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Abstract 

It is often found that distributed learning teams are confronted by several difficulties during the process of knowledge 
construction. When compared to face-to-face contexts, learners and their teams are offered a higher degree of flexibility in the 
context of distance learning.. When engaged in Computer Supported Collaborative eLearning (CSCeL), students must also face 
Computer Mediated Communication (CMC) difficulties and time flexibility challenges. Within this context, we consider it to be 
essential that the members of the group develop the correct level of interpersonal knowledge about one another so as to help them 
develop the feeling that they belong and are part of a team. Given that in Computer Learning Environments (CLE), the contextual 
cues available in Face-to-Face (F2F) contexts are not available to students, certain tools such as Group Awareness widgets 
(GAw) have been developed to help compensate for the short comings of the CLE and thus enhance the Group Awareness in the 
distributed learning teams. In this paper we describe the design principles of the GAw EuroCAT, which aims to support the 
Group Awareness development process in Computer Supported Collaborative Learning activities developed in a virtual campus.  
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1. Introduction 

Distributed learning teams may be confronted by several difficulties during knowledge construction (Kreijns, 
Kirschner & Jochems, 2003). For example in onsite and online settings, distance learners require a higher level of 
self-regulation (Monereo, 2005) and co-regulation within the context of their virtual teams. Compared to face-to-
face contexts, distance learning contexts offers learners and their teams a great deal of flexibility.. Firstly, distance 
students are not limited by time and space constraints as they have no classes that they must physically attend. This 
results in a freer regulation of their academic activity, so as to best suit their needs.. Flexibility is one of the major 
reasons evoked by students when asked to explain why they chose -Cereijo, 2006; Sullivan, 
2001). Secondly, distance learners usually encounter less external regulation from teachers compared to face-to-face 
students, therefore distance students must find help and support on their own (Aleven, Stahl, Schworm, Fischer & 
Wallace, 2003). On the other hand, to successfully complete a collaborative activity in this context, students are 
required to coordinate teammates and thus to self and co-regulate. Indeed, without external regulation, students have 
to co-regulate themselves to realize the academic activity. Alongside the fact that distance learners often have work 
and family constraints (Pallof & Pratt, 2003), the high need for internal regulation with the addition of the collective 
dimension can lead to several difficulties for e-learners. When engaged in Computer Supported Collaborative 
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eLearning (CSCeL) students are also confronted by Computer Mediated Communication (CMC) difficulties and 
time flexibility challenges, which in the case of international learning teams located in different time zones, can be 
one of the greatest challenges for the team members.  

Within this context, we consider it to be essential that the members of the group develop the correct level of 
interpersonal knowledge about one another so as to help them to develop the feeling that they belong and are part of 
a team. In the Computer Learning Environments (CLE), the contextual cues available in F2F contexts are not 
available to students. Group Awareness widgets (GAw) are meant to compensate for this lack of contextual cues and 
enhance the Group Awareness in the distributed learning teams. The aim of this paper is to introduce the design 
process and methodological framework of the Collaboration Awareness Tool EuroCAT, which has been developed 
within the research project Euro-CAT-CSCL under the FP7 Marie Curie IAPP scheme. This project aims to design 
and develop a Collaboration Awareness Tool (CAT) so as to tackle the challenges of distributed collaborative 
learning. Thus, the project aims to advance in the study of communication, coordination, and knowledge 
convergence difficulties in order to design a group awareness tool to support the learners in overcoming these 
difficulties and therefore learn more efficiently. As a result, Euro-CAT-CSCL aims to advance research knowledge 
in CSCL by the Collaboration Awareness Tool (Euro-CAT). The project includ

, and in this 
presentation we will introduce the theoretical and methodological framework of the Euro-CAT prototype. 

2. Group Awareness in Distributed Learning Teams  

Awareness is the understanding of the activities of others, which thus provides a context for own activity 
(Dourish & Bly, 1992). Group awareness is essential for collaboration as it allows peers to understand their team-

s and therefore coordinate their own tasks within the group activities. The lack of co-presence, 
visibility, audibility, and sequence is a challenge specific to distance learning situations (Engelmann, Dehler, 
Bodemer, & Buder, 2009). The students working on a virtual team may have difficulties developing their knowledge 
about the members of their team (Bodemer & Dehler, 2011; Janssen, Erkens, & Kirschner, 2011), in regards to both 

ies and their behavior within the group.  
In order to counterbalance this lack of information, some researchers have developed Group Awareness widgets 

(GAw) aiming to compensate for the shortage of contextual cues in Computer Mediated Communication. 
Researchers have observed the diverse effects of the GAw in different studies, such as, Phielix, Prins and Kirschner 
(2010) who observed a higher satisfaction in groups using a reflective peer feedback tool aiming to increase the 
knowledge awareness of the group. Other examples include Kimmerle and Cress (2008) who observed  students 
who used the GAw as a self-presentation tool, or Buder and Bodemer (2008) who observed the effects of the use of 
a GAw that assisted in making the contributions of the students more salient, specially for those contributing less. A 
common tendency in the effects of the GAw is the enhancement of the  perception of their 
which we can associate to a development in  group awareness.  

3. The EuroCAT Collaboration Awareness Tool    

The aim of the Group Awareness Widget (GAw) EuroCAT is twofold. From the 
to provide both temporal and knowledge awareness cues to students so as  to facilitate the organization and progress 
of their distance collaborative learning activity. Whereas from the teachers /tutors  and researchers  perspective, the 
EuroCAT aims to support the self evaluation and peer evaluation processes and collect information about the 
individual characteristics of the students. EuroCAT is composed of eight pages which can be activated 
independently at any time throughout the duration of the activity depending on the researcher s/tutor s intentions 
(for complete information about the tool, please consult the specific report describing EuroCAT variables).  
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3.1. The Student Profile 

The first page, which is titled , gathers questions relative to demographic data of the students (such 
as age, gender, number and age of children, city, GMT, professional activity). This page has two purposes: one 
linked to research, and the other practical. For research purposes, this page enables the collection of information for 
controlled variables. Whereas at the practical level, this page enables students to share some information about their 
private life (students choose which information they make available to their teammates). For example, students can 
share their professional activity or number of children whish can help teammates in evaluating the time (s)he can 
spend on the academic activity. 

3.2. The Quantity and Quality of Students Time 

The second page of the EuroCAT enables students to specify the moments of the day and the conditions under 
which they consider they have time (of quality), for learning. The purpose of this page is only for research  and has 
been designed to better understand the notion of time use patterns (Romero, 2010) and quality time in learning 
activities (Romero & Barbera, 2011). It is composed of the same timelines (one for a typical week day and one for a 
typical weekend day), as seen on page 3 described below, but here students are asked  to evaluate the level of quality 
of their time at each hour of the day (low, medium or high). They are also asked to briefly describe what they 
consider to be quality time and identify the factors affecting their time quality among (1) being tired after work, (2) 
child care, (3) being at home, (4) noisy environment, (5) sleepiness and (6) stress on 6 separate 7-point scales. 

3.3. Student Time Use on Week days and Weekends  

The third page of the EuroCAT enables students to describe how they spend a usual week day and weekend day 
(including, professional activity, academic work, rest times and social activities).  

 

-end days 

3.4. The Group Timeline  

On the fourth page (see figure 2), the timelines of each teammate are gathered together in order to facilitate for 
students the organization of their academic time-on-task. For example, teammates can organize synchronous work 
or make rotations to work on the academic task. 
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Figure 2. The Group Timeline.   

3.5. Student Task Progression 

The fifth page is the progression page which enables students to see his/her own progression regarding the task, 
as well as those of his/her teammates.  On their timeline, students can specify on which part of the task they plan to 
work on at each moment throughout the duration of the activity. The progression page presents this information by 
giving, for each part of the task (chosen by the teacher), the ratio between planned time and actual time spent on 
each part of the task at the moment the student consults the page. Students are also asked to evaluate their level of 
expertise on each part of the task. For example, for the task used in the context of Toulouse, students had to write a 
research report. This main task was divided into several smaller tasks such as reading articles, writing a theoretical 
draft or defining the variables used in the study which were the object of the evaluation described above. All of this 
data were  the cues for supporting knowledge group awareness. 

Figure 3. Student task progression. 
 

3.6. Peer Evaluation  

The last two pages are the peer evaluation pages. On the first page, students must evaluate their own and their 
teammates  time-on-task since the beginning of the activity, as well as information about group competencies 
(emotional support, communication, etc On the last page, students were 
asked to evaluate, on 8 separate 7-point scales, their level of knowledge regarding both themselves and each of their 
teammates on 8 key topics of the task that they were working on. The data recollected on these two page was used to 
assess temporal and knowledge group awareness. 
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Figure 4. Peer Evaluation. 

4. Expected Impact of the EuroCAT on Group Awareness and Performance 

The EuroCAT is thus designed to support temporal and knowledge group awareness by making the declarations of 
time use (on the timeline page) as well as their level of knowledge and quantity of work on the key topic of the 
CSCL activity (on the progression page) available to each. We argue that increasing the temporal and knowledge 
group awareness will facilitate collaborative learning management and participation to the collective activity and 
thus lead to higher performance in the collaborative activity.  
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