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Abstract

This course aims to train health care professionals in the attendance of adolescents and youth. It is structured in 48 case reports, involving health promotion, disease prevention and health care. The objective of this paper is to discuss the characteristics related to the pedagogical mediation. It was performed a semiotic analysis of the messages sent by the tutors to the students, through e-mails made available by the course site, basically focusing the internal communication texts considering the theoretical production about the subject of pedagogical mediation. The following characteristics were identified: the recognition of the pupils’ accomplishments precedes all orientations; the relation between theory and practice is highlighted; there is an emphasis in placing the case reports study in the broader context of public or community health; the tutors normally try to bring the student closer to them by sharing professional and personal issues; figures of speech are amply used; the standard answers offered in the course restricts the tutor; the tutors tend to stimulate and facilitate the search for other sources of knowledge not available in the course; a unique way of presenting the proposed activities is mandatory. The systematic analysis of the used strategies will allow the quality improvement of the pedagogical mediation, especially because this is a course offered in a country of continental dimensions such as Brazil. To exchange ideas, take positions, criticize, promote the dialogue are means to favor the students and tutors interest in the subject of debate, increasing the level of commitment. 
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Introduction

Nowadays there is a tendency to search for distance education courses where the interaction between the participants, tutors and students is emphasized in order to develop a cooperative work. It is highlighted though that the process of construction of a net of learning process does not occur naturally, from information given by the internet. For that reason, researches have reflected critically about the role of the pedagogical mediation in order to revise the role of the professor/tutor in these proposals.

In distance education, the interaction between the professor/tutor and the student occurs in an indirect way in space (distance education) and time (non simultaneous communication), what leads to additional complexities. The dissociation of the acts of teaching and learning and the lack of simultaneousness in the presence of the participants of the pedagogical communication make it necessary to recur to midiatic forms of communication. In this kind of process the professor assumes the role of facilitator not positioning himself as the main source of information. The learning process becomes more interactive, giving to the student a broader possibility for a creative reasoning and making him able to build his own knowledge.

According to Okada (2003), the meaning of the pedagogical mediation has its origin in two words: mediation, from Latin mediatione – act or effect of mediate an action denoting an intervention that aims an agreement and pedagogy, from Greek paidagogia – something that has as a purpose to conduct to a learning process. 

To be in accordance to the reality of the work in Distance Education, the professor is stimulated to get in touch with new technology and to be familiar with them, he is also compelled to vary his pedagogical approach in order to make the way of learning an easy one.

Under this circumstance, the meaning is not established a priori, but interactively as an answer to situations and specific social and cultural environment; it is given provisionally and it is always opened to semantic (re) discoveries as a result of the relationship among different people. 

Valente (2003) uses the expression “being together virtually” to describe the multiple interactions between the professor and the apprentice, including the ones made to be followed closely and to be constantly assisted. They are created to make it possible to understand the process and henceforth challenge the student in order to help him to give meaning to what he is learning. Nevertheless, the interaction provided by a net of computers does not occur immediately, especially in an academic environment.

Although, the pedagogical mediation has an important position in the teaching and learning environment, recent reflections about Distance Education point to the need for the professor to establish a bridge between the apprentices and the incoming knowledge. This enable the students to become the main subject in the process of learning due to their independent and active way in putting in practice their objectives with the purpose of constructing and reconstructing their knowledge.

Belloni (1999) uses the theatrical activity as a metaphor to discuss the roles of the professor in the process of pedagogical mediation in digital communication technology. The professor, according to this author, is not going to assume anymore the main role in a play that he wrote and that he is also the director. On the other hand, he will give the chance to other actors, the students, who will perform the main roles in a play written by a group of individuals. 
Therefore, this work is intended to analyze some characteristics that guided the pedagogical mediation developed in the course Introduction to the Integral Health of the Adolescents and Youths, in the module offered to health professionals from the North and Northeast region of the country, in 2005.

The presentation is divided in three different parts: the first one is intended to briefly present the course; the second concentrates in the arguments that justify the model of its structure which is based on the report of some cases and in how the narratives which they were based were developed; and, finally, in the third, the results from the semiotic analysis of the messages sent by the tutors to the students.

Presenting the course

The course Introduction to the Integral Health of the Adolescents and Youths was structured on the model of teaching which was based on case reports. In order to develop it, it was organized a multidisciplinary team and based on the experience of its participants, in their daily work, it was created a wide range of problematic situations relevant to practitioners in the field of adolescent and youth health care.

The content was organized in three thematic parts: growth and development; sexuality and reproductive health and the main clinical disorders. Composed by a total of 48 cases, it can be used by professionals closely bound to services of different levels of complexity.

The stories are told, in its great majority, in chapters; in the end of each part, questions for reflection are presented in order to stimulate the development of a clinical reasoning, linking the theory to the practical experiences of the student.

To a better understanding of the presented situations in the course, it has been described some fragments of the available cases: “Flavio, 16 years old, an office boy in an accountant office, goes to a health centre complaining about weight loss and fatigue”; “Márcia, 16 years old, abandoned school and got emotionally involved with a boy connected to drug trafficking” ; “João, 15 years old, who has been working since 8 years old at a tomato plantation and, for this reason, he has been exposed to the effects of agro toxic”.

Besides the cases, the student can count with some tools to give him support as, for example, theoretical summaries, some tips, glossaries, graphics and tables, some chapters of books available for download and suggested sites. To allow an easy communication with the tutor, by using the same program, there is a proper space to send the solutions of the cases.

The structure of the course 

As the main objective of the course is to train students to acquire knowledge and to take actions, the stories was built in very flexible structures in order to embody the practical knowledge, the logical deductions, the judgments and decisions taken in the daily work of health assistance. 
The case reports presented during the course are stories built, involving characters that move around a central situation and also in a sequence of events resulting from this situation. They are narratives which involve special plots, that whenever they are used as a frame to events and people in time and space, they reflect social and cultural contexts.

A fictional name is given to reported cases. This strategy was a group decision, based on the wish to give to the narratives a creative and amusing aspect as they reproduce the reasons for the adolescents and youths to go a health centre.

The cases were classified not only according to their competencies but they were also divided by their level of complexity. Moreover, some times they portray some prevalent health problems of the target population, others, not so recurrent issues and disorders but representing the possibility of “a dramatic intervention” (cure or solution of conflicts) whenever they are diagnosed. The possibility of putting into practice theoretical concepts is a teaching strategy of unquestionable value. The study of the presented cases reveals, in the first moment, what is explicit and what is implied and in the second moment, what the student thinks about it.

These two initial moments of knowledge and translation, can be seen as interventions, as a result of the connection between theory and practice. By analyzing the student’s reflections, the tutor makes the interpretation of ideas and the presentation of new proposals possible. As a reply, the students call in question or restate their ideas, perspectives and previous experiences. 

Therefore, the option of structuring the course in case reports is due to their potential to function as mediators of the tutors and students. There is, through them, a great number of meanings and senses and many possibilities to exchange experiences and to dialogue.

The pedagogical mediation 

It was invited 10 professionals to form the team of tutors of the course. Beside them, the team was composed by the pedagogical coordination, the academic secretary and computer support. All the professors work in institutions that promote attendance of adolescents and youths, teaching and research; they have different background in the health field: dentists, medical doctors, nurses, and nutritionists. None of the tutors has had previous teaching experience in distance education besides the one acquired in this course.

The explicit statements given by some tutors, as an answer to the expectations about their performance, show clearly what they considered to be very important to the process of tutoring: “To be helpful in the process of learning and training for the adolescent’s attendance”; “To help students to get knowledge in the adolescent’s field”. These are some of the answers given. Although they were chosen by chance, they represent the common sense/the general thought. On the other hand, the personal experience of the group of tutors with computer technology can be noticed by their report on the use of the internet at work and at home, with the purpose of studying, researching, entertaining, communicating and shopping.

The wishing to cooperate professionally and exchanging experiences was also relevant for them and they express that by saying: “To enlarge my knowledge, let’s exchange ideas”. 

It is clear, therefore, since the beginning “being together virtually” is something desired by all of them. As Valente (2001) proposed this connection is not only for people but also between theory and practice as a mean to support the pedagogical mediation in Distance Education. 

In relation to the messages exchanged between students and tutors, through a semiotic analysis, their organization, classification and interpretation, enabled to create categories which denote a better critical understanding of the characteristics in the dynamic process of the pedagogical mediation practiced in the course. Actually, this categorization influences the tutors´ behavior in their teaching practice, reflecting strategies, classical or innovative, but necessary to shorten the distances and temporal spaces common to the type of mediation required to Distance Education. 
Basically 12 procedures were recurrent:
1) The tutor plays the role of the main character and, with the help of the director, makes plains for the development of difficult future projects by the students, putting into practice a traditional strategy of knowledge acquisition.
Student – “I have been planning some projects and one of them is a Health Fair in April with the students from the school close to the place I am going to work, and when I read the project I thought that it was a really good one”.
The tutor’s reply – “The idea of a Health Fair is great, but it means a lot of work”.
2) The tutor requires a specific way of presenting and organizing the answers for the proposed activities. At the same time, it reflects the desire for an organization which promotes the reading activity inside a computerized environment:

 “Let’s go: inside each part of the case (1st, 2nd and 3rd parts), I would like you to identify the problems separately and describe the actions to be taken in each one”.
3) The tutor begins his comments praising the student’s work, making clear that he is conscious of the importance of being inspirational. In the pedagogical mediation in Distance Education, it represents a reduction of the virtual distance between teacher and students.
 “You did a great job! You were able to identify the most important points and you developed the case in a very coherent and logical way…”

“Hi! You were very comprehensive, pertinent and clear in your solution. Congratulations!!!”

4) The tutor emphasizes the articulated process of teaching and learning with the student’s daily work, in accordance with Peters´ proposal, which is based on Distance Education student’s characteristics and opposite to the conventional education group:

“I have already finished reading your solution to the case ‘The Abysm. In view of the fact, Luíza would be in good hands under your care”.
5) The tutor uses as a strategy of mediation the professional identification with the student, in accordance with one of the approaches of pedagogical mediation in Distance Education; this is also a very common way of connection used in the face-to-face education though.
“Which would be the first instructions that we, clinics, could give to Marcela in her first appointment, while she is waiting for specialized evaluation?”

6) The tutor emphasizes a personalized pedagogical mediation, in a way to diminish the space-temporal distance. He substitutes the visual contact and the physical proximity for the intimate relation and for the concern about the routine aspects as, for example, the time availability to be spent in many different tasks: 

“The purpose to have a study planning is to reduce the time that I spend to reply to you, because I believe that it is frustrating to send a case and keep waiting for the comments”.

“First of all, I would like to know how you like to be called. Is it Rita de Cássia or Rita?”
7) The tutor is concerned to place the case in a broader context in the public or community health. It reflects the deep dimension in which the course was created, showing consciousness of its objective, in the Brazilian reality:

“Cases like this one show how our work is fragile, pushing us to think about strategies of short, medium and long-range. This is the cruel reality that many of our adolescents have to face in their daily life and that, sometimes, we don’t even know about it”.
8) The tutor seems to be “stuck” according to the kind of “gold standard” available to guide him, he sends comments in the form of an “inquiry”, as a way to embrace all the proposed competences as if he is giving the student limits to the kind of answer he is going to give:
“Your solution for the second case is good, but can we try to go deeper in some points? - Do you think that some of Luíza’s complaints, in relation to the school, can be understood as a way to call attention to herself? - With all the difficulties related to their relationship, couldn’t the fact that they have the same religious values be a positive point? – Listening to the daughter separately from the mother could help or not? – Is it common to an adolescent to ‘bargain’? Was the professional’s behavior, in accepting to act as a mediator, correct?”

9) The tutor uses metaphors to straighten his relation with the student, making this figure of speech function as part of the process to justify and legitimate the work to be done:

“As I told you before, be calm. This course is like a cookie package. The first is somewhat difficult to come out. After the first one, the others come out easily”

“Technology sometimes plays tricks on us. What do you think about after waiting more than an hour in line at the bank the clerk says: I’m sorry but the system is not working now. Yeah…I have been through this many times. Relax. Try again. I was able to connect. Keep calm; the computer will cooperate with you. If you have any problem, let me know about it.”
10) The tutor stimulates the access to other sources not available in the course that is also common in the face-to-face education. In that case, one can look for good and accessible material in the internet.

“I have another article which is very good about overweight and obesity diagnosis in adolescent. It was published in the Brazilian Pediatric Journal”.

11) The tutor is limited to the material available in the course showing, in a way, respect to the proposed rules and outlines:

“(message sent to the coordination) The ‘student x’ would like to have information about males’ voice changes, described in the chapter ‘The voice in the adolescence’. I’ve read it but, unfortunately, I do not know how to answer it. Can you explain it to me?” 
12) The tutor tries to get closer to the student by sharing some personal issues, most of the times, stimulated by the students themselves. This behavior points to a strategy of getting through the distances of space and time, substituting the face-to-face contact to the exchange of life stories:

“Sorry for the delay replying your message (I am still in the time limit of 72 hours; my son had an asthma crisis)”

“Yes, I am from Rio. ‘A real carioca’. I was born in Vila Isabel, Noel’s place…I am 45 years old and I graduated in Medicine at UERJ in 1984, I did my Specialization in Pediatrics but I started working with adolescents from the beginning, what I have been doing since 87…I am married to…”

The categories related above agree to the Peter’s observations (2003). He states that by observing the complex educational process of learning in Distance Education, under the didactic point of view, we come to the conclusion that one is dealing with the integral use of learning forms carefully prepared in conventional classes. He says, on the other hand, that what is specific in the didactic structure of the distance education is the combination and integration of these forms with others, mainly because of the decrease in the process of learning by reading and the restriction of learning by taking part in lectures and seminars.

The systematic analysis of the strategies used by the tutors, as well as sharing and discussing these observations with the group, were important to improve the quality of the pedagogical mediation. They were also used as a basis for the necessary adequacies to a better performance of the operational system.

During the course it was developed a permanent forum among tutors and the coordination, with the purpose to discuss any difficulties found, as well as stimulate the teaching staff to review its didactical and pedagogical “box of tools”.

Besides the space of collective discussion, there was integration among the coordination and the tutors, with the sharing of the interpretations done. There was also the work of the group of instructive design and graphic programming, together.
Conclusion
Besides the theoretical discussion involving the process of pedagogical mediation and its characterization in the course, we emphasize the need for systematic evaluations in the mediation process of teaching and learning.         

To exchange ideas, take positions, exercise criticism, promote dialogue are all actions that would allow tutors to have a new relation with the developed work, increasing, consequently, the students´ interest and participation.

Some attitudes in the mediation seem to help to increase the interaction, others create obstacles. One can say that to consider the pace diversity, the availability, the interest, the large number of other activities and appointments engaged by the students seems to be an attitude that leads to an easy and encouraging learning process. 

It is also important to note that the chosen structure is an essential instrument of mediation and interaction, that is, the organization of the material to be discussed in the form of a study of case reports, brings back the historically known epistemological role of the narrative in the process of building the knowledge in the health field. 

Considering that the course Introduction to the Integral Health of Adolescents and Youths is an innovative proposal in this area, with the possibility of being applied in all Portuguese speaking countries, it justifies the planning of methodically oriented studies about it with the purpose of being more effective. 
References

Bakhtin M. Questões de literatura e de estética. A teoria do romance. São Paulo: Hucitec; 2002.

Belloni ML. Educação a distância. Campinas, SP: Autores Associados; 1999. 

Clementino A. Gestão pedagógica de cursos em EAD online. Acessível em: http://www.abed.org.br/congresso2005/por/pdf/041tcc5.pdf (acessado em 22/maio/2006).

Hunter KM. Doctor’s stories. The narrative structure of medical knowledge. Princeton: Princeton University Press; 1991.

Okada ALP. A mediação pedagógica e a construção de ecologias cognitivas: um novo caminho para a educação a distância. In: Alves L, Nova C, organizadoras. Educação a distância: uma nova concepção de aprendizado e interatividade. São Paulo: Futura; 2003. p. 63-73.

Peters O. Didática do ensino a distância: Experiências e estágio da discussão numa visão internacional. Rio Grande do Sul: Editora Unisinos; 2003.

Prado MEBB, Martins MC. A mediação pedagógica em propostas de formação continuada de professores em informática na educação. Acessível em: http://www2.abed.org.br/visualizaDocumento.asp?Documento_ID=12
Smith D. Diagnosis goes low tech. New York Times  2003 [serial on web]. Availiable from: www.nytimes.com [acessado em 11/out/2003].

Valente J. Educação a distância no ensino superior: soluções e flexibilizações. Interface - Comunic, Saúde, Educ 2003; 7:139-48.

PAGE  
5

