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Abstract
The present study attempts to examine the effects 
of group awareness on knowledge construction and 
further surveys in what ways the different group 
awareness types support the collaboration in CSCL. 
In this quasi-experimental study, we adopted a self-
developed group awareness tool that could display 
cognitive, social and behavioral group awareness 
in an authentic semester-long class with 93 un-
dergraduates involved in. Using a mixed research 
method, we explored the effects of group awareness 
on knowledge construction by comparing the char-
acteristics and behavioral patterns of knowledge 
construction between GA (with the GA tool) and NA 
(without the GA tool) classes and further examined 
the different role of three group awareness types 
in supporting collaboration through interviews. The 
content analysis indicated that GA groups centered 
their collaboration on negotiating meaning or con-
structing new knowledge (C3) and conducted more 
higher-level knowledge construction behaviors (C4 
& C5) while in NA groups, sharing and comparing 
information (C1) appeared to be the most frequent 
behavior. The sequential analysis showed two dis-
tinctive sequential patterns, C4→C5 and C5→C4 
in GA class and C2→C4 in NA class. The interview 
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INTRODUCTION

Knowledge construction refers to a process that emphasizes developing a new knowledge 
structure by building on each other's ideas (Janssen et al., 2009). Knowledge construction 
has been recognized as a crucial collaborative process contributing to individuals' learning 
and to high-productivity collaboration (Yücel & Usluel, 2016). While previous studies have 
claimed that students moving their collaboration to CSCL environments lack the necessary 
perception of other members and the group, such as, their presence, actions, task-related 
activities. Thus, they encounter more difficulties in building knowledge in CSCL environments 
(Janssen & Bodemer, 2013). Some researchers, therefore, proposed that group awareness 
may be helpful for students to construct new knowledge (Erkens & Bodemer, 2019). In CSCL, 
group awareness refers to various information about the group and group members, such 
as their current locations, activities, knowledge, interests or feelings (Bodemer & Dehler, 
2011). Basically, there are three group awareness types being regarded crucial for effective 
collaboration, including cognitive, social and behavioral group awareness (Dehler et al., 
2011). However, there is scarce empirical study examining the effects of group awareness 
on knowledge construction. Moreover, some researchers also proposed that the three group 
awareness types are equally important for knowledge construction (Cress & Kimmerle, 
2013; Janssen et al., 2011). There is also little study exploring how the three types of group 
awareness support the knowledge construction differently. The present study attempts to 
address these issues by utilizing a self-developed group awareness tool that could visualize 
cognitive, social and behavioral group awareness. Using the quasi-experimental research 
method, we explore the effects of group awareness on knowledge construction and further 
survey their different role in supporting the collaborative process.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Knowledge construction in CSCL

Knowledge construction refers to a social and collective process in which learners exchange 
their own knowledge and build on new knowledge through interaction (Cress & Kimmerle, 
2013). There are several models explaining the process of knowledge construction (Fischer 
et al., 2002; Garrison et al., 2001; Gunawardena et al., 1997). Gunawardena et al. (1997) 
proposed that there are five levels involved in knowledge construction: (C1) sharing and 
comparing information, (C2) exploring dissonance among ideals, (C3) negotiating meaning 
or constructing new knowledge, (C4) testing and modifying the co-construction and (C5) 
summarizing or applying new knowledge. C1 and C2 are the preliminary stages in which 

revealed that students thought cognitive and social 
group awareness played a major role in supporting 
their collaboration while unexpectedly, the behavioral 
group awareness was of little use. Finally, pedagogi-
cal implications were suggested.
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students state their opinions, clarify the details, express agreement and explore the incon-
sistency (Roseli & Umar, 2015). C3 is the discussion, negotiation and formation of the new 
co-construction, which plays a vital role as a bridge connecting the lower level and higher 
level of knowledge construction (Yang et al., 2015). C4 and C5 represent the critical analy-
sis of peers' opinions and the summarization or implication of the new knowledge (Roseli 
& Umar, 2015). Gunawardena et al. (1997) indicated C3, C4 and C5 are the higher level of 
knowledge construction and also the higher form of mental functions.

Knowledge construction is conceptualized essential for both individual and collaborative 
learning in CSCL (Wendell et al., 2019). For individual learners, they could expand their 
knowledge by exchanging, comparing and synthesizing ideas in discussion (Farrokhnia 
et al., 2019). In addition, learners could also acquire general skills, such as collaborative 
skills, through sharing and negotiating ideas with peers (Engelmann et al., 2009). For collec-
tive learning, researchers revealed that the higher level behaviors and behavioral patterns 
of knowledge construction are related to the high-engagement and high-quality collabora-
tion (Yang et al., 2018). While students learning in CSCL, unlike face-to-face collaboration, 
lack necessary awareness of group members as well as the group, such as groups' social 
cohesion (Pifarré et al., 2014), learners' engagement (Janssen et al., 2011) and group mem-
bers' knowledge level (Engelmann et al., 2009), they suffer more difficulties in building new 

Practitioner notes

What is already known about this topic
•	 Successful knowledge construction is regarded essential for both individuals' 

learning and high-quality collaboration in CSCL.
•	 Since students collaborating in CSCL environments lack necessary perception of 

peers and the group, they encounter more difficulties in building new knowledge.
•	 Some researchers proposed that group awareness might be helpful for students 

constructing knowledge because it could provide necessary information about 
group members and the group needed for successful knowledge construction. 
However, there is little empirical study exploring the effects of group awareness 
on knowledge construction.

What this paper adds
•	 Reveal the positive effects of group awareness on knowledge construction by 

comparing the characteristics and behavior patterns of knowledge construction in 
GA and NA classes.

•	 Indicate the distinct role the three group awareness types play in supporting 
knowledge construction.

•	 Unpack the mechanism of cognitive and social group awareness supporting the 
knowledge construction.

Implications for practice and/or policy
•	 Provide a starting place for adopting group awareness to improve learners' knowl-

edge construction in CSCL.
•	 Based on the mechanism of group awareness, it might bring new ideas to design-

ers and teachers to develop more kinds of GA tools or to better utilize it in real 
class.

•	 Teachers and curriculum designers may need to design and implement instruc-
tional programs to guide students pay equal emphasis on self and group mem-
bers' participation.
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knowledge (Pifarré et al., 2014). Therefore, more studies of promoting learners' awareness 
about group members and the group are needed to facilitate the knowledge construction.

The possibilities of group awareness in supporting knowledge 
construction

Group awareness is defined as “consciousness and information of various aspects of the 
group and its members” (Gross et al., 2005, p. 327), such as the group members' current 
locations, activities and knowledge (Bodemer & Dehler, 2011). Previous researchers have 
unpacked that group awareness could promote equal participation (Pifarré et al., 2014), sup-
port better coordination and regulation of group activities (Janssen et al., 2011) and facilitate 
better management of the diverse group mates' knowledge for achieving collaborative task 
(Dehler et al., 2011) in CSCL. Some researchers, therefore, proposed that group awareness 
could also support the knowledge construction by providing necessary information needed 
for collaboration (Cress & Kimmerle, 2013). However, there is limited empirical study explor-
ing the effects of group awareness on knowledge construction.

Previous studies have identified three essential group awareness types for effective col-
laboration in CSCL, namely cognitive, social and behavioral group awareness (Bodemer 
& Dehler, 2011). For cognitive group awareness, it refers to the knowledge of group mem-
bers (Engelmann et al., 2009). Cognitive group awareness is needed for knowledge con-
struction because it could externalize learners' knowledge level and information processing 
while collaboratively solving problems (Cai & Gu, 2019). It could increase cognitive conflicts 
(Nickerson, 1999), prevent homogenization of ideas (Shin et al., 2018) and promote knowl-
edge exchanging among group members (Engelmann et al., 2009). Social group awareness 
refers to the presence and social functioning, such as cooperativeness of groups (Bodemer 
& Dehler, 2011). Social group awareness is also conceptualized important for knowledge 
construction because it contributes to a better collaborative learning community (Kreijns 
et al., 2013) and a better social performance (Phielix et al., 2011). Previous research has 
indicated that students are deeper engaged in community knowledge building while they 
work in a group with better social cohesion (Hod & Katz, 2020). Behavioral group awareness 
comprises various learning activities that show learners' participation (Bodemer et al., 2018). 
Behavioral group awareness is similarly important for knowledge construction because it fa-
cilitates equal participation (Janssen et al., 2011) and promotes better coordination and reg-
ulation of group activities (Pifarré et al., 2014), which all play a vital role to engage students 
into constructing new knowledge (Leeuwen et al., 2014). Given the equal significance of the 
three group awareness types, some researchers claimed that multiple group awareness 
is needed to support multifaceted aspects of knowledge construction (Cress & Kimmerle, 
2013). Nevertheless, there is scarce empirical study incorporating the three group aware-
ness types to examine their effects on knowledge construction and further explore how the 
three types of group awareness support the knowledge construction differently. Besides, 
the guidance provided by group awareness is implicit (Bodemer, 2011) and the experimental 
intervention with the group awareness in previous studies was short, such as one class or 1 
hour that may not be enough to make group awareness fully work on collaboration (Dehler 
et al., 2011).

Therefore, the current research attempts to address the abovementioned research gaps 
by adopting a self-developed tool that could display cognitive, social and behavioral group 
awareness to facilitate students' knowledge construction with an experimental period of one 
semester. This study utilizes a quasi-experimental method to address the following three 
questions:
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1.	 What are the different characteristics of students' knowledge construction between 
experimental groups (with the GA tool) and control groups (without the GA tool)?

2.	What are the differences in sequential patterns of learners' knowledge construction be-
tween experimental groups and control groups?

3.	 In what ways the three group awareness types support the knowledge construction?

METHODS

Participants and settings

This research involved 93 freshmen (approximately 19 ~ 20 years old) from the same uni-
versity and they all participated in a semester-long “Information Processing Foundation” 
course, which was a general education course to cultivate information and scientific literacy 
of undergraduates of non-computer major. Most of the participants majored in educational 
technology, biological science, mathematics or physics. They were randomly arranged 
into the experimental class (GA class) and control class (NA class). A pretest of the do-
main knowledge level was conducted to all students and the independent sample t tests 
reported there was no significant difference in prior knowledge level between the NA and 
GA classes (p = 0.82, p > 0.05). The experimental class consisted of 8 groups of 43 stu-
dents (Female = 31, Male = 12) and the control class consisted of 10 groups of 50 students 
(Female = 20, Male = 30), with 5–6 students in each group. Both classes conducted the 
collaborative discussion on the Moodle platform (Figure 1) while the experimental class 
was additionally provided a group awareness tool. Both classes were instructed by the 
same teacher and followed the same material and schedule. Neither class was informed of 
whether they were the experimental class or the control class.

F I G U R E  1   Moodle platform
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The learning analytics platform and the three types of 
group awareness

The group awareness tool used in this study is embedded in a self-developed learning ana-
lytics platform, which is seamlessly connected with Moodle's database so that we could uti-
lize natural language processing to analyze students' collaborative discourses in the Moodle 
platform in real-time (Sullivan & Keith, 2019). The learning analytics platform was initially de-
veloped for automatically providing a real-time, in-depth understanding of students' mastery 
of domain knowledge for teachers (see previous research article of our team, Zheng et al., 
2018). Afterwards, we continuedly developed the student-oriented group awareness tool, 
presenting cognitive, social and behavioral awareness information, on this platform. Thus, 
students in experimental groups (with the GA tool) needed to log in the Moodle platform to 
join collaborative discussions and meanwhile log in the learning analytics platform to obtain 
the group awareness information.

The group awareness tool could display the three types of group awareness. Cognitive 
group awareness was demonstrated by a tag cloud that revealed the high-frequent words 
mentioned in the collaborative discussions, by which students could explicitly capture the 
key points that have been discussed and its centrality. Behavioral group awareness was 
presented as the number and percentage of postings contributed by each member so that 
students could quickly perceive the participation and engagement of each learner. Social 
group awareness was illustrated by an interaction diagram that indicated interaction patterns 
(the student at the end of the arrow replied to the post of the student who started the arrow) 
and social cohesion within the group (Fincham et al., 2018), through which students could 
acknowledge the interpersonal and group's social performance (Figure 2). The tool pre-
sented group awareness in easy-to-understand graphs, allowing students to perceive the 
multiple group awareness in real-time and thus, identify their learning problems and adjust 
the collaboration timely.

Experimental procedure

The course lasted for 16 weeks and was designed for blended learning including weekly 
face-to-face lectures (sixteen times in all) and three online collaborative discussion activi-
ties, including “Computer Shopping,” “Windows System,” and “Computer Network.” Before 
the experiment, the researchers introduced the collaborative discussion activities to all stu-
dents and trained them to use the Moodle platforms. Additional guidance for using the group 
awareness tool was provided to the experimental class. Prior to each activity, the teacher 
(the first author, with more than 10  years teaching experience) provided the specified 

F I G U R E  2   Three types of group awareness
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description and requirements to students and did not intervene afterwards. Students had 
2 weeks to work collaboratively and form a final group report for each task. All groups could 
post ideas, discuss and form the final report on the Moodle platform with no time and space 
constraints within the 2 weeks. After completing the three activities, all students in GA class 
volunteered to answer the questionnaire regarding their acceptance of the GA tool. Sixteen 
students, with two randomly selected from each GA group participated in the semi-structure 
interview to further explore how the three types of group awareness support their collabora-
tion (Figure 3).

Data collection and analysis

Data for this study came from multiple sources, including logs from the Moodle platform, 
questionnaires and semi-structure interviews. The questionnaire was originally developed 
by Davis et al. (1989) and revised for this study incorporating four dimensions, such as use-
fulness, ease of use, satisfaction and willingness for future use of the GA tool (Appendix A). 

F I G U R E  3   Experimental procedure

xiaoran li
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In semi-structure interview, students were asked questions, such as their motives for using 
the tool, how they used the three types of group awareness to improve their collaboration 
and how they valued the three types of group awareness.

An integration of content analysis and lag-sequential analysis was used to analyze the 
log data and explore the different characteristics and sequential patterns of knowledge con-
struction between the GA and NA classes. There were 2325 valid logs generated in both 
classes across the three activities on Moodle. We adopted the Gunawardena et al. (1997) 
social knowledge construction coding scheme in this study, which is a widely accepted cod-
ing scheme for studying knowledge construction (Table 1). The analysis unit was thematic 
unit that may consist of several logs reflecting students' knowledge construction behaviors 
(Rourke et al., 1999). All students' logs were coded by two independent coders who received 
training of applying the coding schemes. After the two coders coded 15% of the logs, the 
Cohen's kappa coefficient was calculated and it was 0.904.

To further explore the different sequential patterns of knowledge construction between 
GA and NA classes, all the knowledge construction codes were chronologically arranged 
and imported into GSEQ 5.1, which has been widely used in many behavioral pattern stud-
ies to conduct lag sequential analysis (Su et al., 2018; Yang et al., 2015). In the sequential 
analysis, the frequency of each knowledge construction code immediately followed by an-
other was calculated into the frequency transition table. Then, the adjusted residuals table 
(Z-score table) was inferred. According to Bakeman and Gottman (1997), if the Z-value of a 
sequence is greater than 1.96, the connectivity of this sequence reaches statistical signifi-
cance (p < 0.05).

To further examine how the three group awareness types support students' knowledge 
construction, the interview transcripts were processed by thematic analysis to identify in 
students' perception, the core variables of group awareness supporting the knowledge 
construction.

RESULTS

The different characteristics of students' knowledge construction in 
GA and NA classes

Table 2 displays the frequency and distribution of each level of knowledge construction 
during the three activities. The frequency and percentage of C2 (exploring dissonance 
among ideals, 4.29, 7.75%), C3 (negotiating meaning or constructing new knowledge, 27.58, 
49.81%), C4 (testing and modifying the co-construction, 0.50, 0.90%) and C5 (summarizing 
or applying new knowledge, 2.54, 4.59%) in GA groups are higher than that in NA groups 
(1.87, 5.62%; 10.20, 30.72%; 0.13, 0.40%; 1.47, 4.42%, respectively). While for C1 (shar-
ing and comparing information), GA class (27.99%) performed much less than NA class 
(48.29%). These results indicate that GA groups demonstrated more higher-level knowl-
edge construction, as negotiating meaning or constructing new knowledge (C3), testing or 
modifying the co-construction (C4) as well as summarizing or applying new knowledge (C5) 
while conducted less low-level behavior as sharing and comparing information (C1) than 
NA groups. Mann–Whitney U-tests were used to examine the differences between the GA 
and NA classes. The results indicate there are significant differences in the distribution of 
C1 (u = 109.5, z = 4.361, p = 0.000 < 0.05), C3 (u = 111, z = 4.338, p = 0.000 < 0.05), C2 
(u = 192.5, z = 2.962, p = 0.003 < 0.05) and C4 (u = 268, z = 2.364, p = 0.018 < 0.05) while 
little differences in C5 (u = 307.5, z = 0.914, p = 0.361 > 0.05) and C6 (others, u = 336, 
z = 0.421, p = 0.674 > 0.05).

xiaoran li
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LTA B L E  1   The coding scheme for knowledge construction

Code Phase Description Example

C1 Sharing/comparing information or 
proposing similar ideas

A statement of observation or opinion; 
a statement of agreement between 
participants

Husband requires a higher configuration of computer. CPU: 
The bigger the main frequency, the better. The larger the 
R&D algebra, the better

C2 Discovery and exploration of 
dissonance or inconsistency 
among participants

Identifying areas of disagreement; asking 
and answering questions to clarify 
disagreement

I agree with you very much, but we still have some problems: 
They have limited budget as 9,000 yuan to get two 
computers.

How could we keep the balance? The need of wife is the 
basic text data processing. Is the high performance 
desktop necessary for her?

C3 Negotiation of meaning or co-
construction of knowledge

Negotiating meanings of terms and 
negotiation of the relative weight to be 
used for various agreements

Regarding the first question, the different works of wife and 
husband determine that the requirements of the two 
computers are different, the price should be more aligned 
with the husband to ensure that the needs of the two are 
met to the greatest extent

C4 Testing and modification of 
proposed synthesis or 
co-construction

Testing the proposed new knowledge 
against existing cognitive schema, 
personal experiences or another source

I just checked out a mistake that the HP Pavilion 550-171on 
Jindong is ¥ 6629. Considering mistakes… we need to 
change the plan

C5 Agreement statement(s) 
or application of newly 
constructed meaning

Summarizing agreements and metacognitive 
statements that show new knowledge 
construction

According to everyone's discussion, our current plan is: The 
wife is Asus Scitron X205TA3735 costing 1900 yuan and 
the husband is HP Pavilion 550-171cn costing 6629 yuan

C6 Others Messages irrelevant to the discussion task We need to send the question to different posts and then 
reply separately
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Moreover, in GA, class C3 (49.81%) is the most frequent behavior and accounts for al-
most half of all the knowledge construction behaviors. While in NA class C1 (48.29%) ap-
pears to be the most common knowledge construction behavior. These results indicate that 
GA groups' collaboration centered on discussing, negotiating and forming the new knowl-
edge. However, contrast to GA groups, sharing and comparing information was the most 
frequently used behavior in NA groups.

Figure 4 demonstrates the changes in each level of knowledge construction across 
the three tasks. Overall, C2, C4, C5 and C6 perform little change. While C1 constantly in-
creases in both classes as NA class (34.78%-57.46%-60.14%) enjoys a more dramatical rise 
than GA class (24.04%-27.02%-31.56%). For C3, it continually drops from 37.07%, 28.36% 
to 23.37% in NA class while enjoy an overall rise in GA class (46.15%-56.27%-48.38%). 
These results suggest that NA groups stayed progressively more in sharing and comparing 
information and less in negotiating meaning or constructing new knowledge. Contrarily, GA 
groups have continuously maintained a high proportion of discussion and a low percentage 
of sharing and comparing information.

The different sequential patterns of knowledge construction in GA and 
NA classes

The study further explores the differences between GA and NA classes by comparing their 
sequential patterns. Table 3 shows the frequency of each knowledge construction behavior 
that is immediately followed by another knowledge construction behavior (eg, in GA class, 
in row 2 column 1, the number 20 means that “C1 occurs immediately after C2,” which hap-
pened 20 times). Figure 5 presents all the behavior transitions that are statistically significant 
in Table 4 (Z-scores > 1.96, p < 0.05). There are eight behavioral sequences that are sta-
tistically significant in the GA class (C1→C1, C2→C3, C3→C3, C4→C5, C5→C4, C5→C5, 
C5→C6, C6→C1) and five in the NA class (C1→C1, C2→C3, C2→C4, C3→C3, C5→C5). 
To explore the different sequential patterns of knowledge construction between GA and NA 
classes, we compared the statistically significant behavioral sequences between the two 
classes. The results indicate that both GA and NA classes have the behavioral sequences 
as C1→C1, C2→C3, C3→C3, C5→C5 and the differences lie in C4→C5, C5→C4, C5→C6, 
C6→C1 and C2→C4.

First, the significant behavioral path C2→C4 (z = 3.71, p < 0.05) in NA class indicates that 
when an inconsistent idea was proposed by a group member, sometimes other teammates 
may revise the plan or draw a conclusion directly without a necessary response or discus-
sion on the disagreement. For example, “The assembled PC is really good, but the husband 

TA B L E  2   The frequency and distribution of each level of knowledge construction

GA class NA class
Mann–Whitney 
U-test (Z)Mean SD Percentage Mean SD Percentage

C1 15.50 7.96 27.99% 16.03 9.69 48.29% 4.361*

C2 4.29 3.93 7.75% 1.87 3.38 5.62% 2.962*

C3 27.58 19.02 49.81% 10.20 13.26 30.72% 4.338*

C4 0.50 0.82 0.90% 0.13 0.50 0.40% 2.364*

C5 2.54 1.61 4.59% 1.47 0.81 4.42% 0.914

C6 4.96 4.25 8.95% 3.50 4.49 10.54% 0.421

*p < 0.05. 

xiaoran li
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can't work at home all the time. The notebook is convenient and portable” (C2), while the 
following post is “Budget is not enough. The plan is revised as follows: Intel i7, 7700, 7700k, 
Desktop PC, price in Jingdong is 2499 yuan” (C4). It's obvious that there was a lack of ne-
gotiation and feedback on different opinions and not every piece of idea received the equal 
emphasis to contribute to the group. Another distinctive behavioral pattern is a bidirectional 
transition of modification and summarization (C4→C5 and C5→C4) in GA class. Both C4 
and C5 are higher level of knowledge construction and are hard to attain. This path reveals 
that students in GA groups were more likely to conduct higher level behavior transitions 
during collaboration and tried to build a new knowledge structure through constant modifi-
cation and summarization of it. Finally, for the sequential patterns of C5→C6 and C6→C1 
in the GA class, we find that C6 mainly incorporates the regulative behaviors. While the 
transition between the knowledge construction and regulation is not the focus of this study.

In what ways the three types of group awareness facilitate knowledge construction
Thirty-nine valid questionnaires were collected at last and the results showed the majority of 
students think highly of the tool. Approximately 75% of students agree (strongly agree and 
agree) that the tool could support group knowledge construction and 89% of students agree 
that the tool is easy to use. Nearly 95% students are satisfied with the functions of the tool 
and 74% students hope they can use it in other disciplines.

F I G U R E  4   Changes in each level of knowledge construction across the three tasks

xiaoran li
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The interview data give us further information about how the three types of group aware-
ness facilitate knowledge construction (Table 5). Overall, students thought the cognitive 
and social group awareness were useful for the collaborative discussion, but the behav-
ioral group awareness was of little use. Three themes of cognitive group awareness were 
identified as keeping the discussion focusing on the topic (student 1,3,15), externalizing the 
inconsistency and provoking cognitive conflicts or discussion (student 2,5,11) and summa-
rizing the discussion content (student 6,9,11,13,14). Two themes of social group awareness 
were classified as identifying the opinion leader (student 3) and building more interaction 
with learners having less communication with (student 6). The behavioral group awareness 
was of little use because student paid less attention than other two awareness (student 
1,2,3,5,6,7,8,10).

DISCUSSION

The purpose of this study is to examine the effects of group awareness on knowledge con-
struction with regard of the different characteristics and behavioral transitions of knowledge 
construction in GA and NA classes. Further, this study also surveys in what ways the three 
group awareness types support the process by interviews.

The results reveal some distinctive characteristics of knowledge construction between 
GA and NA classes. GA groups performed more higher-level knowledge construction be-
haviors, such as C3, C4 and C5 and less low-level knowledge construction behavior, such 
as C1. C3 was the most common knowledge construction behavior in GA groups and it 

TA B L E  3   Frequency transition table in the GA and NA classes

GA class NA class

C1 C2 C3 C4 C5 C6 C1 C2 C3 C4 C5 C6

C1 145 31 145 1 9 40 248 23 98 0 24 53

C2 20 7 63 1 6 6 19 6 24 2 1 3

C3 132 58 387 6 31 47 93 18 133 2 10 30

C4 1 0 7 0 2 2 1 0 3 0 0 0

C5 6 1 17 2 8 8 7 1 5 0 3 5

C6 48 6 43 2 5 12 58 7 26 0 5 9

F I G U R E  5   The behavioral transition diagram



  
  |  

13 
E

FFE
C

T O
F A

 G
A

 TO
O

L O
N

 K
N

O
W

LE
D

G
E

 C
O

N
S

TR
U

C
TIO

N
 IN

 
C

O
M

P
U

TE
R

 IN
 C

S
C

L

TA B L E  4   Results of sequential analysis (Z-scores) in the GA and NA classes

GA class NA class

C1 C2 C3 C4 C5 C6 C1 C2 C3 C4 C5 C6

C1 6.21* 0.39 −5.30 −1.55 −2.43 1.58 5.41* −1.04 −6.05 −1.95 0.96 0.92

C2 −1.80 −0.43 2.21* 0.06 0.58 −1.11 −1.83 1.58 2.00* 3.71* −1.04 −1.34

C3 −5.78 1.20 5.72* −0.05 0.03 −2.20 −5.70 0.25 6.58* 0.81 −1.15 −0.27

C4 −1.46 −1.02 0.53 −0.34 1.98* 0.96 −0.86 −0.51 1.88 −0.13 −0.44 −0.70

C5 −1.88 −1.35 −1.35 2.65* 4.49* 2.38* −1.22 −0.24 −0.77 −0.31 2.1* 1.92

C6 3.66* −1.14 −3.08 0.95 −0.19 0.61 1.92 0.31 −1.58 −0.72 0.04 −0.82

*Z-scores > 1.96, p < 0.05. 
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enjoyed an overall increase during the three tasks. Findings of previous studies indicated 
that the higher level of knowledge construction plays a significant role in building new knowl-
edge (Hou et al., 2008) and C3 is the vital bridge to connect the lower level and higher level 
of knowledge construction, through which learns are more likely to achieve C4 and C5 
(Yang et al., 2015). These results suggest that GA groups performed better in constructing 
new knowledge by centering their collaboration on negotiating meaning or constructing new 
knowledge (C3) and conducting more higher-level knowledge construction behaviors (C4 & 
C5). While in NA groups, C1 appeared to be the most frequent behavior, which dramatically 
increased during the three tasks and they conducted less higher level knowledge construc-
tion with a constant decrease in C3. This result confirms findings of previous studies that 
most knowledge construction stagnates at sharing and comparing information (C1) that is 
the elaboration of existing knowledge rather than building new knowledge (Hou et al., 2008; 
Yang et al., 2018). Besides, the continuous increase of C1 may lead to the conclusion of 

TA B L E  5   Themes of how three group awareness types facilitate knowledge construction

Categories Themes Examples

Cognitive (tag 
cloud)

a. Keep the discussion 
focusing on the topic

Student 1 & 15: “Tag cloud helped me to tell whether we 
missed some core concepts mentioned in discussion 
requirements. If so, I will come up with it in my 
statement.”

Student 3: “Checking the tag cloud helped me to see 
whether our discussion was off-topic.”

b. Externalize the 
inconsistency and 
provoke cognitive 
conflicts or discussion

Student 2: “Tag cloud helped me to see if other teammates 
thought of something I didn't think of. And I will go for 
this point.”

Student 11: “I found some new ideas in the tag cloud, took 
it into discussion and formed a deeper understanding.”

Student 5: “I read the tag cloud from the big and center 
words to small words to recall my answers to the 
questions. I found something I didn't think. I went for 
the Internet to obtain related knowledge to enrich my 
knowledge system.”

c. Summarize the 
discussion content

Students 6, 9, 11&14: “I haven't been a team leader yet, but 
I think it's useful to sort out the report and better than 
reading dozens of posts”; “It's like this, I take the overall 
picture and to see which problem the keywords belong 
to and put them in the report. I think it's very good.”

Student 13: “When I saw the tag cloud, I recalled what I 
had discussed and added the different ideas to my own 
knowledge system.”

Social (interaction 
diagram)

a. Identify the opinion 
leader

Student 3: “I identified the core person in the interaction 
diagram because he might be the leader of the 
discussion. Then, I mainly focused on his posts to 
obtain the main information of discussion.”

b. Building more 
interaction with 
learners having less 
communication with

Student 6: “Before the discussion, I looked at the 
interaction diagram to see who I have not discussed 
with and then focused on his point of view.”

Behavioral 
(distribution of 
posts)

a. Be of little use Students 1, 3 & 6: “I don't think this information is 
important. I pay more attention to the discussion 
content.”

Student 2, 5, 7, 8 & 10:” If I posted less than others, I would 
try to post more to make it looks nice.”
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knowledge construction at this stage due to no different ideas being proposed (Roseli & 
Umar, 2015).

The sequential analysis shows two different sequential patterns between GA and NA 
classes. In GA class, there is an initial finding of sequential patterns as C4→C5 and C5→C4 
(Yang et al., 2018). Both C4 and C5 are higher level of knowledge construction and are 
also the higher form of mental functions (Gunawardena et al., 1997). This pattern suggests 
that students in GA class inclined to build knowledge via repeated modification and sum-
marization. It has been pointed out in previous study that behaviors in C4, C5 and C4→C5 
contribute to effective online collaboration (Yang et al., 2018). This finding reports that GA 
groups not only produced more higher-level behaviors, but also conducted effective behav-
ioral patterns. The sequential analysis also reveals a distinct sequential pattern in NA class. 
C2→C4 indicates that sometimes the team straightly revised the plan from an inconsistent 
idea lacking necessary discussion on the idea within the group. This might be due to the 
challenge to identify the inconsistent idea among the great number of postings. Some post-
ings might be neglected owing to the nature of asynchronous discussion (Su et al., 2018).

Analysis of the interview data further explains in what ways the three group awareness 
types supported the knowledge construction. Overall, most students thought the cognitive 
and social group awareness played a major role in facilitating discussion while unexpect-
edly, the behavioral group awareness was of little use. For cognitive awareness, students 
expressed that it helped them keep the discussion focusing on the topic and ensure all core 
concepts were included. Off-topic discussions or repeatedly checking the core concepts 
may distract group members' attention and waste more time in preliminary collaboration 
behaviors, such as clarifying the tasks and stating opinions (Yang et al., 2018). In addition, 
students also voiced that cognitive group awareness externalized the inconsistency and 
provoked cognitive conflicts or discussion. In other words, by exposure of what has been 
discussed in the group, students were easier to acknowledge the different ideas against 
themselves among the great number of postings and involve in the discussion (Hwang & 
Chang, 2020; Limón, 2001). Some students further mentioned that the centrality of each key 
point assisted them in focusing on not only frequently discussed keywords, but also words 
proposed by a few learners in the group. This is accordance with a previous study that non-
consensus idea might be crucial for collaborative discussions (Engelmann et al., 2009). 
Furthermore, students also regarded the cognitive group awareness as a summarization 
of the discussion that helped them reflect on their learning and enrich their own knowledge 
system as well as revise and form the final group report. It is also accordance with sugges-
tion of a previous study that more information of the discussion should be provided to groups 
to achieve the C5 (Hou et al., 2008), However, there was no sign of applying the new knowl-
edge in this study due to the design of the tasks that only required students to finish a group 
report rather than using the new knowledge to solve another problem.

Students also thought the social group awareness was valuable for their collaboration 
by aiding them to identify the opinion leader or those they had less communication with. A 
previous study has revealed that identifying the opinion leader is important for collaboration 
because they play a crucial role to convey message for solving web-based collaborative 
mission and significantly enhance group performance and group cohesion (Cheng & You, 
2019). Additionally, being aware of those they had less communication, students could pay 
more attention to those members' postings and thus, more discussion or group interactions 
occurred. This finding confirms previous studies that social group awareness is positively 
related to a better collaborative learning community (Ouyang & Chang, 2019) and a better 
social performance (Phielix et al., 2011). This study also extends the previous findings by un-
packing the mechanism how social group awareness promotes social performance through 
building more interaction of opinion leader and between those having less communication 
before.
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One unexpected finding in the present study is that students did not think the behavioral 
group awareness was useful for their collaboration. This finding is contrary to previous re-
searches that indicated the importance of behavioral group awareness on facilitating equal 
participation (Janssen et al., 2011). The interview data revealed that students were more 
concerned with the discussion content rather than group members' participation because 
they thought the discussion content was more critical for the final reports and the number 
and percentage of postings was only an indicator that they tried to make it look good to 
teacher or peers. This might be explained by one previous study that the relationship be-
tween the object of the intervention and the students' needs is crucial to promote the effec-
tiveness of the educational intervention (Falcao et al., 2018). While, giving the importance 
of equal participation on learning outcomes (Janssen et al., 2011), this finding should attract 
teachers' notice and suggests teachers to guide students pay equal attention to self and 
others' participation.

Pedagogical implications

The present study reveals the positive effects of the group awareness tool on knowledge 
construction and also provides a positive example of learning analytics intervention effec-
tively supporting collaborative knowledge construction in higher education (Sønderlund 
et al., 2019; Vieira et al., 2018). Previous studies have claimed that cognitive and social 
group awareness are positively related to better accuracy of shared knowledge (Shin et al., 
2018), the higher level of knowledge construction (Farrokhnia et al., 2019) and a better 
social performance (Ouyang & Chang, 2019). This study extends the findings by unpack-
ing the mechanism how the cognitive and social group awareness promote the knowledge 
construction. Besides, one unexpected finding that contrary to previous studies is that the 
behavioral group awareness was of little use due to the lack of attention of students.

The findings of this study provide a starting place for adopting group awareness in CSCL 
to improve learners' knowledge construction. This suggests that more emphasis should be 
placed on incorporating multiple group awareness types by tool developers when they build 
a CSCL environment that guides and facilitates knowledge construction. Second, giving 
the mechanism of group awareness, it might inspire new ideas of designers and educa-
tional practitioners to develop and utilize the GA tools in diverse learning contexts. Thirdly, 
teachers and curriculum designers may need to design and implement instructional pro-
grams to guide students pay more attention to self and group members' participation. This 
implementation could be achieved by directly emphasizing the value of equal participation 
for successful learning or identify a team leader who reminds team members to get really 
involved in the collaboration.

Limitation and future work

This study has several limitations. First, students needed to log in another platform to view 
the group awareness information during the discussion, which brought inconvenience to stu-
dents. Therefore, further development of the group awareness tool should be conducted to 
be better combined with the Moodle platform. Second, this experiment should include more 
experimental groups, each group using a different group awareness type to quantitatively 
examine how the different group awareness types affect knowledge construction. Therefore, 
further quantitative and qualitative studies with more experimental groups are needed to 
investigate how different group awareness types support the collaboration and thus, more 
kinds of group awareness tools fitting diverse learning contexts could be developed.



       |  17 
EFFECT OF A GA TOOL ON KNOWLEDGE CONSTRUCTION IN 
COMPUTER IN CSCL

E TH I C S STAT E M E NT
The participants were protected by hiding their personal information during the research 
process. They knew that their participation was voluntary and they could withdraw from the 
study at any time.

ACK N OW LE DG E M E NT S
This paper was supported by the National Natural Science Foundation of China (Grant No: 
61877003) and the International Joint Research Project of Faculty of Education of Beijing 
Normal University.

CO N FLI CT O F I NT E R EST
There is no potential conflict of interest in this study.

DATA AVA I L A B I L I T Y STAT E M E NT
The data can be obtained by sending a request by e-mail to the corresponding author.

R E FE R E N C E S
Bakeman, R., & Gottman, J. M. (1997). Observing interaction: An introduction to sequential analysis (2nd ed.). 

Cambridge University Press.
Bodemer, D. (2011). Tacit guidance for collaborative multimedia learning. Computers in Human Behavior, 27(3), 

1079–1086.
Bodemer, D., & Dehler, J. (2011). Group awareness in CSCL environments. Computers in Human Behaviour, 27, 

1043–1045.
Bodemer, D., Janssen, J., & Schnaubert, L. (2018). Group awareness tools for computer-supported collaborative 

learning. In F. Fischer, C. E. Hmelo-Silver, S. R. Goldman, & P. Reiman (Eds.), International handbook of the 
learning sciences (pp. 351–358). Routledge.

Cai, H. Y., & Gu, X. Q. (2019). Supporting collaborative learning using a diagram-based visible thinking tool based 
on cognitive load theory. British Journal of Educational Technology, 50(5), 2329–2345.

Cheng, C.-M., & You, Z.-L. (2019). Community detection with opinion leaders' identification for promoting collab-
orative problem-based learning performance. British Journal of Educational Technology, 50(4), 1846–1864.

Cress, U., & Kimmerle, J. (2013). Successful knowledge building needs group awareness: Interaction analysis 
of a 9th grade CSCL biology lesson. In D. D. Suthers, K. Lund, C. P. Rosé, C. Teplovs, & N. Law (Eds.), 
Productive multivocality in the analysis of group interactions (pp. 495–509). Springer.

Davis, F. D., Bagozzi, R. P., & Warshaw, P. R. (1989). User acceptance of computer technology: A comparison of 
two theoretical models. Management Science, 35(8), 982–1003.

Dehler, J., Bodemer, D., Buder, J., & Hesse, F. W. (2011). Guiding knowledge communication in CSCL via group 
knowledge awareness. Computers in Human Behavior, 27, 1068–1078.

Engelmann, T., Dehler, J., Bodemer, D., & Buder, J. (2009). Knowledge awareness in CSCL: A psychological 
perspective. Computers in Human Behavior, 25, 949–960.

Erkens, M., & Bodemer, D. (2019). Improving collaborative learning: Guiding knowledge exchange through the pro-
vision of information about learning partners and learning contents. Computers & Education, 128, 452–472.

Falcao, T. P., Peres, F. M., Morais, D. C., & Oliveira, G. S. (2018). Participatory methodologies to promote student 
engagement in the development of educational digital games. Computers & Education, 116, 161–175.

Farrokhnia, M., Pijeira-Díazb, J. H., Noroozic, O., & Hatamia, J. (2019). Computer-supported collaborative con-
cept mapping: The effects of different instructional designs on conceptual understanding and knowledge 
co-construction. Computers & Education, 142, 1–15.

Fincham, E. D., Gašević, D., & Pardo, A. (2018). From social ties to network processes: Do tie definitions matter. 
Journal of Learning Analytics, 5(2), 9–28.

Fischer, F., Bruhn, J., Gräsel, C., & Mandl, H. (2002). Fostering collaborative knowledge construction with visual-
ization tools. Learning and Instruction, 12, 213–232.

Garrison, D. R., Anderson, T., & Archer, W. (2001). Critical thinking, cognitive presence and computer conferenc-
ing in distance education. The American Journal of Distance Education, 15, 7–23.

Gross, T., Stary, C., & Totter, A. (2005). User-centered awareness in computer-supported co-operative work–
system: structures embedding of findings from social sciences. International Journal of Human-Computer 
Interaction, 18(3), 323–360.

Gunawardena, C., Lowe, C., & Anderson, T. (1997). Analysis of global online debate and the development of an 
interaction analysis model for examining social construction of knowledge in computer conferencing. Journal 
of Educational Computing Research, 17(4), 397–431.



18  |      LI et al.

Hod, Y., & Katz, S. (2020). Fostering highly engaged knowledge building communities in socioemotional and so-
ciocognitive hybrid learning spaces. British Journal of Educational Technology, 51(4), 1117–1135.

Hou, T. H., Chang, E. K., & Sung, T. Y. (2008). Analysis of problem-solving-based online asynchronous discussion 
pattern. Educational Technology & Society, 11(1), 17–28.

Hwang, G.-J., & Chang, S.-C. (2020). Facilitating knowledge construction in mobile learning contexts: A bi-
directional peer-assessment approach. British Journal of Educational Technology, 1–21.

Janssen, J., & Bodemer, D. (2013). Coordinated computer-supported collaborative learning: Awareness and 
awareness tools. Educational Psychologist, 48(1), 40–55.

Janssen, J., Erkens, G., Kirschner, A. P., & Kanselaar, G. (2009). Influence of group member familiarity on online 
collaborative learning. Computers in Human Behavior, 25(1), 161–170.

Janssen, J., Erkens, G., & Kirschner, P. (2011). Group awareness tools: It's what you do with it that matters. 
Computers in Human Behaviour, 27, 1046–1058.

Kreijns, K., Kirschner, P., & Vermeulen, M. (2013). Social aspects of CSCL environments: A research framework. 
Educational Psychologist, 48(4), 229–242.

Leeuwen, A. V., Janssen, J., Erkens, G., & Brekelmans, M. (2014). Supporting teachers in guiding collaborating 
students: Effects of learning analytics in CSCL. Computers & Education, 79, 28–39.

Limón, M. (2001). On the cognitive conflict as an instructional strategy for conceptual change: A critical appraisal. 
Learning and Instruction, 11, 357–380.

Nickerson, R. (1999). How we know—And sometimes misjudge—What others know: Imputing one's own knowl-
edge to others. Psychological Bulletin, 125, 737–759.

Ouyang, F., & Chang, Y.-H. (2019). The relationships between social participatory roles and cognitive engage-
ment levels in online discussions. British Journal of Educational Technology, 50(3), 1396–1414.

Phielix, C., Prins, F. J., Kirschner, P. A., Erkens, G., & Jaspers, J. (2011). Group awareness of social and cognitive 
performance in a CSCL environment: Effects of a peer feedback and reflection tool. Computers in Human 
Behavior, 27, 1087–1102.

Pifarré, M., Cobot, R., & Argelagós, E. (2014). Incidence of group awareness information on students' collabora-
tive learning processes. Journal of Computer Assisted Learning, 30, 300–317.

Roseli, M. H. M., & Umar, I. N. (2015). Students' levels of knowledge construction and cognitive skills in an online 
forum learning environment. Social and Behavioral Sciences, 197, 1983–1989.

Rourke, L., Anderson, T., Garrison, D. R., & Archer, W. (1999). Assessing social presence in asynchronous, text-
based computer conferencing. Journal of Distance Education, 14(3), 51–70.

Shin, Y., Kim, D., & Jung, J. (2018). The effects of representation tool (visible-annotation) types to support knowl-
edge building in computer-supported collaborative learning. Journal of Educational Technology & Society, 
21(2), 98–110.

Sønderlund, L. A., Hughes, E., & Smith, J. (2019). The efficacy of learning analytics interventions in higher edu-
cation: A systematic review. British Journal of Educational Technology, 50(5), 2594–2618.

Su, Y., Li, Y. Y., Hu, H. N., & Rosé, P. C. (2018). Exploring college English language learners' self and social reg-
ulation of learning during wiki-supported collaborative reading activities. International Journal of Computer-
Supported Collaborative Learning, 13, 35–60.

Sullivan, R. F., & Keith, K. P. (2019). Exploring the potential of natural language processing to support microgenetic 
analysis of collaborative learning discussions. British Journal of Educational Technology, 50(6), 3047–3063.

Vieira, C., Parsons, P., & Byrd, V. (2018). Visual learning analytics of educational data: A systematic T literature 
review and research agenda. Computers & Education, 122, 119–135.

Wendell, B. K., Andrews, J. C., & Paugh, P. (2019). Supporting knowledge construction in elementary engineering 
design. Science Education, 103, 952–978.

Yang, X. M., Li, J. H., Guo, X. S., & Li, X. J. (2015). Group interactive network and behavioral patterns in online 
English-to-Chinese cooperative translation activity. Internet and Higher Education, 25, 28–36.

Yang, X. M., Li, J. H., & Xing, B. B. (2018). Behavioral patterns of knowledge construction in online cooperative 
translation activities. The Internet and Higher Education, 36, 13–21.

Yücel, A. Ü., & Usluel, K. Y. (2016). Knowledge building and the quantity, content and quality of the interaction and 
participation of students in an online collaborative learning environment. Computers & Education, 97, 31–48.

Zheng, Y., Xu, C., Li, Y., & Su, Y. (2018). Measuring and visualizing group knowledge elaboration in online collab-
orative discussions. Educational Technology & Society, 21(1), 91–103.

How to cite this article: Li, Y., Li, X., Zhang, Y., & Li, X. (2021). The effects of a 
group awareness tool on knowledge construction in computer-supported collaborative 
learning. British Journal of  Educational Technology, 00, 1–19. https://doi.org/10.1111/
bjet.13066

https://doi.org/10.1111/bjet.13066
https://doi.org/10.1111/bjet.13066


       |  19 
EFFECT OF A GA TOOL ON KNOWLEDGE CONSTRUCTION IN 
COMPUTER IN CSCL

A PPE N D I X A
Questionnaire on students' acceptance of the group awareness tool

No Items Mean SD
Percentage of agreed/
strongly agreed

1 I think the GAT is useful for learning 3.90 0.99 64.1%

2 I think the GAT is useful for supporting 
online collaborative learning

4.18 0.82 84.6%

3 I think the GAT is useful to share individual 
thoughts with group members

3.90 0.91 71.8%

4 I think the GAT is useful to organize 
individual or group knowledge in a 
group

3.77 0.96 69.2%

5 I think the GAT is useful to organize 
individual or group interaction in a 
group

4.00 0.86 79.5%

6 I think the GAT is useful to organize 
individual or group participation in 
a group. (the GAT encourages me 
to participate actively in discussion 
activities)

4.15 0.71 82.1%

7 I think it was easy for me to learn how to 
use the GAT

3.97 0.81 76.9%

8 I think Tag-Cloud of the GAT is very easy 
to understand

4.15 0.87 79.5%

9 I think Interaction graph of the GAT is very 
easy to read

4.56 0.50 100.0%

10 I think Group posting map of the GAT is 
very easy to read

4.64 0.49 100.0%

11 I am satisfied with Tag-Cloud of the GAT in 
terms of group knowledge acquisition

4.33 0.81 84.6%

12 I am satisfied with Interaction graph of the 
GAT in terms of peer interaction

4.54 0.51 100.0%

13 I am satisfied with Group posting map of 
the GAT in displaying information of the 
group

4.56 0.50 100.0%

14 I would like to keep using the GAT in the 
future

4.26 0.97 76.9%

15 I would like to use the GAT in other courses 4.08 1.01 71.8%


