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Focus groups 
What is it

Focus groups is a method to gather information from small groups, generally consisting about 8-12 people about their opinion on a topic or product during a structured group interview, allowing the group members to react on each others ideas.
Function in the participatory design of learning networks

Focus groups are useful for learning networks in the early phase of gathering evidence about participants and their learning goals. The focus group can reveal the target group’s first-hand experience, attitudes and perceptions about possibility of setting up learning networks (Kuniavsky, 2007). It is obvious that the general topic for learning networks focus groups should include discussion on the purpose and features of the learning network that is going to be developed. The information gathered during the focus group can provide the design team with some indications about possible communication, role and coalitions issues. It is likely that you, as a learning network designer , discover that you need several subset of users and conduct several focus groups sessions. 
How to
Focus group organisers for LN can be a member of a potential group of participants, can be a software designer or can be both in cooperation. The focus group organisers should take care of the target audience, the scope of research and topics that are going to be investigated. Regarding the audience, it is crucial to pick the right audience. People need to feel comfortable to talk about their personal attitude, perception and experiences. They have to be assured that nobody, neither moderator nor other participants will judge or criticize their opinion. Regarding the scope and topics groups are asked the same questions in the same order and within the same context, as all topics are given enough time. It is therefore a good practice to write a guide that helps the moderator to effectively facilitates the focus groups sessions. The most important part of the guide are the questions, which have to be carefully ordered. In general , question should be ordered from the most general to the most specific ones. Furthermore questions should be non-directed, open-ended and specific. Box 1 provides more details about the formulation of questions during the focus group. 

Contextual Inquiry Interview

What is it

Contextual inquiry interviews are one on one interviews held in the authentic working context of the respondents. This means that the interviews are conducted in the user work place together with observation of ongoing work (Holtzblatt, Wendel &Wood, 2005, p.80).

Box 1 Non-directed interview guidelines

Each question should focus on the immediate experience, not extrapolation, of the person answering it. It does not suggest that you can not ask about recommendations but it should be based on the experience of the interviewee. 

Questions should be nonjudgmental. The person answering the question should not think you are expecting a specific answer. “Don’t you think that this would be better if it was available…” is an example of leading question.

Question should focus on a single topic. Try to avoid “and” and “or” in the formulations of the questions. 

Keep questions open-ended. People will be forced to select one of the given options even their view lies outside the proposed options. 

Avoid binary questions that force answers “yes/no”, or “true/false”, or “this/”that”. 

Function in the participatory design of learning networks

It is very useful to conduct a contextual inquiry interview before setting up a learning network because it allows you to investigate the environment people live and work in, what they actually do, how they communicate, how they share knowledge, and what tools they use. This information is necessary to model and facilitate the interaction in the learning network. At the same work environment more than one respondent can be interviewed.
How to conduct a contextual inquiry interview 

The structure of the inquiry is similar to the structure of any other interview, the only exception is that it is driven by the interviewee’s work rather than the questions of the interviewer. In general the following phases can be discerned: Introduction and warming up, Main observational period, follow up interview, wrap up. Box 2 provides a detailed description of each phase. 

Before starting contextual inquiry interview you need to develop scenarios in which you should explicitly define your expectation about the behaviour of the user. Keep this scenario in mind while observing and interviewing people. Any change from the expected may be used as a trigger for deeper explanations. A very important requirement is to establish good professional relationships with the interviewee. Cooper, Reimann and Cronin (2007) propose to identify the users goals first and then determine the tasks that are related to goals. Rather than having a full-day interviews with users, a short interviews (one hour) would be enough provided that at least six users representing different roles or types are interviewed. It is more effective to use small design teams (two/three designers) to conduct interviews sequentially, rather than having a large design team conducting multiple interviews in parallel. Small design teams allow designers to contact with all users directly, which makes the analysis and synthesis of data more effective. 

Role patterns

Different role patterns can be chosen while taking contextual inquiry interviews. The good practice suggests choosing one of the following relationship models: (a) master/apprentice model or (b) the partnership model. In the master/apprentice model, you are the apprentice and the interviewee is the master. You learn by observing what the master is doing. Occasionally the apprentice could ask questions to the master to explain a particular point. The master’s job is to perform an activity and explain simultaneously what s/he is doing and what is happening, keeping to details avoiding generalizations. The generalisations are for the interpretation sessions that will follow after the interview. The partnership model is an extension of the master/apprentice model where the interviewer becomes the partner of the participant in trying to extract details of his/her work. The interviewer makes some assumptions about particular features of the work that could have indications for the learning network and asks the partner (i.e., interviewee) to comment on it. 
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Box 2: Description of the phases of the contextual inquiry interview 
Introduction and warm up. This is the time for the interviewer and the interviewee to get comfortable with each other and set expectations. All nondisclosure forms are signed up at this stage. Describe the master/ apprentice model, and explain the role of both and the focus of your observation. Ask some general questions about the person, what his/her job is, what task the job consists of, etc. During this period you are looking for tasks that the user will perform for you.

Main observational period, Most of the time is spent here for the users doing particular tasks. Try to collect information about the tools they use; the sequence in which action occurs; are there other task performed simultaneously; methods of organization of information; what kind of interaction people have; workflows; collect artefacts. If needed, ask questions. 
Follow up interview. Ask in depth questions to reveal pattern of information.

Wrap up. Ask participants about the topics from their perspective. Do they want to add something, do they have questions; is there something that the interviewee would do differently. 

Furthermore it is important to stick to these roles and to avoid the following situations: interviewer/interviewee. This is not a type of interview where the interviewee answers only after prompted by your question. You want the participants work as usual and talking simultaneously. Expert/novice. You need to correctly set the participant expectations that you are there to listen and look how s/he is doing his/her work. You are not there to solve the participants’ problem at the time of the interview. Big Brother. You are not there to critic or evaluate the performance of the participants but to independently observe them. 

Affinity diagram 
What is it 

The Affinity diagram gathers large amounts of data and structures it by grouping it in agreement with the participants or respondents. 
Function in the participatory design of learning networks
The affinity diagram helps groups, or potential LN participants to bring clarity in their goals or to approach earlier defined goals from a different angle. The method incites creative thinking and motivates to break trough traditional considerations. 
How to

Affinity diagram requires a set of notes or post-its and the transcribed interviews or a videotape of the interview. Based on the observation videotape or the audiotape from the contextual inquiry interview, affinity notes can be created (about 50-100 notes from each interview). These notes are provided to a group of designers, developers and users. One group member reads aloud the text on the affinity note and puts it on a wall. The other group members search for related affinity notes from the notes they are provided with. Any related note is put under the note on the wall, if the group member all agree. If no more related notes can be found, a new note is read and the members look again for related notes. This is repeated until there are about 10 columns with two to four notes in each. Next the groups can be labelled . The label represents the content of the group. 
Group Cluster Mapping 
What is it

Group Cluster Mapping applies a structured approach to facilitate groups of stakeholders (both designers and users) to identify and arrive at a consensus about a particular issue by depicting and structuring the common understanding in thematic clusters (Kane, 2008; Quinlan, Hall, Tuzzio, McLaughlin, Wagner, Brown, &. Yabroff, 2008; Stoyanov & Kirschner, 2004; Trochim, 1989; Wopereis, Kirschner, Paas, Stoyanov, & Hendriks, 2005).
Function in the participatory design of learning networks

Group cluster mapping can be used to identify common understanding of features of the learning network. The method was used for example to define the requirements for Social Support System Learning Network (Koper ea, 2010).
How to perform group cluster mapping

The Group Cluster Mapping procedure consists of four stages: (1) generating statements in response to a trigger statement (focus prompt), (2) sorting statements, (3) rating statements, and (4) data analysis. In phase 1 participants are asked to generate as many answers as possible to one or more specific questions. This can be done in a face to face situation or by using web based tools. In phase 2 the list with answers generated in phase 1 is given back to the participants with a detailed instruction to first sort the statements into groups according to similarities. In phase 3 they are asked to rate the importance of the groups, composed in phase 2, using a 5 point scale. The data analysis in phase 4 implies using multidimensional scaling and hierarchical cluster analysis. For data analysis several statistical packages can be used , for example Concept System©. If no special software such as Concept System is available, any statistical package can do the job, but preparing the data requires some more efforts and time. Box 3 contains some tips regarding the preparation of the data by means of a similarity matrix. Finally the data analysis results in a description of several groups of particular characteristics and the importance of each of these grouped characteristics. Figure 1 depicts how clusters can be found in a diagram.
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Box 3. Tips for preparing similarity matrix for GCM data analysis
To prepare data do the following: 
1. Make a matrix with a number of columns and rows equal to the numbers of statements (e.g., 100 columns and rows if you have 100 statements 100)
2. Take the sorts of experts one by one
3. Look at groups of statements. If statements are grouped together put 1 in the cross section between the particular column and row, if not 0
4. Sum the results from this procedure for all participants. Once the matrix is ready any statistical package can perform hierarchical cluster analysis and multidimensional scaling. 
For more details: Trochim. W. An introduction to concept mapping for planning and evaluation (http://www.socialresearchmethods.net/research/epp1/epp1.htm)
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Figure 1. Example of group cluster mapping 
Personas
What is it

Personas are richly presented, highly detailed descriptions of the typical user of a product. Persona is a concept becoming widespread in the modern software engineering design and popularized by Alan Cooper, the developer of Visual Basic. Personas are composite archetypes, based on the data collected during interviews and other methods for data collections. They are aggregation of typical usage patterns across users representing a particular class or type. Personas are archetypes but not stereotypes. Stereotypes are product of designers’ biases and assumption rather than based on empirical data. 
Function in the participatory design of Learning networks

Personas is a technique that helps designers to understand whom they are designing for. Creating personas helps in making the assumptions about target audience more explicit. Introducing Persona makes the generic and sometimes vague design target of “users” who are capable of anything, to become a specific ‘person’ having specific characteristics. Traditionally user-centred design involves defining the needs of as many users as possible and collecting all of their requirements. This results in a long list of needs with no sense of priority. The lack of direction is typically translated into designs that are trying to serve all users but ends serving no user particularly well. The user becomes ‘elastic’, using the term of Alan Cooper. Every designer has his or her own understanding about who the user is what his/her needs are. The elastic user is “conveniently bending and stretching to fit the opinions and presuppositions of whoever’s talking” (Cooper, Reimann & Cronin, p. 79.) 
How to

A persona is a synthesis of elements drawn from several users who share common job roles, demographics, and user need characteristics. Information on each user is gather from interviews or questionnaires. Personas represent behaviour patterns, not only job descriptions. There is seldom one-to-one relationship between personas and job descriptions. In some cases there will be multiple personas with the same job description; in others, a single persona can represent people with a wide range of jobs. Personas must be context-specific – they should be focused on the behaviours and goals related to the specific domain of a product.
Without a little bit personality, personas can easily turn into generic users instead of precise design targets. Adding life to the persons is therefore important; they have names, likenesses, clothes, occupation, families, friends and even pets and possessions. They have age, gender, ethnicity, educational achievement, and socioeconomic status. Personas have life stories, goals, and tasks. At the same time, too much personal details may hinder design. Persona is simple in concept but not easy to construct.  Box 4 provides some guidelines for writing personas and in Box 5 an example of a persona is provided. This persona is written in the framework of the foresight study on the future of education 2020. To provide empirical data for writing personas the group cluster mapping method was used (Stoyanov, Hoogveld, & Kirschner, 2010).
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Box 4: Tips for writing personas.
· Personas explore a range of behaviour. They do not represent an average user but try to model exemplary or definitive behaviour within the identified ranges of behaviour. 
· Personas must have motivation, expressed in a number of goals that explain why the persona behave in the way it does. 
· Personas resembles scenario approach as they realistically describe work practices but in contrast to personas, scenarios lack personal engagement, identification and focus on behaviour, goals and tasks. Write first personas and then build an extended scenarios around them.

To stimulate the contribution of more people interested in a topic a special interest group can be created using social networks such as LinkedIn (see Figure 2). Experience from previous similar events suggested to apply a structured approach as each week a moderator presented a persona, (both its description and a few cartoons type episodes; see Figure 3 ) with a specific question. 
Provisional personas. When for some reasons writing personas based on empirical data are not possible, write provisional personas. Although provisional personas are not based on rigorous data they still use some data: the collective knowledge of the designers and users about who the user is. In any case provisional personas are a better option than no personas at all. Provisional personas however need to be treated with care. If you decide to use provisional personas try to bear in mind the following: label provisional personas as such; try to use as much data as possible and describe what data have been used; be aware that falling in trap of stereotypes is easy; focus on behaviour and motivation, not demographics
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Box 5. An example of a persona
When the Gymnasium just doesn’t cut it anymore

Emma is a 17-year-old girl who lives in Munich, Germany. Her parents are divorced, and she lives with her father who is a bio-engineer. She is in her last year of the local high school (Gymnasium). Her teachers see her as a highly talented student, but are a little worried about her social skills. Being an overachiever, Emma has found it difficult to connect to her fellow pupils at school. Lately, Emma has found herself disliking school, as she is bored with the lack of depth of the normal curriculum and she feels like she is being treated as a child and what the school has to offer is no longer interesting to her. 
Emma knows she wants to do something with social sciences, but doesn’t have a clear focus of this yet. In order to get a better idea of what social sciences entail, she has decided with her team of teachers to start an open course in social science research methodology provided by Stanford University’s open courseware initiative. After the first few lessons, Emma notices that her academic English is not at the level that the course requires. One of her peers in an online study group for the Stanford course points her to the OER online course in academic English from the BBC. Emma decides to follow this course after school hours to improve her English. 

After a few months, Emma, her tutor and Gymnasium teachers analyse her progress based on the output of the learning tracking tools. Together, they decide that she has reached the stage that she can take her examination, which she successfully takes at Universität Augsburg with success. This certificate can be used for Emma’ Gymnasium diploma, but also for her future studies at all universities within the Eurasian commonwealth based on the Bologna 3 Accreditation of Prior Learning (APL) treaty. 

Cognitive walkthrough and think aloud

What is it?
Cognitive walkthrough with think aloud is similar to the contextual inquiry interview. Users have to perform some tasks related to the (learning) environment prototype and they are asked to describe what they are doing. Cognitive walkthrough and think aloud procedures are used to evaluate specific features or tools in an (learning) environment or for an overall evaluation of the usability of the environment.

Function in the participatory design of learning networks

Regardless whether you use ready-made environment such as Ning to set up a learning network or go for more idiosyncratic development, you need from the very early stages of the prototype development to start series of evaluation. Cognitive walkthrough with think aloud and in combination with non-directed interview are techniques that are appropriate for this purpose.

How to perform Cognitive walkthrough
The think aloud protocols consists of four parts: (1) briefing, (2) test session, (3) debriefing, and (4) wrap up. The briefing consists of two main parts: (a) an introduction, and (b) the familiarisation with the interface. In the introduction the purpose of the study, the rights of the participants, the way the information will be collected is explained and the permission for video/audio taping and the statement of informed consent (if required) are collected. The test session consists of performing the tasks while thinking aloud. Box 6 presents an instruction for this phase: performing tasks. The debriefing is actually participating in a post-test interview. Finally the wrap up includes concluding comments, remarks, and expressing appreciation to the participants.

Box 6. Instruction guidelines that can be used in the test phase
You will be asked to perform <here the number of tasks> within this learning network, with a break in between. On the following page you will find a description of the tasks to be performed. 

Please read carefully the instruction bellow before starting performing the tasks.
When you are using the <here the functionality of the learning network>, we would like you to “think out loud”. This means we want you to tell us what you are thinking about as you use it. For example, we would like you to say what it is you are trying to do, what you are looking for and any decisions you are making. If you get stuck or feel confused, we would like to hear that too. 

Be as honest as possible. Don’t be shy, you will not hurt anyone’s feelings. Since this learning network is designed for people like you, we really want to know exactly what you think and what does and doesn’t work for you.

Our role is to communicate what you say and do to the design and development team. We will not be able to provide help or answer any questions. This is because we want to create the most realistic situation possible. Even though we will not be able to answer your questions, please ask them anyway. It is very important that we hear all your questions and comments. The most important thing to remember when you are using different functionality of the learning networks is that you are testing it — the learning network is not testing you. There is absolutely nothing that you can do wrong.
Socialstream: a participatory design approach 
In this section a socialstream is described as an example of a PD in which several of the described techniques (i.e., contextual inquiry interviews, personas and cognitive walkthrough and think aloud) are used. Socialstream is a single location allowing for people to aggregate their content and contacts from different social media. It is a capstone project of Carnegie Mellon University, sponsored by Google. The goal of the project is to develop a social network where people can access and share at one site all their social content distributed in other social networks. 
Within the project 35 contextual inquiry interviews were conducted with users aged from 21 to 75 years exploring two goals: users’ basic social networking and communication needs and finding out how a unified social network could provide benefit for all users. The second technique that was applied in the project was describing key personas, called archetypes. Figure 4 presents left some of the archetypical users identified by the project. Three of the architypes, namely, Mandy as the Matrierchat, Christina as the Communicator, and Adrian as the Addict. These are presented left in Figure 3. 

Figure 4. Examples of personas or archetypes  (left) and selected archetypes for development of scenarios (right)
A paper prototype and later a digital prototype were developed. Figure 5 shows the paper-based and the digital prototypes. They were subjects of revisions and all together included data from 23 additional studies. Cognitive walkthrough with think aloud protocol was used as evaluation method for the prototypes.
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Figure 6. Socialstream prototypes
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Figure 3. Description of a Persona as cartoon episodes





Figure 2. Setting up the Future of Education Group in Linked In
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