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Furthering Connected Teaching and L earning

Through the Use of Virtual Learning Communities

Holly M cCracken

On-line learning is a dynamic process, the strength which is realized through
collaboration with peers, teachers and colleagums] other subject experts or resources.
On-line students are most successfully engagedudgfroinvolvement in goal-directed
opportunities promoting discovery, collaboratiomflective analysis, relationship building,
and a personal relationship to learning (Fiddler catMarienau, Spring, 1995; Lave and
Wenger in McPherson and Nune, 2004; Lock, 2002398; and Shea, February, 2006,
section 1). The use of interactive discussion asnatructional method ensures that such
opportunities are accessible to students, enabthrey achievement of both individual and
collective learning goals. A cooperative and codiedtive process that allows inquiry and
critical analysis, encourages negotiation, and podes consensus building extends learning

beyond the intellectual domain to include cognitivel affective development.

Certainly, a distinguishing feature of virtual leBrg communities is their reliance on
electronic media to facilitate both access to reitgitechnology as well as interpersonal
processes of communication and interaction. Howewbe potential for effective

collaboration rests not with technological applii@as, but rather with instructors’ abilities to
facilitate interpersonal connections: simply statadlearning community in a Web-based
environment consists of participants, both studemd teachers, who collectively utilize

discussion as a method by which to identify leagmeeds and achieve shared goals (Palloff



and Pratt, 1999, 2001). Depending on the curridalens, such groups may be developed as
flexible, informal interactions, or more specifigalstructured communities of practice,
focusing on collaborative processes that resulhénconstruction of new areas of knowledge
(Wegerif, 2002; Rovai, 2002; Wenger and Snyderdcite Stein, Fall, 2002). Such learning
environments are sustained as roles and respatisghiland the capacity for relational
cohesiveness, cooperation, and collaboration evtiveughout the “life cycles” of the
communities. Progression through various developahatages is demonstrated by the depth
and frequency of interactions and the relationallitjes evidenced through communications,
as well as by participant attitudes and behavialtspf which, in turn, impact the successful

achievement of learning goals.

Shaping Virtual L earning Communities: Establishing L ogistics for Participation

Effective discussions recognize and legitimize $hdls, abilities, and experiences of the
collective learning community, while drawing on iwmdual student interests and
competencies to move learning forward. Becausealigtudents do not come into physical
contact with one another, discussions become linted not only to learning, but to affiliation
and engagement (Boettcher, November, 2004; Collisthaum, Haavind, and Tinker, 2000;
Kearsley, 2000; McCracken, 2005; Palloff and Pré®99, 2001; Rovai, November, 2004;
Sergiovanni cited in Rovai and Jordan, Novembefl420Many of the same instructional
skills and areas of knowledge routinely used tdlifate interaction and participation in
traditional classrooms can be transferred to Wedgtb@nvironments, including, for instance,
the use of communication techniques, facilitatioracfices, presentation strategies, and
assessment methods (McCracken, 2006). Specific stypke activities that provide
opportunities for increased interaction includeisturing questions for response and ongoing
discussion; facilitating virtual panels; assignitegm projects; encouraging informal brain-
storming sessions; and, using case studies andasioms to encourage cooperative problem
solving.

The following ideas include best practices relatedtructural logistics that enable positive

interactions.



Students enter on-line courses with varying famijravith Web-based learning. Instructors
should ensure that the institution and/or Departrpeovide detailed orientations for students
to whom on-line learning is a new experience, hgitiing technical tools and approaches for
successful participation.

E-mail forms the foundation for virtual communicatj particularly at key points in an
academic term, for example, as a course begingmasl Instructors should provide a current
e-mail address to students, and inform them imntelgiaf this information changes. Resist
the urge to make numerous email addresses avaikdlkrt one address on which students
can rely. If possible, utilize the email functionitinn a course management system for
correspondence with students; this enables commatmns to be archived in a central
location, and ultimately enables efficient orgaticaa

The classroom can be personalized by encouragitgists to complete profile information
that includes location, interests, hobbies, ete @ailability of minimal individual interests
and goals enables students and teachers to hawrsanpl context for introducing and
sustaining participation in ongoing discussion\atiés.

In order to organize class communications, instmgctan create separate forums (discussion
locations) for the following types of discussiomssponses to students’ questions; dialogue
related to general conversations of a social natumd, issue specific forums. This enables
similar correspondence to be archived in one lopatassisting teachers to easily track
qguestions, student participation, issues requifurther clarification, and, progress towards
learning goals.

Teachers can request that students can help oegainéz virtual classroom by carefully
labeling postings in the subject line of their @spes so that they can be easily accessed and
referenced in a threaded discussion outline.

Particularly in courses in which discussion is anary instructional technique, reviewing
and responding to numerous communications can lEwibrelming. Instructors should
remind students of the importance of organizatioth @me management to studying in an on-
line environment; this applies both to the preparaand submission of formal assignments
as well as to discussion responses, the majoriyhath are text-based.

Encourage students to first complete responsesidousbion questions using a word

processing application before they submit themh&forum. This enables students to create



their own records of their responses in the evieat the original posting is lost due to, for
example, power outages, incapacitated servergher candom activities that result in loss of
written work.

Require that students stay in touch, encouragingstipns, distributing information, and
referring students to institutional resources ofaltthey may not be aware. Because course
information, activities, discussions and assignmeste sequenced, it is important that
students are able to clarify any questions or corscas quickly as possible.

Instructors should take care to promote respectttier community and the process of
interaction. Even though they can “attend classpajamas”, students are obligated to
maintain the same standards for conduct and conuation in a virtual classroom that they
would in its face-to-face counterpart. Teachers tnuevide guidelines for interaction,
privacy, and conflict management (to include th&tifation’s code of conduct) that identify
consequences for behavioral violations.

While it is important to have deadlines for studgrticipation in specific discussion
assignments, instructors should allow discussiaeatfs to remain open and accessible
following scheduled completion dates so that cosaons can continue throughout the

course term.

Technical Toolsthat Support Virtual L earning Communities

Just as a physical classroom requires the use ai$ ®uch as blackboards or chalk to
communicate course content, a virtual classrooiizesti a variety of elements to facilitate
learning. Each on-line course exists within a ceuranagement system; this system exists
on the system’s Website, and generally includesdalateral components needed to support
course instruction via a common portal, for exampa electronic grade book, a file
manager, a course schedule, access to library #ed pesource materials, and plagiarism
detection programs. Additionally, course managensgatems include functions that enable
discussion through both synchronous and asyncheoocommmunications, for example, by the
use of email, virtual chat, audio- and video-coaf®ing, and discussion forums.

Asynchronous discussions are organized by creatisgussion threads, or message



sequences consisting of an original message foldwemultiple responses. These types of
discussions are commonly used in virtual classroasthey allow continuous participation,
independent of a fixed time or location. Additidgalmany systems include a mechanism
allowing synchronous discussions, conversationgmggnt upon participation at a fixed time
and location, and may require that software isiobthand installed, and its use coordinated.
The integration of multiple media is becoming iragi®gly common when using an
electronic conferencing platform, allowing varioe®mbinations of asynchronous and
synchronous text-, audio-, and/or video-based conication. Such applications may differ
on the basis of their capacities for interactiod aonnectivity (e.g., one-to-one vs. one-to-
many communications; one-way vs. two-way connegfivitime/location dependency and
spontaneity (e.g., synchronous vs. asynchronousmeomntations); accessibility (e.g.,
availability of requisite software, hardware, barutw, etc.); functionality (e.g., seamless
integration of technology components); and, usgbile.g., ease of use of applications).
These variables are important for consideratior last a course is developed and delivered,
as on-line students typically have variable actessmandwidth, software, and hardware, and,
therefore, may find the use of expensive and elbosoftware or plug ins prohibitive to
purchase and operate. Additionally, students anteral classrooms with varying experience
in and understanding of the use of technologicaliegtions. By utilizing technological
applications that can be easily obtained, instadled used, teachers ensure that the curricular
focus does not become secondary to software amnhivhae.

In selecting media, instructors should use a wari@t tools and methods not only to
communicate course content and facilitate intevactbut also appeal to a range of learning
styles and processes. A focus on the overall gufalse learning community and identifying
media that are relevant to curricular focus andsggeaables the selection of tools that enable
the broadest access to all systemic componentseatdurse website. Methods and tools can
be chosen that enable parameters for communicaiich conduct to be established and
maintained, and that facilitate the appropriate as¢he discussion forum. As instructors
make such selections they can assess the levaivaicp afforded by the method or tool,
noting, for example, the capacity for communicasiom be recorded/archived and retrieved.

The following includes best practices in using texbgy to promote interaction.



Instructors should select technological applicaitimat support curricular goals as well as
multiple learning styles and intelligences, engyitimeir use is relevant and appropriate.

Such applications should be supported by a meamarcs provide ongoing technical
assistance to students. While it is considered frestice to make this assistance available 24
hours a day, seven days a week, this is not alfeamsble due to budget, staffing and other
resource considerations. In this event, instructitsuld be able to use the technology
characteristic to virtual communication and diseuss, and be prepared to assist students by
providing minimal technical support in the evergyttexperience problems.

Students enter on-line courses with varying leeélfamiliarity with various communication
tools. Teachers must carefully explain the varimeshanisms that will be used to facilitate
communication and interaction, providing definisorminimum system requirements, and
expectations for use/participation.

Depending upon students’ connections, downloadiognnounications software may take
variable amounts of time. Students should be reedrtd allow as much time as possible to
prepare their systems to accommodate conferendatéppns, particularly when utilizing

dial-up modems.

Facilitating and M oder ating On-Line L ear ning Communities

In an instructional environment in which the mediufacilitates learning, virtual
communication and interaction take on a unique ldept cooperative and collaborative
process that allows questions, facilitates crititlainking, encourages negotiation, and
promotes consensus building leads to intellectalwall as personal and professional
development. Such a process is created as a oésldsign by teachers through a willingness
to relinquish traditional classroom direction tdopitize a facilitative style to classroom
management; responsiveness to inquiry, opinion, iafmrmation-seeking; comfort with
collaboration as well as discourse; and, the ghibtallow students responsibility for their
own learning processes and outcomes. Promotingagtten and communication in Web-
based learning environments holds variable strengthwell as challenges for students and

teachers alike.



As learning communities are created, it is impdrtanconsider the range of learning styles
with which students enter classes, and, partigyldne discussion space. Students’ affinity
and tolerances for specific types of activitiesicate their educational preferences; these
preferences shape styles, indicating the ways #heymost comfortable learning. There are
many styles by which individuals learn; althoughstnare not limited to one style, dominant
preferences may exist. Because Web-based studgaiiy text-based, students who learn
other than visually may particularly experience ligdmges to learning in a virtual
environment. Because students demonstrate knowledgk skill acquisition through
communications, instructional activities should egriate experiences, readings, and
observations, enabling researched and reflectigporeses that promote critical thinking,
inquiry, and self-assessment skills. Specific typkactivities that provide opportunities for
increased interaction include structuring questiéors response and ongoing discussion;
facilitating small group discussions; assigningmeprojects; encouraging brain-storming
sessions; and, using case studies and simulabaTecburage cooperative problem solving.
As examples, the following types of activities nisyintegrated within virtual classrooms:
Facilitating a conference telephone call with tkighar of a textbook as she synopsizes her
research, and subsequently moderates a studerédelsagnificant issues.

Organizing virtual teams to complete group projeatsng a combination of asynchronous,
threaded discussions and synchronous white boadisteat applications.

Supervising a student’s internship with a commubpityanization in her/his home town, and
facilitating a discussion of these experiences Witse of other interns placed around the city
(and beyond) by reviewing a combination of pre-pdskecture notes and participating in
real-time, text-based discussions.

Attending a virtual conference delivered througa tise of a MO®, participating in a real-
time, object-oriented virtual environment for a ttased conversation with peers from
around the world.

Developing subject specific communities of practidesre students and teachers explore new
areas of knowledge to collaborate on research #met acholarly activities within a multi-
media conferencing platform (such as Ellumifiatdearning Time8 WebExX, or

HorizonLive®).



Although virtual learning environments afford statkebroad opportunities for interaction,
possibilities also exist for the misuse of personfdrmation, resources, course materials, and
intellectual property. As the identified leadersimstructional environments, teachers must
clearly define the purposes of communities and udision parameters, identifying
inappropriate use of the communication tools andviging visible and consistent
consequences to their misuse. While an informalfaaititative approach may maximize the
discussion potential for the community, it is teawsh responsibility to assist students to
participate in these activities in such ways thdissantive learning occurs: this often means
setting firm boundaries related to on-line beha@od communications. In the event that the
school has a code of conduct related to parti@pain virtual activities and courses,
instructors can remind students of this policythia event that the school has no such policy,
they can encourage its development.

The following ideas include best practices in fgating and moderating discussions.
Frequent communications not only build collabomatirelationships, they are critical to
developing goal-directed learning communities wiepth and focus. In order that
communication extends beyond an exchange of infeomainstructors must stay up-to-date
in discussions. To maintain dynamic and relevarttal conversations, they should return to
the learning community throughout each week (fanegle, at least three times weekly) to
review student responses, respond to questionsageawrises, and provide clarifying
information and referral.

Various aspects of discussion responses can bévedchnd reformatted for repeated use
from term to term. By preparing uniform responsésciv can be customized later, teachers
are able to allocate time to focus on original camioations and individualized assessment
feedback. This approach also enables instructoeltty consistent information to multiple
class sections.

Teachers should consider the range of learningstytesent in the discussion and larger
classroom and utilize instructional activities thraspond to a range of approaches and
processes.

Instructors can capitalize on the anonymity prodid®y the virtual classroom to invite a

broader participation from students; for exampleidsents self-conscious about speaking



openly in a physical class may view participatiorivirtual learning environment as a means
to increase self-directedness, confidence, andtagsparticipation.

Teachers and students should identify methods esources that can assist in bringing a
wide spectrum of diversity into virtual classroorasing the wealth of information available
on the Internet to integrate new resources foh&rrinformation or study.

Instructors can utilize previous academic, profassi, and personal experiences that
returning students contribute to discussions, trgabpportunities for more experienced
students to guide and/or mentor less experiencetksts.

Consistently frequent and substantive participagooourages student engagement; teachers
must be available and visible, aware that teacmrayWeb-based classroom requires them to
be easily accessible and responsive.

Frequent communications not only build collaboratirelationships, they are critical to
developing goal-directed learning communities wiepth and focus. In order that
communication becomes more than an exchange afmatton, instructors must stay up-to-
date in discussions.

In order to ensure that discussions are focuséelyamet, and purposeful, instructors should
describe and publicize (for example, via the sylgbthe ways members of the learning
community will be expected to engage one another.

Promoting interactivity encourages active involvetend collaboration, enabling teachers to
obtain ongoing feedback to modify courses througlacgiven term. Because the ongoing use
of methods that promote interaction may be demanulirthe absence of facial expressions,
voice intonation, or eye contact, teachers musntifje additional environmental and
interpersonal cues related to interaction, problmiving, and ongoing communication in
order to continuously assess student progress.

Web-based communications reinforce the continuedofi®volving technology applications,
allowing students to build secondary skills andlitds to study and conduct research.
Instructors should be aware that Web-based commatimis may present obstacles to
students new to on-line learning, as well as thase reading, writing, keyboarding, hearing,
or vision challenges.

Instructors must remind students that communicatemd interactions can be archived, and,

therefore, should not be considered confidentiadnf@entiality and privacy cannot be



guaranteed in an on-line classroom, and studemsldéitonsider this when self disclosing

personal and contact information. In establishingually agreed upon guidelines regarding
the disclosure of discussion content, instructbimukl acknowledge individual boundaries as
well as specific requests and needs.

By maintaining public general communications anscdssions the entire class membership
can benefit from information, ideas, and discussitawving said this, however, discussions of
an individual nature (such as reporting grade megr discussing on-line behavior,

responding to specific questions, etc.) should drelacted via individualized email so that

privacy can be maintained.

Assessing Community Development and Student Participation

Unlike in a physical classroom, it is difficult fetudents to sit unnoticed in the back row in a
virtual class; because comments and responseschieesd, communication and participation
can easily be monitored to the extent that theyoaetithin the confines of the course
structure. Whether formal or informal methods aleded, both continuous and cumulative
assessment is critical to facilitating the achiegatof individual and collective learning
goals, as well as promoting the development of rsg&xy academic abilities, such as citation
and research skills. Instructors can ensure camigtpositive and relevant discussions by
continuously monitoring levels of participation,tigans of involvement, and the overall
quality of communications; for example, responses indicate interest, research, and critical
thought demonstrate an understanding and applicaficourse information.

Evidence of positive development is demonstratednathe community forms in such a way
that students engage one another as they acconmisuictional activities and meet learning
goals. Specific indicators confirm that these dyitanare present in a virtual learning space,
for example: increasingly frequent discussions tbetur independently of the teacher;
communications in which participants expand on seudeas, or illustrate course principles
through the use of personal experiences and examplereasing abilities for peer and self
assessment; and, familiar relationships that devalbnong students, who acknowledge one

another’s strengths or encourage each other througltenges.
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Conversely, students at risk of being unsuccessfaheeting learning goals demonstrate a
lack of participation (for example, neglecting gssnents, demonstrating a decline in quality
or quantity of work produced or a complete laclpafticipation/visibility), display unfocused
or inappropriate interaction, or repeatedly ref@rpersonal problems or other barriers to
ongoing participation. Instructors must maintaireawvareness of changes related to frequency
of and substance in discussions, immediately conwating with students who miss
assignment deadlines. Moreover, it is importanidte repeated references to problems that
interfere with ongoing patrticipation, such as conéid challenges to access (for example,
obtaining requisite connectivity, hardware, andtvgafe), or writing, editing, keyboarding,
reading, or vision difficulties, as the presencehw&se issues may indicate that students are
struggling to access and understand course infavmaand materials. Most course
management systems make course statistical datialdeaand instructors can utilize such
data to monitor student use patterns, identifyimgsé times during which communications
are most and least frequent.

The provision of continuous assessment assistaigtsts to be more personally responsive
and engaged with members of the learning commutyprder to encourage and motivate
students to participate in the virtual communitysiimportant to provide rapid, specific, and
personalized feedback as a means of ongoing assefsthis practice reinforces all
participants’ investments in and responsibility facilitating the community. The feedback
process promotes continuous and individualizednlagr adds depth and insight to the
remarks already provided by students, and affoeschers opportunities to reinforce
important concepts. Building assessment into dleditation process provides an opportunity
to assess the extent to which a substantive anlityqeaperience has been delivered, and
participation in a virtual community has assisteaients to achieve curricular learning goals.
Moreover, this process enables the identificatibthose areas in which barriers to learning
have occurred within the virtual community.

The following ideas include best practices in asisgsstudent progress.

When assessing the quality of virtual discussiossriictors should identify the ways student
learning will be measured, as well as minimum dateelated to the quality and quantity of
message content. These approaches should be cohguite the larger Department’s

instructional goals as well as consistent withitag8bnal accrediting benchmarks.
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Instructors should understand that students masebfeconscious regarding the quality and
quantity of their contributions to the discussiparticularly during the initial weeks of class.
Again, continuous feedback noting strengths andsafer improvement help to draw such
students into discussion activities.

Instructors should provide parameters for procegdiith coursework, developing and
publicizing a rubric (via the course syllabus) tlsakecifically identifies the variables upon
which participation will be assessed. While adheeeto rubric parameters is critical to
promoting self-assessment, teachers can maintaenngss to unique and creative
perspectives, ideas, and communications that fumiséructional goals.

By closely monitoring student progress, instruct@se able to provide continuous
individualized feedback; this practice ensures #tatlents are consistently informed of their
status and have opportunities to strengthen tharkwMoreover, providing ongoing
assessment according to a predictable schedulesaitudents to integrate developing ideas
into ongoing assignments.

Knowing when to ask for help and how to formulatestions to obtain the information one
needs are important skills for on-line studentdéwelop. To this end, instructors should
encourage students to assess their own progressidipg guidelines, standards, and

feedback as they learn skills in self- and peeesssrent.

Conclusion

Communities that develop in on-line instructionalvieonments have the potential to be
transformational in their significance to self-assaent and critical thought development, as
well as important to furthering advising relatioips social networks, and school affiliations
(McCracken, 2005). The communication, relationshiplding, and mentoring generated
through participation in interactive communitiesoyide a foundation for continuous
engagement and learning. By assisting studentsideratand the purpose of activities, and
directing them in such ways as to build increasirgmplex areas of knowledge, exciting
instructional opportunities are created that pra@mieiarning beyond course and program

completion.
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