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1. Introduction: Education through interactive media
In a field as wide as on-line education and training it is relatively easy to come to the task with innovative ideas for application to a given context. The actual application of ideas though is something that needs much more careful consideration, as the use of interactive media in itself is not a guarantee that anything worthwhile is being put into place. An early indication of this emerged in the discussion at the Institute of Education in the introductory meeting for the 2004 programme, when it was suggested that technological development in academic institutions is measured more by possession of advanced technology than by its use. What has emerged through following this course, in my own thinking, is firstly a set of guiding principles that can be used to interpret pedagogical methodologies and approaches in the first seven weeks (and that are carefully selected to provide good educational practice through interactive media) and then the complete reversal of this through investigations of cyberculture and its implications for education. This has provided a self-reflection space through which an important contrast to the well researched uses of the virtual learning environment (VLE) has emerged.

In this essay, I will reflect upon my own learning processes in working through this course to come to an understanding and working definition of a “subject village” (Glazier, 2002: 3) approach to education through a discussion of affordances and effectivities in creating an interactive infrastructure for learning. Through this I will discuss the importance of the Virtual Learning Environment (VLE) to structured education, but emphasise its limitations in creating an on-line community for international cooperation in higher education (initiated through Erasmus teaching exchange initiatives in English language teaching), where students are not registered with partner institutions and cannot use a common VLE. 

2. From VLE to subject village
2.1 A portfolio of participation
The contrast between more traditional forms of distance learning and distance learning through a VLE was the most immediate and important catalyst to bring many years of experience to bear on the information presented through the programme. Having been engaged with the former at postgraduate level, the VLE approach proved refreshing and tightly organized and provided a very useful focus to start thinking about a hybrid course I have developed at the University of Wales Aberystwyth (UWA).
 From the outset it was resources for this course that I had intended to explore within this essay and in weeks 1 – 7, the entire focus of any individual aspects of the set tasks was given to discussing these resources with a view to further development.

Within my own course development at UWA, I have access to the use of Blackboard, the institutional VLE, but have not made specific use of it for course organization so far. This is mainly due to my own view of organisation within the VLE as being more constrained to heuristic features, “…general rules that… describe common properties of usable interfaces” (Nielsen, 2004a), that cannot be easily modified by a teacher, course coordinator and/or web designer (hereinafter referred to as a singular “facilitator”), thus representing an institutional view of course organization. In contrast, the use of an individual web-site (cf. footnote 1) allows the facilitator to build in greater affordances, which represent communicative and interactive properties of the learning interface by which the user perceives actions to be possible and then acts upon them (cf. Norman, 2002; Salmon, 2002: 2). 
Awareness of the affordances built in to an academic programme works towards the individualisation of resources to meet the needs of students in relation to the learning outcomes of a specific course, through which the desired affordances are initially determined, but which may be significantly different to those of other courses, especially when considering the widely disparate nature of higher education programmes around the world and the implications of on-line learning. In this context, the institutional view of course facilitation through the VLE is more limited and this will be discussed in more detail in section 3.1. 

The reason for bringing these issues into the discussion at this early stage is due their close relationship with my own development on the course and the need to define these terms for my own learning and for the continuing course development that is reflected in this essay. The initial problem relates to how the affordances created by the clearly defined and usable guiding principles of online education and training interact with the blurred boundaries of cyberculture and how the concept of subject village (Glazier, 2002: 3) emerges from this to create discussion and recommendations for contextually adapted learning that is suitable for project development between cooperating institutions who do not share a common VLE.

Working with this dilemma created a split in my interpretation of the course, from the clear organisation of the first seven weeks to the complete re-evaluation of what the final three weeks mean for education and for my own work in particular, which is not an entirely subjective comment when considering the similar reactions of others in the cyberculture group. This is not intended as a negative comment, however, as it has brought me to a better understanding of how users participate outside the more rigorous requirements of VLE communication in a field where few answers were, and possibly could be, provided. It has also provided a useful perspective on the differences between affordances as already mentioned and the notion of perceived affordances (Norman, 2002) (also reviewed in 3.1).
2.2 The need and the right for self direction through web-based learning

The evident contrast between heuristics and affordances provided a set of evaluation tools that are directly complementary to work I had previously done (Morgan, 1999: 2, based on Morkes & Nielsen, 1997) on enhancing readability and navigation of web-based resources, in which it is suggested that:
a) users want to search;

b) users like summaries;

c) text should be concise and scannable;

d) users want hyperlinks to move quickly to other pages;

e) graphics and text should complement one another;

f) credibility is important.

These criteria still hold true when evaluating and creating web resources and work in parallel to the checklists for evaluating web-sites and VLEs discussed in week 7. Within the web-sites chosen for review, Webwise,
 the BBC introductory resource for using the web, proved very useful in terms of its visual navigation structure. It presented a visual narrative account of its structure that allowed a “scanning of scanning” reading technique, whereby the user could not only see a visual map
 of the site structure, but could also see a text map of each visual aspect, allowing the reader to simultaneously scan both the text and the site. 
Consequently, the entire range of suggestions to enhance readability (Morgan, 1999: 2), are presented within a single user screen that is likely to achieve its objective of increasing confidence and skill in using the web, whilst maximising the potential of enhanced usability of the resource. This type of affordance is a specific issue of this essay as the facilitator makes these choices in developing a learner centred interface in relation to desired learning outcomes, which may not be possible in an institutional VLE. Perceived affordances arise from this as a contrast in how the learner views the resource in relation to the choices already made by the facilitator, allowing a greater focus on learner centredness and autonomous learning.
At this stage of the OET course, the direction and relevance seemed very clear: adapt the EL21010 web site to create a navigation structure similar to Webwise and work on the interactive components through which students would be able to enhance communication skills. For the latter the module development will follow two specific directions: firstly the inclusion of fortnightly written tasks to be submitted to a VLE forum through Blackboard, and secondly the inclusion of a video conferencing component
 to increase the opportunities for international cooperation in academic communication.

Having initially expected to be joining the campus group to discuss hybrid learning for the purpose of the above project, I found myself distanced from my objectives for a crucial three week period. The tasks presented in the cyberculture option in week 8 were clustered around four particular themes and provided what turned out to be a finite set of links and questions that participants would need to derive their own meaning from, with very little by way of interpretation, comment or discussion with the facilitator. It is at this point that I would like to draw a distinction between the need for self direction and the right to self direction in learning.

There was a general sense among the group, which was confirmed through private chat, that the option provided few concrete guidelines on the relevance of cyberculture to education. Summaries presented by some group participants were quite detailed, but lacked conviction and questions asked here regarding education were not adequately discussed. Added to the need for self direction highlighted in previous paragraphs, the right to self direction would suggest here that participants should be able to request a change of approach to the structure of the option, in much the same way that the negotiated syllabus has been promoted in English language teaching for many years. 
If this alternative is not provided, psychological defensiveness manifests itself in the form of educational alienation
 among group members, which is felt when learning objectives are limited or restricted. This in turn has an adverse effect on the group dynamic (Argyle, 1969; Heron, 1989), and criticisms are expressed directly or indirectly—which may have been reflected in the significant drop out or non-participation rate of students in this option. As questions were increasingly asked about the relevance of cyberculture to education, and questions were not answered, I expressed this right to the group and received some enthusiastic responses (with others reaffirming this in private chat) resulting in a lively last minute discussion of the issue.
2.3 The subject village as an alternative to the VLE
As much of the work in the course was centred around the OET VLE, First Class, and quite a lot of discussion contrasted this with Blackboard, it seems a natural progression to work with what is available in a given institution. My own questions in relation to this discussion point in week 2 expressed a general dissatisfaction, not with the availability of resources, but with the ability to make it work the way I want it to work without significant intervention by technical support staff; i.e. to decide which affordances I would want to include and actually be able to realise within the resource provided. This is the reason I have generally followed an independent route in creating course web-sites such as the one created for EL21010.


During the progression of the OET course though, and especially in relation to the cyberculture option, certain issues in my own work were reaffirmed. What transpired through the final three weeks was a more independent method of learning brought about by the educational alienation of the learning environment, set tasks and facilitation. By firstly focusing on ideas of “who was doing what" in cyberculture (week 8), I realised that I could bring my own digital poetry web-site
 into the discussion as an instance of cyberculture in itself.

To briefly explain this further and identify the significance for this essay, the poetry project
 is something I have been working on since 1998, but which has only recently been a subject of significant focus. As I will now have the opportunity to work with this site as a practising writer with student groups, it will be necessary to create a working narrative feature within the site that explains how aspects of the work were created. It will also provide a critical bibliography of other resources through which a larger web-site can be created to incorporate or link to the work of other writers, schools, colleges, universities and community groups.

Through further reading in this area (Glazier, 2002), the notion of “subject village” enters the discussion. What Glazier has created through his work is the development of the Electronic Poetry Center.
 Glazier argues that the subject village (ibid: 3) is central to the proliferation of poetry on the web. The subject village itself operates as a web-site and may include structured discussion areas and other areas for more formal educational development. He also argues for the limitations of the subject village inasmuch as it does not necessarily offer a comprehensive account of the subject in question, nor does it control the actions and interests of the users in the way that a formal structured course through a VLE might.

The Trace On-line Writing Centre and Trace On-line Writing School
 at Nottingham Trent University are good examples of the possible differences between a subject village (the centre) and a VLE (the school). Essentially, the centre operates on similar principles to Glazier’s recommendations of what constitutes a subject village, linking to carefully selected projects and sites (in this case mostly through the school) with a discussion forum open to any registered users. People wanting to go further and work with an on-line learning programme can register and enter the school’s VLE, even though structured tutorials and/or guidelines can be offered through the subject village web-site.
 The more important aspects of Glazier’s notion of subject village are listed below:

· the collection of materials based on an editorial policy;
· the dissemination of materials through agreed policies related to bibliographic maintenance and payment of royalties where appropriate;
· the dissemination of materials that may not be possible in print-based publishing;
· the provision of a focused collection of web pages and links to similar resources;
· the creation of a community of practice based around the collection, dissemination and discussion of materials;
· the possibility of developing educational resources either within the on-line community or as a result of the on-line community.

(based on and adapted from Glazier, 2002: 3) 
Through the cyberculture option, this subject village approach to working with a poetry project has completely changed the focus of my work on the OET. This is actually positive, as I have been trying to reactivate this project for the past four years. This example of a perceived affordance has initiated the action that has led to what I would prefer to call reactive, rather than active, learning, where independent learning takes place as a reaction to the expectations of active learning that may or may not have been afforded
 through the course structure, its learning environment and/or its facilitation.
This is not to say that the EL21010 project has given way to the on-line poetry project, although is has created conflicts in parallel interests. What has been created through this course is the ability to see these simultaneous on-line projects as being complementary to each other and a further hybridization of approaches to developing learning resources through the linking of subject village and VLE approaches.

3 The subject village and VLE in the development of an interactive learning infrastructure
From this point the main focus of this work is on the perceived affordances that are being created in the redevelopment of EL21010, the potential of these affordances (Gibson, 1977, 1979) to create effectivities which manifest in the expansion of “human capabilities” (Allen & Otto, 1995) and how consideration of these affordances effect the methodological choices for including hybrid learning initiatives in an academic module.
3.1 Affordances and effectivities in the interactive development of transferable skills
In reviewing affordances, Norman (2002: 1) has pointed out a discrepancy in his own earlier review (1988) in which he analysed the use of affordances in design but overlooked the difference between real affordances and perceived affordances. Real affordances are based on the actions that the properties of a system facilitate through execution of commands or instructions within the user interface, e.g. accessing a mailing list through web links. Perceived affordances on the other hand represent what a user perceives to be possible through the real affordances. Not only is a user able to access an e-mail list, but now the user may perceive this as being particularly important for specific reasons that may be different to those of another user. As such the affordance of accessing a mailing list is the same action for all users, but the perception of its value is a highly contextualized activity that may vary significantly from user to user.

In many cases in HE, learning technology is being promoted and teachers are subscribing to its use simply because it is there, without thorough consideration of the value of exploring the perceived affordances from a learner perspective. VLEs have emerged as tools of the trade in education, but it is the institutional view of course organisation that will still appeal to many: the main affordance being the ability to access and download course notes, keep records on-line, send e-mail messages to whole user groups and set up discussion lists. At this stage it is useful to look at the quality of communications set up this way and the implications for increasing the students’ stake in their own learning.

Within the VLE, the limitations can be generally attributed to the fact that the programme is institutionalized through an e-learning policy. It affords useful interaction in learning, but is limited in being able to provide students with the tools to create their own media environments for learning and presentation of information (e.g. the development of a web-site for creating and disseminating information). Ryder and Wilson (1996: 1-2) argue that it is only with the exercise of an individual’s assertive will that affordances will transform into effectivities, cited earlier as the extension of human capabilities (page 13). With this transformation they argue that the user becomes involved in the interaction and development process to the extent where they lose self consciousness in the activity and it becomes the extension of their own capability. In this event, it is clear that the learner has become independent and through the affordances has developed the effectivities that will allow her to work and communicate independently.


In the context of HE, Ryder and Wilson’s discussion of closed systems, where “…content is pre-defined, responses are anticipated, and action is controlled by the designer alone” (ibid: 6), can be viewed as a pertinent metaphor for academic assessment criteria that channel the activity of the learners into pre-defined styles of appropriacy in writing and communication that are predominantly the domain of professionals in given discourse communities (Johns, 1997: 51-70). Independence in learning is brought about firstly by the ability to communicate appropriately in a given academic or professional field and secondly by being able to interact and innovate within that field to the extent of becoming a stakeholder in the negotiation and management of knowledge within the field. Within many academic modules this is not an option, but in the context of EL21010, Advanced Communication in English in an Academic Context, the learning outcomes are weighted to the acquisition and transferability of communication skills, which can be directly viewed as effectivities. To achieve these outcomes, the affordances that are built into the course must take into account some theory of interactivity to allow students to work in an authentic and critical communication environment. Lippman (date not cited: in Brand, 1987 & Stone, 1995; in Ryder & Wilson, 1996: 6) has identified five useful criteria of interactivity that will be discussed further in the next section in relation to the practical developments taking place in EL21010, which are summarised below:

i. interruptability, where either party may interrupt at any time;

ii. graceful degradation, in which unanswerable questions are set aside without disrupting the discussion;

iii. limited look-ahead, through which it may not be possible to determine a finite closure to a discussion;

iv. no default, where the directions of a discussion may evolve according to mutual interests of the communicators;

v. the impression of an infinite database, through which many definitions and qualities may be the result of the ongoing discussion
3.2 The subject village and VLE as a learning infrastructure
The current EL21010 module works with mixed groups of visiting Erasmus students and has been in operation since the beginning of the 2000/2001 academic year. Effective communication in an academic context is the main learning outcome of the module and to achieve this a summary of academic and communication activity within the course is listed below:
· work in self directed research groups to negotiate and nominate project topics;

· research topics and create web-sites;
· identify audience perceptions in different media contexts;
· consider differences between clear, written styles for essays, reports and web-sites;
· consider differences between written and spoken text;
· make presentations based upon the project;

· write individual reports of students’ own roles within the project.

An interesting characteristic of this course is that when it was first developed 
in 2000, it was recommended that students work in subject specific groups, limiting the boundaries of interaction for manageability. Over the years though it soon became clear in negotiations of topics that students were claiming a stake in the course by requesting that they be allowed to cross groups to do more multi-disciplinary topics that more closely reflect personal interests. The negotiation here received positive response from me as I had to consider the group dynamic process and the issue of educational alienation (Argyle, 1969; Heron, 1989: page 8 of this paper). In doing so I was initiating affordances within the dynamic of the course that would further enhance the possibility of opening the learning outcomes up to the interactivity criteria of Lippman (page 13, section 3.1 in this paper).
In developing web-based projects for this module, students perceived many more affordances than the real affordances that opened up in terms of learning to design web-sites, investigating different styles of writing for essays and on the web, etc., and began to comment on the ability to communicate effectively with other like minded students from a disparate range of academic and cultural backgrounds that would otherwise not have come together in a cooperative and collaborative learning environment. The main project theme to bring the issue of perceived affordances together was one based on “Erasmus as a ticket to European Identity” that conducted a large scale survey of all visiting exchange students in the university to conclude with a cooperative statement of unity in diversity.
 

The value of this view of module development has been further enhanced during the OET course in parallel to the exchange programme between UWA and Masaryk University. As the latest project to be completed was on the topic of EU Subsidies, for which one significant sub project was EU expansion,
 we had the opportunity to include a presentation by students to a group of visiting teachers from the Czech Republic, which generated a very positive authentic discussion of EU expansion and trade subsidies, assuring a critical audience from a country that would join the EU within the two weeks following the discussion. This was staged as a face to face simulation of a task based presentation and discussion activity that will form the methodological basis of the video conferencing component of the course. In June 2004 I will be visiting Masaryk University to set up the first test conference after which we will be developing parallel preparation activities to prepare students at UWA for presentations and students at Masaryk to work as their audience, with a view to reciprocating on Masaryk programmes.
Further development of the module will begin to work with the interactivity criteria reviewed on page 16 to integrate Blackboard as a VLE with web development projects that will further link in to the EL21010 web-site to create a stronger subject village profile for the site. Interactivity will be further developed by using the subject village as a means to students creating their own reading lists and links from which projects will emerge and by using these as interactive platforms for information exchange through video conferencing. 

The subject village is a means of interacting through the materials collected and disseminated for given projects that can be developed by cooperating student groups in different countries, affording a strong profile for a community of practice towards the development of educational resources that ultimately manifest as a discourse community with its own set of editorial guidelines relating. Ryder and Wilson (1996: 6) neatly summarise the role of such affordances:

“There is nothing inherent in the Internet that guarantees learning. But in a specific context involving learning activities, such as research collaboration, self expression and reflection, the Internet offers multiple affordances, so numerous that it may be a mistake for us to treat it as a medium. It is really an infrastructure which brings together media, tools, people, places and information, expanding the range of human capabilities.”

4 Conclusion: effectivities emerge from the infrastructure
What emerges from this work is the possibility of creating an international infrastructure for cooperation in learning that is rarely seen in higher education, in which it is possible to create synchronous participation in the classrooms of teachers and students at a great distance. In creating opportunities for perceived affordances that allow students to have a stake in the management of their own learning, it is possible that a more significant transferable skill than writing an essay or taking part in a seminar discussion is taking place. The realisation of these affordances can take place through an institutional VLE and/or subject village on the web to facilitate effectivities in the ongoing development of human potential.
Appendix A
EL21010 Projects by semester over four academic years
Semester 1, 2000/2001 (26 students)
· Conventional or Organic Carrots: Is there a Difference?  (Rural Studies group of 6)

· E-Commerce and the Internet (Management & Business group of 2)

· Human Rights: A Dream? (Law group of 5)

· The Role of the Information Manager in Mass Media (Information Studies group of 4)

· Fractals and Dynamics (Mathematics group of 4)

· The Conflict in the Basque Country (International Politics group of 5)

Semester 2, 2000/2001 (10 students)
· The Evolution of the Yoghurt Sector through Time (Rural Studies group of 3)

· Strategic Success Factors in Entering a Foreign Market (Management & Business group of 3)

· Language Imperialism (English & Education group of 2)

· Tourism: Consuming Places (Geography & Earth Sciences group of 2)
Semester 1, 2001/2002 (12 students)
· Free Vs. Controlled Electronic Information (Information Studies group of 4)

· Coffee Production (Rural Studies group of 3—one original group members dropped the course at a late stage)

· Tea and Coffee Brands (Law, Business and Management and Rural Studies group of 3—one original group members dropped the course at a late stage)

· The Rights of Australian Aborigines (Information Studies and International Politics group of 2)

Semester 2, 2001/2002 (8 students)
· Joseph McCarthy: the man, his –ism, his time (History/International Politics group of 2)

· Science: the new stakes (Physics and Biological Sciences group of 3)

· International advertising (Rural Studies, Management and Business and International Politics group of 3)

Semester 1, 2002/2003 (13 students)
· Biometrics (Mathematics and Computer Science group of 2)

· The East African Community (International Politics group of 3) 
· Genetically Modified Foods (Biological Sciences/Geography and Earth Sciences, Management and Business Studies and Rural Studies group of 3)

· The Tobin Tax  (Management and Business Studies, Law and International Politics group of 3)

· Cultural Identity in Film  (Theatre, Film & TV and Management and Business Studies group of 2—two original group members dropped the course at a late stage)

Semester 2, 2002/2003 (4 students)

· Tourism Development in Aberystwyth (1 student from European Languages—two original group members dropped the course at a late stage)

· The Conflict in Northern Ireland (European Languages, Law and International Politics group of 3)

Semester 1, 2003/2004 (9 students)
· Multiculturalism and Immigration in the UK (European Languages, Information Studies & International Politics group of 4)

· From Aber to Europe: Erasmus as a Ticket to European Identity (English, Management & Business, European Languages, Law group of 4)

· The European Constitution (1 Law student—one original group member dropped the course at a late stage)

Semester 2, 2003/2004 (8 students)
· EU Subsidies (Rural Studies, Law, Management & Business, European Languages, Theatre, Film & TV & International Politics group of 8 with 4 collaborative sub topics).
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� EL21010: Advanced Communication in English in an Academic Context, a 1 semester, 10 credit, 100 conceptual hour module (20 contact hours). � HYPERLINK "http://users.aber.ac.uk/jpm/el21010/el2.html" ��http://users.aber.ac.uk/jpm/el21010/el2.html�





� Becoming Webwise [� HYPERLINK "http://www.bbc.co.uk/webwise/learn/" ��http://www.bbc.co.uk/webwise/learn/�].





� This map should be compared with my own recommendations for visual website maps in the EL21010 course web-site [� HYPERLINK "http://users.aber.ac.uk/jpm/el21010/map.html" ��http://users.aber.ac.uk/jpm/el21010/map.html�]. 


� The video conferencing component is part of an Erasmus teaching exchange between UWA and Masaryk University, Brno, Czech Republic. The technical expertise for this is being provided by Geoff Constable, facilitator of the OET video conferencing option. We expect to hold the first conferences in October, 2004.


� Based on workshop handouts provided by Adrian Underhill, Tim Bowen & Vic Richardson (cf. Argyle, 1969; Heron, 1989), British Council International Specialist Course in Teacher Development in English Language Teaching, ILC/International House, Hastings, UK, 1991.


� Polarity’s Child [� HYPERLINK "http://users.aber.ac.uk/jpm/pc/pc_index.html" ��http://users.aber.ac.uk/jpm/pc/pc_index.html�]  


� At the IoE meeting on the first day of the course, we were told we would be playing a game in which my own task was to tell another participant about a hobby of mine which I do not have much time for. I actually mentioned this to another group member and showed her the web-site during the introduction to First Class session after lunch.





� Electronic Poetry Center, University of Buffalo, NY [� HYPERLINK "http://www.epc.buffalo.edu" ��http://www.epc.buffalo.edu�].


  


� Trace On-line Writing Centre [� HYPERLINK "http://trace.ntu.ac.uk/" ��http://trace.ntu.ac.uk/�] and Trace On-line Writing School [� HYPERLINK "http://www.tracewritingschool.com/" ��http://www.tracewritingschool.com/�]. 


� In the EL21010 web-site, a structure on-line web design guide is provided for users who are proficient enough in using the university network to get started this way [� HYPERLINK "http://users.aber.ac.uk/jpm/el21010/webdes.html" ��http://users.aber.ac.uk/jpm/el21010/webdes.html�].





� The BBC Windrush project is a good example of educational resources and community groups that have evolved as a result of a subject village [� HYPERLINK "http://www.bbc.co.uk/arts/books/windrush/" ��http://www.bbc.co.uk/arts/books/windrush/�]. 





� This is where Norman (2002) redresses his own earlier work on affordances and the misunderstanding it has caused in the field, by suggesting that he should have identified the term as “perceived affordances”.


� Information on project topics over the fours year period is listed in appendix A, which has been updated from Morgan (2003).


� “From Aber to Europe: Erasmus as a Ticket to European Identity” by Wolfgang Fitzner, Tuire Toivola, Tommaso Contin & Eva Nagadowska. PowerPoint of survey results available on-line at � HYPERLINK "http://users.aber.ac.uk/jpm/el21010/pro-s1-0304.html" ��http://users.aber.ac.uk/jpm/el21010/pro-s1-0304.html� 


� Currently available at � HYPERLINK "http://users.aber.ac.uk/thj3/EUsub.html" ��http://users.aber.ac.uk/thj3/EUsub.html� but soon to be changed to a permanently available URL, which will eventually be accessible from � HYPERLINK "http://users.aber.ac.uk/jpm/el21010/pro-s2-0304.html" ��http://users.aber.ac.uk/jpm/el21010/pro-s2-0304.html� 
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