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Abstract

The focus of this research project is centred on the learning methodology and co-operative work in a virtual university setting in the Open University of Catalonia.

Bearing in mind that research into educational studies has been the basis of numerous innovations in praxis and contributions to the improvement of educational practices (Goetz and LeCompte, 1998), the aim of this study takes its inspiration from the description of the key elements which intervene in the development of learning methodologies and co-operative work in on-line university settings.  The description starts with current educational experiences, analysing factors which intervene in the process, and goes on with the clarification of relationships and the discovery of underlying critical processes. 

Focus, research aims and objectives

The focus of this research project is centred on the learning methodology and co-operative work in a virtual university setting in the Open University of Catalonia.

Bearing in mind that research into educational studies has been the basis of numerous innovations in praxis and contributions to the improvement of educational practices (Goetz and LeCompte, 1998), the aim of this study takes its inspiration from the description of the key elements which intervene in the development of learning methodologies and co-operative work in on-line university settings. The description starts with current educational experiences, analysing factors which intervene in the process, and goes on with the clarification of relationships and the discovery of underlying critical processes. 

Hence, with the aim of understanding and systematising learning methodology and co-operative work in formative actions in a virtual university setting, the general objective of the project is proposed:  to develop learning and co-operative work methodologies in virtual university settings based on the description of current educational experiences, analysing the factors which intervene in the process, and the clarification of relationships and the discovery of the underlying critical processes.

The research questions which encapsulate the general objective are the following:

1.  How should learning and co-operative work in a virtual setting be developed?

2.  Why work and learn in a team in a virtual setting?

Conceptual framework
The information and knowledge era and the so-called “network society” (Castells 1997) are forcing educators to rethink the educational experience at a structural as well as conceptual level.   That is to say, learning on and for the Internet forces a rethinking of the “what” and “how” of teaching and learning.  It is necessary to go back to question what the needs and requirements of today’s society are and especially to give an answer specific enough to permit the individual to participate actively and more critically and reflectively in society (Flecha 1999).

The training, overcoming barriers of space and time, should use and take advantage of Information and communication technology in the right way, and this will only be achieved by the necessary redesign of the proposed training programme methodologies (Ferraté 2003).

These methodological proposals have to be based on flexibility, interactivity and co-operative learning on the Internet, given that the fundamental characteristic of learning is that it is carried out in co-operation with others (Harasim, 1995).  “The added value in the coming years, based on information and knowledge, will be a learning environment which develops and encourages skills for collaborative thinking and learning”  (Garrison & Anderson, 2003).

The proposed learning and co-operative work methodology brings in a learning process which is more than just a compilation of facts, principles and correct procedures and introduces itself into the area of creativity, problem resolution and analysis and evaluation (skills needed in the work place in an economy based on knowledge, according to the requirements proposed by the OCDE, 2001).  The students need interpersonal communication, the opportunity to question each other, give themselves challenges and debate (Bates 1999).

The project aims to be consistent with current efforts, few and far between and still in the teething stage, to get beyond the merely theoretical stage of studies on work and learning in an online setting and to go forward to  investigating the adoption of pedagogical models based on working together on the Internet that will create new educational models and structures adjusted to the needs of today’s students.

However, the development of these new methodologies based on co-operation on the Internet do not have a single theoretical frame of reference. It is necessary to create an interdisciplinary framework which covers all the didactic experiences of collaborative work in virtual environments and a crossroads of various disciplines:  the information society (Castells 2001), educational technology (Adell 1998, Cabero 1999, Sancho 2000, McClintock 2000, Schön 1998, Harasim 1995, Hiltz 1998), adult education (Flecha 2001), educational psychology ( Vigotsky, Brown & Palincsar 1989; Cavalier, Klein & Cavalier 1995, Johnson & Johnson 1996, Verdejo 1996, Jonassen 1999, Ovejero 1990, Slavin 1990, Sharan & Sharan 1992), learning via dialogue (Habermas 2001), co-operative learning in virtual environments (Dillenbourgh (1999), Lewis (2000), Koschman (2002), Collis & Moonen (2001), Garrison & Anderson (2000), Harasim (1990, 1993, 1997), Hiltz (1996), Laurillard (1998) CSCL (Computer Support for Collaborative Learning) y la comunidad de CSCW (Computer Support for Cooperative Work), Human-computer collaborative learning. Organisational psychology project management, etc.

The construction of this theoretical framework based on various disciplines is laborious and requires working consistently in conjunction with the teaching reality so that theory and practice can evolve together.
The didactic perspective which we adopt in study of learning and collaborative work in an online setting is based on each of the disciplines.  However, in order to carry out the analysis of the development of team work in the various cases, we have focussed on the following areas of knowledge.

1. Organisational psychology project management, which has a greater systematisation of the whole project resolution process, forms the basis of the work methodology which we have adopted for the development of a team project in a virtual setting.  Burton (2001) defines “project management” as the process via which the integrated project tasks and the resources which the organisation will use to carry out the project are planned and controlled. 

2. Adult learning and in particular learning via dialogue are here understood as a learning process which grows when the student, from the interaction amongst his peer group, develops communicative negotiation skills (Habermas, 1987), participates in an exchange of meanings and experiences and maintains a critical and active participation in communicative spaces.  Via dialogue people learn communicatively and this very dialogue is what continues to consolidate learning, not on the basis of a planned process but from the student’s own curiosity and interests.  The axis of the process is the student, not the educator.  Everyone in the team will bring his or her knowledge and it is via consensus and negotiation that they will work together and construct definitions.  This perspective is the basis for task resolution.

In this way the project aims to analyse the value and validity of learning and collaborative work as a formative methodological proposal focussed and contextualised within a determinate formative action and within a formative project in a virtual learning environment.  We define a formative project as any proposal based on an explicit educational intention, with references and contents relevant to the people it is aimed at, and in accordance with them, the project is developed within a given practical organisation able to modify itself via the full involvement of those learning and those teaching, in a common exchange of action and reflection (Rué 2002).

Methodological perspective
Educational activity is complex, loaded with personal significance and subject to the influence of various components which are difficult to determine collectively.  To explain, understand and improve educational action, whether it be a consistent or an intermittent event, and choose the most appropriate method to analyse each educational event and optimally resolve the problems which arise in every specific context, is still one of the greatest challenges to the educational community.

The research context from which the project takes its cue and the research questions which arise from the various elements of the process of group work and learning in a virtual setting, indicate the qualitative assessment of case studies as methodology(Stake 1999)

This qualitative paradigm attracts those who assume that reality is found in constant movement, that knowledge is understanding and that the aims of research should be in terms of an analysis of the processes (Goetz and LeCompte, 1988)

The current research project presents a trajectory initiated in 1998 on learning and co-operative work in virtual settings.  Whilst the first research project focussed on the stages of co-operative work in virtual environments, in the current period the evolution of the research has necessitated an in depth analysis of how and why co-operative work on the Internet should be developed.  In other words, what actions are being developed to complete the academic tasks which the students give themselves and how these actions are based pedagogically.

The research team considered that to develop and analyse the methodology as indicated by the principle aim, these two questions needed to be answered:

1.  How should a process of learning and co-operative work in a virtual setting be developed?
Hence, on the basis of knowledge of the topic gained in the previous research period, a theoretical focus was set and a design for data collection and analysis was built centring on the work management process, which has to be developed by teams in a virtual setting in order to complete the task they have been given.
Research Scenarios

The criteria that the research team used to carry out the selection of the sample were the following: a) methodological proposals with various aims and activities including learning and co-operative work in a virtual setting; b) that information would be easily accessible to the research team, in other words that one of the heads of the proposal were linked to the research project.  From these criteria the following research scenarios were selected:

1. “Multimedia and Communication”:  a six month cross-discipline, introductory course for all students who are accepted in to the UOC and start a virtual learning process.  It provides students with skills and strategies for study and work in virtual settings and knowledge of some computer tools.

2. “Programme development techniques”:  a six month mandatory course in the Information Management Study Plan.  This course is centred on the study of various strategies, representation of data in a computer using a programming language and the idea of an abstract type of data.  The project which they are carrying out is on a very large scale and has to be worked on in a team. 

3. “Computer Technology applied to management”:  a one semester core course which is part of Computer Technology and Systems Studies and Economics and Business Studies.  It is based on the study of interdisciplinary cases which the students have to resolve in teams with members from both course profiles.

4. “Games with Flash”:  an optional monthly workshop from the Graduate Multimedia studies programme in which a team makes a multimedia game on the web using the Flash 5.0 programme. 
Of each of these formative actions three work groups were selected, which means a total of 12 groups analysed on the basis of the following selection parameters: a) that the teams have finished the work process; b) that the members have a high and balanced participation in the group and c) that the work dynamic is observable and is recorded.

Design, data collection and analysis 
According to Stake 1999, it is possible that a certain period of research focuses more deeply on analysis than any other item, but analysis cannot be considered separate from the permanent efforts to give meaning to the facts.

Therefore, on the basis of the methodological character of the study and its conceptual focus, in the following we explain the sources from which we have extracted the data, the methods used and the instruments created to collect and analyse the information.

Sources: Key Informants, Academic Documents, Virtual Spaces, Conceptual Focus Documentation

Methods:

1-  Semi-structured interviews with the key informants: students, advisor and professor.

2- Collection and analysis of all the documentation given to students on group work:  Work plan, theoretical document, practical organisation guide, help material, etc.

3- Observation:  Messages from the professor’s board, files from the teams’ work areas on the task carried out, information from the web pages created by the students.

Instruments:

1- Document of parameters to interview the advisor

2- Document of parameters to interview the student

3- Document of parameters to interview the professor

4- Category register for the observation of the virtual spaces on the management of the process and task resolution.

The analysis process consisted of the methodological triangulation (Stake 1999) of data. This process is characterised by its continuous evolution, dynamism and interrelation between the collection and analysis sources and the analysis sessions between members of the research team.

Analysis of: How the group work is proposed in each one of the scenarios.  What is the methodological proposal drawn up in each academic scenario, Why is it chosen, on the basis of those involved in the setting up process and/or in the design and implementation of the team work in each group and subject.

The fact that the analysis was done jointly, analysing the phenomena involved in the process, clarifying relations and discovering the underlying critical processes, permitted us to extract and illuminate those key elements which intervene in a co-operative work process in an online setting, in both the proposal and development, in an amalgam of evidence which affects both phases at the same time.

Discussion:  Results and analysis
The research process carried out on the basis of case studies, permits us to expound certain relevant aspects of learning and team work in a virtual environment in the context of the formative university actions analysed.

The virtual setting acts as an anonymous source of information on the whole process of work and co-operative learning which the student is engaged in.  As educators, as soon as we have the opportunity to know all the elements which constitute the mechanism of this process we can involve ourselves in each piece to achieve the desired result, or, in other words, the result which squares with the objectives and aims that the educational action originally intended.

Throughout this project we have been able to observe closely and systematise the complexity of the scenarios in which the methodological proposal for learning and co-operative work in a virtual setting (a term coined by members of the research team, see Guitert and Giménez, 1999) has been developed.
To give an answer to these basic research questions has meant discovering the complexity and the contextuality of our object of study.

We present below the principle results obtained and the conclusions and assessments which we have been able to issue based on those results:

Development analysis:  facts about and characteristics of the formative actions by which students learn and work in a team in a virtual setting

The analysis of the development of the team work was carried out on the basis of 12 teams selected from 4 academic scenarios.

In accordance with the design set out for the data collection and analysis process, it is suggested that the development of a team project involves articulating and harmonising three essential features or aspects(Pereña 1999):

1. 
Technical dimension of the proposed task and the nature of the operation set out.  To develop the task at hand it is necessary to apply the specific technical know how required.

2. Management dimension or variable:  acts as a catalyst which allows all the elements intervening in the project to behave and act correctly.  The management is a special factor which integrates and harmonises the use of the different resources and this variable is decisive and conditions the result which these resources can produce.

3. Social or human dimension:  although it is not so obvious and often is not thought about, this dimension is always present and can condition the success or failure of the operation, given that the development of a team project involves a complex framework of personal relationships, where many different points of view and interests are at play.

It should be pointed out that the sociological, human dimension which is directed towards the establishment of links at the social level between the members of the group etc, did not form part of our study objective in this project, as we did not want to digress to far from the focus of the analysis.  However, we are not overlooking it and can identify it as part of the experience,

The research process carried out has revealed to us that, in a virtual setting the management variable acquires a very significant weight or value in relation to the other elements which intervene in the development of the project.  Given that the process is carried out mainly asynchronically, this means that all the elements which intervene in the process must be managed and dealt with correctly.  If not, the risk is that the students dedicate too much time to organisation to the detriment of the time that they should dedicate to the completion of the proposed academic activity.

This is evidenced by the following figures:  in the 12 teams analysed, the percentage of messages exchanged that make reference to management aspects of the project constitute 50.4 of the 100% of the messages analysed.  41.1% were dedicated to the preparation of the task at hand, and 8.4% represented content linked to the social relationship between the members, above all in the first year subject, Multimedia and Communication, the social links acquire much more relevance.

In this context,  we continue to present firstly how the various management actions have influenced and intervened in the development of the team work analysed.

3.1. Management of a team work process in a virtual university setting

All the actions which the students have carried out as part of the management of the team project in a virtual setting have been grouped together in 3 blocks: 

- Organisation and Preparation of the project:  planning, distribution of tasks and responsibilities, initial agreements

- Monitoring and closure of the project 

- Using the tools and spaces

3.1.1.Organisation and Preparation of the project:  planning, distribution of tasks and responsibilities and initial agreements 

Analysing the various methodological proposals and the different groups on the basis of the established categorisation, we can see that in this initial phase we can group together the following activities:  Planning; Identification and distribution of tasks; Decision making process; Initial agreements and information exchange; Timing and conflict management.

All of these activities are carried out by the students in the initial preliminary stage.  In any group work this organisational, preparation phase of the project has a relevant importance as expressed by Pereña (1996).  The characteristics of a project necessitate a phase or a series of preliminary stages dedicated to the preparation itself, phases which have great significance to the good working of the project and these phases should be specially cared for.  “It is no exaggeration to say that the success or failure of the project is central in these preparative phases which some people tend to underestimate, as they are anxious to see the result too soon.” 
The cases analysed have made us see that in asynchronous group work this stage is the most important.  This means that at the time of carrying out the didactic proposal which includes teamwork in a virtual setting, we should be aware of the importance of the preparation and organisation and find tools for these stages.

In this initial phase, the activities to be carried out are:

Planning and timing:  It stands out that in order to be able to plan and time the work correctly, it is important that the students have a view of all the activities to be carried out (PACs, stages, etc.) in each project.  Hence, students should be aware of all of the activities from the beginning and know where they have to get to. 

This permits them to organise the activities in the time allotted and predict how the work will develop throughout the given time frame.  In some subjects the proposal includes a timeframe, in which the students can plan how to develop the work bearing in mind the personal availability of each one of the members and how to fit it all together in the team.

Task distribution:  once they know the activities to be carried out and have planned how to do so, the students distribute the tasks that make up the project and the responsibilities amongst themselves.  In some of the experiments analysed the students distributed responsibilities such as co-ordinator of a specific section, secretary, person in charge of contacting the professor, etc. 

In one of the cases analysed, the proposal offered to the student was closed as regards the timing and task distribution as the time was limited to one month.  The educational proposal already laid out how the work should be structured in the time and what the principle tasks to distribute amongst the team members were.  In this case, the students had no say in this element, as it was an integral part of the project itself and they just had to execute it.

Agreements: we can differentiate three possibilities regarding this factor on the basis of the experiments studied:

1. In the academic proposal it is set out or recommended to the students that they can make initial agreements 

2. In the academic proposal the students are given a specific proposal to apply

3. In the academic proposal there is no mention of this factor

In those experiments in which the academic proposal suggested making agreements, the teams at the start established a series of agreements or internal rules and regulations in which working rules and criteria to be accomplished by all the members of the team were agreed to.  In the majority of the teams, the agreements were in reference to:

-communication and exchange of information:  the frequency of the connection of each member, answering time, waiting time of colleagues

- decision making method:  how to make the decisions: majority, consensus, via a co-ordinator, via synchronous ad hoc meetings, etc.

- the task to be carried out:  how to carry out the monitoring of the project, how to divide it up, how to let everyone know in a systematic way how things are progressing

- use of virtual spaces:  where to leave the work being carried out, who would update and organise each space etc.

- prevention of conflicts:  what to do if one member is not connected, what to do if one member gives up, how to deal with conflicts, etc.

In the majority of the proposals we have seen that the initial agreements or internal regulations were laid out and the students put them in to practice.  A student commented on this:

“…As for initial agreements, you soon see that they are essential and if you don’t have them from the beginning you’ll need them later because they are necessary to regulate the process.  At the beginning, when they tell you to make  agreements it sounds like double Dutch and if you make these agreements just for the sake of making them, mechanically, you realise that they’re not getting you anywhere.  On the other hand, if you do them conscientiously, they salvage the whole process.”

What is more, there is also evidence that making group decisions in the beginning about these aspects makes the work progress as normal, in an ordered fashion.

“… At the beginning there is disorganisation and chaos, and what happens?  Well, you get down to trying to tidy up and organise everything for two or three weeks.  Once you’ve got it all organised and the work’s been shared out, then you can forge ahead…”

In one of the highlighted subjects, an introductory subject which introduces the students to the virtual setting, all of these actions were set as an assessable activity to be carried out and handed in to the assessor, given that the educator considered it essential to the execution of the project.

In this same subject, the initial agreements had a double aim.  As well as organising the work process to come and establishing the basic functions among members of the team, the fact of taking these decisions in a virtual and asynchronic way was also a valuable part of the learning process.  It helped the students to thereafter be able to take more complex decisions, and to encourage a skill in order to later put it in to practice throughout the project’s progression.

In those proposals in which the preparation and initial organisation was explicitly examined and activities were proposed in order to carry it out, the students did the work in a much more agile way and did not consider doing the task as a team as an extra work load

All in all in, team work in a virtual setting, this initial preparation and organisation phase helps the subsequent project dynamic.  Hence we have seen that it is important that in the various teaching proposals this aspect is examined at the beginning of the team work process.  In the absence of this phase, in those subjects in which the methodology has not been thought of as part of the process and students have proceeded directly to the project itself, the need for some clear patterns from the beginning for the students to follow has been noted.

In those cases lacking in initial preparation we have seen that the team energy has been more channelled to the management of the process than to the contents, given that these aspects were perceived throughout the project and caused conflictive situations which slowed the team down and held up the work.

In one of the experiments it was observed that although the organisation and initial preparation of the project was not laid out in the teaching proposal the students showed the need to get the project organised from the beginning and had to manage by doing it quickly and not systematically, which made the completion of the project more difficult.

Hence, the time dedicated at the beginning and the importance which is given to this stage within the work process is determined by the teaching proposal, depending on whether it is explicitly thought through and whether it is assessed.

3.1.2. Monitoring and closure of the project
According to Germel (1999) checks are an aid consisting of examining a situation in order to highlight deviations from a given reference point, with a view to knowing where to apply corrective action.  Controls are not to be applied only at the end but are a permanent process in the life of the project.

On the basis of the cases analysed, we can identify two levels of monitoring or control and closure in the development of a team work project in an academic context:

Firstly, the monitoring of the students in the team and the monitoring carried out by the educator.  In this case the monitoring was found to be linked to the process of continual assessment which is carried out in the UOC.

Secondly, the closure which is carried out in the team by the advisor and the students.  In this aspect, the actions which the educator carries out are also linked to the assessment, but in this case only at the end.

The teams developed mechanisms which allowed them to carry out a test of the process which they were following, from the following triple perspective:

· Monitoring the timings

· Monitoring the results of the project

· Monitoring the team work process in the majority of cases in relation to a normative established at the beginning

In those subjects in which the team work is evaluated from the proposal on, the external monitoring which is carried out is linked to the continuous assessment approach set out.

In one of the subjects analysed, we see that the handing in of each of the continually assessed assignments means that the advisor then gives feedback to the group’s space regarding firstly the result of the activity and secondly the group work process.  On the basis of this evaluation, the students should give a consensual response within the group itself about its progress.
The students, for their part, also dedicate a large proportion of their messages sent to the group debate to the control and monitoring of the task entrusted to them.  These messages let all the members of the group know how the work is getting on.  The students consider it important to monitor the rhythm of the group beyond the assessment process and hence in one of the groups the students themselves proposed a synchronous control meeting. 

On the basis of the cases analysed, it stands out that if there is a planning proposal and explicit organisation in a subject, it is later more easy to be able to carry out internal monitoring by the members of the team and evaluate how the project is progressing in the light of the initial plan.  One of the aspects observed in some of the teams which contributed positively to the monitoring by the students as well as the educator, is the fact that the planning and the initial agreements were written down.  In these cases, this documentation acted as an instrument to review how the work and the team were progressing in the light of what had been agreed and forecast at the beginning.

What’s more, at the rate at which the project progresses and is faced with the new needs of the group which arise, the planning and management of the group can be continuously reorganised and structured.  The organisation and monitoring of the group work has varied depending on factors such as:  the experience of the group members in working virtually in a group, the predisposition of the members, the knowledge they have of the subject’s contents, the evolution of the work,…Moreover, this has varied throughout the semester depending on the experiences which have been had, new needs, etc.
In those subjects where the teaching proposal itself sets up a monitoring and control system, this has allowed higher quality work to be developed and helped the students to acquire skills which allowed them to improve their work during the process and not have to wait until the end for a revision.  It has to be pointed out that in those cases in which monitoring was not set out in the proposal, the students would either get lost and confused or would themselves give the project a system to control and monitor the work process, and/or they looked for an alternative, amongst which were periodical meetings, individual internal reports on how they felt that the group and the work were progressing, etc.  In some teams, the members thought about the process once they had handed in one part of the project, one activity, etc.  One student who had not had a planning proposal along with the teaching proposal commented that “ we lost work because we didn’t know how to work correctly, because we didn’t know how to conduct continual monitoring of the work which we were carrying out.  When a problem came up we tried to find a solution and that’s no way to carry out a project.”
With reference to closure and evaluation, in some of the cases analysed we have been able to observe that there can be a “double” closure of a team project:  There is the closure achieved with the presentation of the completed product in the classroom and at the same time there is a group closure, with a personal self evaluation from each student to their professor and a final group evaluation.  The closure of the team’s project maintains a direct relation to the final assessment which may or may not be connected to the process followed.  That is to say that in those cases which were monitored, the closure of the project is set up with the process followed and the continuous assessment in mind.  On the other hand, in some of the cases analysed, the closure of the project is only linked to the final grade obtained from the result of the project, without considering the team work process.

In one subject they  set up the following system which takes in to account the closure of the group work and the closure of the group classroom:  once the activities were handed in the students were asked to explain their work in a common space of the classroom so that everyone could compare work.  It was proposed that they make an individual and a group self assessment.  It was also highlighted that in one of the subjects, the final result was presented in an external webpage which could be viewed.

The monitoring as well as the closure of a team work project in a virtual academic setting is very closely linked to the evaluation model set up in the framework of the team work methodological proposal.  Hence, it constitutes an important element for the students in their work process which should allow them to focus more or less on the process and learn more from it.

It has been shown that in those cases where a system of final assessment capable of integrating and considering all the elements over the team work process has been set up, with a self evaluation and a final evaluation, the students were able to evaluate and be aware of the learning process being carried out.

In conclusion we list some of the instruments and tools which were used in the different subjects to monitor the project.

Monitoring:  Qualitative evaluation by the advisor in each activity in relation to the work process and the task, analysing the planning and the initial agreements which make the group itself re-direct the process and Quantitative evaluation by the advisor on the basis of the Report from the co-ordinator, Synchronous meetings, Participation, debates and Students’ interest.

Closure:  Individual self assessment, Consensual group self assessment, Final report.

Final Assessments

Concluding from the analysis above, we assess that when making a methodological proposal which includes learning and co-operative work in a virtual setting, the educator should consider certain aspects that condition in an important way the coherence and integrity of this proposal.

The analysis carried out in this project has made it clear to us that learning and co-operative work in a virtual setting, can occur in university level formative actions from different perspectives and it can play very different roles.  It could be considered as a methodology from a didactic or organisational plan of the activity, or as a pedagogical option which the educator takes before the start of the teaching-learning process.
Process management: in a virtual setting all the elements which make up the management of a team work process acquire much more importance and significance, given that everything must be agreed to together by the majority from the beginning. The place occupied by learning and co-operative work should be decided on the basis of the final objective.  From this, it can be decided whether the whole management process should be given to the students in the form of an oriented proposal, or whether it should be left open for students to organise themselves. In the same way, the time dedicated to correspondence about managing the process should be appropriate.  The elements which make up the management of a teamwork process in a virtual setting, on the basis of the cases analysed, are the following: 

a. Organisation and Preparation of the project comprising the following actions: planning, timing, task distribution and initial agreements.  These aspects, defined and specified in the previous section, should be decided on by the educator in the proposal itself or left to the students to do on their own initiative.  They are aspects which cannot be overlooked in a teamwork exercise, given that they will have important repercussions over the development of the task.  If they are duly worked out and forecast in the beginning, the project will go ahead in a more systematic and organised way.  In their absence the students must continually take these decisions throughout the work period which could hold up the project.

Monitoring and closure:   in the cases analysed we have verified that there is a need to monitor the project from the point of view of the educator as much as the student.  The work itself should be monitored, and also the team work process.  This monitoring process should be coherent with the assessment proposal initially laid out to the student in the teaching proposal.  In the same way, the closure of the whole project is important, not only the work done which culminates in the handing in of the project to the educator at the end, but it is also advisable that the team and the students can get closure on the whole trajectory and that they themselves can evaluate their work.  This encourages them to be aware of the learning process so that in future co-operative work situations they can rectify those aspects which interfered negatively with the process.
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