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ABSTRACT

VirRAD (the Virtual Radiopharmacy) is a virtual learning environment, funded by the EC, in which the global Nuclear Medicine community and, in particular, specialist radiopharmacists, can meet to learn, exchange views and discuss best practice. The environment centres on the provision of a learning community, and its integration with multimedia courseware and a virtual reality laboratory. The learning community aims to encourage collaborative learning and continuous professional development for all sectors of the Nuclear Medicine community, including learners, teachers, radiopharmacy practitioners and experts, and other healthcare professionals. The specialised online learning community platform will encourage this through its incorporation of a variety of functionalities, including discussion and chat forums, virtual conferencing facilities and a wide range of dynamic databases of relevant information. These features were derived from extensive needs analysis studies with target users.

An existing e-mail discussion group (RadPharm) has grown to accommodate over six hundred radiopharmacists and related professionals. However, this group, originally intended to promote interactive discussions, is now functioning only as a mailing list and levels of posting activity on the site are low. As a result, radiopharmacists’ awareness of professional developments and opportunities in their field could be greatly improved. Members of RadPharm (and other related discussion groups) are therefore being encouraged to migrate from their existing discussion sites to the VirRAD learning community. A high degree of interest has been shown in the new VirRAD environment among the Radiopharmacy community, demonstrated by the numerous replies to a lengthy user requirements questionnaire. However, the community of radiopharmacists does not always have easy access to networked computers, and acceptance of Internet use is variable. These factors may contribute to an unwillingness of members to participate in the proposed migration. 

The development of the VirRAD learning community and users’ migration to it is being monitored through measurements of communication activity. This is a longitudinal study, based on the framework proposed by Schoberth, Preece and Heinzl (2003), in which a range of metrics that describe the activity and, in particular the interactivity, within the community are logged. Examples of the metrics recorded are: the frequency of new members joining, the frequency of news items submitted, and the frequency of messages posted within discussions. These metrics provide data on the emerging patterns of usage by members of the community in order that conclusions may be drawn about the extent of user migration from existing sites and the nature of the community growth. Early results from this study indicate that the communication activity is yet to develop sufficiently for any investigation of patterns or trends. This slow development has been affected by factors which have increased activity, such as advertising of the community and attempts of the moderating team to initiate communications. These effects have only caused a temporary fluctuation in communication activity. Monitoring of the development and growth will continue until the close of the project in a year.

In addition to this quantitative data, a variety of qualitative data was collected to measure the early success of the learning community and to predict users’ future acceptance. Users’ perceptions of the learning community and their experiences with it were gathered. Results from these studies indicated that, although there was some need for improvement in the usability of the community, this resource would be of great value to those in the Nuclear Medicine profession. The Technology Acceptance Model (TAM, Davis, 1993) was used to predict future acceptance of the community by users. Results from a questionnaire that utilised the TAM constructs of ‘perceived ease of use’ and ‘perceived usefulness’ and ‘predicted future use’ indicated that the community would be well accepted by members when the community, and the communication within it, has developed further. The TAM was utilised successfully in this online community and results corresponded with those for other systems with which the model had been validated.

The construct of ‘sense of virtual community’ (Blanchard & Markus, 2002) was also explored using the acceptance questionnaire. This considered factors including members’ feelings of belonging to the community and their influence over it, their shared emotional connections with others and the extent to which members’ needs are fulfilled within the VirRAD learning community. This was found to have a close relationship with users’ future use predictions, and perceived usefulness responses, both of which have been found to be good predictors of future acceptance. Therefore, from these results, SOVC can be suggested as having a close relationship with acceptance. Further investigation is needed to elaborate the nature and direction of this relationship, but this study has suggested the existence of such a relationship.

With the development of technologies for the support of networked learning communities, global communication and collaboration is more possible now than ever before. Globally distributed groups, with globally distributed knowledge, must be in a position to take advantage of these technologies in order to provide greater and more frequent opportunities for collaboration and, therefore, advancement in their particular domains of interest. This research provides valuable insights into the applicability of our combined evaluative methodologies and provides evidence of a relationship between SOVC and acceptance. Further work will be conducted into the pedagogical efficacy of the community and a more detailed evaluation of users’ experience with the community will be conducted.
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