of the night/morning was actually spent writing
grammars on the whiteboard as Philip needed to first
teach me compiler theory so | could write the code
that actually did the work - and in the end we ended
up doing a pretty good job of pair programming,
swapping when coffee was needed and watching
over each others shoulders as the code mounted

up....

...the mighty compiler compiler. I'll
generate some optimal code...

Figure 3: Compilers



Mmm Christmas, so much food m

made meringue last week too, itfoow commuity e

was really nice. - %

{Unknown Scope) w | |_ .
O #ifmoet CAKE R We made a sponge cake in the

- B = #define CAKE_H microwave whilst at my bosses
Hclass Cake house.
¢ It was yummy.

public:

Cake ()
~Cake ()
woid EatSlice () ;
int GetSlices ()
protected:
int i%lices:

Me and fellow housemates
decided to do some late night
cake making today. We've just [S S iy and 2 different styles of chocol:
recently made a good ol cake, which also, ain't half bad.
fashioned sponge cake with icing I'm hoping to attempt a Chocol:
sugar...and Twirls :D I'll post theg Carrot Cake in the coming
recipe later :) weeks. ..

~

Figure 4: Cake community

The tools that has been mentioned in the focuspgras lacking within RedGloo is: An index to
resources (such as student produced tutorials) sk-Are detailed profiles, forums/discussion
boards, peer review tools and wiki style collabiomat

5. Conclusion and the Future

The RedGloo project has shown that there is a fardédformal learning and community
building within the School of Systems Engineerihghe University of Reading. After several
months the project has been showing promise. Goaxtipes are currently being identified and
gathered, and has shown many functionalities tlwatiavbe preferable in the future community
building tools at the University. RedGloo has baeraluable prototyping tool for the future.

At present the project is at a crossroad in regardghat should happen next. One possibility is
to further improve the RedGloo source code andthedunctionalities that are needed, however
The University of Reading has committed to the Bbmard system [6], so there is a reluctance
to accept other learning tools. The project hasaaly bought a license to the Blackboard
Building Blocks so that some of the desired funudiities could be developed for that system,
but according to the focus groups that could be@tkby some of the community users as being
too “official” and tied in to the course decreasthg level of informal learning and community
building. Another suggestion has been to use sotegrel social networks such as facebook [7]
or liveJournal [8], the rationale behind this iattmost of the users are native Internet user and
are already users of such tools, hence the takeoufl be high. A facebook trial has been
started to see if that is a viable way for the gcgjbut early indications show that take up is
much lower than the original RedGloo service.



6. Acknowledgements

This work was supported by a fellowship from CCMEMS is an HEFCE funded CETL
(Centre of Excellence in Teaching and Learningrsiising in Career Management Skills [9].
The success of the RedGloo project is due to theribotion made by many students, ex-
students and staff of the University of Reading. &k grateful to all of them for their support.

References

1. RedGlooHTTPS//REDGLOQSSERDG.AC.UK/
Elgg,HTTP://WWW.ELGG.ORG/

Alvin Toffler (1980), THE THIRD WAVE, BANTAM BOOKS, CHAPTER4

R

Etienne Wenger et §2002), WLTIVATING COMMUNITIES OF PRACTICE, HAVARD BUSINESS
SCHOOL PRESS PP23-47

Etienne WengeHTTP://WWW.EWENGERCOM/THEORY/INDEX.HTM
BlackboardHTTP://WwWW.BLACKBOARD.COM/US/INDEX.BB
Facebook;i TTP://WWwW.FACEBOOK.COM/
LiveJournalHTTP://WWW LIVEJOURNAL.COM/

© ©® N o u

CCMS HTTP://WWW.RDG.AC.UK/CCMS

Author (s)
Dr. Shirley A. Williams, Karsten @. Lundqvist ancoP Keith D. Baker

University of Reading

School of Systems Engineering
Whiteknights

Reading

RG6 6AY

United Kingdom

shirley.williams@rdg.ac.uk
k.o.lundqgvist@rdg.ac.uk
keith.baker@rdg.ac.uk



