
ONLINE 
COLLABORATIVE 
LEARNING 
Online collaborative learning, through the use 
of virtual teams, has been shown to improve 
learning efficiency and facilitate critical 
thinking and communication skills (Tseng, Ku, 
Wang, & Sun, 2009)  
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Challenges #1 
•  There are multiple factors within a virtual team 

environment that inherently impact the collaborative 
success of virtual teams. These factors include time 
differences, mismatches in expectations, cultural 
differences, different levels of experience, and a lack of 
norms for communication (Munkvold & Zigurs, 2007).  

•  The direct result of these factors can be poor process 
structuring, lack of trust amongst teammates, and 
ineffective communication. The end result is that many 
virtual teams do not develop a shared understanding of 
what needs to be done to achieve their goal.  



Challenges #2 

•  The challenges of working in a temporary virtual team can 
include issues with trust, communication, participation, 
coordination, and effectiveness (Tarmizi et al., 2007). 

• Difficulties include poor process structuring, lack of trust 
amongst teammates, poor group cohesiveness, and 
communication difficulties (Martins, Gibson, & Maynard, 
2004).  



Challenges #3 

•   Difficulties with formalizing a structured process and 
establishing relationships in a swift-starting virtual team 
are further complicated by the varying nature of 
collaborative tasks and the inherent inability for 
communication technologies to have enough depth to 
convey emotions necessary to establish relationships 
amongst team members (Warkentin & Beranek, 1999).  



Collaboration Training Proposal 
•  The training approach proposed in this research looks to 

provide techniques for building relational links and 
structuring collaborative tasks.  

•  The development of relational links and process 
structuring within virtual teams have been shown to have 
an impact on the work processes of a collaborative 
activity.  

•  The end result from this research is a unique collaboration 
training approach for inexperienced collaboration 
practitioners.  



Relational Links #1 
•  Why is the establishment of relational links and trust important?  

•  The importance of these two factors directly relates to their 
impact on virtual team processes. Trust can increase 
confidence and security within team member relationships and 
encourage an environment in which information can be open 
and freely exchanged (Jarvenpaa, Knoll, & Leidner, 1998). The 
inability for virtual teams to freely exchange information can, 
and more than likely will, negatively impact team performance. 

•    
•  A study by Iacono & Weisband (1997) found that trust 

development in virtual teams was one of the key predictors 
toward higher performing teams. Higher performing teams were 
more efficient, able to meet deadlines on time, and were more 
socially present for each other.  



Relational Links #2 
•  Developing relational links consists of performing activities that 

relate to the wellbeing of the group and individual members. 
Relational link development fosters and maintains the 
occurrence of trust in virtual teams. 

•  In face-to-face groups the development of relational links are 
quickly and easily established through facial expressions, tone 
of voice, and other nonverbal cues. These cues can quickly 
stimulate conversation, convey meaning, and drive agendas. 
(Dittman, p.198)  

 
•  This challenge often occurs because ad-hoc and swift-starting 

groups do not have time to develop relational associations. 
Team members will also often focus on task activities at the 
expense of relational link development (Munkvold & Zigurs, 
2007).  



Relational Links #3 

•  The development of relationships and trust between team 
members is negatively correlated with sole reliance on 
computer-mediation.  

• Relational links can be developed through such steps as 
defining member roles and establishing consistent 
patterns of communication (Warkentin & Beranek, 1999).  



Work Processes #1 
•  Another conception of virtual teams, focuses more on the 

processes utilized by these teams and the impact this process 
has on collaborative success. 

•  Work processes are the structural elements utilized within 
virtual teams to complete tasks. Work processes can include 
process development and task structure (Munkvold & Zigurs, 
2007).  

  
•  Studies on work processes showed a correlative relationship to 

team performance outcomes and team member satisfaction.  

•  Due to the difficult nature of virtual teams, these teams require 
more structure to perform their work (Lurey & Raisinghani, 
2001).  



Work Processes #2 

•  Organizations recognize the benefit of facilitation, but need a method 
to improve its feasibility. Collaboration engineering was developed as 
an answer to the difficulties with professional facilitation. 

•  “Collaboration engineering is an approach to the design of reusable 
collaboration processes and technologies” (de Vreede & Briggs, 
2005, p. 1).  

•  Collaboration engineers support group processes and structure for 
reoccurring activities. Once engineers have designed a collaborative 
environment, they are no longer a part of the collaborative process. 
“In collaboration engineering the collaboration engineer designs a 
reusable and predictable collaboration process prescription for a 
recurring task, and transfers the prescription to practitioners 
[teachers] to execute without the intervention of group process pro- 
fessionals” (Kolfschoten, 2007, p. 95)  



thinkLets 
•  ThinkLets are a set of specialized and scripted patterns of 

collaboration created by collaborative engineers. 

•  “Essentially, thinkLets are packaged, repeatable, and 
transferable facilitation techniques that can be deployed to 
create predictable patterns of collaboration among a group of 
people with a shared goal …” (de Vreede, Kolfschoten, & 
Briggs, 2006).  

•  Each thinkLet supports one or more of the six general 
descriptive patterns of thinking in performing an intellectual task 
col- laboratively, namely generate, reduce, clarify, organize, 
evaluate, and build consensus (Tarmizi et al., 2007). Li  

•  Thinklets offer [teachers] building blocks to assemble a 
collaborative work practice. 



thinkLets continued 
Each thinkLet supports one or more of the six general 
descriptive patterns of thinking in performing an intellectual 
task collaboratively, namely:  

1.  generate,  
2.  reduce,  
3.  clarify,  
4.  organize,  
5.  evaluate, and  
6.  build consensus  

•  (Tarmizi et al., 2007).  



Summary 
•  The research has shown that these virtual team 

collaboration techniques, in combination with the develop- 
ment of relational links, are crucial for groups to establish 
collaborative success.  

• We argue that providing training about process structure 
and relational link development to practitioners can better 
prepare them to engage in collaborative activities in a 
structured manner.  


