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Preface

This preface is written jointly by Drs Gordon Joyes and Ian McGrath who
were Chen Zehang’s PhD supervisors at the University of Nottingham, UK
from 2004-2008.

We began working with Chen Zehang in early 2004 when she was chosen
as a key academic by her employer, Beijing Normal University, to work with us
as a designer of online teacher training materials on the e-China project, a
prestigious Sino-UK initiative involving leading universities and policy makers
and supported by the Higher Education Funding Council for England (HEFCE)
and the Ministry of Education (MoE) (China). Her performance in that role
was outstanding and as a result she was made a visiting lecturer at the
University of Nottingham. When, in late 2004, we obtained further funding
from HEFCE for an e-tutor training project, we encouraged Chen Zehang to
apply to become our PhD student and to work simultaneously as a research
associate for this project.

Her doctoral research is in the critical area of collaborative e-learning
design and her field work was conducted in an intercultural setting with ten
Chinese online tutors and a team of UK academics and technologists in order
to develop an understanding of the factors that affect effective e-learning design
for e-tutor training. The use of an Activity Theory framework for the analysis is
innovative and the research has made a significant contribution to the field of
e-learning and intercultural working.

During her doctoral studies she won the CHINESE GOVERNMENT AWARD
FOR OUTSTANDING SELE-FINANCED STUDENTSABROAD. By 2008 her research had
resulted in 8 major international conference presentations (2 at invited

symposia), 3 papers in refereed conference proceedings, 2 international peer



reviewed research journal papers and one co-authored book chapter. The latter
was an invited chapter, double peer-reviewed - nationally and internationally
and appears in an edited volume published by Hong Kong University Press
reporting state-of-the-art developments in e-learning in China.

Conducting intercultural research of this kind necessitates a great deal of
personal sensitivity and skill. One of the reasons why Chen Zehang was able to
elicit the kind of rich qualitative data she did from both Chinese and UK
participants in her research was that she was trusted by both groups to
represent feelings and attitudes objectively. There is no doubt in our minds that
the central role she played in brokering understanding within and across
project subgroups and teams was a major factor in the success of the project.

From our broader perspective, as her PhD supervisors, this is also an
opportune point at which to record the pleasure we had in working with her.
An ideal combination of responsive listener and self-directed doer, she
somehow managed to balance the demands of research, home institution and
family and still stay positive. Only those who have done the same will know
how difficult that can be. We wish her success in her life as an independent

academic and look forward to seeing her name on many other publications.

Dr Gordon Joyes Dr Ian McGrath
Associate Professor Visiting Associate Professor
School of Education National Institute of Education, Singapore

University of Nottingham (formerly Associate Professor, School of
Education, University of Nottingham)
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Abstract

The role of the tutor in online learning can be complex due to the wide
range of media and pedagogies that can potentially be used. As a result there is
a need for effective training materials that recognize this and the eChina-UK
e-Educator training project, funded in the UK by the Higher Education
Funding Council for England (HEFCE) and the Ministry of Education (MoE)
in China, aimed to meet this need. A Participatory Design approach was
adopted within the project and this meant involvement of writers and designers
with different backgrounds in the collaborative design of the module and the
training materials.

Little research has been conducted in educational settings to explore such
an approach and the purpose of this study was to identify factors that influence
e-learning design in the Participatory Design process. There were three types of
participants involved in this research, academic writers and technologists from
the UK and potential users of the training module from China. A range of data
collection methods were used, including questionnaires (International Profiler,
Epistemological Beliefs Questionnaire etc.), monthly reflective journals,
interviews, workshop audio recordings, meeting minutes, email exchanges. The
main sources for analysis were the first three types of data. The last three types
of data were used to triangulate critical moments identified by participants in
their reflective journals and interviews as well as to provide examples of the
actual design of materials. Comparisons between groups and activities (face-to-
face and online) using an Activity Theory framework illuminated factors
involved in working in groups and the influences of these on the pedagogic

outcomes.



The findings indicate that a complex array of interrelated cultural,
personal and technological factors influenced the Participatory Design process.
The implications for future Participatory Design projects and future research

areas and approaches are discussed.
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