
T H E  T H E O R E T I C A L  U N D E R P I N N I N G S  

ONLINE COLLABORATION 



QUESTIONS? 

What’s the role of the  
‘more knowledgeable other’ (MKO) 
and scaffolding in successful online 

collaboration?  



VYGOTSKI: KEY CONCEPTS 

•  People are actively involved in 
their own learning; 

  
 
•  Emphasis on social contributions to 

the process of development; 

•  Much important learning occurs 
through social interaction with a  

 “more knowledgeable other” (MKO)  



COLLABORATIVE DIALOGUE 

•  The MKO may model 
behaviors and/or provide 
verbal instructions. Vygotski 
refers to this as 
collaborative dialogue. 

  
•  Schaffer (1996) gives the 

example of a young girl 
who is given her first jigsaw.  



MKO 

Although the implication is that the MKO is a teacher 
or an older adult … 

 this is not necessarily the case.   



MKO 

•  Vygotsky views 
interaction with peers 
as an effective way of 
developing skills and 
strategies.  He suggests 
that teachers use 
collaborative learning 
exercises where less 
competent students 
develop (within their 
ZPD) with help from 
more skillful peers. 



MKO 

•  In fact, the MKO need not be a person at all.  

The key to MKOs is that they must have (or be programmed 
with) more knowledge about the topic being learned than 
the learner does. 



SCAFFOLDING 

•  It’s not sufficient for the MKO to merely lecture or give the 
student the answer. Rather there needs to be a way for the 
student to “engage cognitively” with the material or skill.  

•  Scaffolding is the term widely used to describe effective 
learning support by the MKO … Effective support would need 
to include: 

 # reflective thinking  
 #social support for dialogue  
 # interaction  
 # extension of ideas  
 # feedback from peers & mentors  



SCAFFOLDING 

The nature of scaffolding in f2f classrooms was assumed to be 
asymmetric in that the teacher was regarded as the expert, and 
the student as the novice (Tharp 1993).  

… this often 
limited 

scaffolding to 
teacher-
initiated 

discourse.  



SCAFFOLDING 

•  With distance learning, which is 
primarily resource based and 
self paced, direct intervention 
and support by a teacher 24/7 
is not possible, and so the 
concept of scaffolding needs 
to be reconsidered.  

•  In addition, the social 
collaborative and 
communicative aspects of 
online learning have created 
new possibilities for redesigning 
learning support systems 
(McLoughlin & Oliver 1998b).  



SCAFFOLDING 

 
 
While the principles 
remain the same … 
 
the agency of the 
teacher in online 
contexts is different 

 
 
 
 



SCAFFOLDING 

The concept of 
scaffolding has 
expanded to include:  
1.  many alternative 

forms of support; 
2.  increased student 

responsibility;  
3.  A reduction in the 

direct intervention of 
the teacher 

 
 



SCAFFOLDING FOR COLLABORATION 

•   “ … the instructor moving from the centre of 
the learning experience to a facilitating role, 
encouraging learners to direct their own 
learning”. (Berge & Collins 1996). 

 
 
 
•  The transition to an online classroom can also 

be made more successful if attention is paid 
to the building of a learning community, 
including the establishment of flexible 
guidelines and procedures that focus on 
maximum participation and collaborative 
learning (Palloff & Pratt 2001) 
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